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The Marine Conservation Society (MCS), the UK charity dedicated to the 
protection of our seas, shores and wildlife is pleased to take this 
opportunity to submit evidence to the Environment and Rural 
Development Committee.  
 
MCS welcomed establishment of the Ministerial Advisory Group on the 
Marine and Coastal Strategy (AGMACS), to which we input via the 
Scottish Environment LINK representatives, and hope the group 
concludes a Marine Bill for Scotland is forthcoming. MCS also look 
forward to seeing a UK Marine Bill White Paper in the New Year.  
 
However, since the Scottish Executive has responsibility for most issues 
from the territorial baseline out to 12nm and for some, including 
fisheries, beyond to 200nm, the UK Marine Bill will leave many gaps that 
MCS believe must be filled by a Marine Act for Scotland to deliver: 
 

• A statutory system of Marine Spatial Planning in Scotland, fully 
integrated with other Marine Spatial Plans throughout the UK 

• A Scottish Marine Management Organisation (MMO) to oversee 
marine spatial planning in Scottish waters, in co-ordination with a 
UK MMO 

• Proper protection for marine species, habitats and features of 
Scottish and international importance, including a network of 
Nationally Important Marine Areas 

 
1. Marine Uses 
From Mesolithic shellfish gatherers to 21st century activities such as oil & 
gas, fishing, aquaculture, marine renewables and marine wildlife watching, 
the prosperity of Scotland has depended for centuries upon the healthy 
functioning of the surrounding seas. Accounting for 53% of Scotland’s 
territorial area, our seas support an estimated 8,000 higher species, 
including:  
 
• globally important colonies of skuas and other seabirds, including the 

largest gannet colony in the world at St Kilda  
• 32% of the world’s grey seals (95% of the UK population) and 24% of 

UK common seals  
• the most northerly populations of bottlenose dolphin in the world and 23 

other species of whales and dolphins 
• the UK hotspots for basking shark sightings 
 
The varied geology and range of exposures to currents and wave action 
surrounding Scotland’s 16,491 of km of coast create a diverse range, some 
unprotected, of marine habitats: 
 



Sea lochs in Great Britain are unique to Scotland and represent a rich 
tapestry of marine habitats and processes, ranging from tidal rapids in the 
sea loch narrows to unique sheltered reef and mud communities in the 
interior. Although also of European importance, sea lochs are not listed on 
the European Habitats Directive and receive no direct protection in 
Scotland, other than being shoe-horned in under EU criteria such as ‘Large 
shallow inlets and bays’. 
 
Biogenic reefs and beds– rich communities of hundreds of plant and 
animal species are associated with living reefs built by horsemussels, 
serpulid worms, coldwater corals (Lophelia pertusa), spectacular yet 
unprotected flameshells and even beds of the delicate twiglet-like seaweed 
known as maerl 
 
Rocky reefs, seacaves and arches, particularly in tide-swept areas, 
support biologically diverse filter-feeding communities of anemones, fan 
corals, sponges, worms and seasquirts 
 
Estuaries and firths, such as the Firth of Forth are some of the most 
biologically productive habitats in Europe, including intertidal mudflats and 
seagrass beds, providing a valuable larder for juvenile fish and migrating 
birds 
 
Lagoons, home to important communities of brackish water algae, fish and 
invertebrates include the internationally important fjardic sea loch of Loch 
Maddy. 

  
Such rich marine natural heritage is the very bedrock of all marine economic 
activity: 
 

• Scotland’s marine and estuarine environment contributes £14 billion 
to Scotland’s £64 billion Gross Domestic Product 

• Coastal tourism alone contributes £375 million to the economy 
• 70% of Scotland’s population live within 10km and 20% within 1 of 

the coast 
• 25% of Scottish business is located within 1km of the coast 

Yet by extracting fish, shellfish and minerals from Scottish seas and 
disposing of industrial, agricultural and sewerage waste into them, we have 
long taken these life-giving waters for granted:  
 
Coastal Development including ports, coastal defences, power stations, 
military operations, refineries, causeways, bridges, marinas, business parks, 
malls and increasingly wave, tide and offshore wind power generation 
threaten our coastline with a ‘death by a thousand cuts’. 
 
Oil exploration is expanding into the NW Atlantic, including the Foinaven, 
Schiehallion and Clair fields west of Shetland, putting pressure on 
deepwater sponge and coral communities and potentially impacting on 
migrating cetaceans.   
 



Fisheries, in Scotland account for >60% by value and >70% by weight of all 
landings by the UK fleet yet 16 of 21 commercial stocks are outside safe 
biological limits  
 
Aquaculture has trebled in Scotland since 1990 during which time more 
than 1.7 million farmed salmon have escaped whilst wild salmon are 
disappearing from many of Scotland’s rivers. 
 
