
SUBMISSION FROM COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR 

 

OVERVIEW  

1.1. The coastline of the Outer Hebrides is over 2,000km in length and 
forms the predominant landscape feature of the islands.  The coastal 
land, sea lochs and inshore waters of the Western Isles are rich in 
natural resources and wildlife.  Most of the population of the islands live 
on the coast or nearby and many derive an income from it and the 
surrounding inshore waters. 

1.2. The main uses of the coast and inshore waters in the Outer Hebrides 
are: 

 economic activities which exploit the biological productivity of the 
sea such as fishing and aquaculture 

 uses of the coastal and marine areas for harbours, shipping,  
recreation and renewable energy generation 

 the management and use of natural and built heritage assets, i.e. 
tourism and recreation, agriculture, conservation, archaeology 

 by the military for training 
 physical management of the coastline itself (e.g. control erosion or 

flooding) and management of water quality. 

1.3. The coastal areas are subject to constant natural processes such as 
storms, flooding and erosion which are likely to increase with global 
warming.  Climate change may lead to a significant rise in sea levels in 
years to come which could threaten property and livelihoods.  The 
Comhairle is leading the Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine Partnership 
(OUCMP) which includes businesses, community organisations, 
individuals, statutory agencies and others with an interest in economic 
development, tourism and recreation, the environment, erosion and 
flooding.  The purpose of the partnership is to share information, plan, 
and help to implement ways of managing these valuable assets. 

KEY ISSUES FOR THE OUTER HEBRIDES 

Economic Development  

2.1 Fishing in the Outer Hebrides is a high value industry with shellfish 
accounting for 90% of landings.  There are 320 vessels mostly under 
10 metres with the remainder a mix of nephrops trawlers, scallop 
dredgers and larger static gear boats.  They support around 400 full-
time jobs plus another 250 jobs in processing and other directly related 
activities onshore.  Over £1.5m has been invested in the local economy 
through European Union FIFG funds.  This has enabled development 
in port infrastructure, fishing vessel modernisation and processing and 



marketing in co-operation with Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Western 
Isles Enterprise and SEERAD. 

2.2 Within the fishing sector the establishment of local Inshore Fisheries 
Groups is a good example of an initiative aimed at co-ordinating 
various activities within the sector and promoting good practice in, and 
sustainable management of, the inshore fishery.  Specific local 
developments include fishing boats signing up to the Youngs Bluecrest 
Traceability Scheme allowing the tracing of every langoustine catch 
thereby generating quality and environmental benefits.  Another 
significant initiative is the Seafish Responsible Fishing Scheme aimed 
at responsible catching and handling of seafood.  

2.3 Potential for conflict exists between competing interests using the 
marine environment, for example navigation by work boats, fishing 
boats and leisure craft in areas where salmon farm sites are 
concentrated, and wild salmonoid species passing through sealochs 
used for fish farming when migrating to and from their natal waters.  

2.4 Conflict can also occur within the fishing sector between creel boats 
using static gear and mobile gear users such as trawlers and dredgers. 
Also, navigation interests could be affected as offshore renewable 
energy generation infrastructure is developed. The Outer Hebrides 
Inshore Fisheries Group and the Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine 
Partnership have a role to play in the resolution of local conflict issues.  

2.5 Fish farming supports 150 on-farm jobs together with another 170 
employed in processing. The industry has an annual production income 
of around £60m. 

2.6 The leisure industry sector using the coastal and marine environment 
of the islands is expanding and now offers a range of facilities and 
activities for visitors and local residents which include sea angling, 
canoeing, cruising, diving, sailing and surfing.  

2.7 The Outer Hebrides’ unique and attractive environment offers 
tremendous potential for tourist visitors.  The total annual number of 
visitors to the Outer Hebrides is estimated to be around 180,000 
contributing some £40m to the local economy. 

2.8 The development of the renewable energy resources available in the 
Outer Hebrides is a major theme of the Comhairle’s economic 
development strategy Creating Communities of the Future.  If an on-
shore renewable industry is to be established in the Outer Hebrides it 
will require to move power south.  The potential of doing this via sub-
sea cable is presently being investigated.   

2.9 There is also great potential in the waters around the Outer Hebrides 
for the creation (in the future when the technology can be deployed) of 
a wave and tidal renewables industry.  Such an industry will require to 
place significantly scaled machines and related infrastructure into the 



seas.  The type and scale of development is presently unknown 
however the Comhairle would not wish support any move that might 
constrain the ability to harvest and export such resources.  

