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Introduction 

The purpose of the Scottish Women’s Convention (SWC) is to communicate and consult with 

women in Scotland to influence public policy.  Through the Convention’s policy work, round 

table and celebratory events the SWC strives to have contact with women and relevant 

organisations.  The SWC aims to provide an effective way of consulting with a diverse range of 

women in Scotland. 

The Scottish Women’s Convention has a network of over 300,000 women from relevant 

organisations throughout Scotland.  

Background to Shetland Event 

Since 2007 the SWC have undertaken a series of “Roadshows” across Scotland to consult and 

engage with women in order to draw together their views and comments on issues of concern in 

contemporary Scottish life. These are presented to relevant policy makers, interested parties 

and also made available to our wider network. The response from the women we have met has 

been enthusiastic and SWC recommendations are delivered to appropriate decision making 

bodies on behalf of the women who have taken part.   

The SWC Roadshows have proven to be a popular and effective way to reach a large and 

diverse population of women who might otherwise have no opportunity to present their opinions 

or concerns. 

The SWC visit to Shetland took place at the Shetland Hotel, Holmgarth Road on 

Wednesday 19th August 2009 

Thirty two women registered for the event. The format for discussion was centred on aspects of 

rural living for women who reside in the Shetland Isles. 

The SWC would like to thank the women who attended the event for their contributions and for 

the warm welcome we received.  
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Shetland Information1 

The Shetland Islands lie in the North Atlantic, around 200 miles from Aberdeen and about the 
same distance from Norway and the Faroe Islands.  They are made up of more than 100 
islands, of which 15 are inhabited.  Fair Isle, part of the Shetland group of islands is 
incorporated into Shetland Islands Council, and lies 24 miles further south of Sumburgh Head. 
The land area is 550 square miles, approximately the same area as Fife. The total population of 
Shetland is around 22,000, of whom about 7,500 live in the capital, Lerwick. Elsewhere the 
population is sparser and dispersed through many small crofting townships. 

Three quarters of the islands' employees are in the service sector, reflecting the high level of 
activity by Shetland Island Council which runs inter-island ferries as well as providing all the 
usual council services.  

The council's partnership with the oil industry at the Sullom Voe oil and gas terminal has earned 
it millions of pounds in special oil revenues since 1976. These funds support several public 
trusts. The trusts provide vital extra help for social welfare, the arts, sport, environmental 
improvements and economic development.  

Oil is worth an estimated £116 million a year (about 15% of the total value of the economy), but 
fish catching, fish farming and fish processing generate almost twice as much revenue and 
employ nearly three times as many people. Other important sectors for the Shetland economy 
are marine engineering, construction, transport and distribution, finance and business services. 
 
Renewable energy is seen as a sector which will help diversify the local economy away from the 
maturing oil sector. Due to Shetland’s geographical position and its natural wind and tidal 
resources, it is seen as an ideal location to develop new wind and tidal energy technology. 

Attainment levels in schools continue to be high, 90% of S4 
pupils achieving 5+ awards at SCQF level 4 compared to the 
Scottish average of 76%. Most learners have positive 
destinations after completing school with 47% of leavers 
going on to further education and a similar proportion into 
work.  

The Bank of Scotland Quality of Life Survey tracks where 
living standards are highest in Scotland by ranking local 
performance across key indicators; such as the labour 
market, the housing market, the environment, education and 
health. In November 2008 the Shetland Isles came top. 

The employment rate in Shetland is 88%. This is significantly 
higher than the Scotland average of 76%, however, long 
term claimant count unemployment in Shetland has risen 
much faster than Scotland as whole (Shetland 400%, 
Scotland 52% rise) facts updated 12/8/09. 

                                                           
1
 http://openscotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/921/0048295.pdf 

http://www.shetland.gov.uk/council/documents/18170-Shet-in-Statistics.pdf 

http://www.visitshetland.com/ 

labour-market.statistics@scotland.gsi.gov.uk 
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REPORT 

Issues of concern for women in Shetland 

The women attending our Roadshow in Lerwick represented the composite nature of the 

Shetland population. They were from a wide age range whose backgrounds exemplified the 

intricacies of island settlement. Some were natives of Shetland; others had migrated with 

residency covering periods of a few years to over half a century. Several with Shetland family 

connections had returned after lengthy periods on the mainland or abroad.    

