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1. NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 
 
1.1 Introduction and Purpose of SEA 
 
1.1.1 This Environmental Report (ER) is part of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 

of the Outer Hebrides Core Path Plan (CPP). This is a non-technical summary of the ER 
which can be read on its own or as part of the full SEA Environmental Report. It explains 
what SEA is, why it has been done and what effects the CPP would be likely to have on the 
environment. 

 
1.1.2 Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is a requirement of new Scottish legislation to 

implement a European Directive. The European Union SEA Directive 2001/24/EC was 
transposed into Scots law in 2004 by the Environmental Assessment Act 2005. The 
objective of the Directive is: 

 
1.1.3  “to provide for a high level of protection of the environment and to contribute to the 

integration of environmental considerations into the preparation of and adoption of plans 
and programmes with a view to promoting sustainable development”*1. 

 
1.1.4 The legislation places a responsibility on public agencies to assess the environmental 

impacts of certain plans and programmes and is a way of ensuring that environmental 
problems are carefully considered during preparation of a Plan.  

 
 
1.2 Summary of SEA Stages 
 
1.2.1 To be effective, the SEA process has to run in parallel with preparation of the CPP to which 

it relates. The various stages of the SEA and CPP process are set out below: 
 

March - Sept 2007 Early Public Consultation on CPP 

April 2007  Screening Report submitted to SEA Gateway 

June 2007 SEA Gateway reports specific concerns from Historic Scotland and Scottish 
Natural Heritage, no concerns from SEPA 

April-July 2008  Draft Scoping Report prepared 

July 2008  Scoping Report submitted to SEA Gateway 

August 2008  Response on Scoping Report received via Gateway 

Sept-Nov 2008   Preparation of the CPP and SEA Environmental Report  

December 2008  Comhairle approval of draft SPP and ER  

January 2009 Draft CPP and SEA Environmental Report submitted to the Scottish 
Executive 

March 2009 Final consultative Draft Plan and Environmental Report published for formal 
12 week public consultation 

May/June 2009 Consultation period closes 
 
1.3 SEA process 
 
1.3.1 The environmental baseline for the Plan area has been established using information 

already available to the Comhairle along with additional information gathered from a variety 
of sources including SEPA and SNH. A number of gaps in information have been 

                                                           
1 * Directive 2001/42/EC: Article 1 
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highlighted and the Comhairle will work with other appropriate agencies to address this. 
Assessment of the Plan has also been considered within the framework of other relevant 
international, national and local plans and policies. These are described in more detail in 
the Appendices. 

 
1.3.2 The major environmental issues affecting the Plan area were identified in the Scoping 

Report. These include the threat of coastal flooding; the impact on the natural environment, 
and secondary environmental effects (e.g. dog fouling, litter, pressure on car parks).  

 
1.4 Likely Evolution of the Environment in the absence of the CPP 
 
1.4.1 As the proposed Core Paths have been identified from routes which already exists (or are 

under development), it is anticipated that in the absence of the CPP there would be no 
significant negative effects on the environment.   

 
1.4.2 Although any increase in user rates is likely to be lower than under the plan, it is thought 

that the impact on the environment on the whole would be negligible. In the absence of the 
Plan, such paths may not be rated as highly in the development planning process and 
could be more liable to diversion, closure and redevelopment.  

 
1.5 Summary of the Likely Significant Effects of the Core Path Plan 
 
1.5.1 Detailed assessment of individual proposed paths has concluded that no ‘significant 

negative’ environmental impacts are anticipated as a result on implementing the Core Path 
Plan. The majority of impacts are assessed to be neutral although a number of positive 
impacts (mainly relating to population and human health) have been identified.  

 
1.5.2 As the Core Paths selected are a consolidation of existing tracks and routes currently in 

development, any physical works relating to the adoption of the Core Path Plan are 
anticipated to be minor (e.g. maintenance of signage).   

 
1.5.3 The adoption of the Core Path Plan will lead to increased promotion of the paths 

themselves as they will be referenced in future issues of ordnance survey maps and the 
next local development plan. This may result in increased path usage which could put 
environmental resources at risk from erosion and disturbance.  However, in general it was 
assessed that the impact would be minimal due to the user numbers anticipated and the 
fact that the public already enjoy relatively unrestricted access to a large proportion of land 
in the Outer Hebrides.   

 
1.5.4 The increase in walking, cycling and riding as a result of promotion of the Core Path 

Network is likely to encourage healthy outdoor activity and foster appreciation of the cultural 
and landscape value of the area. It was assessed that this would result in increased health 
and welfare benefits to participants and would reduce the adverse effects of motorised 
forms of transport.  

 
 



2 INTRODUCTION 
 
2.1 Purpose of this Environmental Report  
 
2.1.1 As part of the preparation of Outer Hebrides Core Path Plan, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar is 

carrying out a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA).  SEA is a systematic method for 
considering the likely environmental effects of certain Plans, Policies & Strategies (PPS).  
SEA aims to: 

 

 integrate environmental factors into PPS preparation and decision-making; 

 improve PPS and enhance environmental protection;  

 increase public participation in decision making, and; 

 facilitate openness and transparency of decision-making. 

 
2.1.2 SEA is required by the Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act 2005. The key stages: 
 

Screening  determining whether the PPS is likely to have significant 
environmental effects and whether an SEA is required 

 

Scoping  deciding on the scope and level of detail of the Environmental 
Report, and the consultation period for the report – this is done in 
consultation with Scottish Natural Heritage, The Scottish Ministers 
(Historic Scotland) and the Scottish Environment Protection Agency 

 

Environmental Report publishing an Environmental Report on the PPS and its effects, and 
consulting on that report 

   
Adoption providing information on: the adopted PPS; how consultation 

comments have been taken into account; and methods for monitoring 
the significant environmental effects of the plan implementation  

 

Monitoring monitoring significant environmental effects in such a manner so as 
to also enable the Responsible Authority to identify any unforeseen 
adverse effects at an early stage and undertake remedial action. 

 
2.1.3 The purpose of an environmental report is to identify, describe and evaluate the likely 

significant impacts on the environment as a result of implementing the Plan and the 
reasonable alternatives to the Plan, taking account of the objectives and geographical 
scope of the plan. 

 
2.1.4 Section 14 (3) of the Act requires the environmental report to include the information 

specified in Schedule 3 of the Act and to take account of the following: 

 current knowledge and methods of assessment of environmental matters; 

 the contents of, and level of detail in, the Core Path Plan; 

 the stage of the Core Path Plan in the decision-making process; and 

 the extent to which any matters to which the report relates would be more appropriately 
assessed at different levels in that process in order to avoid duplication of assessment. 

 
2.1.5 The structure of the environmental report has been informed by the guidance contained in 

the Scottish Government’s SEA Toolkit and the requirements for the environmental report 
as set out in Schedule 3 of the Act. It has been written in an easy to read and transparent 
way to enable the public to understand the assessment, to foster early and effective public 
participation in the Core Path Plan and environmental assessment process and to allow the 
public to comment on the environmental report and its findings. 
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2.2 Core Path Plan Key Facts 
 

The key facts relating to Core Path Plan are set out in Table 1 below. 
 

Table 1 Key Facts  

Responsible 
Authority 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (Western Isles Council). 

Title of the Plan Outer Hebrides Core Paths Plan. 

What Prompted 
the Plan? 

 

The Plan is a statutory requirement under Section 17 (1) of the Land 
Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, which states that: 

“It is the duty of the local authority, not later than 3 years after the coming 
into force of this section, to draw up a plan for a system of paths (“core 
paths”) sufficient for the purpose of giving the public reasonable access 
throughout their area.” 

Plan Subject The Plan identifies a network of paths for responsible public access. 

Period Covered by 
the Plan 

The Plan designates a particular category of access, namely Core Paths.  
There is no end date for the use of such a designation. 

