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Introduction. 

This community learning exchange, funded by Scottish Community Alliance and UnLtd, 

happened in the early stages of the coronavirus pandemic. While we managed pretty much 

to keep to the original programme it did mean that several participants who had wanted to 

join us where not able to and that others who did make it had to cut their involvement short 

due to operational demands. 

We are really grateful to the host organisations who provided such valuable learning despite 

simultaneously dealing with their own responses to the developing situation. Also to the 

Columba Hotel in Oban who very helpfully stepped in to accommodate our plans as they 

changed in the light of government advice. 

The focus of the learning exchange was on community-led rural social enterprise and the 

role of collective leadership. Three learning outcomes were set for the two days: 

 Explore the role and practice of collective leadership in social enterprises in rural and 

remote rural areas. 

 Understand and insight into the opportunities and challenges of leadership in rural 

community-led social enterprise 

 Develop ideas about the implications of collective leadership for support to rural 

community social enterprises. 

The mix of participants from rural, remote rural, island and urban social enterprises led to 
lively discussion and comparison of the impact of different contexts.  
 

Participants 

Participants joined the learning exchange from across rural Scotland – Kingussie, 

Campbeltown, Oban, Fife, Arrochar and Mull. The original group also included participants 

from Perth, Eyemouth, Islay and Beith but in the event they were not able to attend. 

We were also joined by staff and award holders from UnLtd from Jarrow, London, Glasgow 

and Edinburgh. Mulugeta Agegnehu Chief Executive of Jeddco, Ethiopia was also scheduled 

to join us but in the event he was not able to travel. 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Our Hosts 

The Rockfield Centre 

‘Needs analysis to identify what the community needs were used to inform the 

four strands of development…so the four pillars/themes established provide a 

broad spectrum and link to specific funders’ 

‘The themes are not just something that sit within your business plan but also 

sit with specific avenues of support’ 

‘Relationships were key to dealing with the stress of such a huge project – 

support from the board, the wider community, advisors and funders’. 

The Rockfield School in the centre of Oban was put on the market in 2007 when the school 
moved to a new building. Identified as being suitable for community use, Oban 
Communities Trust (OCT) purchased the building in 2015 with the aim of restoring and 
refurbishing it as a cultural hub focused around the four key themes of culture, heritage, 
enterprise and community well-being. 
 
After 4 years of 
fundraising £2.6 
m, including 
£210,000 raised 
via a 
community 
share issue, 
capital works on 
the main 
building started 
in 2019. Over 
the same period 
activities across 
the four themes 
including the 
charity shop 
have operated 
from temporary 
accommodation 
in the car park providing the opportunity to socialise, learn and promote mental and 
physical wellbeing as well as a having a positive impact on the local community. 
Eleanor MacKinnon, the Project Facilitator was our host and with our hard hats and hi-vis 
jackets on showed us around the building. Her detailed knowledge about the building, its 
history, the plans, discoveries during the build and issues that have had to be addressed was 
impressive. This detail followed through into the range of different activities currently 
underway and plans for future developments. 
 



  

 

Detailed community involvement from the start was key to creating the vision for the 

centre. Detailed engagement using a range of methods underpins the four themes that 
reflect not what the board and project staff what, but what the local community want from 
their new cultural hub. The four themes are also key to unlocking different capital and 
revenue funding streams. In developing the programme for the centre care has been taken 
not to duplicate existing activities in the town or to take business away from local 
enterprises but rather to develop and expand into different areas. 
 

Community support is evident in the make-up of the board, the local fundraising effort 

that has gone into raising the capital funding, the number of volunteers involved in different 
aspects of the project and also in the day to day use that a wide range of local people make 
of the current facilities. 
Oban Communities Trust is a charitable community company. Membership is free for 
anyone who lives locally and members have their say via regular general meetings. 
 

Board members are local people with a wide range of different backgrounds which brings 

strengths, skills and enthusiasm across legal, accountancy, architecture/ buildings, heritage, 
volunteering/ charities, performance, the arts and media. They came together initially to 
save the building and have developed into a strong focused team drawing on their different 
skills and experiences and those of staff and professional advisors. 
 

