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SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH NATURAL HERITAGE 

1. SNH is the Government agency charged with the conservation and enhancement 
of Scotland’s habitats, wildlife and landscapes, with facilitating their enjoyment by 
the public and with increasing the general level of understanding about this 
resource. Its statutory purposes also include ensuring that the natural heritage is 
used sustainably.  

The marine environment and development 
2. The Scottish marine environment is of exceptionally high quality.  Over much of 

its area it supports rich food sources, clean waters, magnificent scenery, and 
outstanding biodiversity.   The sea is the source of environmental ‘services’ 
through its role in climate regulation and geochemical cycles.  It is the location of 
new sources of energy. Scotland’s marine and coastal landscapes and seascape 
engender strong public values in their qualities of wildness, tranquillity and sense 
of place, together with their infinite capacity to provide enjoyment. These values 
can be eroded through over-intensive, inappropriate, insensitive, or cumulative 
impacts.  

3. The coasts and seas need to be managed as “multiple benefits” resources. It 
should be possible to sustainably harvest living and non-living resources while 
safeguarding Scotland’s marine and coastal natural and cultural heritage.  
However, the need to integrate social, environmental and economic objectives 
must be grounded in an understanding that for its long term survival the human 
race will have to live within the limits of the ecosystems that make up the natural 
world.  

4. Fisheries, shipping, aquaculture, infrastructure and industrial development all 
take place within the natural environment. It follows that they all need to be 
guided (individually and through the ways they interact) so as to guarantee the 
continued care, enjoyment, understanding and sustainable use of the natural 
heritage.  Environmental and natural heritage issues need to be built into decision 
making frameworks from the start.  

Uses: key pressure points on the maritime natural heritage 
5. Increasing levels of carbon dioxide are leading to climate change and ocean 

acidification. Climate change could alter the distribution of animals and plants, the 
timings of seasonal events, and the nature of competitive interactions. It could 
increase the occurrence, severity and impact of coastal flooding and erosion 
events in future.  It is likely to exacerbate coastal pressures in areas already 
vulnerable to unsustainable management practices including inappropriate 
development and coastal defence measures. 

6. Fishing has been, and remains, the most significant modifying influence on 
marine habitats and species. Fish stocks of several commercially important 
species are at historically low levels, and in some instances are considered to be 
outside safe biological limits. Mean fish sizes are smaller, diversity amongst fish 
stocks is declining, and the structure of marine communities has been altered 
significantly. At the same time, fishing effort remains above levels that will allow 

  
 



stocks and hence the environment to recover. As stocks of popular species have 
declined, some fishing effort has been transferred to other species, making them 
vulnerable to over-fishing. Fishing is implicated in habitat disturbance, damage 
and changed community structure through heavy fishing gear dragging across 
the seabed,  along with possible genetic changes in fish stocks as a result of 
sustained fishery pressure. Reduced fish populations (eg sandeels) impact 
directly upon predator populations including those of birds and marine mammals.  

7. The water quality of coastal waters, and especially the Firths, has improved over 
recent decades, although elevated levels of contaminants remain locked up in 
estuarine sediments and could again raise pollution levels if disturbed and 
released. The most challenging current pollution issues relate to diffuse run-off 
from agriculture. Other sources of pollution, including the use of chemicals such 
as tributyl tin (TBT) and new forms of pollutants such as endocrine-disrupting and 
gender-changing pharmaceuticals, are having measurable effects upon wildlife.     

8. Unlicensed activities such as winkle picking or bait digging, or inadequately 
regulated activities such as cockling, seaweed harvesting or aggregate 
extraction, if prosecuted too intensely or in sensitive locations, can also impact on 
the marine environment.   Tools available to tackle such pressures are either 
inadequate or seen as heavy handed.  We need mechanisms to guide these 
activities away from sensitive locations, and to manage levels more generally so 
as to deliver sustainable use.   

9. Physical modification of the coast and seabed can drive to local extinction 
species of nature conservation interest and bring about changes to important 
habitats, whilst accumulated development can change the landscape character of 
coastal areas and deprive residents and visitors alike of the experiences that they 
previously had to offer.   

10. Pressures for coastal defence may be contrary to preferred methods of erosion 
management of retaining natural coastal habitats, processes and landscapes and 
enabling Scotland’s coastlines to evolve naturally with minimal human 
intervention.  

11. Modern forms of aquaculture are implicated in impacts upon wild salmon 
populations, the encouragement of unsustainable food sources, and local 
changes to water quality and the natural heritage.   

12. Pressures on the marine environment are arising from new technologies such as 
renewable energy developments and carbon sequestration.   

Planning 
13. To be effective, a prospectively sub sea Marine Spatial Planning needs to be 

undertaken at a national level as well as local, and needs to drive a spatial 
consenting regime, rather than be stand-alone. No local trial can deliver this, 
hence the rationale for MSP rests upon experience with the terrestrial Town and 
Country Planning system, rather than from examples of good practice at sea. 
Terrestrial planning principles from which a new system of MSP can learn 
include: 

• recognition that some uses are compatible and can be integrated, while 
others are not and must be separated; 

  
 



• acknowledgement also that some uses require to be regulated (eg through 
attachment of conditions) to make them compatible with other interests; 

• combination of proaction and forward-looking guidance (development plans) 
and case-specific regulation (development control/ management); 

• capacity to integrate national and local perspectives and priorities; 

• underpinning analysis of needs/pressures and setting of objectives; 

• incorporation of requirement for SEA at the plan level and EIA for significant 
projects 

• consultation and participation processes for decision-making. 
Historically T&CP has been less good at regulating ongoing activities. It has been 
better at preventing things from happening than making them happen, owing to 
lack of incentives in the hands of planning authorities. Efforts are being made to 
overcome this latter weakness in the new planning  regime about to be 
introduced.  

