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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 Skye and Lochalsh Event 

In 2007 the SWC undertook 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 were presented to relevant policy makers, interested parties and also made available to our wider 

network. The response was enthusiastic and SWC recommendations were 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. 

 

Our second regional visit of 2008 took place at the Cuillin Hills Hotel on the Isle of Skye on 
Wednesday 20th August .  

Sixteen women registered for the event. The format for discussion was centred on aspects of Poverty, 

Employment and Education, Sexual Health, Violence against Women and Children and Awareness of the 

National Conversation.  

The SWC would like to thank the women of Skye and Lochalsh for their participation in this event and for 

the warm welcome we received.  
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Skye and Lochalsh  
 
The region covers an area of 2,700 sq Km and includes the smaller islands of Raasay, Rona, Soay, 
Scalpay and Pabay as well as the Isle of Skye and the adjacent mainland area of Lochalsh. 
 
The area is made up of many small scattered rural settlements with none of the main centres of 
population, Portree, Broadford and Kyle of Lochalsh, above the 3,000 threshold currently used to 
characterise urban settlements in Scotland. The population density of 4.5 persons per sq Km is well 
below the average for the Highlands, making Skye and Lochalsh one of the least densely populated 
areas in Europe. The population of the area is approx 12,000 this can double or treble in summer.  The 
region represents approx 5% of the total Highlands population. 
 
The area’s administrative centre is in the town of Portree in the north of Skye.  Portree is over 1 hours 
drive from the furthest settlement of Arnisdale in the south 
of Lochalsh and is more than 100 miles from the main Highland service centre of Inverness.  
 
Small firms dominate employment in the Highlands and Islands and the business start-up rate is higher in 
the Highlands and Islands than the Scottish average.  
 
The service sectors (distribution, hotels and restaurants 36%: public sector 30%) dominate, providing two 
thirds of the jobs in the area. Agriculture (including crofting), forestry, fishing and fish processing continue 
to be important. 
 
Tourism is the single biggest sector within the economy, and is vital to area, but this high level of 
dependence implies both seasonality of employment and lower pay structures.

1
 

 

 

                                                           
1 Skye and Lochalsh statistical information from variety of sources including: 
www.hcccf.org.uk/forums/slccf/index.html ; www.hie.co.uk/area-profiles2003.pr ; www.hie.co.uk/skye-west-
ross/profile.pr  
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Poverty 

 “What are the issues of poverty which affect Women in Skye and Lochalsh?” 

The women’s response to this question immediately highlighted a number of distinctive 

issues around poverty which can have a greater impact in rural areas. 

“People see the rural idyll but hidden poverty is a big issue here.”  

Limited personal mobility has a significant impact on financial poverty and social 

deprivation in remote rural areas.  The women said the fluctuating costs of petrol and 

diesel can have a substantially worse effect on people who live in isolated communities 

and are already struggling with living costs which are always higher in these areas.  

They said the inhabitants of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland are especially 

vulnerable due to the vastness of the area and remoteness of many essential services. 

Due to a limited integrated public transport network the dependence on or availability of 

car travel has a profound impact on expenditure, social inclusion and access to support 

networks. 

There is lack of local availability, market choices and very limited conditions to reduce 

their spending on essentials needs. This compels people to travel as far away as 

Inverness or Fort William to access greater choices or cheaper options.  

The women believe this is not a viable alternative for whose income and circumstances 

are impoverished. Any benefits are offset by the expense of getting there. One way 

journeys to both Fort William and Inverness are approximately 2.5 hours from Portree. 

Fort William is 108 miles and Inverness 112 miles.  

“City link buses are expensive for families.” 

“I would say definitely the cost of fuel and groceries. A car is not a luxury here and 

“Five a Day” healthy eating is expensive as there is not a lot of competition.” 

They would like to see local access to a more competitive market for basic 

commodities as they say the lack of choice is a definite factor in the higher cost of living 

in the area and for those in lower income deciles this cannot be absorbed in their 

restricted budgets. 

Several women commented that the proposed new supermarket in Portree may widen 

the variety of choice available to families in the surrounding area however they 

highlighted the fact that a number of communities are still more than a 1 hour drive 

from Portree.  

It was the view of the women we spoke to that the relevance and importance of 

affordable transport provision for rural communities and specifically those on poorer 

income deciles was too often underestimated by both regional and national decision 

makers. 

We are determined to 
improve transport links 
across Scotland so that 
communities and 
individuals can make the 
fullest possible 
contribution to our goal 
of increasing sustainable 
economic growth. 