Frequency of Plan 
Updates 

 

Under the 2003 Act the local authority shall: 

“(a) at such times as they consider appropriate; and 

(b) on Ministers requiring them to do so, 

review the plan adopted under Section 18 above (or that plan as 
amended under this section).” 

Plan Area Comhairle nan Eilean Siar Boundary (entire area of the Outer Hebrides, 
approximately 3,071 sq km). 

Purpose of the 
Plan/ Plan 
Objectives 

 

Core Paths, newly designated in the Plan are intended to: 

1. Provide opportunities for walking, cycling, riding and other 
activities for people of all ages and abilities, 

2. Link into and support wider path networks 

3. Contribute to public policy objectives such as health, sustainable 
transport and tourism development. 

4. Provide access to natural and built attractions. 

5. Reduce the potential for conflict between the needs of land 
managers and those of the access-taking public. 

6. Assist in strategic planning and development control. 

Contact Point 

 

Further information about the Core Paths Plan can be obtained from: 

Rhodri Evans       
Countryside Access Manager     
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
Balivanich 
Isle of Benbecula 
Outer Hebrides     
HS7 5LA  

Tel: 01870 602425 

Fax: 01870 602332 
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2.3 SEA Activities to Date 
 

2.3.1 Using information collected during a process of community consultation, the Plan has been 
developed on a GIS database (Countryside Access Management System software) over a 
number of years. The process culminated in a series of public consultations taking place 
throughout the Outer Hebrides during the autumn of 2007/ spring of 2008, which related 
specifically to the Plan and were carried out to comply with the requirements of the 2003 
Act.  

 
2.3.2 A SEA screening report on the Plan was submitted in August 2006 and two of the statutory 

consultees (Historic Scotland and Scottish Natural Heritage) registered concerned about 
potential environmental impacts of the plan. The Scottish Environment Protection Agency 
did not foresee any significant impacts from the Plan. 

 
2.3.3 A draft scoping report was prepared in July 2008 and was submitted to the consultation 

authorities via the SEA Gateway. Account was taken of the returning comments, and the 
assessments were carried out over Autumn 2008. A draft environmental report was 
prepared to coincide with the consultation for the final draft Core Path Plan and both were 
submitted to the Scottish Government in January 2009. A twelve week formal consultation 
is proposed for both the draft ER and CPP commencing in March 2009.    

 
2.3.4 SEA activities in relation to Core Path Plan are summarised in table 1 below:  
 

Table 1 Summary of SEA Activities  

SEA Activities to Date 

April 2007 Screening Report submitted to SEA Gateway 

June 2007 SEA Gateway reports specific concerns from Historic Scotland and 
Scottish Natural Heritage, no concerns from SEPA.  

April-July 2008 Draft Scoping Report prepared 

July 2008 Scoping Report submitted to SEA Gateway 

August 2008 Response on Scoping Report received via Gateway 

Consultation Timetable 

January 2009 Draft CPP Plan and Environmental Report submitted to the Scottish 
Executive 

March 2009 Final consultative Draft Plan and Environmental Report published for 
formal 12 week public consultation  

May/June 2009 Consultation period closes 
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2.4 Outer Hebrides Key Facts  
  

The following section describes the area of the Outer Hebrides Core Path Plan. 

2.4.1 Geography  

The Outer Hebrides, also known as the Western Isles, is an archipelago of islands lying 
off the north-west coast of mainland Scotland.  They are situated at the most north-
westerly point in Europe. These islands are separated from the Scottish Mainland by the 
Minch, the Little Minch and the Sea of the Hebrides.  

The Outer Hebrides chain runs roughly north to south and has an area of approximately 
306,916 ha (289,798 ha excluding freshwater and inter-tidal areas) and an extensive 
coastline of approximately 2,700 km at the high water mark (the result of numerous sea 
lochs, bays and inlets). The islands extend 210 km in length and are 60 km at the widest 
point. There are over 70 named islands spread throughout the chain, most of which have 
been temporarily or permanently inhabited in the past.  11 islands are now inhabited: 
Vatersay (953 ha); Barra (6,173 ha); Eriskay (754 ha); South Uist (32,094 ha); Benbecula 
(8,498 ha); Grimsay (1,146 ha); North Uist (35,479 ha); Berneray (1,056 ha); Scalpay (702 
ha); Lewis and Harris (217,820 ha); and Great Bernera (2,240 ha). 

The largest island in the Outer Hebrides is ‘Lewis and Harris’. Although considered 
separate as if two distinct islands, they are in fact connected by a narrow strip of land. 
Northern Lewis and the southern Island chain (comprising the Uists, Benbecula and 
Barra) are relatively flat, covered by lochs and peat bog. However, the central landmass of 
North Harris and South Lewis provides relief in the landscape with the majority of the 
higher land. The Clisham in the North Harris hills is the highest peak at 799 metres.  

The map below illustrates the geographical extent of the Outer Hebrides and the position 
relative to the mainland. 

 
          Diagram 1 Outer Hebrides context 
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2.4.2 Geology 

The islands are composed almost entirely of Pre-Cambrian basement rocks, known 
collectively as ‘Lewisian’. Geologists have dated Lewisian Gneiss at nearly 3,000 million 
years, making it the oldest rock formation in Britain. Unaltered sedimentary rocks are 
limited to an area north and east by Stornoway and are mainly sandstones and 
conglomerates from Triassic times.  

Much of the Atlantic coast is characterised by a series of blown sand landforms, known 
collectively as ‘machair’. They are best developed along the western coasts of the Uists 
and consist of a mixture of siliceous and calcareous fractions in varying proportions.  

The British Geological Survey (BSG) estimates that 10% of land area in the Outer 
Hebrides is composed of these ‘low-lying windswept, coastal sandy plains (machairs) 
together with sand dunes and hillocks’. One distinctive characteristic of machair in the 
Outer Hebrides is the high shell content of the sand.  In general, the shell sand content of 
Hebridean beaches, dunes and machair is the highest in Britain. 

There is only one major aquifer in the Outer Hebrides, the Stornoway Beds, and this has 
been classified as highly permeable. This formation is capable of yielding good quality 
groundwater and a number of wells are indicated on the 1:25,000 ordnance survey maps. 
The ground water vulnerability map of Scotland classifies the Lewisian as weakly 
permeable, the Stornoway Beds as highly permeable and the machair lands as 
moderately permeable.  

 
2.4.3 Habitats and Species 

From a European perspective, the key habitat types are shown in Table 2: 
 

 Table 2 Outer Hebrides Key Habitat Types 
Habitat Description  Outer Hebrides Context 

marine shallow inlets and bays  

underwater reefs and  

caves, saline lagoons  

and sub-tidal sandbanks 

Loch nam Madadh lagoons form the most 
extensive and diverse saline lagoon system in the 
UK; dense kelp forests occur at depths of up to 
35 m around St Kilda 

vegetated  

sea-cliffs 

steep slopes fringing hard  

or soft coasts supporting a  

wide diversity of vegetation  

types 

the sea cliffs of Hirta (St Kilda) are the highest in 
the UK, reaching 426m; these island have some 
of the most extensive and best examples of 
extreme Atlantic maritime vegetation in Europe 

machair (and associated dune  

communities) 

the islands support the largest and richest 
examples of cultivated machair in Scotland 

peatland active blanket bog the Lewis Peatlands represent the second-largest 
expanse of blanket bog in the UK and one of the 
largest in Europe; the Lewis Peatlands are 
probably the most extremely ‘Atlantic’ of all the 
blanket mires in Europe 

uplands wet / dry / alpine heath, 

alpine grassland 

North Harris represents Northern Atlantic wet 
heaths with Erica tetralix in the Outer Hebrides 
and provides examples of the most extreme 
oceanic forms of wet heath in the UK and 
possibly Europe 

freshwater  

lochs 

oligotrophic; oligo-
mesotrophic; natural 
eutrophic & dystrophic 

The Outer Hebrides is home to approximately 
15% of the UKs’ total freshwater surface area but 
only constitutes 1.2% of the UKs’ total land mass 

NB: Additional habitats of note are ‘offshore islands’ and ‘salt marshes’. 
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Key species found in the Outer Hebrides within European SAC designated areas include 
the grey seal, common seal, otter, Atlantic salmon, freshwater pearl mussel and slender 
naiad (an aquatic plant).  SPA designations provide protection for the seabird 
assemblages of the offshore islands; the waders breeding and wintering on the machairs 
and breeding on the peatlands; breeding divers (black throated and red throated); golden 
eagle, and; corncrakes.  

