COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ALLIANCE SCOTLAND

Community Empowerment and Community Asset Transfer 
Note of discussion at members’ meeting, 17 June 2011
Alasdair McKinlay, Regeneration and Commonwealth Games Section, Scottish Government gave a short briefing
 The new administration is ambitious to move at a fast pace. A key theme – as identified by the First Minister in his introduction to his party’s manifesto – is community empowerment. Alex Neil remains the Minister responsible and is now a full Cabinet Secretary. 
Some related matters:
· The administration puts a strong emphasis on community controlled renewable energy
· It would be looking closely at the recommendations of the Christie Commission
· Alasdair thanked those responsible for the good number and spread of responses to the regeneration discussion paper; responses referring to the ‘community dimension’ were well represented.

Alasdair will have a lead role in drafting the proposed Community Empowerment and Renewal Bill. The core areas for consideration (though more may be proposed) would be:
· Making it easier to take over underused public sector assets
· Making it easier for communities to act on derelict property

Though skills and resources are crucial in these areas there is perhaps the potential for legisaltion to offer new rights and responsibilities. 
He would hope to offer a full stakeholder engagement in the drafting process, not just a consultation. However the timetable would depend upon Ministers’ decisions on legislative priorities. 
Linda Gillespie of Development Trusts Association Scotland (later joined by Ian Cooke) led a discussion on Community Asset Transfer
There are a wide range of existing community owned assets. 55% of land in the Western Isles is now in community control; a wide range of physical assets can also be covered. 
The strength of community ownership is that it mobilises commitment; the benefits include saving assets under threat; building communities and earning income for community use. 
DTAS has just completed the final report of its previous Asset Transfer project. Findings include that asset transfer offers public authorities reduced revenue costs (as opposed to capital gains, which are of doubtful significance); but there are difficulties when a building is identified as requiring to be saved because of a perceived community significance and then the need for it is looked for later. For sustainable asset transfer communities need time. Capacity building and support lead to trust and vision. 
DTAS is now launching the new Community Ownership Support Service with Scottish Government backing. They have had 50 referrals in 2 months, and are supporting 16 local authorities with templates and advice. A website and resources are available. They now have targets for working with communities in both rural and (more challenging) urban areas. 
They will in future be the host organisation for the Federation of Community Farms and Gardens; they will be working with Planning Aid Scotland. 
Discussion
Perhaps a better model is offering groups a temporary license to occupy a property while resources help and provided and skills developed?
Q. What lessons have been learned about working with deprived urban communities?
A. They are working on some strong examples in such areas. The Scottish Government wants to encourage this but recognises that it is not for everyone. 
Is there any interest in approaches which involve a peppercorn rental but not actual asset transfer? E.g. this might be appropriate for travelers’ sites.
Could public bodies work with the private sector to transfer balanced bundles of assets, including commercially viable ones with others that are less so?
A. Local authorities are pushing for transfers – identifying packages of 20 or 30 buildings. Some of the work will involve dissuading them and looking at alternative non-ownership models. For example most Community Centres are liabilities, not assets.  There are no sacred cows – all types of building are being offered for possible transfer, but they do see sensitivity from local authorities about the need for capacity building. There will undoubtedly bad practice, and they need to keep identifying this and pointing it out and helping public bodies being associated with failures, which no-one wants.
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