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Shetlandershave
amuchhigher risk
ofcertaingenetic
diseases

Inwhathasbeenhailedasasignificant
stepforwardtowardsScotland’sfirst-
evercommunity-focusedpreventative
healthcarescreeningcampaignThe
VikingGenesShetlandinitiativeaims
toprovide5,000Shetlanderswiththe
opportunitytotakepartinafreegeneric
screeningdevelopedspecificallyforthe
islands.
Theywillbe tested fordisease-causing

variants thatcouldcut their livesshort.
Thoselivingonpartsofthearchipelago

haveaseven-timeshigherriskof
developingbreast,ovarianandprostate
cancercausedbyso-calledBRCA2
genevariantsthanthepopulationon
theScottishmainland.Itishopedthe
screeningprogrammewillenableearly
preventativehealthinterventionsto
eitherreducethechancesofdisease
occurring,orstopitsprogression.Those
volunteeringwillbeadvisedofactionable
geneticfindingsand,intime,theproject
willalsoidentifythoseindividualswho
maynotbeaffectedthemselves,butwho
carryanelevatedriskofpassingoncertain
geneticconditionstotheirchildren.They
includethelikesofcardiomyopathy,
haemochromatosis,Battendiseaseand
island-specificmultiplesclerosis.
HealthSecretaryNeilGrayhasaskedto

bekeptinformedabouttheprogressofthe
projectanditsimplicationsforshaping

futuregenomicmedicinepolicyacross
Scotland.
JimFlettWilson,aprofessorof

humangeneticswholeadstheViking
GenesprogrammeattheUniversity
ofEdinburgh’sUsherInstitute,said:
“Preventativegenetichealthcarelike
theVikingGenesShetlandcommunity
screeningprojectwilldirectlyimpactthe
healthofShetlanders.
“It’slikelytosavelivesandkeepmany

morepeoplehealthyandcontributingto
thecommunityratherthannotrealising
theywereatriskandsufferingfrom
advancedstagesofdiseaselaterinlife.
Shetlandershaveamuchhigherriskof
certaingeneticdiseases,sothere’saclear
need.Mostpeoplewescreenwillfind
theyhavenoelevatedhealthrisksand
havethatpeaceofmind.Butwe’vealready
demonstratedthatfortheexpected100
individualswefindwithelevatedrisks,it
canbelife-changingandlifeextending.”
CommunityleadersinShetlandhave

formedacommitteeinaneffortto
raise£1milliontowardsthecostsofthe
programme,whichwilltestfor50genetic
variantsfoundtobeprevalentinthelocal
population.Researchshowsonein40
Shetlanderscarryoneofthesevariants.
SandraLaurenson,chairofVikingGenes

Shetland,said:“Thevoluntarygroupwas
formedfollowingapresentationProf
WilsongaveinLerwicklastautumn.Itwas
aneye-openerformanyofuslearningof
thenumberofconditionsthatstemfroma
geneticvariant.
“TheprojectbuildsonpreviousViking

Genesworkwhereover3,000Shetlanders
participated.Thereisagrowingimpetus
formorescreeningandthevolunteer
storiesaretestamenttothelife-changing
benefitsforthemandtheirfamilies.”

Amajor fundraising
drive forapioneering
large-scalegenetic
screeningprogramme
hasbeen launched
inanattempt tohelp
thousandsofScots

discoverwhether theyareat riskof
developingaseriesof life-threatening
conditions.

Bid to screen
islanders for
‘Viking gene’

◆Project aims tohelpShetlanders
takepreventative actionagainst
potentially deadly conditions,
writesMartynMcLaughlin

Mainand left:DrShonaKerr
andProfessorJimFlettWilson
extractingplasmaaspartof
their research for theViking
project,whichwill benefit
those living inShetland, right
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FergusEwingsaid theHighland
Council’splans foravisitor levywere
“outrageousandpoorlydesigned”.
TheSNPMSPfor InvernessandNairn

said the taxwas“uncollectable”and
would leadtoa“fiasco”.
HighlandCouncilhasbeen

consultingonproposals fora5percent
visitor levy that it sayscouldgenerateat
least£10million for theregion.
It says thecashcouldbeused

tohelppay for improvements to
infrastructure, includingonits roads.
TheVisitorLevy (Scotland)Actwas

passed lastyearandallowscouncils to
applya taxonovernightstays.
But ithasbeenopposedbychambers

ofcommerce in thearea,aswellas
tradebodiesrepresentinghotels.
AppearingbeforeParliament

yesterday,MrEwingcalled foraU-turn.
Hetoldpublicfinanceminister Ivan

McKee: “All fourministersknowIhave
opposedthis tax fromtheoutsetand
votedagainst it.
“It isapercentage taxuponwhich

therewillbeadditionalVATpayable–
twosetsof tax.
“Theministerknowsthat Ihave

arguedthat this isuncollectible, is
going to leadtoafiasco, thatnobody
hasworkedouthowtocollect it, that
the ITsystemsthatwillbenecessary to
administer itdonotexist.
“Does the minister agree with

me that this may cause the death

knell, the death knell, of many hard-
working, excellent bed and breakfast
establishments in the Highlands
and throughout the whole country,
and he has been told this again and
again,” added Mr Ewing.
“Sowillhecallahalt to this

outrageousandpoorlydesignedtax?”
MrMcKeesaid itwasupto local

authoritieswhether they implemented
a tourist taxbutaddedthathewould
meetwithHighlandCouncil todiscuss
itsplans.
Hewenton: “Thetax isobviously in

legislation,as themember isaware,
andEdinburghCityCouncilwillbe the
firstcouncil intending to take the tax
forwardnextyear,andas I say,wewill
continue toengagewithothercouncils
aswe learn fromthat implementation,
tounderstandwhat theirplansare in
theirownlocalareas.”
DouglasRoss, the formerScottish

Tory leader, said thepolicywould
impactHighlandresidentswhowould
have topay forovernightstays in
differentpartsof theregion.
Hecalled forresidents tobeexempt

fromthepolicy fromtheoutset.
MrMcKeesaidhewas“wellaware”of

theconcernsraisedby tradebodiesbut
reiterated that it isupto theHighland
Councilswhether to implement the
policy.
Hesaid theVisitorLevy (Scotland)

Actgave localgovernment“the
mostsignificantnewpowers”since
devolution.
“Manybusinessesandbusiness

organisationsabsolutelyrecognise the
value that the levycanbring,”headded.
“The levywillhelp, therefore, sustain

andenhance thevisitorexperience,
makingdestinationsmoreattractive
andcompetitive.”

Plans to introduce a tourist tax in the
Highlands will be the “death knell” for
manybusinesses,aformerministerhas
warned.

Tourist taxwill be ‘death
knell’ for businesses,
formerministerwarns
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