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Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

With fi nancial challenges hitting local 
authorities across the country, councils 

are having to get creative – and in the Outer 
Hebrides, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar are getting 
communities involved in fi nding solutions to 
those challenges.

As announced at the end of 2018, the Comhairle 
needs to make nearly £10 million in savings over 
the next four years but are hoping to minimise the 
impact of these reductions with a Service Redesign 
Process that was agreed in the 2018/19 budget. 
The ultimate goal is to fi nd savings while also 
maintaining current levels of public services, and 
as a result, the redesign will involve greater input – 
and direct involvement – from communities. 

Last November, representatives from Comhairle 
nan Eileen Siar held meetings known as 
“Community Conversations” in council wards 
throughout the islands. These initial meetings 
were designed to raise awareness in local 
communities of the current fi nancial challenges, 
as well as introducing a potential new approach 
to delivering public services based on a model of 
community empowerment and partnership. “The 
key thing is that we are using this to empower 
communities and support them to deliver services 
more effectively and effi ciently than we can do,” 

explains Bernard Chisholm, Director of Education 
and Children’s Services at the Comhairle. 

Discussions in multiple locations were 
based on actual services being provided and 
challenges being faced, covering everything from 
waste management and gritting services, to the 
development of e-learning and health and social 
care. Proposals were put forward at each meeting, 
and members of the community were asked to 
consider whether it was a proposal they would 
support as a community; a proposal they would 
not support; or one they would support, but with 
more information.

Regardless of location, the Community 
Conversations found that each community had a 
lot in common, both in terms of challenges – like 
rurality, depopulation, and housing shortages – as 
well as strengths, such as shared language, history, 
and culture. A total of 16 proposals were put 
forward to 70 groups, which including community 
members, representatives from the Third Sector, 
and voluntary community organisations. 
Responses from around 300 participants were 
then ranked and weighted according to the level 
of support within the community: the top three 
in terms of positive responses were proposals 
concerning e-learning, a service partnership (using 
a charter and hub development model), and early 
education services, among others.

In terms of e-learning, for example, the 
Comhairle proposed a more extensive, islands-
wide strategy to promote digitisation as a means 
of undertaking more functions and services for 
the community. Almost all communities were in 
favour of the council developing a more robust 
digitisation strategy, although issues such as a 
strong IT infrastructure were raised as well.

For the introduction of a Service Partnership, 
which include a decentralised “hub” model of 
delivering services, communities were in favour of 
the idea, especially if used as a tool of social and 
economic regeneration, and to promote stronger 
relationships between communities and the 
council in terms of access to services.

Participants in the Community Conversations 
were also asked to identify any community 
groups that had both the capacity and experience 
to work either individually or in conjunction 
with the Comhairle to deliver services through 
a Public-Community Partnership. “It isn’t about 
volunteering to do it; it is about properly funding 
the Third Sector,” notes Bernard. 

As outlined in the interim report presented at 
recent Comhairle Committee meetings, there is 
already a “signifi cant and mature” level of Third 
Sector and voluntary input when it comes to 
delivering public services, but both the council 
and a large number of participants suggested there 

would be a need for a community planning group 
to coordinate efforts.

Although specifi c to the Western Isles, this type 
of community engagement is building on similar 
efforts taking place elsewhere in the UK, and even 
internationally. In practice, the Comhairle envision 
the implementation of these changes and savings 
to take place using a Community Partnership 
Model to deliver services, where communities 
identify a “menu” of service delivery programmes 
that are unique to their own community areas.

With this type of model, Comhairle income 
and spend on services would be shared with 
communities, a relationship that would be outlined 
in a formal 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.

Research on how to move forward with the 
results of these conversations is already underway 
at the Comhairle. A second round of Community 
Conversations has now been scheduled, with 
meetings taking place throughout March and 
April to discuss in more detail the specifi c areas 
of public services that community groups could 
help deliver. As Bernard explains, “it’s all about 
working with communities to establish a political 
governance to help them make decisions about 
priorities, and how services are delivered locally.”

Changing work of CnES…
with help of island communities

By Katie Macleod

After a moving performance of the Gaelic song Eilean 
Fhraoich by dozens of school pupils singing and playing a 

multitude of instruments, the audience took to their feet for a 
standing ovation. 

The performance at Ionad Spòrs Leòdhais in Stornoway on 14th 
December was the hugely successful culmination of the fi rst stage of 
Dileab, an intergenerational bilingual project that throughout 2018 
saw young people explore the legacy of four major social infl uences 
on the islands over the last century: emigration, wartime experiences, 
protest and politics, and the Iolaire. 

The project resulted in four sold-out concerts of drama, poetry, 
and music throughout November and December, held in Castlebay 
School, Sgoil Lionacleit, Sir E Scott School, and Stornoway. 

But Dileab, which means “legacy” in Gaelic, doesn’t stop there. 
“People are still talking about it,” says Evelyn Coull Macleod, 
Multimedia Manager at Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, who is overseeing 
the project. “That was merely the start of what we hope Dileab will 
achieve. Moving forward, the department’s aspiration would be that 
all cultural and historical work taking place in our schools would be 
under the Dileab brand.”

Coinciding with the 100th anniversary of the Iolaire, much of last 
year’s Dileab work focused on the history of the disaster. With mass 
emigration from the islands taking place in the years that followed – 
particularly in 1923 with the sailing of the SS Metagama, and again 
in 1924 with the SS Marloch – Dileab will be looking at the theme of 
emigration in the lead up to the centenaries of these sailings.

“We want to engage with a global diaspora, fi nd out who these 
people were, where they went, and what success they found,” says 
Evelyn. “We want to get our young people researching. There’s a 
huge pool of stories, and given the title of the project – Dileab: A 
Legacy – we would like to focus on those people who despite diffi cult 
times, went on achieve success, of which there will be many.”

In the meantime, those involved continue to build on the success of 
Dileab. The live studio recording of the Dileab EP will take place over 
the coming months, featuring the fi ve songs that singer-songwriter 

Willie Campbell wrote during writing workshops, including the new 
islands’ anthem, Innse Gall, which captured everyone’s attention at 
the December concerts.

One of the Comhairle’s Heritage Apprentices is currently working 
on a app that could be used by tourists visiting Stornoway, giving 
them an insight into the cultural heritage of the town, while Freumhan 
(Roots) is another ongoing project that falls under the Dileab banner. 
Filmed last year and set to be released in 2019, the documentary 
follows four young people from each of the four communities of 
Barra, Uist, Harris, and Lewis as they research their own family 
history, discover their roots, and fi nd their own personal connections 
to some of the Western Isles’ most important historical events. 

Partnership working has been crucial to the work of Dileab, no 

matter the topic. The project has involved the Comhairle’s Multimedia 
Department, e-Sgoil, Heritage Apprentices, local experts in their 
fi elds, such as Willie Campbell, and the islands’ schools themselves. 
“We’ve worked with a number of industry professionals, and we 
hope to further build working with them,” notes Evelyn, adding that 
bilingual teaching resources and materials have also been developed 
over the course of the project, and will continue to expand. 

“The biggest aim of Dileab is to bring our history alive for all 
young people in the Western Isles, getting them interested in their 
own history and communities, engaging with their local historical 
societies, and developing skills to realise the economic opportunities 
that are available through cultural heritage and tourism,” says Evelyn. 
“Dileab is something that has longevity.”

Stage was set for Dileab success