Planning and Management 

2.10 The marine and coastal planning framework is awash with statutory 
and voluntary initiatives, plans, codes and designations.  These include 
ICZM, Aquaculture Framework Plans, Regulating Orders, the future 
scope of Development Plans, River Basin Management Plans, Oil Spill 
Contingency Plans, Marine Designations and Protected Areas.  There 
are many areas of overlap that make policy planning confusing and 
potentially contradictory. A key task of the Enquiry could be to consider 
ways that would clarify the roles, relationships and future arrangements 
for 'planning frameworks’ and initiatives. 

2.11 Any vision for the marine environment must recognise that large scale 
developments may have adverse local or short-term effects that must 
be weighed against the wider environmental, national or even global 
benefits - e.g. offshore renewable energy.  The Comhairle is of the 
view that the best approach to management and development of the 
marine environment should be 'appropriate management to achieve 
sustainable development’. 

2.12 The Comhairle is of the opinion that the terrestrial planning system 
should not be imposed as a model for the marine environment as the 
characteristics of the marine environment are different.  However, there 
is a strong argument for extending the planning powers of local 
authorities to encompass relevant sea areas adjacent to their shores to 
include all offshore development including, fish farming, energy 
generation and the exploitation of other resources.  This would be 
possible through amending existing legislation. This represents a view 
that has been taken by the Comhairle consistently since 1997 following 
consultations on the Interim Scheme.  It has also been said that the 
Planning powers offered by the passage of the WEWS Act (covering 
only fish farms out to three miles) are inadequate and that a more 
comprehensive review and set of powers is needed. 

2.13 A local example of good practice in the management of the marine 
environment can be found through the Loch nam Madadh SAC 
Management Plan.  This Management Plan was produced by a 
Steering Group comprised of a wide range of agencies and 
organisations representing public agencies, businesses and community 
groups.  This is a voluntary partnership.  The Steering Group meets 
annually to review activity within the marine SAC and holds a public 
forum to discuss current issues that might affect the integrity of the 
SAC for example the development of marine leisure facilities in the 
bay. 

2.14 Other examples of initiatives that co-ordinate and manage potential 
conflicts in the marine environment include Area Management 



Agreements which have been introduced to the Outer Hebrides to 
establish best practice for the health of farmed and wild salmon stocks 
to the long-term benefit of both fishing and the aquaculture industries.  
Issues addressed in the Loch Roag agreement include navigation, the 
local inshore fishery resource, shellfish farming and local tourism.  With 
the recent rationalisation of the aquaculture industry significant 
resources have been invested in improving site specific environmental 
performance and production efficiencies through Site Optimisation 
Plans for Loch Roag which follow objectives set out in the Scottish 
Executive’s Strategic Framework for Scottish Aquaculture. 

DEVELOPMENT OF GOVERNANCE 

3.1 The Comhairle is aware from its experiences with landward 
designations that major conservation initiatives such as National Parks 
or Marine Nature Reserves could be used to restrict development.  The 
Comhairle believes that the best route for managing and developing 
the coastal and marine environments is through the development of 
Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM).  

3.2 The Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine Partnership (OHCMP) has been 
set up to deliver ICZM for the Outer Hebrides.  The Partnership 
consists of stakeholders from community, commercial, statutory and 
environmental interests.  The OHCMP supports the Scottish Coastal 
Forum’s (SCF) recommendation that Regional Policy Statements be 
the baseline for ICZM and a flexible vehicle for working in partnership 
and that the SCF should have a central co-coordinating role.  However, 
this can only be achieved if the local coastal partnership network and 
SCF are adequately resourced. 

3.3 The concept of Marine Spatial Planning requires further development 
and consultation, however if it is to be applied, it should be with a light 
statutory touch and as a tool to achieve ICZM as the main driver for 
sustainable development. 

CONCLUSIONS 

4.1 This submission complements that of the Outer Hebrides Coastal 
Marine Partnership (OUCMP) and supports development and 
management of the marine environment through the mechanism of a 
coastal marine partnership.   

4.2 The marine environment in and around the Outer Hebrides is 
increasingly under pressure from a range of often inter-related factors.  
The Comhairle believes that increased local accountability and control 
is critical to the future management of these pressures. 

4.3 The Outer Hebrides are highly dependent on marine resources and on 
the quality of the marine and coastal environment.  The economy of the 
islands requires to be strengthened and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar is 



committed to sustainable economic development of its coastal and 
marine resources.  

Any new system of marine spatial planning should aim to simplify and 
standardise regulatory activities and coastal management approaches while 
allowing for balancing local and national interests.  The Comhairle believes 
this is a key priority area on which further work and consultation is required 
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