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 Importing the Swedish Model to Cowal:
possible differences between Scotland and Sweden

There may be important differences between village shops in Sweden and those in Scotland, including issues of relative remoteness, culture, climate, government policies, property issues and industry.  Such differences do not mean that the Village Shop model or programme may not be relevant to the Scottish context  Further, the principle of making the village shop a focal point for delivery of a variety of local services is one that may be applicable across cultures and geographic  boundaries, even if the principle is pursued in a way suitable to that locality.    

Some of these differences may inhibit some policies; e.g. proximity to urban centres may be more of a threat to sustainability of village shops in some parts of Scotland, such as Cowal, than in some parts of Sweden.  On the other hand, these differences might facilitate other policies, e.g. relative proximity of village shops to each other in Cowal and to Dunoon itself could open up shared procurement and delivery options across Cowal that might be satisfied in the course of a single working day, but which might not be feasible in more geographically dispersed regions in Sweden (and in some parts of Scotland).      Accordingly, some of the more obvious differences between Sweden and Scotland of potential relevance in this context are;

1    Remoteness

Sweden has a population of about 9 million over an area of 450,000 sq km, Scotland has a population of about 5 million over an area of about 79,000 sq km. Sweden being more sparsely populated, the need to support village shops may be seen to be a more critical policy issue.  While remoteness may also help to promote sustainability of village shops in cases where remoteness means there are few, if any convenient or low cost alternatives, lack of it can make the policy issues and actions less clear and more complex.  It is interesting to note the work of the Scottish Environment and Rural Affairs Committee here on accessible rural areas as hinterlands of the City - Region.  The Committee along with rural authorities argue that the accessible rural areas are suffering because of their unrecognized economic difficulties.
    If Cowal might be considered ‘nearly remotely rural’, then it could be considered to be in a similar bind. 
2    Climate

Compared to Scotland is warmed (especially on its western flank) in the winters by the Gulf Stream, it might be expected that the harsh Swedish winters would increase the need for rural communities in Sweden to be self-sufficient in the event of their being cut off or transport impeded..  In fact, Sweden has developed a well developed and efficient system for dealing with snow and ice and the major effect of winter snow and ice in many cases appears to be in slowing up travel rather than cutting off access altogether.          
3    Government Policies 

The remarks above regarding remoteness and government policy raise interesting questions.  It is unclear whether the same problems might exist in Sweden as in the UK, and the extent to which economic models and policies might cause problems or potential for remote rural areas.  The brief comments about retail trends and anti – competition law in the description of the Swedish model would seem to indicate a similar scenario to Scotland. 

In Sweden there seem to be two major drivers.  

· A strong rural movement to protect rural life.  This would appear to be something that Scotland lacks, but has recently become government policy in England and is being considered in Scotland. 

· Explicit and linked policies at all levels of government to retain services in remote areas. 
The impression in this Scoping Study is that the strength of the policies and the linkages between policy levels seems weaker and less clear in the context of shops for Scotland.  

4    Multiservice Developments

In Scotland, indeed in Argyll & Bute, there have been some clear multiservice developments for government services in setting up on stop service centres on the islands, which include video links to service providers on the mainland. These developments are supported by the Scottish Executirve, the EU and Council policy.  The bridge has not been formed yet to retail outlets as far as we know but may exist.  Precursors could be urban hospitals with fresh fruit stalls, newspapers and confectionary. (If Dunoon hospital were to do the same this would actually be a threat to village shops).  Retailers sometimes use village halls for sales of specialized goods ie fashion, woollens, gardening equipment, tools, antiques.

5    Mapping 

In Sweden retail and service mapping has or is taking place to allow these multiservice developments to be planned in a bottom up way.  This kind of mapping would be necessary in Scotland, but there could be a range of problems;

· The ‘nearly remote rura’l nature of Cowal shops and more limited policies aimed at  shops may make iit harder to intervene in private businesses and to map them.  It could be perceived as an interference, especially if there are no clear incentives for them to join in.  Of course this depends on the exact nature of the mapping exercise.