This quality of relationships and connection to the local community is mirrored in the 

quality of relationships with funders, professional advisors and the local contractors carrying 
out the capital work. This has been crucial to getting the project off the ground but also in 
dealing with issues as they have arisen. Having a local project manager invested in the 
success of the enterprise has helped to keep costs on track even when new challenges have 
emerged. Equally the quality of relationships with funders meant that they were willing to 
step in when the Board decided to turn down funding that would have seriously delayed the 
capital works. Key to the success of the enterprise, these relationships also help to manage 
the stress of this major enterprise. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Hope Kitchen and Green Shoots 

‘Hope kitchen and Green Shoots had a real feeling of community - not 

community of interest or place but more if people have something to give or 

require something.  

It was important that Hope Kitchen was not just renting out space to anyone 

but wanted to develop a rapport with organisations who ran activities and 

looked to build and maintain support’. 

 

Hope Kitchen incorporates 

New Hope, community 

hub and Green Shoots 

community garden. New 

Hope acts as a gateway 

service through which 

people can access other 

support as they need it. It 

currently opens five days 

a week and operates as a 

community café and drop 

in centre open each day 

for lunch and some 

evenings. Hope kitchen 

also provides food parcels 

and other necessities to those who need as well as offering a range of activities both in-

house and in conjunction with other agencies. Central to all of the work is the meeting of 

the key needs of food, warmth and company. 

Our host Catriona Petit took over leadership of the project six months ago. This has led to 

changes in ways of working. It has been important to take everyone on that journey 

together and to address the insecurities created by change. This is an ongoing process and a 

challenge when also having to deal with day to day demands. New Hope operates with a 

small staff team and huge volunteer effort. Structured support for staff and volunteers has 

been important -formal sessions to check in and also develop new ideas. Most of the group 

activities within the hub have grown from the passion of particular members of staff and 

volunteers. 

The Board is key to setting the overall strategic direction of the organisation and over the 

past few months have been working with staff on a new business plan. There is currently 

work to bring the voice of people who use the facilities into that process. Project steering 

groups are used to bring on possible new board members and school placements encourage 



  

young people to get involved with the project. These are key to succession planning and 

ensuring the board reflects the needs of the community. 

An interesting issue is when board membership is drawn from one particular section of the 

community and the message that this can give to others. Championing inclusivity and 

creating opportunities for people to contribute in different ways has been 

important to addressing this. An example of this is the use of display boards within the cafe 

to develop a statement of key organisational values.  

Green Shoots 

community garden is 

two miles outside Oban 

in Glencruitten walled 

garden. It is a beautiful 

outdoor space with 

several poly-tunnels and 

even a yurt where 

people can get involved 

in growing fruit and 

vegetables for their own 

use and within the café. 

They can use their 

existing skills and also 

develop new skills as the 

different areas of the 

garden are renovated and developed. It is also a place to build relationships. 

Regular open days and events ensure that the garden is open to as wide a range of the local 

people as possible and is a social and therapeutic space, as well as, a productive one. Green 

Shoots currently has one member of staff supported by a number of volunteers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Atlantis Centre and Lorn and Oban Healthy Options (LOHO) 

‘Having the General Manager (Nick Wesley) and Chair (Neil Matheson) from 

Atlantis to share their experience was hugely valuable’ 

‘Atlantis took a strategic approach to earmark and engage with the critical 

contacts 

Knocking on doors but also knowing the correct doors to knock on’ 

‘Gill Bruce, Development Manager, LOHO highlighted the benefit of working 

with NHS and GP’s with those relationships fundamental to making things 

happen on the ground’ 

Oban Swimming pool had reducing usage when it was operated by the public sector but 

within two years of being run as a social enterprise it had doubled it usage. It now has 

16,000 user visits per month across a range of activities. 

Key points from visit: 

Strategy – must be clear: for Atlantis this is invest to generate income or to fix things. 

£200k invested in biomass now generates an income of £52k which covers the heat bill. 

Changing all lights to LED paid for itself in 2.5 savings years. 

It is important not to 

be funding led and to 

constantly justify 

investment. They key 

question is how you can 

get the maximum for 

your community. The 

Atlantis board held out 

for a 21-year lease that 

was index-linked. This 

shows the tenacity of 

social enterprise and 

determination to make 

it work. Even frustration 

can be a good thing as it 

can inspire new ways of working. 

Marketing that highlights community ownership is also key to success. 

