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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Marine Inquiry 

Written submission from RSPB Scotland 

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

Yes. The reasons for establishing the powers to enable marine spatial planning at the 
level of marine regions remains valid and indeed more so than ever given the 
pressures and threats on Scotland’s marine environment. RSPB Scotland has long 
advocated for the establishment of an ecosystem-based marine spatial planning 
system in Scotland operating at national and regional levels.1  

We would emphasise that Regional Marine Plans (RMPs) are required to provide a 
level of regionally specific spatial and policy detail not present in the National Marine 
Plan. 

It was envisaged that marine plans would be developed for different parts of Scotland 
on a phased basis with priority being given to areas where the competition for 
resources and development pressures are highest. Almost a decade on from when 
the powers to create statutory RMPs were passed into law it is regrettable that none 
yet exist and only two are in the pipeline with a third yet to receive ministerial direction. 

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? 
 
RSPB Scotland is a member of the Clyde Marine Planning Partnership and the 
Shetland Islands Regional Marine Plan advisory group; thus, we offer a perspective 
based on our experiences of the different approaches taken in partnership 
establishment and plan making. 
 
In general, we have found the size and composition of the partnership as being an 
important factor and future planning partnerships must learn from the experiences of 
Clyde and Shetland to get the right balance between the aspiration for inclusive 
membership and the need for objective and efficient decision-making. In their report 
to the Scottish Coastal Forum, Dundas & Wilson2 considered other comparable bodies 
and recommended “that the optimal size of the delegate is unlikely to exceed a 
membership of 10 – 15 persons” in order to be compatible with effective decision 
making, though also noting that this could be adapted to meet particular regional 
needs. This is echoed by the National Marine Plan that states “…the core partnership 
should be representative but of limited numbers in order to facilitate decision making.”  

 

                                                           
1 Tyldesley, D. (2004) ‘Making the case for marine spatial planning in Scotland’ report commissioned 
by RSPB Scotland and RTPI in Scotland 
[https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/marine/making-the-case-for-
marine-spatial-planning-in-scotland.pdf] 
2 Dundas & Wilson (2011) ‘Marine Planning Partnerships Structure and Governance’ report for the 
Scottish Coastal Forum [https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/295194/0122653.pdf] 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/marine/making-the-case-for-marine-spatial-planning-in-scotland.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/marine/making-the-case-for-marine-spatial-planning-in-scotland.pdf
https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/295194/0122653.pdf
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The balance between inclusive membership and the need for objective and efficient 
decision-making is difficult to achieve, but in our experience has been most successful 
in Shetland where the partnership is a small core body (Shetland Islands Council & 
NAFC) with an advisory group drawn from a range of local stakeholders who offer 
expertise and are formally involved in plan development but are not the legal delegate. 
This contrasts with the Clyde where the partnership has 24 members and has 
established a board to act as a decision-making mechanism where agreement cannot 
otherwise be reached. While the size of the partnership in part reflects the complexity 
of the region and does not present an insurmountable challenge, it does require effort 
to establish and maintain common understanding of the roles and responsibilities of 
the partnership and to ensure efficient dialogue and decision-making. This is 
especially important where the legal delegate comprises a wide and diverse set of 
interests (including direct economic interest) but is required to collectively reconcile 
conflicting use in the plan making process. 
 
There are many lessons to be learnt from the Clyde on the challenges of establishing 
a partnership and developing a plan and these should be carefully considered.   
 
Effectiveness could be improved with the provision of clear central guidance and 
support from government on: 

 

• best practice in establishing the partnerships and selecting membership, 

• key skills and expertise required of the members on the partnership; and 

• the roles, responsibilities and expectations of the partnership and its 
members 

 
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? 
 
Clyde and Shetland have progressed with plan development and are both close to 
formal public consultation. However, over three years since the first partnership 
received direction from Scottish Ministers no statutory RMPs has been adopted and it 
is therefore not possible to comment on plan implementation. 

