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BACKGROUND 

INTRODUCTION 

As a community Unst faces many of the same challenges that various other island and remote rural 

communities in Scotland face, including pressure on population and sustainability, as well as an ageing 

demographic, lack of sufficient workforce, connectivity, both transport and digital, climate resilience and 

sufficient available housing. Looking to help address some of these issues the Unst Partnership is investigating 

the potential of exploring the development of one or more units of affordable community led housing over the 

coming years. The aim is to help support the community and economy of Unst increasing the sustainability and 

resilience of the community and helping to retain existing and attract additional households. This is particularly 

important with the development of the SaxaVord Spaceport which will require additional workers and has the 

potential to significantly enhance the economy of Unst. 

As part of the project feasibility process, and as a requirement for both the Scottish Land Fund and Rural and 

Islands Housing Fund, the Unst Partnership has appointed L & L Fraser Ltd to undertake an up to date housing 

needs assessment for Unst. 

The report aims to: 

 Assess the level of housing need that currently exists in Unst and the potential demand for additional 

housing on Unst in relation to employment opportunities etc., 

 Identify any barriers that households currently face in accessing housing within Unst, 

 Analyse the tenure and property types that households already living in Unst, as well as those 

potentially looking to move to Unst may favour, 

 Assess how these findings might fit within the proposals for purchasing land and property within Unst, 

and; 

 Recommend potential courses of action to meet any identified housing needs within Unst. 

This assessment will utilise available data from national and local sources, as well as a community consultation, 

to analyse the potential need for additional housing in Unst and the most effective options should the Unst 

Partnership look to pursue purchase and redevelopment. The housing needs assessment is one element of the 

process and additional community engagement will be undertaken as the project develops beyond the initial 

feasibility phase so that proposals are developed for specific projects. 

BACKGROUND 

The Unst Partnership was established in 2000 as both a registered charity and a company limited by 

guarantee, in response to major economic changes in the area. This followed the withdrawal of Chevron in 

1995, which led to the closure of Unst Airport to oil-related traffic, and the Ministry of Defence’s 

announcement in 2000 that RAF Saxavord would be scaled down. (RAF Saxavord closed fully in 2005, although 

the radar installation remains.) 

The Partnership is governed by a Board of eight Directors, elected annually at the Annual General Meeting, 

and supported by one part-time staff member. With a membership of over 100 individuals, the organisation is 

open to anyone aged 18 or over who is on the Unst electoral register. 

The group was formed to support and deliver initiatives that benefit the local community, including: 

 Recreational facilities and activities within the local community. 

 Community development,  
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 Information and education about the environment, culture, heritage and history of the local 

community. 

 Environmental protection or improvement including preservation, sustainable development and 

conservation of the natural environment for the community 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The housing needs assessment outlined below is designed to establish whether there is demand and need for 

additional housing provision In Unst. It will help provide the Unst Partnership with some of the evidence they 

require to make the decision on whether to pursue purchase of property and land for the development of 

additional housing to try and help sustain and grow the area’s population and economy. 

This report will utilise data from the local community taken from various surveys that have been undertaken 

over the last year by the Unst Partnership, as well as other local data sets and relevant national datasets. Data 

utilised will include population and demographics estimates and projections, a housing market analysis, school 

roll forecasts, the social housing waiting list and housing stock data, the Shetland Housing Needs and Demand 

Assessment, as well as the community engagement survey responses. This approach will combine the best 

data available to assess the housing needs in Unst and the options that might be suitable for the development 

of additional housing. The data that is used is at Shetland, North Isles and Unst levels depending on the 

granularity of the data available. Where possible data is used at an Unst level, however, some data will only be 

available at the North Isles or Shetland level. 

The approach taken in this housing needs assessment explores the potential need for housing from existing 

households and households that are keen to move into the community, like most housing needs assessments 

undertaken elsewhere. However, this assessment will also try to assess the community’s potential need for 

housing to support community needs like families to help sustain the school or other community services, the 

needs of local employers for additional staff and any demographic imbalances that would be beneficial to 

correct, like the loss of young local people or an ageing demographic. The assessment will also explore what 

me be needed in the way of housing to help deliver on community priorities like those listed above. It is very 

possible that at the outset of potential property construction that no household(s) will be identified through 

engagement or from a waiting list. This is not a problem if the idea behind the project is to address a 

community need to retain younger households or attract in more households rather than to meet the specific 

needs of previously identified households. The potential need for additional workers for the SaxaVord Space 

Port and other employers is an obvious potential driver for a need for additional housing. This approach 

requires the developing organisation to be conservative in the number of properties it develops in the initial 

phase, but it does not stop the organisation from planning out a larger second phase should the first phase 

prove successful and all properties are quickly allocated. 

As is common with housing surveys and needs assessments, the data presented here provides a snapshot of 

the housing need and demand at the time of writing. While every effort is made to produce estimates that are 

as accurate as possible, it is impossible to fully predict the number of households that will be looking for 

housing in Unst at the point where any housing project would be completed and ready for occupation. 

BACKGROUND DATA 

SHETLAND’S HOUSING NEEDS AND DEMAND ASSESSMENT 

Shetland Islands Council’s Housing Needs and Demand Assessment (HNDA) was published in October 2022. 

The HNDA estimates that there will be a need of between 355 and 970 new properties built in Shetland over 
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the next five years depending on the scenario selected. To ensure that the HNDA is as robust and credible as 

possible Unst is included alongside the other North Isles of Fetlar, Yell, Whalsay and Skerries. This is not ideal 

from a Unst perspective as it does not provide figures specific to Unst, but with the size of the population on 

Unst and the data that is available it is just not possible to develop figures that would be robust enough to 

undergo Scottish Government assessment at an Unst level. The fact that results can be reported at a North 

Isles level is good as some HNDA’s in other areas would not report at such a small overall population size. 

The HNDA identifies Shetland’s demographic changes, including the continued small decline in population, the 

ageing of the population and increase in over 65s, while the number of working age people declines. The 

number of households is expected to increase, meaning a need for additional housing even as the population 

falls. These are all key challenges that will need to be faced over the coming years and they are also issues that 

Unst will need to face at an even more local level. 

Shetland has a slightly higher than average mean household income, but the cost of living is also much higher 

in Shetland, as it is in other island communities. House prices are increasing rapidly and are now much closer 

to the Scottish average, and private rented accommodation is hard to come by and more expensive than 

previously, bringing additional pressure for households. 

