
The Gaelic Crisis in the vernacular communities is as much a result of the housing crisis, the 

commercialisation of crofting, of poor transport infrastructure, of insufficient progress on land 

reform and over-tourism, as it is a result of an ongoing lack of investment in Gaelic 

development at community level, and a lack of strategic policy co-ordination at national level. 

Gaelic will only survive in communities which can survive and thrive sustainably. The 

perceptive proverb states that it takes a village to raise a child, can it be said then that it 

takes a healthy sustainable community to retain and develop a language? What good will 

educational and cultural initiatives do if young people and young families are unable to live in 

the areas where they were raised? 

There is a rural housing crisis which constitutes an economic clearance of young people 
raised in the Highlands and Islands. This crisis is fatally undermining efforts to maintain the 
Gaelic language and culture in rural and island communities and threatening their very 
existence.  
 
Young people, working professionals and families all struggle to get access to housing on 
the open market. Government 'help to buy' schemes, and the proposed 'Islands Bond' do not 
help, they use public money to subsidise further price increases, transferring public funds to 
private profit. It seems there is a lack of understanding of the nature of the housing market 
and the extent of the housing crisis. While there is an urgent need for more social and 
affordable housing, this alone does not address the underlying issue, nor help working 
professionals compete with investors, retirees, and second home buyers, to buy their own 
home.  
 
All homes sold in Scotland must have a ‘Home Report’. A registered surveyor will prepare 
this report, which will state the condition and value of the house, and give the house an EPC, 
Energy Performance Certificate. This price is considered reasonable based on the condition 
of the house and the market. But the value of a house varies depending on what it is then 
used for. If a house is bought as a home, you will not be able to make money from it to 
recoup the purchase price. If a house is bought as a rental property investment, particularly 
in popular tourist areas, a substantial profit can be made each week to recoup, and thereby 
justify a higher purchase price.  
 
Homes are being sold for their values as rental properties, rather than for their value as 
residences. Homes are often sold for more than 30% over the Home Report value. Houses 
are currently being sold, often unseen, to wealthy individuals and companies who have the 
money to pay over 130% of the Home Report value in cash.  
 
Building more homes will not address this economic imbalance. The housing market must be 
regulated. 
 
As a buyer, you must have the money for a deposit of between 5% and 20% of the value of 
the house, depending on your employment situation and the bank. The mortgage will be 
based on the value of the house as assessed in the Home Report. If you have a decent 
salary, you can get a mortgage of up to 95% of the Home Report value. The mortgage 
obtained is based on the price in the Home Report, not the sale price. Housing in the 
Highlands is in high demand, and tourism makes rental income valuable, with houses often 
being sold for 120 - 150% of the Home Report value. 
 
As an example, a house with a Home Report value of £160,000 may sell for £208,000, 130% 
of the Home Report value. A deposit at 10% would require £16,000. A further £48,000 would 
be needed to pay the 30% over Home Report. That means you would need to have £64,000 
of your own money to buy this house. You need to have that money, as well as a high 
enough income that will allow you to get a mortgage in the first place. With rents so scarce 



and expensive, and the lack of well-paid permanent jobs, young people have no chance of 
saving this money. 
 
Tourism, through services such as AirBnB, removes homes from communities. The number 
of short-term rental homes continues to rise, with Skye being one of the worst areas in 
Scotland for short-term lets. There are around 1000 houses on short-term let on Skye alone, 
18.6% of the houses. According to Council figures, there are only 4500 households on Skye, 
with over 10,000 living in the island. Skye is the worst affected area in Scotland in terms of 
households occupied full-time, 91.6% in the Highlands, 95.9% across Scotland, but 81.4% in 
the Isle of Skye. 
 