Collective leadership. Idea of getting the right people on the bus and then determining 

the direction. The Board identified people with the skills that were required and did work in 

background for 18 months before they put a proposal Argyll and Bute council. 



  

For the first 10 years, no one came off board. A Strong board with capacity is essential and 

Atlantis has a very committed board. The General manager links between the board that 

meets once a month and the staff. Challenge of bringing people along as whole team –and 

avoiding burnout. 

Openness and transparency are also 

important in a community-led enterprise. 

Challenges are shared with Board and also 

wider community. Use of subgroups with new 

folk able to gain experience and see if right fit 

for board longer term. Work to involve young 

people as leaders, mentors etc. and work 

experience from schools. 

Established LOHO in 2011 as community led 

response to issue that 40% of people in the 

local population have one or more chronic condition and the issues of older and aging 

demographic across our communities.  

It is a joint collaboration between the NHS, third sector and the community. The 

organisation is a separate charity and is aiming to generate more income and become more 

enterprising to try to avoid the current situations where 2 staff on contracts who are due to 

finish end of March and JHip haven’t agreed if funding will continue beyond this date.  

Collective leadership. LOHO currently has seven board members with experience across 

health, education, commercial, social enterprise and 5 staff. The board is very involved and 

proactive. It started with 3 original board members, then recruited specific expertise and 

skill sets that were needed for the board.  

The skill base within highly professional team mimics NHS banding recognising the range of 

skills and expertise in clinical based skills All have qualifications that require a lot of time in 

terms of CPD. However, retaining staff and expertise capacity is challenging with year on 

year funding. Often the third sector is seen as the poor relation, so it is important to 

highlight the good practice and value of the service. LOHO supports learning for health 

professionals e.g. trainee GP visits to increase understanding the importance and value of 

what third sector can bring. 

Key question in 2018 about long term sustainability – huge amount of work and 

tenacity to keep it going. Securing investment for development manager was key to its 

survival and with new structure in place there is close collaboration across the two 

organisations. The four services now work as one model with four stages of intervention. 

People enter the model at whatever stage is appropriate for them with a clear pathway for 

progression. This model of social prescribing is attracting interest from other areas and 

LOHO are developing the evidence base in relation to activity and social support. This 

includes working on the idea of how to create healthy villages in the surrounding area. 



  

Mull and Iona Community Trust 

We weren’t able to visit Mull due to the developing coronavirus situation. Sandy Brunton 

chair of MICT Board was with us in Oban and Moray Finch, General Manager joined us via 

zoom for this session. 

Founded in 1997 MICT in 

one of the oldest 

development trusts in 

Scotland and has a long track 

record of delivering 

successful community 

development projects; 

addressing problems of 

geographic isolation and 

economic and social 

exclusion in remote and 

rural communities.  

Mull is a very enterprising 

island- in addition to MICT 

there are three other community-led development organisations - Tobermory Harbour, 

North West Mull Community Woodland, South West Mull and Iona Community Trust-all 

working to identify solutions when problems arise. 

Key current initiatives are:  

Mull and Iona Environmentally Sensitive Solutions (MESS), which includes the Islands 

Castaways shop, re-use and recycling projects together with a community fridge to 

redistribute spare food. Profits from this are distributed via grants to local community 

organisations. 

The An Roth Community Enterprise Centre in Craignure - owned by MICT and currently also 

houses the Coastguard service and West Coast Motors.  

Nonhebel Park light industrial park that will provide secure storage and start up premises for 

new and existing local businesses. 

Ulva Ferry Housing Development, Ulva Ferry Pontoon and Ulva Ferry community transport. 

Fionnphort to Creich Hall and Tobermory Lighthouse paths. 

Mull and Iona Ranger service and Mull Eagle watch 

Ardura Forest a recently purchased 200-hectare forest to generate income and provide 

community benefit. 

 



  

Learning points 

‘It always takes twice as long and costs double what you expect’. 

As well as successes there are failures (e.g. Mull Butchers). Trading subsidiary was 

encouraged to become stand alone. New chair took more business focussed approach 

(rather than balance of social impact as well as profitability) and as such lack of profitability 

meant that the decision was taken to close the business. Just because something doesn’t 

work doesn’t mean that it’s a failure. Test, push, experiment, be brave and bold but 

recognise that it may not work out the way intended but wider benefits also a 

consideration.  

