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Introduction 

My name is Angus Robertson and I live on a croft with my family on the Isle of Skye. I work as the 
General Manager of Sleat Community Trust, a charity and limited company, which operates for the 

social, environmental and economic wellbeing of its members. The parish of 
Sleat (pronounced Slate) is located on a peninsula in the south of the island 
where a year round population of 900 or so live. More info about Sleat 
Community Trust can be found in Appendix 1. 

In 2013, I was delighted and honoured to receive a travel fellowship from the 
Winston Churchill Memorial Trust (WCMT). WCMT encourages individuals to apply to their fund, 
who, through travel to other countries, will “bring back knowledge and best practice for the benefit of 
others in their UK professions and communities”.  

My fellowship travels to the New England area of the USA aimed to research the best in rural retailing, 
not for profit enterprises and “buy local” projects. Through engagement with many individuals, 
businesses and organisations I wished to identify how successful local shops and enterprises in this 
part of America were surviving against the pressures of the current economic down turn and with 
increased competition from online retailers, out of town malls and large supermarkets. 

My own role as Manager of Sleat Community Trust includes the supervision of our Trading subsidiary 
which includes a petrol station, shop 
and Post Office. One of the outcomes 
from my learning experience was to 
bring back some fresh ideas for this 
business as well as knowledge for our 
members to further improve the 
viability of our fragile economy.  

This report concentrates on the key 
themes of my fellowship and delivers actions, collated together in Appendix 2, which will enable 
follow up activities to be pursued. Plans are in place to speak at local/national events about my 
fellowship and to engage with a variety of public, private and charity sector organisations regarding 
potential rural retail initiatives and training/event opportunities. 
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Fellowship Journey 

My six weeks of fellowship travels, in September/October 2013, took me to all of the New England 
states (Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Connecticut) and for a 
single day to upstate New York. Mostly travelling by car, over 2600 miles was covered. Dozens of 
meetings and visits took place with well over 100 people in attendance. These appointments were 
made through a variety of contacts that represented community, business and charitable groups. All 
but one of my pre-arranged meetings went ahead. Many of my gracious contacts offered me food, 
lodging and advice regarding who else I should interact with during my visit. I can’t thank them all 
enough. 

Accommodation ranged from hotels to motels to several private rooms in fantastic New England 
homes. The weather throughout was superb with less than two days of rain and the Fall foliage in this 
spectacular part of America was a stunning backdrop during the long road journeys between 
meetings. Tips and hints gleaned from my own travels, which I hope can aid future Churchill Fellows, 
are collated together within Appendix 3. In summation, a great life changing experience where much 
was learnt about rural life, enterprise and community wellbeing. 

.  
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Executive Summary 

My fellowship travels to the New England area of America in the Fall of 2013 aimed to research the 
best in rural retailing, not for profit enterprises and “buy local” projects. A number of meetings and 
visits were arranged with small business owners, village stores operators and retail & community 
organisations throughout the region. In particular my wish was to identify how successful local shops 
and enterprises were surviving against the pressures of the current economic downturn and from 
increased competition from online retailers, out of town malls and large supermarkets. 

Many of the rural businesses I visited in New England were flourishing in these difficult economic 
times. Through my fellowship travels I identified twelve key learning’s and action items from these 
visits which will be acted upon over the coming months. A few of them are listed below; 

 Get behind a “Buy Local” campaign at a Sleat, Skye or Highland level. 
 Diversify the product lines our community shop by offering more locally produced goods and 

tourist items/services. 
 Offer social network and internet retail training to Sleat enterprises, to better promote their 

businesses nationally and globally. 
 Liaise with North West Highland communities and authorities regarding best action planning 

for local businesses in relation to visiting cruise liners. 
 Work with education providers and funders to look at the possibility of providing a Highland 

Centre of Learning for Small Scale Local Food and Drink Producers. 

New England has shown that “Buy Local” projects to promote the purchase of goods in rural 
independent stores is a great way to keep local businesses economically viable and can be an effect 
marketing tool against online and big box retailers. Targeted training for budding rural entrepreneurs 
in areas such as marketing, branding and packaging along with post start up support was seen as a 
significant way to encourage new small business  

Group merchant associations and Chambers of Commerce were seen to be valuable ways for rural 
businesses to collectively promote themselves to tourists and the local population customer base. 
Online promotion was seen as a necessary way to compete with larger enterprises and the use of social 
networking a particular vital tool in that battle.  

Finally local small businesses producing bespoke food and drink products abound in New England and 
effort should be put into growing this market in a Sleat, Skye and/or Highland context.  
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The Village Store 

The village store is a vital asset on many levels for a rural community. They are a place to meet, a place 
to eat, a place of work, a place to catch up on news as well as a place for the daily or weekly shop. A 
good local shop can be the heartbeat of the community. Without them many remote places become 
unviable and the year round populations suffers. 

