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Highly Protected Marine Areas 

 

Consultation Response   

Alasdair Allan MSP 

 

Introduction 

The economic and social importance of fishing, fish processing and aquaculture to 

the fragile economy of the Western Isles is so great that it hardly needs to be re-

stated here.  

For generations, fishing has been a primary source of income for many families, 

supporting not only the local economy but also the cultural and social fabric of the 

islands. The Western Isles have a long history of fishing, with traditional methods 

such as creel fishing still being used by many local fishermen. The seas surrounding 

the islands are rich in marine life, providing a diverse range of fish and shellfish. 

Fishing remains a crucial industry in the Western Isles, supporting many jobs, 

businesses and contributing to the region's overall economic growth. 

Obviously, those activities are only sustainable for the future if they are done in an 

environmentally responsible way. It is essential, however, that those activities do 

continue to happen in the future, in the islands, and that position will be the starting 

point of this consultation response. 

I have been engaging with a range of stakeholders in the Western Isles in relation to 

their considerable concerns about the proposal to designate at least 10% of 

Scotland’s seas as Highly Protected Marine Areas (HPMAs). This consultation 

response reflects the outcome of that engagement as well as the concerns that have 

been expressed to me more generally. 

The fears that exist in many quarters locally about HPMAs have arguably been made 

more acute by the lack of any clarity in the process as to where the HPMAs might 

eventually be.  

Consultation on the locations of HPMAs is not due to take place until 2025, a year 

before their proposed implementation. It would be fair to say, however, that most 

fishers have a fear that the majority of the new designations will be on the west 

coast, and that they will encompass a great number of their own traditional fishing 

grounds. 

Meanwhile, many fishers have made the point to me that they are unable to take 

decisions about whether to further invest in their businesses, while they do not know 

whether or not they will be able to continue to fish the seas surrounding their island. 

I appreciate the Minister’s recent assurances, given in the chamber in response to a 

Topical Question, stating that all those who could be affected by the introduction of 
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HPMAs will be engaged with “broadly and deeply” throughout the consultation 

process, and that the “socioeconomic factors which affect the resilience of marine 

industries, fishers and coastal communities will be taken into account”. I also thank 

the Minister for meeting with the MSP for Argyll and Bute and myself recently to 

discuss our constituents’ key concerns over this policy, and for committing to further 

direct engagement with the fishing industry and local authority representatives, 

including via face-to-face roundtable discussions. 

 

1. Importance of the marine environment for island communities: 
 

In the consultation’s Policy Framework, HPMAs are described as adding to the 

established MPA network by “enhancing the benefits that coastal communities and 

others derive from our seas”. 

The seas around the Western Isles are one of our islands’ great assets. Generations 

of islanders have provided for their families from the rich resource on their doorstep, 

and so the right to access, enjoy and benefit from the marine environment is an 

inherent part of island culture and island identity.  

Our seas generate significant employment in our islands, most prominently through 

fishing, processing, aquaculture, and seaweed harvesting. Many of my constituents 

have expressed concern to me about how any designation of HPMAs in seas around 

the Western Isles could detrimentally impact such vital areas of employment and the 

wider island economy. 

Fishers have faced increasing challenges in recent years, navigating the impact of 

Brexit, the Covid-19 pandemic, and ongoing labour shortages. Many have described 

to me how they are already operating under severe strain, as a result of these 

pressures. The sudden removal of local fishing areas would, they believe, potentially 

be too much for their businesses to bear. Smaller, low-impact businesses (and 

particularly smaller vessels) would find it far more difficult to work elsewhere, 

ironically, than larger vessels with a higher environmental impact. They would, 

therefore, be far less able to survive the introduction of an HPMA being introduced in 

the area in which they have traditionally worked. 

 

2. Environment 
 

There is an almost universal recognition amongst fishers, and islanders generally, 

that stocks of fish and shellfish must be landed at sustainable levels, and that 

continued damage to the marine environment is wholly counterproductive in the 

long-term. I would personally also recognise that good management of our seas is 

essential to tackling the immediate global environmental crisis. 

There appears also to be a general consensus that there would be a benefit to 

establishing an initially small number of sites which could produce baseline data to 
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show levels of possible regeneration and biodiversification, in the absence of direct 

human interference, in specific marine environments. 

It is widely accepted too that blue carbon habitats must be better protected than they 

are at present, and that areas which serve as spawning and juvenile fish grounds 

should have, where reasonably appropriate, better protection measures introduced 

to enable fish population recovery. 

However, it has been highlighted by many of my constituents that there is the 

potential for unintended negative consequences, both socio-economically and 

environmentally, as a result of designating HPMAs in areas where fishing already 

has a low environmental impact. This is particularly a concern, given that some of 

the restrictions in an HPMA could (depending on how they were implemented) 

restrict even the lowest-impact activities. Some of the options being consulted on at 

present include even catch and release angling and even (a little incredibly) 

swimming. 

