ISLE OF SGARABHAIGH ASSOCIATE OWNER’S HANDBOOK

INTRODUCTION

Congratulations and welcome to our island. You are now a proud Associate Owner of Sgarabhaigh (pronounced Scaravay) and your ‘Holding’ allows you to have virtually unrestricted access to the island to enjoy all appropriate outdoor activities of your choice.  You also have a responsibility to ensure that our aim to keep the island unspoilt is met and to help you do this we have included a simple ‘Code of Access to the Island’ section which must be followed and should ensure that our island will be protected and will pass on to our descendants in its current unspoilt condition.

This is the culmination of a dream of being a custodian of an island, thought through and developed for over 40 years. It is a dream that turned into reality with a transition that has retained its magic in the form of our Isle of Sgarabhaigh. Whilst considered small at about 40 acres it has headlands, hills, meadows, cliffs, shingle beaches, a cove, a bay and a freshwater loch; in all it has the features of much larger islands but on a human scale. It has panoramic views of the Scottish mainland, the famous Isle of Skye and, much closer, the silver beach coastline of North Uist and the dramatic coastline and mountains of South Harris. Constant light variations produce theatre like scene changes with locals saying that you can experience all four seasons in a day on the islands.

As part of an archipelago of four main islands Sgarabhaigh guards the eastern approaches to the Sound of Harris as it perches on the edge of the deep blue waters of the Little Minch, to the east and basks in the shallower turquoise waters of the Sound to the west.

The clear waters teem with sea life with porpoises and dolphins playing in the waves and with Grey and Common seals living, fishing and breeding in the waters around Sgarabhaigh. The seals also use the island as their maternity ward every autumn. Only recently a local boatman saw over fifty whales in a six day period in the waters to the east of the island, these included Minke whales and a much rarer Humpback whale.

The island itself is uninhabited but it has a resident Sea Otter, a flock of sheep resident during the summer months, a resident colony of Common seals and its own Cormorant colony as well as countless other visiting birds who use the relative safety of the island to rear their young. Sgarabhaigh, which actually means Cormorant Island, is our jewel in a silver sea; our unchanging place in a changing world; our spiritual Scottish home – and now it is locked into our family folklore.

The project has taken form in detail over the last thirty months with help from everyone from film editors to naturalists, photographers to nuclear physicists. I have had help and support extending well beyond what normal business arrangements demand and without which I’m sure much of the quality of this unique package would not have been possible to achieve. Notwithstanding this support some might say the package still reflects the frailty of inexperience, the in-exactitude of handmade items and the narrowness of a single vision driven by one person’s dream. I believe however it has a personal touch rare in these days of ‘Corporate Culture’; each share has a little piece of the dream in every element of the box and best of all I think the holding has a romantic soul of its own.

In practical terms the island has a rugged remoteness and yet is accessible. It has the reality of being our island oasis in a sea of change. It is our link to a place of unsurpassed beauty and heritage that is at the heart of a strong community of proud people. It is a privilege to become, in some small part, a member of that community and all it has to offer the visitor. I hope it brings you as much joy in sharing our joint interest in Sgarabhaigh as it has brought me in my dreams over the years and in the practicality of putting the project together.

THE HOLDING

The ‘Holding’, largely for reasons of simplicity, is in the form of a lifetime contract with Friends of Sgarabhaigh Limited, the Company that owns the freehold to the Isle of Sgarabhaigh. As Friends of Sgarabhaigh Limited is a company registered in England the Contract is subject to, and governed by, English Law. A principal aim of the Company is to conserve the island’s environment in perpetuity. The Contract has been drafted to allow every Associate Owner to have equal rights and demonstrate the total equality of interest in the island. There will be no management or financial responsibility for any Associate Owners. Friends of  Sgarabhaigh will fulfil the role of administrative custodian for everyone with an interest in the island.

The ‘Holding’ is not a financial investment, as the island’s value is seen as being in its role as an unchanging place, effectively as a perpetual nature reserve, and is never intended to be sold.

However, as part of the project planning process the inconceivable situation that something arises that ultimately requires the freehold of the island be sold was assessed. Whilst this is seen as being against the whole basis on which the project has been developed forever is a long time and so we rehearsed the relevant ‘what if?’ scenario. In this unlikely event the Contract that Associate Owners have with the Company require that all proceeds from the sale should be split equally between all Associate Owners alive at that point in time less its initial purchase price any outstanding debts the Company has on the island and any administrative costs incurred in winding up the Company and distributing the repayments. I have to restate that this is an eventuality that is currently inconceivable but at least it has clarified the approach included in the legal arrangements.