Shetland has very high levels of employment and industries like construction are hard pressed to find enough 

workers to meet the demand being placed on local construction companies. This is an issue in many rural and 

island communities, but is particularly difficult for smaller communities, particularly those which require a 

ferry connection to the main island. Shetland has a long tradition of drawing in members of the workforce 

from further afield for sectors like oil and gas on a rotational basis, but attracting families and workers to the 

islands to live fulltime would really help sustain and enhance the population. 

POPULATION AND DEMOGRAPHICS 

Shetland’s population has changed significantly over the years. It peaked in 1851 at 31,716 and steadily 

declined to 1931 where it stood at 22,116. It then rose again to 23,144 in 1961, before once again declining to 

a low of 21,788 in 2001. There was a spike in 2011 to 23,210, the highest figure since 1921 and there has been 

a slight decline to 22,900 at the time of the 2022 census. The 2011 and 2022 figures show some stability in the 

Shetland population and much like Northern Isles neighbours Orkney, Shetland is bucking the depopulation 

trend seen in other rural and island areas. The graph below outlines figures from 1931 to 2022. 
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(Source: National Records of Scotland Mid-Year Population Estimates 2021 & 2022 Census) 

The graph below shows the change in the Unst populations from Census figures between 1961 to 2022. The 

graph shows the population of Unst starting at a peak of 1,148 in 1961 and remaining at a similar level through 

the 1971 and 1981 Censuses, before dropping slightly by 1991. There was then a steep decline in the 

population by 2001 dropping to 720, before a further decline in 2011 and then stabilising through to 2022.  

The reason behind the huge decline between 1991 and 2001 was the closure of the Chevron Oil operations at 

Unst Airport in 1995 and the significant scaling back of operations at the Royal Air Force base on the island, 

which saw a significant number of personnel leave Unst. There were also a significant number of civilian jobs 

lost over this ten-year period. 

 

(Source: Scotland’s Census) 

 

(Source: Scotland’s Census) 

The graph shows that the population of Unst has changed gradually in some age groups and quite significantly 

in others over the space of 20 years. Younger age groups have generally declined, although the 15 to 24 age 

group rebounded between the 2011 and 2022 census. The largest drop is in the 25 to 44 age group between 

2001 and 2011 which saw a decline of almost 50%, before levelling off. The primary reasoning behind the 

significant decline between 2001 and 2011 will be related to the impact of the RAF station and Chevron Oil 
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airport closure. There was an initial rise in the 45 to 64 age group between 2001 and 2011, but this age group 

has since declined below the original 2001 level. The older age groups have seen a different pattern to many 

other rural and island areas which see steady increases across all three age groups. The 65 to 74 age group 

increased between 2001 and 2011, but has since declined slightly from 2011 to 2022. The 75 to 84 age group 

declined slightly between 2001 and 2011, but has seen a huge 150% increase between 2011 and 2022. The 85 

and over age group followed a similar pattern to the 65 to 74 age group with an initial increase between 2001 

and 2011, before falling slightly between 2011 and 2022. 

The primary areas of concern in relation to Unst’s demographic is the huge increase in the 75 to 84 population 

and what implications this may have for older persons care and health services. The continued decline in the 

younger and working age populations is also a worry and will need redressing to help enhance the 

sustainability of the community on Unst. 

POPULATION PROJECTIONS 

Population projections into the future are generally available at Shetland and multi member ward levels. Unst 

is included in the North Isles ward and these figures have been used for this assessment. The projections from 

2018 to 2030 are laid out by age group below. Prior to analysis of the figures, it must be said that population 

projections are at best an estimate based on previous years’ data. They are particularly difficult to estimate for 

small populations and while they provide a useful tool, they should not be treated as formal population 

forecasts due to the small scale of the populations in question. At best they are an educated guess. The trends 

identified do not reflect potential policy changes that Shetland Islands Council may wish to enact to try and 

help sustain rural and island areas populations or wider impacts that may come from external factors or action 

on the ground to try and increase an area’s population. For example, significant economic shocks, changes in 

legislation around housing, tourism, agriculture or fisheries or further reductions in public sector budgets.  

The graph above outlines the projected change in the North Isles population by age group between 2018 and 

2030. 
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(Source: NRS Sub-Council Area Population Projections, 2018) 

The graph shows that there is projected to be a fall in total population of 172 people from 2,715 in 2018 to 

2,543 in 2030. The graph breaks down this change into five-year age groups and as can be seen there are only 

two age groups under 55 years old that are projected to see an increase. These are 15 to 19 and 40 to 44. All 

other working age groups are projected to see a decline in population, some of which are significant, 

particularly the 5 to 9 and 45 to 49 age groups. In terms of the population over 55 years old all but one of 

these age groups (65 to 69) are projected to increase in number. This shows the continued shift to older 

populations across the North Isles, which is very similar to various other areas in Shetland and other rural and 

island regions in Scotland. 

The graph below compares the North Isles figures to Shetland as a whole. The graph shows that in the majority 

of age groups the North Isles has a very similar trend line to Shetland. The main areas of difference are in the 

scale of changes, with only three age groups (35 to 39, 65 to 69 and 75 to 79) showing increases or reductions 

in one area and the opposite in the other. As outlined above, population projections are very difficult even at a 

Shetland scale, so any significant fluctuations at age group levels for the North Isles that are outwith the 

general Shetland trend need to be treated with care. 

 

(Source: National Records of Scotland Small Area Population Projections 2018) 

The graph below shows a breakdown of the population projections for each sub-council area in Shetland as a 

comparison.   
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(Source: National Records of Scotland Small Area Population Projections 2018) 

The graph shows that the population of the North Isles is largely expected to change in a similar way to some 

other areas of Shetland. Only Shetland Central is projected to see a rise in population in each age group over 

the 2018 to 2030 period, including a significant rise in the over 75s age group. Shetland South, Shetland West 

and North Mainland are projected to see a few age groups increase while others decline, while the North Isles, 

which includes Unst, Lerwick North and Lerwick South are projected to see decreases in all but the oldest age 

groups. The North Isles are projected to see the lowest increase in older people of any of the eight areas, some 

of which, North Mainland, Shetland West, Shetland South and Shetland Central in particular, are projected to 

see significant increases in their older populations.  

Projected falls across the young and working age populations, as well as an increase in over 75’s, will put 

additional pressure on service delivery and sustainability across all of Shetland, but specifically in outlying 

areas. Increasing Unst’s population, especially with additional younger people and families, should be a key 

priority and will help offset the projected population falls that are outlined in the graphs above as well as 

sustain the community and the area’s economy. For this to be successful it is very likely that additional housing 

across a range of tenures will be required. 

