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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Marine Inquiry 

Written submission from Forth Estuary Forum 

Introduction 

The Forth Estuary Forum is a voluntary Local Coastal Partnership of people and 
organisations around the Firth of Forth on the east coast of Scotland.  It was created 
in 1994 as part of SNH’s ‘Focus of Firths’ initiative to demonstrate the effectiveness of 
a non-statutory management partnership in achieving integrated coastal zone 
management for the Firth of Forth by facilitating the resolution of conflicts of interest 
between relevant groups, authorities and organisations. The Forum’s area of interest  
extends from the tidal reach at Craigforth, Stirling to Fifeness in the North and Dunbar 
in the South. The partnership draws its membership from a wide spectrum of interests 
including business, statutory agencies, local authorities and voluntary groups.  The 
Forum does not have any statutory powers or duties. 

The Forum’s purpose is to promote the wise and sustainable use of the Forth, and 
aims to bring together all those with an interest in the development and use of the 
coast and marine area, to work towards a balance between economic growth, 
environmental protection and social wellbeing, through good planning, management 
and communication. The Forum is one of a very few organisations that have a strategic 
overview of the Forth as a whole and it works as a neutral body to allow it to develop 
and maintain working relationships with a range of interest groups.   

The Forth Estuary Forum is a Limited Company with charitable status: its work is 
directed by its Board of Trustees and a Management Group of representatives from 
national, regional and local public, private and voluntary sector organisations 
interested in the sustainable economic and recreational use of the Forth together with 
the protection or enhancement of natural, historic and cultural environment.  Work is 
under way to refresh the Forum’s Business Plan to reflect the challenges relating to 
the delay in the rolling-out of Regional Marine Planning, in which the FEF might expect 
to play a role. 

The purpose and scope of interest of the Forth Estuary Forum was first defined to 
carry forward and implement the Forth Integrated Management Strategy (FIMS) which 
was concluded and published in 1999 following extensive stakeholder consultation 
and development over a period of 5 years and funded by the EU Life programme. 

FIMS in 1999 did not anticipate such a step change in national leadership and 
management of marine matters as was introduced by Scottish Government with the 
Marine (Scotland) Act in 2010, therefore the Forth Estuary Forum welcomes the 
opportunity to submit evidence to the Committee’s Marine Inquiry.  We believe that the 
first five years of marine planning in Scotland have seen a range of positive and 
negative impacts and this consultation exercise is timely.  This response is the view of 
the Forum Manager and Chair; individual Forum members will be submitting their own 
responses. 
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Are the objectives for the establishment of the Scottish Marine Regions still 
appropriate? 

Yes, insofar as objectives have been documented and disseminated.   

How effective has the approach to establishing Marine Planning Partnerships 
been in practice? 

Very limited so far.  Only one true MPP has been established to date which is the 
Clyde MPP.   Shetland is a Partnership between the Shetlands Island Council and the 
North Atlantic Fisheries College, i.e. a Partnership of two entities.  Orkney had to have 
the rules changed, via the Islands Bill, to enable Orkney Islands Council to be the sole 
‘Partner’ after their attempts fell through to find a similar academic partner to 
Shetland’s approach.   

Clyde MPP was formed out of the Clyde Forum which was a Local Coastal Forum 
similar to FEF on the one hand, but unusual in being wholly and exclusively funded by 
the public purse on the other.  If such an approach to funding is not available to other 
SMRs then Clyde MPP does not serve effectively as a representative example to 
others. 

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 has been very limited in the implementation of Regional Marine Plans so far 
but two Scottish Marine Regions (SMRs) are at an advanced stage of plan 
development and public consultation and a third, Orkney, is awaiting Directions from 
Scottish Ministers to begin the process of setting up its Marine Planning Partnership. 

