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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Marine Inquiry 

Written submission from the Coastal Communities Network 

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

The Coastal Communities Network (CCN) supports the overall objective of the marine 
planning system in Scotland, however, for it to achieve its aims, the marine planning 
system must find a balance between the development of new activities in marine areas 
and the protection of ecosystem goods and services. This balancing process must 
take place within basic ecological limits to safeguard the long-term sustainability and 
resilience of the Scottish marine environment. It is particularly important to respect 
such ecological limits within those marine areas that have already been degraded due 
to decades of development, and the planning system ought to prioritise enhancement 
and restoration of the marine environment over economic development in these 
circumstances.  

The ethos and impact of MPPs could be forward thinking, and closely interlinked with 
that of community empowerment legislation, with MPPs helping to facilitate community 
action in improving local outcomes. There is the opportunity that well-functioning 
MPPs could set a precedent more generally for devolved power with regards to marine 
spatial planning and encourage an ethos of testing appropriate models of local coastal 
and marine management. MPPs should therefore be viewed an additional mechanism, 
within a variety of newly introduced mechanisms, to empower Scotland’s communities 
at the local level. Failing that, for example, Participation Requests which can be made 
to certain public authorities under the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015, 
could in time be applied to MPPs, if they were listed as an appropriate body to which 
a Participation Request could be made.  

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 processes associated with regional marine planning permit greater local 
involvement and accountability for policies affecting local coastal communities. This is 
an important and desirable objective, however, it requires carefully thought-out 
institutional structures. CCN supports a flexible approach to the establishment of 
MPPs, but given the significance of these bodies in developing planning frameworks, 
there should be a requirement for public consultation on the composition of a MPP 
prior to its establishment. 

It is critical when designing MPPs that consideration is given to the institutional design 
of the MPP, so that a balance is found between broad stakeholder participation and 
operational effectiveness. Clear and robust decision-making processes must also be 
put in place to ensure effective MPPs. Given that marine planning involves the 
weighing of competing priorities, CCN believes that it would be beneficial to promote 
a science-based decision-making approach in order to address conflicts of interest 
between different partners.  
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A particular challenge for the establishment of MPPs is the relationship between the 
regional planning process and regional initiatives related to fisheries management, in 
particular the relationship with Regional Inshore Fisheries Groups (RIFGs). To achieve 
coordinated and integrated marine management, there is a need to embed RIFGs 
within the broader framework of the RMP system. RIFGs are, however, only one 
source of information concerning fisheries issues within the RMP process. Given that 
RIFGs are largely representative of the fishing industry, MPPs should make sure to 
take other stakeholders’ views on fisheries issues into account, so that MPPs can 
develop their own positions in relation to fisheries matters, independently of RIFGs.  

RMPs can address fisheries issues in relation to managing tensions between fishing 
and the marine environment, particularly seabed habitats, as well as managing 
conflicts between the fishing sector and other users of the marine environment.  In 
addition, RMPs can also play an important role in ensuring that other sectors take into 
account the need to protect fish stocks and sustain healthy fisheries for both economic 
and conservation reasons, as required by the NMP. CCN believes that further 
guidance should be prepared by the Scottish Ministers to clarify how MPPs and RIFGs 
interact. 

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?   

To date, only the Clyde and the Shetland MPPs have been established with slower 
than anticipated progress - both have recently produced the pre-consultation draft of 
their respective RMPs. Their experiences tell us that the process of developing a RMP 
is more time-consuming than may have been anticipated. CCN believes that the key 
priority for the next 2-3 years should be to establish MPPs for all outstanding marine 
regions, with a view to having RMPs in place for all Scottish Marine Regions by the 
end of 2025. CCN further suggests that reviews of RMPs are carried out every five 
years, with adaptive management processes built in. 

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

At present, the marine planning system is not sufficiently integrated with the terrestrial 
planning system. For example, the terrestrial planning system is responsible for the 
aquaculture sector; this includes assessing the risk of fish escapes and the impact that 
parasites, disease and pesticides have on the wider marine environment. The Local 
Planning Authorities (LPAs) point out that they lack the necessary expertise to do so. 
The LPA currently has no means of monitoring impacts, such as Acoustic Deterrent 
Devices and the monitoring of sea lice, or any legal mechanism for altering the 
behaviour of fish farms that have been found to have an impact. This makes adaptive 
management impossible. In addition, planning decisions almost always involve issuing 
consent ‘in perpetuity’, which is inappropriate at a time of great changes in the marine 
environment, particularly due to climate change. 

