“An Expensive Hobby?”
A Socio-Economic Study of Crofting on the Machair
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A Socio-Economic Study of Crofting on the Machair

1.1 Introduction

This study outlines basic information on life in the Western Isles, including statistics on current
employment and social conditions. It also identifies the costs of crofting today and the income which
it generates, highlighting differences between North Uist, Benbecula and South Uist and pulling
together results from primary and secondary research to explain them.
Reviewing the context which crofters live and work in will help to better understand the motives for
changes in crofting practices. This knowledge can in turn be useful for influencing future policy and
NGO work on protecting the machair by having a clearer empathy with crofters.

1.2 Methodology

A combination of qualitative and quantitative primary data was collected between 18 September and
29 October 2012, in North Uist, Benbecula and South Uist, in the Western Isles of Scotland. The
work was done in person, by interview which was recorded in two parts: the quantitative data onto a
simple spreadsheet (Annex 1), and the qualitative by digital recording. Over 30 hours of footage
were recorded, a cross-section of which have been transcribed (Annex 2). 38 crofters were selected,
and a letter was posted to each crofter requesting their permission to approach them, 25 of whom
agreed (Annex 3), with one extra crofter volunteering. All data is anonymous.
The research was also conducted as a dissertation study for an MSc in Environmental Management,
with Sheffield Hallam University. Consequently, a portion of the original study will not appear in this
report.This mixed-methods research has been commissioned by the RSPB Conserving Scottish
Machair LIFE+ (ML) project, to fulfil part of the project’s remit for collating socio-economic data
relating to crofting on the machair, as highlighted in the project’s aims and objectives:

“Action E.4: Evaluation of costs and socio-economic influences.
The project will gather data on the wider economic costs of agricultural practices in the
project area and investigate what influences the choices that crofters and farmers make when they
undertake agricultural management.” (LIFE+, 2008)

Interviewees were selected by ML, who chose a an even dispersal of crofters over the islands where
management agreements are in place (South Uist, Benbecula and North Uist). Management
agreements are the contracts which crofters enter into with Machair LIFE+: in exchange for crofting
in a wildlife friendly way, ML will do some of the work, or provide a payment (Annex 4). The
interviews were conducted on an informal basis, in crofters’ homes.
The quantitative survey was designed around the practices of the crofters’ year, broken down by
activity, and all of the necessary tasks therein. For each of these tasks, data was taken regarding
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any costs or returns incurred, how much time the task takes to complete, and how many people
were involved in its completion. All data was taken for the previous year, beginning one year prior to,
and ending on the day of, the interview.
The study was conducted on Uist, where 26 crofters, who have shares on the machair, are
interviewed about the individual costs of their crofting activities, which were recorded on a
spreadsheet (Annex 1), as well as eleven qualitative questions about the future of their croft and
island life, which cover crofters’ current and future status, their attitudes to NGOs and the future for
islanders as a whole :

1. How long have you crofted for?
2. How much time is spent crofting per week?
3. How many generations of crofters have you followed?
4. Will you pass the croft on to someone?
5. Who will this be?
6. When will this be?
7. Is landscape/location as important to you as the practice?
8. Has Machair LIFE+ altered the way that you croft?
9. Has Machair LIFE+ altered the way that you think about crofting?
10. Is island life still thriving?
11.Is there room for development?
Crofters were also asked a number of more open-ended questions regarding their attitudes to
wildlife, changes in crofting practices and current and future threats to crofting, which were in the
main part used for the MSc study, but have been touched on in this report. These were;
1. When you were younger, what did you think of crofting?
2. How do you think the next generation feel about crofting?
3. Are there issues relating to the future of crofting/ that future generations may face?
4. What level of support do you feel is required to maintain crofting now?
5. What wildlife do you have on your croft? How do you manage for this?
6. How valuable is the Machair to you?
7. Why have you chosen the methods/ combination of methods that you use?
8. How much do you think crofting has changed in your lifetime?
9. How important do you feel traditional-method crofting is?
10. What are the constraints of using the older methods?

2.0 Uist and the Machair
2.1 Location

We
ste
rn

Isle
s

Uist

Maps Copyright Googe, 2014

The Western Isles lie in the Atlantic Ocean, 40 miles West of the North West coast of Scotland,
accessible via four ferry links and three airports. For crofters, agricultural materials come at an
inflated price compared to the mainland, owing in the main to a lack of competition or to added
shipping costs. Access to certain products and services is often limited, putting crofters at a financial
disadvantage.
The remoteness of the islands and its exposed situation in the Atlantic Ocean with the Gulf Stream
skirting the islands create its unique weather system which mean that ‘life on the edge’ has always
been a challenge. The land graduates (from West to East) from shallow and fragile- but fertilesandy soil, through water-logged marsh land, to acid heath, rough, rocky moorland, and mountains.
The great majority of houses are built on the West side, with even more built on the coast (HIE,
2011), owing to the difficulty of access and the exposure of being above sea-level. The fertile
calcareous machair on the West coast offers the main cultivatable area today, though the
‘Blackland’ (the local name for the East side of the island) is historically crofted for sheep and
domestic crops such as potatoes (Fuller et al., 2010).
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2.2 Weather
The physical location of the Western Isles situates the islands on the border of the Gulf Stream, its
climate is consequently frequent in rain showers and high winds, though much milder than its
latitude suggests (around 58° North, putting it geographically level with the southern states of
Canada) (Manley, 1979). Figure 7 shows average climate figures from

Stornoway records from

1981-2010 against extremes from historical records. Wind speeds data was not given in the
historical records, though a record for Stornoway was reported to be gusts of 98 knots in February
1962 (Visit Hebrides, 2012).

High Average Temp Low Average Temp High Average Rain
(Max Recorded)
(Min Recorded)
(Max Recorded)
Stornoway
Nairn
Paisley

16.1°C Jul. & Aug.
(18.7° Aug. 1997)
18.9°C Jul.
(21.6°C Jul. 1933)
19.7°C Jul.
(22.7°C Aug. 1995)

2.1°C Feb.
(-2.6°C Feb. 1985)
0.7°C Jan.
(-3.8°C Feb. 1978)
1.7°C Dec.
(-4.4 Dec. 2010)

High Average
Wind at 10m

148.3mm Jan.
14.2 knots Jan.
(277mm Jan. 1997)
71.1mm Oct.
10.3 knots Jan.
(222.4mm Sept. 1995)
148.2mm Jan.
6.8 knots Feb.
(298.9mm Dec. 2006)

2.3 Machair

Machair is an annex 1 listed priority habitat in the EU Habitats Directive, it is one of the most diverse
habitats in Europe, being a species rich coastal grassland and home to thousands of nesting birds,
invertebrates and some small mammals (Osgathorpe et al., 2008).
The habitat is exceptionally rare, formed thousands of years ago by the combination of Westerly
Atlantic winds, calcareous shell-sand and peat land to create a uniquely fertile dune system, which,
when fertilised, is capable of supporting agricultural crops as well as a wealth of wild flora. Machair
covers around 30,000 ha of the planet, two thirds of which is on the West Coast of Scotland, chiefly
the Western Isles. National and international conservation protection- Sites of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSIs), Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special Protected Areas (SPAs)- covers
a large portion (Machair LIFE, 2012).
Rare species such as corncrake and corn bunting, great yellow bumblebee and belted beauty moth,
and unique hybrid orchids are all present across the machair, though it is the volume of more
common species which is of particular note on traditionally-crofted machair. Common wading birds
such as oyster-catcher, lapwing, golden plover and redshank, plus plants like vetches and clover,
butterflies, bees, bugs and beetles, all appear in quantities which are now rare to see elsewhere in
the UK and in Europe.
This internationally rare and important habitat is, as it is known today, a product of human
intervention. A unique system of agriculture (‘crofting’) sustains its favourable condition, thanks to
low-impact, extensive methods of managing the land. Owen et al. (2000) discuss the close links

between crofting and the diversity of the machair: They found that the low-impact techniques of
traditional methods such as rotational systems of grazing and fallow, creating a variety of crop ages;
shallow ploughing, allowing some field surface to go undisturbed, and the use of slow-releasing
natural seaweed fertiliser are an essential element in the creation and management of machair
systems, as they allow the undisturbed growth and seeding of flowering weeds (Kent et al., 2003).
Furthering this, in fact, Crawford states that “Machair has always been managed and management
has been an active ingredient in the production and maintenance of the land-form. There is no such
thing as 'natural' machair.” (2009). This statement underpins the fact that without management/
crofting, there would be no machair as we know it. Indeed, on Lewis, where cropping on the machair
has died out, its diversity and favourable condition has died with it.

Crofters, like farmers on the mainland, are increasingly put under market pressures to increase and
improve production. Alongside this, more specialised ‘local’ concerns such as a desire to make a
further living beyond the croft, the weather and a large resident goose population mean that this
system, however, is changing, and whilst the traditional methods still remain, the faster modern
techniques are threatening to overthrow the more sustainable methods, putting pressure on the
machair and its wildlife, though crofters have adapted them to better fit traditional methods, as a
form of compromise to suit the conditions of the Western Isles.The traditional crops grown on the
islands have been used for centuries and are well adapted to the harsh conditions and extreme
calcareous soil (Scholten et al., 2009). The seeds of these crops also contribute to machair
biodiversity, as a food source and nesting habitat for species such as corn bunting (Wilson et al.,
2007).
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3.0 Social Context
Between 1961 and 2001, the population trend for the Uists has gradually declined by 20.6%, parallel
to the population of the Outer Hebrides as a whole, which has decreased by 18.7% over the same
period (Scottish Islands Federation, 2012).

Outer Hebrides

The Uists

40,000
30,000
20,000
10,000
0
1961

1971

1981

1991

2001

2011

Islands population split, and changes on the Uists between 1961 and 2001.

North Uist

Benbecula

South Uist

3,000
2,250
1,500
750
0
1961

1971

1981

1991

2001

Population change on the Outer Hebrides and the Uists between 1961 and 2001.
Plus the estimated population of the Outer Hebrides for 2011, rounded to the nearest 1000.

A population estimate of the Outer Hebrides (rounded to the nearest 1,000) was released on 17th
December 2012, from the 2011 Scottish Census, showing a 5.6% increase since 2001 (Scotland’s
Census, 2012).
Falling population trends for the Outer Hebrides have been attributed to a number of factors,
including;

• Declining employment in traditional industries;
• Limited local employment opportunities;
• Increasing numbers of young people going into Further and Higher Education;
• Limited range of training and education opportunities in the Islands. (Hall Aitken, 2007).

A report commissioned by the local council (Comhairle nan Eilean Siar) predicted- based on 2004
estimates- a rise in population, with numbers reaching a peak in 2014 before gradually falling again.
The model predicted an ageing population, with a decline of 23% in women of child-bearing age,
and suggested that the population of the Outer Hebrides will need to rise to around 30,000 in order
to become sustainable (Hall Aitken, 2007).
These significant population and demographic changes since the 1960s are having a detrimental
effect on crofting and will be a particular concern in the next generation. The average crofter today is
aged between 40 and 70, with few young people entering into the practice. To address the problem
of declining island population in the Western Isles, the declining crofting population must also be
addressed.
Machair LIFE+ has identified that common issues facing crofting in the Western Isles include:
• The difficulty in acquiring funding
• An ageing population of crofters/ less young people entering into crofting
• The large breeding greylag goose population/ natural threats to crops
• Increasing financial demands (including the rising costs of fuel and materials, and the market
demands for livestock quality)
(Machair LIFE+, 2013)
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3.1 Crofting
Table C26 Number of holdings, by regional grouping and region, June 2012
Holdings
North West:
20750
Shetland
1856
Orkney
2012
Eileanan an Iar
6480
Highland
10402
North East:
Grampian
8906
South East:
9233
Tayside
3679
Fife
1530
Lothian
1532
Scottish Borders
2492
South West:
13736
East Central
1540
Argyll & Bute
1980
Clyde Valley
3261
Ayrshire
2835
Dumfries &
4120
Galloway
Scotland
52625

(SRPID, 2014)
The above table shows the number of agricultural ‘holdings’ by region across Scotland. Compared
with other regions in Scotland, the North West appears to have a surprisingly high number,
particularly Highland and Eilean an Iar (Western Isles). This is because the practice of crofting
almost solely exists in this region. A croft is a small agricultural unit held subject to the provisions of
the Crofting Acts.
Crofting is a traditional tenant farming-practice created after the Highland Clearances of the 1850s.
It was designed to be less than self-sufficient, so that the tenant would also need to work, labouring
for the landowner, on the large sheep farms of the time (SCF, 2012). After the sheep farms were
disbanded at the end of the nineteenth century, Island crofters subsidised their livings by cottage
crafts such as weaving Harris Tweed (Hance, 1952).
This small-scale method of farming the land of North West Scotland is still carried out today, with the
farmers finding the lifestyle increasingly difficult to maintain (Osgathorpe et al., 2008). Literature from
the 1950s and 1960s, such as Crofting in the Outer Hebrides (Hance, 1952) talks of declining
crofting communities even then (Collier, 1952) and Osgathorpe et al. (2008) cite an increasing
average crofting age, growing costs and decreasing income as resulting in the decline of the
traditional methods.

3.1.1 Crofting on Uist
Crofters face daily challenges on Uist in comparison with mainland agricultural practice, this is
largely due to the geographical challenges of the landscape and location, such as soil and weather.
The main income generator is from rearing calves and lambs that are sold as “store” where they are
bought by mainland farmers who will grow them ready for slaughter (known as ‘finishing’). Meat is
not finished on Uist, mainly due to the lack of quality grazing required for beef and lamb stock, and
animals would lose condition quickly in the harsh winters.