The Outer Hebrides Local Biodiversity Action Plan has been produced in two phases.  In 
phase 1 action plans have been developed for 3 habitats and species: Native Woodlands 
Habitat, Saline Lagoons Habitat, and Great Yellow Bumblebee Species.   Phase 2 
comprises of 5 species and habitat action plans: Cereal Fields Habitat, Corn Bunting 
Species, Corncrake Species, Dunlin Species and Irish Lady Tresses Orchid Species.   

The flora of the Outer Hebrides is restricted by the geology, climate and geographical 
position; although in early summer the machair flowers explode in a riot of colour. 
Formerly covered by discontinuous woodland (including pine forest and birch scrub), the 
islands are now devoid of natural woods except for areas inaccessible to grazing such as 
gullies, freshwater islets, crags and cliffs. This valuable source of biodiversity is at present 
reduced to approximately 50-70 hectares in total for the Outer Hebrides.  The most 
significant mixed woodland is that around Lews Castle by Stornoway.  

The importance of the natural environment extends beyond the land to the seas around 
the islands. Deep kelp forests and coral reefs have formed in the waters around St Kilda, 
while the coastal waters surrounding the archipelago represent rich feeding grounds and 
migratory routes for a huge variety of fish, shellfish and species such as killer whale, 
basking shark, risso dolphin and minke whale. 

2.4.4 Designations 

The Outer Hebrides has a high quality environment, rich in biodiversity and with a large 
percentage of land, areas of inland waters and marine sites designated for nature 
conservation purposes. The renowned natural beauty and relative remoteness of the 
islands bestows on them a unique environmental sensitivity.  

 The following conservation designations are in place in the Outer Hebrides: 

 1 World Heritage Site - the Islands & surrounding waters of St Kilda - the only site in 
the UK to have dual natural & cultural status (853 ha); www.kilda.org.uk  

 Natura 2000 network - consisting of 15 Special Protection Areas (90,475 ha) and 14 
Special Areas of Conservation (65,931 ha), including marine SACs; (diagram 3) 

 4 RAMSAR sites - Lewis Peatlands, Loch an Duin (N.Uist), North Uist Machair and 
Islands, South Uist Machair and Lochs, (71,329 ha); (diagram 3) 

 1 Biosphere Reserve - Loch Druidibeg (1677ha) www.jncc.gov.uk 
 7 Marine Consultation Areas - (27,557 ha); www.jncc.gov.uk  
 3 National Scenic Area designations - covering over one-third of the Outer Hebrides 

land area; South Lewis, Harris and North Uist; South Uist Machair; St Kilda (119454 
ha in total); (diagram 3) 

 55 Sites of Special Scientific Interest  - (37,350 ha); (diagram 4) 
 4 National Nature Reserves - Loch Druidibeg; Monach Isles; North Rona and Sula 

Sgeir; St Kilda (3,277 ha); (diagram 4) 
 1 Local Nature Reserve - Loch Stiapabhat, Lewis;  
 1 Designed Landscape & Historic Garden - (Lews Castle Grounds, Stornoway); 
 4 Outstanding Conservation Areas - Stornoway in Lewis; Ruisgarry, Berneray in 

North Uist; Howmore in South Uist and; Gearrannan in Lewis (diagram 5) 
 465 Scheduled Ancient Monuments;(individual entities; 213 actual legal entities but 

some designations cover multiple monuments) http://www.cne-siar.gov.uk/archaeology 
 256 Listed Buildings http://hsewsf.sedsh.gov.uk/gisdl.htm 

http://www.kilda.org.uk/
http://www.jncc.gov.uk/
http://www.jncc.gov.uk/
http://www.cne-siar.gov.uk/archaeology


 

3 OUTER HEBRIDES CORE PATH PLAN AND ITS CONTEXT 
 
3.1 Outline of the Plan  
 
3.1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar is the authority responsible for the preparation of the Outer 

Hebrides Core Plan Plan, which is required as a duty under the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 
2003 (referred to hereafter as the “2003 Act”).  

3.1.2 The 2003 Act requires local authorities to prepare a plan for a system of paths (“core 
paths”) sufficient for the purpose of giving the public reasonable access throughout their 
area. This includes “routes, waterways or other means by which persons may cross land”.   
In developing the Plan the Comhairle has been guided by advice provided by the Scottish 
Executive and the Consultation Authorities.  

3.1.3 The Plan has been developed to meet the “Vision for the Future” set out in the published 
guidance, which includes the statement: 

3.1.4 Core Paths will be of particular benefit close to where people live and will be key elements 
in the path networks that will extend from the centres of settlements through public open 
spaces and green corridors to connect with the urban fringe and the wider countryside.  
They will provide access to natural and built attractions (including beaches, parks, 
woodlands, hills, historic sites) and help to link settlements.  They will improve access to 
and on inland water by linking to riverbanks, loch shores and launch points.” 

3.1.5 The topography and situation of the Outer Hebrides is very different to much of Scotland 
(there has for example always been a presumption in favour of open access throughout the 
Isles with few exceptions).  Nevertheless, in selecting Core Paths efforts were made to 
comply with the spirit of the above paragraph wherever possible. 

3.1.6 SEA plays an essential complementary role by ensuring that implementation of the Plan will 
mitigate negative and develop positive effects on the environment. The Plan is intended to 
provide a sustainable framework which will assist social, environmental and economic 
developments, particularly through inclusive health benefits, increased environmental 
awareness and tourism.  The Plan will have an influence on future strategic planning, 
including revision of the current Structure and Local Plans, Transport and Tourism 
Strategies.   

 
3.2 Objectives of the Plan 

3.2.1 The Core Path Plan aims to: 

 Provide a core network of paths throughout the Hebrides suitable for a wide 
range of users (both local and visitors) on foot, horseback or cycle. 

 

3.2.2 The Key Objectives of the Core Path Plan are to:                                                                                      

 satisfy the basic needs of local people and visitors for recreation and getting 
about; 

 encourage more people to walk/ride/cycle in the countryside by providing a 
framework of routes they know they can safely access; 

 provide key links to the wider path network; 

 promote healthy exercise and improved quality of life. 
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3.3 Development of the Plan  
 
3.3.1 The development of the Core Path Plan has benefited from extensive and inclusive 

consultation with a wide range of stakeholders. For a number of years Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar has been working with local communities to develop path networks throughout 
the Isles. A considerable amount of relevant information had already been obtained, as 
informal surveys of access users were conducted by the Western Isles Countryside Access 
Project and by the ongoing Western Isles Countryside Access Programme prior to 
commencing improvement works to paths.  Community Councils throughout the islands 
were consulted for their view on what were likely to be important areas for access. The 
existing draft Countryside Access Strategy was also reviewed and updated to reflect the 
changes in access legislation. 

3.3.2 Preliminary analysis of the gathered data was made and draft maps were prepared for use 
during the consultation process.  Public consultation was carried out during the summer of 
2007.  The consultations took the form of public meetings using paper maps; and meetings 
with land owners and land managers.  A set of ‘key criteria’ was developed to help select 
potential core paths for the Outer Hebrides. The criteria were based on what the public 
stated they required of a path and best practice from elsewhere. 

3.3.3 A map of potential core paths for the area was compiled by the Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
Outdoor Access Officer based on: the key criteria, in-house knowledge of the path network, 
and; information gathered through the public consultations. The Outer Hebrides Outdoor 
Access Forum, which has a statutory duty to advise the Council on access issues (including 
the Core Path Plan), has been involved throughout the process. 

