
  

Wick Harbour Authority 
February 2025 

 

WICK HARBOUR AUTHORITY  
 
SUPPORTING DOCUMENT FOR PLOUGH DREDGE LICENCE APPLICATION 
 

 

 

 

1. Introduction  

Wick Harbour Authority is a statutory harbour authority and Trust Port located in Wick, 

Caithness.  Harbour traffic comprises  fishing, leisure, Crew Transfer Vessels for offshore wind, 

workboat, survey vessels and cargo vessels of up to 90m  in length, carrying cargo of up to 

3500 tonnes.  

Dredging last took place in 2018. A 3year licence Maintenance Dredging Licence was obtained 

in 2019.  No dredging was undertaken during the licence tenure due to Covid and due to the 

firm contracted to undertake the dredging works going into receivership.   

Recent bathymetric surveys during 2023 and 2024 have revealed that navigable depths are 

severely compromised, placing significant restrictions on harbour operations. Following a 

review of the harbour’s Navigational Risk Assessment, Wick Harbour Authority as Statutory 

Harbour Authority have identified that an urgent small scale plough dredge is required to  

• ensure continued safe navigation for all users 

• mitigate potential adverse impacts on harbour trade 
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To restore navigable depths,  we propose to remove a ‘bar’ of sediment that has accumulated 

in the Wick River Harbour Navigation Channel by plough dredge method as identified in this 

document. The sediment bar accumulates when spate conditions carry material from Wick 

River which exits into Wick Bay.  

                                                                                                                                                                         

This document describes the proposed dredging activity, the material to be dredged, and 

includes a Best Practicable Environmental Option (BPEO) Statement explaining why a full 

BPEO may not be required for this proposed activity. We also evaluate policy considerations 

and the ecology near to the dredge site.  

 

2. Description of proposed dredging activity  

The area to be levelled by plough dredge comprises a ‘bar’ of accumulated material in the 

Wick River Harbour Navigation channel. The volume of material to be plough dredged is 

approximately  3000m3 (4800 wet tonnes), to achieve a uniform minimum depth of -3.7m 

below Chart Datum. The plough dredge will re-distribute material from the high points to 

deeper areas within harbour jurisdiction.   A dredge plough will be fitted to the stern of a multicat 

workboat and using a series of winch wires, the plough will be lowered to the suitable depth.  

The plough will pass over the area of concern until reaching the target depth. It is anticipated 

that the work will take no longer than 7-10 days weather permitting.  The plough dredging 

activity is scheduled for Q3 2025 or earlier if approval is granted sooner.  

 

2.1 Sampling and Analysis 

In conformance with the Pre-Disposal Dredge Sampling Guidance ( Marine Scotland 2017) 

three samples were obtained in 2024 from the undernoted locations.  

 

Sample 1    Sample 2   Sample 3  

58 ̊ 26'.44 N   58 ̊ 26'.44 N  58 ̊ 26 '. 42N 

003 ̊ 04 '. 74W   003 ̊ 04 '. 79W  003 ̊ 04 '. 76W 
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The samples were taken from locations representing the geographical spread of material on 

the “bar”.  

The three samples were analysed by SOCOTEC UK Limited in 2024 who offer UKAS 

accredited tests in  

In addition to UKAS accreditation, SOCOTEC has over a decade of proven performance in 

the Quality Assurance for Marine Environmental Monitoring (QUASIMEME) scheme. These 

qualifications provide assurance of the technical competence of SOCOTEC’s testing 

laboratory to undertake a comprehensive array of analyses. The SOCOTEC Marine Sediment 

analytical services are approved by all UK and Ireland regulators for dredging disposal 

applications, with all results conforming to Marine Management Organisation (MMO), Marine 

Scotland, Natural Resource Wales (NRW), Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural 

Affairs (DAERA - Northern Ireland) and Marine Institute (Republic of Ireland Regulations).   

