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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Marine Inquiry 

Written submission from Scottish Natural Heritage 

Are the objectives for the establishment of the Scottish Marine Regions still 
appropriate?  

The boundaries for the 11 Scottish Marine Regions (SMRs) were established by 
Statutory Instrument 2015 No. 193. The basis for establishing Regional Marine Plans 
(RMPs) that cover each of these regions remains, although it may not be necessary 
to form a planning partnership for each region. North Coast marine region in particular 
could be addressed at the same time as West Highland region, but across both these 
regions the planning process could identify sub-areas with particular issues for 
focussed spatial planning.  

How effective has the approach to establishing Marine Planning Partnerships 
been in practice? Are they working as anticipated? What are the 
opportunities/constraints/barriers to success? 

Clyde and Shetland MPPs exist in very different circumstances, from which we can 
learn for establishing other MPPs. The multiple local authorities adjoining the Clyde 
Marine Region, and the legacy of how the Clyde Forum was structured, means the 
approximately 20 organisations represented on the delegate presents challenges for 
running meetings and workshops. While indicating the importance of the 
environmental, social and sectoral challenges to stakeholders, it might be preferable 
to engage through technical/working groups, allowing a small and neutral delegate (as 
for Shetland) that can collate and balance views. For public bodies like SNH, this would 
be preferable to being part of a delegate which may at times take decisions that 
present a conflict of interest with our statutory role.  

Shetland benefits from its relationship with a single local authority, which should also 
ease integration with terrestrial planning. They have also been fortunate in having the 
NAFC Marine Centre as partners in the delegate, bringing valuable scientific expertise 
and local knowledge to the plan-making process.  

We can learn from these experiences, but every region will present unique challenges 
for forming a delegate and supporting structures (e.g. advisory groups and sub-
groups). The transfer of delegated powers has been protracted with the need for legal 
advice, but the experience thus far should ease the process for further regions. 

The partnership approach is intended to be inclusive, enabling plans that balance a 
broad spectrum of interests (including the public) for outcomes in the long term interest 
of the region’s economy, environment and society. Various constraints limit inclusivity 
and broad representation: 

• Public engagement. Beyond formal consultation documents, both Clyde and 
Shetland marine planners have undertaken public events/workshops to raise 
awareness and gather input from a broader slice of their general public. 
Achieving balanced representation is clearly difficult, particularly for urban 
populations. The Clyde team also ran a schools engagement project to inform 
vision-setting early in the planning process. 
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• Emerging and small businesses without representation. Larger and long-
established business sectors tend to have a strong voice in public process, 
being able to commit the time and financial resources for proper engagement, 
either directly or through membership associations. A challenge for marine 
planners is to balance those voices with other groups who may struggle to 
participate fully in the plan-making process, such as marine tourism, recreation 
and local residents. 
 

• Transitioning from existing planning process. Offshore and marine 
renewable energy has thus far been planned at a national level. Planning for 
aquaculture officially remains within the terrestrial planning system. For an 
inclusive and balanced process that can be supported by local stakeholders, 
we consider that regional marine planning needs a stronger role for these key 
sectors. 
 

• Integration of marine planning with activity management. Many marine 
plan policies are implemented through marine licensing decisions. However, 
the relationship between RMPs and management of activities that do not fall 
under marine licensing regulations is much less clear. This is the case for 
recreation, tourism, and shipping for example, but the most striking example is 
fisheries. At both national and regional levels, fisheries strategy and 
management is delivered largely in isolation from other sectors. As the most 
pervasive economic activity in our seas, proper integration of fisheries 
(including but not limited to Regional Inshore Fisheries Groups) within the 
marine planning system should clarify the relationships and processes to 
deliver the principles of integrated, inclusive and plan-led decision making 
across all interests. The Shetland and Clyde partnerships have working 
relationships with fisheries stakeholder and management groups that we can 
learn from. However, we consider that greater progress toward NMP policy 
delivery could be made if RMPs had a clearer role in relation to fisheries 
management. The Scottish Government’s current work on the Future Fisheries 
management Strategy presents an opportunity to address this matter. 
 