Priorities for the next 5-10 years should be to consider lessons learned so far and set 
a clear pathway with increased resources for the development of regional marine 
planning in Scottish waters. The Financial Memorandum to the Marine Bill based its 
estimates on the assumption that there would be 10 RMPs in total, with 2 plans starting 
each year between 2012-13 & 2016-17. Clearly this aspiration has not been met and 
is due to the lack of necessary investment. Government needs to redouble their efforts 
to fill the void and commit to adequate resourcing at the regional level. As a priority we 
believe the focus should be on: 

• Committing adequate resources, national level guidance and support systems 
to establish Marine Planning Partnerships and develop RMPs, with the 
ecosystem approach at its heart, facilitates high quality decision-making that 
can effectively resolve conflicting pressures; 

• Making best use of the knowledge we do have and in the case of uncertainty 
ensure that the precautionary approach is applied in a manner that effectively 
manages risks to the environment (especially with prioritised focus on 
cumulative impacts); 
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• Delivering a coherent and long-term national monitoring framework that 
addresses knowledge gaps in the environmental baseline, prioritises these and 
answers them to inform and adapt future plans and policy. Such an adaptive 
management approach will ultimately support and inform development of RMPs 
and their own monitoring priorities; 

Is the system of marine planning sufficiently integrated with the terrestrial 
planning system? 
 
Much greater integration is required between the two planning systems. At 
present integration is largely limited to both marine and development plans 
making specific reference to the other, specifying the need to ‘have regard’. 
This level of integration is of minor benefit. 
 
There is a need to explore how terrestrial and marine plans can better 
complement each other in the achievement of their respect policy ambitions 
and in meeting wider legislative objectives. As an example, the Water 
Framework Directive and the Marine Strategy Framework Directive could 
benefit from greater integration at the regional level, as controls on activities on 
land and within the seas/ coastal areas, could help achieve their respective 
objectives of reaching ‘good status’ of aquatic ecosystems and Good 
Environmental Status of the marine area respectively. As we face the twin 
climate change and biodiversity crises the importance of deep integration 
between the terrestrial and marine planning systems is clear. 
 
It is a continuing anomaly that aquaculture planning decisions sit within the 
terrestrial system. There are justified reasons that marine planning and 
licencing should encompass aquaculture and it is expected that such a 
transition should be taken so that it is fully integrated.  
 
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? 
 
High quality guidance, direction, support and funding are essential. 
 
Additionally, there is a need for innovation and innovative thinking around how 
marine planning can be realised despite the significant challenges being faced 
now and in the future. Focus on the potential for funding to be secured through 
new models and processes related to marine planning, policy and licensing 
should be explored. Securing additional funding streams could support both the 
preparation of plans, but also the implementation of marine management.  
 
What funding and support is available for the development of RMPs? 
 
Funding has not been near the level estimated in the Financial Memorandum 
to the Marine Bill. Based on progress to date it is difficult to conceive that RMPs 
will be established in all 11 marine regions without significantly increased 
investment.  While progress has been made with the funding available there 
have been unquantified ‘in-kind’ contributions made by those organisations 
involved. Additionally, in some cases the work required to support effective 
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development of an RMP is undertaken by staff where marine planning is not a 
core element of their role. The time and effort required to develop a robust plan 
is substantial and cannot rely either wholly or partially on the haphazard or 
partial involvement of staff from local authority and other organisations, who are 
already faced with other challenges, including financial and resource 
constraints. 
 
The potential for Crown Estate Scotland revenues to be reinvested in the 
protection and enhancement of the marine environment through regional 
marine planning should be explored.   
 
What duties/ requirements are there on local authorities to develop and 
implement RMPs? 
 
Further guidance and explanation of the duties and requirements on local and 
other public authorities is required, in addition to greater investment in their 
ability to support the preparation and delivery the RMPs. 
 
Is there sufficient marine planning expertise in all Local Authorities for 
development of RMPs? 
 
The level of expertise in Local Authorities is variable though Shetland and 
Orkney local authorities have arguably developed leading expertise, reflecting 
the importance of the marine environment to local society and economy.  

Elsewhere it is difficult to envisage multiple local authorities (other than where 
there is a single local authority e.g. the Western Isles) making the necessary 
investment to realise the full development of RMPs. More central investment, 
training and guidance is required to establish regional marine planning as a 
core element of how we manage activity and use in Scotland for sustainable 
development and the protection and enhancement of the marine area. 

 

 