3.3.4 The Plan identifies a network of paths (for responsible public access) from a record of 
existing terrestrial routes throughout the Outer Hebrides (see map below). This record is 
stored on a map-based Countryside Access Management System (CAMS) database 
managed by Comhairle nan Eilean Siar. These paths are identified in table 3 and map 2.  

 
Table 3: List of Core Paths with Selection Criteria and Surface Type 

 

Path 
Number/s 

Area Path Name Selection Criteria Surface Type 

7, 8, 9, 10, 
18, 33, 35, 
36, 38, 39, 
55, 56,  

Lewis Butt of Lewis East 
Coast Path 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
track, unsurfaced path 

4, 5, 22, 24 Lewis Butt of Lewis West 
Coast Path 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
track, unsurfaced path 

22, 74 Lewis Great Bernera 
Circular Route 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
track, unsurfaced path 

3, 4, 5, 9, 
14, 17, 18, 
20, 28 

Lewis Lewis Castle 
Grounds Path 
Network 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Metalled road,  
surfaced path 

54, 65 Lewis Na Gearrannan to 
Bragar Coastal Path 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Metalled road,  
surfaced path,  
unsurfaced path 

72 Lewis Uuige - 
Tamanabhaigh Path 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough track, rough  
surfaced path 

39 Harris An Cliseam Circular 
Route 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Unsurfaced mountain  
route 

62 Harris Borghasdal - 
Roghadal PROW 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Surfaced path 
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19, 25, 60 Harris Huisinis Circular 
Route 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Rough track, rough  
surfaced path,  
unsurfaced path 

34, 35, 36, 
37 

Harris Miabhaig - 
Bhiogiadail Route 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough track, rough  
surfaced path,  
unsurfaced path 

40, 46, 64 Harris Seilebost - Aird 
Mhighe Circular 
PROW 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough surfaced track,  
unsurfaced path 

15 Harris Urgha - Maraig 
PROW 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough surfaced track 
 

1, 3, 12, 40 Harris Urgha - Reinigeadal 
PROW 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough surfaced track 
 

32 North  
Uist 

Baleshare Circular 
Coastal Route 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
surfaced track,  
unsurfaced path, beach 

4 North  
Uist 

Balranald RSPB 
Reserve Route 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
surfaced track,  
unsurfaced path,  
beach 

25 North  
Uist 

Berneray Circular 
Path 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural, 
 natural 

Metalled road, rough 
 surfaced track,  
unsurfaced path,  
beach 

10 North  
Uist 

Paible Coastal Route Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
surfaced track, beach 

2, 3 North  
Uist 

Udal Peninsula 
Circular Route 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural,  
natural 

Rough surfaced track, 
 unsurfaced path,  
beach 

34 South  
Uist 

Gleann Dail PROW Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough surfaced track 
 

10, 71 South  
Uist 

Hecla - Beinn 
Corrodail - Beinn 
Mhor Mountain 
Route 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Surfaced path, rough  
surfaced track,  
unsurfaced mountain  
route 

16, 17, 70 South  
Uist 

Lasgair - Caolais 
Stulaigh PROW 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough surfaced track 

7, 8, 9, 54, 
55, 73, 74, 
75 

South  
Uist 

Long Distance 
Machair PROW 1 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough sandy track, 
 unsurfaced path 

50, 52, 72, 
77, 78 

South  
Uist 

Long Distance 
Machair PROW 2 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough sandy track, 
 unsurfaced path 

23 Eriskay Beinn Stac Track Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Rough surfaced track, 
 unsurfaced path 

24 Barra Beinn Tangabhal 
Route 

Landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Unsurfaced mountain  
route 

13, 63 Barra Beul a Bhealeach 
PROW 

Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Metalled road, rough  
surfaced track,  
unsurfaced path 

35 Barra Borgh PROW Public Right of Way,  
landscape, cultural, 
natural 

Track, unsurfaced  
path 

43, 69 Barra Vatersay Circular 
Route 

Circular, landscape, 
cultural, natural 

Rough surfaced track, 
 unsurfaced path, beach 
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  Diagram 2: CPP Routes in the Outer Hebrides 
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3.4 Relationship with Other Plans, Programmes and Environmental Objectives 
 
3.4.1 Schedule 3 of the Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act 2005 requires the 

Environmental Report to identify the Plans relationship with other relevant Plans and 
Programmes containing environmental objectives relevant to the Plan. Appendix 1 contains 
a detailed list of those plans, together with a summary of their relationship with the Plan and 
how it has responded to them. This is summarized in the following paragraphs.  

3.4.2 The plans, programmes and strategies that have an influence on the Plan vary in their 
importance dependent upon the level at which they are prepared. At international level, the 
EU Habitats and Birds Directive, that allows for the establishment of the Natura 2000 
network of sites (SPA and SAC) has the most significant influence, given the extent of the 
land and water in the Outer Hebrides designated as such.  

3.4.3 At national level, Scottish Planning Policy (SPP), National Planning Policy Guidelines 
(NPPG) and Planning Advice notes (PAN) provide guidance for the development of land for 
a wide range of uses.  

3.4.4 From a local perspective the Outer Hebrides Community Plan and the Comhairle’s 
Corporate Strategy 2007-2011 has an influence on the Core Path Plan. The stated aim of 
the Community Plan is: 

3.4.5 “to meet the needs of communities in the Western Isles and improve the quality of life for all 
residents, visitors and businesses”. 

3.4.6 The Corporate Strategy mission demonstrates the Comhairle’s commitment to the Outer 
Hebrides Community Planning Partnership shared vision to guide the development of 
policies and services in the islands: 

3.4.7 “The creation of a prosperous and healthy community living in a quality environment with 
improved transport links and access to good facilities based on the principles of sustainable 
development through respect for the natural environment and the cultural traditions of the 
Outer Hebrides”.   

3.4.8 The objectives of the Corporate Strategy of particular relevance to the Plan are: 

 We will support communities to deliver an accessible, affordable and sustainable range 
of community amenities; 

 We will lead support for culture and heritage. 

3.4.9 As previously stated, the Core Path Plan has been prepared drawing on existing paths and 
routes. As such it does not present any major changes and consequently is unlikely to be in 
conflict with other plans.  
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3.5 Environmental Baseline 

 Introduction & limitations 

3.5.1 Schedule 2 of the Regulations requires that the environmental report includes a 
description of ‘the relevant aspects of the current state of the environment, and the likely 
evolution thereof without implementation of the plan and programme’ and ‘the 
environmental characteristics of the areas likely to be significantly affected’.  

3.5.2 This section aims to describe the environmental context within which the Core Paths Plan 
operates and the constraints and targets that this context imposes on the plan. The 
baseline data referred to in this assessment is therefore relevant to environmental 
considerations, although for the purposes of Core Paths Plan preparation, socio-economic 
indicators are also taken into account. 

3.5.3 The Comhairle holds a large volume of environmental information in a number of different 
datasets.  Competent authorities are encouraged to avoid duplication and cross-refer to 
other documents where possible. It is not practical to attempt to reproduce this data or to 
describe the environmental characteristics in detail because it would make this report 
unworkable. 

3.5.4 A dataset entitled ‘Outer Hebrides Baseline Environment’ has been created for the 
purpose of recording environmental information of specific reference to the Core Paths 
Plan.  The sources and agreed targets (where available) are contained within this dataset 
which is held by the Strategic Planning and Projects team in the Comhairle Offices, 
Stornoway. In addition, the Outer Hebrides Archaeology Service holds the Sites and 
Monuments Record, a historic environment dataset. 

3.5.5 In line with the agreed Scoping Report, Table 5 provides a summary of key environmental 
baseline information for the Outer Hebrides.  A more detailed account is provided in 
Appendix 3 “Environmental Baseline Description” where current constraints and future 
trends are discussed.  

