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Half a million goes to local groups, 
but Viking Genes is left off the list

By DANIEL SHAILER

The community fund set up 
with money from Viking Energy 
has celebrated awarding almost 
half a million pounds to local 
organisations since the windfarm 
opened six months ago.

Others however – from anti-
windfarm campaigners to the 
head of the renowned Viking 
Genes Project – have criticised the 
mechanism whereby projects are 
selected for funding, and said that 
more worthy groups have been 
forgotten.

The fund’s managers have 
allocated a little more than 
£450,000 in total to numerous 
projects since the windfarm went 
operational, including insulation 
support for fuel-poor households 
and an accessible transport 
initiative for wheelchair users.

SSE has promised roughly £72 
million of community funding 
over the lifespan of the windfarm, 
the equivalent of £2.2 million 
each year.

Including money drawn down 
for an MRI scanner last year, the 
fund has spent roughly a quarter 
of its annual deposit in the first 
half a year.

Eleanor Gear, the fund’s 
manager, said that represents 
a “positive start” to the project, 
and that some of the funding  
has been held back in anticipation 
of supporting projects later in  
the year.

“Long-term strategic projects 
do not happen overnight and 
early engagement with the 
Shetland community, through its 
community groups, organisations 
and businesses is crucial to the 
success of the fund,” she said.

Ms Gear added that the fund 
was not designed to initiate new 
groups or projects, but to support 
existing local organisations in the 
work they do, and that the fund 
expects to award £150,000 more 
next month.

Frank Hay, a campaigner 
with Sustainable Shetland and 
long-time critic of the Viking 
project, described the pay-outs 
as “haphazard” and said the 
most meaningful contribution 
SSE could make would be 
directly to people affected by the  
turbines.

“The money could perhaps 
go towards reducing electricity 
bills, then more people would see 
tangible benefits,” Mr Hay said, 
suggesting areas nearer turbines 
could be targeted for larger 
rebates.

“Perhaps people need to 
be reminded that community 
benefit money ultimately comes 
from consumers anyway,” he 
said. “It doesn’t just magically  
appear.”

The priorities for pay-outs 
were determined by a community 
consultation laid out in the fund’s 
plan last year.

“Like all other funders, we can’t 

Man is fined £400 
for drug possession
A 32-year-old man was switching opioid dependency treatments when 
he was caught carrying Class A drugs, a court heard. Sydney Johnson, 
of Clothister in the North Mainland, admitted possessing heroin and 
cocaine when he appeared at Lerwick Sheriff Court on Wednesday.

Procurator fiscal Duncan MacKenzie said police officers pulled 
Johnson’s car over on 15th October last year and took him back to the 
station where a strip search was carried out. He said the search revealed 
two grams of heroin, valued at £70, and 0.28g of cocaine worth an 
estimated £20.

Defence agent Tommy Allan said his client had been coming off 
methadone and going onto buprenorphine – which is also used to treat 
heroin addiction.

The solicitor said Johnson had been between treatments, and 
“decided to use his own medication” when he was pulled over.

Sheriff Ian Cruickshank imposed a £400 “cumulo-fine” for both 
offences. 

meet everybody’s needs,” said Ms 
Gear, “and in order to deliver good 
funding we have to have criteria; 
we have to have priorities. 

“The consultation was delivered 
Shetland-wide so the priorities 
that have been adopted by the 
fund are the priorities that were 
given to us by the community.”

Jim Wilson is the head of 
the Viking Genes project in 
Edinburgh University – a genetic 
sequencing project which last 
year identified variants which put 
some Shetlanders at greater risk 
of certain types of cancer.

But because that research 
was largely published after the 
consultation concluded, Professor 
Wilson says the Viking Genes 

project was left off the priorities 
for funding.

“Obviously the community 
consultation would not have had 
people on the doorstep saying 
that they want population-wide 
genetic screening, because nobody 
knew that was required until 
really recently,” Prof Wilson said.

The Viking Genes researchers 
hope to roll-out a “go-to” screening 
programme to test Shetlanders for 
50 concerning genetic variants.

