The Applecross Community Forum
Introduction

The background to the establishment of the Forum can be found on the Forum website.  In summary, in 2016 The Applecross Trust (the Trust) commissioned Strath Caulaidh Ltd and RuralDimensions Ltd to assist in preparation of the Trust’s new 10 year plan for the Applecross Estate.  Following engagement with the community two ideas emerged, namely the development of a shared vision between the Trust and the community and the formation of a Discussion Forum.  A working group representative of the views of the community was formed.  During 2017 various meetings took place including meetings between the working group and the Trust and with the wider community.  A Community vision was identified as:-
“A resilient, prosperous and welcoming community offering a high quality of life to local residents and visitors alike, by actively pursuing opportunities for sustainable economic and environmental development whilst maintaining the special character and cultural and language traditions of Applecross”.

A full statement of the vision can be found on the Forum website.  This vision is shared by the Trust and appears in almost identical wording on the Applecross Trust website.

The working group also considered a basis for a Discussion Forum.  Principles were agreed upon and certain practicalities set out.  These can be found on the Forum website.  A key consideration was that the Forum would be open and transparent to promote wide debate and broad consensus where possible.  It was envisaged that an experienced Chair, initially from outwith the community, together with a “remunerated minutes/communications secretary would be appointed with the Trust meeting the associated costs.  It was also envisaged that meetings of the Forum would be attended by at least two Trustees and the executive officer of the Trust.  Two members of the Forum including the Chair were to be invited to attend meetings of the Trust.  Further a nucleus of volunteers with representatives of the Community Council, the Community Company and other community groups were expected to attend meetings of the Forum, at least during its first year.

The Forum was launched on 13 November 2017 with the first formal meeting, under the Chair of Drew McFarlane-Slack, taking place on 22 January 2018.  Sheriff Kathrine EC Mackie was elected Chair at the meeting of the Forum on 5 December 2018.

Operation to Date
The meetings of the Forum have been held in the Applecross Community Hall with an average attendance of about 25 people.  Jess Whistance and subsequently Elaine Glover have acted as Secretary.  Their role has been to book the hall, issue notices of meetings and the agenda therefor, latterly to receive update reports from relevant organisations, to take minutes of the meetings and arrange for all documents to be available at the meetings and on the website.  In addition, the Secretary is involved in communications with the Chair and others in reviewing documents and dealing with general correspondence, setting up and clearing the hall and the provision of refreshments.  An honorarium of £500 has been paid by the Trust.  At least since 2019 the Chair has prepared the agenda and an action tracker, considered documentation including update reports, presided over meetings, revised minutes, attended meetings with the Trust and other community representatives, engaged in correspondence with the Trust, community organisations and individuals.  An honorarium of £1,000 was paid by the Trust to the first Chair but was waived in 2019 by the current Chair in favour of the Secretaries.  Additional expenditure in relation to the website has been met by the Trust.
The agenda for the meetings has been influenced by current issues in the community and discussion at the meetings.  Written update reports from the principal organisations in the community, the Trust and ongoing projects, which are available on the website in advance of the meeting, were introduced in 2019 with a view to making information available in advance of meetings and thereby focussing discussion.  The action tracker is intended to assist in following the progress of proposed projects and to improve the accountability of those organisations and individuals responsible for them.  Discussion has been wide ranging, open and, hopefully, transparent and ideas mooted at meetings have already been developed by relevant organisations eg the allotment project, Appleseed, and Sarah’s gym.  
One of the most challenging issues which has arisen to date is in relation to the monies donated to the community from the Trust’s sale of land at Keppoch and compensation paid to them by SSE together with payments expected to be received annually from the new hydro scheme at Callakaille.  Despite one of the founding principles of the Forum being that it would not be a “decision making” body in the discussions about the management of these monies some expressed the view that the Forum should be responsible for dealing with them.  A shortlife working group was formed to look at the issue of how the monies should be held and managed.  The group considered that the answer to that question could be determined only when it was decided to what purpose the monies would be put.  There has been lengthy debate at various meetings of the Forum about the suggested purposes including detailed presentations at the meeting on 27 November 2019 in support of each proposal.  From the views of those who have attended the meetings support is not exclusively in favour of one proposal but is rather in favour of the monies being shared across different proposals.  How this can be achieved is to be addressed separately.
Review of the Forum
When the Forum was established it was provided that “Given the innovative nature of the Forum, it needs to be flexible and open to ideas that may help to make the Forum more effective. Accordingly, at the end of the first year there will be a meeting to review progress and decide how best to move forward.”  Albeit belatedly, in November 2019 steps were taken by Tom O’Halloran, vice Chair, to undertake a review of the workings of the Forum.  This coincided with discussions about the management of the community fund including whether the Forum could fulfil this function.  The response to Tom’s efforts to ascertain whether the Forum was complying with the original principles and whether there should be changes was unfortunately poorer than hoped.  The responses received were collated and can be found on the website.  In summary, there were calls for greater communication to disseminate information and promote a better understanding of the nature of the Forum, it was suggested that there could be improvement in the administration by an increase in financial and other support of the Chair and Secretary, overall there was satisfaction that there was greater transparency and accountability in the way that the Forum was operating but it was felt that not all groups in the community were represented.  There seemed to be little appetite to see the Forum with the powers necessary to hold and manage funds for the community.  
While the responses received were too small in number to allow real conclusions to be drawn, it was reassuring that, in general, those responses were positive.  Although no scientific polling has been carried out discussion at the meetings also seems positive and supportive of the workings of the Forum and mirrors the responses received by Tom in opposing the idea of the Forum holding and managing community funds.
Proposals for Future

