
Although it is difficult to put a definitive figure on it, the 
Coronavirus pandemic has had a significant effect across 
the Highlands and Islands. The government has tried its best 
to provide support, however it is clear there are challenging 
times ahead.
 
In addition, it is a hard truth that Covid-19 has only 
exacerbated long-term trends (mainly driven by the 
internet) that have changed retail in town centres across 
the country. As a letting agent, enquiry levels have been 
down, with very limited enquiries from national retailers for 
space in a rural or island location. The majority of interest 
is from local and start-up businesses, as opposed to 
Nationals. This has resulted in many empty properties that 
national retailers recently occupied, and has led to many 
landlords losing money.
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 Can ‘thinking local’ help 
save Scotland’s rural and island 
town centres? Graham + Sibbald’s 
Senior Surveyor Kenny McKenzie 
thinks it might.

Thinking loacal

Rural and island town 
centres face unique 
challenges 



Distinct challenges
One of the key things to keep in mind 
is that town centres in rural and island 
locations are distinct from – and face 
a different set of challenges to – town 
and city centres in more densely 
populated parts of the country, such as 
the Central belt. For example, transport 
infrastructure, public transport provision 
and general connectivity is often poorer 
(especially for island communities).
 
That said, rural and island communities 
can take advantage of some place-
specific opportunities for growth. 
Tourism is the obvious example. Given 
the likelihood of the growth in demand 
for staycation holidays as the lockdown 
eases, tourism may even give rural 
communities a short-term boost. 
Local businesses may then be able to 
leverage this into more sustainable 
growth through good marketing.
 
Forward thinking vital
Forward thinking is already seeing 
change in some rural town centres. For 
example, I am working with landlords 
who are adapting their properties to 
create smaller spaces for new, small-
scale local businesses. Many of these 
are focused on servicing the tourism 
sector by providing the ‘local touch’ 
and by providing new offers rarely 
seen on the high street. In communities 
such as this, it is inspiring to see how 
people have responded to the challenge 
of the pandemic by becoming more 
entrepreneurial and turning their skills 
and hobbies (such as baking) into new 
businesses.
 
With every town centre being unique, 
it is vital to take a case-by-case 
approach to any forward planning. 
This must involve local communities 
and businesses as key partners in the 
development of local solutions to local 
problems. Local governments should 
step in to help with targeted investment 
and other financial assistance (for 
example, reviewing local business 
rates). 
 

Bringing people back
The key challenge is bring people back 
into town centres. Residential and office 
use can bring in more people which in 
turn brings in more money. Alternatively, 
retail units can be designed to appeal 
to local and tourist markets. With more 
people in the town centre, I can see a 
way forward that will result in more 
vibrant town centres in Scotland’s rural 
and island regions.
 
I therefore support the recommendation 
made in the Scottish Government’s 
report on the future of Scotland’s town 
centres that: ‘There is a need for more 
community centred ownership and/
or management of space in town 
centres (and not just for commercial 
operation reasons) and a focus on 
the development of opportunities for 
local entrepreneurship and creativity, 
including for example opportunities 
for specific age, gender or disability 
cohorts. Some of this activity may be 
commercial but some needs to be 
creative, cultural and otherwise life-
enhancing, and also include health, 
education and other public services.’
 
How Graham + Sibbald can help
At Graham + Sibbald, we have a lot 
of experience working in many rural 
and island communities, working with 
all key stakeholders. We make clients 
aware of the best way to respond 
to changing market conditions and 
demand in Scotland’s rural communities. 
For example, I am currently working 
with landlords in many rural towns so 
they are reactive to their local markets. 
Working in a more flexible way will 
allow leads to be generated which will 
hopefully turn into tenancies.
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For more details of how G+S can help your 

business, contact Kenny McKenzie:

kenny.mckenzie@g-s.co.uk

07788 723 968

“Town centres in 
rural and island 
locations face a 
different set of 
challenges to those 
in more densely 
populated parts of 
the country.”