The Associate Owners rights continue for their entire lifetime after which they either cease or may pass, by the renewal application process, onto a family member. The renewal process has been established in order for the original ‘Holding’ to, effectively, become a live family heirloom able to be passed on through the ages. All renewals will be at the Company’s discretion but its current policy intention is to make the ‘Holding’ available to any family member the original holder wishes to nominate, or to allow one family descendant to take up a ‘Holding on the following terms :-

 Associate Ownerships continued this way will receive a choice of two preferential rate options :

· Repurchase with a personalised Passport at a cost of 25% of the full sale price of a complete package at the time of repurchase.

· Repurchase with a full personalised package of artefacts relevant at that time at a cost of 85% of the full sale price of a complete package at the time of repurchase.

These options allow subsequent Associate Owners to decide whether to consolidate on the original box and its contents or to get their own full package of artefacts to supplement the originals. Irrespective of repurchase or not all Associate Owners will have a sprinkling of immortality as future generations reflect on the original box and the original Associate Owner’s name and details of their original ‘Holding’ in the Isle of Sgarabhaigh.

Summary of Key benefits of the Associate Ownership
1. A lifetime’s contractual interest in the Isle of Sgarabhaigh.

2. The right to visit the island, with your friends and family, subject to conditions to protect its rugged beauty and integrity and subject to taking full responsibility for your own and your visitors’ safety.
3. The ownership of the casket, seals, souvenir phials, DVD, passport, handbook and plans.

4. A right to nominate a successor to repurchase the ‘Holding’ at preferential rates.

5. A share in any net value of the island in the, currently inconceivable, event of the island being sold.

6. The knowledge that you and the other Associate Owners are contributing to the care and maintenance of a small part of the heritage of Scotland’s Western Isles and its protection in its present state. 

PRESENTATION PACK

The presentation pack contains:

Solid Oak Presentation Box – This hand-assembled box has been designed and is proportioned to keep its contents safe and secure throughout your lifetime and beyond. A brass plate inset into the lid will allow you to have your name engraved on it, in an appropriate form, as a perpetual reminder of who bought the first interest in the island and linked it into your family folklore. It has also been proportioned to enable you to include your own personal items for the benefit of future generations. 

DVD Film – This Company production has been prepared specially for the presentation box and contains a menu of chapters designed to make the contents easy to locate and enjoy. It shows you the island, the general area and some of the main visitor attractions of the Outer Hebrides. 
Glass Phials – These have been specifically manufactured to hold peat from the island and sand from the Sound to enable the shareholders to have their own direct mineral and organic link to the island and the area.

Wax Seal – The seal design has been produced specifically for the Company, with the seal size being similar to that used to seal major title deeds for Local and National Governments. This is a large authenticating seal which is cast in traditional sealing wax and containing a micro chip with a unique reference number. This will enable a cross check to be made on the contract certificate and serial number to validate the authenticity of each ‘Holding’. The seals have been hand crafted and this individual hand casting makes each seal unique just as those seals used by our predecessors would have been. The sealing wax is traditionally handmade in Edinburgh, the capital of Scotland, by a company that has produced it since 1752.

Brass Seals – A simplified variation of the company seal design has been produced in brass and is mounted on the glass phials. It is in two forms, one showing the seal format when stamped, the other a mould to enable hot wax to be stamped to traditionally seal documents, letters or cards. Two handmade sticks of sealing wax are enclosed for the owner’s use. Reference should be made to a later section for guidance on the use of sealing wax and the precautions to be taken.

Passport – Each box contains a lifetime passport in the form of the abandoned ten-year British passport withdrawn from formal official use in the early 1990’s. The use of the design has been cleared by the Government’s Passport Policy Office. The passport will be endorsed with the holder’s name and references and will include a photograph, and if desired, a photograph of his/her spouse/partner. The photograph(s) will be embossed with the Company Seal just as the British Passport Agency did with its own seal in the original documents. The passport can be used by the holder to record visits to the island and can be endorsed at several outlets in the area where a special ‘Sgarabhaigh Passport Agency’ date stamp will be put into the document and initialled by the stamper. It will also be a useful document to prove to the charter boat skippers that you have a legal right to visit the island, and they will provide direct access to the island at charter rates. It is normal practice for the skippers to obtain the owner’s permission before landing anyone on islands.

 The crest on the front of the passport has been designed specifically for this document. It was not possible to obtain a formally registered crest for the Company immediately. The official authority, The Lord Lyon’s Office, which is responsible for authorising and designing such crests, will only support applications for company crests where the company has been in existence in excess of three years. We may apply at the appropriate time for a formal crest, but in the meantime our own informal but appropriate design will be used with its own key points:

1. A variation of our company seal lies at the heart of the crest.

2. A pair of rampant sheep flank, our seal design to acknowledge the flocks that have roamed the island for centuries.

3. A cormorant crowns the design for our island of Sgarabhaigh, which when translated from the Gaelic means ‘Cormorant Island’.

