ARGYLL AND BUTE COUNCIL COUNCIL

CHIEF EXECUTIVE 24 JUNE 2026

PEOPLE’S MEETING — A SCOTTISH FESTIVAL OF DEMOCRACY
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INTRODUCTION

The Council has been approached by the organisers of the established People’s
Meeting that is held annually in Denmark, backed by a range of Scottish partners,
to see if we are interested in hosting a similar annual festival on the Island of Bute
from 2027. This is still a competitive process that has been under development
since 2025 with Rothesay being shortlisted with several other communities across
Scotland.

The festival aims to start small with a target of 1000 visitors per day over a three-
day period. Then building to 20,000 a day over a period of five years. In Denmark
the event attracts 40,000 participants over a three-day period on the island of
Bornholm which is a community with less than 2,000 residents. Held annually in
June of each year it's predominately an outdoor event (tented villages, pavilions)
that also uses public buildings and private accommodation as necessary. The
festival is designed for people of all political parties to come together in a neutral
political environment. It has been transformational for this community in Denmark
and has attracted international interest and inspired other similar events elsewhere.
In Denmark the Festival has resulted in a 5% to 6% boost in tourism, £23m to
£27m increase in tourism spending and 110 to 116 additional FTE jobs with
additional revenue for the Council estimated at circa £700k per annum. The event
has become financially self-sufficient through public and private sponsorship.

At the meeting of full Council on 29 April 2026, the Council approved sending the
Chief Executive and Councillor Campbell-Sturgess to the annual People’s Meeting
event in Denmark on 11-13 June to find out more about the activities. This report
provides information about the visit and recommends that the Council proceed with
advancing submission of interest and finer details in advance of a final decision by
the Council at an appropriate time.

RECOMMENDATIONS
It is recommended that Council:

a) Endorse in principle support for a Scottish democracy event to be held on Bute,
based on the People’s Meeting model developed in Denmark.

b) Agree that officers, working with the People’s meeting project team, progress
further exploratory work to develop a Scottish model, establish a set of core
principles, assess feasibility—particularly in relation to transport and
infrastructure—and engage with national stakeholders, including political parties
and key partners.

c) Approve funding of up to £10,000 from the Unallocated General Fund to support
the exploratory work, including any reciprocal visits by project partners.
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d) Note that no significant financial commitment is required at this stage and that
the Council retains full discretion over any future participation.

e) Note that a further report will be submitted to Council before any final decision is
required.

DETAIL

The Chief Executive and Councillor Campbell Sturgess attended Folkemgdet in
Allinge, Bornholm, to observe the People’s Meeting model and assess its potential
relevance to a Scottish democracy event. The following paragraphs summarise the
key observations, drawing together discussions with organisers, partners and local
stakeholders alongside direct experience of the event. Further information on a
festival in Scotland can be read in the dedicated website
https://peoplesmeeting.org.uk

Overall Concept and Scale

Folkemgdet is a large-scale, open-access democracy festival held annually in the
small harbour town of Allinge on the island of Bornholm. It attracts approximately
50,000-60,000 attendees per day, with around 3,500 events delivered across the
programme, and the island itself receiving approximately 600,000 visitors annually.
The event is characterised by:

e A strong focus on dialogue, learning and issue-based discussion, rather than
party-political debate

e Broad participation including politicians, NGOs, public bodies, businesses,
youth organisations and community groups

e A deliberately inclusive ethos, with all political parties represented and no
significant evidence of conflict

e A programme that combines formal events with informal networking and social
interaction, widely regarded as central to its value

National media presence is a significant feature, with main stages and broadcast
areas positioned to showcase the attractiveness of the host location, contributing to
the wider reputation of the island and supporting tourism and inward interest.