Transport minister – 
Stewart Stevenson 29th 
August 2008 
www.scotland.gov.uk/n
ews 

People in rural areas are 
less likely to find that 
services are convenient 
relative to people in the 
rest of Scotland. 

Workers in remote rural 
areas are more likely 
than others t o have a 
second job. 

In remote rural areas 
43% of households are 
classed as being in fuel 
poverty compared to 
30% in accessible rural  
and 21% in the rest of 
Scotland. 

www.scotland.gov.uk 
Rural Scotland key facts 
2008 

Rural areas include 
fragile spots, particularly 
in the periphery and the 
islands. These are 
deprived in several 
ways, including income, 
employment, skills and 
health and suffer from 
inadequate 
infrastructure, higher 
costs and lower access 
to services 

The Scotsman - Divided 
Land – by John Ross- 
21st February 2008 
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They said that too often community needs within local authorities are assessed centrally, this was not 

appropriate in an area as vast as Highlands and Islands as the needs are too diverse. For example the 

women highlighted the complications of the school bus qualifying criteria. They advised buses are 

available if the school is over 2 miles away and the child is under 8years but it has to be 3 miles away for 

over 8’s to get the service.  

“It is mad. I have to wait while one child gets on the bus and then have to either walk or drive the other to 

the same primary school.” 

“We need local solutions to local problems.”  

They felt that transport strategy for the area is built around profitability for private enterprise and budget 

constraints of the Local Authority rather than any focused effort to provide a practical affordable service 

for locals. 

Participants would like to see petrol tax being weighted for those in remote rural areas where there is a 

dependence on car travel for essential journeys. They would also like to see subsidised travel availability 

within the Highland Region to allow those on limited income to enjoy increased social inclusion and 

access to wider market choice. 

There was overwhelming agreement amongst the women that the transport services do not support 

working patterns or employment opportunities in the area especially for women.   

Work available for women is usually in the hospitality/ tourism sector and also predominantly seasonal or 

part time. It is also usually offered with a requirement to work unsociable hours and this is not supported 

by transport provision in the area.  

The experiences of one woman seemed to summarise the frustrations felt by the majority of the women 

attending the seminar. She explained her daughter left school and took up work in the hospitality industry.  

As there was no bus service it was difficult to get into Portree for 7am breakfast shifts. She had to arrange 

to stay with a friend or find someone locally going in that early. Her daughter recently found another job 

however again there is a lack of suitable transport and her daughter is having to “hitch” into work. 

“This is a 19 year old girl, in a very rural area, with no street lights, no buses, and an attitude that is ok to 

get a lift from anyone! I am very worried for her.” 

There was consensus that personal safety is at risk and employment opportunity restricted due a lack of a 

structured and affordable transport options for those without access to private vehicles. 

Job availability in the area for women is frequently seasonal and low paid confining many to below 

average income which is especially difficult for single woman households and those who are sole 

providers for their families.  

 Without permanent employment opportunities which pay above the statutory minimum the continual 

referral back to, or additional dependence on, welfare benefits can cause extreme hardship for individuals 

and families due to delays in the processing of applications and the receipt of payments. 

 “If you are in a job for a few months then have to go back to welfare benefits then back to work it is a 

tortuous process you can be weeks without any money at both ends of the process. ” 
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 A number of the participants suggested that paying annualised hours in seasonal jobs and assessing 

benefits accordingly could offer some stability of earnings for families in this position.   

They also supported the view that payment of benefits should run for a set number of weeks once 

employment is secured due to income vulnerability while awaiting payment of salary.  The participants felt 

this would provide more financial security for families in the area who due to seasonal unreliability of 

employment are in a “low income/no income” cycle of deprivation. 

Overall the women considered benefit assessment criteria and processing to be overly complicated and 

unhelpful at the point of access. 

The complexity of a welfare system which does not have one point of access can be especially difficult for 

the older generation in remote areas. 

“Being unable to get face to face advice puts older people off seeking help. Centralising offices where 

everything is a form or a phone often means they just give up as it is too stressful.” 

Our participants spoke of a culture of self reliance amongst the older inhabitants of Skye and Lochalsh 

and as a result they are more likely to rely on neighbours or family than attempt to access supporting 

services or welfare benefits to which they could be entitled. 

 Participants said that poverty for the older generation in the region can also be disguised by the rural 

nature of the habitat and that although it is more scattered it is still prevalent. Housing particularly was a 

source of inequality and hidden deprivation. 

“A lot of people could be considered asset rich but income poor, especially the ageing population. They 

might have a house but cannot afford to repair or heat it.”  