The SWC were made aware of this diversity through opening introductions. We asked the 

participants to comment on issues of island life and to discuss any barriers they encounter as 

women accessing services on Shetland.  A number of opening observations summarised the 

difficulty this diversity can present in reporting an overall consensus of opinion on a wide range 

of topics. 

“Island life is something you either love or hate. There is no in between really.” 

There is no one size fits all solutions for island life. The problem is that’s what can be imposed 

on us by service providers and politicians.”  

Nevertheless, in evolving discussions it became clear there were a number of issues that were 

common strands of concern for the women the SWC spoke to in Shetland. 

Isolation – Physical, Emotional and Material: 

Despite a degree of physical isolation being the reality for a number of communities in Shetland,   

issues were raised about the need for anonymity and confidentiality. This lack of personal 

privacy can segregate individuals and impede cultivation of wider relationships within island 

society such as those with service providers or employers. Long term aspects of social 

judgement can adversely affect families to the point where isolation becomes emotional as well 

as physical.  

“Something could have happened years ago even in school or something - you are never 

allowed to forget it. Some individuals just decide to live “down” to their reputation or leave but 

the character of the family can still be considered questionable.”  

This aspect of island living was of concern to the group due to the additional pressures it can 

have on the overall wellbeing of women in a culture they consider is still very male dominated. 

“Even male/female friendships can be misconstrued; it’s not really encouraged socially.” 

Several women said that the extent of community support can, in many respects, be a positive 

feature of Shetland life but they felt compelled to record  the extent of other less positive 

characteristics of close-knit living. 
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It was very strongly felt by participants that a handful of people really hold much of the influence 

and power in the Shetland Island and it can prove very difficult to pursue any challenge to this 

authority. 

“Services are so over –involved with each other and people wear so many different hats. If you 

challenge anything or anyone it can become impossible to fully separate professional life from 

personal life. ” 

The wider impact of any challenge or conflict is worrying to participants as they also confirmed 

that for some the resulting fallout can affect partners and children. 

Because wider repercussion is an unspoken but effective deterrent for many people, issues are 

suppressed and personal grievances go unresolved. 

“There is a strong sense of “just get on with it” hence bullying in many places is rife including the 

workplace. Policies are all in place but they might as well not be – it is often lip service.”  

Some women supported the view that involvement of statutory agencies such as unions, 

ombudsmen or Employment Tribunals were discouraged and a “keep it close to home” mentality 

the dominant force in many aspects of Shetland’s employment sectors. 

Overall, participants said personal aspirations and social networks can be spoiled by worry 

about adverse public perceptions and reactions. They suggested heightened awareness of this 

in rural communities might be a reason that lack of confidence and overall shyness is a fairly 

common characteristic of many island women.  

They expressed a desire for more access to personal development programmes for women to 

build their assertiveness and confidence capacities.   

Fear of wider public knowledge and comment can also compel families to hide issues of poverty 

in rural communities. The women recognised the Shetland Islands enjoys higher than average 

employment and income level however the high cost of essential commodities such as domestic 

fuel, food and petrol can increase levels of social and fiscal deprivation for those who are 

dependent on pension and benefit support.  

 “It’s impossible to make a living on a croft now and that can be hard for many older inhabitants 

who are very proud and their income does not meet expenditure.” 

The group said that greater dissemination of information on welfare entitlements would 

encourage take up amongst those who most need it. It was agreed that increasing subsidy 

levels for high inflation utility and transport costs was vital for those on low incomes. The women 

felt this would ensure necessary levels of “consumptive” expenditure for these commodities did 

not exacerbate budget restrictions in other crucial household necessities such as food.  

Communication links are vital in rural areas and undoubtedly modern technology, such as the 

internet and mobile phone systems, offer enormous advantages to rural populations in 

lessening their isolation and increasing opportunities at every level.  
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The participants said that service provision and access to goods and services in rural areas are 

increasingly underpinned by the use of technology.  Overall it was agreed that delivery of high 

speed broadband and communication network connections should be made a service priority in 

areas of Shetland where they are currently unavailable.   

It was also strongly felt that awareness of the information requirements of those without these 

connections should be considered.  On this basis the women believed that ensuring information 

and service provision is accessible to the widest target group should be a focus of public and 

private sector delivery strategies.  

