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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

When Storm Caroline descended on the 
Outer Hebrides last month, closing 

schools, causing power cuts, and disrupting 
ferry journeys, it made national headlines.  

But thanks to systems put in place at the Education 
and Children’s Services Department at Comhairle 
nan Eilean Siar, staff, teachers, and school pupils 
knew what to expect, and how to respond.

As a precautionary measure, all schools and 
nurseries in Lewis, Harris, and Uist were closed 
on Thursday 7th December, but staff – both at the 
Comhairle and in schools – were advised to make 
their way to work when they deemed it safe to do so.

It’s the common response to bad weather 
situations, and represents an update on the 2008 
Policy on Disruption to Education on Account of 
Bad Weather.  “The latest guidance for teachers is 
that if you can’t get to your school, you should go 
to your nearest school,” explains Iain G. Smith at 
the Department’s Resources Section.  

“There’s a presumption against closure for staff, 
unless it’s too dangerous for them to come in.  

Alternatively they can go to another school, so 
there are two different treatments.”

For Head Teachers, there are further protocols 
to follow in the form of an Unscheduled School 
Closure Checklist, which is completed every time 
a school closes for an unexpected emergency 
– which can be anything from adverse road 
conditions or fl ooding, to heating failures or a lack 
of power.  In Uist, for example, schools are often 
closed to pupils when transport providers aren’t 
operating, due to high winds making it diffi cult for 
buses to drive across causeways.

“There’s also a notifi cation checklist where 
Head Teachers have got to notify their own staff, 
pupils, parents, transport operators, local radio, 
and the Department,” adds Iain.  Advances in 
technology now make this communication easier 
and more effi cient than ever: with ‘Group Call,’ 
every school has the ability to send a text message 
to every parent at once, often with a simple push 
of a button.  And if data issues prevent a school 
from sending out a Group Call, it can be done 
centrally from the Education and Children’s 
Services Department.  

In addition to guidance for winter disruption 
to schools, the Education and Children’s Services 
Department also provides staff with a guide for Severe 
Weather Travel Planning and Management.  “It’s really 
for anyone who travels as part of their job; it goes from 
the basics, to who to contact in emergencies,” says 
Iain, who drafted the original guidance in 2015, and 
recently sent an update to staff via email.

The guide outlines the steps that must be taken 
by staff travelling for work in poor weather, not just 
because severe weather can impact on the delivery 
of education, but because it can be a risk to staff 
themselves.  In terms of staff who need to drive solo 
for work – such as itinerant teachers, school support 
staff, and extended learning staff – guidelines are in 
place which say they must fi ll out either an online 
or paper log to inform colleagues of where they’re 
going, and when they expect to arrive.  

In situations with adverse weather conditions, 
staff are also instructed to call ahead and let 
people at their destination know when they are 
leaving, and when they expect to arrive – with an 
instruction to raise the alarm if they don’t show 
up as expected.  In out-of-hours situations, Faire, 

the local community alarm service, should be 
contacted instead.  “If someone doesn’t arrive, it 
should be noticed.  That’s what the proposals are 
there to do,” says Iain.

The Severe Weather Travel Planning and 
Management Guidance also includes general 
winter safety tips that will be useful to all members 
of staff.  From what to include in an emergency 
car kit (examples include ice scrapers, de-icers, 
a fi rst aid kit, and warm clothes) to the physical 
condition a car is in, the guide lists various items 
staff should check before driving in inclement 
weather.  The guide also includes in-depth advice 
from the Scottish Occupational Road Safety 
Alliance, of which the Comhairle is a member.

“Overall, we can now communicate a lot better 
than we could before, we have safe working 
systems for staff, and there’s a lot of emphasis on 
staff safety,” says Iain.  This means that thanks to 
safety protocols, general advice and safety tips, 
and improved communication channels, the 
Education and Children’s Services Department 
is now fully prepared for anything a Hebridean 
winter can throw at them.  

