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. . . why?

https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/marine-reserves-mel-fish-video.jpg


Here’s a proposal for an area of the sea around the head of Loch 
Gairloch to be recognised as a place of sanctuary for fish and 
other wildlife. 

Many livelihoods and businesses in Gairloch depend on healthy 
populations of fish, shellfish and other wildlife. 

The idea for having an informal ‘voluntary’ marine reserve of this 
sort would be for local people to help to look after their coastal 
seas by having a place where fish and shellfish would not be taken. 



http://www.seafriends.org.nz/indepth/in-out.jpg

Other countries have networks of marine reserves for people, 
marine wildlife and to support fisheries outside the marine reserves  

Find out 
about 

marine 
reserves in 

New 
Zealand 

http://www.seafriends.org.nz/indepth/in-out.jpg


Three possibilities  
were considered 
for Gairloch in 2018 



Option 1 
small



Option 1: A voluntary marine nature reserve around the An Dun 
headland at the far end of Gairloch beach. 

This is the location of one of the NW Highlands snorkel trail sites 
developed by the SWT Living Seas Project. 

It is one of the best places to snorkel on a calm sunny day. At low tide there is a 
sheltered lagoon where beginners, young and old, can paddle in shallow water 
and see all sorts of small fishes, assorted crabs, starfish, sea slugs and other 
surprises; an outdoor swimming pool with wildlife. On the far side of the 
headland, the kelp forest is home to larger fish especially in the summer time 
including wrasses and pollack, and larger shellfish including brown crab and 
lobster. 

An objective would be to encourage snorkelers and paddlers to tread and 
rummage lightly and to respect the animals they see, leaving them where they 
find them (including those that look good to eat!). 

Sometimes there is a creel set on the far side of the headland; I think the creel 
belongs to a non-commercial (hobby) fisherman, one would need to find out 
more about that; occasionally someone goes sea angling off the headland.  





https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2016/10/002_433__snorkelleafletforwebsitecompressed_1467814099.pdf



https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2016/10/002_433__snorkelleafletforwebsitecompressed_1467814099.pdf



https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2016/10/002_433__snorkelleafletforwebsitecompressed_1467814099.pdf





(PS: Aug 2023: movie currently being updated)



Option 2
medium



Option 2: a larger area from far end of An Ard (west of An Dun) to 
the headland below the Crask viewpoint and war memorial. It 
includes the An Dun snorkel trail area (as above) and also the 
shallow water below Gairloch beach (now a ‘designated bathing 
area’) popular with open water swimmers. 

In addition to many juvenile fish (including sandeels, herring and plaice); the 
shallow water is a feeding area for a variety of sea birds including three species 
of divers. 

So the voluntary reserve could aim to be a place of sanctuary for both 
underwater marine wildlife and sea birds; with a request that people consider 
using fast motorised boats or jet-ski’s elsewhere (or at low throttle at least)? 
Kayakers and swimmers cause less disturbance; indeed kayaking can be a good 
way to approach and enjoy seeing marine wildlife. 

Once I met someone collecting cockles from the sands using a rake; I think he 
was taking just a few home for supper; that could be something to consider. 





Plaice: 10-03-08 Longa Sound, Scotland. H Gardiner 1974

UK Record Weights, rod/line from boat

Dab: 2-12-04  Gairloch, Highlands. R. Islip 1975
(photo: http://chesilbeach.forumotion.net/t7074-smashed-dab-record)

January, 2010

(photo: http://www.uk-fish.info/pages/plaice.html)

Loch 
Gairloch 
was well 
known 
for sea 
angling



Photo by Ben Rushbrooke

Juvenile plaice and flounder, 
Gairloch 2007. 





Option 3
larger



Option 3: A voluntary marine reserve extending from the tip of An 
Ard right around to the headland beyond Strath. 

The bigger area would mean that schools, local businesses, including hotels and 
restaurants, the GALE centre, Gairloch Museum; churches, a number of houses 
and other enterprises could gain a sense of shared ownership and responsibility 
for looking after their wildlife and local seafood. 

The area could be developed as a study area for school pupils interested in marine 
wildlife ecology and sustainable fisheries management; important things to 
understand to recover much of what their grandparents took for granted?

Black-throated divers may be seen here at almost any time of year. They breed on 
islands in Loch Maree and several other lochs in Gairloch parish; in summer 
plumage they are spectacular birds. Red-throated divers nest by smaller lochans in 
the hills, returning to Loch Gairloch to fish for sandeels and other small fish. 
Gairloch is a good place for divers! 

Sometimes rod anglers fish from rocks by Strath; it is many years since anyone set a 
salmon net or speared flounders here (to my knowledge at least!). 



https://greencoconutrun.com/category/marine-reserves-2/

https://greencoconutrun.com/category/marine-reserves-2/


Fishing for sandeels, Strath Bay, Gairloch, July 2009

Photo by Steve Kett



Sandeels from Strath Bay, Loch Gairloch, July 2009

. . . when there are lots of wee fishes in the sea, 
sea trout grow fat; food for divers . . .  

Photo by Steve Kett



http://www.shenval-welcome.co.uk/Out-and-About/Bird-List.php



Common Tern   (photo by Barry Blake) 



2009: a remarkably ‘fat’ sea trout of 380mm, 800g (condition factor 1.46) 
taken in the sweep net at Boor Bay on 15th July 2009 (photo Ben Rushbrooke)

Sea trout condition . . . 



Possible viewpoints / interpretation? 



For any of the above options to progress, easily understood 
information about the location and purpose of the marine nature 
reserve would be provided via local media, notices, a series of 
interpretation panels, leaflets, and by word of mouth. 

I envisage no laws nor enforceable regulations, no fixed red lines on 
maps (I’d suggest including just shallow water out to 10m or 20m 
deep within the nature reserve), minimal bureaucracy; just 
enthusiastic interest, shared understanding, active respect, a caring 
attitude from lots of people watching and politely telling others, 
common sense.  

Signage: how would anyone know?



Possible viewpoints / 
interpretation 





There is one other voluntary marine nature reserve in Scotland, at 
St Abb’s southeast of Dunbar. This has become a popular place 
with divers, snorkelers and other visitors. It is now managed 
primarily by the local community.

Elsewhere, there is a no-take zone in Lamlash Bay, by Arran 
supported primarily by the people of Arran. 

That one has enforceable by-laws to protect wild fish and shellfish 
and other wildlife from exploitation; the area is used for student 
research and monitoring. 

While neither of these are quite the same as proposed here for 
Gairloch; they are both examples to learn from. 

Voluntary marine reserves in other 
parts of Scotland













Thank You

Photos by Jeremy Fenton, Barry Blake, Sue Scott, Peter Cunningham, & other 
sources. For information and support, thank you to many other people . . . 
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