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SUBMISSION FROM SSMEI SHETLAND PROJECT 

 
This report is a submission by the Shetland SSMEI pilot that contributes (in part) to the 
Marine Inquiry by the Scottish Parliament’s Environment & Rural Development Committee.  
While this account provides only a summary of the project, there will be the opportunity to 
query the Project Officer during the Committee’s hearings on 24th January.   
 
 
Summary 
• SSMEI Shetland is a three year project funded by the Scottish Executive, Crown Estate, 

SNH, Leader +, Shetland Islands Council and the NAFC Marine Centre (total funding 
£225,000) 

• The Shetland SSMEI project was the first of the four pilots to get started with the 
appointment of a Project Officer in January 2006 

• The primary outcome is to develop a Marine Spatial Plan (MSP) for the Shetland 
Islands, from the high water mark to 12 nautical miles (making the pilot most similar to 
the Clyde SSMEI) 

• Efforts so far have concentrated on stakeholder participation and data collation / 
transformation into digital maps 

• Writing the MSP is due to commence, with the first draft to be finalised by August 2007 
• The remaining half of the project (until January 2009) will consult on the spatial plan, 

implement some of the proposed initiatives, review the usefulness of it and develop it 
accordingly 

 
 
Background  
Increasing pressure from activities, competition for resources and space, and complex 
layers of marine legislation demand that society anticipates how the sea can be used in a 
sustainable way.  There are both long-standing problems such as depleted fish stocks 
and emerging issues like climate change that have led to the need for the introduction of 
some form of planning ‘system’ at sea.  In response, this Scottish Executive-led project is 
developing a Marine Spatial Plan (MSP) for the Shetland Islands as a mechanism to 
achieve Integrated Coastal Zone Management.  
 
Many countries are beginning to implement or at least recognise the significance of 
marine spatial planning.  The main UK development in MSP is The Irish Pilot, 
commissioned by Defra in 2004 and the production of a local MSP for Wester Ross, 
Scotland (Atlantic Coast Project, 2006).  The Shetland pilot will draw from experience as 
far as possible, but generally a good deal of innovation and initiative is required.  
 
The benefit to Shetland is not just in the production of a MSP, but in the process taken to 
produce the plan.  It is anticipated that, through working with all marine stakeholders, a 
framework for sustainable development in the marine environment will be developed.  The 
process will provide information necessary to make better informed decisions on how the 
sea is used, from safeguarding natural assets to recognising development potential.   
 

  



  

 
Why Shetland? 
Shetland has always had a high level of dependence on the marine environment.  It is 
unclear just how much of a problem competition and conflict create (as it has never been 
measured) but anecdotal evidence suggests that in many cases local management systems 
are able to resolve conflicts or prevent them arising.  This is undoubtedly due to the 
relatively isolated position and small population which strengthens community engagement.  
 
Whilst there is no ‘Local Coastal Partnership’ infrastructure (as there are in many coastal 
areas of Scotland), there are a number of voluntary organisations, such as the Fair Isle 
Marine Environment and Tourism Initiative group, who lobby for and carry out survey work 
for the protection of marine resources.  Members of the public report sightings of cetaceans, 
sea birds and other marine mammals and participation in other environmental initiatives is 
high (e.g. 14% of the population participate in the spring beach clean, Da Voar Redd Up; 
one third of all Shetland schools are now accredited as having Eco status).  
 
The ability to resolve conflicts locally and the capacity for community participation coupled 
with only one local authority, places Shetland in a good position to achieving success with 
the SSMEI pilot.  Shetland has previously led the way in several marine and coastal 
initiatives such as the control of  developments below the high water mark (established 
under the ZCC Act 1974), and in fisheries management, with the longest-established 
Regulating Order (for Shellfish), and this pilot will continue this trend.   
 
 
Aims 
• Enhance our knowledge of the combined and cumulative environmental impacts 

of current and future developments 
• Streamline some of the regulatory regimes for development consents 
• Support a framework for protection of important marine areas, species and habitats 

including criteria for conserving marine ecosystems 
• Support inshore fisheries management measures with spatial data on fish habitats / 

grounds 
• Increase participation and awareness in marine use  
• Improve understanding of the impact of a new development on social and economic 

status 
• Clarify the different sectors regulatory responsibilities by anticipating current and future 

demands that will affect the sustainability of the sector and its potential impacts on other 
sectors 

• Identify gaps in knowledge and areas for further research 
 
 
What has been achieved?  
• 50 marine base maps created / collated in GIS (the building block of the spatial plan) 

which are expected to be made public (an example is shown on page 4) 
• Dissemination of promotional material to stakeholders 
• Public participation has involved interviewing fishermen and recreational users to map 

areas important to them 

  



  

• Other stakeholder involvement has included setting up and co-ordinating a biodiversity 
working group, reporting to the local and national steering group, and participating with 
existing groups (e.g. River Basin Management Planning Advisory Groups, SOTEAG)  

 
Planned Activities (Feb 07 – Aug 07) 
• Finalised first draft of a Local Marine Spatial Plan. This will include policies that will give 

managers a clearer indication where a particular development is likely to be acceptable 
and where it is not 

• Continue with above involvement in existing groups to drive forward aims  
• Develop a marine activity risk assessment  
• Conduct a review of sectoral objectives: their business plans and how they interact with 

other sectors 
• Commission out sophisticated GIS modelling to predict the distribution of habitats for 

biodiversity and commercial fish species: this will enable a targeted monitoring regime to 
fill gaps in baseline data; and confirm fishermen’s information collected 

 
Planned Activities (Aug 07 – Project Completion)  
A work plan has yet to be created, but initial work will involve: holding workshops to help 
develop the spatial plan; assessing the weaknesses and strengths of the ZCC Act; mapping 
the sensitivity of species and habitats to different activities; conducting marine surveys and 
performing a socio-economic study of key sectors, including putting a value of each sector. 

 
Concerns, criticisms and conflicts 
The gathering of anecdotal evidence from local fishermen and recreational users has been 
successful in terms of achieving a fine resolution in scale for planning purposes (see Figure 
on page 4).  However it is unclear at this stage if it could be used to benefit these users 
when a conflict for space arises with an aquaculture developer because of the voluntary 
status of the policies.  
 
The main criticism of the project may certainly be that the MSP will lack the authority to 
achieve any real practical benefits for stakeholders (because it is non-statutory).  It may 
consequently be seen by some as another bureaucratic exercise.  It will therefore be crucial 
to try to engage everyone and build a longer-term vision with commitment beyond the end 
of the project.   

 
Conclusion 
This project is intended to assist sectors in their functions by providing an environmental 
overview of the area, its natural heritage features and the interactions that exist between 
the relevant activities.  This process in itself brings together the many different marine and 
coastal initiatives that have taken place in Shetland – something widely recognised as 
lacking and essential to the delivery of Integrated Coastal Zone Management.  
 
The strengths of the SSMEI pilots are its cost-effectiveness and engagement with the 
local community, which should encourage buy-in from stakeholders.  It is widely 
recognised that regulation of the marine environment is complex and in need of being 
integrated.  We believe the project will not add to its bureaucracy, but draw on the 
strengths and weaknesses of the current legislation regimes in place.  We anticipate 
SSMEI having great potential to serve as a pilot for other areas in Scotland. 

  



  

  
Figure: An example of the digital mapping conducted by the Shetland SSMEI project. 

  


