
 

SUBMISSION FROM THE OUTER HEBRIDES COASTAL MARINE PARTNERSHIP 

1. 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. During 2006 a partnership was set up to enable stakeholders with an interest in 

economic development, tourism and recreation, the environment, erosion and 
flooding, such as businesses, community organisations and individuals, and 
statutory agencies, to share information, plan, and help to implement ways of 
managing these valuable assets. 

 
1.3. The Partnership was launched at the conference, “Our Coastal Future”, held on 

the Isle of Benbecula last July. 80 people attended and speakers gave talks on 
topics such as Coastal Partnerships, Coastal Management in Practice, the Loch 
Roag Zoning Plan, Soft Coasts and Climate Change, the Fishing Industry in the 
Hebrides, Global Warming from a Biological Prospective, Marine Leisure, and 
ICZM from a Local Perspective. So far the Partnership has around 150 members 
and this number is increasing rapidly.  

 
The Forum, which represents the interests of the wider Partnership and 
consisting of around 25-30 members drawn from community, statutory and 
commercial organisations, held its inaugural meeting in October and will meet 
again in February. At the first meeting, a guest speaker from the Scottish Coastal 
Forum gave a presentation on Coastal Partnerships in the context of national and 
European policy. The Partnership is represented on the West Highland River 
Basin Management AAG and they will use future meetings of the Partnership and 
Forum to raise awareness and disseminate information. 
 
The Facilitation Team presently has 7 members and meets regularly by video 
conference to manage and administer the process. An organisation diagram is 
shown below: 
  

 

The Partnership will form a network of all those with an 
interest, activity or responsibility in the coastal and 
marine environment of the Outer Hebrides. 

The Forum will consist of members from, and will 
function within the Partnership.  

The Facilitation Team will provide support and 
administration, facilitating and coordinating activity and 
helping to drive the process of ICZM in the Outer 
Hebrides. 



 
1.4. Our 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 significant rises in sea levels in years to come which could 
threaten property and livelihoods. 

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

 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 

 uses by the military for training such as MOD Range Hebrides in Benbecula 
and South Uist  

 physical management of the coastline itself (e.g. control erosion or flooding) 
and management of water quality 

 
2. KEY ISSUES FOR THE OUTER HEBRIDES 
2.1. Fishing 
2.1.1. 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 acitivities onshore. Over £1.5m has been 
invested in the local economy through European Union FIFG funds in port 
infrastructure, fishing vessel modernisation and processing and marketing in co-
operation with Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Western Isles Enterprise and 
SEERAD. 

2.1.2. 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. 

2.2. Aquaculture 
2.2.1. Fish farming supports 150 on-farm jobs together with another 170 employed in 

processing. The industry has an annual production income of around £60m. 
2.3. Marine leisure industry 
2.3.1. The Outer Hebrides’ unique and attractive environment offers tremendous 

potential for tourists and visitors. The total annual number of visitors to the 
Western Isles is estimated to be around 180,000 contributing some £40m to the 
local economy. 



2.3.2. The sector of the leisure industry 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, surfing, etc. The potential exists for the development of a 
network of marinas and this is currently being researched. 

2.4. Marine litter 
2.4.1. The geographical location of the Outer Hebrides places the islands at 

particular risk from marine litter due to the length of coastline. Shipping, fishing, 
aquaculture and coastal dumping are the main sources of marine litter. Much of 
this is in the form of non-biodegradable plastics such as netting, rope, 
containers and packaging material. With the increased use of synthetic 
materials to replace natural fibres and plastic containers to replace glass and tin 
this form of litter has become more prevalent in recent years. 

2.4.2. Apart from the visual effects of marine litter washed up on beaches and 
floating in enclosed spaces such as harbours, litter in the marine environment 
gives rise to a range of adverse ecological impacts including: entanglement of 
marine life; ingestion of mainly plastic litter items when mistaken for food 
resulting in physical damage, blockage and impairment of feeding ability; 
smothering of benthic communities on the seabed; and possible transport of 
invasive species. 

2.4.3. Oily waste accumulating in enclosed harbours is a particular problem even 
although oil waste disposal facilities are provided by the harbour authorities. 
This can occur when fishing boats carry out maintenance such as engine oil 
and filter changes and oil spillages collect in the bilge. When boats 
subsequently start their engines within the harbour confines, their bilge water is 
automatically pumped into the sea. Not all crews are guilty of this practice but 
there are persistent offenders. 

2.4.4.  Initiatives which attempt to safeguard the marine environment operate in the 
Outer Hebrides however these are variable in their effectiveness. Fishing for 
Litter started well with many boats participating, but for various reasons the 
amount of litter being brought ashore has now diminished. The national Green 
Blue initiative is effective for recreational users but does not address problems 
being created by some smaller fishing vessels. Beach clean-up campaigns are 
conducted periodically and the Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine Partnership will 
take part in the national Spring Clean initiative coordinated by the Scottish 
Coastal Forum and Keep Scotland Beautiful. However, clearing beach litter 
does not address the fundamental issue of the sources of the litter. 

2.4.5. The OHCMP, the new Inshore Fisheries Group, the Western Isles Fishermen’s 
Association, all have a role to play in education and raising awareness, but 
clear methods should be developed by relevant authorities such as the MCA 
and SEPA. 

2.5. Planning 
2.5.1. 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 the Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine Partnership 
is committed to sustainable economic development of its coastal and marine 
resources.  



2.5.2. 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.  

2.5.3. Examples of initiatives that co-ordinate and manage potential conflicts in the 
marine aquaculture environment are Site Optimisation Plans and Area 
Management Agreements which follow objectives set out in the Scottish 
Executive’s Strategic Framework for Scottish Aquaculture. 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 example Loch Roag on the 
west side of Lewis. In addition Area Management Agreements 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 industries. Other 
issues addressed in the Loch Roag agreement include navigation, the local 
inshore fishery resource, shellfish farming, and local tourism. 

2.5.4. The potential for conflict also exists 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.  

2.5.5. 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. 

 
2.6. Development of Governance 
2.6.1. The Outer Hebrides Coastal Marine Partnership (OHCMP) is set up to deliver 

Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) for the Western Isles. 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 coordinating role. However, this can only be 
achieved if the local coastal partnership network and SCF are adequately 
resourced. 

2.6.2. The OHCMP Forum has representatives from organizations such as: 
 Aberdeen Institute of Coastal 

Science & Management 
 Scottish Natural Heritage 

 Comann na Mara  SEERAD 
 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar  SEPA 
 Community Councils  Stornoway Port Authority 
 Flood Action Groups  The Crown Estate 
 Crofting Grazings Committees  VisitHebrides 



 Landowners (including 
community) 

 Western Isles Aquaculture 
Association 

 QinteQ (defence contractor)  Western Isles Enterprise 
 Ministry of Defence  Western Isles Fisheries Trust 
 Scottish Crofting Foundation  Western Isles Fishermen’s 

Association 
Officers from the Comhairle’s strategic and marine planning, fisheries, harbour 
authority, archaeology, access, biodiversity, ICZM and special projects 
functions also have an input to the Forum. 

2.6.3. Given the commitment of the range of interests and organizations to the 
OHCMP, the development of the Partnership and its role in issues such as 
conflict resolution, marine planning and sustainable development, will be crucial 
to integration with future regional and national structures.  
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