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Scotland’s Population

• H & I population has increased by 
23% over last 50 years – Scotland = 5%

• Wide variation of growth and many 
areas decreasing

• Scottish Population Strategy launched 
March 2021
Ø a more balanced population

• COHI Population Working Group

• Depopulation Action Plan / RRIHAP/
Repopulation Zones



Outer Hebrides
Declining and ageing population: 26,500
§ Housing for local families (54%)
§ More job opportunities (38%)
§ More working people moving into the area (33%)

Orkney
Increasing population: 22,400
§ Housing for local families (59%)
§ More job opportunities (28%)
§ Local businesses and trades, and improved broadband (24%)

Lochaber, Skye and Wester Ross
Declining population: 39,082
§ Housing for local families (66%)
§ More job opportunities (32%)
§ More working age people moving into 

the area (25%)

Argyll and the Islands
Declining and ageing population: 65,486
§ Housing for local families (56%)
§ More job opportunities (38%)
§ More working age people moving into the area (32%)
More likely to mention:
• Improved transport connections with other parts of 

Scotland (21%)

Shetland
Declining population: 22,870
§ Housing for local families (55%)
§ Improved broadband (31%)
§ More job opportunities (23%)
More likely to mention:
§ Improved transport connections with other 

parts of Scotland (22%)

Caithness and Sutherland
Declining population: 38,037
§ More job opportunities (46%)
§ Housing for local families (35%)
§ Local businesses and trades (27%)
More likely to mention:
• More working age people moving to the area 

(25%)

Moray
Declining population: 95,710
§ Housing for local families (32%)
§ More job opportunities (33%)
§ Local businesses and trades (30%)

Inner Moray Firth
Increasing population: 158,311
§ Housing for local families (45%)
§ More job opportunities (27%)
§ Local businesses and trades (24%)
More likely to mention:
• Services to support older people living at home (22%)
• Social activities (19%)
• Improved transport connections within the local area (19%)

‘My Life in the Highlands & Islands Survey 2022 - 5301 adults aged 16+ living in the Highlands and Islands 
responded from across 4,442 individual households

Regional population – wide variation

Comments in green 
reflect statistically 
significant variation.



Outer Hebrides
Declining and ageing population: 26,500
§ ScotWind -230; Deep Water Port
§ 50% of land is Community owned. 83% of the 

population live on community owned land
§ Largest of Scotland’s marine regions

with 23% of the sea area – growth in 
aquaculture and seaweed farming

§ Tourism sector growing
§ Modular West
§ Spaceport One

Orkney
Increasing population: 22,400
§ World leading development of the marine energy sector – ScotWind 240; 
§ Identified as ‘best place to live in the UK’ in 2019 survey
§ Orkney shellfish attracts global demand, with 3,000 tonnes landed annually
§ Investment in port infrastructure (Scapa Flow); EMEC; Centre for Net Zero; ORIC
§ Tourism expansion – Cruise sector

Lochaber, Skye and Wester Ross
Declining population: 39,082
§ Coire Glas – 500 jobs over 6 years
§ Kishorn Port – ScotWind - 100
§ Ambitious masterplan – Fort William 

2040 - produced for future growth
§ ALVANCE Aluminium plans to invest 

£94m, securing Fort William’s future as 
a green aluminium hub

Argyll and the Islands
Declining and ageing population: 65,486
§ High levels of self-employment and highly 

qualified working age population
§ European Marine Science Park; Machrihanish
§ ScotWind - 160

Shetland
Declining population: 22,870
§ Seafood industry worth £300m to the 

Shetland economy – 40%
§ Renewable energy/O&G decommissioning –

ScotWind 200; Orion - 500, Dales Voe
§ Fair Isle bird observatory investment

Caithness and Sutherland
Declining population: 38,037
§ Plans underway to launch satellites into space
§ Wick and Scrabster port infrastructure - ScotWind 280
§ Home to Scotland’s first European Geopark
§ High value skills in nuclear power and

decommissioning – a key asset
§ Battery manufacturing

Moray
Declining population: 95,710
§ Food and drink production makes up one-fifth of the 

area’s GVA
§ Orbex expansion; MAATIC (Aerospace/Adv Tech IC)
§ Buckie Harbour investment
§ High share of global markets in tourism, forest 

products, textiles and specialised metalworking
§ More than 6,000 jobs in manufacturing

Inner Moray Firth
Increasing population: 158,311
§ Green Freeport – 25,000/ ScotWind - 1600
§ World famous attractions including Loch Ness and Cairngorms National Park
§ Growing life sciences and technology sectors supported by Inverness Campus
§ Construction ports for the world’s largest cluster of deep-water wind projects 

worth around £7bn
§ Buoyant house building sector
§ Ross-shire Engineering expansion

Offshore Wind Space Green Hydrogen Growth DealsNature-based Jobs

Economic Opportunities in the H & I



• HIE Board, Business Panel Surveys, Area Teams

• Shetland – 390 units last 5 years; needing 920 for next 10

• Orkney – Housing in an Economic Context – It’s not just about 
new houses – it’s about the range

• Argyll & Islands – Island employers particularly challenged -
community trusts/groups taking forward many projects out of
necessity

• North Highlands – focussing on finding land for building;
employers leasing or buying properties

• Moray

Looking more closely at the evidence:



• Most businesses are experiencing recruitment issues and expect issues to worsen in coming 
years. Difficulties are particularly acute amongst larger businesses.

