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SUBMISSION FROM SHETLAND ISLANDS COUNCIL REPRESENTING COSLA 

 
Please find attached a submission by the Shetland Islands Council’s to the marine 
inquiry being carried out by the Environment & Rural Development Committee. This 
submission was formally approved by the SIC at its meeting on 13th December. 
In the submission, the SIC highlights the importance of the sea to Shetland, and 
draws the Committee’s attention to a variety of marine management initiatives that 
have been developed in the islands. The SIC also comments on recent national 
initiatives, and outlines its views on the future of marine management in Scotland. 
This response is necessarily brief and the SIC hopes that its representatives will 
have the opportunity to provide the Committee with further information, and to 
respond to any specific questions that the Committee may have, during the hearings 
to be held in the New Year. 

Introduction 
Shetland, an archipelagic community of some 15 inhabited islands, is the most 
northerly part of Scotland. Although distant from centres of power and population, 
Shetland lies at the heart of rich northern European fishing grounds, and at the hub 
of northern European maritime transport corridors. 
For these reasons, and because of a lack of alternatives, Shetland has always had a 
high level of dependence on the marine environment. That dependence continues 
today and Shetland regards effective and sympathetic marine management as 
essential for the maintenance of a sustainable community in these islands. 
The Shetland Islands Council (SIC) therefore welcomes the Committee’s inquiry into 
the management of Scotland’s marine environment. 

Uses 
The marine environment around Shetland is used for many different purposes, and 
influences almost all aspects of life in the islands. Many of these uses depend to a 
large extent on a healthy, and effectively managed, marine environment: 
Transport 
The sea is Shetland’s primary mode of transport; the vast majority of goods 
transported to and from the islands, and a significant proportion of people, are 
carried by sea. Transport within the islands also depends almost entirely on a 
network of ferries operated by the SIC, linking the 10 main inhabited islands. 
Economic Activity 
Fishing has always been a vital economic activity for Shetlanders, and despite recent 
declines it remains an important local industry. Including the more recently 
developed aquaculture industry and fish processing, fisheries account for almost 
30% of the value of the islands’ economy, and 20% of local employment. Changing 



 

consumer demands (e.g. increasing demand for ‘sustainable’ or ‘organic’ fish) 
present major challenges and opportunities for the local fisheries industries, while 
unsympathetic regulation can significantly threaten their viability. 
The offshore oil and gas industry also makes a significant contribution to the local 
economy, in particular through the Sullom Voe oil terminal. 
Tourism and Recreation 
One way or another, the sea attracts a high proportion of the tourists who visit 
Shetland. Many are drawn by the chance to see seabirds, seals, whales and other 
marine life, or by the chance to dive, fish, sail or canoe in these rich and clear 
waters. Others are attracted by the varied and unspoilt coastline and the natural 
environment in general. Most tourists arrive in Shetland by sea; by yacht or on cruise 
liners, or via the regular ferry connections to Scotland and Scandinavia. 
For Shetlanders too, the sea is an important source of recreation, through angling, 
sailing, and rowing and other marine activities. 
Pressure Points / Challenges 
Despite the wide range of activities taking place in Shetland’s seas, and the 
competing demands placed on the marine environment, competition and conflict are 
not generally serious problems. While conflicts do occur on occasion, most 
commonly between aquaculture and shellfish fishing, these tend to be the exception 
rather than the rule. In many cases local management systems (see below) are able 
to resolve conflicts or prevent them arising in the first place. 
Our experience shows that although pressures and conflicts can arise, they can be 
effectively managed and should not be over-stated. 
For communities like Shetland conflicts between local activities are less significant 
than external pressures and threats. For example, oil tankers and other shipping 
passing Shetland pose a much greater threat to the local marine environment and 
marine industries, than tankers visiting the Sullom Voe oil terminal. Similarly, 
external pressures, such as regulation and competition, pose a much greater 
challenge to Shetland’s fishing industry than competition with other local activities. 

Planning & Management 
Shetland has pioneered a number of initiatives which have been successfully used to 
manage activities in the marine environment, and which have placed Shetland at the 
forefront of locally-based marine management in Scotland. These include: 
Works Licensing 
Marine developments within the 12 mile limit around Shetland are controlled by the 
SIC under a works licensing system (established under the ZCC Act 1974). This 
system was originally established to control oil-related developments in the islands, 
but is also used to manage aquaculture related developments in Shetland. 
Port Operations 
The SIC is the Harbour and Pilotage Authority for all ports and harbours in Shetland 
(except Lerwick, which has its own Port Authority), including the Port of Sullom Voe. 
The Sullom Voe oil terminal is the largest crude oil terminal in the UK, handling 23 
million tonnes of oil and gas in 2005. With new oil and gas fields being developed to 
the West of Shetland the terminal is expected to remain operational at least until 



 

