


Community Empowerment 

and other catchy phrases:
Fair Isle asks: 

Is it thumbs down to Bottom-up?



•Comment at Fair Isle 

Community meeting

•Our seabirds are dying;

•Our fish are going

•Shouldn’t we be doing 

something about it?

Fair Isle 1989



Fair Isle Marine Environment & 

Tourism Initiative

üA partnership with Fair Isle Bird Observatory & The National Trust for Scotland

Vbut, led by the Fair Isle Community



Safeguarding Our Heritage

•Blueprint

Vsustainable 

management of 

our marine 

resource

×1997



Since then

•Lead role in Northern Periphery Programme

× Partners in north Norway, Swedish Lapland

×Demonstration Project, sustainable use of resources

VIntroduced concept of non consumptive (i.e. renewable) use

VHolistic approach 

VCultural as well as environmental resources

o 1999-2001



NPP outcomes

•Series of booklets

•Sustainable shellfish 

study

•Eco-tourism initiatives

•Community workshops

•Trans-national 

children’s projects



NPP experience

•Project leader events

×Constant talk of:
üCommunity participation

üEmpowerment

üBottom up approach

×Ours, the only 

project led by a 

community!



Since then

•Fair Isle Marine Partnership

×Set up to engage stakeholders

VWe always came with ideas and proposals

oWell received initially

oAlways degenerated to birds versus fishing



Since then

•Further engagement

V In the welter of government 

consultations

VSeries of workshops on isle with 

SNH, SSMEI

×Whole island attended, 

expressed views

VSSMEI Shetland steering group

VFair Isle Marine Spatial Plan

‼Promised to isle but handed to 

marine biology graduate

VFair Isle Marine Action Plan

VAnd much more



Why are we doing this?

• Because we have to!

• Survivors

×Continuous population for at 

least 2000 years

×Survived by looking after 

resources

üThe only option; we couldn’t use 

up resources then go elsewhere

üWe still can’t; it’s 42 km to the 

nearest land



Fair Isle was

•A subsistence economy

×Based on crofting 

×knitwear

×and fishing

üThe laird took much of 

the little income from 

dried, salted fish



Economic recovery

•Fair Isle has diversified
Veconomic diversity is as 

essential as biodiversity

•Series of part-time jobs to 

make ends meet

•Many jobs associated with 

the maritime

•And with tourism



Tourism

•Fair Isle Bird 

Observatory and the 

NTS changed the isle’s 

fortunes

•Tourism now underwrites 

the socio-economic 

fabric of the isle

√It supports services

√And benefits the isle 

financially



Tourism profile

•The wildlife, culture, 

traditions, history, 

archaeology, unspoilt 

landscapes, wilderness 

features and seascapes 

are major draws for 

visitors

•It’s an island! These 

values are intrinsically 

linked to the marine



A simple equation
Superb natural resources

+

A flow of visitors

=

Socio-economic stability

VA healthy marine 

environment is vital for 

the long-term well-being 

of the island community



Commitment, Engagement, Frustration 

and Rejection

•The community & its partners remain 100% 

committed; and engaged

•We come from a socio-economic not a 

conservation viewpoint

•Objectives set 15 years ago have not been 

achieved

•Every avenue has been a blind alley



The wider picture

•Our socio-economic message does 

not get through

•The wider picture is not seen

•Fishing is not the only socio-

economic issue

•It is more than seabirds versus 

fishing

•It is more than just rare biota on the 

seabed



Where do we go now?

•Scottish Marine Bill has 
rekindled hope

•We are preparing MPA proposal

•For a Demonstration & Research 
MPA

•Ideal location
√New Observatory building 

√Research facilities

√Weather station

√Complete community support & 
engagement

√Boats & Boatmen available to support 
research



Council of Europe support

•Council of Europe 

recognises Isle

•Fair Isle has held its 

Diploma since 1985

•Renewed in 2010

•Condition placed on 

renewal

üIf not met, Fair Isle 

loses Diploma in 2015

Council of Europe support



The Condition

In recognition of the internationally 

important seabird colonies and 

associated marine environment 

currently experiencing severe 

pressure, the United Kingdom and 

Scottish Governments should use 

the powers invested in them 

through the Marine and Coastal 

Access Act 2009 and the Marine 

(Scotland) Act 2010 to establish the 

protected marine area which has 

been called for in successive 

diploma renewals. A new protected 

marine area should be in conformity 

with the Fair Isle Marine Action Plan.



A model for Scotland

•Huge opportunity

√Test site for trialling methods 

& programmes for 

sustainable use of resources

√Benefits us

√Wider benefits for other 

coastal communities

√Fair Isle totally committed



Empty words

•We have made our case over 

and over

•The community gets 

congratulations for its efforts

•But no progress 

•Itôs a dialogue with the deaf!



Why no progress?

•Does government fear losing control 

to a small community?

•Is it a lack of trust?

√Our community demonstrates good 

stewardship

√Terrestrial environment in excellent 

condition

√Stewardship recognised by European 

Diploma 

üAwarded to communities living in harmony 

with their environment



Catchy phrases
•Here are a few more catch 

phrases

üCommunity engagement

üIntegrated Coastal Zone 

Management

üWin-win

üMultiple Benefits Concept

×Not so catchy, the last 

one…but it is new

Catchy phrases



And one more

•Social exclusion

üApplied to areas of 

deprivation

×I introduce you to Fair Isle 

×a community deprived of a 

say in its marine environment



Visit us at 

www.fimeti.org.uk

Want to know more?



Or indeed the island itself