That would take around three 
years to create, and cost roughly 
£1 million – half the Viking fund’s 
annual pay-outs – according to 
Prof Wilson.

A PhD student is currently 
working to identify which variants 

to screen for in Shetland – those 
that pose a danger to locals and 
which, with warning, they could 
act on.

That includes cancer-causing 
variants which might help 
people find tumours earlier, 
or variants which might make 
birth conditions more likely 
so that would-be parents can 
make informed decisions about 
conceiving children.

That can only happen, Prof 
Wilson said, with support from 
the Viking fund.

Ms Gear confirmed the fund 
had met with the Viking Genes 
researchers, but that until the 
priorities for large-scale funding 
are re-evaluated in 2029, the 
geneticists can only apply for 
community grants up to £15,000.

Meanwhile, the council’s 
energy efficiency team received 
£200,000 of “top-up funding” 
to replace doors and windows 
for locals struggling to heat their 
homes. 

“With Shetland’s cold and 
windy weather we regularly 
receive requests for help with 
new windows and doors,” said the 
council’s manager of environment 
and estate operations, Carl 
Symons.

“This additional energy 
efficiency funding is welcome 
and will provide further help 
to households living in fuel  
poverty.”

Hjaltland Housing Association 

also received £10,000 to train 
staff retrofitting houses to make 
them more efficient.

The Royal Voluntary Service 
was given more than £30,000 for 
its work connecting wheelchair 
users with volunteers drivers and 
accessible cars.

The fund has also awarded just 
more than £1 million since early 
2021, before Viking energy began 
generating.

Both Mr Hay and Prof Wilson, 
as well as feeling the funds 
were missing important local 
causes, said the amount paled 
in comparison to the windfarm’s 
profits. 

SSE made almost the full 
amount of their contribution 
to the fund from constraint 
payments in August alone.

Mr Hay said the cost to 
Shetland from Viking has been 
“relatively massive ... in exchange 
for the £450k.”

Prof Wilson said: “There’s a 
moral obligation for windfarms to 
pay into community benefit funds 
because it’s universally recognised 
that they have a negative impact 
on various stakeholders.

I think there’s also a moral 
obligation on the people 
negotiating on behalf of the 
people of Shetland, whether that 
be the council or others that I 
don’t know, to get as good a deal 
as humanly possible out of these 
enormous industrial complexes 
that are the wind companies.”

Cocaine supplier is caught 
outside town music festival
A social drug supplier caught with cocaine 
wraps  outside the Rising North Music Festival 
has been fined £800.

Ryan Peart pleaded guilty to supplying the 
drugs on a “social basis” when he appeared at 
Lerwick Sheriff Court on Wednesday.

The 20-year-old from Gulberwick had 
aroused the suspicion of officers policing the 
festival when they saw him and another man 
“slumped over” in his car, the court heard.

It was parked outside the Clickimin Leisure 
Complex, where the festival was held, on 17th 
August. Procurator fiscal Duncan MacKenzie 
said a search was carried out and the accused 

was found to have a single wrap in his wallet.
A further eight wraps were found in the 

driver’s door pocket. The fiscal said they 
averaged 0.7g, which Sheriff Ian Cruickshank 
described as “under-weight gram deals”.

Their total value was as much as £800. 
Mr MacKenzie said it was clear the other 

man in the car was Peart’s friend with whom 
he was sharing some of his personal supply for 
the event.

Defence agent Tommy Allan said his client 
was an apprentice mechanic with no previous 
convictions. He said Peart had suffered  
a painful injury in a car accident three years 

ago, which had affected his mental health.
The solicitor said his client had started 

using cocaine to help his mental health – but it 
got “out of control”.

“This has very much been a wake-up call,” 
he said. “He has been doing everything right 
since then.”

Mr Allan said Peart had been attending the 
Shetland Recovery Hub and was finishing his 
apprenticeship. Sheriff Ian Cruickshank said 
the offence involved a “sizeable quantity of 
drugs” – but accepted it was on a “social basis 
not a commercial basis”. He fined him £800, 
taking account of the early plea.
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