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1 Current policy framework as set out in “Modern Ports, a UK Policy”

The current policy framework set out in the “Modern Ports” document in recognising the strategic importance of ports and endorsing the financial independence of the industry with little or no government intervention is, we believe, the correct approach. 

Whilst Scotland has the opportunity to develop a ports policy quite distinct from the rest of the UK to address issues specific to the Scottish ports sector, it is considered that the UK, as a whole, should develop a singular ports strategy.  This would create a level playing field within the industry, without favouring one region over another, allowing ports throughout the UK to compete in an open and free market.  

It is critical that policy makers continue to recognise the strategic importance of ports and ensure that the industry is engaged in the formulation of local and national transport and planning strategies.  

The major challenges for the future development of Scotland’s ports include the relatively low density of population within some of the regions they serve, a reducing manufacturing industry and the distance from key European and other markets.  It is imperative therefore that local and national transport and planning policies continue to safeguard land adjacent to ports for transport related uses to ensure that ports are able to meet the demands of economic growth.  

Such strategies should also recognise the economic and environmental benefits offered by coastal Ro/Ro and short-sea shipping connections and promote these as both an alternative and complementary to road and rail transportation.  Government support and funding of short sea shipping initiatives, comparable to that offered to other modal shift projects, would be welcomed. 

2 Effectiveness of the legislative framework

The primary and secondary legislative framework, although disparate in nature and often cumbersome, generally works effectively with harbour authorities having sufficient powers to fulfil their statutory obligations, whilst continuing to operate in a commercial environment.  

It is imperative that future legislative processes are efficient without undue delays or inappropriate obstructions being encountered.  We would not therefore support the public inquiry model currently operating in England and Wales, which has led to significant delays in some port expansion plans resulting in the loss of economic development opportunities.

It is considered that the mix of private, municipal and trust ports provides an appropriate balance of port ownership throughout Scotland.  The trust port corporate governance model is recognised as an effective method of managing regional ports whilst ensuring accountability to stakeholders and is now being used as a basis for the review of municipal ports in England and Wales.  

However for some trust ports, such as Aberdeen, the provisions of Section 10 of The Ports Act 1991 and the national reclassification of trust ports as public corporations continue to constrain future business plans.  In order to remove this anomaly Aberdeen Harbour Board, in line with other affected trust ports in England, have promoted a Harbour Revision Order seeking to disapply the compulsory privatisation provisions contained within the Act.  

We therefore seek clarification on the Executive's views regarding the anomaly resulting from trust ports reclassification and would welcome advice from the Scottish Executive on whether they support the Harbour Revision Order route as the best way forward to remove this constraint.     

3 Protecting the environment and facilitating commercial/economic development

The continued development of maritime trading links is key to economic growth in the UK with short sea shipping offering a sustainable transport solution. Development and expansion of ports offer opportunities to facilitate economic growth at both a regional and national level.   At present the regulatory and licensing system for ports is complex and overly burdensome and can often stifle development and economic growth. 

The proposals contained within the Marine Bill for a system of marine spatial planning and a reform of the marine licensing regime offer significant benefits for the sustainable development of ports and should be encouraged.  However, any new system should be applied uniformly throughout the UK and seek to provide an integrated decision-making regime aimed at creating a "one-stop shop" licensing approach for marine developments.  River Basin Management Plans, Local Plans and Regional Plans must also be harmonised with marine spatial planning objectives.

4 Economic impact

The economic impact of individual ports varies across the country with some ports offering strategic transport options, whilst others currently serve a regional role.  Ports facilitate the movement of 95% of all goods entering the UK and are also gateways for many thousands of tourists. 

A standardised methodology for assessing the economic impact of individual ports, taking into account future trends in traffic, would therefore be useful in informing decision makers on the relative importance of ports, both in a national and regional context, and would also be of benefit when formulating future planning and transport policies. 

5 Training and Skills

Aberdeen Harbour Board is a founder member of Port Skills and Safety Limited, a trade association network funded by the ports industry, which represents the ports sector on matters related to health, safety and skills.  We support the ongoing work of PSSL in developing training to fill the significant skills gaps and shortages currently being experienced within the maritime sector.  

