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Introduction 

• The modernist project saw no role 

for small farms. 

• Structural change was seen as 

inevitable and desirable, even 

though this might empty sparsely-

populated areas of people. 

• But after the banking crisis, might 

there be alternative, future-oriented 

and action-oriented visions? 

 

• Can crofting offer new synergies 

between modernisation and 

networked rural development? 



Survival of small, family farms 

• Theories of the family farm critiqued 

by Norman Long and others: 

– Denying farm families agency 

– Neglecting the role of the State 

 

• These are especially pertinent in 

relation to farm families in uplands. 

 

• Later studies have viewed the farm, 

household and business as 

fundamentally intertwined, and 

attributed considerable agency to 

families in negotiating change.  



Policy & the Role of the State 

• Farm families in the uplands tend to derive more of their incomes from 
the state, with payments linked to ‘market failure’ or ‘profit foregone’.  

• Many countries have deregulated the transfer and sales of farm holdings, 
and it is surprising how little academic comment this has received. 

• The OECD has called for a New Rural Paradigm, advocating a place-
based approach to rural development. 

• The Enabling State: Shucksmith (2010, 2012) has called for the state to 
play an ‘enabling’ role in fostering and supporting networked rural 
development, building individuals’ and communities’ capacity to act. 



Models of Rural Development 

• Top-down Development 
– ‘Exogenous’, imposed from outside 

– Eg. Power stations, aluminium smelters 

– Dependent; Distorted; Destructive; Dictated 

• Bottom-up Development 
– ‘Endogenous’ - local priorities and assets 

– But ‘development from within’ actually rare 

• Networked development 
– Local necessarily interacts with elsewhere – 

so ‘neo-endogenous’ rural development 

– Based on assets and networks within and 
beyond the area. Local capacity-building. 

– Balance of control is crucial -> localism. 

– LEADER is one example of this approach 



Rural development under austerity? 

One response to austerity is to revert to a 
‘bottom-up’ development model, with 
rural communities left to themselves. 

 

• Some rural communities will rise to this ‘sink 
or swim’ challenge; but most will not. 

• Capacity-building is needed - with the most 
marginalised individuals; and with less active 
places. Without this, inequalities will widen. 

• Need an ‘enabling state’ not an absent state. 

• ‘Self-help’ as a neoliberal discourse. How often 
are academics complicit? (Cheshire 2006)    
Are rural sociologists resisting neoliberalism or 
reproducing it? 



Crofting… 

“A smallholding entirely 
surrounded by regulations...” 



Crofting: what is it?  

• Crofts are small strips of land worked with 
common grazings, where tenants enjoy 
rights of security, succession & fair rents. 

• Regulation seeks balance between the 
community interest and individual rights.  

– Crofters must live on the croft & work the land. 
Transfers of land outside the family must be in 
the wider community interest. 

• Crofters derive most of their incomes from 
non-agricultural employment.  

– The croft is seen as a base from which to seek a 
sustainable livelihood, and from a policy 
perspective as preventing depopulation. 

• Recent reforms have included: 
– Community-based land reform 

– Strengthening of regulations over occupancy 

– Promotion of place-based rural development  

– Changes to agricultural support  



Looking back, looking forward 

Four main issues emerge: 

• Balance between interests of crofting, crofters and crofting communities? 

• Viable farm holdings or diversification and occupational pluralism? 

• A model of individualised owner-occupation or a more collectivised 

model of community-owned estates with crofting tenants? Or neither? 

• Should the future of crofting lie in the hands of others or might crofters 

themselves take responsibility? 



The Committee’s Vision 

• Growing, prosperous, inclusive and sustainable crofting 
communities, empowered to shape their own futures. 

• Flexible and adaptable to change: forward-looking. 

• More, resident, active crofters – but most of their income 
will come from non-crofting activities. 

• Crofting must be effectively regulated in the interests of 
communities and the crofting system. 

 



Core Principles 

• Core Principles underlying the Committee’s proposals: 

– Housing as a base for live-work and for population retention  

– Building communities’ capacity to act 

– Appropriate government support. 

– Regulation which strikes a better balance between individual interests 
and sustaining crofting 

– Local accountability through elections 

– Vital role of young people and new entrants  



What we proposed 

• Population retention:  
• Croft House Grant and Loan Scheme (means-tested) to enable 

homes to be built. This provides the base for a sustainable 
livelihood.  

• Strong rural communities in crofting areas:  
• Support for ‘strengthening communities’ from the regional 

economic development agency (Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise), building on lessons of EU LEADER. 

• Support small businesses; social enterprises; fragile areas 

• CAP support focused on public benefits 
• Refinements to farm support policy administration. 

• Targeting public support towards public benefits: these benefits 
are being lost because current support is poorly targeted. 

 



Better Governance 

Elected Crofting Boards 

(Federation proposed) 
 

• Regulation and enforcement 

• Develop local crofting policies 

reflecting diversity of traditions 

and variation in market pressures 

• Statutory consultee on any 

legislative proposals 

• Annual “State of Crofting” report 

to the Scottish Parliament 

Crofting 

development 

plans inform 

local policy 

Village Development 

Committees (elected) 

 

• Existing community institutions 

take extra powers if they wish 

• Develop local, future-oriented 

community strategies  

Supported by HIE’s Crofting and 

Community Development Division 

  

• Responsible for crofting development 

and strengthening communities 

Land Court 

Appeals 

Scottish Government 
  

Sets national policy and 

legislative framework 

Regulation Development 

                           

 



Better Regulation 

• Crofts are attractive to buyers as 
occasional holiday homes  

• Deregulation has depleted the 
state’s ability to manage such 
tensions. 

• We proposed no change to rights 
given to crofters in 1886 Act 

– But only for those resident and using 
land beneficially 

• Improved regulation to tackle 
absenteeism & neglect and to 
encourage new blood:  

– Local Crofting Boards to reflect local 
priorities in their regulation. 

– Covenants attached to all crofts on 
transfer requiring residency and 
beneficial use of the land 

– Simplify legislation 



Reactions and Impact... 

• Opposition mobilises... 

  

 

 

 

 

• Crofting Reform Act 2010 

implemented the essence of the 

report’s recommendations. 

• Elected Crofting Commission 2012. 

• Mapping and registration of crofts  

Favourable press... 

Cross-party support initially 



Conclusions 

• The Crofting proposals rely on an action-oriented 

approach and a governance orientation. The ‘vision’ 

is specifically future-oriented. 
– Resilience: building adaptive capacity; diversified income 

– Prosperity: emphasises pluriactivity, not just farming 

– Governance: empowering communities but also regulation 

– Knowledge and learning: networked knowledge-exchange 

 

• Why did the Scottish Government adopt this? 
– SG politicians were sympathetic to crofting but lacked a vision 

for its future and a rationale for policy.  

– A modernisation approach had already been rejected by 

crofters amid calls for a clearer, more radical vision. 

  

• Could this be relevant elsewhere? 
– It’s already been translated into Japanese! 

– Principles applicable elsewhere, if tailored to local context. 