While more social housing is desperately needed, the housing market means that young, 
relatively well-paid professionals; doctors, nurses, teachers, architects, and engineers will 
not have access to housing. Government schemes, such as ‘Help to Buy’, and the proposed 
'Island Bond' do not allow them to compete with well-off individuals, and tourism companies, 
as these schemes only cover the mortgageable value given in a Home Report, not the sale 
price. These schemes ultimately serve to publicly subsidise further price inflation. 
 
Communities need young families and people of working age. Houses are currently being 
sold to wealthy individuals, who will make money from them. A house should be a home for 
people who want to live there. While tourism is an important part of the economy, it should 
not smother and kill communities. 
 
Good employment is scarce in the Highlands, with median wages £1,824 below the national 
average in Scotland as a whole. Hospitality jobs are often temporary and seasonal. 
According to Government statistics, 13% of Skye residents work in hospitality compared to a 
national average of 6.3%. 64.4% of people working in hospitality earn less than a living 
wage. Hospitality is the lowest paid employment sector in Scotland, £8.72 per hour, below 
living wage. 6.8% of Skye’s population is involved in agriculture and fishing compared to 2% 
nationally. 
 
Add to all this that the cost of living is also higher in rural areas. People pay more for rent, 
food, electricity, heating, fuel, and delivery costs. We see less benefit from our tax money, 
public transport is poor, and people have to travel long distances in their own cars to use 
services, health and care, galleries, museums, sport and cultural events are all much harder 
to access but paid for through taxation. The cost of living makes it much harder for people in 
rural areas to save money. Rural infrastructure and economic inequality are penalising 
young people in the Highlands. This is an ongoing economic clearance. 
 
Just some of the additional costs suffered by Highlanders: 
 

+£1,000 per year on heating  
*Lochalsh and Skye Housing Association estimate *prior to recent increases* 

+£3,456 per year on rent  
*Average Rent in Scotland £628pm / Skye £916pm 

+£1,040 per year on food  
*Approximate estimate of £20pw on household grocery shop 

-£1,824 median wage below national average 
*Scottish Government figures - Median wage in Scotland £25,296, or £527 per week, in the 
Highlands £23,472, or £489 per week. Wage based on 48 weeks per year. See HIE report. 

+£7,320 per year worse off 
 



The first step in addressing the rural housing crisis is to convince politicians of the nature 

and extent of the problem. But once lawmakers are persuaded that the ongoing clearance of 

our young people from the communities in which they were raised is unacceptable, that the 

fatal undermining of the Gaelic language and culture in its very last communities should be 

addressed, what then?  

Firstly, solutions do exist. The main difficulty is the reluctance of politicians to regulate the 

‘free’ market. It seems to be better understood in Europe, in nations not so beholden to free-

market neo-liberal economics, that the State has a role in counteracting the centralising 

forces of the capitalist economy. Some countries understand that Government should 

redistribute wealth from economic centres and invest it in rural and peripheral areas, thereby 

building a stronger, more resilient, and diverse overall economy. The European project, 

through its structural fund, had this principle at its heart. 

It is often noted in response to calls to address the housing crisis in the Highlands and 

Islands that the issue exists in other rural, as well as urban areas. While economic 

inequality, and commercialisation of housing, are global issues, they affect communities in 

different ways. The effect on language and culture can be different. Skye, Tiree, and the 

Western Isles contain the last habitual Gaelic speaking communities. These communities 

are on the verge of extinction and their need for action is urgent. They also face much higher 

living costs, the highest rates of fuel poverty in the UK, lower wages and fewer job 

opportunities.  

Another key difference is the ability to find housing near-by. The housing crisis in central 

Edinburgh does not mean that people can no longer live and work in the Edinburgh or 

Lothian areas, it means they may have to move further out, or to a less desirable area. But 

they will probably find somewhere to buy or rent that allows them to work in Edinburgh. In 

island communities like Skye or Harris, and in many rural communities, it is much more 

severe. The lack of available homes, to buy or rent, means there is nowhere to go. No 

choice but to leave the islands for Inverness or Glasgow, or further afield. The housing crisis 

needs addressed nationwide, but it is an existential crisis for our rural and island 

communities.  These communities urgently need more far-reaching regulation.  

