
SUBMISSION FROM COIMHEARSNACHD BHARRAIDH AGUS 
BHATARSAIDH (BARRA AND VATERSAY COMMUNITY) LTD 

 
Barra and Vatersay are two small islands in the Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
local government area.   
 
Our maritime environment is highly important to us as it sustains a significant 
proportion of the employment on the islands, either directly or indirectly.  
While much of what will be talked about here relates to the marine 
environment, the influence of that environment on our coasts is important, 
especially with regard to erosion. 
 
Uses:

 
1. Fisheries:- Clearly the fishing industry is highly important to the islands, 

providing a good deal of direct employment and providing work in fish 
processing, buying/selling, transport and provision of supplies and 
services to the industry.  
Issues 

♦ Sustainability of stocks – conservation measures must be 
appropriate and not punitive. 

♦ Infrastructure – Over the last 30 years the industry’s focus has 
shifted towards static gear creel fishing.  This has resulted in a 
larger number of smaller boats being involved in the industry.  
On Barra and Vatersay the infrastructure supporting the fleet 
has not moved forward. The existing facilities at Northbay are 
inappropriate for the majority of the vessels using it and those at 
Castlebay are vestigial and wholly inadequate.   

 
2. Aquaculture:- At present there is no significant aquaculture production 

on Barra and Vatersay.  There is considerable scope to develop small 
scale aquaculture production on appropriate sites which could 
potentially lead to a small but significant number of jobs and 
corresponding economic development. 
Issues 

♦ Seabed Leases – Obtaining seabed leases can prove very 
difficult.  This is especially the case where there has been 
previous aquaculture activity, where the leases are allocated to 
individuals who no longer use them, but who do not release 
them to potential successors.  This is an important constraint on 
development of aquaculture on Barra and Vatersay. 

♦ Infrastructure – In this respect, many of the issues facing the 
fisheries industry are the same for aquaculture. 

 
3. Tourism:- Many of our visitors come to the island to reflect on the 

beauty of our environment, which is dominated by the coastline. 
Increasingly visitors are looking to interact directly with the marine 
environment and we are seeing growth in marine sports 
(yachting/sailing, sea kayaking, sightseeing, whale watching etc). 
Issues 



♦ Infrastructure – Marine tourism has out grown the infrastructure 
available to sustain it, especially with regard to marine access 
and berthing of vessels.   

 
4. Energy Production:- There is huge potential for energy production on 

Barra and Vatersay and in the waters surrounding the islands.  At 
present these resources are undeveloped but offer a future opportunity 
if infrastructure and technology can be advanced to accommodate 
exploitation of the resource. 
Issues 

♦ Potential conflict – Marine resource development will need to 
take account of existing marine users and especially the static 
gear fisheries.  

♦ Infrastructure – If marine renewable technologies are to be 
developed there will be a requirement for appropriate 
infrastructure to enable servicing of the industry.  Existing 
facilities are very unlikely to be able to cope with this.  
Connection to the national grid is also a major infrastructural 
constraint. 

 
5. Coastal Usage and Management:- The coast of the islands gives rise 

to many of its features including beaches, cliffs and machairs.  Habitats 
such as machairs are vulnerable to erosion and flooding and require 
active management to ensure their survival. 
Issues 

♦ Erosion management – there are two issues here for Barra and 
Vatersay, control of sand blow and issues relating to damage to 
roads.  Sand blow erosion is currently being dealt with at a 
crofting township level and is therefore prioritised on the basis of 
whether the township recognises it as a problem and if it has the 
man power and finances to deal with the problem.  This gives 
rise to an inconsistent approach to a potentially serious issue.  
Dealing with road related issues is costly and well beyond the 
means of townships and communities to deal with.  While 
national government has indicated willingness to help deal with 
the problem, restrictions on assistance are such that only the 
most desperate cases are being dealt with.  A proactive course 
of action, while more expensive in the short term would be more 
productive in the long term.  Erosion issues are likely to become 
more pressing if sea water levels rise to predicted levels. 

♦ Access – On soft coast lines access by livestock, visitors and 
vehicles is a major issue contributing to erosion.  Provision of 
advice and assistance to help manage coastal access is 
essential to successfully dealing with the problem.  A co-
ordinated, supportive approach would have major benefits 
through out the Western Isles. 

♦ Marine Traffic and Pollution Issues – Much of the day to day 
rubbish washed up on our shores comes from marine traffic.  
While this is an ongoing problem of considerable concern, the 
bigger issue is perhaps the prospects of a marine accident 



causing a major pollution event.  To date the population of the 
Western Isles feel they are able to exert little influence on how 
traffic around the islands is controlled.  

 
 
There is potential to develop activity within the marine environment with 
little or no environmental impact and with minimal conflict.  Potential 
conflicts arising from future development of marine resources for energy 
production or aquaculture can be anticipated, planned for and minimised if 
there is a will to do so.  This has been demonstrated in both the Western isles 
and in areas such as Loch Torridon. 
 
Marine Infrastructure is clearly a major issue for all aspects of 
development on Barra and Vatersay and throughout other areas of the 
Western Isles.  Further development of existing and new industries are 
dependant on support for significant development of port facilities for fishing, 
aquaculture, marine tourism and is likely to be important for the construction 
and servicing of offshore energy projects.  This should be viewed as a major 
priority. 
 
At present those holding seabed leases are seldom if ever obliged to 
give up unused leases which constrains the development of 
aquaculture.  In addition those holding leases hold a right to object to new 
applications within the vicinity of their lease.  This situation is especially 
invidious where lease holders have no intention of developing their consent 
but use their right of objection.  Clearly this is potential (and in many cases 
actual) constraint on aquaculture development. 
 
Coastal Erosion will be a major issue for the foreseeable future.  There is 
need for proactive management of coast lines.  There is need for research 
into the processes which are causing erosion and the impact of man made 
structures, such as causeways, have in changing erosion patterns. 
 
 
Planning:
 
The development of coastal forum networks appears to be an effective means 
of ensuring broad based consultation across maritime communities.  It is 
important that these partnerships are not dominated or directed by 
government or quasi government agencies, if they are to retain broad 
community credibility and support.   
 
Development of Governance: 
 
Many of the better examples of successful initiatives have arisen in an 
atmosphere where the various interests utilising marine resources have 
negotiated an acceptable deal, working within a guidance framework provided 
by local or national government.  Interestingly the successful models also 
tend to have strong local community input.  Examples here include the 



Loch Roag Site Optimisation Plan and the Loch Torridon Nephrops Creel 
Fishery Management Plan. 
 
Potentially the Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine Partnership could be a vehicle 
to assist with governance, focus research effort and disseminate information 
both to and from communities and back to government.  To achieve this it 
needs to be appropriately resourced and must ensure strong community 
representation in its decision making processes (if it is to retain grass 
roots credibility and support). 
 
 