“Croft life is particularly hard for women.” 

Affordable housing was a major topic of conversation amongst the women. They were unanimous in their 

belief that the lack of affordable housing in the region has a significant impact on issues relating to 

poverty in Skye and Lochlash.  

“Those on low income are the people most likely to need social rental accommodation so the fact that 

there is not enough of it does intensify poverty circumstances for families and puts many at a financial 

disadvantage.” 

A particular problem, commented on by the women, was the destabilising impact private lets can have on 

income and employment for a lot of families in the region.  

 The dependence on this sector for housing where rents are high against employment income meant that 

families were frequently pushed into poverty and find that they could be better off if welfare dependent. 

This can therefore lead to a job/housing choice for some which will continually keep them in a cycle of 

deprivation. The women said the minimum wage criteria is set too low and does not reflect living costs in 

the region. 

“They want a job and need a house but could end up worse off. This can’t be right.” 
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Tenants can also find themselves with short term letting contracts due to the tourist season when they 

find themselves out of a home to allow landlords to benefit from inflated holiday rental income. This can 

leave locals having to find accommodation in the vicinity of their employment which can be extremely 

difficult. 

“It can sometimes mean families are forced to live in overcrowded and unsuitable conditions in caravans 

or poorly maintained almost derelict property.” 

Other options such as moving back in with family or moving further away can exacerbate issues of 

deprivation or economic hardship. Children’s care and schooling can be severely disrupted and access to 

employment may be non existent or costly and time consuming. 

The women believed that security of tenancy on a long term basis was an issue which required urgent 

action to alleviate hardship and housing insecurity in the region.  

The women also expressed concern that local inhabitants with complex needs are often isolated from 

mainstream sources of support and advice due to the centralising of many services and the single 

outcome focus of numerous public sector providers. 

They believe Local Authorities and the Scottish Government should do more to encourage effective 

partnership between services at a local level as this would be more beneficial to the most vulnerable in 

the community. 

There was also strong support for the work of voluntary organisations which the women believed offered 

vital support and advice lines for those in circumstances of deprivation, especially within small rural 

communities such as Skye and Lochalsh.  Participants agreed they provided accessible services 

combined with local knowledge, however, fragility of funding and overstretched resources mean that the 

full benefit of support for those who need it can be tenuous or short lived. 

It was felt that more could be achieved by greater long term support of these groups and a strategy on 

joined up thinking for best practice delivery to eliminate duplication or gaps in services. 

Credit Unions were also tabled as a valuable local service which could provide support and access to 

affordable credit for communities.  Participants felt that in the current economic climate these would be a 

positive benefit to those in low income deciles to improve their financial and personal wellbeing. They 

would welcome any initiative to establish this in the region. 
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EDUCATION AND WORK 

 “What are the barriers women face when returning to education or work?” 

“What career advice did you receive?” 

The discussions clearly highlighted specific barriers encountered by women locally 

when attempting to access education or employment. Moreover, our visit to Skye 

further confirmed the overwhelming obstacle so many women in Scotland are 

confronted with when trying to improve their circumstances through education or 

employment – that is the caring responsibilities expected to be undertaken by 

women.  

“A lot of women are carers which impacts on them going out to work – women and 

girls are traditionally the carers here in Skye” 

Childcare costs and availability were seen as a particularly acute problem in the 

region.  Their frustration was tangible given the additional pressure posed by 

seasonal availability of jobs and transport restrictions. It was felt that for these 

reasons women in this region had a particularly difficult route to achieve economic 

and personal development.  

If provision is not made for vastly improved and affordable childcare facilities in the 

area, women will have no option but to continue using or providing kinship care – 

as this is not supplemented by any tax credit or welfare benefit, any financial gain 

brought about by employment is offset by the full responsibility of childcare costs 

on families.  

They understand that Benefits are a reserved matter, however would welcome 

Scottish Government pressure on Westminster to align tax credit payments with the 

reality of the burden of kinship childcare.  

Seasonal pressures can mean a requirement to be available for extended hours 

and also mean that there is little flexibility from employers to fit in with worker’s 

caring responsibilities. This further limits the opportunity for women to access jobs 

while work is available.  

The season is at its busiest during the summer months and this is the longest 

period of time when children are off school – the women complained of the 

difficulties of accessing affordable supervised activities for their children during this 

time or indeed local availability of any after school care.  

“. . . seasonal work is low paid. There is a distinct lack of affordable after school 

activities/clubs for children. It can be a struggle to balance work/family” 

As well as being seasonal barriers, other available work is also usually part time 

and low paid. Career opportunities are therefore limited and there is a frequently 

outward migration from the area by young women seeking further education and 

employment. 