We believe that there is a need for Government support and funding of port-specific qualifications and accredited training if we are to retain employees and encourage more young people to consider the ports industry as a career opportunity. 

6 Connectivity

For ports to operate effectively they require good and efficient landside connections to the national road and rail network.  Any deterioration in this service provision can lead to a loss of existing trade or failure to take advantage of an economic development opportunity.  Ongoing Government investment in providing adequate landside connections to national transport infrastructure is therefore crucial to the continued success of ports and the efficient delivery of goods to the marketplace.    

As mentioned earlier the economic and environmental benefits of coastal Ro/Ro and short sea shipping should also be recognised and supported financially at similar levels to other modal shift projects.

7 Planning

The main objective of integrated transport planning is to facilitate sustainable economic growth.  Ports, regardless of their status, operate within a commercial environment and need to take advantage of opportunities as these arise. Local and regional planning policies should therefore seek to safeguard land adjacent to ports to allow future development opportunities to be fully exploited and should also facilitate linkages with other transport modes, in line with the UK Government’s integrated transport strategies.  

The importance of landside access to ports, by both road and rail, should also be recognised to ensure that local transport and planning initiatives do not create use conflicts and constrain opportunities for future harbour growth.

Currently there are proposals being brought forward to site an offshore windfarm within Aberdeen Bay to the north of the port's entrance.  Along with other maritime groups, including the Maritime and Coastguard Agency, Aberdeen Harbour Board has raised serious concerns with the developers over the detrimental impact that the current proposals may have on navigational safety.  Given the close proximity of the scheme to the port's entrance and established shipping lanes Aberdeen Harbour Board would wish to be included on the list of statutory consultees if, and when, the scheme is brought forward for Ministerial approval. 

8 Links with Transport Scotland and Regional Transport Partnerships

We always seek to engage with local authorities and economic and transport groups on strategic transport and planning issues. The new status of Regional Transport Partnerships as statutory bodies with budgetary responsibilities will be a new and exciting concept for some. We look forward to having a close working relationship with the recently formed North East of Scotland Regional Transport Partnership and hope the new Partnership will continue the very good work previously undertaken and achieved by the NESTRANS group.  

However, for Regional Transport Partnerships to be effective they have to retain a strategic role of overseeing the transport network and where appropriate evaluating key projects undertaken by sub-groups incorporating business and/or public sector representatives.  Whilst it is still early in the process the significant bias towards local authority representation on the North East of Scotland Regional Transport Partnership, with no plans at present to create individual sub groups, is seen by some within the transport sector as a possible inhibitor to project delivery.  

9 Freight Links

Ports and shipping are not solely about passengers and ferries.  Around 95% of all UK goods imported and exported are handled through ports.  Government transport policies should therefore recognise the importance of ports to the UK economy and how well connected efficient port operations can facilitate future economic growth. 

Modern, efficient transport links are key to addressing the problem of Scotland’s peripherality by offering businesses cost effective transport options to access markets both within the UK and abroad.  Ports with scheduled shipping services depend on efficient road and rail links. 

The Government, both at local and national level, should recognise the importance of good landside access to ports and should seek to support and safeguard this through transport and planning policies and should also be prepared to fund strategic road and rail connections where appropriate.

10 Passengers

The provision of efficient mainland transport links is crucial to the lifeline passenger and freight services to the Western and Northern Isles communities.  Aberdeen harbour has seen a marked increase in passenger numbers travelling to and from Orkney and Shetland with more that 140,000 now passing through the port annually.  

Along with the Executive, Aberdeen Harbour Board has invested heavily in providing facilities in support of these lifeline services and we therefore look forward to continuing our role as the principal mainland port serving the Northern Isles.

11 Funding

The strict rules on state aid and restrictions on public investment should continue to be recognised in Scottish ports policy.  It is imperative that the UK ports sector continues to be self-financing and compete in a free market void of the distortions of unnecessary public subsidy.

This said, it is the view of many ports that whilst they are able to provide port related infrastructure to encourage economic development the continued support of Government will be necessary for the provision of landside connections to the national road and rail network.  