Due to their geographical isolation from the rest of Scotland and the rural nature of many 

communities within Shetland, the efficiency and value of delivery and postal services were an 

issues for most of the women.  There was unanimous support for retention of full Royal Mail 

services on Shetland. Participants considered post office services to be a vital communication 

link for the area and would strongly resist any further reduction of facilities. 

“The Royal Mail will deliver even if it is one letter or parcel to go to an outlying area. It is a really 

valuable service in every way to a small community.” 

Courier companies provided an additional delivery and dispatch provision however the women 

were less enthusiastic about the real value of their services.  

It was the view of the group that courier services were driven by profit margins and convenience 

for them rather than providing an affordable, efficient service for islanders. They maintained that 

procurement of courier services are expensive and frequently deliveries were held back until 

such times as they felt it was economical to dispatch items to the island and onward. 

The SWC were advised three courier companies served the Shetland Islands and goods can be 

switched between them from the point of dispatch to delivery. Tracking your items can be 

problematic as there is no sharing of information between supplier/courier/customer. 

“It can be a nightmare trying to locate your goods. You end up having to phone around every 

company trying to get hold of them. You pay for a service because companies on the mainland 

say it is isolated but it is not value for money.” 

The women would welcome more affordable and timely courier services to the islands. They 

would like to see a review of contract agreements between suppliers and courier companies 

and regular monitoring of the standard of service by Local Government.  

Employment: 

The Shetland Islands Council (SIC) and the Education and Health Services were highlighted as 

the main employers of women in the islands and the majority of these jobs were not surprisingly 

based in the largest population centre of Lerwick.2   

                                                           
2
  59% of Shetland jobs are located in Lerwick  

http://www.shetland.gov.uk/communityplanning/documents/sustainingshet.pdf 
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Overall jobs with the above employers were considered reasonably secure and well paid 

however there was also widespread agreement that opportunities for career advancement or 

promotion to higher levels of management were very limited.  

Participants would like to see better representation of women in senior positions in Shetland.  

Several of the group commented that the majority of job availability for women being based in 

Lerwick was fairly limiting in terms of access and opportunity for those seeking employment. For 

women access to private transport is an essential element in most employment scenarios. 

Managing other commitments such as family care or accessing part/time work would be 

impossible with out your own vehicle.  For a number of women it was a simple matter of logistics  

“Travel to Lerwick can be limited one bus in morning. Rural services leave Lerwick at around 

5pm.  You can’t get back after this which is hopeless if you don’t finish at 5pm. It is too rigid” 

The women would like more flexible working to be made available by employers and increased 

opportunities sought establish more home working. They would also welcome an improvement 

in public transport timetabling to accommodate a greater number of local work patterns. 

A number of women were of the opinion that although generally employment levels in Shetland 

were better than the Scottish average, a number of young people are finding it difficult to secure 

work above the minimum wage levels and frequently depend on multiple part time jobs to cover 

living costs.  

There was general consensus that career advice and educational direction on Shetland 

supported young girls to pursue the widest possible career paths. Nevertheless, young girls still 

experienced localised cultural barriers with a number of employers when attempting to engage 

in work outwith gender norms such as joinery or construction. 

 Housing and Fuel Poverty: 

Affordable housing was a major topic of conversation for many of the women and the difficulty in 

finding suitable housing was viewed as problematic. The majority were of the opinion it was very 

difficult for young people to either buy or access affordable rental accommodation in local areas 

where their jobs or social networks are accessible.  

The right to buy scheme has inevitably depleted the amount of social housing to a degree and 

the women were unconvinced waiting lists were substantially reducing.  

“Private rental accommodation is very expensive here and there is not enough suitable social 

housing to meet needs.”  

The SWC were told approximately half the social housing stock was in Lerwick but demand 

continued to outstrip availability. They thought homelessness was a rising problem in the area 

and “temporary” chalet accommodation unsuited to the requirements of most people in need of 

this provision. There were indications that “temporary” can mean up to three year durations. 

“This is not acceptable and hides the true scale of those without suitable housing.” 
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 There was broad agreement that social housing policies in Shetland are contributing to 

widespread judgement values being placed on individuals and families who reside in areas that 

are “labelled” as a result of local reputation. The women felt it was detrimental to wider social 

issues and community wellbeing for those allocated houses in the area.  

“There is a “ghetto” status being placed on schemes in Lerwick, as they place “problem tenants” 

there. It is not fair on other residents and they get a name by association.” 