Around 28% of parents with 
children under 18 who are 
on incomes of less than 
£15,000 a year after tax 
said they had been unable 
to get a job or could not 
continue with an existing 
job because  the cost of 
childcare was simply too 
great. 

The typical cost for a full 
time place with a 
childminder for a child 
under 2 in Scotland is £139. 

Childcare costs in 2008 
www.daycare trust.org.uk 

The current average award 
through the childcare 
element of the Working Tax 
Credit is £48.45 per week. 
There is no extra help for 
parents with three or more 
children. 

HMRC 2007 Child and 
working Tax Credit Statistics 

Gender segregation in the 
workplace is a key cause of 
the gender pay gap. The 
pay gap will not close if 
women continue to be 
trapped in low wage sectors 
of the job market. 

www.unioson-
scotland.org.uk Response to 
Discussion paper on 
Tackling Poverty, Inequality 
and Deprivation  

Fact – 90% of engineering 
jobs are held by men: 93% 
of primary school teachers 
in Scotland are women. 

Should your job choice and 
earning power be limited by 
whether you are male or 
female? 

www.careers-
scotland.org.uk/whichcaree
r/knowyourself/positivecar
eer.asp 
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 Participants suggested that the jobs available do not offer the opportunity for further training and career 

development which perpetuates a cycle of low paid and repetitive work. This can lead to confidence 

issues and a lack of stimulation which, in turn, inhibits an individual’s internal capacity to identify 

opportunities should they arise.  

Several women mentioned that traditionally held beliefs within communities meant prejudice still existed 

in workplaces where women held what are seen to be “male” roles and this entrenched gender 

segregation was also seen as a barrier to employment in sectors which potentially offered better 

prospects.  

It was felt that there should be more learning opportunities available to women centred on issues of 

confidence and recognition of abilities to allow them to overcome gender stereotyping.  

Opportunities for home working vary on Skye depending on the skills that women have. There is some 

scope for developing employment opportunities through traditional or creative skills, although the 

economic return from this is not guaranteed to provide a living wage.  E-commerce has also provided an 

opportunity for women to return to the area after gaining qualifications or experience elsewhere. 

The women, however, wanted to point out that this sort of opportunity is only available to those who can 

either access, or afford, a computer and have subsequently developed the skills to use it.  

 Participants would like to see provision of PC’s, connection to the internet and computer skills training 

subsidised for low income women to allow them the opportunity for skill enhancement in a region where 

career prospects are limited.  Isolation and restricted networking opportunities can pose further barriers in 

this type of working environment. 

In common with the majority of women the SWC have spoken to at our Roadshows the majority of 

participants in Skye thought that the quality of career advice can depend very much on such things as 

league table aspirations of the school, the academic level of individuals or educational streaming and the 

resources available to career advisors.  

“It is there but it isn’t always consistent.  It depends on a lot of other things” 

Some women confirmed positive experiences in accessing support and advice - others had less useful 

experiences. The more positive experiences tended to be those which provided one to one access to fully 

trained career advisors.  

Feedback confirmed that the participants agreed there was still a huge gender imbalance across career 

choice access in Scotland which discriminates against women and that much more could be done to 

redress that balance. 

 It was felt although young girls and women are in theory offered equality of opportunity through the 

protections in Equal Opportunity legislation the reality is continued labour market precedents and societal 

expectations can have a substantial influence on both career ambitions and choices available to women. 

“Women in Skye often have to leave to get the career and education they want. That is not just down to 

availability it is often also about attitudinal barriers as well.” 

The women suggested job opportunities and possibly career choices on the island are influenced by 

family social networks and reputations. 
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It was suggested educational streaming can be gender prejudiced and discourage career aspirations in 

young girls early leaving them without the necessary educational qualifications to pursue further 

academic or vocational training options on leaving school putting girls at a distinct disadvantage in a lot of 

employment sectors.  

Vocational training options and apprenticeships were particularly difficult for women on the island and 

access was very limited particularly if they had ambitions to pursue a career in a traditionally male sector 

of employment. 

“Businesses here are very small I think that even if they wanted to take on a female the employers might 

perceive some additional adjustments not worth it.”    

Transport again presented further barriers to accessing education and training with most of the course 

availability in Inverness and Fort William.   

“Distance learning is an option however depends very much on having access to computer and 

broadband and being able to travel for tutorials.” 