Physical Environment and Event Design

Allinge is a small harbour town (population ¢.1,500 during the festival period) that is
transformed to accommodate the event. Key design features include:

¢ Distributed venues: Tents and stages located throughout the town, harbour and
surrounding open spaces, ranging from very small informal set-ups to highly
professional broadcast facilities

e Integration with place: Use of the harbour, with some exhibitors hosting events
on boats, and careful placement of venues to maximise visibility of the coastal
setting

e Pedestrianised centre: The main town is closed to traffic, supporting safe and
easy movement

e Outdoor focus: All events take place outdoors or in temporary structures
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Festival and café culture: A strong emphasis on socialising, with extensive
seating areas, food and drink provision, and informal meeting spaces
Evening activity: Some exhibitors provide light-touch entertainment in the
evenings, adding to the festival atmosphere without detracting from the core
purpose

Supporting infrastructure: High-quality portable toilets, temporary waste
facilities, and well-managed public spaces

Transport and access arrangements are significant and carefully managed:
Ferries and flights to a small island airport provide access to Bornholm, with
additional ferry capacity introduced for the event

Attendance is partly gauged through ferry bookings

Shuttle buses and bicycles are used extensively within the island

Large temporary car parks are located on the edge of the town, typically in
fields

Chargeable shuttle buses are provided, including for those staying elsewhere
on the island, and operate on a largely self-funding basis.

Accommodation and Visitor Management

A mixed accommodation model supports the significant increase in visitors:

Camping sites are provided on a paid basis, including a dedicated youth
campsite for young people and their chaperones, with restrictions such as no
alcohol permitted

Wider accommodation includes hotels and a substantial number of short-term
lets, with many residents renting out homes during the event

This has created an income stream for residents, enabling reinvestment in
properties and contributing to overall improvements in the town

Those staying outwith Allinge benefit from integrated transport arrangements,
including shuttle services.

This combined approach enables the town and wider island to accommodate a
scale of visitors far exceeding its normal capacity.

Organisation and Delivery Model

The event has evolved from a council-supported initiative into a more independent
structure:

Originally established with government funding and local authority in-kind
support
Now delivered by an independent organisation (arms-length vehicle wholly
owned by the Council), with ongoing close partnership with the council
The organisers provide core infrastructure and key stages, while exhibitors
typically design and deliver their own events within allocated pitches
Programming is actively curated through:

o Regular structured engagement with political parties and major

contributors
o A deliberate emphasis on issue-based activity over party-political staging
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o Agreed principles (e.g. restrictions on inducements such as free food or
drink) to maintain fairness and accessibility.

The model relies on a relatively small core team that scales significantly in the run-
up to the event.

Economic and Place Impact

There is clear evidence that Folkemadet has acted as a driver of economic
regeneration and place transformation:

e Extended tourism season by positioning the event in the shoulder period

¢ Increased visitor numbers and associated local spend

e Attraction of wider investment, including infrastructure improvements (e.g.
boardwalk developments)

e Significant increase in the island’s national profile, supported by media
coverage and attendance by senior political and business leaders (including
major CEOs)

e Growth in short-term letting and property investment

e Stakeholders reported that the town was previously “down at heel” with derelict
buildings, whereas it is now visibly well maintained, with improved quality of
accommodation and public space.

Community Experience and Management
Community engagement has been central to the success of the event:

¢ Initial resistance from some residents has been addressed through ongoing
dialogue and transparency
e Community forums and communication channels are used to manage concerns
e Economic opportunities (e.g. property rental, business trade) have increased
local support over time
e However, lessons identified include:
o The need to be clear about the acceptable scale of the event and future
growth
o Ensuring benefits are shared beyond the immediate host town
o Maintaining a balance between professionalisation and local
participation.

Public Safety and Operational Delivery
Delivery is underpinned by strong partnership working:

e Close coordination between organisers, the council, police and national
agencies

¢ A policing approach based on a “celebration event” ethos, while maintaining
capacity to respond to risk

e Significant scaling of police presence during the event, supported by national
resources
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e The island setting assists with managing attendance and behaviour.
Importance of Core Principles

A critical observation is the central importance of clearly defined and consistently
applied core principles. The success of Folkemgdet is not solely organisational or
logistical; it is underpinned by a shared understanding of purpose, including:

Openness and accessibility (including being free and unticketed)

A commitment to dialogue rather than confrontation

Maintaining a balance between political, civic and community voices
Ensuring fairness between participants, regardless of size or resources
Protecting the culture of the event from over-commercialisation.