Several participants pointed out there is a lack of 4/5 bedroom houses available and that 

overcrowding was also a problem for a number of families. Too many rental opportunities are 

only for short term lets as landlords want the houses for more profitable tourist rental in the 

summer months.  Overall participants would like to see increase in the provision of affordable 

mixed use housing throughout communities in Shetland and an improvement in temporary 

accommodation facilities that ensure their suitability for single parents, young people and 

children.  

Undoubtedly a consequence of the geographical positition of Shetland is exposure to the some 

of the most extreme weather in Scotland. The women felt that this was not fully recognised at 

Government level by providing additional support for those households at in lower income 

deciles in Shetland. 

Women said that new builds are usually every well insulated however older property efficiency 

varies a great deal. Some housing styles in Shetland are difficult to add insulation to and cost 

can be very high and contributions outwith the means of many. It was more widely agreed 

substantial fuel poverty still exists in the islands across many social stratums and more must be 

done to ensure they are aware of their rights and entitlements.   

“Severe weather and long nights of winter darkness means domestic power usage is a huge 

budget outgoing and providing additional help to poorer families is vital.”  

Transport:  

Without doubt the cost of transport to and from the Shetland Islands was an issue which 

provoked the most consistent response when discussing issues of concern. 

Despite taking into consideration Air Discount Schemes (ADS) and Northlink Ferry concessions 

to the mainland the unanimous response of participants was that travel for islanders was 

prohibitively expensive particularly if they have to maintain essential family connections.  

“My mother took seriously ill twice in one month I had to find £900 to make the journey to her on 

the mainland.” 

Furthermore family visits from the mainland are even more costly as no discount is available to 

them.  

“The 30% ferry discount available to islanders and access to ADS should also be made 

available to those with immediate family on Shetland as it is vital for families to maintain family 

support and external links.” 
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The high freight costs are a further indirect economic burden on families said participants due to 

most of the consumables being imported.  

The women strongly support the need for a review of the cost of external transport links to 

Shetland. They view the “cruise experience” promoted by Northlink Ferries as misleading. 

“This is not a “cruise experience” for islanders; it is an essential commuting route and should be 

supported by the Government as such.”  

Local transport links were also an issue especially for those who reside outside Lerwick. A car 

was considered a necessity for inhabitants of outlying communities. The women said that focus 

on full time commuters were leaving a number of residents without adequate services. 

“Families often have to rely on two cars or they depend on others for transport as it’s the only 

option. This can be very awkward and curtails independence.” 

Several participants commented on the trend for more of the population locate to the main 

island within a twenty- thirty minute commute of Lerwick.  It was felt that this trend encouraged 

transport planners to ignore the mobility expectations in the more rural communities. The 

women said there needs to be more focus on the mobility and access needs of other sections of 

society not merely prioritising the services and timetables for a full time workforce based in and 

around Lerwick. 

“There are good amenities however if public transport is unavailable how do you get there 

without a car. That is the reality for lots of individuals young and old.” 

 

There was broad agreement that Shetland has an ageing population whose mobility issues 

were not being fully met by current provisions. In common with other rural areas visited by the 

SWC, older women in Shetland felt compelled to continue to drive and maintain a car to ensure 

mobility, despite cost and driving confidence.  Several older women said although “Dial a bus” 

services existed they were not promoted well enough and therefore the elderly were not keen to 

rely on the service when they were unsure of process or service availability. 

 

School transport services afforded comment from women with children. While rural availability to 

a school bus service was thought to be good, services in the Lerwick areas were less so. 

Several women indicated getting children to and from school has a big impact on their daily 

commutes and working life as local services were unsuitable. A consistent issue for rural 

families was that after school activities could not be enjoyed by pupils who depended on school 

buses to get them home as they were only available at the end of the school day. If the children 

wanted to stay on to pursue further study or interests there was a reliance on parental transport.    

In line with feedback regarding the cost of travel to and from the islands to the Scottish mainland 

the prohibitively high cost of petrol and diesel on the islands was issue for all participants and a 

significant factor in living costs for islanders. Subsidising essential travel was raised widely. 

“A car is an absolute necessity in anywhere outside of Lerwick – petrol costs are a big outgoing 

for families but there is no way to curtail use as private transport is vital.” 
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Access to Services 

The SWC asked the women about their experiences of accessing services in Shetland. 