During the course of my travels I visited many such rural establishments. Nearly all were the last shop 
in the village with a rich heritage of serving the community for many generations. Several of them had 
been bought by community group’s intent on saving this precious resource for their area and 
sometimes to also preserve a historic building for future generations to enjoy. 

Putney, Maine has had a General Store in the centre 
of the village, for over 200 years. In recent times the 
Putney General Store has had its fair share of ups and 
downs. In May 2008, a fire severely damaged the 
store, and brought about its then owner to sell the 
building. In September 2008, Putney Historical 
Society members voted to pursue ownership and 
reconstruction of the store rather than lose this valuable asset to redevelopment. After a monumental 
amount of public fundraising this community group took over and set about repairing the building. 

Two weeks prior to reopening an arsonist (never 
been caught) set fire to the store and it was raised to 
the ground. Fortunately the insurance paid out and 
the Putney General Store, which was re-constructed 
as close as possible to the original design, opened 
again for business in 2011. A new operator, Jim Heal, 
is 
now 
in 
place 

and he has made great strides in stocking the store 
with a wide variety of produce and by increasing the 
services it provides. 

Action 1…Diversify the 

product lines our 

community shop by offering 

more locally produced 

goods and tourist 

items/services. 

http://andorasdearg.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/046.jpg
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The Village Store (cont’d) 

Jim has opened a pharmacy on the top floor of 
the store and awaits a new coffee bar which will 
sell speciality hot and cold drinks. The food 
section bakes their own cookies and cakes on 
site as well as providing a great take out menu. 
The store is also used as a community meeting 
place with one group of elder statesmen of the 
village getting together over coffee every Friday 
as part of the fantastically named Viagra Club!  

Barnard General Store, Vermont, (pics below) has had a similar journey of late as the Putney shop, 
opening only in May this year, after much fundraising by the local community Trust to secure this the 
only store in this small town. 

 

The purchase price was $500K. On the closing date, the Trust paid $300K with the current owner 
taking back a mortgage for the remainder to be paid off in one year after purchase (which has now 
happened). This gave the Trust immediate ownership of the property. They then managed to secure a 
couple of young operators Gillian and Joe who have moved to the area and have experience of 
running stores before but never for themselves. It is heartening to see this enthusiastic young couple 
working long hours to make the store work and hear all about their ideas for new income streams.  

Both of the mentioned community groups had support from the Preservation Trust of Vermont with 
their projects. The forward thinking inspirational director of this organization, Paul Bruhn, supports 
the retention of such vital stores especially if it is situated within a historic iconic building and advises 
communities on how they can go about saving their store.  

Action 2…..Host small events in 

our community trading area 

and encourage groups and 

individuals to use the space to 

meet (form weekly clubs?). 

 

http://andorasdearg.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/019.jpg
http://andorasdearg.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/017.jpg
http://andorasdearg.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/0151.jpg
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The Village Store (cont’d) 

Harrisville in New Hampshire is an old wool mill town whose factories stopped production in the 
early 1970's. The local community group Historic 
Harrisville has worked hard since then to take over the 
management and refurbishment of the mill buildings. The 
group has renovated in a way consistent to their original 
construction and now leases the space for a variety of uses. 
Historic Harrisville also took over the running of their local 
store (pic below right) and it is at the heart of all that 
happens in this small community of around a thousand folk. 

After a couple of lessee’s came and went the organisation, now employs Laura Carden as store 
manager along with several other part and full timers, 
which includes her mother, to run this excellent shop 
(Laura in pic above with Mum). The team bakes a 
variety of tasty products onsite and have occasional one 
off evening dinner events which sell out quickly. This 
was the only store that I visited where an employee ran 
the store. It seemed to work well with the staff happy 
not to have the bureaucracy and hassle of tax, wages 
and other form filling necessary to run such a business. 

Stores which were willing to embrace online retailing and had a significant social networking 
presence had a definite advantage over those that did not. A great example of this was the Brewster 
Store in Cape Cod which has a huge amount of their in store products also online for sale  
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The Village Store (cont’d) 

Belfast Co-op, Maine, is another great example of 
using the internet for promotional purposes. The 
Co-op uses Facebook and Twitter incredibly well 
to show the latest in store deals or to market 
events for their members or even to show what’s 
on their deli menu. Their page also is a 
communication conduit between customers and 
management.  Instant feedback can be gained on a 
variety of subjects such as what customers wish to 
see stocked, what they think of current products 
or recent events and an avenue to discuss any other issues the members of the co-op may have. More 
later about this impressive shop in the “Buy Local” section. 

 
 

Unfortunately village stores will founder from time to time and particularly as rural businesses 
struggle to be profitable in these economically stringent times. That a store is physically owned by a 
community and promoted as a vital asset to village life will not alone be enough to keep it open should 
the pennies in and out not tally into long term profitability. A few of the stores that I visited existed on 
very slim trading profits and some were making an unsustainable on going loss. 