 

2.2   Material to be dredged  

 

Physical characteristics 

Three samples were obtained April 2024 from the locations and results indicate that the 

material comprises :  

Sample 1   Sand 82.75%, Gravel 13.01% and Silt 4.24% 

Sample 2   Sand 98.49%, Gravel 0.09% and Silt 1.43% 

Sample 3   Sand 98.16%, Gravel 0.27% and Silt 1.57% 

 

Chemical Characteristics /Trace Metals  

 

See separate Socotec Sampling Results documents  
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3. BPEO Statement 

 

 

 

Section 34 of the Environmental Protection Act 1990 (as amended) makes it a duty to take all 

measures available as are reasonable in the circumstances to apply the waste hierarchy set 

out in Article 4(1) of the Waste Directive. The waste hierarchy ranks waste management 

options according to the best environmental outcome taking into consideration the lifecycle of 

the material. In its simplest form, the waste hierarchy gives top priority to preventing waste. 

When waste is created, it gives priority to reuse, then recycling, then other recovery, and last 

of all disposal (i.e. landfill). 

The preferred dredging method is to use a plough box mounted on a small tug  to move 

material from the bar at the harbour entrance into deeper water in Wick Bay which is  within 

harbour jurisdiction.  Further information on the dredging method is provided in the generic 

Dredging Method Statement which has been submitted with the marine licence application. A 

specific Method Statement for the Wick River Harbour Navigation Channel Plough Dredge will 

be provided once a contract has been awarded post granting of a marine licence.  

The plough dredging method eliminates the requirement for ‘disposal’ as material will be 

redistributed from the harbour navigation channel to a deeper area in Wick Bay within harbour 

jurisdiction. All other dredging options would involve mechanical removal of the dredged 

material with a requirement for disposal at sea in the sea disposal dumping ground.  As such, 

it is possible to conclude without a detailed assessment of all potential disposal options that 

plough dredging to retain material within the harbour area is the BPEO as it eliminates the 

requirement for disposal.  
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4. Legislation  

The following pieces of legislation have been identified and evaluated during the application 

process for a marine licence for this plough dredging activity.  

Marine planning matters in Scotland's inshore waters are governed by the Marine (Scotland) 

Act 2010. A requirement of the Act is that Scottish Ministers must prepare and adopt a National 

Marine Plan covering Scottish inshore waters. The Scottish National Marine Plan (2015) 

covers both Scottish inshore waters (out to 12 nautical miles) and offshore waters (12 to 200 

nautical miles). Sustainable development and use is presented as an overarching general 

planning principle of The Scottish National Marine Plan (2015).  

 

The General Policies and Objectives are considered necessary to achieve sustainable 

development and use,  and they have been evaluated during the application process for plough 

dredging of the Wick River Harbour Navigation Channel.  

 

 

 

GEN 2 – Economic Benefits  

Sustainable development and use which provides economic benefit to Scottish 

communities is encouraged when consistent with the objectives and policies of 

this Plan 

 

The plough dredging works will ensure continued safe navigation for all users and 

mitigate potential adverse impacts on harbour trade.  This will ensure Wick Harbour 

can continue to attract cargo traffic supporting onshore and offshore wind, oil related 

industries, general cargo and other related business growth.  

 

GEN 3 – Social Benefits 

Sustainable development and use which provides social benefits is encouraged 

when consistent with the objectives and policies of this Plan 

Wick Harbour is located within an area of deprivation as detailed within the Scottish 

Multiple Index of Deprivation.  Plough dredging Wick Harbour Navigation Channel will 

allow harbour business to continue, existing jobs to be retained and crucially wider 

social benefits arising from possible job creation, apprenticeships and training. A wide 

range of supply chain businesses are located close to the harbour and within the local 

area.  The harbour activities feed directly into the supply chain with associated social 

effects of increased wealth, improved quality of life and health and well-being.   
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GEN 4 – Co-existence  

Proposals which enable coexistence with other development sectors and 

activities within the Scottish marine area are encouraged in planning and 

decision making processes, when consistent with policies and objectives of this 

Plan. 

Wick Harbour Authority is used by a wide range of marine related industries which 

co-exist such as fishing, leisure, offshore renewables, onshore renewables, oil 

related fabrication . The plough dredging works will ensure that this co-existence may 

continue.  

GEN 5 – Climate Change  

Marine planners and decision makers must act in the way best calculated to 

mitigate, and adapt to, climate change. 

 

The plough dredging works are of a small scale and we consider that they will not  

impact climate change in an adverse way.  

 

GEN 8 – Coastal Process and Flooding  

Developments and activities in the marine environment should be resilient to 

coastal change and flooding, and not have unacceptable adverse impact on 

coastal processes or contribute to coastal flooding. 