HOUSEHOLDS 

Shetland as a whole has seen the number of households increase between 2001 and 2020 from around 9,100 

to 10,461. This represents a 14.84% increase, which is very close to the Scottish average 14.27%, and the 

13.95% of the Outer Hebrides, but behind Orkney’s 27.53%, which is the highest percentage increase of any 

area in Scotland. 
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(Source: National Records of Scotland Household Estimates, 2020) 

The number of households in Shetland is projected to increase to 10,742 by 2028, an increase of around 3% or 

300 households on the 2020 estimates. Under the Low and the Principal migration scenarios, the number of 

households is then expected to fall back slightly by 2043 to 10,540 (Low) or 10,649 (Principal). Only the High 

migration scenario sees the household levels continuing to increase to 2043 with an estimated 10,802 

households.  

The availability of housing has a huge impact on population and household numbers as shown in Orkney over 

the last decade. The National Records of Scotland population estimates for Orkney consistently showed 

significant estimated increases in Orkney’s population over the last decade and the evidence on the ground 

also showed huge continued interest in migrating to the islands and significant pressure on the islands housing 

stock. However, the 2022 Census population figures for Orkney gave a population figure of 22,000, 600 below 

the 2021 Mid-Year population estimates figure. There may be a number of reasons why the mid-year 

estimates were over estimating Orkney’s population and this author’s hypothesis is that while there was 

significant demand from those looking to move to Orkney to see the population grow to 22,600 or beyond, 

there was not sufficient housing stock to accommodate this growth. There are many examples of households 

that wanted to move to the islands for work or family reasons who were not able to do so due to the lack of 

suitable accommodation. This trend has continued beyond the 2022 Census date. Shetland’s population has 

not grown like Orkney’s over the last decade. However, there has and continues to be significant pressure on 

housing stock within Shetland and with an increase in the number of households and a projected further 

increase over the next five to ten years, additional housing stock will be required to cater for additional 

households. Should Shetland Islands Council look to try and redress the ageing demographic of the islands, 

retaining and attracting younger households and families will be key. Ensuring they have access to suitable 

housing is going to be a very important part of that process.  

At a more local level, household estimates for Unst are available from the Census at 2001, 2011 and 2022 

dates. The number of households in Unst has dropped from 321 in 2001, to 310 in 2011 and then to 309 in 

2022.  

The graph below outlines the changes in multiple occupancy households over the period. The first point to 

focus on is the consistent increase in the number of households where all members are over 66. Between 2001 

and 2022 the figure has almost doubled from 17 to 32 households, but the main increase was between 2001 

and 2011. The number of families with no children shot up between 2001 and 2011, but dropped back to just 

below 2001 levels by the time of the 2022 census. The number of one child households saw a significant drop 
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between 2001 and 2011, and has seen a further decline from 2011 to 2022. The number of households with 

two or more dependent children fell sharply between 2001 and 2011, from 51 to 32, before rebounding by the 

2022 census to 42. Finally, the number of multiple occupancy households with all children being non-

dependent fell between 2001 (33) and 2011 (23), before falling further in 2022 (18). The total number of 

multiple occupancy households has fallen from 182 in 2001, through 171 in 2011, to 160 in 2022. 

 

(Source: Scotland’s Census, 2001, 2011 and 2022) 

The number of single occupancy households has remained very steady from 2001 to 2022, with 131 single 

person households in 2001, 132 in 2011 and 133 in 2022. However, there has been a significant change in the 

proportion of these households that are under and over 65 and this is outlined in the graph below. There was 

very little change between 2001 and 2011. However, there has been a significant decline in the number of 

single person households under 66 from 68 in 2011 to 55 in 2022. There has been a corresponding increase in 

the number of 66 and over single person households from 64 in 2011 to 78 in 2022. This sort of change is not 

unexpected in a population that is ageing and where the working age population is in decline. 
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(Source: Scotland’s Census, 2001, 2011 and 2022) 

While the number of households in Unst has declined since 2001, the fact that numbers have been steady 

between the 2011 and 2022 census is positive. The increase in households with older people and the 

associated decrease in some household types with younger people isn’t unexpected when Unst’s population 

figures are taken into account. 

SCHOOL ROLL 

Unst has one school at Baltasound which has a nursery, primary and junior high. The graph below outlines the 

primary school roll from 2003 to 2024, with an additional three years of forecasted school rolls from 2025 to 

2027 as dashed lines. School rolls can vary over time and can be difficult to predict, particularly for small 

population areas and schools like those in Unst. The graph paints a varied picture in the Baltasound primary. 

With an initial high of 67 in 2003, the roll quickly fell to 21 in 2006. This will be as a result of the final 

departures of Royal Air Force and oil related workers. The roll started to increase again in 2011 and by 2012 

had reach 41, peaking at 51 in 2015. It then fell again to 37 in 2019, before rebounding to a healthy 53 in 2024. 

The roll is forecast to drop slightly to 45 by 2027. 

 

(Source: Shetland Islands Council) 

The graph below shows the roll for the Baltasound Nursery. Much like the primary school, the nursery initially 

saw a significant decline in numbers from 15 to 6 between 2003 and 2004. By 2007 the roll had rebounded to 

10. By 2011 the roll had increased to 14. The roll then ranged from a low of 7 to a high of 18 between 2011 

and 2020. The roll currently sits at 10 and is forecast to increase to 14 in 2025, before falling to the lowest 

figure of the period at 5 by 2027. This will then have a knock on effect with the primary school roll from 2028 

onwards. 
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(Source: Shetland Islands Council) 

The nursery figures show just how precarious the primary school roll in Unst is. For the school roll in Unst to 

remain healthy more families are going to need to be drawn to the island and younger people who would like. 

In terms of secondary school pupils, the graph below shows the Baltasound Junior High secondary school rolls 

between 2003 and 2024, with an additional three years of projections between 2025 and 2027. Unlike the 

primary school and nursery rolls, the secondary school roll increased from 39 to 48 between 2003 and 2004. 

The roll then steadily declined to 26 in 2008. The roll remained stable until 2011, before falling to 18 in 2013. 

The roll then ranged from 17 to 30 between 2013 and 2022. It currently sits at 26. The forecast is for the 

secondary school roll to increase to 33 by 2027.  