Action 3…..Offer social network 

and internet retail training to 

Sleat enterprises to better 

promote their businesses 

nationally and globally. 
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The Village Store (cont’d) 

A case in point is Robie’s Country Store (right) in the 
village of Hooksett, New Hampshire. When the last of 
the Robie family retired and closed the store in 1997, a 
group of local citizens formed a non-profit corporation, 
Robie’s Country Store Historic Preservation Corporation 
(RCSHPC) to protect this local resource. Robie’s is not 

particularly isolated in rural 
terms. Other larger retail 
options are available to the local population within a ten minute drive. Bob 
Schroeder, President of RCSHPC  (that’s him left) tells me of the last 
operators who after several years of struggling to find the right mix of 
products and services finally threw in the towel just weeks before my visit 
leaving behind a ghost store. The community group is now in a process of 
quickly trying to find new tenants who will turn around Robie’s and make it 

again a hub of village life. I wish them well. 

Common themes which struck me during my visits to all these (and more!) stores were that to survive 
they had to diversify and add value to their goods and services. Providing a shop that had “stickability” 
for its customers was a key deliverable in successful 
rural businesses that I visited. Free Wi-Fi, hot food 
takeaways, freshly baked goods, a range of coffees/teas, a 
great variety of local products, community information 
boards, hosting of evening events such as book reading/ 
night time meals/food tasting sessions, a range of tourist 
inspired gifts, an old style heritage ambiance with 
antiques/photographs (a display of antique scales is 
pictured right in the Vermont Country Store, Weston) 
were all used as ways to inspire the customers to linger and spend more dollars. Ultimately it was 
down to the people running the stores and how committed they were to make it work in difficult 
economic times. Enthusiastic friendly commercially astute operators who showed a willingness to 
engage with both the local community and tourists alike proved a winning combination on the whole. 
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Buy Local! 

The buy local movement is growing stronger in the United States 
and particularly in the New England area. Towns, villages, cities, 
local stores, co-operatives and whole regions were shown to 
have impressive projects to collectively promote a “keep it local 
strategy”. These initiatives targeted the year round population of 
an area and visitors alike, to keep their buying restricted to 
mainly small independent locally owned stores.  Such enterprises are a great way of addressing 
competition from big box stores, out of town malls and the increasing reliance on internet shopping in 

rural locations. 

Buy Local Portland (BLP) was formed in 2006 to 
promote the local businesses of this small Maine city. 
BLP now have over 400 members who pay an annual 
fee to be part of the scheme. Run by a board of 
thirteen they produce an annual guide which lists and 
promotes all their members and is widely distributed 
around Portland and the surrounding area. It was one 
of the best promotional tools that I encountered 

during my fellowship. The group runs several member “mixer” events, 
workshops on a variety of subjects and lobbies local 
government to keep out large chains from the downtown 
area (a successful campaign led to a “Hooters” 
withdrawing its application to trade in the city) which is 
largely populated by independent local shops.  

Phoenix Bookstore opened in Burlington, Vermont in 
2011, ironically on the back of national chain Borders 

folding and leaving a void in the city. Backed by funding from the community this innovative shop 
does much beyond selling books. Various events are hosted in store which includes readings by 
authors, storytelling sessions with the areas children, music nights and the promotion/stocking of 
small run local titles. The owners are also taking on the online book retailers with some of the best 
local independent shop advertising that was seen during my travels (see Appendix 4). 

Action 4….. Get behind 

a “Buy Local” 

campaign at a Sleat, 

Skye or Highland level. 
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Buy Local! (cont’d) 

Belfast Co-op is an impressive large local store, located on 
the coast of upstate Maine. Employing over 70 people this 
convenience store is big on buying from regional suppliers 
and has an impressive turnover of over $7 million. With 
over three thousand five hundred members the co-op 
typically pays them a one to two % dividend annually. 

 The Belfast Co-op employs Kate Harris as an Education & 
Publicity Coordinator. In her role Kate manages the Co-op 
newsletter, online presence, arranges an outreach 

program of events and workshops which 
include taking customers to visit local food 
suppliers. Kate with the marketing team co-
ordinates various promotional in house and 
external signage which hammers home the 
“buy local” message (see pic above of a sign 

detailing how much has been spent weekly and annually in store on local products).  

Kate (that’s her in the middle pic below) has also managed to find time to plant a pollinator garden at 
the front of the store which has led to increased sales of organic perennials, many of which are native 
to Maine.  

 

 

 

Action 5…..Increase signage and 

marketing to encourage more 

buying of local goods. 
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Buy Local! (cont’d) 

The Monandock region of New Hampshire has a buy local group and a brand new built co-operative 
store to boot. Over 100 active volunteers made the Co-op a 
reality after initial community meetings, surveys, and monthly 
steering committee gatherings that happened for the four 
years leading up to the stores opening in early April 2013.  
Over 1,800 member owners have financed the Co-op with 
their $200 investment in annual membership along with over 
150 individuals who gave loans to allow the group to raise 

just over $1 million of capital to fill the store with produce and hire staff.  