14. Elements of good practice can be found amongst existing procedures. The 
Orkney and Zetland Act does not deliver marine spatial planning, but  it does 
demand a policy framework as a basis for decision-making. Locational guidelines 
for aquaculture, the partnership between the Crown Estate and Local Authorities 
that led, for example, to Highland Council’s  Fish Farm Framework plans, and the 
transfer of fish farm planning powers to Local Authorities have sought to improve 
planning provision, although they have only done so on a single-sector basis. 

15. Town and Country Planning guides development but not land management, 
whereas the National Park Plans integrate both of these. River Basin Plans under 
the Water Framework Directive will also be integrated plans, although there is 
unlikely to be much good practice experience available for a few years yet. 
Maritime planning wishes to be fully integrated between sectors, and may 
therefore learn from the terrestrial National Park experience. As one of a range of 
measures proposed by the Scottish Executive to manage all our seas and coasts 
better, the designation of a coastal and marine National Park could trail-blaze 
novel planning and management principles. Whether or not a National Park of 
this kind has specific fisheries management powers, the aim should be to make it 
exemplary in fisheries management as well.   

Development of governance 
16. An overarching framework for effective management of the marine environment 

needs to deliver better alignment between the amount and location of maritime 
activities and the capacity of the environment, so as to ensure that the 
environment can indefinitely support the range of demands placed on it without 
deterioration. It demands legislation and organisational structures that deliver:  
 better-integrated maritime policy, clearly founded on the principles of 

sustainable development and environmental protection, and providing an 
overarching vision with high-level objectives and targets. Current maritime 
policy has evolved incrementally along largely sectoral lines, focusing mainly 
on managing access to resources and controlling navigation, and giving 
precedence to economic and social demands. Allocation of responsibility at 
European and national levels has been inconsistent, and has sometimes 

  
 



failed to give sufficient precedence to science in decision-making. At no point 
have overall strategic goals for maritime management been established and 
explicitly agreed. This piecemeal, sectoral and divided approach has created 
a range of legislation that fails to cohere, that makes decisions sometimes 
remotely from the communities affected, and falls down on fundamental 
principles of sustainable use.  

 better-planned activity in the marine environment.  In particular we need 
better spatial planning, so as to avoid sensitive locations and reduce 
cumulative impacts. Spatial mechanisms have roles in sustainable resource 
use (eg preventing damage to nursery areas and other vulnerable fishing 
grounds), as well as in safeguarding features of natural heritage value.  There 
are roles for  national and local frameworks to integrate better the various 
spatial planning and regulatory controls, licences, and financial incentives that 
collectively guide the scale, location and manner of sea use and development 
in different places.  Such  frameworks should govern the interactions between 
sectors, indicating priority areas for all maritime uses (including wildlife and 
landscape conservation), and show how they overlap and how to resolve 
conflicts.  An effective planning system could defuse pressures for extensive 
new designated areas. Bringing forward any new designations through 
something like a planning system once environmental objectives have been 
clarified  and set alongside other legitimate objectives in an integrated and 
realistic management regime, should produce a better overall outcome than 
embarking too readily on the designation of special sites. 

 strategic and proactive ecosystem-based fishery management. Fishing 
and environmental quality are intimately linked. The debate here tends to be 
unnecessarily polarised: in our view the rationale for addressing 
environmental issues is as much about protecting the fishery as it is about 
protecting biodiversity. Talk of ‘ecosystem-based’ management acknowledges 
the interdependence of fish stocks and the overall health, integrity and 
resilience of the marine environment.  Putting the marine environment 
genuinely at the heart of fishery policy has tremendous potential win-win 
implications for fisheries.  

 better streamlining of legislation and the authorities involved in regulating a 
single development, so that all parts of a given development can be 
considered at the same time, and avoiding duplication of advice.  

 better linking of national and local priorities. In the terrestrial environment 
inter-relationships between national strategies, regional and local plans, and 
local delivery are relatively well established.  Strategic planning is provided by 
structure plans, SPPs and the national overview document. A range of 
national natural heritage designations identify natural heritage qualities to be 
safeguarded through local planning and management. By comparison, at sea 
the Government (variously the UK Government and the Scottish Executive) 
oversees a wide range of sectoral management regimes and consent 
mechanisms.  Local Authorities have a relatively restricted role, which is one 
reason for the emergence of a range of voluntary cross-sectoral initiatives 
such as Firths Partnerships and Marine SAC management forums.  National 
coastline planning is needed to support the current local approaches to 
shoreline management.   

  
 



 more survey, good science and monitoring of the state of the environment, 
and bodies empowered to take appropriate remedial action when the need for 
it is revealed.    Scientific monitoring of the environment reveals trends and 
can be used to develop indicators to measure progress and trigger action for 
sustainable development, both locally and nationally.  Monitoring should also 
allow for comparison of trends and progress between different places.  An 
overview of the state of the maritime environment also needs to be 
maintained, and a range of key biodiversity indicators regularly measured and 
reported on.   
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