Pollution from point-sources is improving yet diffuse sources such as 
agricultural and urban run-off and coastal and marine litter, which has 
almost doubled since 1993, pose unique problems. 
 
Scotland’s coast and seas boast outstanding scenery and natural heritage 
whilst human activities are increasing yet no strategic management system 
exists for reducing their impact on our most sensitive marine heritage 
features or minimising conflict between the activities themselves.  
 
For example, Scotland has renewable electricity targets to meet, most likely 
involving developments at sea, yet there is no coherent planning framework 
to decide where best to site such developments. Similarly, a burgeoning 
marine wildlife watching industry, to be welcomed if properly managed, 
operates according to voluntary codes of practice alone, subject neither to 
licensing nor planning guidance. Recent proposals for ship-to-ship oil 
transfers in the Firth of Forth have also been put forward by industry in the 
absence of any existing planning framework, leaving the coastal 
stakeholders who stand to lose the most from the predicted 30% greater risk 
of an oil spill with no recourse for objection but to comment on oil spill 
contingency plans that would be brought into action in the event of any spill 
occurring after the proposals themselves had been approved. A proper 
planning framework, accountable to Scottish Ministers, would allocate 
appropriate activities to appropriate areas, such as Sullom Voe in the case 
of ship to ship transfers.  
 
2. Marine Planning 
A Marine Spatial Planning system is urgently needed to deliver an 
ecosystem-based approach to managing UK regional seas, balancing 
the demands of human activities with one another and the needs of the 
marine environment thus ensuring sustainable use in perpetuity. The 
current sector-by-sector approach to marine and coastal management 
creates a ‘blind spot’, leaving us unable to assess cumulative impacts on 
the marine environment and undermining the economic and social 
benefits of nature conservation and sustainable development.  
 
MCS supported a regional sea approach to marine spatial planning as 
outlined in the UK Marine Bill consultation and believe a Scottish system, 
delivered by a Marine Act for Scotland, is needed to co-ordinate with 
other UK regional sea spatial plans1. Such a system would involve a 
                                                 
1 MCS support the biogeographic UK regional seas as identified by the Review of Marine nature Conservation 
(RMNC) and illustrated in Safeguarding Sea Life: The joint UK response to the Review of Marine Nature 
Conservation (2005). Scotland is surrounded by four regional seas: ‘Northern North Sea’, ‘Irish Sea’, ‘Minches and 



three tiered approach: a national Scottish plan (dovetailing with the UK 
plan), regional seas plans (e.g. for Minches and West Scotland) and 
local plans for busier areas such as the Firth of Clyde or Firth of Forth. 
 
The Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative (SSMEI) pilot 
projects underway in Shetland, Clyde, Berwickshire and most recently 
the Sound of Mull are welcome exercises in local information gathering 
and mapping.  However they are not ‘piloting’ marine spatial planning 
per se, which is a management and regulatory process, since they lack 
the powers and duties to establish binding plans – a feature we believe 
vital to effective marine spatial planning. Of course lessons from the 
SSMEI projects will be useful to inform development of national, regional 
sea and local marine spatial plans, but the projects do not need to 
conclude before development of such plans commences. 
 
It is also important to emphasise that Marine Spatial Planning would not 
duplicate Integrated Coastal Zone management (ICZM). Adequately 
resourced2, the existing coastal partnerships could provide the ICZM ‘zip’ 
between land use and marine planning, but they could not be the marine 
spatial planning authorities themselves. That regulatory and management 
power should reside with a lead Scottish Marine Management Organisation 
(MMO), which would co-ordinate with a UK MMO. 
 
In order to achieve effective marine spatial planning in Scotland (and 
throughout the UK), it must be statutory and the plans legally binding: a non-
statutory system would not have the ‘teeth’ to deliver truly integrated marine 
management and would run the risk of being flouted. Marine Spatial 
Planning requires new legislation to provide a statutory framework, essential 
components of which would include: 
 
• a new Scottish Marine Management Organisation (MMO) to oversee 

strategic spatial planning and co-ordinate with a UK MMO 
• a requirement for decisions to be made in accordance with the plan 
• an involvement of non-statutory stakeholders in development of the plan 
• a definition of all duties and powers associated with marine spatial plans, 

and of plan boundaries 
• a requirement for collecting and sharing all data needed to draw up 

plans 
• an ability to ‘future-proof’ plans to deal with currently unknown activities, 

developments and threats, and to be flexible to emerging knowledge 
• a requirement for plans to be regularly reviewed. 
  

