
 

SUBMISSION FROM BERWICKSHIRE HARBOUR TRUST 

 

Uses: What are the varied, and often competing, demands which are placed on 
the marine environment? Where are the key pressure points and challenges – 
with a particular view to any that have distinctively Scottish perspectives?  

Planning: What good practice is developing in Scotland from some of the 
initiatives which exist to co-ordinate the various activities, and manage potential 
conflicts, in the marine environment (e.g. marine spatial planning pilots, the 
coastal forum network, etc).  

Development of governance: What do these initiatives show about how 
legislation and organisational structures etc. need to change? What is the best 
way to create an overarching framework for effective management of the 
marine environment?  

INTRODUCTION 
Cove Harbour is a small harbour in Berwickshire, built in 1832, used by: 
• two fishing boats fishing for crabs and lobsters, 
• two or more recreational boats, 
• members of the public for walking, swimming and recreation, 
where issues of the marine environment are clear to see and the state of the 
marine environment is a matter of constant interest and concern.  Cove is 
under pressure from the state of the fishing and development that does not 
respect its unique qualities.  As owner of the harbour I warmly welcome the 
Committee’s examination of the issues.   
 
WATER QUALITY 
• As on land, Scottish Environmental Protection Agency & Scottish Natural 

Heritage are involved in marine matters.  Water quality is possibly the 
ultimate measure of environmental healthiness and sustainability of the 
marine environment. 

• In the C18th the quantities of oysters harvested in the Firth of Forth was 
enormous, and the filtering effect of these oysters in purifying the water 
was immense.  These fisheries were poisoned by pollution and when this 
fishery is restored the marine environment will be in good shape.   

I suggest that simple measures, such as restoring the oyster fisheries to the 
Firth of Forth as an indicator of water quality, are set.  Simple measures like 
this allow the public to appreciate what is happening.  
 
INSHORE FISHING 
• Cove Harbour was built for fishing with lines, which was a method of 

fishing that didn’t destroy the stocks or harm the sea bed.  Tiny resident 
stocks remain, but whilst large vessels from elsewhere are allowed to 
trawl the area they cannot recover.  The control of the fishing off the 
harbour needs to be in the hands of the local fishermen and controlled 
on a sustainable basis.   

• Lobster and crab fishing, which has been a staple occupation since at 
least the C17th, has survived as large boats cannot carry out this fishing 
effectively.  There is an unwritten code between fishermen allowing for a 
reasonably sustainable control of the fishing, but this is regularly broken 
into by interlopers about whom nothing can be done.   

 



 
 
 
• With modern technology it is perfectly possible to demarcate the fishing, 

just as hedges and fences and allowed for the effective control of the 
land.   

 
• The St Abbs Voluntary Marine Reserve, and the Marine Reserve at 

Lundy Island, have shown how quickly the environment and stocks can 
recover where controls are in place.  There is no reason why such 
systems could not be put in place everywhere. 

I suggest new regulations are devised to give control to inshore fishing to the 
relevant harbours or communities concerned, again with the aim of social, 
economic and environmental sustainability.   
 
RECREATION 
• Jet-skis are a dangerous conflict with swimmers and a considerable 

noise nuisance on the water.   
• Recreational fishermen have over-fished the bass in the area, and their 

lost tackle is dangerous to commercial crab and lobster fishermen, not to 
mention wildlife. 

• Visitors’ dog disturb nesting birds, as well as enjoyment of the place by 
non dog owners.  

I recommend that harbours have the ability to issue bye-laws that affect the sea 
around them and the land they own.  
 
PLANNING 
• The coast is very special, particularly in Scotland, but relatively ignored 

by planning which is more concerned with cities and settlements.   
• There seems no logic in Planning being limited to land and ignoring 

water. 
• The mess that has resulted from the lack of strategic thinking with regard 

to the location of windfarms and superquarries on land should not be 
repeated at sea.   

• Cove is Listed, an SSSI, in an Area of Outstanding Landscape Value, 
etc. but still under considerable pressure from inappropriate piecemeal 
development. The new European Landscape Convention and the 
concept of Areas of Cultural Significance might be of value if they were 
applied with rigour.   

• The range of bodies concerned with attempting to coordinate the use of 
water is considerable, and mostly, apart from the Crown Estate, pretty 
powerless.  There is no systematic method of public consultation or 
effective control by elected bodies.  

I suggest that Planning controls be introduced on all structures in the marine 
environment, and that national policies be developed with regard to 
windfarming, fishfarming and mineral extraction, etc.. 
 
CROWN ESTATE 
• The sea bed touches on so many aspects of the marine environment; it’s 

ecological health is fundamental to the food chain.  
• The Crown Estate ‘owns’ the sea bed and most of the foreshore around 

all of Scotland and have the right to control anything which affects it.  
Generally they only use their ‘ownership’ to collect rents, from yacht, 
boat and fishfarm moorings, pipelines, and permanent structures such as 
piers.    

 
 



 
 
• The sea bed, being Scotland’s perimeter, gives the Crown Estate a locus 

or potential locus in an enormous amount of society’s activities, not just 
at sea.   

• Their lack of accountability and mistakes made in fish-farming by the 
Crown Estate, particular on the west coast, demonstrate the necessity of 
reforming the system and making it publicly accountable.  

• Until two years ago, the Crown Estate attempted to charge Cove an 
annual rent for a skin of concrete protecting the pier which was 
supposedly resting on ‘their’ sea bed.  This ‘rent’ was as much as the 
annual dues collected for moorings.  After a decade or so of our 
objections and refusing to pay it was agreed it was nonsense.   

• The report prepared for the Highland Councils on the Crown Estate is 
very much on the right lines; the control of the sea bed should be in 
public hands and used for long term conservation, sensitive control of 
development, the encouragement of sustainable fishing and be of benefit 
to local communities.   

• I suspect that the simplest way of improving the marine environment is to 
deal with this single issue.   

I suggest that the Crown Estate’s ‘ownership’ and management of the sea bed 
is quite simply transferred to Local Authorities, the National Trust for Scotland, 
or similar, with conservation, long term environmental, social and economic 
sustainability, and support of local communities as the purposes, rather than 
the collecting of rent.  Such a transfer would be of great long term 
environmental, social and economic benefit.   
 
 