It was clear a number of services in the Shetland Islands were a source of some pride for the 

community.  

Participants clearly appreciated the advantages of certain facilities that were a direct result of oil 

generated funding and delivered through the various charitable trusts. They also commented on 

excellent business sponsorship in the area which supported community services. 

“We have excellent sporting facilities and leisure centres. There are lots of opportunities for 

children and adults to get involved in different activities whether it is sport, arts or further 

education programmes.”  

The access to a very high standard of education was considered a very positive attribute of 

island life. It was generally agreed the educational facilities available gave children a very 

constructive start. 

“Even the smallest schools usually have access to a full curriculum. Many pupils in Shetland 

have opportunities to travel abroad and be involved in a host of activities.” 

Care provision for the elderly was also commended as being of a good standard.    

Several participants felt that more service benefits could be accessed by the local population if 

the dissemination of information about provisions were improved. 

“There can be a general lack of information about what services are available – often it is word 

of mouth. It can mean uptake is not as widespread as it could be” 

The centralisation of many services and facilities in Lerwick was once again presented as an 

issue and provision of more discrete multi functional outreach services and hubs would ensure 

more confidentiality and encourage use of services. 

“Lots of service based in Lerwick. Everyone knows where they are. If you “popped” in to say 

Alcohol Services you would be “branded”. 

Multiple issues of access were raised by the women in three main categories. 

Health: 

Access to NHS dental services was the main concern of the women. The description of access 

as “appalling” was used by several groups. There was strong support for immediate remedial 

action to be taken to substantially improve this service in Shetland. 

G.P. service in most rural areas were considered adequate however extending opening hours to 

work in with working patterns would be a welcome consideration. 
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“It can be hard given distance and transport links to get to your local doctor in working hours if 

your work is in another location – Lerwick for instance.” 

To overcome this problem a number of inhabitants register in the Health Centre in Lerwick if 

they come into the town to work. Several participants confirmed that the large patient 

registration list in this centre can mean it can take as much as two weeks to get an appointment 

and this is unsatisfactory. 

Mention was made by some that mental health conditions may be aggravated by the long winter 

in the North and cause above average instances of Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD).  Most 

women were of the opinion that individuals suffering depressive illness and mental health 

problems in Shetland did not have access to the same level of support as other health related 

conditions.  

Participants agreed that treatment and recuperation support for mental health matters was, on 

balance, insufficient. The women were unsure if there were any psychiatric services on 

Shetland. They would welcome Health Service resources being applied to increasing mental 

health recovery and outreach programmes in rural areas. 

Overall the women commended local maternity services and there was strong support for the 

continuation of the GP lead provision available on the island as opposed to changing to a 

midwife lead facility.  

A number of participants referred to patients whose conditions or treatment requires transfer to 

Aberdeen for ongoing medical support. It was generally agreed that that long stay 

accommodation should be improved for these individuals and subsidising visitation costs for 

close family would be a positive initiative. 

“Patient accommodation in Aberdeen can be of a fairly poor standard and affordability issues 

around family visits mean supportive environments are reduced and stress levels increase.” 

The women would welcome increased specialist visits and facilities to be available in Shetland 

where possible however improving support for patients and their families if medical services are 

required off the island should be a priority consideration for health services.  

There was a ground swell of support for a “well women” hub in Shetland. The participants felt 

that services and support for women were probably available to a greater or lesser degree in 

Shetland however dissemination of information was less prolific. With the widespread issues of 

confidentiality the women said a “hub” environment would allow women to access information 

and support on a range of subjects without the fear of been seen to “go in” to a particular 

service environment. 

As far as the participants were aware Sexual Health Services are provided from the hospital in 

Lerwick and various high school support networks. The women confirmed a low percentage of 

teenage pregnancy in Shetland compared to national averages.  
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Feedback indicated a higher level of concern for the rate of STI amongst the younger 

population. 

 Several women said that Shetland’s low teenage pregnancy rates suggest a reasonably 

responsible attitude to birth control.  On the contrary they felt safe sex messages were not being 

observed to the same extent by young people.  In many cases alcohol consumption and peer 

pressure was encouraging impulsive behaviours where safe sex is not practiced. It was widely 

agreed that social networks used by young people should be targeted to highlight the health 

risks of STI.   