• Local democracy Vs national direction. The NMP gives national vision and 
policy direction, but regional planning should enable greater local accountability 
and policies with tangible outcomes. RMPs must be adopted by Scottish 
Ministers, ensuring conformity with national policy direction and legal 
requirements, to which end Marine Scotland screen and guide policy 
development. This requires a delicate balance between strategic control and 
empowering local processes. A challenge for regional marine planners is to give 
Marine Scotland and Ministers confidence of a sufficiently balanced 
representation of local stakeholders to support any variation from national 
policy. Ultimately the aim should be for a suite of RMPs that collectively conform 
to and help deliver national policy, but to allow variation across regions. 

What progress has been made in the development and implementation of 
Regional Marine Plans and what are the objectives and priorities for the next 5-
10 years?  

Shetland region developed its first marine plan in 2006, but was non-statutory until 
adopted as supplementary guidance to the Shetland Local Development Plan in 2015. 
However, the plan currently being prepared will be the first to be adopted under the 
Marine (Scotland) Act 2010. Interestingly, Shetland have also been undertaking a 
Master Plan for Sullom Voe & Yell Sound. Although more under the auspices of the 
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local authority and legislation normally applied on land, it is in effect a sub-regional 
marine plan. It will provide an opportunity to reflect on the scale at which to target 
focussed spatial planning efforts. 

Clyde region developed a marine plan in 2010, but has had no statutory footing. The 
plan currently being prepared will be adopted under the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010.  

The start of the new planning process for both Clyde and Shetland, and now Orkney, 
has been the preparation of regional ‘State of the Seas’ assessments, addressing 
economic and environmental parameters. These go in to greater detail than Scotland’s 
Marine Atlas, and provide a basis for targeting policy development on known issues. 
It is hoped that this will help regional plans focus efforts on developing policy that adds 
value to, rather than simply duplicates, national policy. Our aspiration is that RMPs 
provide spatial and specific policies that truly allow the high-level policy aspirations of 
the NMP to be operationalised. More detail on our aspirations are set out in a Marine 
Planning Position Statement.  

Following adoption of these new plans, it is important that there is sufficient resource 
and commitment to implement plans and to improve the data and evidence for future 
plan iterations. Implementation of marine plans should not be limited to marine 
licensing decisions, as much of the policy content will apply to other decision-making 
and management mechanisms (e.g. fisheries, shipping, recreation). Implementation 
plans with clarity on responsibility for different actions are essential. 

Considering the climate emergency (and the mitigation & adaptation role of 
biodiversity) now acknowledged at the highest political levels, we must ask what 
marine plans can do to help tackle these challenges. We support bold and innovative 
approaches through plans and policies, in particular to hasten: 

(a) a transition to renewable energy that replaces energy produced from fossil fuels,  

(b) the potential for deployment of carbon capture and storage technology,  

(c) the protection and enhancement of blue carbon sinks and stores, and  

(d) a modernised approach to avoiding damaging impacts on sensitive natural 
features, allowing recovery from previous damage and enhancement where 
appropriate. [See Annex for SNH understanding of enhancement policies].  

While the NMP adopted high-level policies on all of these priority issues, more 
enabling and region-specific policies (and supporting data) are necessary to make 
significant progress.  

Is the system of marine planning sufficiently integrated with the terrestrial 
planning system?  

All marine activities/developments have an inevitable link to land, and many land-
based activities at the coast can have consequences for marine plans. Consequently, 
Planning Circular 1/2015 stressed the importance of integration between marine and 
terrestrial planning systems, but was limited in prescribing or guiding how this should 
be done. Consequently, there has not been a systematic or consistent approach.  

At the regional scale, integration should be relatively simple where the landward 
boundary of a marine region coincides with a single local authority. This is the case 
for Shetland, as it will be for Orkney and the Outer Hebrides. The geography of other 

https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2017-10/A2357115%20-%20Marine%20Planning%20Position%20Statement.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2017-10/A2357115%20-%20Marine%20Planning%20Position%20Statement.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/circular-1-2015-relationship-between-statutory-land-use-planning-system/
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marine regions relative to local authority boundaries is more complex and needs to be 
considered carefully for proper integration. It would be useful to reflect on lessons 
learned from Clyde region, also distinguishing integration during plan-preparation from 
during plan-implementation. 