Stakeholders emphasised that these principles are actively revisited each year and
reinforced through engagement with participants. They are also used to guide
decisions where tensions arise (for example, around commercial activity or
exclusive events).

For a Scottish model, early agreement of core principles will be essential, as these
will shape the culture, design and credibility of any future event.

Relevance to a Scottish Model
The visit highlighted both significant opportunities and important considerations:

Opportunities

Strengthening democratic engagement and participation
Creating a national platform for dialogue across sectors
Delivering economic and place-based benefits

Enhancing Scotland’s profile domestically and internationally.

Key considerations

Transport capacity and access, particularly for island or peripheral locations
Governance and delivery model, including relationship with the host authority
Early and sustained community engagement

Licensing, infrastructure and operational planning

Approach to scale and growth over time

Requirement for a small but dedicated coordinating function, including political
liaison.

Overall, the visit was extremely worthwhile to gain direct experience of the event
and Council are asked to endorse that we are still interested in an event in Bute. A
selection of photographs taken at the event are included within Appendix 1.

The visit supports progressing further exploratory work to:

e Develop and design how a Scottish model would work and agree a set of core
principles (see paragraph 3.9) — this would be done in collaboration with The
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People’s Meeting team.
e Assess feasibility, particularly in relation to transport and infrastructure
¢ Engage with national stakeholders, including political parties and key partners.

At this stage, only minimal resource commitment is required limited to:

e Preparation of a formal submission

¢ Initial design and engagement work

e Modest support costs (e.g. stakeholder engagement and reciprocal visits from
project partners).

It is recommended that the Council approve up to £10,000 from the Unallocated
General Fund to progress the points as noted above. There is no requirement for
significant financial commitment at this stage, and the Council retains full flexibility
over any future participation.

CONCLUSION

The visit to Folkemadet demonstrates a proven model for large-scale democratic
engagement that successfully combines inclusive, open dialogue with economic
and place-based benefits, underpinned by clear and consistently applied principles.
While there is clear potential to explore a similar approach in a Scottish context,
careful consideration will be required around infrastructure, governance, community
engagement and sustainability; accordingly, progressing focused exploratory work
is a proportionate next step that allows the Council to assess feasibility without
committing to future delivery at this stage.

IMPLICATIONS
Policy — None.

Financial — It is recommended that up to £10,000 is approved from the Unallocated
General Fund to fund the preparation of a formal submission, initial design and
engagement work and other support costs that could include a reciprocal visit to
Bute by project partners. Once this initial exploratory work has been undertaken
and if the Council and the event organisers agree to proceed with Bute as the
venue, it is likely that there will be further costs required to get the first festival
established.

Legal — None at this stage however a partnership agreement or similar will be
required and this will be considered as part of any agreement with the festival
organisers.

HR — Resources will be required to manage this process however at this stage, it is
currently managed through existing staff in addition to the £10,000 additional
funding recommended above.

Customer Service: None.

Risk: There is a need to fully understand the financial implications before a Council
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decision is taken and the exploratory work will assist in quantifying this. It should
be noted that this is a competitive process with no guarantee of success.

Climate Change: This is a major consideration of the festival.

Fairer Scotland Duty — None.

Equalities — Protected characteristics: This will be considered as part of the EOI.
Consumer Duty — This will be considered as part of the EOI.

Island Communities — This provides a cultural and socio-economic opportunity for
the Isle of Bute.

Children’s Rights and Wellbeing — Will be considered as part of any final decision
to participate in the democracy festival or not.

Pippa Milne
Chief Executive
15 June 2026

Policy Lead for Business Development: Councillor Campbell-Sturgess

Appendix 1 — Photographs from visit to People’s Meeting Folkemgadet in Allinge,
Bornholm attended by Chief Executive and Councillor Campbell-Sturgess.



