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SUBMISSION FROM BRITISH PORTS ASSOCIATION 
 
Background 
 
The British Ports Association (BPA) represents the overwhelming majority of 
ports in Scotland.  There is therefore a self evident and strong interest in 
marine environment policy, an area which has been the subject of a number 
of consultations and inquiries in Scotland and the UK over the past few years. 
 
The maritime sector makes a hugely significant contribution to the Scottish 
economy.  Ports are characterized by wide variations in size, markets and 
management structures.  In broad terms these markets break down into 
providing major ferry links to Ireland and the Continent, moving general cargo, 
servicing the off-shore and fishing industries and providing life line services to 
the islands.  In 2005 Scottish ports handled 110m tonnes of freight, 
approximately 20% of the UK’s total.  This means that the total value of this 
trade is in the region of £65 billion.  The oil and fishing industries in particular 
depend on the success and efficiency of their maritime connections. 
 
Ports policy in Scotland has been under review this year, as it has been 
throughout the UK.  In our response to the consultation we supported the 
current basis of ports policy which is that the sector should continue to be 
independent and market led.  In its recently released conclusion to the review, 
the Scottish Executive also expressed support for the existing framework 
which has provided strength and stability.  Nevertheless, we do see a strong 
role for government in providing adequate land side infrastructure links such 
as roads and railheads which facilitate business and connect ports to the 
national transport network.  Ports are local regenerators and stimulators of 
employment, supporting many thousands of jobs.  We therefore look to this 
inquiry to confirm the status and importance of ports in Scotland so that 
decisions about the marine environment are sympathetic to these vital 
contributors to the Scottish economy. 
 
It is important that the inquiry is put in the context of marine initiatives both in 
the rest of the UK and emerging from the EU.  Of these, the Marine Bill is 
probably the most important.  In our response to the consultation, we 
highlighted the importance of a UK wide approach being taken; this approach 
was strongly supported by the House of Commons Environment Committee to 
whom we made a submission and gave oral evidence.  It makes little sense 
for the UK to have different and potentially conflicting coastal management 
systems, especially those which could place ports north of the border at a 
commercial and regulatory disadvantage.  Decisions are still to be taken on 
the extent to which the proposals in the Marine Bill will be adopted in 
Scotland.  However, the foundation of the Bill is the setting up of a system of 
Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) and we support MSP as a basis for making 
progress.  The current lack of data about the marine environment, the 



commercial activities it supports and the dynamics of the coast often means 
that the precautionary approach is applied. 
 
In our summary of our response to the Marine Bill consultation, we said that 
MSP should:- 
 
• Provide developers with greater pre-application certainty. 
• Cover the entire coast 
• Minimize, or better, eliminate problems associated with the overlap 

between land and sea planning. 
 
Also, we believe that a single integrated licensing system should:- 
 
• Be fast and efficient with decisions based on sustainable development. 
• Include all the licensable sectors with sufficient resources. 
 
In our response we also supported the setting up of a Marine Management 
Organisation which would take responsibility for both MSP and marine 
licensing.  This is something of a leap in the dark but we can see advantages 
in having a centre of expertise which deals with all the sectors, including 
offshore oil and gas. 
 
Another important part of the context is the Marine Strategy Package and 
Directive released by the EU Commission earlier this year and which 
proposes that the marine environment should reach Good Environmental 
Status by 2021.  The Package has been produced by the Environment  
Directorate and will have huge implications in the form of a new policy 
instrument to protect and conserve the marine environment.  The Directive 
itself requires each member state to develop a marine strategy; this will 
require an initial assessment of environmental status, setting environmental 
targets and a monitoring programme.  This has links to the Water Framework 
Directive (WFD) which applies to coastal waters, will be delivered at 
catchment area level but still also have as its objective new standards for 
water quality.  The WFD is complex but could have a significant effect on 
coastal activity and especially dredging which is essential to maintain safe 
depths for shipping.   Added to this is the recent Green Paper produced by the 
Directorate General for Fisheries and Maritime Affairs, “A European Vision for 
our Oceans and Seas”.  This strongly promotes MSP as the way forward, 
gives welcome recognition to the commercial importance of the maritime 
sector and the importance of a common approach to coastal management.  At 
the moment practices and standards vary enormously from member state to 
member state.  It is significant that the Green paper has been produced by a 
separate Directorate; the pressure from two EU Commission Directorates with 
a certain amount of overlapping responsibility will set a strong agenda for the 
foreseeable future.   
 