4. Our motto in Gaelic set in the scroll in the bottom of the design means ‘Follow Your Dreams’.
It must be emphasised, as the document states, that the passport has NO official validity to support international travel. It has been produced to celebrate a past traditional British Passport design and to provide a document to record visits for posterity in a form that we hope will be cherished. It will also endorse the provenance of the ‘Holding’ as both a registration document and dynamically as visits are made by owners.

Associate Owners Certificate – The certificate has been designed to reflect the Celtic origin of the island and has been embossed in the traditional way. The design has been prepared to specifically allow for a formal wax seal to be attached for display purposes if required. In this event an additional wax seal can be purchased, cast in a thinner form, to suit mounting on the certificate. 

Maps – While the island can be found on many reasonable scale maps, particularly Ordnance Survey maps of the Outer Hebrides, we have included two maps to enable you to locate the island within the Sound of Harris. These have been produced courtesy of Ordnance Survey, the copyright holders, and to whom an appropriate royalty fee has been paid.

Holding Renewal Form – This application form allows Associate Owners to record their wish to confer the opportunity to repurchase the ‘Holding’ on a family member in order to retain the link established with Sgarabhaigh, the Western Isles and Scotland. It is advisable for Associate Owners to complete the form at an early stage to ensure their wishes for the future are recorded. However in the event the Associate Owner is unable to complete the form it can be completed by the family successor who wishes to retain the ‘Holding’.

Summary

The package of artefacts has been carefully designed and assembled to:

· bring the island right into your home, wherever in the world that may be;

· provide a material link to the island;

· reflect quality; 

· be robust enough to stand the test of time;

· provide you with something to make you particularly proud of your holding in the romantic Scottish Isle of Sgarabhaigh.

ISLAND MANAGEMENT

A Company Board consisting of the two Directors and four advisors appointed by the Directors will manage the island. The advisors will help to broaden the range of views and opinions informing any decisions that will be determined by the Directors. 

Our principal aim is to conserve the island’s environment and, as that should not require us to carry out any work on the island, it is not anticipated that the overall management responsibilities will be overly onerous. However, as stated earlier, forever is a long time and despite not currently intending to carry out any work on the island, the Directors consider it prudent to reserve the right to provide works that may be useful in the future. Consequently our Contract with Associate Owners has reserved all development rights considered to be potentially viable and beneficial for the island and its environs although, as stated above, unlikely to happen. Any development considered would be intended to enhance the accessibility to the island and to protect the local environment by minimising the impact of visitors. Clearly any decision on any works will involve balancing the impact of those works against the impact of visitors on the environment without the works.

The management and responsibility for any work would be the sole responsibility of the Board of Friends of Sgarabhaigh. It is worth repeating here that we doubt that any development will ever be feasible but we thought it only sensible to make this reserve position clear from the outset. The rights of Associate Owners would not be affected in any way by any development undertaken.

VISITING RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

As an Associate Owner you can visit when you wish without any special permission, but it is important that you comply with the following requirements when preparing for and visiting the island. Potentially the Company Board could control access if there was considered to be an excessive number of visitors likely to result in damage to the environment. However it is not anticipated that this situation will arise and even if it did managed access would still provide ample opportunity to visit.

As an Associate Owner you have a responsibility for your own safety when visiting the island, as well as full responsibility for any guests you may take with you.  Owners visiting should therefore ensure that they have adequate personal insurance cover for themselves and any guests they take with them.

This responsibility should not be taken lightly as the island is remote, has no services and access is challenging. If tackled with good preparation, i.e. warm, weather-resistant clothing, sound footwear and a basic supply of water, high protein snacks and high carbohydrate snacks, it should be quite safe. It is also important that you do not undertake any activities on the island that you are not fully skilled or equipped to undertake and they should not damage the environment in any way. You should always have at least one other person with you or have a means of contacting help at all times. 

Finally, advice should always be taken from the local boatman who takes you out to the island. Weather can change in a matter of minutes in the islands and you should always be prepared to be disappointed if landing turns out to be impossible, or if you are called off the island early. It should also be borne in mind that the local coastal waters have their own hazards and only competent and qualified mariners should attempt to take their own boat out to the island and then only after taking advice from a local skipper. This advice is for your safety and that of your guests; so please plan, check and take local advice. The island will always be there – a poorly planned or inadvisable visit might mean you may not!