 Table 4 Summary of environmental baseline  

Topics Key Facts 

Biodiversity, 
Flora 
and Fauna 

 306,916 ha in total land and water area; and 2687 km coastline; 

 Over 70 named islands (11 inhabited) and over 100 beaches; 

 1.2% of UK land mass & 15% of UK’s freshwater surface area; 

 Important Habitat types include: marine; vegetated sea-cliffs; machair; 
peatland; uplands; freshwater lochs; offshore islands; and salt marshes; 

 Western Isles Biodiversity Audit (SAC 2002) found: 23 priority, 14 broad and 
4 locally important habitats; 189 species (60 were priority; 72 were of 
conservation concern and 57 were locally important); 

 LBAP habitats: native woodland cereal fields and margins; saline (coastal) 
lagoons; 

 LBAP species: Great Yellow Bumblebee; Dunlin; Corncrake; Corn Bunting, 
and; Irish Lady’s Tresses Orchid; 

 Native woodland is extremely fragmented; restricted to areas that are 
protected from grazing, approximately 50-70 hectares;  

 Western Isles Native Woodland Survey Report produced in 2008; 

 Loch nam Madadh SAC: important extensive fjardic sea loch systems; 

 Species with SAC protection are: grey seal; common seal; otter; Atlantic 
salmon; freshwater pearl mussel; slender naiad (aquatic plant); 

 10% of Outer Hebrides is made up of rare ‘machair’ habitat– largest and 
richest example of cultivated machair in the world; 

 St Kilda: the most important sea bird breeding station in NW Europe.  
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Water  Scottish Water: 177 small Waste Water Treatment Works and 3 medium 
waste water Treatment Works and 1 large Waste Water Treatment works 

 Scottish Water oversee 1 large Water Treatment Works, 18 medium/small 
Water Treatment works and 2 very small Water Treatment Works; 

 21 public drinking water supplies; all water supplies are treated to produce 
drinking water to the national standard; 

 The majority of the Outer Hebrides coastline (2,700 km at the high water 
mark) is considered to be ‘undeveloped’ except for Stornoway (‘developed’) 
and the stretches of ‘isolated’ coastline (includes uninhabited islands);  

 In 2007, there were an estimated 26 aquaculture production companies 
employing 203 fte with the production of 22,500t Atlantic Salmon, 459t 
C.Mussel. 

Population 
and  
Human 
Health 

 Ageing and declining population with skewed age profile showing higher 
concentration in older age groups; 

 Census: 2001 = 26,502; 1991 = 29,600; 1981 = 30,702;  

 GROS Estimates: 2007 = 26,300; Projections: 2031 = 24,892; 

 Low birth rate (10.1 per 1,000 popn) and high death rate (13.9) in 2007; 

 Number of annual births projected to fall by 38% (2007 to 2031);  

 Below average life expectancy for males and above for females; 

 2006: Households: = 11,597; Household Size = 2.20 persons; 

 362 new private housing starts and 295 completions 2005-07; 

 6027 crofts (69 owned, 666 absentee); 

 Housing Association Development Completions since 2000 = 270 units, 
projected 78 units by 2009; 

 751 active applications on Housing Waiting List in July 2008; 

 44% in Fuel Poverty (SHCS 2003-06); LA Housing surveys estimate fuel 
poverty at 50% in June 2008, estimated to rise to 60% by Dec 2008; 

 59 road accident casualties recorded in 2006/07; 

 6 noise complaints received by Comhairle in 2006/07; 

 6 sites (9.7 ha) of ‘vacant land’ in 2007; 4 sites (1.4 ha) of ‘derelict land and 
buildings’ in 2007 and approx 620 ‘potentially’ contaminated sites. 

Material 
Assets and  
Cultural 
Heritage 

 St Kilda World Heritage Site (cultural status); 

 Stornoway Townscape Heritage Initiative – 5 year project jointly funded by 
local agencies & Heritage Lottery Fund,  £2.2 million;  

 4 Outstanding Conservation Areas: Stornoway, Lewis; Howmore, South Uist; 
Ruisgarry, Berneray, and; Gearrannan, Lewis. 

 256 listed buildings recorded in Outer Hebrides in September 2007;  

 213 Scheduled Ancient Monument designations (recorded as legal entities), 
covering 465 monuments; 

 Over 13,000 known archaeological sites and monuments recorded in SMR; 

 Large, undeveloped areas of land where archaeological interest is uncertain 
but potentially significant; particularly moorland and below the high tide level; 

 1 site designated Historic Garden and Designed Landscape – Lews Castle 
Grounds (238 ha); 

 Concentrations of cultural heritage interests in Callanish area of international 
importance; 

 Three ongoing major community-led archaeological research projects. 

Landscape  Distinctive and unique man-made landscape: valued landscapes are 
identified under the designation of the 3 National Scenic Areas; 

 The Western Isles Landscape Character Assessment (J. Richards, SNH, 
1997) identifies the following major landscape types:  Crofting One; Crofting 
Two; Crofting Three; Crofting Four; Machair; Boggy Moorland; Rocky 
Moorland; Knock and Lochan; Rock and Lochan; Mountain Massif One; 
Mountain Massif Two. 
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3.6 Gaps in the baseline information 
 
3.6.1 The following summarises the likely gaps and/or unreliability of the SEA baseline data. 

The environmental baseline information is generally adequate for the purposes of the 
assessment of the Core Path Plans objectives, policies and allocations at the plan-wide level 
but inevitably gaps in information exist. Current and accurate information on the level of 
damage reported to designated sites and the net change in priority and protected species 
(identified in Biodiversity Action Plans) has been difficult to obtain at a local level, due to their 
mobile, evolving and dynamic nature, and infrequent and variable survey methods.   

3.6.2 Areas of coastal flood risk are inherently difficult to predict due to the unpredictable and 
extreme climatic conditions the islands experience, however SEPA have recently produced an 
Indicative Flood Risk Map which will greatly assist future development planning.  

3.6.3 The archaeological potential of the islands is very high, due to relatively extensive land 
management in the past. However, much of the land is undeveloped and, by its very nature, 
archaeology is often a concealed resource.  There are particular gaps in the baseline 
information about moorland and hill areas and archaeology below the high tide line.  

3.6.4 Working with others, the Comhairle will address these gaps as part of the monitoring process.  
 
3.7 Current Countryside Access Provision  
 
3.7.1 The total length of paths and routes in the Outer Hebrides is approximately 1,500 km.  

However this varies from professionally built paths with very good drainage systems in place, 
to traditional tracks that have been used for gathering peat etc, to way-marked routes with no 
path surface at all. 

3.7.2 Very large areas of the Outer Hebrides are open areas of moorland with unrestricted access.  
It seems inappropriate to impose paths on these areas simply for the sake of producing a 
Core Paths Network so these have simply been left as open access areas.  This means in 
practice that much of the Core Paths Network is concentrated on the coastal zone where most 
of the settlements are also situated.  

3.7.3 As a result of an earlier project by the Comhairle, SNH and ‘Western Isles Enterprise’, twenty 
Coastal Access Sites were established throughout the islands. These represent an important 
part of the access provision as they provide access to some of the finest beaches in the Isles, 
along with car parking provision. 

3.7.4 In Stornoway, Lews Castle Grounds are unique in the Outer Hebrides in that they provide 
access to a ‘parkland’ environment in which trees are a significant feature. The grounds are 
an important resource particularly for those living in and around the Stornoway area, and are 
managed by the Stornoway Trust as well as being formally designated as a Designed 
Landscape. 

3.7.5 The quality of access signage and countryside furniture provision is an aspect which has, in 
part, been addressed by the Western Isles Countryside Access Programme, and will continue 
to be addressed as the Core Path Network develops. Existing access signage in the Outer 
Hebrides has been installed over a number of years by various bodies and is variable in 
quality. 

3.7.6 There is currently no comprehensive Countryside Ranger Service in the Outer Hebrides. A 
Ranger Service has been identified as an aspiration but currently resources are not available 
to enable the establishment of a sustainable service. 