2022. Stringent safety and pollution prevention measures have enabled the port to 
operate without serious incident or pollution for almost 30 years. These include a 
24 hour Vessel Traffic Service which manages all shipping movements to and from 
the terminal, and the monitoring of all vessels carrying dangerous cargoes within 
40 miles of Shetland (through the Automatic Identification System). 
A rigorous environmental monitoring programme (overseen by the Shetland Oil 
Terminal Environmental Advisory Group) has demonstrated that the operation of the 
Sullom Voe oil terminal has had no discernible impact on the marine environment. 
NAFC Marine Centre 
The NAFC Marine Centre (previously the North Atlantic Fisheries College), which 
opened in 1992, was established by the SIC to support Shetland’s fisheries and 
maritime industries. It provides a wide range of training courses, with almost 800 
students enrolled on over 130 courses in 2005/06. It also carries out research and 
development projects, including providing scientific advice on the state of local 
shellfish stocks to the Shetland Shellfish Management Organisation (see below), and 
environmental assessment and monitoring programmes. 
Fisheries Management 
In the absence of effective national control of shellfish fishing, the Shetland Shellfish 
Management Organisation (SSMO) was formed in 1996 to establish a local 
management system for shellfish fisheries in the waters around Shetland. The 
SSMO is a partnership that includes the SIC, local fishermen, and other 
organisations. In 2000 the SSMO was granted authority to manage shellfish fisheries 
within the 6-mile limit by the Shetland Islands Regulated Fishery Order. 
Despite teething problems and occasional tensions, the Shetland shellfish regulating 
order has generally been a success: It has achieved its principal objective of 
controlling shellfish fishing effort around Shetland, and scientific surveys carried out 
by NAFC (above) confirm that local shellfish stocks are generally in good health, 
whilst stressing the need to continue controlling fishing effort. Few local fishermen 
would now wish to see the regulating order scrapped. 
SSMEI 
Shetland is currently carrying out one of four pilot projects under the Scottish 
Executive’s Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative (SSMEI), which aims 
to develop an overall marine planning framework for Scotland. The Shetland project, 
which runs for three years from January 2006, will develop and test a marine spatial 
plan for Shetland. 
KIMO 
The SIC is a founder-member of, and provides the secretariat for, the Kommunenes 
Internasjonale Miljorganisasjon (KIMO), an international association of Local 
Authorities that campaigns for better management of the seas bordering northern 
Europe to reduce the environmental and economic damage stemming from pollution. 
Amongst KIMO’s recent initiatives has been the ‘Fishing for Litter’ campaign which 
has encouraged fishermen in Scotland, and other countries, to land litter that they 
trawl up while fishing, thus helping clear up the North Sea. 



 

Governance 
Over the past year or two there has been a seeming flood of initiatives and 
legislation aimed at Scotland’s marine environment, including at least six Strategies 
or Frameworks, the Water Environment and Water Services Act, the Aquaculture 
and Fisheries Bill, the Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative, and 
several consultations on Marine National Parks. In addition, the European 
Commission is consulting on a European Maritime Policy which may ultimately have 
a significant influence on how Scotland’s marine environment is managed. 
The SIC has a number of comments and criticisms to make in relation to these 
initiatives: 
♦ There has been little (if any) coordination between different initiatives; 
♦ In some cases, at least, progress in developing or implementing initiatives has 

been very slow (or non-existent); 
♦ Most of the initiatives tend to be more or less centralist in character, seeking to 

impose a one-size-fits-all approach to the whole of Scotland. This ignores the 
fact that the marine environment varies markedly around Scotland and that 
different areas face very different pressures and demands, and present 
different opportunities; 

♦ Relevant experience and knowledge which has been developed through local 
initiatives in areas like Shetland has often been overlooked or ignored. This 
runs the risk of repeating mistakes that have already been made, and of 
eroding existing successful management arrangements. 

The SIC believes that any national management framework for the marine 
environment should be relatively ‘light touch’. Rather than seeking to impose a 
standard system across the whole country it should allow for the development of 
local systems tailored to specific local circumstances. It should also build on and 
strengthen existing management systems, and facilitate the transfer of knowledge 
and experience between areas. The SIC also believes that systems should be 
developed to address specific, identifiable problems and not just as ends in their own 
right. 
The SIC believes that local authorities, as representatives of local communities, 
should play a significant role in the development and implementation of local 
management systems, to ensure that these are for the benefit of local communities 
as a whole, and not just narrow sectoral interests. 
Finally, the SIC believes that it is essential that adequate resources are made 
available to support the work of local management organisations, including relevant 
environmental monitoring and research, as well as monitoring and appraisal of the 
operation and effectiveness of new and existing management systems (so that 
lessons can be learned from them), and the transfer of knowledge and experience 
between areas. 

Conclusion 
Shetland already has in place a variety of mechanisms that have been developed 
and successfully used to manage activities in the marine environment. Although it is 
acknowledged that these mechanisms have not yet been fully integrated, progress is 
being made towards that aim, especially through the Shetland SSMEI project. 



 

The SIC strongly believes that Shetland has demonstrated that communities can 
successfully manage sometimes competing or potentially harmful activities in the 
marine environment so as to minimise conflicts and impacts. The knowledge and 
experience gained in Shetland is freely available and, we believe, could allow 
Shetland to serve as a pilot for other areas of Scotland. 
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