 

(Source: Shetland Islands Council) 

The above shows that while the school roll in Unst is currently quite strong, the falling nursery roll does mean 

that attracting and retaining more families should be a real priority for the community to ensure that the 

school roll remains strong in the longer-term, which will in turn support the sustainability of the wider 

community. 
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INCOME 

The most up to date data for the average weekly household income that specifically covers Unst was published 

by the Scottish Government and is based on 2018 figures. The mean gross household weekly income for Unst 

is estimated at £624. This comes to £32,448 for the full year. The Office of National Statistics have a figure of 

£893 a week for Shetland as a whole, which is well above the Scottish and UK averages and equals £46,436 for 

the whole year. This shows that Unst has a slightly higher average income than the Scottish average, but is 

below the Shetland average. There are 17 data zones in Shetland out of 30 which have a higher weekly 

average income than Unst. 

As a comparison, there is also another income data set that is widely used, CACI PayCheck (2020). It is used in 

the Shetland Islands Council Housing Needs and Demand Assessment (2022) and has an average mean 

household income of £32,249 for the 1,249 households that make up the North Isles Housing Market Area. The 

CACI figure for Shetland as a whole is £39,097. As outlined above, the Scottish Government’s figures have Unst 

itself with a higher income (£36,764) than the North Isles averages. The above shows that Shetland’s average 

income is above the Scottish average income and that while Unst and the wider North Isles have lower average 

incomes than Shetland as a whole, they still have comparatively high incomes when compared to many other 

rural and island areas in Scotland. This shows that while incomes are generally lower in smaller island areas 

costs are also generally higher, which makes the disparity worse. 

EMPLOYMENT 

Unst has a varied employment base ranging across sea food processing, aquaculture, crofting, construction, 

tourism, retail, the public sector and the service economy.  

According to the 2022 Census the main industry types in Unst consist of agriculture and fishing, health and 

social care, retail, transport and storage, public administration and defence and manufacturing. The graph 

below outlines the main sectors.  

 

(Source: Scotland’s Census 2022) 

As part of the needs assessment and the previous engagement around the Unst Place Plan, engagement was 

undertaken with a number of employers in the community to ascertain whether they are encountering 

difficulties accessing workers or housing employees. The majority stated that they are struggling to attract the 

staff they require to effectively run or expand their business and that households coming from outside Unst do 

struggle to find suitable accommodation. A business stated that it has relied on an employee commuting to 
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Unst in the past, again highlighting the pressure on the Unst based workforce to meet the aspirations of the 

businesses based within the community.  

One company has said that it feels there is a need for additional housing as it would like to employ more 

permanent staff, but is currently unable to do so as there is no available housing to house workers in or for 

households to move to the area to take up work. Another stated that “unemployment on Unst is essentially 

zero”, which makes it increasingly difficult to recruit to posts that come available. With the existing population 

in Unst proving unable to meet the labour force needs of local businesses, and daily commuting not really an 

option for many, attracting more people to the area to take up the employment opportunities that are 

available in Unst would help sustain the economy and population of the area and allow local businesses to 

grow.  

While there are a number of businesses on Unst looking to grow, there is significant focus on the development 

at the SaxaVord Space Port which has already seen a number of jobs being developed, with the expectation of 

quite a lot more over the coming years. Some of these posts will be shorter-term and will not require long-

term housing, but there is an expectation that there will also be some long-term roles, which are expected to 

bring households from outside Unst to live on the island. There is also an expectation that some of these 

households will look to live away from the SaxaVord camp in the wider community on Unst. This will mean 

additional demand for housing across Unst. 

The need for additional workforce to help support and grow the local economy in Unst is one of the key 

arguments for developing additional housing in Unst. The workforce required will struggle to commute to Unst 

regularly and the existing population is generally already well employed. That leaves the development of new 

housing or redevelopment of existing empty homes which can accommodate households moving from 

elsewhere to take up work as the only real options.   

HOUSING STOCK 

HOUSING NUMBERS AND TENURE 

There are an estimated 446 dwellings on Unst. Of these 354 (79%) are thought to be occupied, with 61 

unoccupied or long-term empty properties and 31 second homes (Small Area Household Estimates, 2024). The 

graph below outlines the change in various uses of the housing stock in Unst between 2014 and 2023. 
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(Source: Small Area Household Estimates 2014 to 2023) 

Turning to Council tax banding, the table below outlines the bandings of properties in Unst. Band A makes up 

75% of properties on the island, with Band B making up a further 16%. Bands C, D and E combined make up 

less than 10% of the housing stock.  

 

(Source: Shetland Islands Council) 

Comparing Unst’s Council Tax banding percentages to those of Shetland more widely, we see that Shetland has 

25% Band A, compared to Unst’s 75%. Both have 16% for Band B and then Shetland’s figures for Band C and 

above far outstrip those of Unst. The graph below outlines the comparison. 

 

(Source: Scottish Government) 

The number of vacant dwellings has dropped significantly from 82 to 61 over the period, but more than 10% of 

housing stock is still classed as empty. Long-term empty properties stand at 37. This means there may be 
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and being brought back into use. This brings added complexity, but with the cost of new build properties, 

renovation of existing empty homes within the community may well be a good option for some households.  

The number of second homes has risen slightly from 2014 to 2025 from 25 to 35, but so has the number of 

occupied dwellings, so there doesn’t appear to be a significant increase in properties being used as second 

homes. 

Maximising the use of the existing stock on the island may well help reduce the need for more expensive new 

build housing and would also enable some households to purchase and renovate themselves rather than rely 

on the Unst Partnership to develop affordable housing for rent or low-cost home ownership. It is 

recommended that the Unst Partnership investigates the potential for a project alongside Shetland Islands 

Council to try and identify empty properties that could be brought back into use and to work through the 

decrofting requirements in a more systematic approach rather than on a case-by-case basis. 

HOUSE SALES 

The average house price in Shetland has risen dramatically over the last 20 years. Figures from the Registers of 

Scotland show an average property price of £64,024 in 2003/04 increasing to an average of £203,524 in 

2024/25. This is a huge 218% increase, just outstripping Orkney’s 216% increase over the same period.  

The graph below shows the increase in house prices in Shetland between 2003/04 and quarter one 2024/25 

and a comparison to Orkney, the Outer Hebrides and the Scottish average.  

 

(Source: Registers of Scotland Monthly House Prices data) 

The graph illustrates that average house prices in Shetland rose by £139,499, an increase of 218%, between 

2003/04 and 2024/25. Over the same period, the Scottish average increased by 125% (£125,729). In 

percentage terms, Shetland overtook Orkney in 2024/25, which recorded a 216% rise (£140,910). 

