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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Marine Inquiry 

Written submission from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar is the unitary Local Authority for the Western Isles (Outer 
Hebrides), a 210km long archipelago comprising the islands of Lewis and Harris 
(single landmass), North Uist, Benbecula, South Uist and Barra.  The population of the 
Outer Hebrides is circa 27,500 with around 30% of the population located around the 
main town and service centre of Stornoway, Isle of Lewis. 

Of Scotland’s 11 Marine Areas, the Outer Hebrides has the longest coastline at 
3,900km and the largest sea area at 20,849 sq m.  The seas around the Outer 
Hebrides have always been absolutely central to the island culture and economy and, 
with virtually all settlements located on the seaboard, community life to a large extent 
revolves around the sea and marine activity. 

The rich biodiversity of the Outer Hebrides owes much to its Marine Area where 
seabird populations are of international significance (St Kilda is home to 24% of the 
world’s Northern Gannet population and 30% of the world’s Puffin population).  
Sustainable economic activity has been a benchmark of the Hebridean seas for 
generations and many families rely on marine produce for their livelihood while many 
island businesses thrive on high quality, value added product. 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, in partnership with a local community landowner, recently 
submitted a local management proposal to Crown Estate Scotland’s Local Asset 
Management Pilot Scheme.  The proposal has been conditionally approved and will 
see decision making around foreshore and seabed leases in the Outer Hebrides 
Marine Region devolved to the local level.  Under the Pilot, accountable Local 
Authority Members or Community Estate Trustees, as geographically appropriate, will 
determine lease applications across the Outer Hebrides Marine Area with Crown 
Estate Scotland providing due diligence checks and balances.  This represents real 
community empowerment in the marine sector and naturally leads into community 
ownership of the Marine Planning process, something that the Comhairle has pushed 
for for many years now. 

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

Yes.  Once RMP is fully rolled out, the Scottish Marine Regions will play an important 
role in improving management of the marine environment.  The Marine Region will 
encourage a more ecosystem based management approach and will engage the local 
community who might feel excluded and disengaged from a national planning 
approach.  A National Plan, while important for strategic cohesion, is remote from 
maritime communities and the introduction of the Marine Region with RMP will foster 
a sense of affinity with, and ownership of, the sea are on the part of the local 
community.  Devolved RMP powers within the context of the Marine Region will 
improve the interface between marine and land based planning and will empower the 
local community.  There are close parallels with the devolution of Crown Estate asset 
management powers which is being taken forward, at pace, by Comhairle nan Eilean 
Siar. 
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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? 

The roll out of regional marine planning appears to be a much more complex and 
protracted process than originally anticipated. To date, only Shetland and Clyde have 
progressed to formal MPP status and no RMPs have yet been adopted in Scotland. 
This is largely due to governance complexities, funding deficiencies, and the need for 
more focused direction from Scottish Government. 

The Comhairle has had limited direct knowledge of the effectiveness of the early 
Marine Planning Partnerships in Shetland and Clyde but hopes to build on lessons 
learned and efficiencies as the Comhairle itself looks to acquire RMP powers. Through 
the North of Scotland Development Plans Forum, Planning staff gleaned some 
experiences from colleagues in Highland and Orkney when the pilot Pentland Waters 
Plan was being progressed, but acknowledge the protracted process involved in that 
Plan, by its very nature as a pilot. 

A non-statutory ‘shadow’ Marine Planning Partnership grouping has been set up in the 
Outer Hebrides to advise and direct the Crown Estate Asset Management Pilot 
process and participants in this Partnership have eagerly and fully engaged with the 
process.  It is likely that the same level of engagement and support will be evident 
once RMP comes to the Outer Hebrides but there is a question around resourcing.  
With land based planning staff fully stretched, new resources are required to manage 
and administer RMP and, to date, Marine Scotland has been unable to offer this 
funding beyond the first RMP Pilots.  With a fully funded, professional resource in place 
to support the Marine Planning Partnership and an enthusiastic and engaged 
Partnership, there is no reason to doubt the effectiveness of RMP in the Outer 
Hebrides. 

The issue of the single delegate was inhibiting formation of Partnerships but this has 
been addressed in the Islands Act for island areas, which is welcomed.  

Legislative timescales are currently inadequate and prohibitive to the successful 
implementation of RMP. Once delegation has been given, MPPs are on a timetable to 
have a RMP in place within five years. The Act requires RMPs to have undertaken an 
initial assessment of the condition of the marine area and a summary of significant 
pressures of human activity (also known as a ‘Regional Assessment’ or ‘State of the 
Seas Report’). Experience elsewhere suggests this stage is onerous and resource 
intensive; PFOW (Pentland Firth and Orkney Waters) has shown that the drafting of 
that non-statutory marine spatial plan took 4 years to deliver, plus a pre-drafting phase 
of four years,  

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? 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar has formally agreed to seek RMP powers but cannot do so 
until full resourcing is in place.  The Comhairle’s land based planning staff are at full 
stretch and the Authority is facing savings of £12m over four years.  There is no scope 
for internally resourcing RMP so the Comhairle is totally reliant on Marine Scotland, 
the Scottish Government or others to resource the process in full.  Such has been the 
determination of the Comhairle to acquire RMP powers on behalf of the community, a 
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bid was submitted to the EU’s INTERREG programme for financial support with 
innovation in marine spatial planning.  While the outcomes did not align directly with 
the Scottish RMP process, funding of circa £40K per annum over three years could 
have been available to support development of Hebrides Marine Region State of the 
Environment Report.  This was to be supplemented by funding from other sources to 
produce an RMP budget of £70K per annum.  The Comhairle was one of six members 
of a consortium led by a German University and, unfortunately, the bid was not 
successful.  The Comhairle is now back in discussion with Marine Scotland over how 
RMP can quickly be resourced in the Outer Hebrides. 