One stakeholder contrasted the position set out in the consultation documents with 

both the sustainability objective of the 2020 UK Fisheries Act and the UN’s 

Sustainable Development Goals. The Fisheries Act states that the fishing capacity of 

fleets should be such that “fleets are economically viable but do not over-exploit 

marine stock”. He questioned why there are no proposals at present to assess the 

extent to which any area can absorb the loss of its fishing grounds, either from the 

perspective of overexploitation of the remaining fishing grounds or from that of the 

economic viability of the fleet. 

The relevant UN Sustainable Development Goal (UN SDG 14b) recognises the 

importance of preserving access for small-scale and artisanal fishers. The above 

stakeholder’s argument is that proposals to distribute the impacts of HPMAs evenly 

across all fishery types would undermine this international commitment. 

 

3. Locations and Socio-economic Impact:  
 

Proposed locations for HPMAs must take into account local knowledge and potential 

impact, as well as be able to demonstrate a robust scientific basis for the site’s 

inclusion.  

For example, many fishers have pointed out that sea areas to the west of the 

Hebrides, at a depth of 60m or less, already suffer regular damage to the seabed 

from storms. Therefore, the introduction of an HPMA for this kind of area would not, 

in their view, offer any greater protection to the seabed there, but would still have 

huge economic consequences for the local community. 

Location proposals must also consider the potential of significantly detrimental socio-

economic impacts which could result from the designation of HPMAs around island 

communities, where fishing plays such an integral role. Full Island Economic Impact-

Assessments must be undertaken, and their findings must shape the direction of 

subsequent travel. Taking an example of such policy-making from England, fishers 
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locally have pointed out that DEFRA has now abandoned the initially-proposed 

designation of Holy Island (Lindisfarne), given the potential socio-economic impacts 

which could have been felt there.  

Employment opportunities in the islands’ fishing industry are widely spread, with 

crew members based in Stornoway and larger villages certainly, but also importantly 

in small coastal townships, in the most rural areas of our islands. If local fishing 

businesses are made unviable by the introduction of HPMAs in the Western Isles, 

those of a working age will simply need to move away to larger population centres, 

or even away from the islands completely, further weakening already fragile rural 

communities. 

It is important to point out that in island communities, it is common for those of 

working age to have multiple jobs or volunteer in vital community roles on top of their 

paid employment. The removal of the local fishing industry as the result of an 

HPMA’s implementation could mean a large proportion of young people and families 

having to move away to another part of the islands or over to the mainland. This, in 

turn, would likely lead to an overwhelming number of vacancies in essential local 

services (for example, volunteers in services such as the fire service, coastguard or 

mountain rescue teams in the Western Isles often have their main source of 

employment in the fishing industry). 

Fishers in the Western Isles, on the whole, operate vessels of less than 12 metres in 

length, many of which are not fitted with VMS. This leads many to feel that Western 

Isles fishing data has so far not been examined during the formation of the HPMA 

proposals. In the same way, the inshore fleet in Scotland as a whole has not been, in 

their view, analysed sufficiently (other than through 30x30 mile ICES rectangle 

landings data). A number of local fishers have suggested that a far more accurate 

analysis would be on a fleet basis, by individual ports. 

The Scottish Government has made a number of serious commitments to tackle 

depopulation on Scotland’s islands. It is also obligated through primary legislation to 

meaningfully improve outcomes for island communities via the National Islands Plan. 

The Scottish Government, in my view, should produce a much clearer explanation as 

to how these are compatible with plans for Highly Protected Marine Areas. 

 

 

4. Spatial Squeeze: 
 

A number of constituents have outlined their concern over the absence of any 

proposals, within the consultation document, concerning how displacement resulting 

from the introduction of HPMAs will be addressed. According to local fishers, there is 

already significant competition between static gear vessels, mobile gear vessels and 

fish farms which could be exacerbated by the introduction of HPMAs locally. 

Constituents have also highlighted that many fishers will feel they have no choice but 

to work in unsafe conditions, further out to sea, if safer, inshore waters become off-
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limits. Local fishers are of the view that the likely increase of boats fishing in worse 

weather, in stormier, more exposed waters, would result in greater danger to life on a 

daily basis for their crews, in those circumstances. 

 

5. Additional Potential Consequences: 
 

Many of the groups with whom I have spoken have stressed their view that HPMAs 

could undermine their own intended objectives, if implemented without due attention 

to appropriate scientific evidence and local knowledge, or without ensuring proper 

analysis of the inshore fishing fleet. Establishing current levels of over and under 

capacity from which to move forward would be essential. 

The view is widely held amongst local fishers that consolidating the existing fleet into 

a smaller area would result in poorer socio-economic and environmental outcomes, 

thereby potentially undermining any possible benefits from HPMAs. Many of my 

constituents feel that consolidating existing fishing efforts into a smaller area would 

end up in more seabed disturbance, more fishing above MSY and more by-catch. 

They have pointed to scientific evidence that incentivising lower impact gears is likely 

to be more effective than blanket bans across large marine areas, if the aim is to 

reduce by-catch and reduce seabed disturbance. 