The FEF would hope that Marine Scotland is able to identify a timescale for the rolling-
out of subsequent Regional Marine Plans in the near future.  Apart from Orkney, we 
are not aware of any further SMR currently having knowledge of a timeline for the 
appointment of a Delegate to lead development of a Regional Marine Plan.  To enable 
the FEF and its partner organisations to undertake more effective long-term business 
planning and build capacity for a potential role in a Marine Planning Partnership, it 
would be helpful  to have a timetable of future Regional Marine Plan roll-out to facilitate 
more efficient and effective planning in relevant areas. Or it should be stated that some 
or no further MPP’s will be designated, if that is indeed the intention. We remain 
unclear in relation to our future funding and role, clarity here would be most welcome. 

The National Marine Plan, especially when combined with the National Marine Atlas 
and the NMPi online resource, is an excellent document and vital source of reference 
for national policy and guidance over a broad spectrum of marine and coastal matters.  
This has largely addressed the requirement identified by the Forth Integrated 
Management Strategy for research and collation of a shared repository of data as a 
fundamental resource available to individual stakeholders and actors, as well as to 
those directly involved in integrated policy and management. 

The national intent for regional marine plans to support the national marine plan with 
additional and more detailed data together with application of local policy and guidance 
to the local situation should also be a positive and progressive step, not least because 
it could readily promote wider engagement and sustainability of integrated coastal 
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management which has been recognised internationally as an effective path to 
aligning marine and terrestrial policy and planning. 

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

Although Planning Circular 1/2015 explains how the terrestrial and marine planning 
systems will integrate, there is little actual experience of these systems working in 
tandem. The results of Marine Scotland’s Review of the National Marine Plan (2018) 
backs up this assessment and the FEF’s own review of Local Authorities’ Local Plans 
across the Forth & Tay SMR area shows mixed results in terms of terrestrial planning 
overtly taking account of the National Marine Plan. 

The terrestrial and marine planning regimes are closely linked, with all marine activities 
requiring some form of connection to land through all activities requiring some form of 
leaving and returning to the coast, and coastal or land based development having an 
impact on the neighbouring marine environment.  It will be vital to coastal communities 
to co-ordinate marine and terrestrial planning. 

Presently, Local Authorities' primary engagement with Marine Scotland is in relation 
to marine consenting where required. 

What is required to deliver an effective Marine Planning system under Part 3 of 
the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010? 

Regional marine plans are not required under Part 3 of the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010. 
While ministers ‘must’ prepare and adopt a National Marine Plan, this Act only 
establishes that ministers ‘may’ adopt regional plans.  However, although it is not 
legally required, a commitment has been made to establish Regional Marine Plans 
and expectations have been raised around Scotland that this will be delivered. The 
National Marine Plan does not have the detail required to maximise our sustainable 
use, socio-economic benefits, and environmental protection of Scotland’s inshore area 
(out to 12 nautical miles) and was made on the basis that regional marine plans would 
be created to augment it. To deliver effective marine planning, a decision must be 
made to either create a more detailed National Marine Plan or to continue with the 
establishment of Regional Marine Planning Partnerships to deliver the intended 
national/regional marine planning system. 

If it is decided to follow the more detailed National Plan route then Scottish Ministers 
must decide what to do with the Clyde and Shetland plans, once completed. Having a 
patchwork approach, where only two Scottish areas have Regional Marine Plans, 
could be construed as giving unfair support to specific regions without similar support 
in others and further confuses an already complex system. 

Local Authority engagement is key to ensuring that interactions between land and sea 
interests are considered within marine planning, even though the general responsibility 
for terrestrial planning does not extend below the Mean Low Water Mark.  With the 
marine planning regime in Scotland starting at the Mean High Water Mark, there is an 
in-built overlap between the two systems.  Good engagement from Councils is as 
important in Scottish Marine Regions where there are many coastal Local Authorities, 
for example, the administrations in the area of the Forth and Tay Scottish Marine 
Region, as it is in those areas with only one or two.  
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Consistent, appropriate and sustained funding is also required alongside a suitably 
skilled workforce. 

Finally, with eight Ministerial Directions potentially still to be given, alternative models 
could be considered to the current ones for rolling out Marine Planning Partnerships 
in the short term.  For example, existing Local Coastal Partnerships, which have a long 
history of delivering Integrated Coastal Zone Management, could be tasked with 
exploring key regional issues and maximising stakeholder engagement (especially 
Local Authorities and businesses) as a prelude to statutory plans since the highest 
density of use and activity occurs on or near the coast. Ownership will be key to a 
successful plan. 