 

The plough dredging campaign brings the  River Harbour Navigation Channel back to 

within a safe navigable state.  This will not result in any coastal change or additional 

flood risk.  

 

GEN 9 – Natural Heritage   

Development and use of the marine environment must: 

(a) Comply with legal requirements for protected areas and protected species 

(b) Not result in significant impact on the national status of Priority Marine 

Features. 

(c) Protect and, where appropriate, enhance the health of the marine area. 

 

No Priority Marine Features are found within the area where the plough dredging works 

are planned.  The dredge site is located within Wick Bay, it is nearby the East Caithness 

Cliffs Special Protection Area (SPA) and 2.7km east of the Noss Head Marine 

Protected Area.   Early engagement with NatureScot suggests that potential impacts 

on the conservation objectives of the (SPA) & (MPA) are unlikely to result in adverse 

effects on protected species or their habitats, due to the location of the works and the 

short term nature of the plough dredge activity. This will be further explored in Section 

5 
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GEN 13 Noise: Development and use in the marine environment should avoid 

significant adverse effects of man-made noise and vibration, especially on species 

sensitive to such effects. 

 

The plough dredging method will create minimal noise.  

 

 

 

In consideration of this application, we have reviewed Chapter 11 and Chapter 13 of 

The Scottish National Marine Plan (2015) and present the information below.  

 

Chapter 11 Objective 2  

Economic benefits from offshore wind, wave and tidal energy developments 

maximised by securing a competitive local supply chain in Scotland. 

 

Chapter 11 Objective 5  

Contribute to achieving the renewables target to generate electricity equivalent 

to 100% of Scotland`s gross annual electricity consumption from renewables 

sources by 2020.  

 

Wick Harbour Authority is an important Scottish Port in the growing offshore 

renewables industry. We are home to an Operations and Maintenance Base and our 

facilities are used by various companies within the offshore wind supply chain.  A 

number of local supply chain firms are located at Wick Harbour and within the wider 

Caithness area. The plough dredging works will enable safe navigation for larger 

vessels accessing the harbour and allow Wick Harbour Authority to continue to provide 

services to this industry helping to contribute to the renewables targets as set by 

government.  

 

Chapter 13 Objective 1 

Safeguarded access to ports and harbours and navigational safety. 

 

Chapter 13 Objective 2  

Sustainable growth and development of ports and harbours as a competitive 

sector, maximising their potential to facilitate cargo movement, passenger 

movement and support other sectors. 

 

Wick Harbour is a Statutory Harbour Authority.  The proposed works will ensure 

continued safe navigable access to Wick River Harbour for all users.  Navigable depths 

are severely compromised, placing significant restrictions on harbour operations 

therefore these proposed works will help mitigate potential adverse impacts on harbour 

business.  These works will enable Wick Harbour to continue current operations, but 

crucially provides us with the opportunity to attract new business and therefore, the 

potential for increased harbour revenue and growth.   
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Chapter 13 Marine Planning Policies TRANSPORT 1 

Navigational safety in relevant areas used by shipping now and in the future will 

be protected, adhering to the rights of innocent passage and freedom of 

navigation contained in UN Convention on the Law of the Sea ( UNCLOS). The 

following factors will be taken into account when reaching decisions regarding 

development and use: 

 

Wick Harbour is a Statutory Harbour Authority.  These proposed works will ensure 

continued safe navigable access to Wick River Harbour for all users. 

 

As detailed in the Port Marine Safety Code Guide to Good Practice Section 7 

Conservancy , “a harbour authority has a duty to conserve the harbour so that 

it is reasonably fit for use as a port, and a duty of reasonable care to see that the 

harbour is in a fit condition for a vessel to use it” . 

 

Conservancy involves a number of functions, which include: hydrography;  publishing 

and display of survey and navigation information; dredging; maintaining aids to 

navigation;  managing wrecks; and regulating construction works. 

 

Chapter 13 Marine Planning Policies TRANSPORT 4 

Maintenance, repair and sustainable development of port and harbour facilities 

in support of other sectors should be supported in marine planning and decision 

making. 

Wick Harbour Authority is used by a wide range of marine related industries which 

co-exist such as fishing, leisure, offshore renewables, onshore renewables, oil 

related fabrication . The plough dredging works will ensure that this co-existence will 

continue.  