The women overall believed that there are clearly barriers including those highlighted and this means that 

(in reality) women on the whole continue to be marginalised into very defined employment sectors such 

as hospitality or caring and, as evidence supports, is low paid and is limited in terms of personal 

development opportunities. 

Participants would like to see women in the region supported through the improved resourcing of career 

advisory services to allow more focused gender targeting of support and advice. 

They would welcome career advice provided by schools to be supported by additional focus on the 

earning capability available in different employment sectors. 

In concluding feedback to this question the women felt that in areas of education and employment 

employers should be encouraged by the Scottish Government to take a more positive role in extending 

opportunities for women in vocational training and employment in traditionally male dominated 

professions. 
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SEXUAL HEALTH 

What types of services are available to women in Skye and Lochalsh when dealing 

with issues of Sexual Health? 

How can these services be improved? 

The women said the availability of sexual health information and support in the 

region, especially for young people, is subject to the same barriers which make 

access to a variety of other services difficult – remoteness and transport.  Underlying 

these physical barriers are local attitudes and confidentiality issues which can have 

an enormous bearing on the provision or uptake of services in the region. 

For the above reasons the overwhelming view of the women attending the 

Roadshow was that, at best, the delivery of sexual health services were “patchy” in 

Skye and Lochalsh. 

For many young people the demographics of the region mean that specialised 

services frequently require either a journey to Inverness or further. This can be costly 

and may not be allowed to be undertaken without supervision. Even if local 

intervention is possible the dependence of young people on parents to transport 

them makes privacy a big issue when seeking advice or clinical help as does the 

social familiarity in rural communities. Apart from GP practices the two hospitals on 

Skye are also local GP lead.  

“The doctor can have known the family for several generations. Young people can 

find this embarrassing.” 

The women thought that the impact of the media in modern day life via such 

mediums as TV, celebrity magazines and the internet has had a significant influence 

on the exposure of younger generations to sexual issues and behaviours, often at an 

earlier age, therefore education, advice and access to services were imperative for 

this age group. 

Nevertheless, in the Highlands traditionally held values can also have an equally 

influential and persuasive sway on families and society which in turn can make it 

difficult for service providers and their clients to access or engage with each other. 

There were ambivalent feelings amongst the women on the influence of individual 

deeply held beliefs and practices however what was clear was the acknowledgement 

that these personal or institutional views can sometimes unwittingly influence access 

to sexual health information and education and that could leave young people 

exposed to a lack of support or reluctant to seek information. 

What the women supported was a break down of attitudinal barriers and cultural 

sensitivities through more creative ways of information sharing between sexual 

health service providers, educators, churches and outreach groups to support the 

overall sexual health strategy of the region. 

Some suggested that funding for more projects which engage groups and individuals across a range of 

relationship matters would be a way forward. 

The second National 
Survey of Sexual 
Attitudes and Lifestyles 
(Natsal 2000), which 
included over 11,000 
men and women aged 
16–44 in Great Britain 
found that: 

The average 
(median) age at first 
heterosexual 
intercourse was 16 
nearly a quarter of 
women aged 16–19 
had heterosexual 
intercourse before 
they were 16 

About 80 per 
cent of young 
people aged 16–24 
said that they had 
used a condom 
when they first had 
sex 

Less than one in ten 
had used no 
contraception at all 
when they first had 
sex 

Nearly half of young 
women aged 16–24 
said they wished 
they had waited 
longer to start 
having sex. They 
were twice as likely 
to say this if they 
had been under 15 
when they first had 
sex 
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“Bridging the gap through arts and drama for example. Young people should participate in getting the 

message across to their peers.” 

“There should be overall community support on appropriate places to display literature, get access to free 

condoms etc. Young people need to feel empowered to be sexually responsible - not guilty.” 

Community Health Partnerships (CHP’s) were considered to be at the forefront of primary sexual health 

delivery. The local network support service EALOS
2
 was mentioned by a number of women.  Several 

others hoped the new Lochalsh Healthcare Centre opened in July 2008 would provide well woman clinics 

and improve accessibility to sexual health care for all women in that area. There was unanimous support 

for Well Woman Clinics to be easily accessible and robustly publicised within the Skye and Lochalsh 

region. 

The women said they understood the new local high school in Portree supported a drop-in centre for 

young people to access sexual advice however  it was too early to assess how well this was utilised. 

Participants thought that young people are very much influenced by their equals and delivery of sexual 

health education and advice can be more effective if delivered by peer groups. 

“I don’t think young people listen if it is being delivered by teachers. Again there is an issue of familiarity – 

they can be known to families. It can difficult for teachers or pupils to open up.”     