· The range of government monopolies that exist in Sweden that can be coordinated to deliver through rural shops does not exist in Scotland.  This means there is less State investment to offer private businesses and to attract them into a program of rural shop development.

· While both health and social services are developing decentralization policies and more flexible services, the funding and planning structures seem to be subject to constant change and therefore difficult to engage with in Scotland.  There is also ongoing service redesign coupled with complicated funding structures and budget crisis.  It would be very hard to map services in a state of flux and which have unclear budgets to commit.  

6    Grants

The Swedish “Village Shop” program gives grants and support to village shops.  There are similar grants in Scotland (as discussed under the Scottish Scene and summarise in the appendix).  Giving grants to one village shop if another was nearby is disallowed because of laws regarding anti-trust behaviour in the Swedish context.  In Scotland similar attitudes exist in Argyll & the Islands Enterprise.  Whether this is necessary under antitrust law is debatable.
7    State Monopolies

The village shop can act as agents for the Swedish mail service, the national pharmaceuticals retailing monopoly, and the national alcoholic beverage retailing monopoly.  These complementary services are state run monopolies in Sweden, but none are in the UK.  Therefore they cannot be directed to use remote village shops as outlets.  The incentive for Scottish shops to join in a development program is therefore reduced.  

The Post Office in the UK is recognized as providing important public services, especially to rural communities.  There are subsidies and programs to protect them from closure and reopen some that have shut.  However, the future of these services has been recognised as uncertain.  This is in part through a continuing policy of opening up postal services to competition.  Postal services will increasingly reflect the full cost of their provision (postal services to private individuals, especially in rural areas, are typically cross-subsisdised by business postal services in the UK) Therefore there is a clash between what is seen as an efficiency measure – improving postal services by opening them up to competition - and community needs and social inclusion.  Opening up competition may result in rural people and businesses paying more as cross subsidization disappears or is reduced.  This would be a blow to struggling local shops.  

The Postal Service is a reserved issue in the UK.  It is a policy whose formulation and implementation is the responsibility of the UK parliament and the statutory regulator PostComm, not the Scottish parliament.  This limits the power of the Scottish Parliament to take direct action.    

8    Property Issues

The higher value of property as housing than property as a shop seems to be an issue in Cowal that is inhibiting entry into and encouraging exit from the retail sector, to the detriment of the sustainability of shops.  There is some evidence that this is happening elsewhere in the UK.  It is unclear whether this might be an issue in Sweden.  
9   Industry  

There are some clear similarities in the type of industry pursued in both rural Sweden and rural Scotland with forestry important in both countries (predominantly so in many parts of rural Sweden). However, the tourist industry play a central role in some parts of rural Scotland such as Cowal with tourist-oriented hotels acting both as part substitute and also complement to village shop activities; most villages in Cowal have a hotel in the village or near to it.  To the extent that this may differ from the village situation in many parts of Sweden, it may open up opportunities for exploration of complementarities that may not be so readily available in rural Sweden.  This is explored later in this study.       

Conclusions
· The Swedish model has much to recommend to Scotland and indeed, some elements of it are already in operation.  

· However, it there are hints in the description of it that it is struggling despite what appears to be a more comprehensive approach than we have here.  This is attributed to economic restructuring.  

· Therefore the micro and macro policies may not be strong enough to ensure sustainability for shops in rural Sweden.  

· Perhaps some of the economic trends are inevitable.  Whether the policies or available resources could be put into place to ensure sustainability is unclear.  To untangle this would need further analysis.

· It is felt that elements of the Swedish Model could be applied, and applied very usefully. 

· It is certainly recommended that some pilot work is done and the awareness of the model highlighted in Cowal and across Scotland.  

· The issues are very similar to those surrounding rural post office and petrol station closures, and could be usefully linked to those.
· However, without a serious holistic approach the outcomes may be rather hit or miss, useful but mild, have short term effects, but uncertain in the long term 
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