The Monandock Buy Local group has been going through a transitional time with an application in 
the offing to get a paid member of staff to build upon their initial member offerings of several targeted 
events and a local store guide. With over 300 members the group has a strong online presence at 
monandocklocal.org and on Facebook. 

Next stop the Buffalo Mountain Co-op in Harwick Vermont (pic 
right). Another inspirational store which has a turnover of over $2 
million and has a mission to provide the best in local produce and 
the goal to phase out genetically modified ingredients from their 
supply chain. They have over 1500 members and, wait for it, 13 
Managers, which I am assured works perfectly. They put all surplus 
profits back into the business and have survived for over 30 years. 
Members can carry out 2 hours of voluntry work a week and for this 
you get a 10% discount (the usual is 2%) on your shopping that day. 
They also have an on site cafe which occasionaly does outside 
catering for events. They have an ethical buying policy “which gives 
preference to products that are; 

 Grown and produced by local or regional vendors 
 Grown and produced organically 
 Produced without genetically modified organisms or hormones 
 Certified fair trade and/or produced by cooperatives 
 Packaged with minimal, recycled and/or recyclable packaging 
 Humanely raised in the case of meat, eggs, and dairy products” 
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Buy Local! (cont’d) 

Finally its back to Maine and the small island based town of Bar Harbor on Mount Desert Island. With 
the Acadia National Park only a few miles away and a stunning 
coastline Bar Harbor is a mecca for tourists from all over the world. 
The membership based town merchants association promotes local 
businesses by producing a guide for visitors, having a superb online 
Facebook presence, “Buy local” advertising (see left) and have an 
innovative “flag” system which shows what’s open and when 
throughout the seasons.  Much is being carried out to make Bar 
Harbor a year round destination with events to extend the traditional 

season particularly during the shoulder months of March and November. 

The group also co-ordinates with the local 
Chamber of Commerce in regard to the many 
large cruise liners that come into port during 
the year (view below of Bar Harbor with 
cruise ship from Mt Cadillac).  Notice is given 
to business owners well in advance, almost a 
year, of the ships that will visit which allows 
staff numbers to grow at the approriate times 
and stock levels to be increased. Negotiation  
with cruise companies has also seen a “landing tax” per passenger implemented, the proceeds of which 
goes directly to the town for improvements in public amneties such as new toliet facilities and 
improved green spaces for local and tourists to enjoy. More lobbying and marketing has also been 
done with the cruise ship companies and passengers to promote the town as a place to linger rather 
than take an organised tour round the island. 

 

 

 

 

Action 6….Liaise with North West 

Highland communities and 

authorities regarding best action 

planning for local businesses in 

relation to visiting cruise liners. 
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Food Heaven 

One particularly strong aspect of my fellowship travels was how important local food production was to New 
Englanders. Thousands of bespoke food and drink products are 
produced throughout the region. The provenance of these 
products was important to the end customer. Many times I was 
in company or overheard customers in a general store or 
restaurant asking questions such as; where and how the 
chickens had been raised or were the tomatoes organic or how 
much meat was in their burger?  

Marketing and labelling of food provenance is an important part of the industry in New England. Most 
independent stores promote organic, sustainable or local on their products and many menus also list the 
background of the food that goes into their dishes. The Vermont Food Venture Center in Hardwick is an 

excellent resource which encourages entrepreneurs and local 
farmers to bring their new food products to market. A one stop 
shop for budding food entrepreneurs (some of the products they 
have helped with are shown left) the Center has industrial 
equipment to help prepare and package goods and experts 
which can advise on subjects such as business planning and 
marketing. The Center also provides storage space for 
ingredients, packaging and finished goods. Rentable spaces are 

available for fledgling companies to continue to make 
their products on site and a local award winning 
cheese producer is one of their successful tenants.  

Vermont Baby, is a 
small company 
producing 
“yummy” baby 
food that have 

used the Food Center facility. The company uses only 
the highest quality organic fruits and vegetables that 
grow and thrive in the northern climates of Vermont. The Center helped get the company up and running and 
linked them up with local producers to ensure that food miles are kept to a minimum and that their raw 
material are as fresh as possible and not artificially ripened. 