Additionally, planning assessments are conducted proposal by proposal, with no 
obligation towards LPAs to conduct an assessment of the cumulative environmental 
impacts of multiple proposals and existing farms, or at the geographical scale of the 
area administered by the LPA. This project by project approach might work on land, 
but it is inappropriate at sea, where the causes of multiple impacts are transported 
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across large areas by water movements. Marine Scotland Science has completed an 
analysis of the ‘constraints and opportunities’ for aquaculture and presented this to a 
Scottish Government aquaculture technical working group on wild fish impacts. This 
includes sea lice impact ‘heat maps’ as well as many other stressors on the natural 
environment. Such tools are urgently needed by LPAs in order to make sound 
decisions on the risks posed by planned fish farms; they are indeed essential to 
effective RMP. Huge amounts of time would be saved in LPA planning offices and in 
concerned local communities, if LPAs were able to compare all marine planning 
proposals against this database/GIS.  

Furthermore, it is CCN’s belief that Marine Scotland should not have responsibility for 
both promoting and regulating aquaculture. It is not conducive to sound RMPs, nor is 
it consistent with the protection of PMFs required by the NMP. The charge for 
promoting aquaculture must be moved to Scotland Food and Drink to resolve this 
conflict of interests at MS. 

The above challenges can partly be overcome through better alignment of planning 
processes. CCN therefore suggests that future RMPs should be developed in parallel 
in order to facilitate interaction between the marine and terrestrial processes.  

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 NMP alone is unlikely to deliver sustainable development within Scottish Marine 
Regions. Certain parts of the NMP do lay down specific and detailed policies to guide 
decision-makers (e.g. chapters on Oil and Gas, Carbon Capture and Storage and 
Offshore Wind and Marine Renewable Energy), but other parts are premised upon 
more specific guidance being developed at the regional level (e.g. aquaculture, sea-
fisheries, recreation and tourism, regionally important ports and harbours, and 
aggregates). Thus, without RMPs, there is likely to be a lack of detailed guidance for 
decision-makers in these areas. 

However, if the objectives of the marine planning system are to be met, MPPs will 
have to take up the opportunities to develop detailed and precise policies that can be 
used by decision-makers to pursue the sustainable development of the marine 
environment in the planning region. There is little value in a RMP simply explaining the 
legal requirements that must be satisfied in order for a development to proceed or 
repeating the prescriptions of the NMP. CCN is concerned that current evidence 
indicates that MPPs are shying away from determining a clear-cut policy direction in 
relation to many important issues, e.g. proper protection of Priority Marine Features 
(PMFs), including the application of the precautionary principle wherever location and 
impact data is lacking.  

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

This is a question for the Scottish Government. 
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What duties/requirements are there on local authorities to develop and 
implement RMPs?   

As a strict matter of law, there is no requirement for RMPs – in contrast to the case for 
the NMP. Moreover, the power to develop RMPs initially sits with the Scottish Ministers 
and there are complex requirements for the delegation of those powers, discussed 
above, which essentially prevent delegation to local authorities by themselves, with 
the exception of island local authorities. Moreover, CCN contends that there should 
be a requirement for RMPs in all 11 Scottish Marine Regions, it would present an 
inequitable situation if some marine regions had a fully developed RMP. Scottish 
Ministers should therefore ensure that steps are taken to develop RMPs instead of 
delegating to MPPs. 

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

It is CCN’s experience that Local Authorities often lack the marine planning expertise 
required to develop RMPs, with instances observed by our members of Council 
coastal policy and biodiversity officers displaying minimal knowledge on critical issues 
associated to the environmental impacts of aquaculture. Therefore there would need 
to be significant and sufficient support, both technical and financial, provided to Local 
Councils to enable them to fulfil MPP responsibilities and deliver them in the interests 
of associated local communities. The lack of institutional knowledge which currently 
sits within Local Councils provides a significant obstacle. Given that RMP is at an early 
stage in Scotland, CCN suggests drawing upon experience from other parts of the 
world, where marine planning is more developed. Creating mechanisms for future 
MPPs to fully, and critically, understand the lessons learned from Shetland and the 
Clyde will also be vital. This may help identifying best practices, which could be 
adopted in the Scottish context. 

There could be an opportunity for MPPs to lead the way in providing the technical 
advice that is needed to support the Councils in delivering these new regulation 
responsibilities, if the significant investment in expertise was delivered. Alongside 
increased confidence in the various  MPPs’ capacity, and their discretion in receiving 
membership from all local stakeholders including community bodies such as local 
trusts, associations and groups so that there are strong mechanisms for communities’ 
right across the coast to become involved in preparing technical advice in Marine 
Planning. 

 

 