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

Funding for RMPs is given through the Scottish Government, through Marine 
Scotland. Any potential EU funding is now unattainable given the UK leaving the EU. 
The Local Coastal Partnerships carrying out the work to ensure coastal management 
exists where there are currently no regional marine plans should be adequately 
resourced. 

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

None within the area of the Forth Estuary Forum but the Directions for the Shetland 
and Orkney Marine Planning Partnerships place requirements on those areas’ 
Councils.   

Currently the responsibility for the development of marine plans, both national and 
regional, lies with Scottish Ministers and Marine Scotland as the marine planning 
authority.  Scottish Ministers may delegate responsibility for developing a Regional 
Marine Plan to a Delegate, which may be or include a local authority.  

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

No. Local Authorities are not required to have internal expertise in marine planning. 

Other Comments 

If Marine Scotland and Scottish Ministers will ultimately require Marine Planning 
Partnerships, using the same format as adopted for the Clyde Marine Planning 
Partnership, in some or all of the remaining Scottish Marine Regions then it would be 
prudent to advance sooner rather than later. Not to do so incurs an adverse “cost of 
quality” for the Local Coastal Partnerships who are not necessarily able to use their 
scant resources as effectively as should be the case if their future is clear. They should 
be sure all their activity has a long term relevance and benefit.  Furthermore, until it is 
clear which local/regional organisations will take forward Scottish Ministers’ strategy 
for regional marine planning, it is unrealistic for LA’s to be expected to engage with 
them fully and with long term commitment. 
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On the other hand, if Marine Scotland and Scottish Ministers know already that they 
will not sustain full funding of multiple single-purpose Marine Planning Partnerships, 
then it may be more progressive to shift the focus to a new approach, closer to Coastal 
Partnerships' origins, which may take some or all of the following into account: 

a) Long term strategic commitment by Scottish Ministers / Marine Scotland to 
majority but not full core funding of Local Coastal Partnerships plus full funding 
of specific tasks and projects required solely by Marine Scotland; 
 

b) Evolution of required scope of regional marine plans to focus on “planning for 
change” rather than stopping at a snapshot in time of the current situation; 
possibly reducing the costly burden of assessments of regional marine plans in 
full where they actually contain few specific differences from the national marine 
plan; 
 

c) LAs, and other land-centric stakeholders, have a strong interest in matters 
related to the coast, especially in relation to place-making, thriving 
communities, active leisure and health, as well as conservation and 
sustainability concerns.  LAs have a compelling interest in planning for the coast 
for these reasons but much less so under the “marine” heading. 
 

d) On the other hand, marine-centric topics and issues are largely reserved to 
Marine Scotland on a national basis, eg. offshore renewables, and inshore 
fishing is the focus of  the Regional Inshore Fisheries Groups funded by Marine 
Scotland.  Marine topics and issues are relevant to LAs only whence they 
connect with land, i.e. at the coast, and this is not always at the coast of the LA 
area closest to the marine activity.  Again, it is not the activity on, under or above 
the sea that is relevant to terrestrial LAs, but the impact when it meets the coast. 

e) Marine planning is unusual amongst planning themes in Scotland in that any 
regional partnerships are currently expected to be led by the national agency 
or department, such that LAs are merely a contributor.  In other strategic 
themes, such as terrestrial planning, economic development, transport, etc., 
there is a national framework and a statutory requirement on LAs to deliver and 
own the Local Plan, and where a regional plan is required, either by statute or 
otherwise at the initiative of LAs acting in partnership, it is led by LAs and 
deemed to be “owned” by them. The expectations on LAs in terms of their 
involvement in marine planning are substantially different from what they’ve 
been used to in relation to terrestrial planning and it is likely to take time for 
these new responsibilities to be fully understood and acted upon in an effective 
manner.  There is, therefore, a requirement for upskilling LA participants in the 
role of marine planning and encouraging them to consider what they can bring 
to the process. Support from the Scottish Government would be welcome in 
facilitating this. 

 

 