Action 7….. Work with 

education providers and funders 

to look at the possibility of 

providing a Highland Centre of 

Learning for Small Scale Local 

Food and Drink Producers. 
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Food Heaven (cont’d) 

A community owned farm on the outskirts of New Milford is doing its 
bit to engage with children and adults alike to show how fruit, veg and 
meat are produced. Run by a non-profit group, The Friends of Sullivan 
Farm, the steading also produces maple syrup and sells out quickly 
from its batches produced in its own sugar house. Joe Listro, Farm 
Manager (on the right in the projects “hoop house”) told me that plans 
are in progress to run farm holidays aimed at children to engage in 
food production and to learn more about organic farming as opposed to 
intensive methods used for the mass consumer  market. They do struggle financially as a project but raise 
additional monies through targeted community days such as their annual Fall Festival which I had just missed! 
The day which was well attended included activities for young and old alike, many around food growing or 
local skills, and this was complemented with great food and live bands. 

Brass City Market located in Waterbury, Connecticut is also a “not for profit”. Sue Provonost, Executive Director 
(pic in the white below) explained that the market buys local farm produce and then takes it directly to the 

people. They run a shop selling produce and other gift ware, manage 
a downtown farmers market on a Thursday, grow their own food in 
two glass houses on brownfield sites and have just started rearing 
trout! They have also started selling reasonably priced local fruit and 
veg at local hospitals car parks and are about to take their van out to 
sell at local housing schemes. The Market is still very reliant on grant 
funding and a large part of Sue’s time is spent writing grant 

applications to keep everything running. The Market also 
runs some small educational events on subjects such as 
nutrition, cooking local produce and on the weekend I was 
visiting, it was soap making. An eclectic mix of things 
going on and they have been well served with support from 
the Connecticut Community Foundation, more of them 
later in my report! 

 

 

 

Action 8…..Look at ways to 

better link up food producers 

and end customers within 

our area. 
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Food Heaven (cont’d) 

The Community Culinary School of Northwestern Connecticut is an inspiring social enterprise which operates 
out of industrial quality kitchens in a church hall in New Milford. 
The school takes up to 10 students through a twelve week basic 
cooking skills course which, if they complete it, successfully earns 
them a food hygiene certificate which is vital for working in any US 
restaurant. The majority of students are unemployed, school leavers 
or those with a background of addiction or social issues. Food 
produced in the school is 
distributed to the hungry 

in the community via the New Milford Food Bank. The project has a 
100% record of students passing the US ServSafe Food Protection 
Manager Certification test as well as an 88% employment rate three 
months after graduation. Dawn Hammacott, Executive Director, has 
many inspiring and emotional stories of completely turning around 
people lives through participation on the course. 

Linda Ramsdell of Claire's Restaurant in Hardwick, Vermont 
took me through the growing pains of the opening and 
running of a community bar and restaurant (Claire's). The 
business uses local farms to provide its ingredients where 
possible and emphasizes the use of sustainable and local 
artisan products in its business as well as having a range of 
responsible business practices that support their communities. 
Claire’s has had much local investment in time and money it 
has had its issues in regard to policy and direction but it 

appears to now be on a level footing with the impressive Linda in charge. On the Monday night I visited the 
restaurant, it was busy and the food and drink was of an excellent quality and all locally sourced.  

Sleat and the Highlands have a huge amount of underutilised land. New England’s burgeoning small scale food 
industry shows that more must be could be done to enthuse and support our population to grow their own and 
to encourage selling the output locally. Encouraging more outlets (shops, restaurants, hotels) to buy the produce 
and by providing training on subjects such as packaging, business planning and food standard legislation 
would go a great way to helping our local food economy grow. 

 

Action 9…..Is there 

a place on Skye for 

a social enterprise 

culinary school? 
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Splendidly Different Enterprises 

Sometimes it’s the enterprises that are a bit different that can be the great success stories. The leap of faith to 
open a business that’s a wee bit from out of left field is a risky strategy but can have the greatest rewards if 
carried out well.  

A great example of this type of business is the Island Alpaca 
Company located on Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts. Barbara 
Ronchetti started her farm in 2006 and now has over 80 alpacas and 
one grumpy llama. The herd is used for breeding purposes and prices 
for a pedigree specimen can reach 
tens of thousands of dollars. The wool 
(or fiber in US speak) is very soft and 
Barbara’s herd is particularly known 

for a fine micron density which can also be sold as yarn at a premium. The farm 
has a shop (pic of my wife in said shop above) where products made from the 
wool are for sale. All manner of hats, scarves, gloves and other alpaca related 
items can be purchased as well as the wool both at the shop and online. The 
business is now profitable and one of the top island visitor attractions where 
customers can also arrange for a walk with these gentle animals.  

Planet Dog headquarters is located in Portland, Maine. It is a fantastic modern store which sells all manner of 
dog items many of which are their own brand. They try and 
produce as many of their own products in the US as possible and 
also sell these goods to other retail outlets globally. The shop has a 
grooming department, runs obedience classes, hosts puppy 
meeting days and the company has its own charity Foundation. 
The Foundation has given $1,000,000 over six years to help train 
dogs for hearing, seeing and therapy needs as well as helping out 
with vet bills for those that can’t afford the treatment for their ill 
pets. 