It was though that as confidentiality is a particularly sensitive issue for women and young girls in rural 

areas there should be a text messaging service set up to allow immediate access to support –this would 

also protect anonymity.   

Discussions indicated that on the whole the women thought that delivery of sexual education should start 

earlier in the education process of young people and should fully engage the parents and carers in 

delivery. 

It was felt that more could be done to focus on the parental responsibilities to educate children about 

relationships and the Scottish Government should be exploring the development of initiatives which 

encourage parent/child interaction and education.  

The women also felt that it was important, from an early age, to impart upon young people the importance 

of self respect and esteem. They felt it was important to highlight the emotional aspects of sexual 

relationships prior to focusing on the physical components of any sexual encounters.   

A pilot scheme for chlamydia testing was carried out on girls in S4 – S6 in several local authority area 

schools in Scotland. The women were asked if they would welcome roll out of this pilot throughout the 

country. There was a general awareness of the increasing numbers of cases of chlamydia in Scotland 

and the consensus was that such a roll out would be welcomed.  

                                                           
2 Sexual Health Forums – These are independently constituted, multi-agency local groups working with CHP’s and 
their partner local authorities, as well as the volunteer sector and other relevant agaencies. The NHS has a 
leadership role in these. They focus on ensuring that sexual health initiatives address the needs of disadvantaged 
groups and communities within their area. 
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MALE VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND CHILDREN 

Are you aware of any support services in Skye and Lochalsh for women who find 
themselves victims of male violence? 

Do you think Government’s efforts to highlight issues of male violence is raising 
awareness of the issues and changing attitudes of the general public of Scotland? 

The women advised there was no refuge centre where a woman could go to in Skye and 

Lochalsh if she was the victim of domestic abuse. The nearest refuge houses were in 

either Dingwall or Inverness both over 100 miles away.  

The participants were all aware of a Women’s Aid outreach service in the area provided 

by Ross-shire Women’s Aid (RWA) - part of the Scottish Women’s Aid network.  The 

assistance of this outreach service was unanimously praised by all of the women.  We 

were advised the phone number is in the West Highland Free Press every week – a 

widely read newspaper in the region where community information is usually initially 

sought. 

The women knew of rape and abuse helpline numbers however they believed the 

nearest one to one counselling services may be Aberdeen or Inverness.  

Some women mentioned that a development/support worker had been recruited by 

RWA and her remit was to encourage the formation and development of a local Skye 

and Lochalsh Women’s Aid group. This initiative was enthusiastically received by all of 

the women as an important development in improving services locally. It was suggested 

that the NHS had also done research into improving services in relation to male violence 

against women and children. 

The women strongly felt that any initiatives to improve services for victims of male 

violence in the region would be diluted without supporting a fundamental education 

programme to address an underlying cultural predisposition in the Highlands and Islands 

towards a patriarchal society. 

“It starts very young – the firstborn son is “worshipped”. If the first born is a girl she may 

very well be give a feminised male name like Donalda or Josephine after the father.” 

It was also felt that young girls learn very early that their place in society comes 

secondary to the position of boys. Confidence to confront male dominance can be 

diminished in early childhood.  The women said male playground ascendancy often 

prevails with boys taking over the area for football or other sport. 

“It may seem an unlikely connection but acceptance of this indicates an underlying 

approval of patriarchal hierarchy which children are quick to pick up on.” 

A number of participants suggested that attitudes to discipline and chastisement are 

frequently deeply entrenched through custom and convention.  This can deeply root 

generational behaviour patterns of acceptance and perception. 

'There is a crisis of 
violence against women 
which as a society we 
need to address.'  

Trevor Phillips, Chair of 
the Commission for 
Equality and Human 
Rights 

Domestic abuse is not 
an isolated incident. It is 
usually a pattern of 
controlling behaviour 
which gets worse over 
time. Controlling 
behaviour includes 
telling someone what 
they can do, who they 
can see, how they can 
spend their time and 
undermining their self-
confidence and self-
esteem. Physical 
violence and threats 
may be used to 
maintain control.  

http://www.scottishwo
mensaid.org.uk/underst
anding-domestic-
abuse/what-is-
domestic-abuse 

 

In 2006, the UN 
published a summary 
definition of gender-
based violence against 
women as: 

“Violence that is 
directed against a 
woman, because she is 
a woman, or violence 
that affects women 
disproportionately. It 
includes acts that inflict 
physical, mental or 
sexual harm or 
suffering, threats of 
such acts, coercion and 
other deprivations of 
liberty”.  
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The women believed overturning this culture of male predominance was crucial to reducing or eliminating 

recurring patterns of violence against women and children in their region. 