In the Firth of Forth, the voluntary Local Coastal Partnership (LCP; Forth Estuary 
Forum) has been endeavouring to help Local Authorities and Marine Scotland better 
understand their shared responsibilities across the land-sea interface. Prior to the 
establishment of RMPs, this may be a useful role for LCPs that could be formalised, 
although LCPs only exist for parts of the Scottish coast. 

Some Local Authorities have welcomed comment through their Local Development 
Plan (LDP) consultation process. For example, the current preparation of a new LDP 
for Dumfries and Galloway has welcomed comments to help them consider better 
alignment with the National Marine Plan. However, the provision of this advice has 
been on the initiative of individuals, rather than having been guided by established 
process. 

Renewable energy has been subject to sectoral planning that has been absorbed in 
to the NMP. Spatial planning of these has largely focussed on opportunities and 
restrictions within the marine area; more consideration could be given to the 
requirements and impacts of onshore elements (cabling and grid connections) and 
what this means for the planning of offshore development. The National Planning 
Framework could play a useful role in improving integration for commercial scale 
developments. Furthermore, when considering renewable energy opportunities in 
more remote areas, we believe that fuller integration with terrestrial planning could 
reveal opportunities for more innovative use of locally generated energy to support 
decarbonisation of coastal communities and islands. 

For better land-sea planning integration at a strategic level, it may be useful to explore 
the potential for a role for Heads of Planning Scotland (HoPS). 

What is required to deliver an effective Marine Planning system under Part 3 of 
the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010? Is the National Marine Plan capable of delivering 
sustainable development within Scottish Marine Regions in advance of those 
areas having an RMP in place?  

The Act requires the adoption of a NMP, while making provisions for a regional tier of 
marine planning. The current NMP provides many positive policies for the 
environment, sustainable development and an ecosystem approach. However, the 
NMP is high-level, so is dependent on the regional tier of policy to make meaningful 
progress towards the stated vision for Scotland’s seas. This is also reflected in 
sections of the NMP that give specific direction to how regional plans can deliver on 
certain policy areas. 

The identified approach to regional marine planning, delegated away from central 
government and with strong stakeholder and local participation, also embodies the 
principles of community empowerment and accountability to the people it effects. 
RMPs therefore need to try and balance the views of all relevant interests, including 
the general public. As also highlighted under Question 2, RMPs should collectively 
reflect the NMP policy direction, but we believe should be allowed the freedom to 
deviate from national policy where it can be demonstrated that this arises from 
balanced local engagement (and is within the bounds of sustainability and legal 
obligations). 
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Where RMPs are not in place, the NMP can help guide decisions for sustainable 
development, but many policies are so high-level (and at times in conflict with one 
another) that decisions still require a great deal of case-by-case deliberation by 
regulators (and Ministers) in balancing trade-offs and reaching compromises. In the 
absence of RMPs, clearer decision-rules and spatial tools for policy implementation 
may provide greater clarity on the intent of government for regulators, businesses and 
the public. 

Addressing the constraints identified under question 2 would also help to deliver 
effective marine planning. We would also reiterate the opportunity for marine plans to 
provide strategic direction that can help address the dual climate and biodiversity 
emergencies. 

What funding and support is available for the development of RMPs?  

Marine Scotland and the Clyde and Shetland MPPs will be able to provide detailed 
information, but we would note that funding and support is currently very limited. There 
is currently no confidence of continued roll-out of regional marine planning, or even 
funding to support the implementation or monitoring of the Clyde and Shetland plans 
post-adoption. 

We believe a refreshed ambition for marine planning and what it can achieve for 
business, environmental and social interests is necessary to garner the necessary 
funding for effective marine planning. Under-resourced regional marine planning is 
likely to undermine much of the good intent set out within the NMP. 