Pat O’Brien of Fiore (Artisan Olive Oils and Vinegars) was particularly inspiring as he outlined some of his sales 
strategies for his business in Bar Harbour, Maine. He gives a real engaging experience to every customer who 
steps through the door, telling them the provenance of his products and letting folks sample anything of his 
products that they wish.  
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Splendidly Different Enterprises (cont’d) 

His wife and business partner emails out recipes that can be used 
with their products weekly to their mailing list, they flyer every 
visiting cruise ship on board, have a strong online presence with 
a  members club and provide free tasters of their products in 
many local accommodation providers. All this effort pays 
dividends and they have opened another shop in the nearby 
coastal town of Rockland and many internet orders. Pat is now 
thinking of organising guided tours to visit where his products are made in such far off place as Italy, Greece 
and South America. 

In my only meeting out with New England, I visited a 
community group in Saranac, upstate New York, that 
operates a department store. After twice resisting the 
overtures of a big box retail store, which wished to locate into 
their town of five thousand, the community got together and 
raised $540,000 to set up and run their own shop. It was a 
hard slog to raise the cash and it took over five years to do so. 
They now have a great management team in place in their 
downtown store and while profits are never going to be huge 

it is well supported and prevents folks having to make a long trip to the nearest big town for such simple items 
such as baby clothes, socks or shoes.  

Finally, a wee bit away from retail, but I must mention my visit to the Gay Head 
Lighthouse on Martha’s Vineyard which is in danger of falling into the sea due to 
coastal erosion. With less than 50 feet to the cliff’s edge, experts reckon that this 
very old lighthouse, one of the first in America, is only two years away from 
crashing into the waves. Step in the community who are trying to raise over $3 
million to lift the lighthouse lock, stock and barrel and transport the structure to 
a new site further inland. They have a fundraising website and are approaching 
many local wealthy islanders to help make it happen. A great example of a local 
community getting together to preserve an iconic structure for future 
generations of the local population and visitors to enjoy. 
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And the award for best supporting….. 

All of the mentioned businesses in this report have all been helped by others in some way during their start up 
or indeed through their current trading days. During my visit I took time to meet with several of the key 
support organisations for community and private enterprise. 

The local Chamber of Commerce was a great starting point for business contacts and several were visited from 
Cape Cod to Rhode Island to Eastern Connecticut. All were extremely focussed at marketing their business 
members and geographic area both locally and internationally. All had a strong presence at many events, trade 
shows and exhibitions where targeted customer groups could be engaged.  

The Cape Cod Chamber of Commerce is a great example 
of such a member driven organisation. The Cape is 
heavily reliant on tourism and the local chamber spends 
a great deal of time on promoting their brand around the 
US and the rest of the world (new brand to the right). 
They collect a huge amount of data on visitor numbers 
and demographics and use this information to better 
target their resources/marketing and to give advice to 
members on an on-going basis. By having simple 

measurers such as counters on the main bridges to Cape Cod they can tell if numbers are up or down on a 
monthly or seasonal basis and by collecting data on where tourists 
come from and what they do during their visit at the Cape they can 
focus their spend on growth visitor areas. The Chamber also 
operates a visitor welcome centre giving advice regarding 
accommodation providers for all and what to do in this beautiful 
part of America. A strong online presence also complements their 
tourist based services with lots of information for tourists and an 
online booking service. 

 

The social and community enterprise sector is partly supported in 
New England through large state Foundations. These charitable 
organisations are grant and advice giving and are usually 
financed by private donations and/or through permanent and 
non-permanent endowment funds. 

Action 10…..Could 

vehicle counters be 

installed on the Skye 

Bridge? 

 

http://andorasdearg.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/cape-cod-logo.png
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And the award for best supporting….. (cont’d) 

Founded in 1923 the Connecticut Community Foundation (CCF) was the first community organisation in the 
state. CCF’s service area covers 21 towns around Greater 
Waterbury and administers more than 420 charitable funds and 
private foundations established by local donors. These funds 
enable CCF to provide grants and services to non-profit 
organizations, and scholarships to students. Amongst their many 
services CCF connects aims to build stronger communities by 
meeting the critical needs of non-profits, take a leadership role 
in developing special initiatives to explore and tackle critical 
community issues. CCF is governed by a Board of Trustees and 
committees of local residents who volunteer their time and talent for free. 

The Island Institute of Maine carries out a multitude of 
project work in five main areas, media, energy, 
economic development, education &marine resources. 
They operate in the communities of the 15 un-bridged 
inhabited islands off the coastline of Maine as well as 
the States remote working waterfront areas. The 
Institute is thirty years old has a membership of over 
five thousand a turnover of $5million with 50 staff. 
Shey Conover, Vice President of Operations at the 
Institute, spent time with me to outline the challenges 
they face and many were the same issues as we have in 

our remote coastal areas with a lack of job opportunities, an ageing demographic and depopulation. One area 
of interest is their wireless broadband project which is very similar to a current project within my own 
community but with a different operating model being used. The Institute also has its own shop and gallery 
which is a fantastic space with great 
products but it does have difficulty 
making the books tally at year end. 