3.7.7 The growing community land ownership sector is giving a high priority to improving and 
encouraging access. 



 

Diagram 3: International Environmental Designations    Diagram 4: National Environmental Designations 
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Diagram 5: Historic Environment       Diagram 6: Landscape Character Assessment Areas 
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Diagram 7: Settlements        Diagram 8: Areas at Significant Risk of Flooding 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 (this map is not conclusive; to illustrate settlement pattern only) 

 



 
 

3.8 Significant Environmental Issues affecting the Outer Hebrides 
 
3.8.1 The purpose of this section is to explain how existing environmental problems will affect or 

be affected by the Plan and whether the plan is likely to aggravate, reduce or otherwise 
affect existing environmental problems. Environmental problems were identified through in-
house discussions and talks with the Consultation Authorities as part of the Scoping 
exercise.  The significant environmental issues that were addressed in the preparation of the 
Plan are set out in Table 5.  

 Table 5 Significant environmental issues  

Issue Supporting data Implications for the Core 
Paths Plan 

Impact on the natural 
environment  

(e.g. loss of habitat; 
species disturbance or 
displacement; land 
degradation) 

 No. of natural heritage designations; 

 LBAP Habitat and Species Actions 
Plans; 

 MLURI Land Use Classification; 

 Scottish Biodiversity List- habitats & 
species; 

 State of UK BAP Priority Species & 
Habitats in the W Isles. 

Any proposed 
development will be 
required to maintain and 
where possible enhance 
the natural environment to 
minimise any detrimental 
impact. 

Secondary 
environmental issues  

(e.g. anti social 
behaviour; dog-
fouling; pressure on 
services e.g. car 
parks, litter)  

 Northern Constabulary Public 
Performance Report; 

 Anti-social behaviour orders;  

 Referrals to Environmental Health.  

The Comhairle will seek to 
ensure proposals are 
developed in close 
consultation with other 
council services and public 
bodies to minimise 
potential secondary 
environmental impacts. 

Land use conflicts   Crofting activity in area (Agricultural 
Census); 

 Countryside Access Referrals. 

The Comhairle will consult 
with relevant bodies & 
landowners throughout the 
process. 

Impact on the 
landscape 

 NSAs; 

 Landscape Character Assessment for 
Western Isles;  

Any proposed 
development will adhere to 
Development Plan policies 
regarding maintaining 
landscape character.  

Impact on the historic 
environment  

(e.g. erosion from 
increased access; 
effects on setting and 
character of historic 
sites)  

 No. of designated outstanding 
conservation areas; 

 No. of listed buildings; 

 No. of archaeological sites and 
monuments. 

Any proposed 
development will take into 
account cultural heritage 
sites adhering to 
Development Plan policies 
regarding the historic  
environment 

Public safety issues  

(e.g. inappropriate car 
parking / pedestrians 
on road network) 

 No. of road accident involving 
pedestrians; 

 Length of proposed core path on ‘public 
roads’. 

The Comhairle will seek to 
work in close consultation 
with other council services 
other bodies to minimise 
potential safety issues. 

Population dynamics 
& health inequalities  

(I.e. declining and 
ageing popn. and 
highest CHD rate in 
Scotland).  

 2001 Census figures show a significant 
imbalance in the age structure & overall 
decline between 1991-2001 (GROS); 

 Outer Hebrides Migration Study 2007; 

 W Isles Community Health & Well Being 
Profile (WI-NHS) 

Need to consider solutions 
in land use planning to: 
assist with attracting in-
migrants and retaining 
young people in the 
islands; and reduce health 
inequalities.  
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Impacts on economic 
development (i.e. the 
Outer Hebrides has a 
weak economic base 
concentrated on 
vulnerable sectors; 
tourism - growing 
sector) 

 National Planning Framework; 

 Western Isles Local Plan; Creating 
Communities of the Future; 

 Western Isles Regional Accounts; 
Western Isles Tourism Strategy. 

Proposed developments 
will embrace the principles 
of sustainability. 

Threat from coastal 
flooding  (particularly 
Southern Isles) 

 SEPA flood risk maps Development will need to 
take account of 
appropriate guidance re: 
Flood Risk. 

 
3.9       SEA Objectives 
 
3.9.1 The use of SEA objectives is recognised in SEA guidance as a way of providing a 

framework for appraising the environmental effects of a plan, programme or strategy. The 
SEA objectives provide a set of criteria against which the direction of environmental change 
from the future baseline can be assessed.  

3.9.2 In defining the SEA objectives it is important to recognise their distinction from and 
relationship with objectives of the Plan. The Plan objectives describe what Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar wish to achieve through the adoption of the Plan and aims to cover all aspects 
of the outcomes of the Plan. The SEA objectives principally consider environmental factors 
and are used as criteria against which to appraise the environmental performance of the 
Plan.  

3.9.3 SEA objectives have been used as the basis for assessing the likely significance of the 
effects of the Plan. Specifically the SEA has considered how the options and Plan will 
change the baseline environment and the consequences of these changes in relation to the 
SEA objectives.  

3.9.4 Table 6 outlines the SEA objectives for the Plan and the relevant SEA topics 

 

No 
SEA 
Objectives 

Environmental Criterion  
SEA Topic  

1 Maintain the 
quality of the 
Outer 
Hebrides as 
a place to 
live, work 
and visit 

Is the path likely to: 

 promote sustainable development on the islands; 

 provide infrastructure and locally accessible facilities 
and services; 

 encourage appropriate in-migration and population 
retention; 

 improve the natural and built environment in urban 
and rural areas; 

is it likely to have significant adverse effects on them? 

Population, 
material 
assets, 
cultural 
heritage, 
landscape, 
human 
health, 
biodiversity / 
fauna / flora 

2 Promote 
safe and 
healthy 
living in the 
Outer 
Hebrides 

Is the aim/policy/proposal likely to significantly help to: 

 encourage healthy activities;  

 maintain the quality of the local environment (air, 
land and water); 

 promote a safe and secure environment; or 

is it likely to have significant adverse effects on them? 

Human 
health, 
biodiversity / 
fauna / flora 

3 Improve the Is the aim/policy/proposal likely to significantly help to:  Population, 

Table 6: SEA Objectives 
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 quality and 
liveability of 
settlements 

 respect settlement pattern and identity in ways that 
contribute to sustainable development;  

 promote good building design;  

 enhance the quality and range of open space in the 
main settlements; 

 regenerate degraded environments; 

 lessen the impact of coastal erosion; or 

is it likely to significantly damage or diminish character 
or townscape or its enjoyment and understanding?  

human 
health, 
material 
assets, 
cultural 
heritage, 
biodiversity, 
landscape, 
(water). 

4 Safeguard 
general 
landscape 
character 
and visual 
amenity 

Is the aim/policy/proposal likely to significantly help to: 

 enhance general landscape character;  

 safeguard locally important views and the visual 
amenity of areas; or 

is it likely to have significant adverse effects on them? 

Landscape, 
biodiversity, 
material 
assets, 
cultural 
heritage 

5 Enhance 
and promote 
the historic 
and cultural 
environment 

Is the aim/policy/proposal likely to significantly help to: 

 protect and, where appropriate, enhance the historic 
and cultural environments;  

 promote the understanding and enjoyment of the 
historic environment;  

or is it likely to have significant adverse effects on 
them? 

Population, 
material 
assets, 
cultural 
heritage 

6 Achieve 
effective 
stewardship 
of the 
Islands’ 
ecology 

Is the aim/policy/proposal likely to significantly help to 
protect, safeguard, enhance or restore: 

 priority habitats and species as defined in the LBAP;  

 Natura 2000 sites; 

 sites designated nationally, regionally and locally; 

 European protected species & other nationally 
protected species; 

 the  Outer Hebrides biodiversity; 

or is it likely to significantly damage or diminish them? 