The majority of the crofting year is centred around preparing further fodder for stock animals (those
used for breeding) to eat during the winter months. Uist crofters grow small oats, bere barley and rye
in a variety of mixes on the machair. These are ancient and unique crop varieties which have been
specially adapted to growing in the shallow sandy soil on the machair, and to withstand the salt from
the sea as well as the high winds. This crop is then traditionally harvested ripe in the late summer
and built into arable stacks where the seed can dry thoroughly in the autumn gales. This practice is
time-consuming as well as labour intensive and puts the crops at risk from marauding geese (mostly
greylag geese, though in some areas of North Uist, there are also issues with Barnacle geese), due
to its exposure during the ripening season. Consequently crofters have in recent decades begun to
bale the crops into silage, where the unripened seeds provide rich nutrition for the animals with less
effort to the crofter. The earlier harvest and protective wrapping safeguards the harvest from geese.
Though the benefits are high for silage, there are however negative impacts on the machair.
The ripened corn is cut later than silage leaving cover for corncrake and their young, the ripe seeds
which are shed throughout the machair, and those which are out in stacks provide excellent food for
corn bunting and other passerine species.
Indeed, many of the crofting traditions are maintained because they are tried and tested solutions to
such difficult conditions, and experimenting with adaptation is not always viable:
“Somebody said, there’s no way you can grow wheat on Uist, so I thought I’d try, and I went to a lab
place and they told me “yes it will grow, but you need to put on this, and this and this” so I did, and it
did grow, but what a cost. and when I fed it to the cattle in the silage, there was no difference.”
(Anonymous Crofter, from interviews)
Crofting practice across Uist is largely based on the same system, though there are small
differences between North Uist and South Uist, largely relating to the scale of crofting practiced. The
table below, from the Scottish Government, outlines the differences in croft size, including the
differing herd sizes.
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North Uist

South Uist

Average croft size 20 ha

12 ha

Average herd size 26 cattle

13 cattle

Average flock size 117 sheep

73 sheep

Croft, herd & flock size for North Uist and South Uist (Scottish Government, 2011)

This table indicates that, per hectare, North Uist has an average of 5.85 sheep and 1.3 cattle, whilst
South Uist have an average of 6.08 sheep and 1.08 cattle. This shows that North Uist have, on
average, 8 hectares more land than South Uist, they are also more inclined towards larger cattle
herds and smaller sheep herds than South Uist.
One of the biggest threats to crofting, and cropping on the machair (in-turn having a detrimental
effect on the biodiversity of the machair), is the greylag goose. Uist is unusual, as it has a resident
population of greylag geese (compared with areas such as Dumfries and Galloway who have a
migratory population). The population has grown significantly in the last decades, to a peak in 2012,
when the population count (conducted bi-annually by Machair LIFE+ between 2010 and 2013, then
by SNH) recorded 10,000 birds on Uist and Barra.
Greylag geese feed mainly on grass. As particularly inefficient eaters, they have to graze almost
constantly to get any nutrients, eight greylag geese eat as much grass as one cow. Geese also
produce waste constantly, in order to keep their weight down for swift take-off, which produces a lot
of fouling of grazing (ecomare.nl, 2014). As previously stated, the grazing in Uist is not good enough
for finishing beef cattle and what little grazing there is, is precious. Similarly, during the summer
months, greylag geese are attracted by growing and ripening crops on the machair. A flock of geese
could flatten and eat an entire corn crop in a few hours. This loss would cost a crofter hundreds of
pounds in winter feed plus seed for growing next year’s crops.
Greylag geese are also particularly canny, it is said locally that one method of scaring geese away
from crops is only effective for as little as six days. Machair LIFE+ have provided a number of
different methods for scaring geese, such as scarecrows, kites, bangers and rockets, they also
provided a scaring programme whereby human scarers were employed to protect ripening crops.
The population peak in greylag geese of recent years has lead to a controlled cull by SNH, whereby
over a thousand geese are shot every year for a trial period of four years. The Adaptive
Management Trial began in 2013 and subsequent population counts have shown initial success.

3.2 Grant funding and “incentives” for crofting

Common Agricultural Policy is an EU policy designed to aid European food producers. It aims to
improve conditions in Europe through:
•

the environment,

•

food safety,

•

cohesion and

•

protection of the Union’s financial interests (European Commission (EC), 2012).

Since 2005, the payment scheme has been simplified to allow for more market-based flexibility,
which is implemented under the discretion of the member state, known as the Single Payment
Scheme. In Scotland, this has been broken down into:
•

Less Favourable Area Support Scheme (LFASS),

•

Single Farm Payment (SFP), and

•

Scottish Beef Cattle Scheme (SBCS) (The Scottish Government, 2012).

These schemes were designed to subsidise an agricultural income, and maintain a balanced and
fair European market (EC, 2012).
Other forms of agricultural income come through agri-environment schemes, where governing
bodies and NGOs offer competitive payments to land managers for working the land in an
ecologically sensitive way (SNH, 2012). Previous schemes in Scotland include the Countryside
Premium Scheme (CPS), the Rural Stewardship Scheme (RSS), and the

current scheme, the

Scotland Rural Development Program (SRDP), which offers on a 5-year contract, a range of options
to pick-and-choose from, depending on the landscape and habitats of the applicants’ land. Examples
which are used on the Uists relate to: corn-crake habitat protection, whereby crofters are regulated
as to when they cut their corn, to ensure that the breeding season is over; grazing management, to
minimise the risk of over-grazing and reducing biodiversity richness; and stacking corn in the
traditional way to encourage small seed-eating birds such as Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) species,
the corn bunting (Rural Payments and Inspections Directorate, 2008).
The SRDP began in 2007 and its current phase was due to end in 2013, with a second phase
beginning in 2014, which has now been deferred until 2015. This second phase will build on the
successes of the first and address its challenges. A substantial consultation phase has been
conducted to ensure that al key stake-holders have imputed in the process and can inform
improvements. Major NGOs such as RSPB have had a large advisory role and the Machair LIFE+
project has influenced the alterations likely to be made to the corncrake options.
The costs of crofting on Uist today are high and rising, with fuel prices increasing, fuel becoming
more and more necessary, and bigger machines requiring more. The additional income of the agrienvironment payments makes crofting on the machair more viable, which means that crofting can
continue, and, in turn, the unique biodiversity of the machair is maintained in its favourable
condition.
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4.0 Results

4.1 Quantitative

Every crofter interviewed discussed in turn each of their crofting practices on the machair. A
breakdown of the costs and the time taken to complete these tasks was recorded for each of these.
This report is only concerned with the costs. The costs covered are:
• Fertiliser
• Cultivation
• Harvest- Corn Silage
Grass silage
Seed
• Livestock- Sheep
Cattle
• Machinery- Maintenance
Diesel
• Paperwork
• Total Costs and Returns
Where grant support was discussed, some crofters chose not to share how much income they
received.

4.1.1 Fertiliser

Crofters

North Uist

Total
Mean
Benbecula
Total
Mean

South Uist

Total
Mean
Grand Total

Cost of Fertiliser (£)
Artificial
Purchase
Contractor
3,860.00
0.00
5,268.60
6,300.00
6,000.00
20,840.00
2,800.00
120.00
0.00
£45,188.60
£0.00
£5,020.96
£0.00
1,000.00
200.00
1,265.00
0.00
£2,465.00
£616.25
960.00
4,446.00
800.00
3,000.00
4,000.00
600.00
0.00
1,680.00
3,000.00
500.00
0.00
£18,986.00
£1,726.00
£66,639.60

75.00
£75.00
£75.00

£75.00

It should be noted that fertiliser is often purchased in bulk, for use on the machair and on the in-by.
Different methods of fertilising on Uist include artificial fertiliser, manure and seaweed. Using manure
and seaweed to fertilise the machair did not incur annual costs for crofters aside from the cost of
diesel, which is calculated in a separate table, later on. Of the 24 crofters that gave details about
artificial fertiliser, 21% did not use it and only one crofter paid a contractor to spread for them. The
average costs per island reveal that North Uist spend almost triple the average for South Uist and 8
times more than Benbecula. South Uist spend almost triple that of Benbecula. This is likely to be
mainly due to the increased size of crofts on North Uist compared to that of South Uist and
Benbecula.
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4.1.2 Cultivation

Costs of Ploughing (£)
Contractor
2,728.00
300.00
North Uist

Total
Mean

£3,028.00
£1,514.00

Benbecula
300.00
Total
Mean

£300.00
£300.00

South Uist

Total
Mean
Grand Total

£0.00
£0.00
£3,328.00

Ploughing the machair requires a ‘shallow plough’ with a small mouldboard, which only turns the soil
to a depth of 4 inches. This is due to the fragile sandy soil layer that has been stabilised, bound and
fertilised by decades of seaweed application. Another method of cultivation is to use a rotavator, this
method and the shallow plough have been services offered by the Machair LIFE+ project and this is
likely to have an effect on the number of people hiring contractors during the project lifetime.

4.1.3 Harvest

Cost of Corn Harvest (£)
Silage Bales
Pit Silage Stacks
Net
Twine Contractors Contractors Stacks
24.00
2,000.00
260.00
750.00
90.00
66.66
0.00
150.00

Total
£1,024.00
£2,000.00
£1,611.00
£407.62
£333.32
£1,150.00

550.00

1,600.00

£2,150.00

£4,484.28
£747.38

£566.66
£141.67

64.00
£2,414.00
£804.67
5,000.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

£64.00
£8,739.94
£1,092.49
£5,000.00
£0.00

0.00

£1,040.00

£0.00
£0.00
0.00
0.00

£6,040.00
£2,013.33
£0.00
£267.66
£262.50
£0.00
£1,133.00
£200.00

Wrap
1,000.00

North Uist

Total
Mean

Benbecula

1,350.00
317.62
266.66
1,000.00

£24.00
£24.00

£2,000.00
£2,000.00

1,040.00
Total
Mean

£0.00
£0.00

£0.00
£0.00
43.33

South Uist

224.00
225.00
0.00
933.00
150.00

£0.00

£6,040.00
£3,020.00

£0.00
£0.00

£0.00
£0.00

37.50
0.00
200.00
50.00

0.00
0.00
325.00

400.00
1,440.00

60.00
144.00

0.00
784.00

Total
£3,372.00
£437.33 £97.50
Mean
£481.71
£87.47
Grand Total £7856.28 £1003.99 £121.50
Mean
£561.16
£100.40 £40.50
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£1,109.00
£554.50
£9563.00
£1366.14

£0.00
£0.00
£2000.00
£2000.00

0.00
£0.00
£0.00
£0.00
£0.00

£460.00
£1,584.00
£784.00
£0.00
£4,691.16
£469.12
£19,471.10
£748.89

Corn can be harvested from the machair to make either silage or sheaves of dried cereal. Silage is
cut before the crop has fully ripened, it is then stored in such a way so that it slightly ferments, which
preserves it. Silage on Uist is either stored as pit silage, which was popular in the 1990s, and
involves the corn being piled high into a concrete ‘pit’ and packed in to prevent air from getting in.
Black baling silage uses several machines on the machair during harvest to cut, bale and wrap the
crop into individually wrapped portions of feed. This became the more popular method as the bales,
wrapped in layers of black plastic, can then be left in the fields and moved a short way to feed the
cattle, whereas pit silage requires more time during the winter to feed to the cattle, as the ‘pit’ is
usually positioned near the croft, away from the animals.
Of the 26 interviewed crofters, 20 use silage to feed their animals in the winter. Only one crofter still
uses pit silage, against 19 using black bales. Of all crofters asked, 9 still harvest ripe corn and build
stacks, of which 11% are in North Uist, 22% Benbecula and 67% are on South Uist. None of the
crofters who use a reaper-binder incurred costs during the last year (the period up to one year prior
to the interview date), though potential annual costs cited were for twine and canvasses (a part for
the machinery itself). Machair LIFE+ has been supplying crofters with twine for reaper-binders and
since the sample period, has provided crofters with new custom made canvases, which should last
for a number of years.
The main cost accrued for harvest was for hiring a contractor to bale and wrap crop for silage, with
£9,563 being spent across the islands, averaging at £1,366.14 per crofter, with Benbecula spending
the most on contracting for silage. This is usually a necessity for those who do not have the full
range of machinery needed to carry out the work themselves, as the Assets, Machinery table shows,
the average price of a mower, baler, and wrapper is around £8,924.50.
Overall, North Uist spend the most money annually on harvest, with 43% of the Uist expenditure,
compared to 29% on Benbecula and 23% for South Uist. This is due to North Uist spending the most
on black wrap for bales, which in turn is due to a combination of North Uist having more cultivated
land and more South Uist crofts harvesting corn into stacks.

Wrap

Costs of Grass Silage (£)
Net
Twine Contractors
1,260.00

North Uist

317.62
266.66
1,000.00

90.00
133.33
150.00

275.00
Total
Mean

750.00

£1,859.28 £373.33
£464.82 £124.44
600.00
0.00

£0.00
£0.00

£2,010.00
£1,005.00
150.00

Benbecula

2,060.00
Total
Mean

130.00
£730.00
£365.00

0.00
£0.00
£0.00
86.66

South Uist

448.00
75.00
0.00
466.00
300.00

£0.00
£0.00

£2,210.00
£1,105.00
240.00

12.50
0.00
100.00
50.00
0.00

720.00
Total
Mean
Total

72.00

£1,289.00 £308.66 £12.50
£214.83 £61.73 £12.50
£3,878.28 £681.99 £12.50

432.00
240.00
£912.00
£228.00
£5,132.00

Growing and harvesting hay is a now a rare practice on Uist, shown by the fact that none of the
crofters interviewed still cut hay. This is likely to be due to the introduction of less labour-intensive
methods. Instead, grass ‘crops’ are harvested green and made into silage. Crofters often buy wrap,
net and twine to harvest both grass and corn silage at the same time. Figures have been calculated
from the split of bales which were cut, e.g. if a crofter cut 100 bales of corn silage and 200 bales of
grass silage and spent £300 on wrap, then I have assigned £100 to corn and £200 to grass silage.
As with corn silage, the main cost is for contracting the work with an annual cost of £5,132.00 spent
across Uist and with Benbecula spending the most here at 43% of the islands spend. Again, the
plastic black wrap is the second highest cost, with £3,878.28 being spent across the islands and
48% of this coming from North Uist.
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Seed Costs (£)

North Uist

Thresh
Harvester
0.00
0.00
0.00
180.00
100.00

0.00
0.00

2000.00
0.00
Total
Mean

Dry

£2,000.00
£2,000.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
£280.00
£140.00

Purchases
Bags
Seed
14.00
18.55
0.00
25.50
0.00
400.00
0.00
14.00
45.00

£0.00 £117.05
£0.00 £16.72

100.00
£500.00
£166.67
2,500.00

0.00

Benbecula
Total
Mean

0.00
£0.00
£0.00
0.00
0.00

£0.00
£0.00

0.00
280.00
South Uist

£0.00
£0.00

0.00

525.00
0.00
£0.00 £3,025.00
£0.00 £1,512.50
0.00
0.00
600.00
0.00

150.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

Total
Mean
Total

0.00
280.00
280.00
£2,280.00

250.00

0.00
41.40

150.00
0.00
150.00 250.00
41.40
750.00
150.00 250.00
8.28
250.00
£430.00 £250.00 £158.45 £4,275.00

The specialist qualities of Uist seed, which is not available in Mainland Scotland, mean that it is vital
for a crofter to have enough seed to sow for next years’ crop. There are three main ways which
crofters on Uist do this:
• Naturally dried corn can be threshed from the stack, using either a traditional thresher or the
threshing ‘mechanism’ of a combine harvester;
• Seed can be cut and threshed straight from the ground using the full process of a combine
harvester, removing the stack stage and leaving the seed wet, in need of artificial drying;
• Or by buying seed from other Uist crofters. This method relies on a good growing year and on
other crofters to grow surplus seed to sell. Some crofters choose to swap their seed mixes on a
year by year basis, depending on the ground in crop that year.

Costs for harvesting seed from the crop are generally low. The main costs are for contractor hire and
purchase of seed. North Uist spent the most on contractors, with Benbecula spending nothing here,
though North Uist spent the least money on buying seed. One crofter spent £2,500 on seed this year
due to losing his own crop to greylag goose damage, an indication of how much potential damage
they could cause to crofters if the population were left unmanaged.

4.1.4 Livestock
Sheep
Cost of Livestock (£)
Sheep
Feed

North Uist

Total
Mean

Lambing

Dosing

Shearing

Dogs

Sales Transit.