There was an average increase of £12,976 in 2021/22 and £20,239 in 2022/23 which were both significant 

compared to previous years, showing a strong post Covid19 bounce in demand and price. The £10,606 

increase over 2024/25 is very close to the Scottish average and significantly higher than Orkney (£4,191) and 
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the Outer Hebrides (-£9,810). Following the surge in prices over 2021/22 and 2022/23 there was a slight 

correction in prices, where the average fell by £3,609 in 2023/24. Orkney, which has seen an even sharper rise 

in prices (£25,901 and £27,199 respectively), saw an even sharper correction the same year. This shows both 

island groups following a similar pattern, with the changes in Orkney generally being more dramatic than those 

of Shetland. That has not proven to be the case in 2024/25 where Shetland saw an average price increase of 

more than double Orkney. The swings in the average price in Orkney, Shetland and the Scottish average are 

outlined in the graph below. The three areas generally follow a similar pattern from year to year, with some 

noticeable exceptions.  

 

(Source: Registers of Scotland Monthly House Prices data) 

These figures show that the prices in the Northern Isles are now much closer to the Scottish average than they 

used to be and this has added huge pressure in terms of affordability of housing in Shetland, particularly for 

younger households looking to get on the housing ladder who are seeing prices rise faster than the vast 

majority could hope to save. 

There is also the potential for significant additional pressure in the housing market due to the new normal of 

higher interest rates, even though they have recently been lowered by 0.25%. It is very unlikely that interest 

rates will drop back to the very low levels seen over the last 15 or so years, which will increase pressure on 

younger households in particular who will be more reliant on mortgage finance than households that have 

built up significant equity over the years due to price increases. This in turn means it is very likely households 

coming off very low fixed-rate interest rates will face potentially significant increases in their monthly 

mortgage costs over the coming years. This will add increased pressure to the housing markets of the Northern 

Isles and while it may put some downward pressure on house prices, the continued high demand from 

households outside the islands to move to the islands, the significant percentage of older households on the 

islands who already own their property’s outright and the limited supply of new build housing may well 

insulate the housing markets in the Northern Isles from significant price slumps. This will further increase 

pressure on younger households, which the islands desperately want to retain and attract, should additional 

affordable housing options not become available. 

How much impact this will have on the housing market in Shetland over the next few years remains to be seen. 

The graph below shows the average number of house sales in each of Scotland’s three island council areas. 
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average number of house sales in Shetland over the period 2003/04 to 2024/25 is 292 per-year (outlined with 

the black dashed line in the graph below), and as can be seen the number of sales has not reached the average 

since the Covid-19 pandemic. Shetland has the smallest number of sales of any local authority area in Scotland, 

with Orkney (355) and the Outer Hebrides (339) both ahead on numbers. The graph shows a small dip in sales 

in 2020 for all three island groups due to the Covid lockdown. The Outer Hebrides saw a huge spike in sales in 

2021, while Orkney and Shetland see smaller increases. Both Orkney and the Outer Hebrides see a large drop 

in sales volume in 2022, but the Orkney figure rebounds in 2023, still well below even 2020 levels, but exactly 

on Orkney’s long-term average of 347. The Outer Hebrides sales numbers remain low, but following the pre-

pandemic trendline. Shetland’s sales numbers continue to decline and the gap in sales between Shetland and 

the other two island authorities once again starts to widen. Shetland’s sales numbers rebounded in 2024/25, 

but they are still well below the long-term average. 

 

(Source: Registers of Scotland Monthly House Prices data) 

In terms of sales in Unst the graph below shows the number of sales there have been in Unst each year from 

2012 to 2024 (there are currently no reported sales in 2025, although the data may lag by a few months), as 
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(Source: Rightmove) 

The graph shows that sales in Unst have dropped from the high seen in 2012 and 2013 when the last of the 

Royal Air Force housing stock was sold off, with an average of 7 properties a year between 2014 and 2024, 

with only one year, 2023, where there were no sales at all. The zero figure for 2023 and figures of 4 and 5 in 

2018 and 2016 respectively does bring into focus the lack of available choice in the housing market in Unst, 

particularly in those years. This may well lead to households purchasing properties that are either too large or 

too small for their needs due to the fact there are limited options. 

The graph below outlines the average house price in Shetland and Unst over the 2012 to 2024 period. The 

price in Unst is consistently way below the Shetland average, ranging from a low of 29% of the Shetland 

average to a high of 80% in 2024. The average over the period was 42%. This shows how affordable the 

average house price is on Unst compared to the Shetland average, which is a positive in terms of the desire to 

retain and attract more younger households. However, lower average incomes on Unst will impact on the 

benefit of this in reality. 

 

(Source: Rightmove and Registers of Scotland) 
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Unst’s housing market is unlike most other smaller islands. Of the 109 sales on Unst between 2012 and 2024 

60 of them were in the Setters Hill Estate, Springpark Road, Nikkavord Lea or Millburn Park. While these areas, 

particularly Setters Hill Estate make up almost all of the sales on Unst in 2012 and 2013, the properties in these 

areas are also those that have been more likely to be resold over the period. This provides a churn in 

properties that Unst would not have had otherwise. 

An assessment of the current market has only shown three properties for sale, two via local estate agents, one 

of which is under offer, and another via auction. One property is a 3-bedroom, one a 4-bedroom and the other 

a 7 bedroom house.  

RENTAL PROPERTIES 

PRIVATE RENTAL MARKET 

It is very difficult to properly assess the private rental market in areas like Unst as it is not possible to get 

specific information on how many private lets are registered on Unst from Shetland Islands Council and 

registration figures do not include figures for private rentals where the landlord is renting to family members 

or tied accommodation linked to employment. The 2022 Census provides the most up to date figures on 

private rentals and that there are 18 private rents on Unst out of a total occupied stock of 309. This equates to 

5.83%, which is below the Shetland figure of 6.98% and well below the Scottish average of 12.9%. A significant 

proportion of properties will be let by word of mouth and that makes identifying rent levels particularly 

difficult. An assessment of local letting agents found no properties in Unst listed for rent at present. 

Regulation of the private rented sector is being further enhanced by the Scottish Government, with increased 

tenants’ rights, restrictions on rent increases and evictions and increases in the requirements around energy 

efficiency all expected to increase pressure on the private rented sector as some landlords look to either sell 

up or more to short-term letting. The increase in interest rates over the last year will add additional pressure 

to landlords that have mortgages on the properties they rent out, particularly if they are unable to increase 

rents to help meet additional costs. These changes to national legislation and monetary policy may well have a 

negative impact on the availability of private rented property in Unst and Shetland more widely. 