Biodiversity / 
flora / fauna, 
landscape, 
(water) 

7 Protect and 
enhance the 
water 
environment 

Is the aim/policy/proposal likely to significantly help; 

 reduce pollution;  

 conserve groundwater/surface water resources; 

 ensure appropriate drainage infrastructure is in 
place; 

 minimise flood risk;  

 protect the marine and coastal environment;  

or is it likely to have significant adverse effects on 
them? 

(water), 
biodiversity / 
fauna / flora, 
human 
health, 
population, 
material 
assets, 
landscape 
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4          ASSESSMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECT & PROPOSED MITIGATIONMETHODS 
 
4.1 SEA Methodology 
 
4.1.1 SEA of the Outer Hebrides Core Path Plan is being carried out in-house, following the 

guidance provided in Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act 2005, and the SEA toolkit. 
 
4.1.2 Proposed Core Paths have been individually assessed. The environmental objectives and 

associated criteria used in assessing the Plan are listed in table 5, they follow those 
recommended in SEA planning guidance but have been adapted to reflect local 
circumstances and priorities (identified from Development Plan policies). Guidance 
provided by the Consultation Authorities in their responses to the Scoping Report as well as 
comments received during consultation on the draft Plan also informed the assessment 
process.  

 
4.1.3 The assessment process was carried by staff from a range of disciplines including planning, 

countryside access, biodiversity and economic development. 
 
4.2 Alternatives Considered 
 
4.2.1 The SEA Directive and the Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act require the 

Environmental Report to consider the impacts of alternatives to the proposed plan as part 
of the SEA.  There is no alternative to producing a Core Paths Plan, as production of the 
plan is a statutory requirement of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003.  However the 
development of the plan has been an iterative process during which a large number of 
possible routes has been considered for inclusion, through application of the criteria listed, 
as well as discussions with relevant parties.  Alternatives to the content and proposals 
contained within the Plan have therefore been considered as part of the Plan development. 

 
Selection Procedure 

 
4.2.2 The procedure adopted in preparing the draft Core Paths Plan is as follows: 
 
4.2.3 Though the approach was based on the Guide to Good Practice, it differs in that, because a 

range of information and public involvement had already taken place prior to the Core 
Paths Planning process regarding where people wish to walk, the initial maps were based 
on this information. 

 
4.2.4 A considerable amount of relevant information had already been obtained, as informal 

surveys of access users were conducted by the Western Isles Countryside Access Project 
in 2002/3 and by the Western Isles Countryside Access Programme in 2004/5 prior to 
commencing improvement works to paths.  Community Councils throughout the Outer 
Hebrides were also consulted for their view on what were likely to be important areas for 
access.  The information gathered to date has been entered onto computer using 
Countryside Access Management System software. 

 
4.2.5 Prior to commencing the Core Paths Planning process membership of the Western Isles 

Countryside Access Forum was reviewed and membership widened to ensure that a broad 
spectrum of views could be sought. The name was also changed to the Outer Hebrides 
Outdoor Access Forum following the naming convention used by other local authorities. 

4.2.6 Also the existing Outer Hebrides Countryside Access Strategy was reviewed and updated 
to reflect the changes in access legislation (a copy of the Strategy is available on the 
Comhairle’s countryside access web pages - http://www.cne-siar.gov.uk/access/access-
strategy.html 
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4.2.7 A preliminary analysis was made of the data which had been gathered to date and interim 
proposals were prepared.  These took the form of a series of maps prepared ‘in-house’ with 
potential routes drawn on them. 

 
4.2.8 Public consultations were carried out throughout the islands in 2007.  The consultations 

were in the form of open meetings, which took place in schools, libraries, community halls 
and hotels, where maps showing the paths and routes identified to date were made 
available for the public to comment.  A questionnaire was also available on the Comhairle 
website, this had four objectives: 

 To verify that community needs had been correctly understood and summarised. 

 To put forward a preliminary view on core paths, setting it in context of a wider path 
network. 

 To receive feedback and seek consensus so as to minimise objections when the Draft 
Plan is published. 

 To identify a potential route/routes for a future long distance ‘Outer Hebrides Way’ 

 
4.2.9 Following the informal consultation process, the large number of paths identified were 

reviewed and scored according to a set of criteria (below) which were developed after 
reviewing best practice adopted by other Scottish local authorities. 

 
4.2.10 All paths were screened against the Core Paths Plan objectives and this presented the 

opportunity to identify any environmental constraints at an early stage.  SNH and the Local 
Access Forum have been involved throughout the process by commenting and advising on 
individual routes.  No paths were rejected specifically on the grounds of environmental 
impact.  Many paths proposed during the consultation have been taken forward but some 
were rejected because they were not considered to serve any particular need which 
warranted core path designation. 

 
Core Path Selection Criteria 

 
4.2.11 The following criteria were used to select the draft paths for the Core Paths Plan from the 

wider path network in the Outer Hebrides: 
 

 Public Rights of Way (Seventeen in all - all designated as Core Paths) 

 Circular route (e.g. Loch Druidibeg NNR) 

 All abilities (e.g. Newmarket Gateway) 

 Strong cultural/historical/natural/landscape Importance: 

o Cultural (e.g. Postie/trade routes) 

o Historical (e.g. Barpa Langas Path) 

o Natural (e.g. Balranald) 

o Landscape (e.g. Boglass) 
 
4.3 Likely Evolution of the Environment without CPP 
 
4.3.1 The SEA process involves an assessment of the significant environmental effects of 

implementing the plan and an assessment of the evolution of the environment without the 
plan.  

 
4.3.2 As the proposed Core Paths have been identified from routes which already exists (or are 

under development), it is anticipated that in the absence of the CPP there would be no 
significant negative effects on the environment.   
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4.3.3 Although any increase in user rates is likely to be lower than under the plan, it is thought 
that the impact on the environment on the whole would be negligible. In the absence of the 
Plan, such paths may not be rated as highly in the development planning process and 
could be more liable to diversion, closure and redevelopment.  

 
4.4 Assessment Outcomes 
 
Table 6: Assessment Outcomes  

Path Name & Numbers SEA Objective 

Barra & Vatersay               

Beinn Tangabhal, Barra (24) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Beul a Bhealeach, Barra PROW (13, 63) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Borgh, Barra PROW (35) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Vatersay Circular (43, 69) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

South Uist & Eriskay               

Hecla, Beinn Corradail, Beinn Mhor Mountain Route (10, 71) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Lasgair to Caolais Stulaigh, South Uist PROW (16, 17, 70) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Long Distance Machair Route (Part 1 – Smeircleit to Rubha Aird a Mhuile), South Uist - 
PROW (7, 8, 9, 54, 55, 73, 74, 75) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Long Distance Machair Route (Part 2 – Rubha Aird a Mhuile – Aird a Mhachair), South 
Uist - PROW (50, 52, 72, 77, 78) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Track to Beinn Stac, Eriskay - PROW (23) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Benbecula               

Griminish – Nunton PROW, Benbecula (61) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Market Stance to Roisinis and Scaraileod, Benbecula PROW (62, 63, 64, 65) + + 0 0 0 0 0 

Torlum - Griminish + + 0 0 0 0 0 

North Uist               

Baleshare Circular Coastal Route, North Uist - (32) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Balranald RSPB Reserve Route, North Uist - (4) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Berneray Circular - North Uist (25) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Paible Coastal Route, North Uist - (10) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Udal Peninsula Route, North Uist - (2, 3) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Harris               

An Cliseam, Harris (39) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Borghasdal – Roghadal PROW, Harris (25) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Huisinis Circular, Harris (19, 25, 60) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Miabhaig to Bhiogiadail (34, 35, 36, 37) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Seilebost – Aird Mhighe Circular, PROW, Harris (25) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Urgha – Maraig Route, PROW, Harris (15) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Urgha – Reinigeadal Route, PROW, Harris (1, 3, 12, 40) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Uuige – Tamanabhaigh, Harris (72) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Lewis 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Butt of Lewis East Coast Path, Lewis (7, 8, 9, 10, 18, 33, 35, 36, 38, 39, 55, 56) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Butt of Lewis West Coast Path, Lewis (4, 5, 22, 24) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 
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Great Bernera Circular, Lewis (22, 74) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Lewis Castle Grounds Path Network, Lewis (3, 4, 5, 9, 14, 17, 18, 20, 28) 0 + 0 0 0 0 0 

Na Gearrannan to Bragar coastal path, Lewis (54, 65) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Uuige – Tamanabhaigh, Lewis (72) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
4.5 Key Findings and Proposed Mitigation Measures 
 
4.5.1 Detailed assessment of individual proposed core paths has concluded that no ‘significant 

negative’ environmental impacts are anticipated as a result on implementing the Core Path 
Plan. The majority of impacts are assessed to be neutral although a number of significant 
positive impacts (mainly relating to population and human health) have been identified.  