There is often a disconnect between funding criteria and reality. Capital funding 

available for Big Hannah community food composter was available but short revenue period 

for implementation means it may have to be mothballed for the time being.  

As community led organisations don’t take the system as unchangeable. Push 

for Ulva Ferry housing development despite local authority saying there was no demand for 

housing in the area. Local letting policy led to increase in school roll and longer term 

sustainability of the school together with increased demand for housing. 

Not all projects are self-sustaining. Ulva Ferry Community transport set up to provide 

transport to and from Ulva Ferry. 

Collective Leadership. Volunteer directors support staff and put in huge amounts of 

time and energy. Board set strategic direction - how can a volunteer board take huge 

decisions that will impact on their community. How to attract and retain a strong board. 

Inviting folks in on steering group then build experience to join main board. Target folks 

with specific skills advertising doesn’t work very well. Succession planning - getting younger 

people involved via a specific interest but also recognising it’s a huge commitment and as 

such considerable life experience or availability of time is a factor. Boards also need to be 

inclusive - addressing issues of gender balance and age demographic. Interestingly on Mull 

Indigenous population taking a proactive role in leading community anchor organisations 

with more recently arrived residents playing key roles. 

Ongoing challenge - how to square the circle – pursuing developments in response to 

community need but covering core costs and making sure the organisation is sustainable. 

Looking to increase earned income vi grant income. 

 

 

 

 



  

Group Discussion 

We had planned for two group sessions – in the event only one on the first evening took 

place. This reflected on the learning from meeting the day one hosts and also more widely 

on community and what this means for community led social enterprise. 

Key issues covered were: 

 Stepping out with the norm as an important source of motivation 

 Concentration of community support and willingness to stay with it 

 Learning from the parts that failed as well as those that worked. 

 Walking away from some funders if they aren’t going to deliver what’s required. 

 Current context as well as brexit - staying integral to what you have started - not just 

chasing the funding- but being confident and not just about finishing first but 

finishing well. 

 Having the confidence to stay with the journey, self-belief, reflective 

 Bringing together the info on the process and the end game 

 It’s not about the what but the why 

 Volunteers still willing to come together even though still at risk 

 Connecting with people and re engaging with the nucleus of why we are involved in 

what we do. 

 Funders often pressure to deliver outcomes, targets etc. but with Unltd approach 

also mentoring and peer learning etc. with patience to see ideas evolve 

 What does community mean? Feeling part of something. There are a number of 

different communities and a number of different perspectives on those 

communities. A scattered rural community - community of interest and community 

of place. A beautiful geography attracts people who would like to retire to a place. 

Others have a community of work or leisure and not so much of place.  

 Extent to which community of place is becoming more eroded - people are pleasant 

to each other but not the same reliance on each other.  

 We face a real challenge at the moment and so we have a real opportunity to build 

that sense of community.  Community is about a willingness to enhance each other’s 

lives – being a community takes sustained hard work, has to be practiced. 

 Global community of people with similar issue or condition creating connections. 

 Perspective is really important - inclusivity and accessibility is also really important. 

 You can’t all be shop keepers as you need shoppers too and there are different roles 

within community, leaders, sheep, sheep dogs, wolves and some folk just are not 

interested. There is the ‘pain in the rear’ role, blockers and the crocodiles and you 

often don’t know they are there till they bite. Always important to be aware of them 

circling. 

 Sometimes it’s safer to run away from the crocodile as feeding it might mean you get 

eaten as well! Sometimes if about reaching out. What is hard to reach - or is it that 

the offer is not right? Meeting folk where they are at. If I’m the shopkeeper, I might 

need to think about the layout or the door to the shop  



  

 Don’t have to fix all the issues but being able to identify which to work on and bring 

in the right folks with you. It is also important to recognise at what scale to try to 

address issues based on a recognition of current capacity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Many thanks for everyone's work at making this a very worthwhile event. Stimulating, thought 

provoking and a bit reflective from my perspective’. 

 

‘Cheers all for arranging the exchange which was, regardless of the curtailed activities, still a very 

worthwhile and enlightening experience that I hope to share with colleagues and possibly have 

someone from our Trust involved in any future re-run, if possible, given the benefits that are derived 

from these opportunities’. 

 

‘I think this bringing people together is hugely important and I hope we can continue with these 

Learning Journeys once life resumes (fingers crossed)’. 

 