Butchery

Total

1020.00

0.00
0.00

2400.00
580.00

300.00
45.00

240.00
0.00

0.00
0.00

£3,960.00
£625.00

0.00
4400.00

0.00
0.00

1217.85
1900.00

100.00
100.00

360.00

0.00
0.00

£12,217.00
£6,760.00

6349.00

0.00

890.00

100.00

700.00

0.00

£8,039.00

300.00

0.00

300.00

37.00

0.00

0.00

£637.00

55.50
£12,124.50
£2,020.75
0.00
500.00

0.00
£0.00
£0.00
0.00
12.00

100.00
£7,387.85
£1,055.41
150.00
1040.00

100.00
£782.00
£111.71
30.00
0.00

0.00
£1,300.00
£328.38
0.00

0.00
£0.00
£0.00
0.00
400.00

50.00
£550.00
£511.71

0.00
£12.00
£4.00

150.00
£1,340.00
£446.67

0.00
£30.00
£10.00

0.00
£0.00
£0.00

0.00
£400.00
£133.33

900.00

0.00

1200.00

0.00

500.00
0.00

500.00

£500.00
£2,600.00

0.00

0.00

200.00

30.00

0.00

30.00

£260.00

860.00

0.00

300.00

50.00

360.00

0.00

£1,570.00

150.00

0.00

200.00

0.00

0.00

£350.00

£1,910.00
£477.50
£14,584.50

£0.00
£0.00
£12.00

£1,900.00
£475.00
£10,627.85

£80.00
£20.00
£892.00

1250.00
£1,250.00
£1,250.00

£1,505.50
£33,743.50
£4,820.56
£180.00
£1,952.00

Benbecula

Total
Mean

South Uist

Total
Mean
Total

£860.00
£215.00
£2,160.00

£530.00
£132.50
£930.00

£0.00
£0.00

£0.00
£0.00
£1,250.00

£200.00
£2,332.00
£777.33

£5,280.00
£1,056.00

The annual costs of keeping sheep is comparatively low with those of cattle, though there are
essential items where costs cannot be avoided, such as dosing, where animals could not be sold
without having had them. Extra feeding in the winter is also essential as the small amount of grazing
available quickly disappears in the winter, leaving the ewes and tups little to live on, especially once
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the ewes are in lamb and need extra food. Of the 26 crofters asked, 58% keep sheep, with a North
Uist/Benbecula/South Uist split of 47%, 20% and 33% respectively.
North Uist spend the most on sheep, with an average cost of £4,820.56 compared o £1,056 for
South Uist and £777.33 for Benbecula.
Only one crofter paid to have their animals slaughtered and butchered on-island.

Cattle
Cost of Livestock (£)
Cattle
Feed

Bedding

Bull

Scans

Calving

Total
1300.00

1,200.00

100.00

88.35

1,500.00

900.00

2488.35

2,500.00

720.00

11920.00

357.62

0.00

3015.62

520.00

0.00

4676.00

1,400.00

1,000.00

590.00

1,500.00

28,000.00 37400.00
2690.00

1,600.00

0.00

3040.00

200.00

150.00

8,700.00

North Uist

Vets/Tests Sales Transit. Butchery Buy Calves

1,998.00

0.00

4,000.00

0.00

7,000.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

1,440.00

0.00

750.00

660.00
156.00
600.00

120.00

2120.00

900.00

Total

£25,176.35

£0.00 £1,380.00

£156.00

£0.00 £8,767.62 £4,270.00

£900.00 £28,000.00£68,649.97

Mean

£2,797.37

£0.00

£156.00

£0.00 £1,095.95

£533.75

0.00

250.00

0.00

0.00

£460.00

1,000.00

150.00

£900.00 £28,000.00£7,627.77
1400.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

2,024.00

1,230.00

960.00

0.00

4214.00

200.00

90.00

200.00

0.00

490.00

Total

£2,224.00

£250.00 £1,320.00

£0.00

£0.00 £2,160.00

Mean

£556.00

£125.00

£440.00

£0.00

£0.00

300.00

0.00

450.00

0.00

Benbecula

£0.00

£37.50

£0.00

240.00

144.00

0.00

684.00

480.00

1,000.00

0.00

1930.00

1,400.00

0.00

2150.00

2,000.00

0.00

1,245.00

0.00

200.00

6145.00

120.00

1446.00

750.00

South Uist

1,200.00

0.00

3,600.00

1,100.00

570.00

3770.00

330.00

270.00

670.00

56.00

50.00

60.00

50.00

0.00

160.00

320.00

1,500.00

80.00

3300.00

2,800.00

0.00

4256.00

368.00

0.00

698.00

1,400.00

0.00

1,456.00

0.00

150.00
Total

£0.00 £6,104.00
£0.00 £1,816.00

£150.00

£540.00

180.00

£9,686.00 £1,100.00 £2,120.00

£0.00

£0.00 £11,177.00 £136.00

£320.00

Mean
£968.60 £183.33 £302.85
Grand Total £37,086.35£1,350.00 £4,820.00

£0.00

£0.00 £1,117.70

£160.00

£156.00

£13.60

£0.00 £24,539.00
£0.00 £2,453.90

£0.00 £22,104.62£4,556.00 £1,220.00 £28,000.00

The crofting system on Uist is traditionally centred around keeping cattle. Subsequently, 88% of
crofters interviewed raised cattle, compared to a much lower 58% across the islands who keep
sheep.

Cattle are, however, much more expensive. The total across the islands came to almost £100,000,
though nearly all other costs can be attributed to cattle raising too, as machinery is bought in order
to grow crops for feed.
The average cost per crofter for raising cattle is £7,627.77 for North Uist, £2,453.90 on South Uist
and £1,816 for Benbecula. The figure for North Uist is 3 times that of South Uist and over 4 times
that of Benbecula. The size of the difference here is mainly due to one anomalous crofter who crofts
to a different system, buying calves and selling beef bullocks instead of breeding and selling calves.
This different system incurs the cost of buying the calves each year which significantly sways the
mean average for North Uist. Removing this crofter out of the figures completely changes the North
Uist total to £31,249.97 which lowers the average to £3,906.13 for North Uist, changing the
difference between North and South Uist to just over 1.5 times. This difference is most likely due
once again to North Uist having bigger crofts and the space for more animals.
As with sheep, the main costs for keeping cattle are in extra winter feed and vet bills, though the
costs are significantly inflated between the two animals, with the average cost of cattle reaching
£4,317.09 compared to £2,030.42 for sheep. Again, without the anomalous cattle figure, the average
is somewhat different, reaching £2,691 which is less than 1.5 times that of sheep.
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4.1.5 Machinery
Machinery Costs
There are many pieces of machinery used in crofting today, some of which are modern (15 years old
or less), such as large tractors, mowers, balers, and wrappers, whilst others can be up to 50 years
old, such as reaper-binders, threshers and traditional tractors. There are also pieces of machinery
which haven’t changed, such as

ploughs, discs and harrows, where some crofters have newer

models, to cover larger areas or fit their modern tractors, or they have older models which they
inherited and cost them nothing.
Machinery costs are not included later in Total Costs and Returns (4.1.6), as these are not annual
costs. They do, however, reflect on the overall costs of crofting today and can provide an insight into
the differences between traditional and modern method crofting.

Total
Mean
Total
Mean
Total
Mean
Grand Total

North Uist
Benbecula
South Uist

£324,751.62
£36,083.51
£84,225.00
£16,845.00
£200,295.00
£18,799.55
£615,771.62

These figures make up the totals and means of 16 different pieces of machinery. These are:
Tractor

Trailer

Livestock Trailer

Digger

Plough

Rotavator

Discs/multi-disc

Harrows

Roller

Spreader

Thresher

Harvester

Mower

Baler

Wrapper

Reaper-binder

See Annex 6 for the complete table of machinery and island break-downs.
The totals show that the average crofter on North Uist has spent 1.9 times that of the average South
Uist crofter and 2.1 times crofters on Benbecula.
The highest cost was for tractors, with an average spend of £15,326.67. However, there was a
range of costs from £500.00 up to £74,000.00, which reflect the variety in age and size of tractors
owned by crofters. Tractors were also the most commonly purchased items, with 85% of crofters
owning one.
Modern machinery for silage- mower, baler, wrapper- is also a common purchase, though some
crofters did not own all three. The expense of owning the machinery for silage averages at
£8,780.52 per crofter, though this is often shared amongst crofters within townships, families or
friends. This compared to the average cost of a reaper-binder, at £500, shows that the traditional
machinery for harvesting costs a crofter on average £8,280.52 less that the modern machines.

Between the islands, numbers for ownership of modern and traditional harvest machinery is split as
follows:
Machinery

North Uist

Benbecula

South Uist

Silage (Mower, baler, wrapper)

70%

17%

64%

Stacks (reaper-binder, harvester, thresher)

40%

33%

64%

Diesel

North Uist

Total
Mean

Cost of Diesel (£)
Red Diesel White Diesel
1,400.00
1,000.00
3,200.00
2,000.00
1,800.00
600.00
824.00
1,000.00
3,000.00
1,000.00
2,000.00
1,560.00
2,559.60
1,500.00
4,000.00
200.00
500.00
£9,360.00
£18,783.60
£1,040.00
£2,347.95
500.00
800.00
120.00

Benbecula
Total
Mean

South Uist

Total
Mean
Grand Total

3,000.00
1,900.00
£5,820.00
£1,455.00
1,000.00
1,000.00
800.00
960.00
4,000.00
2,000.00
100.00
1,628.00
1,600.00

1,000.00
500.00
£2,000.00
£666.67
400.00
500.00
866.00
400.00
300.00
500.00
480.00
350.00
2,400.00

0.00
£13,088.00
£1,308.80
£36,291.00

£6,196.00
£688.44
£17,556.00

Diesel costs on Uist are high compared with Mainland Scotland prices, however diesel is a
necessary part of crofting today. Red diesel is agricultural-grade diesel which is cheaper but comes
with restrictions for its use. Crofters buy both in bulk to save money, though the table shows that
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crofters spend more than twice as much on red than white diesel, with North Uist using 52% of the
Uist consumption averaging at £2,347.95 per crofter compared to £1,308.80 per crofter on South
Uist. This could be due to a number of factors, including the difference in the size of crofts between
North and South Uist, but also because of the difference in the size of machinery used. The Assets,
Machinery table shows North Uist’s total spend on machinery to be 1.5 times that of South Uist and
3 times Benbecula’s, with the average spend on North Uist coming nearly double that of the average
spend on South Uist.

4.1.6 Total Costs and Returns

North Uist
Total
Mean
Fertiliser
Cultivation
Corn Harvest
Grass Harvest
Seed
Diesel
Paperwork
Sheep
Cattle

CostsTotal
Returns Sales
Returns Grants

45,188.60
3,028.00
8,739.94
4,242.61
2,897.05
28,143.60
3,443.80
33,743.50
68,649.97

Total Costs for each Island (£)
Benbecula
Total
Mean

5,020.96
1,514.00
1,092.49
848.52
321.89
2,814.36
344.38
4,820.56
7,627.77

£198,077.07 £19,807.71
268,175.00
89,603.49

2,465.00
300.00
6,040.00
2,940.00
3,025.00
7,820.00
220.00
2,334.00
6,104.00

616.25
300.00
2,013.33
735.00
1,512.00
1,955.00
44.00
777.33
1,816.00

£31,248.00 £6,249.60

Total Returns for each Island (£)
26,817.50
63,912.00 12,782.40
9,955.94
46,610.50
9,322.10

South Uist
Total
Mean
18,986.00
0.00
4,691.16
2,522.16
1,471.40
19,284.00
2,736.10
5,280.00
24,539.00

1,726.00
0.00
469.12
252.22
133.76
1,928.40
283.61
1,056.00
2,453.90

£79,509.82 £7,228.17
91,543.00
94,395.00

8,322.09
9,439.50

Returns Total

£357,778.49 £35,777.85

£110,522.50 £22,104.50

£185,938.00 £16,903.45

Margins
Without grants

£159,701.42 £15,970.14
£70,097.93 £7,009.79

£79,274.50 £15,854.90
£32,664.00 £6,532.80

£106,428.18 £9,675.28
£12,033.18 £1,093.92

On average, crofters spent £11,878.23 on crofting during the period surveyed for. The North Uist
average was 1.5 times higher than this, whilst for Benbecula and South Uist, the averages were
significantly lower.
The mean return across the islands is £25,047.65, though this is significantly boosted by the high
figures in North Uist, whose average average is 1.3 times higher. Benbecula falls just under the
average, and South Uist returns are 1.5 times below the average.
The margins show that crofters are making a ‘profit’, though a large proportion appears to be
through grant funding. The average grant payment for each island is evenly spread, though its
proportion of the the total returns differs, with North Uist making almost 6.5 times that of South Uist
without grants.

4.2 Qualitative

4.2.1 Survey One
Crofters were interviewed to discern their feelings about certain aspects of their crofting lives on
Uist. The initial 11 questions had definitive answers, which could be quantified. The questions asked
were;
1. How long have you crofted for?
2. How much time is spent crofting per week?
3. How many generations of crofters have you followed?
4. Will you pass the croft on to someone?
5. Who will this be?
6. When will this be?
7. Is landscape/location as important to you as the practice?
8. Has Machair LIFE+ altered the way that you croft?
9. Has Machair LIFE+ altered the way that you think about crofting?
10. Is island life still thriving?
11.Is there room for development?
Q. 1
(YRS)
40-50
43%
28.50%
28.50%
30-40
43%
14%
43%
10 -30
20%
30%
50%
<10
66.70%
0%
33.30%

KEY:

Q. 2
Q. 3
Q. 4
Q. 5
Q. 6
Q. 7
Q. 8
Q. 9
Q. 10
Q. 11
(YRS)
<15
<2
Y
IF
R
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
25%
44.40%
47%
40%
33%
30%
36.30%
46%
38%
42%
25%
22.20%
12%
0%
11%
20%
18.20%
15%
12%
11%
50%
33.30%
41%
60%
56%
50%
45.50%
38%
50%
47%
15-20
3
N
CF
ALAP
N
N
N
N
N
20%
29%
0%
40%
36.40%
100%
38%
30%
50%
0%
30%
14%
0%
40%
45.50%
0%
25%
30%
30%
0%
50%
57%
0%
20%
18.10%
0%
38%
40%
20%
0%
20-30
4
DK
DK
ALAP/R DK
DK
DK
DK
DK
66.70%
50%
20%
33.30%
25%
50%
0%
25%
22%
25%
0%
50%
40%
33.30%
0%
33%
0%
25%
22%
50%
33.30%
0%
40%
33.30%
75%
17%
0%
50%
56%
25%
30+
DK
67%
66.70%
33.30%
0%
0%
33.30%

Y=Yes, N=No, DK= Don’t Know, IF= Immediate Family, CF= Close Family, R= Retirement,
ALAP= As Long As Possible, ALAP/R= Hand over the croft but continue working it.
North Uist
Benbecula
South Uist
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North Uist has the oldest crofters, with highest number of 30-40 year, and 40-50 year crofters (nearly
half the Uist population). North Uist also had the highest proportion of ‘new’ crofters (<10yrs).
‘Full-time’ crofters (those spending 30+ hours crofting per week) are predominantly in North Uist,
with none in South Uist. South Uist has the strongest proportion of ‘part-time’ (15-20 hours) crofters,
with 50% of the island spread.
The majority of crofters stated that they did not, as yet, know who would take over their croft.
Most crofters would prefer to croft for as long as they can, though a third said that they would take a
retirement if they could.
74% of the crofters said that where they croft was important to them, 50% of whom were from South
Uist.
59% of crofters said that Machair LIFE+ had not altered the way that they croft though almost half
the crofters said that Machair LIFE+ had altered the way that they think about crofting.
70% of all crofters asked said that Uist needs further development/improvement for the future.

