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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Marine Inquiry 

Written submission from Dr Kate Johnson, Heriot-Watt University, Orkney 
Campus 

Background  

By way of background I should explain that I am an Assistant Professor with Heriot-
Watt University (HWU) and I lead on the discipline of marine planning in the University. 
Over the past ten years we have offered a postgraduate masters in marine planning 
(Marine Planning for Sustainable Development). I am Programme Director for this 
MSc. We also offer an individual course in marine planning which is incorporated into 
several other MSc programmes offered by the University including International 
Marine Science where it is a foundation course for entry. 

For over ten years now we have been active internationally with research into the field 
of marine planning. Most significantly, the EU funded €9m MESMA project designed 
to create a generic framework for marine spatial planning (MSP) across Europe. 
Twenty-one institutions across thirteen European countries were involved and I was 
Principal Investigator for HWU. The non-statutory pilot MSP for the Pentland Firth and 
Orkney Waters was one of thirteen case studies in the project bringing us into close 
contact with Marine Scotland, Orkney Islands Council and Highland Council. We have 
since worked on the pan Europe EU funded MARIBE (€2.5m) and we are about to 
start on MUSICA (€9m). These latter two are concerned with the Blue Economy and 
the EU developing policy of multi-use of marine space. We are also co-founders of 
ISSMER (International Network for the Social Studies of Marine Energy) with members 
from UK, Continental Europe, North America and Canada. 

Your questions about Regional Marine planning in Scotland are timely. We have 
followed the changes in circumstances since the 2010 Marine Act and have two new 
research students starting in September to explore exactly this question. For the 
balance of my response I will follow the questions you raise in your brief for this inquiry. 

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

The objectives for the establishment of the Scottish Marine Regions appear to me still 
to be entirely appropriate. The boundaries are well founded and integrated with other 
aspects of marine management such as the Inshore fisheries groups (IFGs). 

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? 

There has been little experience so far of establishing Marine Planning Partnerships 
(MPPs) and they are not working as anticipated - largely because no Regional MSPs 
(RMSPs) have been initiated since the 2010 Act. Three initiatives have been in 
progress: 

1. and 2. Work on the Clyde and Shetland MSPs was started prior to the Act 
under the SSMEI initiative and were subsequently brought within the scope of 
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the legal process. Their MPPs have followed different models - neither has 
proved entirely satisfactory as a model for the future. Clyde was built around 
the Coastal Forum and included a number of NGOs. The Shetland MPP 
comprised just two delegates - the Shetland Islands Council and the North 
Atlantic Fisheries College. Both were highly effective but are area specific in 
special circumstances and are not replicable across all regions. 

3. The non-statutory pilot MSP for the PFOW followed the process of the 2010 
Act and established an MPP with Marine Scotland and the local authorities 
involved (OIC and Highland) but advised by a number of user and 
environmental organisations. 

The third statutory regional MSP about to be initiated (Orkney Region) will be the first 
to be started from scratch under the process of the 2010 Act. After an extensive review, 
I understand that the MPP will have just one delegate (OIC) with the support of an 
advisory body comprised of academic, using and environmental organisations. A 
single delegate is at odds with the requirements of the marine act but is permitted 
under an amendment to the recent Islands Act. 

The concept of devolving the drafting of RMSPs to local MPPs is ground-breaking in 
international terms. It is too early and experience is too limited to yet draw conclusions 
on the efficacy of the procedure. The principal barrier to success of the make-up of the 
MPP as envisaged in the 2010 Act, is the reluctance (refusal) of user groups and 
interests to adopt a role as a statutory delegate while many are happy to join an 
advisory group. The new Orkney RMSP experience will be a test of an MPP procedure 
with a single delegate advised by local interests.  

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? 

Progress with RMSPs has been slow largely because of a lack of need. The pressures 
and conflicts anticipated by the MSP process have not so far developed and are 
subject to great uncertainty and many unknowns. The ambition for the Blue Economy 
is strong but its precise character and spatial demand is unclear. Some anticipated 
pressures, particularly those from wave and tidal power, have actually reduced over 
the recent period. Development pressures presently come from offshore wind farms 
and fish farms (aquaculture) but they are spatially significant only in concentrated and 
relatively small areas.  

The objectives and priorities for the next 5-10 years must be to refine the MSP process 
and to improve marine management. The RMSP process must be pragmatic, flexible 
and ready to respond when the character, timing and impacts of anticipated 
development pressures become known. Immediately essential is improved marine 
management of existing and emerging activities, and protection of vulnerable 
ecosystem features. It is too early, and knowledge too limited, to expect a complete 
network of RMSPS around Scotland.  

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

The terrestrial and marine planning systems are not well integrated but I think that 
‘integration’ is the wrong word. It is clear that they have to work together but they are 
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so different in foundation, governance and practice that ‘integration’ is a step too far. 
Terrestrial planning is founded on clear sovereign jurisdiction and private property 
rights. At sea jurisdiction is more nuanced under international law and private property 
rights hardly exist. Every maritime project has terrestrial consequences and, in many 
cases, vice-versa. Working arrangements between the systems are essential but they 
must recognise their differences 

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? 

UNESCO in their step guide to MSP declared four criteria for the delivery of an 
effective Marine Spatial Plan - 1) NEED; 2) AUTHORITY; 3) FINANCE; 4) PROCESS. 
The Scottish National Marine Plan (SNMP) has been a great success and the support 
of the excellent non-statutory single sector plans (Wind, Wave, Tide, Aquaculture) also 
need to be recognised. In respect of the regional plans (RMSPs) progress has been 
slow. We have spent an awful long time talking about the 4th step (process) but I am 
not at all sure that we have passed the 1st step (need). There are fairly clear examples 
of need in some areas but certainly not across all regions. This is not to say that a 
currently unknown causal factor will emerge rapidly and it is right to be prepared. 
However, the ‘need’ is not yet sufficiently defined to allow meaningful plans 
everywhere. The 2nd step (authority) is debatable and the 3rd (finance) is of course 
insufficient (it always is). At present the SNMP, the associated Marine Scotland 
consenting procedures and the environmental legislation/regulations are capable of 
delivering sustainable development within Scottish Marine Regions. 

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

I am not aware of the exact financial arrangements but marine planning and its 
implementation is costly and funding is likely to be insufficient. Individual support from 
Marine Scotland staff and, in my local case (the focus of the next RMSP), Orkney 
Islands Council is superb. They are understaffed given the size of the task. 

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

Local authorities’ duties principally relate to their lead in the MPP (in Orkney’s case 
the sole delegate) and as a statutory consultee. Aquaculture is an anomaly in that the 
Local Authority is the planning authority in this case. They are also under a duty to 
give consideration to the marine plan in their terrestrial panning decisions. There is a 
small overlap at the beach where terrestrial planning runs to the low-water mark and 
marine planning runs to the high-water mark. Responsibilities under the Water 
Framework Directive also extend three miles out into coastal waters. 

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

Not in all, but excellent in some. 

 