Violence against Women: 

The women confirmed to the SWC that there was no Rape Crisis Centre based in Shetland and 

the only support would be through contact with the national helpline. 

Participants were aware of the Women’s Aid Services on Shetland and that there was a “refuge” 

provision. Due to the limited space of this facility it was confirmed that it was likely you would be 

housed in temporary council accommodation and not in a refuge environment. There was strong 

support for increased funding to be made available to this service in Shetland to improve refuge 

availability and service support.  

“Women feel safer in a refuge environment and there is just not enough here. There also needs 

to be more resources to support women – you can get the answer machine when you ring up 

and this is no good at all.” 

Ensuring there is suitable refuge and support for women and children who are victims of male 

violence was considered by participants to be an essential service priority in Shetland. 

Furthermore, participants felt that increasing awareness of VAW support services and improving 

access to these services is crucial to address the long term influence of a male dominated 

culture in island life.  Feedback also suggested a societal reluctance to expose “family” issues to 

wider comment in a community where privacy and anonymity is frequently compromised.  

“There is a very strong male culture here celebrated in things like “Up Helly Aa”.  Sexual 

innuendo and jokes are common in workplaces.” 

 A significant number of the women commented on the difficulties of challenging attitudes and 

behaviours as financial dependence and fear of wider community ostracism has an enormous 

bearing on women in the workplace, socially and in her home life.  

Participants suggested policy focus should be on changing generational attitudes and providing 

the resources for increasing outreach services in the area. Wider promotion of relationship 

respect education should be to be prioritised by educators. 
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Childcare: 

SWC Roadshow feedback consistently refers to women’s struggle with access to and 

affordability of childcare. It is the prevalent issue Roadshow participants highlight as a major 

cause and effect of inequality in their lives.  

Shetland provided further evidence of this “Catch 22” situation. 

“You need childcare provision to be able to work and you need employment with a reasonable 

income to be able to afford childcare.” 

There was a wide approval of the standard and availability of nursery provision in Shetland for 

three – four year olds. Participants said that even in the more rural areas the provision was 

generally good.  

This provision nevertheless does not offer the wraparound care needed for children whose 

parents are employed and the consensus was that there was a serious lack of availability of this 

type of childcare in the Shetland Islands. 

“There are only three private childcare providers on the islands. Some people have the 

children’s names down before they are born. For others the cost is way outwith their means.” 

Feedback suggested there was a widespread dependence on family being local to undertake 

childcare. For those without extended family near them this clearly was not an option.  The lack 

of suitable affordable wraparound care for all children’s age groups was widely seen as a 

significant barrier to employment and development opportunities for women in Shetland.  

“It’s a constant worry. What do you do before they are three years old?  Then Nursery is not 

wraparound care is it?  After school activities and holidays can be difficult if the transport is not 

there for kids to get home. Employers are also not that flexible when it comes to kids either.” 

The women believed that options have been further reduced by a decreasing amount of 

responsible adults undertaking child related support activities due to both the fees incurred re 

disclosure checks and the need for multiple applications. There was agreement that the 

underlying principal of disclosure was sound but that there should be more flexibility in 

processes to ensure those involved in multiple children’s activities do not require applying for 

repeated disclosure checks within the same time frame. 

 “In rural areas especially members of the local community or groups have been very involved in 

running children’s activities. A lot of these have closed as they can’t afford the repeated 

disclosure applications. It is the one agency doing checks so I don’t understand the duplication.”   

It was also thought that larger local employers should be doing more to support work place 

childcare or offering childcare voucher options. Participants strongly felt the Local Council 

should be providing a lead in this through provision of workplace crèche provision as widely as 

possible. 
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The SWC asked the women if Alcohol or other Substance misuse was a problem in 

Shetland   

The overwhelming response to this question was that the level of alcohol consumption in 

Shetland was a particular issue. Several women commented that the rate of alcoholism on 

Shetland was higher than the national average. Feedback suggested the use of hard drugs, 

such as heroin, was also increasing. 

There was no indication from the discussions that women in Shetland had, by their pattern of 

alcohol consumption, contributed more significantly to the poor position of Shetland in alcohol 

related statistics. Nevertheless it was clear that the issue of alcohol intake and subsequent 

social consequences and behaviours was of concern to women in Shetland.  

The women thought it was important to understand the association Shetlanders had with alcohol 

and celebrations.  

“Social events can revolve around drinking. There is a strong expectation that people will drink.” 