The number of short-term rentals for tourists are increasing across Scotland with websites like Airbnb making 

it easier to rent out accommodation on a short-term basis. The growth in services like Airbnb has also 

increased the potential income that property owners can make from holiday accommodation in high-tourism 

areas like the Scottish Islands. There are currently 8 properties listed on Airbnb in Unst, which is not a 

significant number. While Shetland with around 307 properties listed on Airbnb does not have the number of 

Airbnb rentals as Orkney (over 450) or the Outer Hebrides (1,000) or even Skye (over 1,300) ,some of the 

properties utilised as short-term lets may well have previously been private rentals or owner-occupied 

properties.  

The tourism market is important to many rural and island communities, but if too many properties that have 

previously been used for long-term rental or owner-occupied accommodation are removed from the housing 

market to be used as short-term holiday accommodation or second homes, it increases pressure on the long-

term properties that are available. Skye is a stark example of this with potentially more than 30% of all housing 

stock on the island operating as short-term holiday accommodation. This is adding huge pressure to the local 

community and limiting the ability of the island to find suitable accommodation for those looking to live on 

Skye. None of the communities in Shetland have as pressing an issue with Airbnb’s as Skye or some of the 

smaller islands on the West of Scotland, but the pressure on housing stock in Shetland will only worsen if more 

properties are utilised as short-term lets. The line between helping to grow and sustain the hugely important 

tourism market and balancing that with ensuring that there is sufficient housing for those looking to live in the 
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community is difficult, but long-term housing for people to live in must be the priority if the community is to 

remain sustainable. 

Gauging demand for private rental properties is difficult when there is so little on the market in Unst and the 

majority of what is available will be let by word of mouth rather than through formal letting agents.  

SOCIAL RENTED HOUSING  

Both Shetland Islands Council (56) and Hjaltland Housing Association (16) have housing stock in Unst. With 72 

social rented properties from a total inhabited housing stock of 309 Unst has an almost identical level of social 

housing provision as the Shetland and Scottish averages at 23%. The table below shows a breakdown of the 

stock by area and bedroom size. 

SIC 
SIC 
Haroldswick 

SIC 
Baltasound 

SIC 
Uyeasound 

Hjaltland  
Setters Hill 
Estate 

 
Total 

1-bed 3 5 8 0 16 

2-bed 2 4 3 0 9 

3-bed 8 16 6 16 46 

4-bed 0 1 0 0 1 

Total 13 26 17 16 72 

 

(Source: Shetland Islands Council and Hjaltland Housing Association) 

With a total of 72 properties across both Shetland Islands Council and Hjaltland Housing Association, Unst has 

quite a good split of social rented housing with 16 one-bedroom, 9 two-bedroom and 30 three-bedroom and 1 

four-bedroom properties. There are significantly more three-bedroom properties than any other size, with 

two-bedrooms being the obvious property size that could potentially benefit from additional stock. This would 

particularly be the case if any community housing developed utilised a Local Lettings Plan that allowed 

younger households, who would usually only be eligible for one-bedroom properties under social rented 

housing, access a larger property that they could raise a small family in without needing to move. The large 

stock of three-bedroom housing could then potentially provide options for moving into should the families 

grow beyond a two-bedroom. 

There are a total of 32 applications for housing on Unst through the Council’s housing waiting list. 12 of these 

are live and 20 are suspended. The primary reason for suspension from the waiting list is the lack of local 

connection to Unst. The majority of applicants have applied for all three areas within Unst that Shetland 

Islands Council has housing stock. This is not uncommon for island areas or areas where there are multiple 

housing developments within a closely knit geographic area. 

Due to GDPR rules it is not possible to break the figures down below 5 households, which restricts the analysis 

that can be undertaken on the data available. However, the data does show that the majority of households 

on the social rented housing waiting list for Unst are from outside Shetland. There are below 5 applications 

from within Unst and Shetland for each bedroom size. This shows that while there is limited demand for social 

rented housing in Unst within Unst and from other areas within Shetland, there is some and there are also 

households outside Shetland who may consider a move to the island. There are 20 households on the waiting 

list with suspended applications. These will all be from outside Shetland and currently have no priority on the 

SIC social housing list due to lack of local connection. However, it may be possible that one or more of these 

households would be interested in moving to Unst and bring skills or children to support the school. These 
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households may be interested in community led housing, which does not have the same allocations process or 

criteria as social rented housing. 

Social housing demand from outside Shetland needs to be treated carefully as some households select 

multiple areas within Shetland on their application without potentially knowing a lot about the areas in 

question. This means that the likelihood of this type of household accepting an allocation in a remote location 

like Unst are more limited than households who specifically want to live in that particular location. So while 

the interest of these households is logged and legitimate, it is not seen to be as robust as Shetland based 

demand. 

The fact that households are potentially interested in moving to Unst in particular is positive. If this interest 

can be built on and a local lettings plan created for any housing developed by the Unst Partnership that will 

prioritise households with specific skillsets or those looking to take on jobs or bring children to support the 

island’s school roll. It is possible that households could be attracted to the community who will enhance the 

community and improve sustainability. Any local lettings plan created for the Unst Partnership would not need 

to utilise the prioritisation method of Shetland Islands Council. This allows more freedom to develop a lettings 

plan that will help meet the needs of the community rather than the statutory obligations required of the 

Council. All allocations need to be made within the law, but local lettings plans, when done right, provide the 

community with some criteria for allocations which can be developed locally. 

HOUSING NEEDS SURVEY RESPONSES 

RESPONSES OVERVIEW 

A community consultation by Community Enterprise Ltd, arranged by Unst Partnership with funding from the 

Coastal Communities Fund in late 2024 had a significant section on housing needs and demand. There was also 

considerable engagement with local businesses on the need for housing on Unst. Some very good information 

has come from these engagements and, with the desire to avoid consultation fatigue, the results of this survey 

have been utilised rather than looking to run an additional survey covering the same points. The results of the 

survey are outlined below. 

A SHARED CONCERN: HOUSING AS A BARRIER TO ISLAND SUSTAINABILITY 

From long-term residents to new arrivals and business owners, there is a consensus that housing represents 

one of the most significant challenges to Unst’s sustainability and future growth. In the Unst Community 

Action Plan 2025–2030, housing was rated the poorest element of life on the island according to the Place 

Standard Tool. Among survey respondents, housing ranked consistently low across indicators, with residents 

citing a lack of available properties, poor condition of council housing, and the growing impact of holiday lets 

and vacant dwellings as core concerns. 