Funding considerations should include an evaluation of the future and transitionary 
roles of the voluntary Local Coastal Partnerships (LCPs). We consider that a national 
level group should coordinate and support both emerging RMPs and remaining LCPs. 
It would also be useful to examine potential funding streams via Crown Estate 
Scotland revenue or industry levy. If long-term funding of RMPPs is not possible, we 
should explore other options to deliver marine plans while retaining the principles of 
inclusivity, integration & accountability. 

A more fundamental evaluation of the financing of marine governance would invite 
innovative thinking. For instance, we could explore to what extent public money should 
fund public goods, and to what extent extractive and impactful industries could finance 
the governance of the public assets from which they benefit? This could also link to 
emerging policy thinking on Biodiversity/Environmental Net Gain. As marine plans 
have a role in transformative policy implementation (e.g. decarbonisation), we could 
also explore the potential for contributions through the Scottish National Investment 
Bank. 

What duties/requirements are there on local authorities to develop and 
implement RMPs?  

No comment 

Is there sufficient marine planning expertise in all Local Authorities for 
development of RMPs?  

Many local authorities are likely to require additional resourcing, training and support 
to effectively deliver marine planning. However, the level of additional training and 
expertise needed depends on who a local authority partners with to form a delegate, 
and how they go about drawing on the expertise of an advisory group. 
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While many of the skills are transferable, we caution against an assumption that the 
skills of a terrestrial planner can be immediately applied to marine planning. There are 
many fundamental differences, not least in the ownership and leasing of seabed 
assets, the physical and biological dynamism of the environment, the governance 
arrangements of different sectors and the challenges of data collection and availability 
for the marine area.  

Annex – SNH understanding of enhancement policies 

In the ECCLR evidence session of the 11th June, MSPs posed questions about the 
‘enhancement’ policy with the National Marine Plan. We don’t feel a complete answer 
to this was provided, so provide our understanding below. 

Enhancement of the marine environment seeks to improve upon a degraded state. 
The achievement of enhancement can be through ‘recovery’ or ‘restoration’, or 
circumstances which straddle the two terms. It can also relate to situations where 
growth of a biogenic habitat (e.g. seagrass, native oyster bed) is both possible and 
beneficial, but we are uncertain whether the location would have previously supported 
that habitat. Most subtidal marine ‘restoration’ projects actually fit this circumstance.   

On land it is normal to refer to habitat restoration. This implies a level of intervention 
(i.e. manipulating the physical, chemical or biological conditions of a habitat to a more 
natural state), but also a clear understanding of the former habitat condition that you 
aim to return to. In the marine environment there is a limited selection of habitats for 
which we truly understand what an ‘unimpacted’ habitat is like, so it can be misleading 
to suggest we can restore to that state. Also, there are relatively few (usually nearshore 
or intertidal) marine habitats for which direct interventional measures are practical 
and/or affordable (e.g. seagrass, saltmarsh, native oysters). 

We sometimes refer to recovery. This reflects that we rarely manage the marine 
environment itself, instead managing pressures on the marine environment. By 
removing or reducing those pressures we can aid recovery. Although there are 
exceptions, most impacts in the marine environment result in degradation rather than 
total loss of habitats, such that recovery is a viable choice if we remove pressures. 
When referring to ‘recovery’, we don’t usually have a clear endpoint in mind, but seek 
a ‘direction of travel’ for an improved ecological condition. 

Some people also use ‘enhancement’ to refer to habitat creation, such as the 
placement of artificial structures in the marine environment and the ‘reef’ effect this 
can have. We are of the view that there are relatively few circumstances in Scotland 
where such habitat creation proposals (e.g. artificial reef) can be justified on the basis 
of biodiversity conservation objectives (i.e. recovery or restoration of marine habitats 
and species). Creating an artificial habitat in the context of other outcomes (e.g. for 
enhancing recreational diving opportunities) may be entirely valid, but in those cases 
the siting of the feature would be the key consideration, ensuring that it does not 
adversely affect other activities or the marine environment.  

 