CODE OF ACCESS TO THE ISLAND

We are proud of our island, its wildlife and its unspoilt environment. Please help to ensure that future visitors are able to have the same enjoyment by observing these simple rules:

1. Do not disturb livestock.

2. Take your litter away with you.

3. Do not light fires.

4. Never disturb nesting birds

5. Do not pick wild flowers or dig up plants.

6. Do not obstruct or endanger others.

7. Always take care near cliffs and beaches – particularly with young visitors.

8. Do not take pets onto the island.

9. Always take adequate clothes, wear suitable footwear and tell someone of your plans particularly if you intend to change previous ones.

10. Above all please respect the life of the island – leave only footprints and take only photographs and pleasant memories.

While all of the above points are important the one related to not having fires is fundamentally important as the whole island is covered in peat. This combustible material is cut and used as fuel across the islands so it should be no surprise to anyone that it will burn if ignited. Given its depth and distribution across the island the damage would be catastrophic if the peat was to catch fire, potentially, in an extended dry spell, the whole island could be burnt bare and destroyed. So please no fires under any circumstances.

PASSPORT USE

The passport has been designed to :

1. Personalise the holding.

2. Give the local boat charter skippers proof of right of access.

3. Allow you to record all visits to the island over the years.

In order to meet point 3 above ‘Sgarabhaigh Passport Agency’ stamps have been provided to two outlets in Leverburgh where you can get your passport endorsed with both the date and the initials of the stamper. These outlets may change over time so you should always refer to the web site (www.scaravay.com) prior to any visit as part of your trip planning process. It should be re-stressed here that the passport has no official status and is only of use in relation to your accessing the island and recording the event for posterity. Care should be taken to keep the passport safely in the box in order to maintain full ‘provenance’ records for the holding which as was said earlier can be extended by application to the Company of successors who wish to take on the vacant holding and renew their tie to the island.

AUTHENTICATING SEAL 

This large wax seal has both a decorative and important practical purpose. It contains a microchip which holds a number which when correlated with your Associate Owners certificate number verifies the authenticity of your holding. It should therefore be treated accordingly and not abused or lost. Without this cross check the Management Board would not be able to verify the ‘Holding’.

SEALING WAX

Included in the pack are two pieces of sealing wax for your use in conjunction with the brass seal mould attached to one of the glass phials. The process of using sealing wax is potentially dangerous if you do not follow some basic safety rules.

The hot wax can burn if dropped onto your skin and can damage articles and clothing so be careful when applying wax. The area used should be free from clutter and the item to be sealed should be stood on a non-combustible surface that is resistant to heat and could have hot wax dripped onto it without damage. The heat source used to melt the wax should be kept away from all combustible material and should be firmly held preferably in a gloved hand. Attention should be paid at all times to the ignition source particularly when stamping the hot wax, which is the crucial stage, as it is time limited. The brass seal itself may well be hot for a period after stamping so ensure it is placed on a heat resistant surface just after stamping. The process should not be undertaken by ‘minors’ and anyone intending to use the sealing wax process should be fully aware of the potential risks. If in doubt take advice from a competent local person familiar with the process prior to attempting to seal anything. If care is taken and the process undertaken correctly the results can be very rewarding as a bright shiny red seal adorning a letter or present adds that special magic as well as demonstrating your ‘Holding’ in the Isle of Sgarabhaigh.

For the best results apply the minimum amount of wax to the area to take the seal which when pressed spreads to just beyond the seal edge. One or two attempts should sort the process. The pressure applied should be firm and even for best effect. You must realise that using sealing wax will produce an infinite range of results, that is part of its charm as a process. The stamped detail will always be similar but its intensity and clarity will be a function of the pressure applied, the wax temperature and the quantity of wax. When done well the results are stunning with a bright red seal with random edges and a representation of your owner’s seal. It will compliment and enhance any present, letter or card that you send.

RESTRICTIONS 

There are currently no restrictions on appropriate activities on the island and with a responsible approach from all Associate Owners we may never need to apply any restrictions as we don’t want to constrain your ability to enjoy the island. However should the action of any Associate Owner be considered by the Board to be detrimental to the environment of the island or to the enjoyment of any other Associate Owners the Board reserve the right to ban the action or in severe cases withdraw the ‘Holding’ without any right of compensation.

The Code of Access to the Island sets out rules for visitors for their own safety and the protection of the island. It should however be emphasised, that as with Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI’s), nothing should be planted nor removed from the island as this could damage the environment.

While visits are currently unrestricted it should be emphasised that lengthy stays are not encouraged both for the safety of the individual and the enjoyment of other visitors. Any overnight stays must be cleared by the Board at least four weeks before the visit. Extended stays will generally be refused.

QUERIES

Should you have any queries or want to comment on the process or ‘Holding’ please ‘e’ mail me on dave@scaravay.com I will be pleased to receive your views and reactions to the present and will respond to any queries.