This perception is underpinned by the demographic reality of the island. Although almost all homes in Unst fall 

into Council Tax Bands A–C, suggesting affordability on paper, many homes are either second homes or vacant. 

According to 2023 figures, 7% of dwellings in Unst’s data zone are second homes and 13.7% are vacant. These 

empty and seasonally occupied homes undermine the availability of long-term housing options for local people 

and incoming workers. As one resident starkly put it, “There are too many second homes, not enough houses 

available for long-term rent. Everything seems to be holiday homes or AirBnB short term.” While this response 

may be a little extreme when assessed against the data, it is obvious that like many areas in rural and island 

Scotland there are quite a lot of second homes and empty properties. 

INTERGENERATIONAL FRUSTRATION AND DISPLACEMENT 
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One of the strongest sentiments expressed through general comments and survey feedback was frustration 

that young people are being forced to leave Unst due to the lack of affordable or suitable homes. This concern 

was reflected in multiple comments such as, “Younger generation moving away to get own home/affordable 

housing,” and “Bringing retirees in and pushing young folk out.” It is a dynamic that many respondents saw as 

potentially damaging to the long-term sustainability of the community. Rather than retaining younger people 

and households to start families and careers on the island, Unst is instead attracting older people to occupy 

scarce housing resources, which is making it more difficult for younger people to remain on the island. This is 

also the case across many other communities and while there is no desire to exclude older households from 

moving to the community, like many areas there is frustration that it can be seen as another factor in younger 

people leaving the community or not being able to move in. Additional affordable rented housing would help 

tackle the issue. 

Young people who do remain often find themselves stuck in unsuitable arrangements, unable to move out of 

the family home or afford property on their own. This is compounded by limited land availability and high 

building costs. One comment summarised the situation: “Very expensive to build own home due to land 

prices, materials, etc. Not viable to many people, especially young couples wanting to start a family.” This 

again is widely reflected across rural and island Scotland and the potential to develop some serviced sites as 

part of a wider housing mix may be helpful. 

As well as a desire to retain younger people, it is clear from the community engagement that has been 

undertaken that residents on Unst overwhelmingly recognise the importance of attracting new households to 

the island. Many see population growth as essential not only for economic sustainability but also for 

maintaining community vitality and safeguarding key services. Respondents highlighted the positive role that 

new residents, particularly young families and working-age individuals, could play in sustaining the school roll, 

boosting the local workforce, and contributing to the island’s social fabric. Several comments explicitly called 

for new housing that would be accessible and affordable for these groups, underlining that housing supply is a 

limiting factor to population growth. 

The Unst Community Action Plan reinforces this view, noting that concerns about the island’s long-term 

viability are closely tied to housing availability and affordability. Businesses also reported that staffing is often 

constrained not by a lack of interest but by a shortage of accommodation. Local enterprises and services such 

as SaxaVord Spaceport, Glansin Glass, Sandisons, and the local school and care home all expressed that 

additional housing could unlock recruitment and support growth. There is a shared understanding that 

welcoming new residents is not simply desirable, it is essential for Unst to thrive as a living, working island 

community.  

AGEING POPULATION, INFLEXIBLE STOCK 

The ageing demographic of Unst also brings with it specific housing requirements that are not being met. With 

over 30% of the island’s population aged 65 or over, many older residents anticipate needing to downsize or 

adapt their homes for accessibility. Yet options for this kind of supported or smaller housing are severely 

lacking.  

Several respondents mentioned being “trapped” in unsuitable or increasingly difficult-to-maintain homes, 

either due to the high costs of moving or the absence of appropriate alternative housing. In one account, a 

resident explained, “we have been told our property is not suitable for adaptation in the future for health and 

disability needs... The expense of workmen/contractors coming up from the Shetland Mainland... makes 

adaptations impossible.” The development of additional smaller two-bedroom housing would allow older 

households in larger properties the chance to downsize to smaller properties and for their larger properties to 

be taken on by families who could redevelop and modernise them if needed. This would of course be 
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voluntary and there would be no compulsion, but if suitable housing was available it would at least provide the 

potential for a domino effect where one additional property could help two or more households meet their 

housing needs. 

DEMAND ACROSS ALL TENURES AND SIZES 

Community opinion points toward the need for a broad mix of tenures and housing sizes. There is substantial 

demand for affordable rental housing, particularly one and two-bedroom homes, to suit both younger people 

and older individuals looking to downsize. It is recommended that few if any one-bedroom properties are 

developed on Unst as they are not as flexible as the slight larger two-bedroom properties and could 

accommodate both single-person and small family households. At the same time, larger three and four-

bedroom homes that are suitable for larger families are also required. However, as Unst already has quite a 

large number of three-bedroom social rented houses already, it is possible that at least some of the demand 

for larger properties may be met if smaller properties were developed and some households in the larger 

properties downsized, making the larger properties available for other households needing the additional 

space. 

These requirements are reflected in business submissions. SaxaVord Spaceport, for example, anticipates 

needing 10 rented and 10 purchased homes in the coming years, as well as 20 B&B beds. Other businesses 

such as Sandisons, Glansin Glass, and The Final Checkout also described difficulty recruiting and retaining staff 

due to a lack of housing, estimating needs for one to three-bedroom rental homes to support future growth. In 

several responses, there was a call for modern, family-sized homes and bungalow-style properties designed to 

be energy-efficient and age-accessible, ideally built in small clusters to blend with the environment. 

HIDDEN HOMELESSNESS AND INFORMAL ARRANGEMENTS 

A number of responses touched on the phenomenon of "hidden homelessness" in Unst, situations where 

individuals are informally housed, living in overcrowded conditions, or forced into temporary or unsuitable 

accommodation. In the absence of formal rental options, residents reported reliance on short-term lets, family 

arrangements, or commuting from other islands. 

In the survey, respondents described waiting months or even years on housing lists, often failing to qualify for 

social housing due to the points system, despite being in need of housing. Others commented that when 

homes are sold, they are rarely marketed publicly and tend to be purchased through informal local networks, 

leaving outsiders and even locals without strong connections at a disadvantage. 

SECOND HOMES AND HOLIDAY LETS: A SOURCE OF TENSION 

One of the most frequently raised issues by residents was the perceived increase in second homes and short-

term holiday lets. These properties were seen as directly reducing the availability of homes for year-round 

residents and as distorting the local market by pushing up prices. Several individuals expressed concern that 

Unst was becoming more like other parts of the Highlands and Islands, where community needs were 

increasingly secondary to tourism or external investment. 