4.2.2 Survey Two
The second half of the interview asked crofters their feelings on how crofting has changed and
current threats to crofting, these questions have not been tabulated, owing to the qualitative nature
of the answers, however, they have been transcribed; a sample of which can be found in Annex 2.
The questions addressed here are;
1. When you were younger, what did you think of crofting?
2. How do you think the next generation feel about crofting?
3. Are there issues relating to the future of crofting/ that future generations may face?
4. What level of support do you feel is required to maintain crofting now?
5. What wildlife do you have on your croft? How do you manage for this?
6. How valuable is the Machair to you?
7. Why have you chosen the methods/ combination of methods that you use?
8. How much do you think crofting has changed in your lifetime?
9. How important do you feel traditional-method crofting is?
10. What are the constraints of using the older methods?
Of the 26 crofters interviewed, 77% attribute the decline in crofting in the younger generations to an
aspiration to leave Uist in search of employment and training. 81% stated that there need to be more

jobs, with attractive prospects, in order to advertise crofting as a viable lifestyle. One crofter asked
his son about crofting:

Crofter: “Do you think you could make a living off it?”
Son: “No, you’d have to have another job, another trade ... It doesn’t make money anyway.”
Another crofter however, had a different perspective on migration:
“...children are very keen [on crofting] and I think that the pressure on young people that there’s a
great big world out there, rather than here, and that they should go and explore that. But there’s also
a lot of young people who look for ways to stay here and don’t wish to have to go away ...”
For young, or even new crofters there are further issues when it comes to starting up. 69% of
crofters were concerned about the initial costs for starting out: those who will not inherit machinery
could potentially have to invest a very large sum of money in order to work the croft as their
neighbours do. Indeed, the total cost of machinery, for those interviewed, came to £684,771.62,
averaging £28,532.15 per croft. Further obstacles foreseen for new-starters related to applying for
crofts, which 50% of crofters interviewed stated as being a potential inhibitor. Crofts rarely come ‘on
the market’, and so when they do, the number of applicants is high: for South Uist, applicants must
meet a number of weighted criteria in order to select the best candidate, this process is run through
Stòras Uibhist, one crofter discusses his son’s experience of the process:
“...their [Stòras Uibhist] criteria that they set, one of them was [age] 16-40. And if you had a croft,
you’d lose some points, and all of that, and you know... the person who’d got it was over 40, had a
croft. So the young ones didn’t stand a chance. So there’s another breakdown in the system there...
so that’s Stòras Uibhist depending on the youngsters getting involved, turning their back.”
Many crofters stated that not enough young people are interested in crofting anymore. Though the
usual ‘young people today’ attributes were added on, there does seem to be a problem with
encouraging the next generation of crofters. Many attribute this to a lack of willingness to stay on the
Uists, adding that there need to be more jobs, with attractive prospects, in order to advertise the
lifestyle. One crofter added;

“...children are very keen and I think that the pressure on young people that there’s a great big world
out there, rather than here, and that they should go and explore that. But there’s also a lot of young
people who look for ways to stay here and don’t wish to have to go away ...”

Concerns relating to the current generation of crofters, was also cited, amongst 83% of crofters
interviewed, as potential problems for the future of crofting. There are a number of ageing bachelor
crofters, who own large crofts, will not be able to croft forever and have no children to pass them on
to. Speculation amongst crofters is towards what will happen to the land after the crofts are handed
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over. These crofters intend to pass their crofts on, though some say they do not know who to yet,
whilst others have relatives that will inherit. The problems arise in the size of the land handed over,
and whether it can all be managed as well as it is now- because these bachelors are dedicated to
the croft. The other issue here is with a loss of knowledge, which is considered across the islands,
not just with the bachelors. Though crofters admit to being passionate about crofting, and happy to
“...croft until I drop!”, there is the opposing opinion that this could be devastating for the next
generation.
If a son knows that he is not going to have his croft until he is into his 50s, he is most likely to leave
the croft and move away until that day comes, by which time, he will no longer know how to run the
croft, that knowledge base, once lost could then be lost for generations that follow.

“...there’s no use giving it to somebody who’s too old, no use. I’d rather have the way of doing it: give
it over, and basically be a manager, overseeing it. And say “It’s up to you, but if you want to go that
way, think about this; and if you want to go that way this could happen, or that could happen”...”

Though the consensus is that young people are not as keen to enter into crofting as the previous
generation, it is said that they are recently seeing “More of the young ones at the sales and things
like that...”

“Well you get the odd one that’s really really good... I think they’re coming back to it more. They’re
encouraging with these schemes.”

Indeed there has been a drive to encourage children of school-age to learn crofting on Uist through
the curriculum in-school, and through the RSPB and Machair LIFE+ (2012). From the age of 13,
there is an option on the curriculum to join the crofting course, lead by local crofters, which is
becoming increasingly popular, further courses being developed for older school students and postschool crofters.

Another driver for young people is the opportunity for employment on the islands, which Stòras
Uibhist is attempting to address, through developments and plans for further possibilities.

“The wind turbines will be a huge stepping stone which I think will generate about £500,000- £1
million a year, which is to be invested in the locals...and they’re saying to us “what do you want to do
with the money?”...So it’s got a chance, and if the new pier that they’re putting in, the Lochboisdale
plan: great. Why not, we’ve got nothing to lose. So if it generates another 30 jobs: great... and then
they wanted to look at a seaweed factory, which they say will create another 60 jobs, well I think that
if it creates another 20 jobs, it’ll be good.”

Whilst there are inevitable problems facing tomorrow’s crofters, there are also a number of positive
factors which are attempting to counteract them, driving crofting forward, and will be set to promote
the next generation of crofters. These are:
•

A recent increase in the number of young crofters. Role models such as the former Chairman
for Uist of the Scottish Crofting Federation, and Editor of the local newspaper.

•

A push to encourage children to croft from school-age. Sgoil Lionacleit have been running a
crofting course for S3 and S4 students (aged 14-16) and is due to run a new food production
course in 2014 for S5 and S6 students (aged 16-18).

•

Help and support from government, and non-governmental bodies. The Scottish Rural
Development Programme provides payments for high nature-value agriculture, whilst Machair
LIFE+ and the RSPB offer non-financial support for wildlife-friendly management, as well as
some financial aid.

•

Island developments from Stòras Uibhist. South Uist was purchased from a sporting
syndicate in 2006 and is now is community- led by an elected Board of Directors, Stòras
Uibhist have autonomous and democratic control over how land on the islands of Benbecula,
South Uist and Eriskay is managed, and has included community projects such as the
proposed ten-million-pound development of their main ferry port, Lochboisdale, and a
community-owned wind-farm at Loch Carnan (Stòras Uibhist, 2012).

•

Potential for tourism. Wildlife tourism on Uist has always been high, though in recent years
has boomed, with visitors to Balranald Reserve, managed with the RSPB, reaching over
10,000 in the Summer of 2013.
crafts.
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Other tourist draws include blood sports, and traditional

5.0 Conclusions

5.1 Conceptual Framework
The diagram below has been created to describe all the factors which feed into “Island Life” on Uist,
in order to visualise those unique elements which have such a strong influence in their lives and
decisions. The ‘framework’ is based around answers from the qualitative interviews, discerning the
influences and roles these take for an Islander today.

Source: Hazel Smith, 2013

Right in the centre of the diagram is ‘Island Life’; the heart of existence for those living on the Uists
today. The first circle contains five spokes: these are the key elements that Islanders live by, they
are unique to the community of the Uists. This circle demonstrates those influences which have an
immediate impact on daily island lives.

As the circles move out from the centre, their contents become less specific to the Uists’ lifestyle,
and move out to local (Scottish Islands), regional (rural Scotland), national (UK), and international or
universal relevance.
The final layer is the pyramidal shape of Sustainable Development, as described by Munasinghe’s
three pillars, which supports global movement (1997). Its place in this diagram is to demonstrate its
position in the global community and to describe how, in Uist, landscapes and natural resources are
intrinsically linked to the social and economic needs of the community as a whole.
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5.2 Key Findings
1.

Crofting is a traditional, low input form of agriculture supporting a rich biodiversity. On the
west coast of the Uists, crofting has combined with unique geographical situation and soil
conditions to create machair, which is rich in flora and fauna, supporting uniquely large
populations of breeding wader species, british wildflowers and invertebrates, as well as a
number of rare and declining species such as the great yellow bumblebee, corncrake and
corn bunting.

2.

The quantitative survey results outline some of the challenges to crofting today, including the
high costs of consumables such as fuel and baling wrap.

3. The qualitative survey has identified a number of challenges to crofting today. These include;
a. High, and rising, input costs such as fuel and transport to remote locations
b. Western Isles climate and climate change
c. Crop losses, to geese and the unpredictable weather
d. Wider trends of population decline
e. An ageing population of crofters
f.
4.

A breakdown of traditional patterns of crofting inheritance and succession

Some of these challenges reflect the characteristics of traditional crofting practices which
include:

5.

a.

Low-intensity and small-scale agricultural activity

b.

Specialist, machair-specific crops

c.

Traditional methods and machinery, plus adapted machinery use

d.

High dependence on labour

A number of interventions address the challenges facing crofting in the Uists and to support
the traditional methods upon which the machair’s biodiversity depends. These include:
a.

Targeted financial and practical support from the Scottish Government, agencies and
NGOs

6.

b.

Initiatives to encourage school children to become involved in crofting

c.

Specific on-island projects, including Heb Living on Barra

d.

Support from local land owner, Stòras Uibhist

More modern agricultural methods help crofters address some of these challenges and risks,
making production and income more reliable, and practices more in-line with mainland
Scottish agriculture. Crofters cite the key change as being the move from traditional

harvesting practices, to earlier cropping and silage baling which reduce significantly the risk
of crop loss.
7.

North Uist have spent more on machinery than South Uist, with South Uist spending more on
traditional machinery such as reaper-binders. South Uist spend significantly less on
individual machines, suggesting that they are more inclined to buy older, more traditional
(and subsequently cheaper) machinery.

8.

Returns show that North Uist have the highest margins, making the largest profit from
crofting, with South Uist making the smallest profit, though some of this is due to the
significant differences in croft size and productivity (hours worked).

8.

The study shows that the average government grant funding for crofting is evenly
proportioned across the islands of Uist. This was not an expected result, as larger crofts
receive higher payments.

9.

The SRDP makes up a significant proportion of crofters’ ‘profit’ margins, with South Uist
making almost 90% of their averaged margins, though there should be further investigation
into this.

10. Machair LIFE+ has been able to address a number of challenges, with the aim of supporting
and re-establishing traditional crofting practices where these support biodiversity. The 4-year
project has successfully met its original objectives, as well as expanding some elements
beyond the original vision of the project, with significant results. This is shown in the
qualitative study, where nearly half of those asked said that Machair LIFE+ has altered the
way that they think about crofting.
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5.3 Conclusion
Challenges for crofting on Uist are largely reflected by the social challenges of island life. Crofters
cite an ageing population, a lack of skilled employment and slow development in infrastructure on
Uist. One of the most significant challenges to crofting is how to keep it going sustainably beyond
the current ageing generation.
There is a clear financial gap between modern and traditional crofting methods. Alongside this,
there is an inevitable loss of knowledge as practices and patterns of crofting tenancy and inheritance
change. This is further compounded by social trends, including an ageing population of crofters,
potential loss of younger people from the wider population, and barriers facing new crofting entrants.
The costs of crofting show differences in practices between the islands, which are highlighted to be
mainly highlighted between modern and more ‘traditional’ machinery. North Uist spends more on
modern machinery than South Uist, this is reflected in the higher prices of individual machines such
as tractors. South Uist spends more money than north Uist on traditional machinery such as reaperbinders, suggesting that South Uist are practicing the traditional methods more than crofters in North
Uist.
The modern machinery has higher implied costs such as black wrap for bales and diesel for larger
tractors. Despite these higher costs, North Uist still has the higher profit margins, making
proportionally almost double that of South Uist. This is, in part likely to be due to differences of croft,
herd and flock size, however, these figures suggest a direct correlation between the more modern
methods of crofting and larger profits.
This statement has a massive impact on the future of high nature value farming, and greater
highlights the importance of agri-environment schemes, conservation and landscape organisations
such as SNH and RSPB, and projects such as Machair LIFE+. Promoting, encouraging and
supporting the low-impact methods of crofting will, at the very least, slow down the intensification of
crofting on the machair, and in turn benefit wildlife and the small-scale crofter.
When asked why they still work their crofts, many of the ‘part-time’ crofters described the practice as
“an expensive hobby”, this study shows that with the help of government funding and prescriptions,
the practice does earn money, however, average profit margins are significantly reduced without this
funding, and part-time crofters often do not make a living proportionally to the hours worked. In
conclusion, for many crofters the practice is not just “an expensive hobby”, with the help of funding,
it can provide a comfortable living, whilst for others, this may not be the case.

5.4 Recommendations
5.4.1 Agricultural Policy
Preserving the biodiversity of the machair is not just about preserving the traditional methods of
crofting, but also supporting crofters to continue make a living from the practice, encouraging young
people to take it up, provide support for young people to stay in the Western Isles, and maintaining a
baseline of strong support for crofting, helping crofters to manage the natural challenges which face
traditional practice on the machair.
Considering the social, cultural and environmental importance of crofting is equally as valid as
protecting the economic viability, indeed protecting one preserves the other, on Uist. Similarly, it is
important to note from this study that each island is different; in croft and stock size, management
practice, income and outgoings, therefore blanket policies across the islands will create difficulties,
let alone policies across the whole of Scotland.
The changes to the CAP and crofting regulations are likely to have a significant impact on crofting in
Uist, if the changes are made to reduce payments for “rough” grazing, then Uist could suffer
significantly. In 2005, payments changed away from levels in production, which saw a steep drop in
stock numbers, particularly on common land.
5.4.2 Further Study
The study has identified comprehensively the costs of crofting on the machair. There are a large
number of crofts on the hill ground on Uist, as well as a number of machair crofters who use the hills
for stock. Further study on the East will provide a more comprehensive view of crofting practice.
There are opportunities here to extend the study further to crofters outside of the Machair LIFE+
Project, to gain a larger sample. This study would benefit from being more focussed on the benefits
of government payments to crofting.
Following the next round of SRDP, it would be worth conducting a study to document the impact of
the changes made and whether crofters feel they have been beneficial or detrimental to crofting
practices.
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Annexes
Annex 1
Crofting costs spreadsheet for collating quantitative data.