Strong bonds within remote communities which frequently transcend generations can make it very difficult 

for women to seek support or even acknowledge she is the victim of abuse.      

“Make no mistake it is the dark secret in a lot of communities. Men need to be stop giving silent approval 

of abuse by choosing to ignore it and even worse approving it as a sign of masculinity.”  

The support for a victim or perpetrator of abuse can be very much influenced by the standing of the family 

or reputation of an individual in the community - and whether that reputation is good or bad. 

“It can be that fickle in remote areas – it is a huge barrier to accessing support or advice. You would not 

know who to trust.” 

It was also felt that the traditions of patriarchal Scottish Society can hide the many facets of abusive 

behaviour such as verbal abuse, fiscal controls, and abuses of perceived marital rights.  

“It is too easy in Scottish society to ignore signs of abuse and put it down to our culture until it is 

entrenched in the relationship and women are too scared or worn down to do anything.” 

It was acknowledged that public awareness on issues of violence and abuse against women is now 

higher. Nevertheless, the women felt it was important to ensure that the many manifestations of abuse 

was made clear in the region and supported by a robust campaign to educate, inform and support. 

It was also thought that as everyone is a potential victim or perpetrator it was essential that children of 

both sexes were informed about gender respect from an early age. 

The women expressed concern at the lack of any “safe house” in the area. They praised the work of the 

refuge centres in Inverness and Dingwall and also called for a centre to be based in Wester Ross. 

“It would be an important source of support and safety for women in the region.”    

Legal aid access for women who are victims of domestic abuse was also raised as an issue. The nearest 

solicitors offering civil legal aid are in Stornoway, Inverness or Fort William. 
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THE NATIONAL CONVERSATION 

“Are you aware that the Scottish Government Ministers are touring Scotland this 

summer to meet the people of Scotland (A National Conversation) – this is discussing 

possible changes to the current constitutional settlement for Scotland?” 

Why we asked the Question 

The SWC are committed to ensuring that women throughout Scotland are given every 

opportunity to engage in public debate and democratic activity. 

The Scottish Cabinet are to meet in Skye on the 26
th
 August 2008, the last of four 

meetings being held outside of Edinburgh this summer. 

This segment of the seminar programme was to raise awareness amongst women in 
Skye and Lochalsh that the “conversation” was taking place throughout Scotland.  It 
was not the intention or purpose of the SWC to influence or record individual 
preferences or to enter into dialogue about Scotland’s constitution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women’s enhanced 
participation in 
governance structures is 
viewed as the key to 
redress gender 
inequalities in societies. 
 
Women have different 
vision and concepts of 
politics owning to their 
sex and their gender 
roles as mothers. 
Therefore, it is assumed 
that women in politics 
will bring a special caring 
focus and female values 
to politics. 
 
http://www.un.org/wom
enwatch/daw/egm/enab
ling-
environment2005/docs/
EGM-WPD-EE-2005-
EP.12%20%20draft%20F.
pdf 

I therefore propose that 
we have a national 
conversation on our 
future to allow the 
people of Scotland to 
debate, reflect and then 
decide on the type of 
government which best 
equips us for the future.  

First Minister - Alex 
Salmond 

http://www.scotland.gov
.uk/Publications/2007/0
8/13103747/1 
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SWC Key Recommendations on Issues of Poverty 

� The SWC welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to improving Scotland’s transport 

infrastructure as part of the strategy for increasing sustainable economic growth.   In remote 

areas such as Skye and Lochalsh where tourism is predominant this is vitally important.  The 

SWC therefore recommend rural areas are given priority in order to improve employment 

opportunities and increase market choices available to women. 

 

� The SWC also believe that an affordable, accessible transport system should underpin access to 

services in remote rural communities in Scotland.   We therefore recommend to the Scottish 

Government that more should be done to ensure services are integrated to support community 

needs rather than merely comply with profitability margins required by providers.   Fares should 

be subsidised for those on low incomes, the adult fare age threshold should be higher and 

provision must support local working patterns and ensure that the safety of women is a priority.                                               

 

� The SWC are dismayed that Scottish Government “guidelines” on School Transport Services can 

be interpreted by some Local Authorities as strict mileage/age adherence policies, and do not 

allow for any evaluation of local circumstances or the needs of individual families. The SWC 

recommend that this provision must be reassessed by the Scottish Government and Local 

Authorities as a matter of urgency.  Currently the conditions compromise children’ safety and are 

an additional burden on lone parents and low income families 

 

� The SWC acknowledges that benefit provision is a reserved matter. Nonetheless, system 

complexities and difficulties of remote access to support networks or permanent employment can 

be particularly problematic for women in remote areas in Scotland. The SWC therefore 

recommend that the Scottish Government do all in their power to ensure that the UK 

Government’s proposed reform of the benefit system fully acknowledges the unique 

demographics of the Highland and Island region of Scotland.  