By Katie Macleod

The arrival of the New Year also sees the 
launch of the Year of Young People 2018, 

the latest in Scotland’s series of ‘themed 
years,’ which began in 2009 with the Year of 
Homecoming. 

Led by the Scottish Government in collaboration 
with the likes of Visit Scotland, Young Scot, and 
Creative Scotland, the Year of Young People aims 
to inspire the country through its young people’s 
ideas, attitudes, and ambitions.

Events and celebrations will be taking place 
throughout the year and across the country. All have 
been designed with the input of young people from 
the beginning, and the programme includes events 
such as a TedX Youth in Glasgow in May, the Big 
Takeover in Shetland in September, and a nationwide 
Scottish Poetry Slam in September and October.

In the Outer Hebrides, it’s a similar story, where 
a range of local partner organisations have been 
involved in the planning process alongside youth 
representatives. 

Led by Visit Scotland, the group’s members 
include local Land Trusts, voluntary and statutory 

groups, and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, in the form 
of Community and Learning Development. Sandy 
Morrison, the 15-year-old local Member of the 
Scottish Youth Parliament, is also involved, and sits 
on the social communications sub-committee.

Last month, the Year of Young People was 
introduced to pupils in the islands’ four secondary 
schools, and the soft launch resulted in hundreds of 
responses from 3rd and 4th year pupils on what they 
would like to experience as part of the themed year. 

“We showed them the national picture, and asked 
for their ideas about what could happen here,” 
explains Fiona MacInnes-Begg, Extended Learning 
Manager at Community Learning and Development. 

As well as encouraging young people to 
come up with ideas for events, Fiona also asked 
which of them would be willing to get involved 
in the events’ implementation. Participation and 
engagement is a crucial part of the message of the 
Year of Young People, and of Comhairle policy 
more generally. At the most recent Education, 
Sport and Children’s Services Committee meeting, 
held on 5th December, it was recommended that 
the Comhairle work to establish Youth Area Forums 
throughout the islands, where young people can 

make their voices heard.

“I am very pleased that we are moving 
forward with a view to increasing young people’s 
participation in the decision-making process,” says 
Committee Chair, Councillor Angus McCormack. 
“Young people have an important contribution to 
make to our communities and by increasing their 
participation I think we will all benefi t.” 

One of the fi rst Year of Young People events 
taking place in the islands will be the launch of the 
new LEADER Youth Fund this month at separate 
events in Harris, Barra, Stornoway, and Benbecula. 
The EU funding package is implemented by Local 
Action Groups with the goal of improving the 
economy in rural areas, and this year sees the 
specifi c Youth Fund available for the fi rst time. 

The fund is available to provide assistance to 
projects that support young people and youth 
initiatives, and is unique in that all decisions on 
funding applications will be made by local young 
people who sit on the newly establish Youth Local 
Action Group. These young people, between 
14 and 25 years of age, will be responsible for 
allocating the £10,000 Youth Fund to projects 
across the islands; funding will be available for 

up to 90 per cent of eligible project costs, with a 
minimum grant requirement of £1000.

Other ideas still in the planning stage for the 
Year of Young People in the Outer Hebrides 
include performances from the National Youth 
Choir of Scotland, Inter-Island Games, and 
Heritage Days. The group is also working with 
various local organisations to offer young people 
the chance to experience “A Day in the Life” of 
different professions, where they can get on-the-
job insights into the world of work.

And with the Department of Education 
and Children’s Services now responsible for 
programming the use of the Stornoway Town Hall 
as a venue, even more avenues for the Year of 
Young People events have opened up, with young 
people suggesting monthly music gigs, ceilidhs, 
and general “get-togethers” for their age group. 

“They’re telling us what they would like to see 
for the Year of Young People,” says Fiona. “We have 
to have a mandate to do it, and we can’t have a 
mandate without the involvement of young people.”

To keep up to date with the Year of Young People 
in the Outer Hebrides, visit the Facebook page at 
facebook.com/hebyoyp18

Year of Young People 2018 starts on Isles
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How schools stay in control 
as storms approach
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