Task
Harvest

Seed

Time

Total

Collection

Fertilise

Plough/

Total

Total

sow

Livestock

Hay

Total

Total

Total
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Swaps

Cost

Return

Annex 2
Sample Transcripts of Crofting Interviews (4/26)
A.
How long have you crofted for?
A year and a half. But you have an agricultural background? Yes I was living on a farm for ten
years before that so, you know I’d been doing small scale farming beforehand.
How much time is spent crofting per day/week?
Erm, it’s probably two days a week, you know when it averages across, I mean it might be an hour
or two a day of doing this and that, and then there’s times when you’ve got, like now with the
stacking when you’ve got a real burst. But then you might do a little bit of fencing, or a bit of
something else, so it’s generally at the weekend sort of doing those jobs.
What proportion of your family income is supported by crofting?
Well at the moment not a lot, because we’ve just started crofting but once we’ve got our cattle and
once we’ve got into a cycle, say of about 2 or 3 years, it’ll probably be about, you know, a quarter or
so of our income will come from the croft.
How many generations of crofters have you followed?
We’re just at the start.
When you were younger, what did you think of crofting? How did you find out about crofting,
what did you think of it before you came here?
I didn’t know anything about crofting until about 7 or 8 years ago: I didn’t know that there was such a
phrase. But I was doing, as I say, small scale farming in Cornwall and my Father’s family had been
small-scale farmers for 3 or 4 generations there so when I was growing up I was visiting there and
seeing how they were doing things and sort of seeing the last farm horse and, you know, the sort-of
more traditional ways of doing things, and when I was growing up on the Pennines, it was the same
thing of old ways going out and new things coming in, and I learnt more about that when we took on
the farm down in Cornwall and it became more purposeful in wanting to pursue a traditional style of
agriculture instead of a very intensive modern style and so we got set up having a herd of rare-breed
cows and the same for sheep and pigs, and growing through like organic processes and
understanding that was the benefit of the land and sort of that’s what lead to coming up and getting
a croft and having the security of tenure to keep working in that way.
How do you think the next generation feel about crofting?
The children are very keen and I think that the pressure on young people that there’s a great big
world out there, rather than here and that they should go and explore that. But there’s also a lot of
young people who look for ways to stay here and don’t wish to have to go away and to wish to
respond to that pressure that there’s a better life somewhere else and the ones that actually are
involved in crofting get a huge deal of satisfaction and have a great enthusiasm for that, so I think
that there’s a lot of talk about that, but in action, the ones who are actively involved there’s a lot of
enthusiasm, you know, they’re very dedicated to wanting to continue with that. There seems to be a

great sense of upholding tradition and responsibility, or obligation to carry it on... Yes, yea:
there’s certainly a lot of passion for it.
Will you pass the croft on to someone? Who will that be?
I’ll pass it on to my children.
When do you think this might be?
I think it depends on what they wish to do with it. Like my son is great, he’s already making plans
about needing another croft and another and another, but he’s only ten... So we’ll wait and see once
they leave school and begin to establish their own adult lives and where they’ll be going with that
whether I’ll pass it on to make proper use of as well, you know.
Are there issues relating to the future of crofting/ that future generations may face?
Yes, there’s a lot of pressure about lifestyle, and that’s gone on for several decades now and that
depends on what people want from life and what type of income they want or that they feel is right to
provide for their lifestyle, and I think there’s much more awareness now for the benefits of traditional
land management techniques so that’s good because there’s more incentives to encourage crofting
and the value that is placed on that through people like Machair Life on a European level is really
fundamental, to see how that nature is preserved and protected in this place, and that the role that
crofters have within that is really important. The support schemes have made a huge difference to
enabling people to be here doing that, and that they’re really positive, whereas in other corners of
Europe, they don’t have that, and then everything’s been lost.
The value of the meat and, sort of, the products off the livestock, probably something a lot more
could be done about the through line of that, you know, we rear really good animals and then they all
go off to the mainland and I think there’s a sort of loss of the market value of what a good product
you’ve got there that you’re not getting your full return back on that, so I think that, you know is
something that could be improved on.
What level of support do you feel is required to maintain crofting now?
I think the schemes are really essential and I don’t think that we need any more, the ones in place
have got really good incentives in place but where things could change is where there is a lot of
absentee tenants and land isn’t being used and then there’s young people here wanting to croft,
whose families don’t have a croft and who don’t have enough capital to buy a tenancy and therefore
they are locked out of that system, and then the crofting laws changed a couple of years ago about
the Crofter’s Commission being able to take action against absentee tenants and that could make a
huge difference in terms of enabling more young people here to make a start on a croft and the
issues of croft land being developed as real estate, that’s a huge grey area that needs to be fully
protected because more ruthless people will take advantage of that.
But I think that the subsidy schemes are fairly essential because there’s very little employment and
the employment locally is not highly paid, and crofting activity is very labour intensive, and therefore
to keep that cycle going, it gives a good balance of things.
Do you think that it’s more important to have the monetary support or the educational/
informative?
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I think it’s all important because, you know I think it’s also not right to get money for not doing
anything. The crofters need to be proactive in working the croft and thinking ‘what’s it here for?’ and
because it’s different from 40/50 years ago where your whole living was derived from the croft and
you’ve got to keep a balance of things, and where there’s not been an economic return on things so
that’s been lost, say with keeping more sheep up on the hills, that may come back around again, say
with the sheep and wool based project and things. But the absolute difficulty is the labour and being
in a place where there’s enough active people in your township to be on-hand with jobs when they
need doing, say with the [seaweed] gathering, so longer term I think that has been a problem with
people actually wanting to actually get out and work with the land and that probably will continue to
be a problem, you know, with the younger people and video-based games and things instead of
being outside and, you know, so I think there’s quite a number of challenges there.
Do you think on the job help is as important as, say leaflets and information?
Yes, there’s a big difference, and I think that the scheme where the support is helping, because
there’s a loss of labour, you know where everyone piles in together to help each other out, makes a
difference to getting people to start doing things again, because previously if it’s just them with the
stacking, they couldn’t do it, whereas, if there are 2 or 3 people to come along and help or there’s an
extra set of machinery to have, I think that makes a massive difference.
Do you think it’s starting the ball rolling, so that it can sustain itself?
Hopefully, because i think that by taking the initiative people will then get back into the habit and will
then encourage others and the importance of saving your seed because its special to here, and you
can’t buy in seed that’s appropriate for this climate,and the cost of buying in feed and using the
seaweed, it’s kind of like the more that you can grow, and the effort that you put in, you know that
kind of economic equation- the amount of time and effort in, and you will get more out of it and the
more of you that are doing that within your area, and are willing to help each other, then it becomes
much more self-sustaining. I think there are real finite limitations here, because of the geography
and your remoteness from other places and the people are really good with cracking on and getting
things done.
If you help someone else, might something on your own croft be missed out as a result?
No what I see is that you all help each other, so that you don’t just make sure that your bit is done
and help afterwards with somebody else’s; it’s more ‘right we’ve got that whole machair to tend to,
so we’ll start at that end and work our way down’ and I don’t know how that works in other
townships, but here it’s very supportive and there’s enough active crofters that that really makes a
difference in terms of you know that you’re all in it together and you can crack on. Say where we
lived on the farm [in Cornwall] there was not a single person who would come and help with
anything, there was nobody, because the intensive nature of the type of agriculture and the
competitive nature of it meant that you never had that backup and its a great resource here that
there is that communal support, and the different attitude, that it’s not all about paying somebody it is
about helping somebody in a green exchange and in different ways.
What wildlife do you have on your croft?

Well, a lot of birds, you know there’s ground-nesting birds and the wading birds- they’re more on the
common grazing in the Springtime when they’re nesting up there. There’s otters around, I haven’t
seen them on our croft but they’re sort of moving between the two lochs that’s in the middle of where
we are and then there’s a lot of birds of prey: there’s the sea eagles come over and buzzards and
different sort of levels of predatory birds. There’s Corncrakes scattered all around this area which
you can hear quite a lot in the springtime. There’s obviously the geese of which there are many! I
haven’t seen so many swans immediately here but there’s ducks, and seals on the shore, where
there’s a lot of rabbits. There’s a lot of butterflies I’ve never seen before in my life that we’ve seen
around here and on the machair so there’s a lot of stuff, as I say, that I’ve never seen before that I’m
just beginning to get the hang of.
How do you manage for this?
I think it’s all part of it and I wouldn’t do anything to prejudice the wildlife but at the same time you
have to be practical about the domestic livestock and looking after them like, say we need to with
the geese, that’s a very difficult balance there are so many of the them and I don’t know if that’s
risking the crop for the cattle it becomes more of a conflict there, but in terms of rare species, where
you’ve got to do whatever you can to look after them being there, whether it’s the flowers on the
machair or whether it’s different creatures living on the in-bye, it’s just respecting that they’re all part
of this habitat.
How valuable is the Machair to you?
It’s fundamental in terms of, not so much this year because we’re just getting started but longer term
when we’ve got cows, it’ll be fundamental to feed them over the winter and it’s a huge grazing
resource throughout winter, to be able to out-winter the cattle on land that’s relatively dry, where
they’re not poaching it up because it’s free-draining and their feet aren’t rotting because they’re not
stood in wet ground. There’s quite a lot of shelter from the sand dunes and things like that, so it’s a
really good mix of ground, and it’s nearby so it’s quite easy to work with, it’s alongside your other
pieces of land, you know.
And as a unique landscape and land to work, do you value the machair?
Yes, on a human level, it’s always a pleasure to be working on the machair, regardless of what the
weather is doing there’s always something very peaceful and contented about when you’re down
there doing your work and you can see the hills and hear the sea, hear all the different birds, there’s
a rhythm that emerges which is really beautiful, so it’s satisfying to do the work on that ground.
Where do you think it fits into island culture?
I think it’s essential, I thinks it’s part of what makes this an active community and the reason that
made us come here was that it’s an active crofting community and we’d looked for crofts on the
North West mainland and the crofting communities that had died already maybe 10/20 years ago
and there was no sense that that could be regenerated or if you went in to do that, you’d be totally

48

on your own. And you can’t do a lot of these activities on your own and, erm, so there’s something I
think, very precious about the fact that it is still an active community in that way.
And it drives the Island lifestyle... it’s got a totally different feel to anywhere else, it’s a huge
place, but it’s one big village almost, it’s very close.
Yes, yea it’s very good. It’s a massive part of it.
Do you think the landscape/ location is as important to you as the practice?
Well, yes. We did nearly go for a croft on the east side and the fact that, although historically that
had been a cattle township, there was only one other person with cattle there and it would have
been immense work to get the black land back into active grazing for cattle. But the fact that there
was no machair or the ability to grow our own winter forage it meant that economically you were
working against yourself the whole time, and it was a much wetter croft which would mean that you’d
have to winter stock in which would mean the bedding and the feed, so it became a priority to get a
croft on the west side so that we could get a machair share so that the grazing was going to be
dryer. I think that for sheep there’s more grazing on the east side, and it just balances out in different
ways, depending on what animals you want to keep and with whatever you’re comfortable with
really. Though I think there’s more sheltered crofts on the east side, so if you want to grow trees and
stuff, it can be a little more advantageous, it just depends on what you’re wanting to do I think.
Why have you chosen the methods/ combination of methods that you use?
Well, I think it’s from being on the farm which was a similar sized acreage as the extent of our croft
in its different pockets of land that the croft is made up of and seeing what worked and what didn’t
work, you know, like rough pasture, native breed cattle will graze well, and modern breed cattle
wouldn’t graze at all, and seeing that it was extensively grazed, you wouldn’t have to put anything
else in to finish the cattle. And the sheep, you had the same, with the traditional or native breeds,
you didn’t have to pay to give them any hard food, they only ever had grass or silage. That also
affected the quality of the product at the end of the day, the meat was much better, much tenderer
and much leaner than if they’d had hard feed, so that it makes the end product much better by
seeing them live a long life and not finishing them very early and letting them live several years and
things like that. It was also taking the land back in management from where it had been fairly
hammered by a dairy farmer, and seeing that different types of grass weren’t suited as they were
fitted for dairy cows, but actually the native breeds preferred a much more varied herbage and
they’d self-medicate on the rough water meadows, so when there’s only italian rye grass, they can’t
self medicate, which they will do by instinct if you’ve got a good range of forage for them, so it’s
seeing that here and it was just a case of seeing how we could improve the quality of the grazing
here on our in-bye where there’s been a lot of rough grass and we need to harrow that out and then
over-sow a little bit and put some more clover in, so that got naturally more nitrogen in as opposed
to using fertiliser. That’s obviously not possible on the machair, but its trying to understand what can
we do to enrich the machair without paying huge money for fertilisers. Also understanding the role of

the arable weeds here, and making sure the animals are safe especially when ragwort’s so
dominant, which is a real concern in certain spots and I know from having a real problem with docks
that spraying doesn’t necessarily help, you know so it’s about being realistic in managing weeds and
rotating the crop and things like that.
How much do you think crofting has changed in the last 50 years? 10 years? 5?
Well, I think that it’s been fairly massive, first of all, with labour, there’s been a lot of people moving
away, sort of 30 or 40 years ago there were a lot more people doing it and so there were a lot more
hands-on-deck when you were doing the labour intensive jobs, and I think elderly generations
passing on to younger persons who haven’t exactly got the same local knowledge of the lands that
people used to have, you know, there are still people who know intimately how to gather off the big
hills but you need 15/30 people doing that, not just 2 or 3. The machinery that’s come in has made a
lot of the jobs... say when we were binding the other day, and then the stacking and stuff would have
been one month’s work previously, but then you would have had more help and people had more
time because they were not that pressed for money, so it’s sort of that thing that the general pace of
life has increased and that puts more pressure on things. But at the same time people who have
grown up crofting and are still actively involved, they will always do that and they will pass on that
enthusiasm to the next generation, so i think that there is still a healthy balance, but as I’ve said
before, there’s a lot of people who are interested, who can’t get access to crofts that haven’t got one.
I think again the pressure of where you go on a more intensive scale in terms of what breeds are
being kept and the pressure of the market is a determining factor of what to keep and how long to
keep them for and how they keep the animals, which then dictates what’s growing on the machair
and what’s being fed to them. I think that’s become, as it is everywhere more competitive and a lot
more exacting and so what happens on the mainland will determine what goes on here, and that
will continue because, you know, with every piece of land there’s an expectation as to the outputs of
it. But I think here, there will always be a finite limit because of the type of land that it is.
I think the key to it is trying to get a market for your own meat product, and getting a good value for
those, because the market seems to disappear at the market and that seems a great shame
because you’ve got your own well-grown product that’s had very little input to it, it’s a very clean
product and that seems to be a big thing... you need a Harris Tweed of the meat market.
How important do you feel traditional-method crofting is?
I think it’s fairly fundamental. I think using modern techniques where they can help and where they
can help you maximise when you’ve got the good weather, so that you can do jobs more quickly and
more efficiently and I think it’s a balance between the two, using the positive things from both styles
of farming, but I don’t think that you can just overlook the traditional methods, because they’ve got
other benefits that are not necessarily so obvious, they pay in other ways which is why I think the
schemes that encourage where you’ve got a better balance with the wildlife and creatures of plants,
I think they help with these things.
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What are the constraints of using the older methods?
Well constraints on time and labour, i think those are the two greatest things. I’m still learning about
the weather and about when things are out and cut but the wind is a great advantage because it
dries such a lot. But I that this thing of having enough hands to do the jobs and having enough time
to help everybody else alongside your own. When everybody’s out together, there’s a great humour
and a great sense of teamwork that goes on and that’s missing out of so many other activities in
everyday life and say with younger people with the computers and games where it’s 1 on 1, they’re
not gaining any social skills, or any teamwork skills and that seems to me a massive thing in terms
of how will they communicate with anybody in the future, and in terms of health when there’s huge
health issues in terms of poor diet and inactivity that there’s actually all these positive health benefits
of being out doing the physical work, including mental health and people feeling better about
themselves and being out in the fresh air, it’s a fundamental thing that may not have an economic or
profitable value but it may be equally as important in other ways.
Has Machair Life altered the way that you croft?
Well they’ve really helped this year, as you know we’re just getting started and they’ve given us a lot
of incentive to think, right we’ll get on with this now because we’re going to get some support to get
on and do this and we’ll get into the cycle and we’ll learn as we’re doing it and we’ve got support if
things go wrong, if we make mistakes we’ve got a source of information. It’s introduced us to other
people and other situations and it’s kick started us of in that way so I think it’s great incentive.
And you’re buying a binder yourself, that’s a good start...
Yes, well we thought when the project ends, what are we going to do after that, how will we carry on
when the support ends, and we’ve gotten hold of an old Massey Fergusson to renovate, so that we
can tow a binder and use for other jobs, in the sense that modern day tractors aren’t affordable, so
how can we make do with what we have and become more independent with the way that we work.
Has Machair Life altered the way that you think about crofting?
I think it’s good that the way we do things here on this scale has been overlooked on a European
scale compared to modern agriculture and I think that Machair Life validates it on a European level
and it highlights high nature value farming, like at the farm, we were considered a joke compared to
the farms around us because they were on a mission doing something completely different which I
didn’t find attractive at all. And compared to other parts of Europe where the traditional methods are
being just hammered and traditional lifestyles and a way of being has been destroyed because of
that and I think it’s really important to affirm that a way that been going on for a really long time is still
valid and that you can adapt to modern changes but don’t be completely swayed by them.
And it’s become more social, about validating Island life as well?