Several women commented on the role alcohol has in community activities such as the “Big 

Bannock”, “Up Helly Aa” and the “Simmer Dim”. It was also highlighted that at such events 

moderation can be viewed as “anti social” such is the association between alcohol and festivity. 

Participants said this cultural disposition towards associating alcohol and celebration can 

encourage young people towards a “binge drinking” habit as a number of young people who 

lack other outlets emulate the behaviour of siblings or peers. Intoxication in young Shetlanders 

concerned the women due to experimental and risky behaviour, particularly sexual, that 

teenagers engaged in.  

“If young people are into sports or music they have diversions but many aren’t and there is 

really nothing for them to do. Drinking becomes very accessible as a means of socialising and 

risks are taken” 

There was general agreement that school and Public Health Education re sensible drinking and 

substance misuse is positive and robust however more should be done to fund initiatives to 

educate older role models and parents. Some women felt that in too many instances young 

people were encouraged to drink at a young age by parents in environments of “it’s only beer” 

or “a wee one won’t do any harm”.   

Additional social and personal issues were also the subject of comment during discussion on 

substance misuse including the increasing instances of anti social behaviour around Lerwick of 

customers leaving local pubs at the weekend. A few women commented that they felt much less 

safe because of the increase in this behaviour.  

Older women said that relationship tensions and mental illness and depression aggravated by 

alcohol can be very isolating for both the individual and their families. Incidences can be 

underestimated due to the frequency of hiding the problem due to fear of social comment or 

stigmatisation.  
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It was felt by the women that alcohol services in Shetland are over stretched and more 

resources should be allocated to ensure a multi agency approach is available to support 

recovery, provide mental health outreach services and fund more community education 

programmes on parental responsibilities around safe drinking habits. 

Participants expressed a great deal of concern for the level of heroin addiction in the Shetland 

and some said that the level of prosperity in the area was more likely to attract suppliers than 

issues of deprivation in the community. The “instant fulfilment culture” amongst those with the 

economic means was driving up demand and supply in an area where costal waters were 

extensive and supply routes reasonably accessible.   

Crime relating to drug use was not thought to be a huge problem but growing drug use was. The 

group agreed that referral for placement on a methadone programme is outstripping provision 

and more resources must be made available. 

“There are only 19 places available on the programme. It’s not enough.” 

 They would also welcome a rehabilitation facility to be made available on Shetland to allow 

treatment for addiction to be undertaken where there is family support and specialist service at 

hand. 

“The drug problem is not small anymore and Shetland should be provided with the means to 

tackle it now or it will get steadily worse.”  
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The SWC asked if the Financial Crisis has impacted on women in Shetland 

The broad opinion held amongst the group was that generally the effects of the financial 

recession have not had a severe impact on the overall economic wellbeing of Shetland. What 

they could perceive through current employment trends and business survival in the area was 

reasonably positive.  Most participants felt that their jobs were secure and there did not appear 

to be any indications of a change in that position in the short or longer term. 

It was recognised that as the Local Government was a main employer of women and any 

changes to public spending could arguably result in service reductions and job losses. This was 

not an immediate concern for the group however, mainly due to what participants saw as the 

additional security offered in Shetland by the oil funds and the support this valuable income 

provides for numerous services in the area.  

“We do appreciate the positives of living in this area because of the oil funds. We have lots of 

very good amenities that are reasonably priced and there are numerous free events you can 

attend.”   

Whilst general agreement on the wider aspects of the financial crisis and recession was fairly 

upbeat among the group, discussions did highlight personal hardships due to rising costs. 

Particularly among part time workers, pensioners and those employed in sectors of low paid 

employment. It was felt women were a particularly “at risk” category when low income/high 

outgoings converge. 

“There is mounting personal debt for those on low incomes. The Bruce Family Centre was 

alerted that loan companies were targeting people leaving the hub – usually women with kids.” 

Some women said efforts to support local businesses by ensuring that as much as possible 

food produce and products were sourced locally has considerably increased their outgoings as 

costs to local producers continue to rise. The cost of commodities such as basic food and 

domestic fuel rising further is an ongoing worry for those on low incomes. Unsurprisingly the 

high cost of petrol and diesel was a feature of island living debated with great deal of feeling, 

particularly in regard to financial outgoings, essential journeys and accessing affordable choices 

and jobs in a period of economic downturn. 

