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Across the waters

New marine legislation is being introduced throughout the UK 

that will require coordinated implementation to achieve a 

consistent and coherent approach. The Across the Waters 

project aims to raise issues and concerns from local stakeholders 

and highlight recommendations for managing the UK marine 

environment in cross-border areas. 

This report is one of a series of three. It focuses on the North 

Channel and the perspectives of the shipping and conservation 

sectors. The site boundaries of the North Channel were identified 

by incorporating as wide and representative an area as possible. 

The authors obtained the views of 12 stakeholders through a 

mixture of face-to-face and telephone semi-structured interviews. 

The interviews formed the basis of the report and were used to 

create a series of recommendations for cross-border working. 

For the purpose of this report the term ‘cross-border’ mainly 

refers to the internal UK border between Northern Ireland 

and Scotland.

The other two reports in the series investigate the Solway 

Firth and the Severn Estuary and Bristol Channel.
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New marine 
legislation

This is an exciting time for the management of 

our marine environment. Legislation has been 

produced that will attempt to modernise, 

streamline and improve protection of our marine 

environment. The UK Marine and Coastal Access 

Act (hereafter referred to as the Marine Act) 

received Royal Assent in November 2009. It is 

important to note that timetables driving the 

processes of creating marine legislation are 

different throughout the UK. In Scotland, the 

Marine (Scotland) Bill was introduced to the 

Scottish Parliament on 29 April 2009 for its first 

reading and the deadline for completion of the first 

stage of the legislative process is 30 October 

2009. In Northern Ireland, the legislative process 

is much slower, with consultation on the policy 

proposals not expected to take place until April 

2010, and legislation to be in place by 2012. The 

Northern Ireland primary legislation will deliver 

functions such as marine planning and marine 

conservation, as these are devolved matters. 

The UK Marine Act will not deliver these things 

for Northern Ireland’s waters.

North Channel: a shipping perspective

The North Channel is the stretch of water 

separating Scotland and Northern Ireland . 

The upper boundary for this project is between 

Benbane Head on Northern Ireland’s north coast 

and Portnahaven, Isle of Islay in western Scotland 

(a distance of 47km). The lower boundary is 

between Donaghadee and the Mull of Galloway 

(41km). The narrowest part of the North Channel 

is just 23km, from Fair Head to the Mull of Kintyre. 

Rathlin Island, near the upper boundary, is 9.6km 

from Northern Ireland and 25km from the Mull of 

Kintyre. It is the only populated offshore island 

(around 100 inhabitants) within Northern Ireland 

and within the site boundaries of the North 

Channel. Under the EU Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive (2008/56/EC) the North 

Channel is part of the OSPAR area known as the 

Celtic Seas (Region III, OSPAR Commission). 

The North Channel is one of the principal maritime 

gateways of the UK, contributing to the European 

Spatial Development Perspectives’ (ESDP, 1999) 

Trans European Networks (TENs). It links Ireland 

to Scotland, England and beyond to Europe, and 

incorporates both Northern Ireland’s busiest port 

(Belfast) and Scotland’s third-largest port 

(Clydeport). Both ports are highly significant as 

west coast intercontinental and Atlantic facing 

port operators and have well over 250 shipping 

routes between them. 

The ports of Belfast and Larne offer year-round 

ferry crossings to Troon, Stranraer and Cairnryan 

in Scotland, and in the summer there are sailings 

to the Isle of Man and Heysham. Annually, over 

1.2 million passengers and 300,000 cars are 

transported across this body of water, and half 

a million freight units are imported into the port 

of Belfast. The port receives 60% of Northern 

Ireland’s seaborne trade. 
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This report assesses the implications of new 

marine legislation coming in the form of the UK 

Marine Act, Scottish and Northern Ireland Marine 

Bills, with a particular focus on marine planning in 

the North Channel between Scotland and 

Northern Ireland. This area of sea is particularly 

diverse in terms of socio-economic activities, 

ranging from concentrated and intensive 

navigation to many different types of fishing and 

aquaculture, communications and cabling, 

aggregate dredging and tourism.

Against this backdrop, plans are being considered 

to develop marine renewable energy installations 

across the area, as well as under-sea carbon 

storage facilities. So the North Channel will be an 

incredibly busy maritime area of the UK and 

marine plans will be needed. Conflicts may arise 

if those marine plans are not comprehensive 

and integrated. 

This report focuses on the cross-border planning 

issues that would affect navigation, shipping and 

conservation. But many of the issues identified will 

apply equally to all marine sectors operating in the 

North Channel.
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