Opponents of the Short Term Let (STL) licencing scheme currently being introduced in 

Scotland, and the powerful Airbnb lobby, often cite exorbitant sums of money they claim 

tourism ‘brings in’ to rural communities. Comhairle nan Eilean Siar recently conducted a 

Short Term Let Consultation which showed that, from the 230 respondents, 170 are currently 

operating a STL in the Western Isles. However, only 96 of the 230 respondents, 42%, were 

resident in the Islands, this means around half of the STL operators who responded are not 

resident in the Islands. Arguments that tourist rentals contribute to the local economy are 

undermined by figures like these.  

While visitors will spend some money in local businesses, most of the income from these 

second homes is taken out of the local economy by second homeowners living elsewhere. 

The social cost of second homes to communities far outweighs the money spent by their 

STL guests in local shops and cafes – if working families lived in these homes, their spend 

throughout the year would far exceed that ‘brought in’ by visitors.  

To be clear, there is a massive difference between second homeowners taking a home out 

of the local residential housing market as an investment, and local residents operating 

bothies, huts or caravan rentals in the gardens of their family home. While both these STL 

operations should be regulated, regulation should be appropriate and recognise the 



distinction between the two; one generally supportive of local communities, one generally 

damaging.  

So, what can be done to ensure the stability and sustainability of rural communities? 

Solutions will vary according to local circumstance, but in developing solutions to the 

housing crisis, there are three main aspects to consider. In order to reduce prices, we must 

address; supply – build more homes, ensure land is available to build on, and bring empty 

homes into use; demand – restrict who is permitted to buy homes in a community; and lastly 

regulate and restrict the potential rental income of property to investors through licencing 

and local planning. 

Some progress is being made on the supply side, with increased building of social housing, 

but this needs to be increased in rural areas, outwith towns. Funding formula which are 

appropriate in Lowland urban and suburban areas are totally insufficient in the rural 

Highlands and Islands where construction costs are higher, and where builders cannot take 

advantage of economies of scale. Alternatives to volume house builders, which heavily 

favour urban areas over the rural Highlands and Islands, need to be promoted and 

encouraged. Self-builds and collective custom builds are much more widely used around 

Europe, in the UK these account for around 7 to 10% of all new build homes, whereas in 

Austria, Belgium and Germany self-building makes up around 50% of new build homes. 

More radical Land Reform is urgently needed to bring down the price of land for building 

homes. A Land Value Tax must be introduced. This is not only a fair, progressive and simple 

form of taxation, it can also be used to facilitate land reform, by penalising estate owners, 

increasing their tax burden and making Community Buyouts more likely and affordable.  A 

Land Value Tax could also be used effectively to disincentivise second home ownership and 

appropriately tax rental properties. 

‘Build more homes and the prices come down’ is the stock response given by politicians 

when confronted with the housing crisis. This is obviously part of the problem, but the 

shortage of homes isn’t caused by an increase in population, ownership of second homes as 

holiday homes or rental businesses reduces the available number of properties. The Scottish 

Government understands this concept as it has, rightly, ended the Right to Buy scheme for 

Council Housing. Clearly if we urgently need to increase the number of homes, and reduce 

their price, we need to build more but also stop the market leaking properties at the same 

time.  

In England, areas such as the Lake District National Park and Cornwall, for example, make 

use of Section 106 agreements, under the Town and Country Planning Act, to limit the use 

of homes given Planning Permission. New build homes are only permitted in the Lake 

District where they; contribute towards helping communities remain vibrant and resilient; 

help achieve a better balance in the housing market; and are secured in perpetuity for the 

purpose originally intended using planning controls attached to the deeds. This means that 

new open market housing is not permitted.  