 
4.5.2 As the Core Paths are a consolidation of existing tracks and routes, any physical works 

relating to the adoption of the Core Path Plan are anticipated to be minor (e.g. maintenance 
of signage).   

 
4.5.3 The adoption of the Core Path Plan will led to increased promotion of the paths themselves 

as they will be referenced in future issues of ordnance survey maps and the next local 
development plan. This may result in increased usage which could put environmental 
resources at risk from erosion and disturbance.  However, in general it was assessed that 
the impact would be minimal due to the user numbers anticipated and the fact that the 
public already enjoy relatively unrestricted access to a large proportion of land in the Outer 
Hebrides.   

 
4.5.4 The increase in walking, cycling and riding as a result of promotion of the Core Path 

Network is likely to encourage healthy outdoor activity and foster appreciation of the cultural 
and landscape value of the area. It was assessed that this would result in increased health 
and welfare benefits to the participants and would reduce the adverse effects of motorised 
forms of transport.  

 
4.5.5 The very small magnitude of impacts predicted to arise from the development of the CPP is 

not likely to cause any significant cumulative impacts following implementation of the Plan, 
Also, because there are no construction elements to the proposed Plan, the potential for 
cumulative impacts with unrelated developments is not considered further.  

 
4.5.6 Using the environmental baseline data, the Core Path Plan has been considered as a 

whole in the context of the SEA topics, as summarized in table 7 below.  
  

Table 7: Key Findings and Mitigation  
 

Topics Comments  Mitigation  

Biodiversity, 
Flora  and 
Fauna 

The Core Paths Plan does not provide any 
physical interventions except signage and 
therefore it is not expected that any adverse 
change is likely to occur to the biodiversity of the 
Outer Hebrides as a result of plan adoption  

In the long term, if funding becomes available 
some routes may be upgraded, but this would be 
following a thorough baseline survey (see 
Monitoring) and any potential impacts would be 
assessed prior to carrying out any work.   

Harm to habitats and species could potentially 
be prevented by adoption of the Plan with 
visitors being directed towards managed paths 

A baseline survey of all the 
Core Paths in the Outer 
Hebrides will be carried out by 
the Comhairle Outdoor Access 
Manager.   

Plans to upgrade routes in the 
future will be thoroughly 
assessed for potential 
environmental impacts prior to 
work being carried out.  
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and away from sensitive areas; however it is 
most likely that the biodiversity will be 
unchanged.  

The designation and enhancement of paths may 
result in their increased use in the future but this 
is always likely to be constrained in the Outer 
Hebrides by geographical constraints.    

Water The main activity involving water in the Outer 
Hebrides is angling, and the establishment of the 
Core Paths Network is likely to have minimal or 
no effect on this.  

A number of existing ‘agricultural’ tracks cross 
flood risk areas, however these tracks are 
primarily used by crofters to access agricultural 
areas. If these tracks are damaged by flooding, 
they will be repaired by the crofting townships as 
part of everyday crofting activity. There are no 
new paths proposed crossing flood risk areas.  

Any extensions / or new routes 
will take account of appropriate 
guidance regarding Flood Risk. 

Population 
and Human 
Health 

The promotion of the Core Paths Network, both 
as a recreational resource and to improve and 
facilitate non-motorised transit should increase 
the number of residents and visitors using a 
mode of transport that involves a level of physical 
activity.   

Without the Plan, fewer people are likely to walk 
or cycle and this may have a minor impact on the 
health of the population. 

Following publication of the 
Core Path Plan, the Comhairle 
will encourage promotion of the 
Core Path Network and will 
ensure that opportunities to 
provide educational 
interpretation (including 
replacement / installation of 
signage) will encourage 
responsible enjoyment.  

Material 
Assets and 
Cultural 
Heritage 

The adoption of some core paths may restrict or 
alter the form of development that would 
otherwise be permitted on the route of a path.  
However the CPP has been developed in 
consultation with landowners and stakeholders 
to ensure that the potential for conflict of interest 
to arise over land-use is minimized.  

It has already been noted that the area is rich in 
archaeological remains, much of which remains 
undiscovered particularly on moorland areas.  

Before commencing any new 
path work or upgrades to 
existing paths the Comhairle 
archaeologist will be consulted 
regarding the possible 
necessity for an on-site 
archaeologist during path 
excavations. 

Landscape The main influence on the landscape of the 
Outer Hebrides is likely to continue to be from 
housing development.  This is unlikely to be 
effected by the adoption of the Core Paths Plan 
although the protection of designated routes may 
alter the form and exact footprint of future 
development in the vicinity of core paths. 

The Core Path Plan will be 
incorporated into the next Local 
Development Plan and in future 
land use planning 
considerations.   

 
4.6 Monitoring  
 
4.6.1 It is proposed that during 2009 a baseline survey of all the Core Paths in the Outer 

Hebrides will be carried out by the Comhairle Outdoor Access Manager.  This will involve 
gathering detailed data and photographic records in the field using a GPS data logger, all of 
which will be downloaded to and collated in the Countryside Access Management System. 
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4.6.2 Following the initial baseline survey, paths will be similarly re-surveyed every three years 
and changes and required works noted in CAMS.  Any amendments and changes to the 
Core Path Network would be made in accordance with the requirements of the Local 
Development Plan. 

 
4.6.3 Extensive environmental baseline monitoring is being carried out annually under the current 

Western Isles Development Plan, in accordance with SEA requirements. The impact of the 
CPP will be a consideration in future evaluations of environmental trends as the CPP will be 
integrated into the next local development plan which is currently in preparation.   

 
4.7 Next Steps 
 

Formal Adoption of the Core Paths Plan 
 
4.7.1 Strategic Environmental Assessment has been an integral part of the CPP preparation 

process.  This Environmental Report is the outcome of the Strategic Environmental 
Assessment. 

 
4.7.2 Once the Draft Plan has been published it must be made widely available for members of 

the public for at least 12 weeks.  This is planned to take place early in 2009. The 
consultation process on the Environmental Report will be carried out at the same time.  A 
Public Notice will be published in the local press stating that the plan is available for 
inspection and giving a closing date for objections.  The Draft Plan and Environmental 
Report will also be available to view on the Comhairle web site.  Scottish Natural Heritage 
and all stakeholders that have been involved in the preparation of the plan will be contacted 
directly. 

 
4.7.3 Any objections or representations made during this process will be analysed and objections 

assessed and resolved by negotiation where possible. 
 
4.7.4 Objections which cannot be resolved by negotiation may go to an Inquiry and Scottish 

Ministers would issue a direction after the reporter concludes the Inquiry (a process similar 
to that for Local Plans). 

 
4.7.5 At this stage the Plan will again be reported to the Comhairle so that it can be formally 

adopted.  The procedure thereafter is clearly detailed in the Guidance.  The Comhairle 
should: 

 Give public notice of the Plan’s adoption in the form specified 

 Compile a list of core paths 

 Keep the Plan, any maps it refers to, and the core paths list available for free 
inspection and sale at reasonable cost 

 Send a copy of these documents to Scottish Ministers. 
  

4.7.6 Finally, the adopted Core Paths Plan will be incorporated into the next Local Development 
Plan.   
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