                                                                                                                                        
West Scotland’ and ‘Scottish Continental shelf’, with a fifth ‘Rockall Trough and Bank’ in Scottish fishing grounds 
beyond the ‘Scottish Continental Shelf’ regional sea. 
2 The Scottish Coastal Forum advice to AGMACS estimated that full coverage of the Scottish coastline by properly 
resourced Local Coastal partnerships would cost £600,000 per annum, although this is based on how they 
currently operate and could be significantly more to provide the required levels of co-ordination between statutory 
Town & Country and statutory Marine Spatial Planning 



3. Marine Governance 
Westminster is currently consulting on a UK Marine Bill that would establish 
marine spatial planning and marine protected areas in UK seas.  However, 
jurisdiction over most marine activities stops outside Scotland’s 12nm limit.  
A Marine Act for Scotland would plug the gap between 0 and 12nm that 
would remain largely unprotected by UK legislation. A Marine Act for 
Scotland, properly integrated with UK proposals, would ensure Scottish 
accountability, as well as the local and regional flexibility necessary for 
effective marine management. 
 
A Marine Act for Scotland is needed to: 
i) set up a Marine Spatial Planning system with the purpose of sustainable 
development to help deliver an ecosystem-approach to marine 
management. Led by the MMO, the system will co-ordinate data collation, 
determine what constitutes the best public interest, and create the statutory 
master plan (incorporating regional and local plans) mapping where 
activities should take place and the location of existing Natura sites and, 
MCS would hope, future Nationally Important Marine Areas. 
ii) establish a Marine Management Organisation (MMO) for Scotland that 
fits into the UK structure created by the UK Marine Bill. This would be 
a national decision-making body overseeing marine strategic and 
spatial planning of devolved activities in Scottish waters.  It would be 
the central point of communication on marine matters in Scotland and 
would advise Scottish Ministers.  Representing Scotland in the UK 
Marine Management Framework, it would co-ordinate its work with UK 
strategic thinking on reserved marine matters.  The role of a Scottish 
MMO would be to: 

• Develop, implement, monitor and enforce the Marine Spatial Plan 
• Ensure adequate data collection on marine matters in Scotland 
• Pull together research, stakeholder input and advice 
• Set conditions on licenses, permissions and consents 

iii)  Adopt Scottish Marine Ecosystem Objectives.  As is proposed in the 
UK Marine Bill, Marine Spatial Planning in Scotland should be based on the 
eco-system approach, where success of the marine planning system is 
measured by monitoring the ecological condition of Scotland’s seas.  The 
Act would establish a duty for the Scottish Minister to set, implement and 
monitor Marine Ecosystem Objectives to measure the health of Scotland’s 
seas and necessitate adjustment of plans and strategies according to 
whether the objectives had been met.  The Act should also establish a 
mechanism for reporting to Parliament on Marine Ecosystem Objective 
progress. 
iv) Properly protect marine species, habitats and landscapes of international 
and Scottish importance, including establishment of Nationally Important 
Marine Areas (NIMAs). A network of NIMAs is needed in addition to 
existing marine Natura sites in order to help halt the loss of Scotland’s 
marine biodiversity by 2010.  
 



4. Nationally Important Marine Areas 
To ensure that the sea, its life and ecological processes forever thrive, 
Scotland needs an ecologically coherent network of Marine Protected 
Areas. Through international agreements at OSPAR and the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development, UK administrations have 
committed to protect areas that best represent the range of marine 
species, habitats and ecological processes found in UK waters. The 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) recognise 
“this is likely to require the designation of additional sites for species 
and habitats not subject to protection under the Habitats and Birds 
Directives.”  
 
Although the Natura network of sites will be an important element of 
the network, they can only protect features at thresholds of European 
importance and therefore by definition, cannot in themselves deliver a 
coherent network. Marine species, habitats and landscape-scale 
features not currently receiving adequate protection include black 
guillemots, basking sharks, flameshell reefs, northern fan coral 
communities and sea lochs. 
 
Scotland therefore needs Nationally Important Marine Areas (NIMAs) to 
plug the gaps in the current Natura network. Such NIMAs are central to 
delivering the ecologically-coherent network of Marine Protected 
Areas that the government is committed to. Indeed, the Advisory 
Group on the Marine and Coastal Strategy (AGMACS) Marine Nature 
Conservation workstream recommended that such NIMAs would help 
meet the targets of halting marine biodiversity loss by 2010 and 
setting up a system of ecologically coherent Marine Protected Areas to 
meet OSPAR and World Summit on Sustainable Development 
commitments for 2010 and 2012 respectively. 
 
5. Conclusion 
In order to manage Scotland’s coasts and seas according to an ecosystem 
approach, a Marine Act for Scotland is needed to deliver: 

• A statutory system of Marine Spatial Planning in Scotland, fully 
integrated with UK plans 

• A lead Scottish Marine Management Organisation (MMO) to 
oversee marine planning 

• Proper protection for marine species, habitats and features of both 
Scottish and international importance, including a network of 
Nationally Important Marine Areas 
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