A Forum may be defined as a place or group in which people exchange ideas and discuss issues, especially important public issues.  It may be suggested that this is precisely what was intended when the Community Forum was established.  It was a vehicle to allow open and transparent dialogue amongst major stakeholders, groups and individuals in the community.  It was intended to fill the vacuum identified by Strath Caulaidh Ltd between the Trust and the community.  As the original Working Group observed, the success or failure of the Forum will be judged by achievements “on the ground”.  
There are in Applecross, and throughout the peninsula, numerous special interest groups as well as the Community Company and Community Council.  The Forum is an opportunity for representatives of all those organisations, local businesses, individuals and the Trust to meet to discuss relevant issues.  It was not intended that the Forum would undermine the authority and independence of those various organisations.  The responsibility for development, execution and implementation of any idea or issue discussed at the Forum and about which there was concensus would remain with the relevant organisations.  In describing the Forum as not being a “decision making” body it was intended to mean that the Forum could be the place where an idea might be discussed to the point where agreement, or consensus, was reached that it be developed but the execution would occur elsewhere.  
A practical example of the distinction between the discussion at the Forum and the development and implementation of ideas is the establishment of the allotments.  This was an idea raised and discussed at the Forum where there was agreement that this would be of benefit to the community.  A working group was formed to develop the idea.  The Trust were supportive.  In discussions between the Trust and the working group an area of land was identified as suitable.  The practicalities were discussed between the working group and the Community Company who agreed to take over the project, thus avoiding the need to create yet another charitable organisation in Applecross.  A lease of land was entered into between the Trust and the Community Company.  Funding was applied for by the Community Company which was successful.  As a result of obtaining this funding jobs have been created in the community.  Throughout progress was reported to the Forum where there was continuing support but the development, implementation and execution of the idea was carried out by relevant bodies in the community.  
It is to be hoped that this not inconsiderable achievement, as with the establishment of Sarah’s gym, would be considered evidence of the success of the Forum bringing together the community and the Trust to discuss and support ideas for the benefit of the community and, importantly, to oversee them to fruition.  
While a lack of formality may promote such discussions even informality requires a degree of organisation and structure.  This does not mean that the Forum needs to be constituted.  Indeed too much formality is likely to be counterproductive and inhibit open dialogue.  Accordingly,
1. It is proposed that the Forum remain an unconstituted body.
2. Meetings should be open to all.  
3. To maintain the link between the Trust and the community meetings should be attended by at least two Trustees and their Executive Administrator and by representatives of the Community Company, the Community Council, other interested groups and individuals.
4. Meetings should be held not less than four times each calendar year with additional meetings as required.
5. To facilitate discussion at meetings a Chair, proposed and seconded, should be elected by a majority of those in attendance at a meeting of the Forum.  A Chair should hold office for a period of 3 years and may be re-elected on one occasion only.  
6. To assist the Chair an Advisory Group should be formed comprising 3 persons from the community.  The members of the Advisory Group should be nominated by the Forum and should hold office for a period of 2 years.  The Chair should be entitled to raise with the Advisory Group issues of concern, observe and contribute to any discussions of the Advisory Group. 
7. The Advisory Group in consultation with the Chair should frame Terms of Reference for the Chair.
8. The Advisory Group should appoint a Secretary and, in consultation with the Chair, frame Terms of Reference.

9. The Advisory Group should determine the amount of remuneration for the Secretary.

10. In the event that it is appropriate to do so the Advisory Group should also appoint a person to monitor, update and manage the Forum website.
11. The costs of the Forum should be determined by the Advisory Group and met from the Community Fund into which the Trust will pay an annual sum towards those costs.   
12. The Advisory Group should review the workings of the Forum every 2 years and should present a report to the Forum following its completion.
