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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

In a climate of fi nancial austerity, how can 
local authorities make savings while still 

meeting the needs of their communities? 
It’s a question at the forefront of minds at 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar this month, following 
the September committee meetings where the topic 
was at the top of the agenda.  

Since 2010 the Comhairle’s funding has been 
reduced by 17 per cent, the highest of any council 
in Scotland, and is looking to fi nd savings upwards 
of £10 million over the next four years.  As the 
Comhairle is facing signifi cant fi nancial challenges, 
discussion is underway as to how these challenges 
can be met, and how the council’s services will be 
redesigned as a result.

A variety of approaches are being considered 
for this redesign of public service delivery.  Should 
they reduce services to make savings, engage with 
communities to deliver services more effectively, 
or work in partnership with other public bodies to 
increase income? The approaches will be examined 
in the coming months, with the main goal being to 
fi nd a way to reduce costs while maintaining policy 
outcomes and quality of service.

“There are different things you can do,” says 
Councillor and Comhairle Leader Roddie Mackay.  
“You can take that amount out of the budget, cut 
services and carry on doing things the same way 
as we always did it, but just do a lot less.  Or, we 
can think about different ways of doing things: we 
know we’re going to have less money, but can we 
minimize the impact of any cuts or reductions?”

At the recent committee meetings, council 
offi cers and members discussed the potential for a 
process of community engagement, which would 
identify the issues that are important to local 
communities across the islands, look at where the 
demand for services could be reduced, identify 
services that could be better provided within 
communities themselves, and agree on which 
services could be cut if necessary.

Roddie says that the Comhairle is “working 
realistically around the budget projections.  
Although there’s less money, let’s see if we can 
do things a wee bit smarter.  Let’s see if we can 
fi nd different ways of delivering services in local 
environments.  It’s a different way of doing things.”

How could community 
involvement help?

If traditional cuts to services are not the response to 
budget restraints, what options does Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar have if they want to retain the quality 
of public services? One of the current proposals 
that will be put to communities in the coming 
months is the notion of community engagement 
and empowerment, where communities identify 
the issues that are important to them, and the local 
authority examines how some of these services 
could potentially be more effectively managed by 
communities themselves.

“We want to go out to communities and see if 
there are ways in which we can work with them 
on some of the services that we currently deliver,” 
says Roddie.  “In communities around the islands, 
there are people in the community who know 
what local people want on the ground, and could 
maybe deliver it better.  So we might be providing 

Council looks for innovative ways to 
deal with fi nancial challenges

them with money, or with assets, or with people, 
and alongside all that we’re looking at trying to 
disperse staff so that council functions can take 
place in communities.

In this scenario, Comhairle income and spend 
on services would be shared with communities, 
a relationship that would be outlined in a formal 
Community Charter to agree the priorities in each 
area, as well as identify what the responsibilities of 
the Scottish Government, the Comhairle, and the 
communities would be.   

Autonomy, ability, and accountability are key 
to the process.  Communities would be given 
autonomy where they have the desire and ability 
to do so.  “After ascertaining that they’ve got 
the ability to do it, we’ll go onto accountability, 
which is asking: are the community delivering 
the service that we wanted them to do?  It will 
be a structured approach and tailored to what 
individual communities can do, it’s actually 
working alongside and with communities,” 
explains Roddie.

Groundwork for this has already been taking 
place in the Education and Children’s Services 
Department, thanks to their Community Signature 
project, which can now be built on council-wide.  
The goal of a Community Signature is to help local 
authorities to focus on and prioritise what services 
they can deliver, and what the community can do 
for itself, and over the last year the Department 
set out to discover the distinctive characteristics 
of the islands’ communities through a series of 
workshops.

These workshops engaged with community 
groups and residents at all levels, asking them to 
rate elements relating to four conditions: people, 
place, prospects, and planning.  The resulting top 
priorities for communities across the Western Isles 
were employment, housing, transport, growing 
old, support services, and investment.

The Community Learning and Development 

(CLD) team were also involved in community 
consultations through Community Capacity 
Building, which builds on work done through the 
Community Signature.  “Community Capacity 
Building is the notion of communities taking more 
to do with their own futures,” said Fiona Macinnes-
Begg, CLD Manager, when she spoke to EVENTS 
in March.  “It’s about helping communities identify 
and gain the skills to make the changes they need 
within their communities.”

As a result of this research and grassroots work, 
the Comhairle now plans to hold conversations 
with communities in the coming weeks and 
months to examine whether a community 
planning and empowerment approach could be 
used to both alleviate pressures from budget cuts, 
and empower local communities to engage more 
directly in the planning and even delivery of local 
services.  

How could partnerships with 
other public bodies help?

To avoid traditional cuts to services in response 
to the current budget restraints, Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar are also looking at ways in which they 
can work together with other public organisations 
in the Western Isles to pool resources.

Potential strategic partnerships are currently 
being discussed between Education and Children’s 
Services and other public bodies that deliver 
services to the Western Isles.  Partnerships such 
as these would be formalised in a “Community 
Charter,” providing a more formal agreement 
between the partnership members as well as the 
communities they serve.

These collaborations could involve a joint 
approach to delivering services and reducing 
costs, such as shared premises and staff.  “It’s very 
early stages, but the idea is that we’ll work together 
to share resources,” says Roddie of the Strategic 
Partnership proposals.  “It’s teaming up with each 
other so we’re not duplicating resources.  Let’s not 

duplicate public resources, let’s get good value for 
the public pound and let’s make the best of fi nite 
resources.”

Damien Yeates, Chief Executive of Skills 
Development Scotland (SDS), said: “Within the 
context of delivering the best possible services 
for island communities, Western Isles Council 
has shown very progressive thinking in addressing 
both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ in respect of skills 
and employment.

 “In terms of the what, SDS is really encouraged 
that the Western Isles Council is driving alignment 
across four key service areas including; economy 
development, education, skills and housing.

 “Importantly, all future investment in skills will 
be fully aligned with areas of economic growth on 
the islands so that we are preparing local people to 
participate more fully in the future growth of their 
economy and their communities.

 “SDS and Western Isles Council share a strong 
belief that work-based learning, starting in the 
senior phase of school and providing direct 
opportunities to earn while you learn, could make 
a signifi cant contribution to the future well-being 
of island communities. 

 “Together with SDS, Western Isles Council will 
prioritise the provision of Foundation, Modern and 
Graduate Apprenticeships that are fully aligned to 
growing the local economy. A signifi cant addition 
to this highly ambitious programme is that the 
Western Isles council will also make provision for 
housing alongside apprenticeships opportunities. 
This bold strategy will aim to retain and attract 
more people to live, work and learn in their 
communities.

 “In terms of the how, SDS and Western Isles 
Council are committed to a programme of 
extreme collaboration involving co-location of our 
services and where possible the full alignment of 
our services offers in support of the Western Isles 
communities.”

The latest version of the plan 
for an extension of Stornoway 
Primary Nursery…it aims to 
accommodate the extra hours 
of support which CnES will 
be obligated to provide for all 
nursery children from August 
2020.  It will also improve the 
quality of the Nursery’s service 
by enabling the children to move 
freely between their playrooms 
and the newly-designed outdoor 
areas, as well as providing much 
needed space for the staff to 
make best use together of their 
non-contact time.
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