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

The Planning Circular 1/2015 ‘Relationship between the statutory land use planning 
system and marine planning and licensing’ was very general and high level when 
published, and would benefit  from an update to provide more detailed policy, to reflect 
the current and dynamic marine planning environment, particularly now some 
Partnerships have been established. 

Further guidance on roles and responsibilities, including within the intertidal zone, 
would be welcomed from Government. This should address different agencies’ 
functions and responsibilities within the marine and intertidal zones. Additionally, it 
would be useful for planning authorities to be regularly updated of the relevant staff to 
contact in Marine Scotland regarding planning queries on marine and intertidal matters 
as this can be a difficult organisation to navigate and get timely responses from.  

There is also dubiety in the weight given to the National Marine Plan over the Local 
Development Plan when assessing proposals within the terrestrial planning system. 
The Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997 requires decisions to be made 
in accordance with the Development Plan, unless material considerations indicate 
otherwise, while the Marine Scotland Act 2010 states that authorisation and 
enforcement decisions must be made in accordance with the National Marine Plan. 
This can be seen to undermine the primacy of the Development Plan in terrestrial 
(including aquaculture) planning decisions, the most important principle established in 
planning in recent years. This creates an anomaly between marine and terrestrial 
planning, with a different hierarchy for marine planning.  

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? 

Sustainable marine development, in terms of environmental and economic 
sustainability, cannot be delivered by a National Marine Plan alone.  Truly sustainable 
activity can only be promoted effectively by local sea users operating sustainably with 
due recognition of the local ecosystems which only they have detailed knowledge of.  
For too long, the islands have been subject to direction and management from outside.  
The Smith Commission, the ‘Our Islands Our Future’ campaign, the Islands Act 2018, 
the Islands Deal, the Community Empowerment Act 2015 and the Crown Estate Asset 
Management Pilot Scheme, taken together, present a compelling argument at this 
point in time for community empowerment in the marine environment.  This will not be 
achieved by imposition of national planning but will be achieved by true RMP within a 
cohesive Marine Region.  The Comhairle’s position at the moment with a National 
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Marine Plan in place but no sustainable resourcing for a regional Marine Planning 
Partnership is one of frustration.  There is considerable will within the community to 
contribute to effective marine planning, based on detailed local knowledge and 
expertise, but this opportunity is being frustrated by the slow rollout of RMP to the 
Marine Regions.  

In the absence of a RMP the NMP applies and is considered adequate for many 
generic policy areas. To avoid unnecessary duplication of national policy experience 
elsewhere suggests subsequent MPPs should explore ways to streamline their plans 
and the preparation process. We suggest that RMPs should focus on the special 
qualities of, and key issues in, their area and avoid duplication with the NMP. This 
would be in line with the terrestrial planning system through the Planning Bill which 
seeks to streamline local development plans and avoid duplication between national 
and local policy guidance. 

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

The Comhairle estimates that at least £70K per annum of external funding will be 
required to adequately initiate precursors to Regional Marine Planning in the Outer 
Hebrides Marine Region. 

The Comhairle’s former Development Planning function has now been re-focused into 
a Development Planning & Marine Planning function in anticipation of the acquisition 
of RMP powers and appropriate staff resourcing.  Staff have developed some 
expertise in Marine Planning, and, once supplemented by further marine/marine 
planning/ecology specialists, would be ready to deliver a land and marine planning 
services.  The Comhairle’s terrestrial planning service has long and extensive 
experience in dealing with Aquaculture and intertidal zone development and the 
opportunity for full RMP is recognised. Recent related recruitment exercises e.g. ‘Seas 
of the Hebrides’ initiative have indicated there are suitable applicants considering 
marine planning/management related employment in the Outer Hebrides. However, 
this must be countered against recurring issues in recruiting terrestrial planning staff 
to island authorities.  

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

The Comhairle, along with local government partners in Orkney and Shetland, was 
instrumental in bringing about the facilitation of RMP in the Scottish Islands through 
an Islands Act 2018 revision to the Marine Scotland Act 2010.  No island Authority was 
prepared to take on RMP powers with the cumbersome ‘Delegate’ arrangement in 
place but, through effective lobbying, that requirement has now been removed from 
the legislation for the Scottish Island Groups and this opens the door to the 
establishment of Marine Planning Partnerships overseen by the Local Authority.  The 
Comhairle understands the will of Parliament to devolve RMP powers to the Marine 
Regions and stands ready to acquire and effectively implement these powers.  The 
obstacle is lack of central resourcing for this devolution. 

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

Yes in an oversight role.  Comhairle Planning staff have dealt with Aquaculture 
applications for many years now and individual staff have built up some experience in 
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relation to marine planning.  While professional consultants may be used to formulate 
the State of the Environment Report and associated documents, the skills and 
experience of existing terrestrial planners could be transferable to the marine 
environment if supplemented by specific marine/ecology skills sets to establish 
effective marine planning teams, noting comments on recruitment at Q7. An additional 
marine planning resource will be required for day to day operation of the RMP regime, 
hence the estimate of £70K per annum external resourcing is required as minimum, in 
terms of developing the RMP framework, whilst still maintaining the land use planning 
function which is likely to have additional new duties imposed upon it by the new 
Planning Bill. 

 