“It underpins the price of all the goods we purchase, public or private transport, access to jobs 

our social networks, everything.” 

The women accepted this was the case for everyone however the higher costs imposed on 

those in the more remote areas of Scotland put additional burdens on their budgets. It was 

strongly felt that women make many essential journeys as main carers, part-time workers in 

multiple jobs and produce shoppers. The group felt more should be done by policymakers in 

Scotland to encourage the Westminster Government to reduce the impact of fuel costs in rural 

and remote Scotland. 
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Improving Lives in Shetland – What the Scottish Government should do? 

The women from Shetland told the SWC: 

o Require the SIC and Charitable Trusts to be more accountable to islanders. 

o Encourage positive action to ensure women are better represented on councils and public 

bodies.  

o Provide a commitment that there will be no further reduction or curtailment of Royal Mail 

Services in the Shetland Islands. 

o Review courier provision to the islands. Engage with providers to ensure standards and 

affordability of services.  

o Subsidise the high cost of petrol/diesel in remote areas. 

o Negotiate subsidy and fare levels with air and ferry companies to ensure all Shetland 

residents can access reasonable affordable fares for essential journeys. 

o Commit to maintaining a daily ferry service to and from Aberdeen. 

o Improve the level of public safety in rural areas of Shetland by providing resources for more 

pavements and cycle paths. 

o Ensure bus services are linked to community needs and services to rural communities 

provide access to employment opportunity and wider community activities.  

o Support initiatives to ensure a fairer distribution of resources to all inhabited islands as 

opposed to Lerwick centred services. 

o Legislate for the provision of affordable wrap around childcare services including holidays 

and after school provision. 

o Support incentives to encourage the setting up of work place crèche facilities.   

o Provide sufficient National Health Dental Services. 

o Increase Alcohol and Drug Services to address demand. 

o Improve access to specialist health professionals by holding island based consultations. 

o Resource the extension of mental health services, particularly in the more rural areas.   

o Fund increased refuge provision and support for victims of male violence. 

o Promote positive action initiatives to improve public attitudes and awareness of LGBT 

women, VAW and mental health issues. 

o Ensure all public services in Shetland are compliant with full accessibly requirements for the 

disabled.   

o Support the expansion of Broadband and mobile phone coverage in the Shetland Island 

region 
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SWC Recommendations 

 

� The SWC supports the view that positive action to improve the gender balance of Local 

Authority representation is important to ensure the opinions of women are fully 

considered in local decision making. 

� The SWC supports the view that Royal Mail provision for the Shetland Islands should not 

be reduced from the current levels of service. 

� The SWC would welcome an extension of reduced fare tariffs to minimise the economic 

impact of essential travel for low income families.  

� The SWC fully supports the view of participants that the cost of car fuel in Shetland is 

excessive and should be subsidised for essential travel for those on low incomes. 

� The SWC believes bus services should be improved to support social opportunities for 

the younger and older residents and travel in non-standard working hours. 

� The SWC would welcome a commitment from the Local Authority that the housing policy 

will be resourced to provide sustainable mixed housing stock that supports community 

requirements throughout Shetland.  

� The SWC would welcome improved partnership working between Public Services and 

employers on Shetland to ensure women have access to training and job opportunities 

in all sectors of employment.  

� The SWC believes Dental Services in Shetland are insufficient and strongly supports the 

view that provision must be made adequate for the population as a priority issue. 

� The SWC supports the development of a Well Woman’s Hub in Shetland.     

� The SWC strongly believes that the provision of suitable affordable wraparound 

childcare in Shetland is a priority issue and must be made a policy focus to deliver equal 

opportunities for women.   

� The SWC would welcome wider investment in Mental Health support services to support 

increased access for those in rural areas of Shetland.  

� The SWC believes refuge accommodation and outreach services for victims of male 

violence must be given the long term funding required to support the extension of 

facilities in Shetland.  

�  The SWC would welcome initiatives to curb misuse of alcohol and supports the further 

development of the “Drink Better Campaign” in Shetland.” 

� The SWC would welcome the development of a specialist addiction facility to be 

available in the Shetland Islands to support addiction recovery. 



 24

 

If you require further information or copies of this report please contact Isabelle Lannon, SWC 

Policy Officer on 0141 248 8186 or email isabelle.lannon@scottishwomensconvention.org  
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