 

 

 

Action 11…..Review the 

potential of leasing out the 

proposed Sleat Community 

Broadband Network to an 

independent operator when 

installed. 
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Conclusions  

It was extremely interesting to research how New England and Scottish rural retail enterprise relates 
to one another. They both have suffered in the difficult trading conditions of the last five years and 
have similar issues competing against online retailers and out of town malls.  

However the American businesses were much better at marketing their wares whether it is locally, 
nationally or internationally. In stores, a wider choice of goods and services was noted along with a 
large presence of local items. Crafts, food and tourist related gifts were heavily stocked especially in 
areas where reliance on general convenience items alone could not guarantee the viability of the 
business Enthusiastic, “can do” owners were shown largely to go the extra mile for the demanding US 
customer. The overall attitude of staff and owners was refreshing with many willing to spend time to 
explain their products, particularly their provenance, or to answer the continual barrage of questions 
from their knowledgeable and inquisitive customers. Scottish folk in general sure don’t ask enough 
about our daily purchases, in particular our food!  

Local food and drink production was a burgeoning market within New England principally in the 
northern states of Vermont and Maine. Great educational and financial support was given to micro 
businesses to help bring their products to market. Throughout New England there was a huge demand 
for local food items particularly those that could show an organic, non GM or strong ethical produced 
provenance. If the Highlands could tap more into this market and start to provide high quality niche 
food and drink products then this would provide a great boost to our economy. Our area has much 
underutilised land and more should be done to encourage the growing of fruit and vegetables along 
with the rearing of livestock. New England supports such enterprises with advice, bespoke learning 
and incubation facilities and funding. It would be great to see a Highland wide push to create more 
micro food and drink enterprises. 

In some areas complimentary “Buy Local” campaigns further expounded the worth of buying goods 
produced by the regions small to medium enterprises. Cohesive, well run and marketed promotion of 
independent shops, manufacturers and producers was shown to educate the population about the 
worth of keeping their spend in the community through investment in jobs, for better face to face 
customer care and towards the retention of many vital services.  
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Conclusions (cont’d) 

A great anecdote was told to me by Stacey Mitchell of the Institute of Local Self Reliance. Stacey’s 
brother called her local independent bookstore to buy his sister a gift. When he asked for a particular 
title to be sent to her the owner was able to tell him that she already had a copy and recommended 
several other books that she hadn’t read. This service would not have been given by an algorithm of 
large online retailers! Our local stores need to market this aspect of their business better and show that 
spending just a little more with them will bring greater advantages to our own communities. 

However the internet is here to stay and rural retailers need to be encouraged to use the many online 
marketing and selling tools. The use of social networking to keep customers engaged with rural 
businesses was noted just about everywhere. A great way to promote items for sale, discounts, opening 
times, events, or just to gain customer feedback, nearly all New England small businesses were savvy 
about this way of marketing their wares. Many through online shops sold globally and this enabled 
then to reach a similar audience to that of many bigger retail operations. Several great examples of 
successful web sites and social network pages were those where a merchant’s consortium or 
community group actively promoted the independent businesses of a specific area or town. Bar Harbor 
Merchants Association and Brattleboro Co-op both on Facebook are two such examples (go on look 
them up!). 

It was good to see so many strong New England co-operative stores with such great numbers of 
members. These stores were the vibrant heartbeat of many communities with a huge array of goods 
and a passionate loyal customer base. Many of these co-ops could also offer great value for money by 
linking up through national collaborations which enabled them to buy stock at competitive prices. It 
would be wonderful to see some of our small supermarkets return to their roots and offer a greater 
choice of local produce and engage more with their communities through events and targeted 
discount schemes for their members who weekly shopped with them.  

Finally it was good to see some of the “more out there” rural businesses doing well. A thriving Alpaca 
Farm on a small island, who knew? Sometimes an idea that is a bit different can be a success although 
it can need lots of hard work to convince the local community and consumers of its worth. Americans 
are very supportive of entrepreneurs having a go and no stigma is placed on them if they fail. It is 
better to have tried and failed, than failed to try was a refreshing mantra which we could all well 
remember before poo pooing the latest venture in our own communities! 
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Appendix 1 

Sleat Community Trust 

 

Sleat Community Trust is an award winning community organisation located in the southern part of the Isle of 
Skye. The Trust, which is a charity and limited company, has two Trading subsidiaries which operate several 
social enterprise activities. Sleat Renewable Ltd (SRL) looks after its forestry, renewables and carbon reduction 
projects and Sleat Community Trading Company Ltd (SCTCL) runs a successful shop, vehicle fuel station, Post 
Office and leases a garage facility to a local company. 