It is clear therefore that although the marine environment could be regarded 
as an unregulated area until quite recently, the combined effects of the WFD, 
the Marine Bill and EU policy will produce radical changes.  We now need the 
right mechanisms to oversee these changes.  There is an opportunity for 



Scotland and the UK to take a lead in developing marine and coastal policy 
throughout the EU.  For example, the proposals in the Marine Bill have, so far 
as we are aware, no parallel in any other member state.   This is an important 
competition point.  Although the UK may be in the vanguard on policy, it has a 
strong interest in ensuring that equivalent standards are achieved elsewhere. 
 
Uses 
 
We have already described the ports market and the main commercial 
functions it carries out.  Unitised freight represents the biggest growth area in 
port trade and there are, for example, two major container project proposals, 
one at Hunterston, the other at Scapa Flow in the Orkneys.  Scotland has a 
good resource of natural deep water which means that these projects would 
entail considerably less environmental impact than similar projects in other 
parts of the country.  Their completion would also mean that goods could be 
moved to and from Scotland directly rather than involving a long road journey 
form ports in the south.    Other significant uses are the need to service the 
fishing fleet; approximately two-thirds of total UK fish landings are in Scotland.  
The offshore industry is also served largely by east coast ports and oil and oil 
products are a significant proportion of total throughput.   
 
These activities and others such as leisure and tourism are not necessarily 
competing but must be recognized as fundamental components of the 
Scottish economy.  Although the pressures may not be as significant as they 
are in other parts of the UK, a more formalized approach would nevertheless 
be beneficial in identifying future problems.  For example, the way in which 
this commercial activity would tie in with the setting up of Marine Nature Parks 
would be a prime example of where MSP could assist. 
 
Planning 
 
The main characteristic of coastal initiatives is their unco-ordinated nature and 
their multiplicity.  Because most coastal management is about local issues, 
initiatives have grown up organically and the level of integration between them 
varies from the non existent to partial.  Although attempts are often made to 
measure the success of coastal management by the degree of integration 
between the various initiatives, much of it will be beyond integration because 
usage differs so greatly from location to location.  However, we now believe 
that the issues are so important that the way forward – and this will become 
an inevitability with pressures from both the Marine Bill and the EU 
Commission – is MSP.  We regard this as the foundation of better practice 
from which other benefits might flow.   
 
The Firths initiatives have been more successful than their English 
counterparts, although the Scottish Coastal Forum is, in our view, too heavily 
weighted towards public sector and government sponsored organizations with 
a limited commercial outlook and input.  The initiatives do, nevertheless, have 
a significant track record in bringing together different interests.   
 
 



Development of Governance 
 
There needs to be rationalization of the organizations delivering marine 
environmental management.  For example, the setting up of the Advisory 
Group on a Marine and Coastal Strategy (AGMACS) at a high political level is 
not necessarily compatible with the Scottish Coastal Forum and it is unclear 
where one begins and the other ends.  Currently there are discussions about 
the future of the Scottish Coastal Forum and problems with future funding.  
We look to AGMACS to take over the co-ordinating role and address the 
complex political and technical issues raised by new legislation.  Although the 
local level will remain important, there is now a clear need for a co-ordinating 
group which can take a strategic view and link more effectively with coastal 
management as it develops in the rest of the UK.   
 
Conclusions 
 
In summary our main conclusions are:- 
 
• Ports are a vital component of the Scottish economy and the maritime 

sector and must be recognized as key players as policy is developed. 
• There is a multiplicity of initiatives, draft proposals and prospective 

legislation dealing with the marine environment which requires co-
ordination and an overarching vision. 

• The multiple mechanisms to deliver management of the marine 
environment are confusing and complex and require rationalization. 

• The UK is in a prime position to take a policy lead in the EU. 
 