Cornwall Council requires a local connection to Cornwall to access affordable housing, this 

can be as a current or former resident, through a contract of employment in the area or a 

family connection.  

The North Yorkshire town of Whitby recently voted by 95% to stop people building new 

properties as second homes there. Residents were asked the question: ‘Should all new build 

and additional housing in Whitby Parish be restricted to full time local occupation as a 



primary residence only and forever (in perpetuity)?’ This would introduce a similar policy to 

that in place in the Lake District.  

The Channel Islands have even stricter rules. Guernsey operates a two-tier housing market, 

a ‘Local Market’ and an ‘Open Market’. Only people who meet the criteria may purchase a 

Local Market property; those who were born and grew up in Guernsey, have a strong family 

connection with Guernsey, or those who move to work in Guernsey in positions where there 

is a shortage of suitable local candidates. Property sold on the ‘Open Market’ is freely 

available and far more expensive, and there is a very limited supply of properties with ‘Open 

Market’ status.  

In Jersey, the right to buy and occupy residential property is controlled by law. Residents fall 

into 4 categories; Entitled, Licensed, Entitled for Work, and Registered, with different 

restrictions placed on each category. Only those who are ‘Entitled’, people who have lived in 

Jersey for 10 years, are permitted to rent and purchase property.  

Further afield, the Governments of Australia and New Zealand have banned non-domiciled 

sales of existing property. Only people with a right to reside permanently in those countries 

can buy property there, a common measure internationally aimed at curbing foreign 

investment and speculation in local property markets. Given the extent of foreign ownership 

of estates in the Highlands, this seems like an attractive step in a Scottish context. 

In Wales efforts are underway to address their housing crisis primarily using local taxation. It 

was recently announced that from 2023 Local Councils in Wales will be permitted to charge 

up to 300% Council Tax on second homes. At the same time, the Welsh Government are 

tightening the rules on self-catering accommodation being liable for business rates rather 

than council tax. Under the changes properties must be available to let for a minimum of 252 

days, up from 140, and actually let for at least 182 days, up from 70, to qualify for business 

rates.   

In Scotland we could move to a formal ‘two-tier’ housing market in certain areas through 

licencing and regulation, alongside Planning Controls both of existing properties and 

conditions attached to new-build homes. The Short Term Let licensing scheme must be 

strengthened, with Control Areas introduced across the Western Isles, Skye, Mull, large 

parts of the rural Highlands, and in other hard-hit areas. Once the licensing scheme is in 

place and Control Areas introduced, prohibiting additional homes from being used as short-

term rentals, a secondary ‘letting market’ will exist for properties which already have a STL 

licence. With all new build homes then subject to an enforced planning condition securing 

their use in perpetuity as permanent residences, these will then change hands on a 

‘residential market’, alongside existing residences which don’t have a STL licence.  

Obviously, we need land-reform to free up affordable house plots for self-builders, we need 

many more new-build homes, affordable homes and social housing, all permanently 

restricted to full-time occupation. We need empty properties brought back into use. We need 

Short Term Let Control Areas introduced and a robust STL licensing scheme. We need Rent 

Controls to ensure the affordability of long-term tenancy. We need restrictions on big foreign 

investment in real-estate, particularly estate ownership. We need a progressive Land Value 

Tax targeting and disincentivising large estate holdings, as well as second, third and fourth 

homes. And we need all this to be robust, free from loopholes and properly funded and 

enforced. 

All languages live on the lips of the population who speak it. The health of a language is 

linked to the health of the communities in which they are spoken. Initiatives for the Gaelic 

language must go far beyond education and cultural promotion. Gaelic is not a job skill, a 



school subject or a pastime. The desire, the willingness of its speakers to speak it is closely 

linked to daily life, the economy, crofting, housing, infrastructure, and tourism. None of us 

can speak Gaelic to someone who doesn't speak Gaelic themselves. Therefore, our ability to 

speak Gaelic consistently is totally dependent on the people around us. 