BARRIERS TO NEW DEVELOPMENT 

While the demand for new housing is clear, several comments highlighted the barriers to building on Unst. The 

planning and building control process was described as difficult to navigate, with delays and uncertainty 

deterring potential self-builders. The cost of land, lack of power supply connections, and difficulty attracting 

contractors to undertake work on the island all serve as additional deterrents. 
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“Getting contractors to come here (especially if they think they might get stuck) is a problem as you also need 

to get accommodation for them to stay in if it is a longer job,” said one resident, encapsulating the logistical 

challenges that turn even modest housing projects into expensive, complex undertakings. This is an issue for 

households, but may also be a problem for any new build housing project that the Unst Partnership looks to 

develop.  

THE NEED FOR A STRATEGIC AND INCLUSIVE RESPONSE 

Community members repeatedly called for a coordinated approach to housing development, one that 

supports renovation of derelict properties, prioritises housing for those with an existing connection to the 

island, and ensures that infrastructure and services keep pace with population growth. Ideas put forward 

included: 

- Assisted renovation grants for long-term empty homes; 

- Modern housing clusters of 1–3-bedroom homes with energy-efficient systems; 

- Mixed tenure schemes that incorporate social rental, mid-market rent, and low-cost ownership; 

- Restrictions or licensing for holiday lets to rebalance supply; 

- Community-led housing initiatives. 

The Community Action Plan summarises this consensus: “There is a general consensus that there needs to be 

more housing available on the island. Respondents indicate that both 1- or 2-person homes, as well as family 

homes are needed. There is a need for both rental as well as to buy properties.” The Community Action Plan 

also notes the mismatch between Unst’s demographic and its existing housing stock, particularly the high 

number of single-person households occupying family-sized homes, pointing to the need for more flexible 

housing solutions. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Unst faces many of the challenges common to remote and island communities in Scotland: a declining and 

ageing population, a mismatch between housing stock and demographic needs, limited housing options for 

younger people and workers, and infrastructure barriers to new development. While these issues are not 

unique, the particular context of Unst, its economic aspirations, especially with the development of the 

SaxaVord Spaceport, requires a targeted, locally grounded housing strategy. 

The evidence presented in this report indicates that although the overall number of households in Unst has 

remained relatively stable over the past decade, there has been a notable demographic shift. There is a 

growing proportion of older residents and a reduction in younger and working-age populations. This 

demographic imbalance is contributing to pressures on public services such as the local school and creating 

recruitment challenges for employers across the island. 

The availability of affordable and appropriate housing is a significant barrier to population retention and 

growth. While some demand for housing is evident, particularly from working-age households, employers, and 

potential in-migrants, the quantifiable data remains limited due to the absence of detailed waiting lists for 

non-social rented housing and the informal nature of much of the island’s rental and sales markets. However, 

community consultation has revealed a strong perception of housing need, widespread concern over the lack 

of housing choice, and frustration at the presence of vacant or underused properties. 

There is a consensus among residents and employers that housing constraints are inhibiting Unst’s ability to 

grow and thrive. The community survey highlighted a desire to retain young people, attract new families, and 

provide appropriate downsizing options for older residents. It also revealed that empty homes, second homes, 
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and limited availability of long-term lets are contributing to perceived shortages. Employers also expressed 

that recruitment and growth are directly constrained by the lack of housing. 

Against this backdrop, the current availability of funding through the Scottish Land Fund and the Rural and 

Islands Housing Fund presents a timely opportunity for the Unst Partnership to take strategic action. The 

presence of unused and potentially restorable housing stock on the island, alongside growing employment 

opportunities at SaxaVord and other businesses, strengthens the case for community-led housing intervention. 

In conclusion, the report demonstrates that while Unst does not need large-scale housing development, the 

island and community would benefit significantly from a modest, phased approach focused on addressing the 

most acute needs. This includes creating opportunities for younger households to remain or return, enabling 

older residents to downsize, and supporting local businesses in attracting a stable workforce. The Unst 

Partnership has a clear mandate to act, and with the right planning and partnerships, it can help deliver 

meaningful, sustainable change for the community. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the preceding analysis and conclusions, a number of key recommendations are proposed for the 

Unst Partnership to consider: 

1. Initial Phase of Affordable Housing 

It is recommended that the Unst Partnership pursues the development of a small-scale initial phase of 

affordable rented housing. This could involve the refurbishment of an existing property alongside the 

construction of one or two new homes. Such a phased approach would enable the Partnership to assess 

the local demand for community-led affordable housing without making a large up-front commitment. It 

also helps avoid the unintended consequence of simply reallocating tenants from existing Shetland Islands 

Council or Hjaltland Housing Association properties within Unst. Starting small would also mitigate the 

project and operational risks associated with a larger, single-phase development. 

2. Establishing an Expressions of Interest Register 

Given the current challenges in quantifying specific demand, it is recommended that the Unst Partnership 

establish an expressions of interest list for individuals and households seeking housing in Unst. While 

direct evidence is currently limited, there are clear indications of interest from those wishing to move to 

or within the island. Collecting detailed data, including prospective residents’ housing needs, preferences, 

and household sizes, will support future funding applications, reduce delivery risk, and ensure that any 

housing developed aligns with real community needs. It may also help demonstrate the level of demand 

to external stakeholders, including Shetland Islands Council. 

3. Development of a Local Lettings Plan 

The Partnership is encouraged to produce a local lettings plan that reflects community priorities such as 

skills retention, employment opportunities, demographic balance, and maintaining school rolls. Local 

lettings policies are increasingly used by community housing initiatives across Scotland and have been 

successfully implemented by several development trusts in Orkney. 

4. Engagement with SaxaVord Spaceport 

It is recommended that the Unst Partnership enter into dialogue with SaxaVord Spaceport to explore 

potential long-term housing requirements for off-site employees. Understanding the scale and timescales 

of any anticipated demand could open opportunities for a collaborative housing development, where 

community-led homes are delivered alongside accommodation linked to the Spaceport’s growth. 
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5. Five to seven-year Community Housing Plan 

In addition to the small initial phase, the Partnership should consider developing a longer-term housing 

strategy spanning the next five years. If the first phase proves successful and demand, particularly linked 

to SaxaVord or wider demographic change, increases, this plan could support the delivery of additional 

housing in subsequent phases. A structured five-year approach would also provide the opportunity to 

explore a mix of housing tenures, and potentially to access specific funding streams, such as a future 

workers’ housing fund, if this becomes available to community organisations. 
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