The Trust purchased a 1000 acre forest in 2011 from the Forestry Commission through the National Forest 
Land Scheme. SRL has commenced the harvesting of the commercial timber, providing biomass woodchip to the 
local college Sabhal Mor Ostaig and supplying domestic households with log lengths. Local employment has 
been secured through this enterprise for a full time community forester and a variety of sub-contractors, who 
have been involved in fencing, replanting and roading within the forest. SRL has also been involved in a 
community wind energy development for the peninsula although this work has been stymied due to an inability 
to connect to the national grid until at least 2020. Future projects include expanding our wood fuel business. 
and a covered facility is being built which will allow for year round operation and supply of biomass products.  

SCTCL operates a retail facility in Armadale which was purchased in 2007 using a grant from the BIG Lottery. 
The purchase ensured that the petrol station and shop was saved for the area and this service was enhanced a 
year later with the incorporation of the local Post Office which was in danger of being closed. The garage area 
of the facility is leased to a successful local car mechanic whose business has expanded into offering MOT’s. 
Investment by the Trust, to extend the existing garage property, was one of the main drivers to make this 
happen. The Trading Company also operates a subsidised taxi service through grant funding from Highland 
Council. This vital service connects the population to onward transport links and to local services such as the 
doctor’s surgery.  SCTCL is also looking at faster broadband provision in the area by working with providers to 
research if a wireless network can be installed. If you want to learn more about the Trust or any of its projects 
then please contact office@sleat.org.uk or 01471 844773 or like us on Facebook. 

mailto:office@sleat.org.uk
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Appendix 2 

List of Actions 

Action 1 - Diversify the product lines our community shop by offering more locally produced goods 
and tourist items/services. 

Action 2 - Host small events in our community shop area and encourage groups and individuals to use 
the space to meet (form weekly clubs?). 

Action 3 - Offer social network and internet retail training to Sleat enterprises, to better promote their 
businesses nationally and globally. 

Action 4 – Get behind a “Buy Local” campaign at a Sleat, Skye or Highland level. 

Action 5 - Increase signage and marketing to encourage more buying of local goods. 

Action 6 - Liaise with North West Highland communities and authorities regarding best action 
planning for local businesses in relation to visiting cruise liners. 

Action 7 - Work with education providers and funders to look at the possibility of providing a 
Highland Centre of Learning for Small Scale Local Food and Drink Producers. 

Action 8 - Look at ways to better link up food producers and customers within our area. 

Action 9 – Is there a place on Skye for a social enterprise culinary school? 

Action 10 - Could vehicle counters be installed on the Skye Bridge? 

Action 11 - Review the potential of leasing out the proposed Sleat Community Broadband Network to 
an independent operator when installed. 
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Appendix 3 

Fellowship tips, hints and what not to do! 

 When booking accommodation in advance with large hotel chains always check and recheck 
the details are correct especially where the booking conditions have a “no refund policy”. 
Always better paying a bit more if it means greater flexibility with your travel plans then rooms 
can be rearranged or cancelled 

 Wi-Fi is everywhere in the North East of America. Take your own device and surf for free (or 
for the price of a cup of coffee) in many restaurants, coffee shops, fast food chains, hotels or 
general stores in the middle of nowhere. 

 Airbnb is a great way to get cheap accommodation with local people. Many will be able to offer 
you advice on where else you can visit on your fellowship. 

 Chambers of Commerce and Community Foundations are a great starting point for your 
research as they tend to know most about local businesses, charities and public authority 
contacts within their area. 

 Social Media is a vital tool when arranging your visit in the US. Most organisations or 
businesses will have a presence on Facebook or Twitter or LinkedIn. 

 Pick up a very cheap pay as you go mobile with some credit built into it on arrival in the US. 
Give out the number to all your meeting contacts in case circumstances change. 

 A sat nav or device with mapping technology is a great tool in getting you from A to B quickly. 
 When booking a car hire in the US try and get an inclusive deal before you depart with all 

insurances included. Don’t skimp on policy cover. 
 Take a pre-paid dollar credit or debit card with you for all your accommodation costs and 

purchases. Many are available but I used one from FairFX. 
 If you can afford it, get your family out for part of your fellowship. It great to have company on 

at least part of your journey and my wife and daughter loved coming along to many of my 
meetings! If you can’t afford it then sign up with Skype and video call home when you can. 

 Build in some flexibility in your schedule to adapt to new opportunities.  
 Give yourself plenty of times between appointments as the distance in the US can be large and 

don’t overstretch your diary with daily commitments.  
 Portland, Maine is a different place than Portland, Oregon 
 Always look back when reversing 
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Appendix 4 

 

Probably the best piece of independent store versus online retail marketing? 

Phoenix Books, Burlington, Vermont 
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