Yes it’s a much more healthy community to me here, than where there’s a much denser population
and people are financially better off, but in human terms, it was a real desert and I think there are
things here that are really rare and essential to making good human communities.

B.
How long have you crofted for?
How long have I been crofting for? Well, I’m 65 and I’ve been crofting since the age of 15, right with
my dad.
What proportion of your family income is supported by crofting?
Well, you fork out quite a bit before you get anything back, like, but yes, the way things are now, we
get a bit in, it’s not a fortune, but now, I’ll get, if everything goes to plan, I’ll get £5000 a year for the
next 5 years for this scheme [SRDP], so that’s quite good.
How many generations of crofters have you followed?
Well, my dad, he was a crofter, and I took over from him when he died, I took over the three crofts,
you know- we’ve got three. And did your dad take over from his dad, and so on? No, no, he had
a cutters house, he was a shepherd, and he had a cutters house. But there wasn’t much land with
that, he was only getting land from people. And then he bought this place in 1954, he moved over
from a place called Northton in Ardnamonie (I don’t know if you’ve heard of this place?) and a cousin
of his died, who had another two crofts and they were inherited to Donald in Canada, that’s my
father’s brother, and he said “I’m not coming back from Canada, where I’ve been since the time of
the emigrants” you see? He moved away with the immigrants, OK? I see. And then he gave them to
my father, and that’s how we got them, you see?
When you were younger, what did you think of crofting?
I left school at 15, you see. It’s now 18, isn’t it? Well, it can be 18. We’ve got three boys here, and
well, one he was a joiner, he left school at 16, but the other 2, they stayed at school to 18, but I left
school at 15. I stayed at home for a while, because my father he was working on the range as a
patrol man, because he wasn’t able to survive on the croft alone. He did for years, but then I gave
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him a hand, and I was doing odd jobs here and there, you know. I didn’t mind doing it because I had
brothers older than me and they were helping and they had their stages with it. But they left, one
with the police in Glasgow the other one went to sea, he was a Seadog. and the other one, he was
younger than I am, he decided, he went to sea as well. But that’s my brother, the other guy that you
saw just now: he gives me a hand. It seems to be the case here that everyone helps out, would
you agree? Well, those days more so, those days more so. It’s different nowadays because
everybody’s well-off, you know? Everyone’s got their own gear these days. It was a big thing in
those days. You were binding by hand, the scythes, the old scythes (I don’t know if you know about
that?) for my father, that was his mower. But for us, we’d got a mower to cut it and we’d tie it by hand
and later we’d got a binder. But you know we’ve got a wrapper and that, you don’t have to hire
anything. And that makes a big difference. But it’s quite cost effective, you know for all that gear. I
got a new tractor last year, and that cost... well we’d better not tell her! A brand new one you know,
and that cost... but we did have the binder...
There was one year we did the pit silage, you know we had a pit there. A couple of years we did it,
but it was... and then the plastic baling came in soon after and we thought it was easier you know...
More expensive, the way we’re doing it today than the pit silage, but...
Does it keep better in the pit? That was better stuff, I must admit, it was better stuff, but then, we
bought gear- we had to get bigger trailers, with deeper sides, do you see?
How do you think the next generation feel about crofting?
Well we’ve got a boy at home, he’s a joiner, he works in North Uist: he’s quite knowledgeable, oh
yes he is! He knows, he’s been doing it since he left school at 16, he was giving me a hand, he still
does. He’s interested, the other 2 weren’t. the other 2 weren’t, no. One is a sub-mariner, which I
wouldn’t like to be, he’s in the submarines, he’s down below at the moment- he’s 12-13 weeks under
water at a time, he’s down there just now and the middle one Donny, he’s in the army. She [Mrs.
MacPhee] got him to go to university, because we didn’t want him to go into the army, and go to
Afghanistan and all these horrible places. So he was 8 months at University and he phoned his mum
and said “this is not for me- I’m not a pen pusher” he says. But he good, he was quite good, and it’s
an important one, he was good at physics and all that, and he got into uni in Glasgow. 8 months he
stayed there, he phoned his mum and says this is not for me. But the other one, he was in college
for a while, and he left, but he’s doing quite well now. So that’s it.
Will you pass the croft on to someone? Who will that be?
Yes, we have already. Oh yes: three boys, three crofts.
Well, the wife, she’s quite a bit younger than I am so she won’t be left with nothing either- she does
quite a lot of work as well, she does. You know, paperwork and that. She doesn’t mind working
outside with the cattle and that, but she works elsewhere as well.
[To Mrs. MacPhee] What do you do? I work in the army camp, with the MOD. I work in the kitchens
there. And he works there as well. [To Roddy] oh yes? Yes, I’ve been there about... I’ve been

working in the same place for the last 37 years on the 10th of October, on the Range [QINETIQ
missile range]. 10th October 1976, that is when I started. I was in the kitchens, in the dining rooms.
She worked in the dining rooms: we worked together, so...
What do you think the issues are for young people coming into crofting?
It’s an expensive hobby.
Well, my advice- although I didn’t think that at the time but- the more I see things are getting more
expensive and harder. There’s a lot of regulations on cattle and sheep now: a lot of paperwork. I
wouldn’t like to see it die, because I would like to see these three crofts with cattle and sheep, but I
don’t think I would like to see Angus or Donny coming home to... I don’t think they would. They might
take the croft to build a house if ever, which is...
What level of support do you feel is required to maintain crofting now?
There’s a lot of payments now: we’ve just joined the SRDP, which is quite good, but there again,
there’s restrictions on that now. But if you want your money, you’re not going to get it for nothing. So
we’re into that... So, well... the only thing that I find is sometimes grazing is restricted at certain
times. It’s complicated isn’t it- there’s a lot of moving around... But, you know, you don’t have to
join if you don’t want, and there’s some who haven’t joined. And there’s a lot who want the money
but they don’t want to do the work! Well, they can’t afford to, you know, they’ve got a lot of cattle and
they need a lot of grazing. But we’ve only got... In fact, we’ve got 11 just now, which is a bit on the
high side, it’s normally 8 or 9. There are some who say that they can’t manage without the
SRDP, do you think that it is essential? No. Well, I’m quite lucky I get a monthly wage, so I don’t
depend much on the croft. But there again i might have to, so if I carry on, or if I can carry on, I’ll go
as long as I can, I would hate to see the place without, because it was given to me in this way And it
means so much to keep it going? That’s right, and you know, that boy that’s just gone out, I think
he’ll make a go of it, but he’s not that keen on sheep, Mother, she’s keen on sheep, because that’s
the family that she came from, they did sheep, so she knows sheep. So, that’s it... But, as I say, the
others, I don’t think they will do it. But he will. Oh he will, yes I think so. And do think that the other
kinds of support that you get are important as well? Yes, I’m a member of the SAC, and I can go
in there and they’ll help me, and I get my IACS done- they’re pricy right enough, but I don’t expect
anybody to, you know, it’s not a government sponsored thing at all, you know, it’s aided with
membership and all the rest of it, so if I want any advice I can go in, and I don’t have to be shy about
it because, you know, I’m a member.
If you help someone else, might something on your own croft be missed out as a result?
Well, we’ve got all of our own gear, so we sometimes help out: but there are contractors now for
that. But, we do, yes, I mean, I wouldn’t mind... We do, we’ve got a friend up here, Willy Cameron, I
don’t know if you’ve heard of him, but he stays in Hopewell cottage. Because we work, kind of
partners and he helps- because we’ve got the wrapper and all that, but he’s got the baler, you know,
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a good baler and we work like that. And nothing suffers, that’s just the way it goes, you know we
work together. He’s quite easy to work with, I must admit, he’s very helpful.
[Crofter’s brother needs help with combining the seed- crofter pops out]
[His Wife] Ach, this is the bit I hate about crofting: dinner’s at 6 o’clock, now it’s half past 6, no
dinner, then he’ll say 7 o’clock, it’ll be 9 o’clock, something breaks, it’ll be 9 o’clock before he comes
in. I hate this time of year! You just try to keep the dinner hot.... Anyway, he’ll be finished after
tonight.
So you help out on the croft too? Yes, I prefer the sheep, he’s not quite as keen... well, he’s keen
on the sheep, but he prefers the cows. And I persuaded him to have the sheep. The sheep are mine,
I prefer the sheep. I like the cows but I’m kind of scared, I can go into the pen when the sheep are
there and I can go to the sheep, but I’m scared of the cows- they’re just too big... and i think they
can sense it! There was one a couple of years ago, we had a bull there on hire, there was one time
when the bull was going into the small, old byre, so it wasn’t our own bull, so the first couple of
nights, the girls were going out so he had to come out of this field. and he says to me, stand there in
case the bull goes past the door... and he comes past the door and I’ve got this bull coming towards
me in the door, and I had to jump out the way and like that the bull was away down the road! And I
was just too scared, I’m too scared. They said stay there, but they sense it.
And we’ve got a calf here that i reared in a bucket, the mother died, and that was ok- she’s quite
tame, because I reared her, and her mother, we took her home from the mainland on the tuesday- or
was it the wednesday night- and then the following tuesday she wasn’t well and we had to get the
vet, and we had him for 4 hours... and then she was dead: died on the floor. But the calf was left, but
the calf was about 6 weeks old, so it wasn’t so bad, and we fed it on a bottle and then a bucket, but
she’s mine now: she’s OK, she’s my pet cow. But I like the sheep. The wool has just been... went for
collection, the week before. But is there a place in Grimsay that’s opening? Mm, yea. Could we go
there with our wool? Yes, i think so: they’re not paying for fleece yet, but I think they will be
when they’re set up. And would we just go there? I think so. Because it would be better to keep
the wool for our own market, wouldn’t it? Yea, definitely. And there are going to be jobs for four
people? Yea, they’re going to be training people up and then working as apprentices. Well
that’ll be good hopefully, and there’ll be some money for the fleece, because- it was last year or the
year before- that we sent off 2 big bags of wool, and we got £11 something... It’s a shame, I mean, I
don’t think it costs him anything to do, but i remember years ago when the crofters were sending
their wool at the end of the year, and they would get enough for their Christmas shopping- they were
depending on the wool at the end of the year. the sales were over, and each different times of the
year, there’d be a bit of money coming in and the end of the year the wool, and there’d be quite a lot
of money on the wool. Last year was a wee bit better, but last year was shocking. You couldn’t even
buy a pair of socks for that. There used to be a place in Lochboisdale, where I did the jumpers: they
were there for oh, must be about 7 years, and you’d get the Fair Isles and that. So my boss used to
go over to the mainland and get in all the orders and he came back with all these orders and I used
to sew the jumpers together, we used to sew the labels on them and that, and the labels were....

this, this and this...and then PRINGLES? I says, are you telling me, that we’re sitting here knitting
these dreadful jumpers, selling them for £10, and then they’re going off to the mainland and then
probably tomorrow I’ll go down to Pringles and I’ll pay a hundred quid for that jumper that I’ve knitted
in Lochboisdale?? So they’re just paying for the label! Aye well, you obviously were making good
quality jumpers anyway! Mm, they were good jumpers, they were soft, but they never paid us for
what we were worth!
What wildlife do you have on your croft? How do you manage for this?
Corncrake. We’ve got the window at the end of our bedroom and you hear them all night in July and
August! But we’ve got all the usual things: chearcs, birds, hawks. All the species like... geese,
they’re the main ones, you know! Kestrel, after the rabbits. That’s what’s plentiful nowadays, is the
rabbits- that was quite bad early days, the rabbits were, because we were cutting the corn when it
was young you see, but now there aren’t so many. But yes, it’s the geese that’s the problem now,
and it’s not just us, is it? Is it the geese they’re having a problem with or Orkney now? Yes, that’s
what it says in ‘The Crofter’ there. And Islay as well? Aha. But they’re shooting them there and
scaring them up, and then they land somewhere else and get scared up off there and come back to
where they were in the first place! It’s a vicious circle. They’re so resilient: they don’t flinch anymore.
My father, he used to trap them, he didn’t have a gun. He’d set up these traps- the Gean Trapper (I
don’t know if you’ve heard of it?) It’s a big rat trap, for the rabbits. He’d set them up at night for when
they’d come in in the morning, and they’d get them by the legs. But if you got caught doing that
now... and with the one in the trap, it would keep the rest of them away, you know, they wouldn’t
come back, they’d hear it crying.
How valuable is the Machair to you?
Well, if not for the machair, we wouldn’t have cattle, that’s for sure. Because we’ve got three shares
on the machair, and it’s for grazing as well. If not for the machair, there’d be no cattle right enough,
yes, we benefit a lot from the machair. Even in winter, we get the sheep up there as well. Do you
think that you’d enjoy crofting as much if you didn’t have machair? I don’t think I would go from
here. I would never leave here. Well, we got this croft from my father... Many’s a day where i would
look at my brothers who’ve got their feet up and wonder.... but... You say it’s an expensive hobby:
you must enjoy it? Well yes, you know, it’s like anything- it has it’s moments, like. Especially when
you’re up at all hours, like at calving time but...
Do you think the landscape/ location is as important to you as the practice?
Errr... You’re saying yes? [To the youngest son, who is nodding] Well, i think so yes. Do you think
that it has an influence on culture here? On the way that people are here: for example, the
spirit of Township and helping people out and the friendliness of the Islands? Well yes, but in
the early days, as I’ve told you already, there was more of that. Still, say, er, you don’t meet so many
people now, because of the way we work, you know we’ve got a baler and everybody wants to get
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everything over and done with, and in those days, everyone would gather together and work
together and get it all done as a group, but it’s changed. But I think it’s changed more elsewhere,
it seems to have remained more here. Oh yes, we know everybody that works up there, you
know, each other, yes. You still have a natter: you go up there and there’s 3 or 4 tractors togetherthey’re like old women! Oh well, and you know, vice versa, in the old days, my sister and my mother
would be out there, and at night they’d come back and there’d be seven or eight cows to be milked.
The women did a lot of the work in these days, which they don’t do now. But there are some
women crofters aren’t there? Oh yes, there are a few around, I know there are some crofting. But
I’ve noticed that a lot of the women crofters, they’ve only got sheep. They don’t have cattle.
How much do you think crofting has changed in the last 50 years? 10 years? 5?
Ach, well, if we started that we could be here all night! Because, as I say, when I was younger, we
cut it all by hand, and we’d be tying by hand. Now we’ve got a mower, and before, we were binding
and it was a binder we had. And you’re combining today, but before you were thrashing. Yes, and
there’s one over there, the old type threshing machine. And we’ve two binders over there, you know,
you don’t want to part with things you’ve had for years. Although, that thrashing mill was used, not
last year, but the year before. We took it out. And Neil had it over for the kids. Oh yes: do you know
Neil MacPherson? He borrowed it about 2 years ago for a project, and it’s back in the shed now. But
it was nice to see something like that still going out though, you know? It still works.
And there were more people to help in these days: families were bigger and everybody had to help
out. And there were more crofters then as well. Yes, and there were more people with cattle. These
days you can count on one hand the number of crofters in Iochdar with cows, and in these days,
there were around 400 cattle. Because in these days, everybody used the cows for the milk and the
cheese and the butter, and all sorts. We didn’t buy milk from the shop in these days: they didn’t have
it. It was all our own stuff, and eggs- she [Roddy’s Mother] had her own eggs. But nobody does that
anymore. In these days, people were quite happy. Because they didn’t know any different. Oh yes,
but to go back to that, it won’t be easy.
But a few years ago, a few of us, and Angus and Donny, we had a heavy crop and we cut it with a
mower, I don’t know if you saw the calendar? At Ruaraigh MacGillivray’s? He’s got the calendar. No,
I haven’t seen it... Oh yes, he was out taking pictures of us with the binder, and tying by handthat;s what was impressing him, you know? So he, put us in September: you’ll have to ask him if
he’s got some left...
How important do you feel traditional-method crofting is?
There was a lot of work. In this day and age, because of the amount of geese we have, you’d never
make it. Too time-consuming? Oh Christ yes. Do you think it’s important for it to be
remembered? Well in my early days, there was a lot of the geese being killed, you know, being
shot, because they were used to feed people and in those days they weren’t so plentiful. But they’re
more aware today, we’ve got Duncan MacPhee and Ruaraigh MacGillvary and they’ve done a good

