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New marine code ‘first of its kind in UK’

A new marine wildlife watching code, the first of its kind in the UK, was launched today (Monday 27 November) by Deputy Environment Minister Rhona Brankin.

The  Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code has been developed by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) under the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act.

It aims to promote enjoyment of marine wildlife and raise awareness about the best ways to watch species including dolphins, birds, seals, otters and basking sharks.

The code’s development follows widespread consultation, particularly with marine wildlife tourism operators.  It includes recommendations, advice and information relating to commercial and leisure activities involving the watching of marine wildlife.

The code itself is expected to be emulated by other public agencies across the border.  It has received broad support from the marine wildlife tour industry and a number of tour operators were at today’s launch.

Launching the Code at the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society Wildlife Centre in Spey Bay, Morayshire, Rhona Brankin said: "Scotland is one of the best places in Europe to watch whales, dolphins, basking sharks, seals and birds which make our coasts such interesting places to visit.       

"Watching marine wildlife is exciting and an enjoyable way to learn about our wild animals, but it is important that we do it responsibly. 

"This code sets out simple steps we can all take to enjoy wildlife without disturbing it.

"I encourage everyone interested or involved in marine wildlife watching to follow this code to help us protect Scotland's rich and diverse wildlife and habitats."

The wildlife watching industry is an increasingly significant part of Scottish tourism and it is the first time a code has been produced which applies to all those with an interest in the marine environment.

The Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act recognised there is a shared interest in ensuring the sustainability of the industry by asking Scottish Natural Heritage to produce a code which set out ‘recommendations, advice and information relating to commercial and leisure activities involving the watching of marine wildlife’.

The new voluntary code is a comprehensive document covering all forms of marine life around Scotland.

The launch at Spey Bay represents the culmination of a consultation process started by SNH two years ago.

The code was developed through a series of public meetings with interest groups connected to marine wildlife watching, including wildlife tour boat operators. Views were also received from those involved in kayaking, diving and sailing.

The Ministerial launch will be complemented by other more informal promotion at the start of the wildlife watching season in 2007 including the provision of training to marine wildlife tour operators.

Amanda Bryan, who chairs the North Areas Board for SNH, said at the launch: “This new code provides a range of important information for those with an interest in watching marine wildlife and thanks should be made to the industry operators for their valuable input into the code.

“Other codes of practice already exist for watching wildlife in many parts of Scotland, and the new code builds on these to create more comprehensive guidance.”

ENDS

NOTES TO EDITORS

The Scottish Marine Wildlife Watching Code is complemented by A Guide to Best Practice for Watching Marine Wildlife.  The code is intended to be the more formal document and the guide is a collection of all the more detailed information SNH gathered through the process and is intended for the more interested wildlife watcher.

A formal consultation on the draft document ran for three months from November 2005 to February 2006.  Following this exercise, significant changes have been made to the code.

Under these changes user codes have been simplified from five to three and now provide advice for people 'on the coast, ‘on the sea' and 'in the sea' – a reference to divers, swimmers and snorkellers.

The consultation draft consisted of short user codes and background information on different species groups.

That information has now been separated into A Guide to Best Practice for Watching Marine Wildlife which makes the document shorter and more concise.

DIRECTIONS

Reporters and photographers wishing to attend the launch should meet at the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDCS) centre by 11am.  Media should be aware there have been roadworks causing delays, so check with the relevant local authority.

The main A96 road runs between Inverness and Aberdeen and Spey Bay lies around halfway along.  Turn off the A96 between Mosstodloch and Fochabers onto the B9014 which branches off along the River Spey.

Turn at the brown Tourist Information sign for the Wildlife Centre. Follow this road for five miles until reaching The Spey Bay Hotel, where the road bears left.  Follow it all the way to the end where it forks, and the right fork will lead to the WDCS Wildlife Centre car park.

A minibus will operate from Inverness for members of the Press and those with an interest.  Contact the SNH Press and PR team for more details.

For further information:

Fergus Macneill, SNH Inverness: 01463 725021

Scottish Natural Heritage is the Government’s statutory advisor in respect to the conservation, enhancement, enjoyment, understanding and sustainable use of the natural heritage. Visit www.snh.org.uk for more details.
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