•    A range of factors are seen to be contributing towards recruitment problems   
including a general lack of suitably qualified people, issues relating to Brexit and a 
general lack of appeal of working in certain sectors.

•   However, in all three study areas, staff not being able to find suitable    
accommodation is perceived as the most significant contributor to recruitment 
issues. Across the three areas combined, 2 in 3 businesses believe this issue is 
having an impact on their business (66%).

•   Across the three areas combined, around 3,000 positions are predicted to prove  
difficult to recruit because of a lack of housing. The largest proportions of these 
positions are in hospitality and tourism roles and are within the £15k to £35k salary range.

•   Impacts go beyond recruitment difficulties. Many businesses are less likely to invest 
in their business due to these difficulties and others reported negative impacts on 
the overall experience for visitors and on the quality of life for local residents.

•   The vast majority of businesses support a range of potential solutions. In particular 
increasing the stock of affordable housing available to buy and rent and more 
restrictions on the use of properties to give priority to locals.

Employer Survey - Badenoch&Strathspey,Lochaber, Skye&Lochalsh

56 Degrees – Reporting November 2022



Outer Hebrides – community consultation
RECRUITMENT
…the single biggest issue I face is staff accommodation…
… we have struggled to attract people to relocate due to the lack of housing and affordability….
… people are having to spend several months searching out any available rentals…

EXTRA BURDENS
…I had no other option than to purchase a house locally in order to have anywhere/somewhere to house the staff I 
need to run my business…
… We now currently have mortgages on three properties and two static caravans which we use for staff 
accommodation, housing a total of twelve people when they are all at capacity (which they are in the summertime)…
… added a huge financial burden which if I had my business anywhere else in the UK probably would not be an 
expense I would have to carry…
… …we have some years found ourselves short of bed spaces for "live-in" staff, and the unpredictability of local staff 
availability means this is likely to be an on-going concern, given that we have about forty staff on the payroll at the 
height of summer…

RETENTION
… at least one of our staff is currently uncertain whether they can stay on the island because of the lack of affordable 
accommodation…
…some of our current staff that are looking to move up the housing ladder and move from council housing to owning 
their own property. Due to the current market it is not possible for young family or young people to do this…

EXPANSION
… within the next 3-5 years there will be an increase of 15-20 new employees needed…
…we have struggled to grow our team and the business on the scale required as the global demand increases for our 
products and a large part of this is due to the unavailability of housing for new employees…
… various parts of the business that we have to push off island which we would love to create jobs for on island by 
attracting local labour and encouraging skilled workers to relocate…



Reflecting on the current situation

• Unprecedented situation

• Multi-factorial (a classic Wicked problem):
• Market failure of the construction sector/lack of skills and labour in rural areas
• Growth of second homes and tourism accommodation
• Risk averse demand assessments leading to growth of build-up of demand
• Cost of building, affordability of housing, land, materials
• Supply chain difficulties
• Needing to adapt traditional building approaches to deliver innovative solutions
• Employers buying up housing stock to accommodate staff
• Growing number of students needing accommodation
• Burden placed upon communities to deliver housing; time taken to deliver
• Local Authorities under pressure/restricted staff resource impacting on number 

and speed housing developments 
• Lack of join up across the different agencies and funds

• Without the houses, how can we attract new talent?  Create new jobs?

• What can/should we expect of employers, of communities?



Concluding remarks

• So – we have a relatively buoyant current economy, despite the challenges post 
covid, post Brexit, cost-of-living/energy crisis with significant optimism for major 
growth in the next 10 years

• This is a whole system problem, impacting most severely in remote rural and 
islands communities, that needs to be addressed in many parts - but the parts need 
to be connected.

• We have excellent examples of how it can work well and stem depopulation – Eigg, 
Gigha, Knoydart, West Harris Trust, Staffin, Gairloch, Colonsay

• We have the expertise; we have funding; we have the right organisations operating 
within the system; the right motivations….

• How do we create the conditions that enable all the organisations (public sector, 
communities, employers, construction sector) to collaborate, flexing their funding 
and adapting policies and roles to meet the housing challenge, at pace?



Thank you
Morven Fancey

Morven.fancey@hient.co.uk