job, with the kites and that, but if they weren’t there, then we’d have no chance, there’s no way that
we would manage it in the old traditional way.... and that’s the only reason that we don’t do it this
way. But I don’t think that I would go back to these days, because now, we can go out and then it’s
done. Is it more enjoyable to do it this way? Yes, but we enjoyed it that time, because there was
nothing else, say about 1 o’clock if you went out up there on the machair there- and it’s a big
machair as you know. Have you been on the machair here?- dozens of people round the fire,
gathered round the fire at harvest time, gathering and stooking, and having a cup of tea and having
a gossip. But then you had to cut it and you had to do the wee stooks and then yo had to do the
bigger stooks, and there was a lot of work, and then the stacks, and keep going until there was
never a bit of corn left. And when the weather was bad, we’d go out and get it done in the moonlight.
Yes, we used to do that as well if the weather was bad. And if there was a nice bright moon. Then it
was taken home by trailer, and the buck rake came that would lift these stooks, and because we
lived quite near the machair, it was quite quick you know, but if you had to go a long way, it could
take quite a long time. So that was another improvement down here you know, that we didn’t have to
load the trailers and take out the stook into the yard and take it down into the stack.
Do you think that island life is still thriving? Do you think that there’s room for further
development?
Well, I think with all this absentee crofting carryon, for instance, you know- That if, people have got
their crofts and aren’t using them and are living on the mainland- if they were giving them up, if
young people might get them, I don’t know... If it was easier to start up. I wouldn’t want to start up
now, I wouldn’t advise it, no. If you want to make a living off crofting, you’ve got to have a lot of land,
you know, if you want to make it pay. Well, yes, if you want to do it full time... North Uist isn’t so bad,
they’ve got a lot of land on the West side, Good land. But us here, I mean the likes of John Angus
there [Son], with three crofts, he’d never make a living. You’d always have to have some other
income. Do you think you could make a living off it, John? {No, you’d have to have another job,
another trade} Well, not even a trade- I didn’t have a trade. {Son; well, no, another job, anyway} It
doesn’t make money anyway. Yes, but you don’t think anything of it, once you’ve got into it. No, not
once you’ve got into it. He’s been doing it all his life, all his life and it’s been handed down to him, I
don’t know, how, if a family came off the mainland and unlike him, it hadn’t been handed down to
him, I don’t know how they’d get on: it would be very difficult for someone like that to start. It would
be. But the day he takes over the croft, everything’s there for him, he doesn’t have to buy all the
machines and that. Yes, and another thing, about experience, he’s been doing it a long time already.
Yes, I think it would be very difficult for someone coming over from the mainland, buying a croft and
starting up from scratch anyway.
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C.
How long have you crofted for?
I’ve been crofting most of my life, I was brought up on a croft, so I’ve just kept it going since then, so
we’re probably talking about 30 years.
How much time do you spent on your croft per day/week?
depending on what time of year it is... depends... winter times 2 hours a day: at least anyway, spring
time’s more heavy going, autumn time’s about the same... summer time’s not too bad, if there’s any
repairs, you just do them as you go along.
And you’d say that you were out on the croft every day?
yeah, every day.
What proportion of your family income is supported by crofting?
What proportion? Quite a bit, about a quarter. So you’d say that it pays for itself? Yea.
How many generations of crofters have you followed?
My father, my grandfather, long before that... I don’t know, I’d say that they’re all going back, quite a
few years.
When you were younger, what did you think of crofting?
It’s just a way of life, just a way of life. You’re brought up with it and you’ve to get on with it, no
questions asked.
How do you think the next generation feel about crofting?
I don’t know I think they think it’s kind of a waste of time- no profit, not enough coming in and it’s too
time consuming.
Will you pass the croft on to somebody?
Probably, yes, just now I don’t know, don’t know who yet, one or two are showing interest, but just
now they’re too young and I’m not sure if they’re going to come on.
Do you know when this will be?
No I don’t know when- no idea. Do you think perhaps you’ll be working on your croft even if
you’ve passed it on- as long as you can, or do you think you’ll have a retirement?
I don’t know, well I’m hoping, hoping come 60 I’m hoping to carry on with it then anyway. You don’t
fancy retirement then?
No, not retiring from the croft, no. Once I’m finished, that’s it. But if I hand it over, and they’re
needing a hand or advice or... I’ll give it to them.

Do you think there are issues relating to the future of crofting, or issues that the future
generation may face?
Probably, machinery with the traditional methods, like binding: binders are very old fashioned and
are hard to get, they’re not so hard to maintain but they’re hard to get, and they’re not being remade
so that there’s a problem there; combined with that it’s hard to get home and the travel, so that’s one
of the main issues there. Then you’ve got the costs of buying the machinery, the tractors and all of
that, so it... it’s quite an expensive start. Especially if you’re starting from scratch, as I got this croft
and there was nothing on it, so I had to start from scratch, and have built up through the years.
Do you think there are issues relating to external pressure: young people wanting to croft, do
you think there are further pressures to leave the Island?
Probably will, because there’s not much work here to keep them here, because a croft won’t keep
you going on its own nowadays, you need a job to maintain the household, and crofting sometimes
it takes some stuff in, but other times it breaks even and if you’ve had a good year then you’re ok,
but if anything goes wrong, you could be paying for it for the next 2 or 3 years.
What level of support do you think is required to maintain crofting now?
I think that the support that they [SNH, SRDP, MAchair Life] are giving us is helping keep the costs
down. Especially when the fuel is... going through the roof just now, its helping in that way, its
making it a wee bit more worthwhile carrying on, its good to know. So it helps in that way. and it’s
quick as well, doing the work. The geese scaring- they’ve been very helpful with that as well, they’ve
helped out with the tape and that, so that’s good, but the only thing was that flags were in short
supply but...aye, with the fence and the pegs, they were good and if you’d had to fork all that out for
yourself, it’s quite expensive, plus with that it’s reusable again, so that’s done away with.
If someone has helped you, then you’ll help them in return...
Yes, usually we work around ‘if someone helps today, then we go and help tomorrow and so on’
When you help someone else, do you think there are times when your croft may suffer as a
result?
Usually, you do your own first and then once you’ve finished, the next person’s through and you go
on and do theirs.
What wildlife do you have on your croft?
Loads of geese, almost on my doorstep, coming through my window, you can see them collecting on
the loch? yes aha, we get the deer coming in now and again and er, the eagles and the buzzards,
and the chearcs [??] and all of that, though there seem to be more of them this year, there seem to
be a lot but er, I don’t know how. We don’t see so many ducks, mostly just those in the garden.
do you manage for this?
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No, I don’t. The deer, if we see them, we can just chase them off. But the geese, we just can’t. Do
you do anything different for the birds at all? No, well, I keep the croft bare for the corncrakes
and that, but that’s in the SRDP scheme, so that’s how we do it that way, and we keep out of the
way during the breeding season. But that’s out on the common so that’s... there’s less disturbance
on the croft at the time. But we monitor it. So it tends to blend in with the way that you croft
anyway? Yes, mm.

How valuable is the Machair to you?
I don’t know, the way that it is right now, it saves me buying in hay or corn, plus my ties are on the
machair, it’s where I’ve always worked. It’s the way that I’ve been brought up, I’ve known nothing
else. So if there were clearances again, and you were moved to the mainland, do you think
that you would still croft? Probably not, I think that it’s us here and that’s it.
Do you think the landscape/ location is as important to you as the practice?
Yes, aye, because out on the west you’ve got the sea and on the east you’ve got the hills and so
you’re open to one side, yea. Beatrix was saying that she finds when she’s working on the
machair that there’s a special kind of peace... Yea, aha. the adrenaline gets going. I’m the same
that when you’re lifting the tats- I still lift it the old way- and you’re away in a wee world of your own,
you’re just, it’s like another place:another planet. Therapeutic. Aye, it gives you that, it’s incentive to
keep going, it gets you going, all that fresh air its good.
Why have you chosen the methods/ combination of methods that you use?
It’s the way that I’ve always done it, but I was struggling with my husband after taking his stroke,
getting someone to do the sea-weeding for me, because i had never used the machinery before in
my life, so i had to be shown and get myself going. But I’m slowly getting there. But that’s what I’m
used to anyways. So did you go back to fertiliser for a while then? Well we’re always fertilising
anyway, we always top-up. So then, what made you go back to the seaweed? The option was
there and its in the SRDP scheme anyways, so it’s there. The incentive? Yea. The thing with
seaweed nowadays is that you’ve got the costing in of the fuel. You’ve got to weigh it up, whether it’s
just as cheap to put the fertiliser on the ground as putting the seaweed on, but now i’ve got the
seaweed on and we’ve got the fertilisers as well and you get a better crop if you put the two on.
How much do you think crofting has changed in the last 50 years? 10 years? 5?
I don’t now how many years I’d say but the black bales’ taken over a lot, its much quicker and then
less and less people are keeping corn for seed and they’re depending on other people to sell the
seed on to them. So you save a lot of hassle you see... the hard work.... Before we were harvesting
come October/november, where as now, it’s september that you’ve finished harvest, that’s only if
you’re doing the black bales. You see, most people do their harvesting in 2 days with the black bale

whereas with the corn it’s more time consuming, weather permitting and everything’s against ye. But
you get a better crop, better feed for the cattle.
How important do you feel traditional-method crofting is?
Important, you’re keeping a tradition going, and you appreciate it from start to finish, you’re watching
it grow and then you can’t wait till it’s ready and it’s cut and thrashed and then you’re all ready to
start all over again and it keeps you for the winter. And enjoying all the different processes. It’s an
expensive hobby but it’s good it keeps you fit, and as I say, you get all that fresh air and its valuable.
What are the constraints of using the older methods?
The old ways are slower, you’re against the weather, and everything's got to dry whereas with the
new, with the black bales, in the rain (well actually if it’s raining, you can’t cut it) but if it’s damp then
you can still carry on, but if the corn’s damp then you can’t, you have to wait until it’s dry. So your
seed has got to be dry otherwise you lose the whole lot. Do you think the benefits outweigh
those problems? mmmm, aye, i suppose. You’d have to be at home all the time for the old way,
you couldn’t have a job and do your crop the old way, you’d have to be at home. Because then,
when you’re at home, you’re there for when the weather’s ready, you’re there for the gaps, you can
be on-hand for when it’s ready to go. Cos if not, like I was the other day, i was stuck inside at work
on a good day and I couldn’t do it and it was depressing, depressing.
Has Machair Life altered the way that you croft?
They’ve encouraged me back to seaweed, they’ve encouraged me that way by making me put out
the seaweed and then i was shown- some of the boys showed me how the shaft on the tractor, how
to work the levers on the tractors and how to go out. which gave me the motivation to say ‘right, I'm
going out there, I’m going to do it
Has Machair Life altered the way that you think about crofting?
I prefer to do the older ways, I get more enjoyment out of them, but whether they’ve encouraged it or
not is a hard question, because it’s the way that I’m used to and I was still doing a bit of it. And last
year we did the combining, and it was the first year that we did it and we still had the corn with the
combine but we missed... we actually missed doing the stooks, so things like that, I’d miss that
process, so that it’s quick right enough, but you’ve got the weather again. But every year we’ve had
corn, so it’s a hard question to answer but knowing that the binder was coming was a help. and
they’ve encouraged me to get my own binder, because they were late themselves, because they
had the break-downs, so we’ve got to wait, and they were 2 weeks behind time. But if we had our
own machinery ourselves, we can get on with it ourselves.
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D.
How long have you crofted for?
Most of my life.
How much time is spent crofting per day/week?
well the last ten years a lot more because I used to be working for the council, I worked there for 30
odd years, 9-5 and I didn’t have, I only had 3 cows I said that I would want 10 cows, I managed to
be up to 9 but i had a few problems with Johne’s Disease 3 or 4 years ago so I went back down
again. At the moment i put more time in, probably 2 days, 3 days a week. Is that solid time? That’s
broken up, because I’m still doing my joinery side so I can do as I please and they both work around
each other, flexible.
What proportion of your family income is supported by crofting?
None, it’s very little.
How many generations of crofters have you followed?
It was my father’s croft, and he inherited it from his father, but see it used to be a big farm which was
broken up and we celebrated a hundred years last year amongst the township. Did you have a
celebration? Yes aye, it was quite good aha.
When you were younger, what did you think of crofting?
I always quite liked the crofting. You were always looking forward to having our own croft some
day? More or less, yes, I always liked the machinery and the tractors and messing around with
engines. It was a case of having to do it early on in years anyway, before you go to school you’d
have to help out, muck out, feed the cows and all that, so it was really, you were brought up doing it,
you know. It’s different now, because they’re [the cattle] all outside, they’re not in the byre. Why do
you think that is? Change of feeding and change of ways, they can eat the silage and you couldn’t
really eat the silage inside , you’d need bigger sheds. See in the byre you’ve got your hay, your
bundle of hay and your sheaf of corn. And they’d be milked. And you don’t do any dairy? No
Because of time? Yes, it’s too time consuming. More work, so you’d have to do away with the other
work.
How do you think the next generation feel about crofting?
They [my sons] all told me I was wasting my time- give it up! How old are they? Christopher the
youngest, he’s at home just now, he’s 24. The middle son is 33, and the oldest is 36. And they’ve
all left the island? They’ve all left. Well Christopher, he came back at the beginning of the year, he
was at Inverness he was doing a shift offshore and he’s been trying to get offshore since but he’s
ready to go. He likes to be involved, but I don’t think he would do it as something to bother with, he

