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For anyone committed to Highlands and
Islands advancement, there are no better
places to visit – Sabhal Mòr and Gigha
being emblematic of what is presently 
being achieved, with financial and other
support from the HIE network, by way 
of transforming the Highlands and Islands
for the better.

When I first visited Sabhal Mòr Ostaig 
nearly 30 years ago, it consisted of 
a set of semi-derelict farm buildings. 
Today, thanks to the tremendous efforts 
of everyone associated with it, the college,
now one of the component parts of the
prospective University of the Highlands 
and Islands, is housed in an architecturally
outstanding campus where a hundred 
or more full-time students are being
educated to degree level through 
the medium of Gaelic – and where, 
in the college and its spin-off businesses,
some 70 people are employed.

Sabhal Mòr has transformed Skye’s Sleat
peninsula – by providing badly needed 
jobs and other benefits. More important,
however, are the college’s wider, more
indirect, effects. After a long period when
practically everything to do with Gaelic 
was denigrated and decried, Sabhal Mòr
Ostaig has been at the forefront of ensuring
that Gaelic speakers, and the many other
people who have some Gaelic background,
are encouraged to take a proper pride 
in their cultural heritage – thus boosting 
the self-esteem which is fundamental 
to enterprise and initiative of every kind.

A little of this is apparent from the moment
you first glimpse the college’s buildings.
There is nothing shy, retiring, apologetic 
or hidden-away about them. They have
something to say, and they say it
confidently. I like that, and I am not alone 
in liking it. I have never known visitors 
to Sabhal Mòr Ostaig to be anything less
than inspired by what they find there.

What is happening in Gigha, where
community ownership is just 30 months
old, is similarly inspiring. Here is an island
which, when under control of its previous
lairds, was going nowhere. For years,
Gigha’s housing stock had been in a 
state it is too kind to describe as shocking;
Gigha’s people, understandably, were
quitting one by one; after all, their 
prospects were abysmal, their morale 
near rock-bottom.

However, what I and my colleagues
discovered on going to Gigha – on one 
of those unforgettable Hebridean days of
sun and glittering sea and perfect visibility –
was an island that has been transformed:
an island where the overall population 
has risen by 25 per cent in two years;
where the local school roll has more 
than doubled; where several businesses
(including the café where we held our board
meeting) have been established; where 
new houses have begun to be built and
where new homes are being refurbished.
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My last HIE board meetings, before I stepped
down as chairman at the end of August 2004,
were held in Argyll and in Skye – on Gigha in the
one case, at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig in the other.