The ongoing development of a Bluefin Tuna Fishery in the Western Isles is a point of 

specific concern for many of my constituents. This is the only area in Scotland, so 

far, to have been issued such licenses and, while operating recreationally at present, 

the local ambition is to develop a full commercial fishery. This is an opportunity which 

would be impossible in the context of a local HPMA. 

Stornoway Sea Angling Club have asked me in the strongest possible terms to point 

out that an HPMA anywhere near Stornoway would almost certainly be the end of 

their club, despite the fact that most of the species they catch are done so on a catch 

and release basis. The impact which the club could be said to have on the 

environment is negligible. This is the case for angling clubs and recreational line 

fishers throughout the Western Isles. HPMAs could even make line fishing from the 

shore by angling club members impossible, and remove any option of anyone more 

widely catching anything locally “for the pot”.  It would therefore break all traditional 

connection with fishing for food for individuals and families living in the area, 

representing, in itself, a serious cultural change. 

Many local culinary customs and seafood staples, vitally important to the area’s 

traditional heritage, could be at risk of sudden and serious decline as a result of an 

HPMA being implemented in waters surrounding the Western Isles, such as cockle 

gathering, rock fishing, salted mackerel and herring & potato nights. 

Fishing also represents one of the few industries in the islands where Gaelic remains 

the main working language (with non-Gaelic speakers joining crews quickly picking 

up essential phrases). One of the priorities in the Scottish Government’s National 

Language Plan 2018-23 is ‘Gaelic in the workplace’, aiming to promote “the use of 
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Gaelic in the workplace in the private, voluntary and public sectors, with a particular 

emphasis on utilising the Gaelic language skills of young people in island and rural 

communities.” 

Today, fishers are generally more likely to be native Gaelic speakers than the 

general population of the Western Isles, and any loss of local fishing grounds and 

therefore employment could directly detrimentally affect an area’s continued use of 

Gaelic as a community language. This would stand in direct opposition to the 

Scottish Government’s commitment to working to promote, grow and strengthen the 

language, particularly in its heartlands. 

Aquaculture representatives have also highlighted the potential ramifications on local 

employment, an even greater increase in competition between different fisheries for 

remaining marine space, and knock-on supply chain effects.  

Within the partial SEIA, one local representative has highlighted section 2.5.4, which 

states that “there are some extractive, destructive and depositional damaging 

activities associated with essential/lifeline services which will need to go ahead 

within HPMAs”. He raised with me the question of why these kinds of activities, with 

far greater environmental impact, will still be permitted within HPMAs when low or no 

impact fishing, including even catch-and-release angling, are included within the list 

of banned activities being proposed. 

 

Conclusion 

Smaller commercial fisheries believe that there must be a distinction made between 

high-impact and low-impact fishing gears and management methods. They state that 

the proposals, as they stand, to ban all fisheries (including those with little to no 

negative environmental impact such as creeling, diving and line fishing) from 

operating anywhere in HPMAs risks putting low-impact fishers out of business. Many 

of my constituents believe a far better approach would be to establish designated 

‘low-impact only’ zones, as opposed to a complete fisheries ban in 10% of Scotland’s 

inshore waters. This may also better address issues of spatial squeeze and 

decrease the potential for damage 

Clearly, the strength of feeling in communities which could potentially be affected by 

the introduction of HPMAs is very significant. There are concerns that any 

introduction of HPMAs in the Western Isles would represent a catalyst for further 

depopulation, mean the abrupt end to fishing businesses built up over generations, 

and ultimately have a severe impact on many island communities.  

The views put to me locally as to whether the current proposals are workable will, I 

hope, come through in this consultation response.  

It is also worth adding that it is vital, in my view, that any areas affected by the 

introduction of any HPMA would need to have specific and effective measures 

implemented to mitigate an inevitable impact on island economies and employment. 
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It is crucial that the views of the communities likely to be impacted by the introduction 

of HPMAs are not just listened to, but taken fully into account of during the decision-

making process over designation. The continued right to fish sustainably from 

Scotland’s inshore waters is paramount for those who rely on the sea for their local 

communities’ very survival. 

I am grateful for this opportunity to convey these views, and would be very willing to 

facilitate further engagement between the Scottish Government and affected 

stakeholders in the Western Isles in the weeks and months ahead. 
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For diary please
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From: Dr Alasdair Allan MSP <alasdair.allan.msp@parliament.scot> 
Sent: 06 April 2023 09:56
To: Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs, Land Reform and Islands <CabSecRALRI@gov.scot>
Subject: Meeting Request - Comhairle nan Eilean Siar Primary Industry Chair (Case Ref: AA9487)
 
Dear Mairi,

I have been approached by Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s Primary Industry Chair, who would like to
request a meeting with you to discuss HPMA proposals.

If possible, he would like to invite several other representatives from the local authority.

I would be grateful if it were possible to facilitate this meeting in the weeks ahead.

Best wishes,

Alasdair

 
Alasdair Allan MSP
Ball Pàrlamaid Albannach airson nan Eilean Siar
alasdair.allan.msp@parliament.scot
01851 700357
20 Kenneth Street, Stornoway, HS1 2DR
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