doesn’t have the amount of time. Hopefully one of them would... I think one of them will but I just
have to keep going until that day comes.
Will you pass the croft on to someone? Who will that be?
Yes. Well I was hoping that one would build a house to tie them to the Island, but they’ve struggled
to accept that proposal, you know... Chris has talked about it, erm, I don’t know if he’ll do it. Because
if they build a house, they’ve got more chance to tie them to the Island, you know but we’ll see how
it goes. Because when you get to a certain age where you’d like to see your family are involved, not
when you’re too old so that you don’t care, you know! And you want to pass on your knowledge
as well... yes, true. it’d be quite nice. Because Christopher, he’s been helping out and we’ve been
working together most of this year and it’s been quite good. It’s the first opportunity for us, because
well they all left early, but he came back, so it’s the first chance I’ve had to work with him on a dayto-day basis, and we’ve got on well. It’s a good mixture because one day you’re on the joinery and
the next it’s the cows and it might not be a good thing for the young ones, but he doesn’t mind it.
When do you think this might be?
Well my idea was that I would pass the croft on to start off and get a house built... but he’s thinking
about doing that, and how it would work if he wasn’t on the Island, you know going back and forth
and the big question was getting the money and that, because there’s a big problem with getting all
that sorted out, because you know I could be left with nothing and he would have to start it all again,
so I think it shouldn’t matter who gets the money as long as someone’s working the croft if he isn’t
here. It’s complicated because even on your agreements and all that, if I die tomorrow and it isn’t in
my will, he won’t get any of that, it would cease, you’d have to start from scratch, it’s lost. So we
have to do it properly so that we don’t lose anything, because the SRDP is, for me, worth about 6
grand, and if we’re going to lose that for me to pass the croft over, it may not be worth it. So I’ve got
to make sure that everything runs smoothly, because it’s not that easy, because if I’m retiring.... if i
want to give the croft away and say ‘here you go’, it’s easy enough, but if I want to give it over and
keep it going myself it’s not easy.
But he applied for a croft in Stoneybridge that was my aunty and uncle’s and he applied for it,
because it had been vacant for about 20 years. And Stòras Uibhist, they’re flagship was that they’d
get youngsters get into crofting... but in this case they didn’t. Why is that? Because their own
criteria, because their criteria that they set, one of them was 16-40. And if you had a croft, you’d
lose some points, and all of that, and you know, the person who’d got it was over 40, had a croft. So
the young ones didn’t stand a chance. So there’s another breakdown in the system there, and
Christopher when he heard about that, said that’s enough, I’m not getting involved with this
anymore, so that’s Stòras Uibhist depending on the youngsters getting involved, turning their back.
Which is not good. It’s not fair.
What are the issues relating to the future of crofting?
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(See above) costs.
What level of support do you feel is required to maintain crofting now?
The SRDP and the RSS have all been helpful, but the RSS has finished now and so I’m 2 grand
down, so we’ve had to change things there. But the SRDP comes with restrictions as well, you feel
like you’re being watched sometimes, they can be like the police- ‘what are they doing there’, you
know!
Do you think if the restrictions of the SRDP weren’t there, you’d be able to make more money
from crofting?
I think if they were more flexible, I mean it’s alright putting a date in front and agreeing with it, but it’s
alright if the weather’s for you, but the weather controls, almost everything. You see in my work as a
joiner/ builder, there are times when I can’t do anything and I might lose a week when I’m supposed
to bale. You can bale, say on the 1st of september for your corn, but you might not get near to it until
the 2nd week in September: that’s 2 weeks, and then it starting to get ripe and it’s not right. But you
could do it a week before the 1st September when it’s a good week, so it’s... but the issue would
be that you can become too flexible and then there won’t be late-cut any more... well maybe if
you could ask, and get permission, then maybe it’d be fine, because it’s obvious to everyone that
there’s a problem... because like my own corn: it costs quite a bit of money by the time that you seed
it, you fertilise it, you roll it and if you’re going to lose it and if you’re going to get say 10-15 bales,
and I think this year it’s say £25 for a bale, see that’s going to cost a lot of money and you’re going
to have to because you’ve lost it. I think being flexible would help, although you put a date down.
Because if the weather changes, you can then talk to the whoever at the time.
And is other support as important, such as Angus and Graham, who help you out with
applications and machair life do the seaweed and things, do you think that support is
valuable too? Very. Yeah, very. Machair Life with the seaweed and the... well not so much with the
binding now, as the machinery has broken down...that’s been a wee bit of a mess this year, but the
seaweed has been very important, you can see a difference on the plots with the seaweed, aye so I
think that’s something that’s got to keep on going. It was being done to a smaller scale before, but to
keep on going, you need a heavier tractor and bigger trailer, which Machair Life has got and you can
see the difference. And are there people you know who have that machinery as well? Can it
carry on without Machair Life? Yes, I think it’s like everything you know the plant is getting better,
you know, you’re moving on from the small tractor to the bigger tractor and it’s quicker, but you know
it’s using more fuel, your repairs are higher, you go somewhere new again.
If you help someone else, might something on your own croft be missed out as a result?
With ours it’s all done at once, if mine’s not done first, you know it’s finished tomorrow. And like the
ploughs and things are bigger now so they cover more ground and are done more quickly.
What wildlife do you have on your croft? How do you manage for this?

Geese. There’s corncrake anyway, on the croft. So there is probably a lot more, but I... don’t really
know what.... And you manage for them through the SRDP plan? yes.
How valuable is the Machair to you?
I think that we’re so used to the machair now that it would be difficult to do the same elsewhere, you
know it’s good ground... nice ground to work with, it always seems to get us good crops, it seems to
be very fertile ground and you get all your wildflowers and everything, you know when you rotate
your plot and the... there are nice flowers. And when you look at the SRDP thing again, there are a
lot of flowers on the machair, and even outside the cropping area and the dunes there’s a lot of
wildlife there. And do you think it makes it a lot more enjoyable to work out there? it does,
even the fresh air and the different smells when you walk down the machair, but you know you get
so used to it, you know. We had walks last year for the Centenary thing, and it’s amazing, somebody
walking with you that normally... they are amazed at the flowers and that, but to us, it’s just there,
and it’s a waste you know. But to someone that’s quite interested says ‘you’ve got this, you’ve got
that, and it’s amazing, there’s just hundreds of them around.
That’s right, and before I came, I only knew about the machair from the literature that I’d read
and from seeing uncrofted machair on Harris, and I assumed it would be this precious,
treasured place, almost like a nature reserve, and I’m not saying that it isn’t treasured, but it
was a surprise to me how practical a landscape it is and how it’s valued for more than that.
And I think it’s better for it. That’s right, and if it wasn’t for that it wouldn’t be the same. I think that
because of the way it’s been done over the years, it’s been kept because you know... They say it’s
unique, and if they’re putting that value on it, I think that they should pay us a lot more money for
doing all the work to keep it like that! Because it is quite unique when you walk through it... It is
unique: on a Global scale, there’s around 50,000 ha in the world, and 90% of it is here, so
that’s how special you are! Is that it? There you go. Well we’ve got to keep it going huh. Do you
think that it has a place in Island culture? Absolutely, even more so now. The history of the place
is there: the way it’s been kept, needs to be kept going.
The only problem you might have there is with the coastal erosion, you know, it could come close to
us. Because it has taken quite a bit away, and that’s the only danger of it. Has it taken any away in
your lifetime? It’s taken quite a bit, aye you know all down at the machair there, it’s taken probably
about 10 meters, you know it’s quite a lot, but er, hopefully that’ll slow down, I don’t know. The
problem that we had here is that there used to be a lot of shale banks there on the shore and there
was a lot of people taking shingle off it but that’s all stopped now and it should be starting to build
back up again, because that’s really good protection and taking that away... so that seems to be
building back up again, so let’s hope that will be alright.
Do you think the landscape/ location is as important to you as the practice?
Oh I think so... You wouldn’t want to be anywhere else? No... I think it’s... I don’t know... I like
going to the mainland but you never see any better than. You know, it’s very important, even for my
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own grandson coming over: the freedom and the fresh air and he’s going to be part of all that: the
future of hopefully here, to keep it up and running. Because he loves it, and he’s only what, 2 and a
half and he won’t come inside, because back at his house, he’s got a square of grass about the size
of this! Even on the shore... the people that you meet, if you see people out on the roads, you know,
you give them a lift: the hikers and that, and they can’t get over the freedom of the shore, you can
walk as far as you like, and the cleanness and it’s peace and quiet, you know nobody bothers you.
The Princess should go down there! [reference to Kate Middleton, topless sunbathing in news]
There’re no cameras down there, no spies! She might be a bit chilly! Perhaps they should come
here next time huh.
But there are reasons for leaving the Island of course. Like if they sorted the fuel situation, for a
start. Like my own son, when he went away for the first time, and he worked offshore on the oil rigs
and when he got a first weekend off and he wanted to come home... and he got friday off until
monday, and he tried to fly over and it was £300 odd. And you can’t travel home easily at the
moment. But if they sorted that out, you could have your home on the Island and work on the
mainland, and come home on the weekend. And you’d be able to commute then.
Why have you chosen the methods/ combination of methods that you use?
Time and money, I mean, it’s the easiest way. You’ve got your own system. Again, if it wasn’t for the
silage bales and that, because the weather’s changed so much... and you couldn’t rely on the stacks
and the dry bales. You’d need a lot more time to do it, and the weather’s changed quite a bit.
Although we’ve had a good season this year it’s... we’ve had the best year for a long time, we’ve
been absolutely shouting for rain. That’s why some of the hay cuts are quite poor, because some of
the soil on the high ground is quite thin and close to the rocks, and the heat from the rocks has
made it turn yellow. Which is unusual, you know. Especially here. So that shows again what the
weather can do.
How much do you think crofting has changed in the last 50 years? 10 years? 5?
A lot. The silage bales especially is the biggest change, if it wasn’t for that you wouldn’t be able to do
it. Before that, there was the silage pit, which wasn’t half as successful, because you needed
different gear, different plant, and the silage bales seems to be quicker and at least with the silage
bales it’s quicker and you know that you’ve got something. And as long as it’s not eaten by rabbits of
rats, then it’s protected and you can guarantee the corn.
And the cows are bigger now and the stock is better quality because they eat more than before,
because when I was younger, they ate 2 or 3 sheaves a night, and the same in the morning, and
that’s all they get, and if it came to a day when I run out, that’s it: they’ll starve. So the cows are
much bigger. And they produce better meat. So do you produce your own beef? I used to for the
family, but now I’ve slackened off now... we do always buy local produce where we can. We do our
own mutton, because the mutton, lamb is quite good, my family likes that. When they come home,
they take it away with them, their car is half empty and they fill it up! It’s a shame that it can’t be sold

as Uist produce, see it’s a shame, you know- like machair potatoes- I don’t know if you’ve had a
machair potato- but the difference between that and an ordinary mainland potato is... you know, last
week when we were on the mainland, in Cornwall, at my wife’s aunty’s and she is always asking for
the Uist potatoes- machair potatoes- you know, because the difference, if you like potatoes... you
know, she’s 96: that was her pride and joy, you know, it’s like a bit of gold, because they’re so good
and they remember it from their youth. The meat’s the same, the lamb’s the same, you know, if you
get it off the hill, it’s even better than the lamb that you get off the lower ground. But it’s all a waste
now, because it goes off the sales and it gets mixed in with the mainland lamb and called British:
British beef, British lamb or whatever. It’s a shame, you know, and you see it here: New Zealand
lamb. And when you see it at the Co-Op, that they’re selling Scottish beef and lamb and it could
easily be our own sold back! But at least it is... MacLeans, they’re selling local stuff now, and it is
good, you can see it, it is good. It’s completely different... you know it’s fresh, and that makes a
difference. And I’m sure that there’d be a good market for it if someone got that going. Someone
could make a killing from Uist meat... Uist goose!
How important do you feel traditional-method crofting is?
I think it’s quite. You know, for the history of the crofting to keep so much of it alive. You don’t want it
all to die off, but it’s not really practical now, no. You know it’s quite good to see the old ways done.
Aye, with the binders and...Yea, some of the binders that you see around are amazing old bits
of machinery. Aye, well binders are an amazing piece of kit anyway, you know they’re good. I mean
the new one’s good, but it’s not got the same charm, with the different variety of canvas and things
and they old styles of tractors. The one that my father had, which was pulled by an old Massey
Ferguson and it had the seat at the back and the lever, you know for if you came to a stone or a hill,
and you’d pull it so it wouldn’t break, but that could be a dangerous job on that seat! and it’s all
changed a bit from then.
Has Machair Life altered the way that you croft?
Erm, not really, no. Were you using seaweed before they helped? Well, the problem we had with
the seaweed was that it only comes very rarely in this area, so we had to go out to the beaches at
Iochdar and drive it back, so it cost a lot with the tractor. But Machair Life has helped us to put more
on the ground, because they have the big tractor and trailer, and they can move more and they’ve
been a very good help.
Do you think that island life is still thriving? Does it need developing? How?
Oh it needs developing, it’s not thriving. Well for a start, there needs to be better support for the
young crofters and for young people in general, as I said before, Stòras need to work on that, I
mean who else can you approach with different ideas? How can you have different ideas about
crofting- you can diversify but you still need crofting. The main idea would be that you can still have
your animals, but... The landlord needs to do a lot, I mean with the youngsters they need to make an
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effort, but they won’t get anywhere without the local support, because a lot who go to the mainland,
they want to come back to the islands to have kids, but they can’t do it, there’s no jobs.
So tell me why you still croft
Because I enjoy it. And I want to keep it going, you know. I want my kids to take it on and enjoy it
too, as my father passed it on to me. There’s a tradition to keep going, because I’m proud of what
I’ve done and I want my kids to see it the same way, but I don’t know if they will... The main thing is,
that if I didn’t enjoy it I would’t still be in it. It’s so varied and different all the time. If you’re struggling,
then you have to turn your hand to anything, you know in lambing time, you have to do all sorts to
keep your lambs alive. You make a decision, and you can’t plan ahead, because you never know
what it’s going to do, you know. It could be a lovely sunny day and you could get on the machair, or it
could be wet and you have to do something else. It is a varied, varied life.

Annex 3
Letter to Crofters

To Whom it May Concern,

I am a Masters student of Sheffield Hallam University, currently researching for my dissertation. I
hope to look at the practice of crofting and the ‘value’ of the Machair, both intrinsically and physically,
and at the influence that traditional method crofting has on this.
Over September and October, I shall be staying on Benbecula and working with the RSPB Machair
Life+ project in order that I can talk with crofters, such as yourself, and help out with the harvest or
wherever I can be useful. I’m hoping to gain a better understanding of crofting and Island lifestyle, to
better inform my dissertation and produce a more useful piece of research, which will also feed into
the Machair Life+ project. This experience will also be invaluable to me personally, by fulfilling a lifelong ambition to live in the Outer Hebrides. I consider myself extremely lucky to have this
opportunity and am eager to learn everything that I can about life on the islands.
Your information has been passed on to me from the RSPB Machair Life+ team, who are supporting
my research, and I understand that you have developed a management contract with the project.
Consequently, I would like to arrange an informal meeting with you, in order to gain an idea of what
the hidden costs of crofting may be, and to ask you about the Machair and life on the Islands. These
meetings should take no longer than an hour and can be arranged at a time that would suit you.
I hope to be meeting with you soon,
Best wishes, Hazel Smith
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Annex 4
About Machair LIFE+
In 2010, the RSPB set up Machair Life+, a four-year project based in Balivanich on Benbecula. The
project’s overall aim is to;
“secure and improve the conservation status of 70% of the world’s machair habitat and its
associated species by implementing and demonstrating sustainable management methods that
optimise the conservation interest and are compatible with local agricultural practices.” (Walton &
MacKenzie, 2009)
Machair Life+ was specifically set up to improve the machair through a scheme of agricultural
improvement and demonstration of ‘best-practice’, and their objectives are to:
1.

Expand the area of late harvested crop on arable machairs.

2.

Effect a reduction in the area of under-sown arable crop.

3.

Undertake best-practice arable crop production including cultivation techniques and
demonstrate these to the crofting community.

4.

Establish best practice in-bye management as part of a whole crofting unit machair
biodiversity package.

5.

Identify constraints to active management and increase the capacity to undertake beneficial
management in crofting and farming communities on designated sites.

6.

Expand the skills and knowledge base and support RDP to deliver better management of
designated sites by crofting and farming communities.

7.

Secure the supply of local arable seed. (Walton, MacKenzie, 2009)

The project works with crofters on the islands to encourage a return to traditional farming practices,
with funding in place to provide equipment and subsidies, as well as to demonstrate to, and engage
with, the islands’ population through both crofting and the biodiversity of the machair (Machair Life+,
2012).