 

� The pressure of limited social housing is acute in rural areas, particularly in Skye and Lochalsh, 

where high income opportunity from tourism disposes private landlords to offer only limited 

tenancy to locals. The SWC welcomes the further £25 million the Scottish Government proposes 

to invest in social housing however we recommend immediate action is taken to ensure 

improved security of tenure for local tenants in remote rural areas. 

 

� The SWC support the enthusiasm in Skye and Lochalsh for the establishment of a Credit Union. 

We recommend the Scottish Government encourage more communities to set up this provision 

as a positive step towards eradicating the exploitation of low income families by “door step 

lenders”.  
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SWC Recommendations on Issues of Education 

� The SWC makes no apologies for continuing to emphasis how important childcare 

affordability and provision is for women in Scotland to achieve parity of opportunity and 

economic self reliance. We strongly recommend that the Scottish Government 

demonstrates a commitment to delivery of improved services by ensuring there is 

adequate affordable after-school and term-break activities available to every child in 

Scotland who needs it.   

  

� Low income families in remote rural areas can find it particularly difficult to access skill 

training and further education. Remote rural living can be especially isolating for women 

and further exacerbates issues of confidence and exclusion. The SWC strongly support 

the need for PC provision, broadband access and computer training to be subsidised for 

low income homes to support access to services, training opportunity and the 

enhancement of employment prospects.   

 

� For women in rural areas the limitations in job opportunity and career development mean 

that it is particularly important to ensure that career advice is delivered on an individual 

basis to ensure maximum opportunities for women at all educational levels are explored.  

The SWC therefore recommend that career advice must be resourced in rural areas to 

ensure that one to one case handling is encouraged and available if requested. 

 

� The discriminatory impact of historical gender streaming is still evident in the low pay 

provided for work usually undertaken by women when compared to roles which 

traditionally employ men. This is an unjustifiable anomaly which the SWC believe must be 

rectified. We urge the Scottish Government and employers to recognise and rectify this 

inequality through commitment to gender pay audits and the payment of a living wage.  

SWC Recommendations on Issues of Sexual Health 

 

� A one million pound cash boost to increase access to independent sexual health 

information particularly in rural areas was announced by the Scottish Government in 

January 2008.  The SWC commend Scottish Government recognition of the particular 

issues rural communities face in providing sexual health support and education.  We 

would therefore recommend that ongoing health funding is sufficiently flexible to allow 

rural community health partnerships to substantiate priorities, then adapt resources and 

target programmes where they will be most effective for improving sexual health for 

women in isolated communities. 

 

� The SWC have found that in talking to women in rural areas the issue of confidentiality is 

primarily important to them on matters of sexual health.  The SWC believe the 

development of a text messaging service would be a very worthwhile initiative for women 

in remote areas and we have no hesitation in recommending that the Scottish 

Government should support and fund such a programme. 
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� The SWC believe the unique social/relationship patterns of rural communities require 

more creative outreach programmes to convey sexual health education and encourage 

access to support especially for young people. We recommend that continued funding 

should be provided to Community Health Partnerships in remote areas to support such 

local initiatives.  Where successful programmes are identified long term funding should be 

prioritised to allow a roll-out throughout rural communities. The SWC feel too many 

positive localised projects are lost through a lack of funding commitment.  Positive sexual 

health education and support should not be a post code lottery. 

 

 

SWC Recommendations on Issues of Male Violence against Women and Children 

 

 

� The SWC commend the Open Door Policy of Scottish Women’s Aid as it is an important 

means of widening the availability of refuge accommodation for victims of male violence.  

SWC believe that refuge houses should be centred as much as possible within the 

communities they seek to serve. We therefore recommend urgent funding be made 

available to this agency to resource a safe house in the Skye and Lochalsh area to serve 

the women of Wester Ross.   

 

� The Scottish Government has committed itself to eradicating the culture of violence 

against women and recent increased funding action to this end is welcomed by the SWC. 

However we are concerned that the message of zero tolerance has a passive impact on 

men and recommend the Government address this gap in education by supporting a high 

profile campaign focused on men challenging men on abusive behaviour.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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