Despite what some say, there is still such a thing as community. People still go to church, 

the Co-op, the pub and cafes and restaurants. We talk at the gym and at the swimming pool. 

We still meet neighbours on the street. Crofters chat at Harbro, or Crofters, and at sales etc. 

Fishermen chat at the pier. If people are going to speak Gaelic, especially young people, 

they must have the ability to do so, but there must also be people around them who speak it. 

It must feel natural to speak Gaelic. 

Although there is still a lot to be done regarding the effectiveness of Gaelic Medium 

Education in creating competent new speakers, there has been progress, locally and 

nationally. But in island communities that progress is happening hand in hand with economic 

clearance, meaning that island communities are dying out. Between 2011/12 and 2022/23 

the number of pupils at Portree High School has fallen by 21%, 618 to 489. Over that same 

period the number in GME has increased by 9% as a percentage of the total number, 29% to 

38%, but only 3% in actual numbers, that is 179 to 185. We are still waiting for the census 

information, but we know that 10,013 lived on the Island in 2011 and according to the NHS, 

that had risen to 10,499 in 2020, up 4.85%.  

Why has the number of pupils fallen so much then when the population has risen? The 

numbers give us an idea. While the total population has risen by 4.85%, the number of 

people aged between 65 and 74 has risen by 45.6%, from 1146 in 2011 to 1669 in 2020, 

according to NHS figures. That shows that a big change has taken place in the population of 

the Island, with young people being cleared and older people moving in. 

There is no doubt that a good proportion of young people want to leave, but they come 

under social pressure to go to the city, to university, that is what is expected of them. And on 

the other hand, the economy does not give them any choice to stay even if they wanted to. 

Progress is being made with GME in the islands, but the output of that education does not 

stay and strengthen Gaelic in the communities. The majority of each generation of pupils 

who come out of the Gaelic schools are being cleared. 

The UK economic and political systems centralise power and wealth, creating an ecosystem 

hostile to rural minority language communities. The Gaels in the Highlands and Islands do 

not need hand-outs, they need a political and policy environment which allows their 

communities to succeed sustainably. 

Gaelic needs a housing market that lets its speakers buy or rent homes and raise children 

with a realistic chance of living and working in their own community. It needs far-reaching 

and radical land reform, and a progressive Land Value Tax to ensure the people of the 

Highlands own, manage and benefit from their own land.  

It should be obvious to politicians that the situation in the Highlands and Islands is critical. 

We are not uniquely suffering from a new, unknown phenomenon here. Second home 

ownership, short-term let “rent farming” and inequitable wealth distribution have a global 

impact. Elsewhere in the UK, we can see in Wales, Cornwall and the Lake District the impact 

these factors have on communities – they are suffocated and die. The impact on the Gaelic 

language of inequitable distribution of wealth, and the resulting economic clearance, can be 

seen across the country, from Perthshire and Argyll to Mull, Skye, and now recent 

strongholds like Harris and Uist. 



If we want to preserve and strengthen what is left of the vernacular Gaelic communities, we 

must find a solution to the social and economic forces that are destroying them, as well as 

strengthen Gaelic policy, cultural and education policy.  

 

------------------------------ 

Martin Baillie is an architect, who spent a few years working in Skye. Although he is 

currently a director of the Plockton-based architectural firm Baillie Baillie Architects, he now 

works as Adult Learning Projects Manager at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig and lives on a croft in the 

north of Skye. He is also a volunteer organiser in the Misneachd campaign group. 

Misneachd is a Scotland-wide independent grassroots advocacy group established in 2016, 

campaigning to raise awareness of challenges faced by Gaelic speaking communities, to 

encourage radical effective solutions and to strengthen the daily use of Gaelic in the 

communities. Misneachd also promote Gaelic and its speakers as part of wider struggles for 

social and environmental justice. 
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