 

Chapter 13 Marine Planning Policies  TRANSPORT 6 

Marine planners and decision makers and developers should ensure displacement 

of shipping is avoided where possible to mitigate against potential increased 

journey lengths (and associated fuel costs, emissions and impact on journey 

frequency) and potential impacts on other users and ecologically sensitive areas . 

 

Failure to undertake plough dredging of the Wick River Harbour Navigation Channel 

will result in vessel traffic having to displace to other ports resulting in longer transit 

times and increased fuel costs and negative impacts on climate change and ecological 

habitat. It would also mean failure to comply with the Port Marine Safety Code 

conservancy obligations.  
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5. Ecological Considerations & Ecological Statement 

 
Protected Sites  

 

East Caithness Cliff Special Area Conservation (SAC) 

East Caithness Cliffs Special Protection Area (SPA) 

East Caithness Cliffs Marine Protected Area (MPA) (NC) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dredge site located in Wick Bay, within the jurisdiction of Wick Harbour Authority 

a Statutory Harbour Authority, lies near to the East Caithness Cliffs Special 

Conservation Area (SAC), the East Caithness Cliffs Special Protection Area (SPA), 

protected for its breeding seabirds and peregrine, and the East Caithness Cliffs Marine 

Protected Area (MPA), protected for its black guillemots.   The proposal has the 

potential to impact birds associated with the SAC/SPA/MPA by changes to sediment 

suspension and disturbance from works.  Species most sensitive to changes in water 

quality include cormorant, razorbill, shag and black guillemot.  
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Conservation Objectives for East Caithness Cliffs Special Protection Area 

 

To avoid deterioration of the habitats of the qualifying species (listed below) or 

significant disturbance to the qualifying species, thus ensuring that the integrity of the 

site is maintained; and To ensure for the qualifying species that the following are 

maintained in the long term 

 

• Population of the species as a viable component of the site  

• Distribution of the species within site 

• Distribution and extent of habitats supporting the species 

• Structure, function and supporting processes of habitats supporting the species 

• No significant disturbance of the species  

 

Qualifying Species:  

• Cormorant (Phalacrocorax carbo)*  

• Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis)*  

• Great black-backed gull (Larus marinus)*  

• Guillemot (Uria aalge)  

• Herring gull (Larus argentatus) 

 • Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla)  

• Peregrine (Falco peregrinus) 

 • Razorbill (Alca torda) 

 • Shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis)  

• Seabird assemblage 

The plough dredging method pulls sediment across the seabed unlike a grab method 

of dredging which lifts sediments through the water.  As the plough is moving in deeper 

water sediment disturbance is minimised, thus reducing the risk of smothering 

sensitive receptors.  

The following mitigation methods will be adopted during the project : 

Lower plough in small steps By carrying out the ploughing activity in small depth 

increment steps (circa 0.1m increments) it reduces the risk of the plough box filling up 

and material being released over the back of the box if overfilled. By limiting the depth 

of cut on each pass it also reduces the thrust required by the plough to pull the plough 

through the dredge area. 

Plan the ploughing lines By planning the ploughing lines based on the capacity of 

the plough the risk of overfilling can be prevented and the need to use excessive thrust 

is minimised. 

Minimise required thrust from the tug  As the plough is mounted over the stern of 

the vessel it is close to the propulsion system of the tug. By minimising the depth of 

cut of the plough, or overfilling, the propulsion thrust necessary can be minimised. This 

will minimise the risk of the propeller wash disturbing the material contained in the 

plough or the disturbed seabed in the dredge area. 

Have an accurate navigation system on the tug  By having an accurate navigation 

system on the tug the dredging operation can be carefully controlled and carried out in 

the most efficient manner with all dredging being targeted in the required dredge area 
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Provision of accurate tide/height information By having access to accurate water 

level height the dredging can be targeted accurately to only those areas where 

dredging is required. It will also enable to plough blade to be set to the required level 

hence minimising the risk of over cut or over dredge 

Due to the short term nature and location of the works and the mitigation measures 

we will put in place to minimise dredging impacts,  we believe that these works would 

not constitute a significant disturbance to the qualifying species and are unlikely to 

result in adverse effects on the East Caithness Cliffs SPA/MPA  or significant risk to 

the conservation objectives of the East Caithness Cliffs SPA/MPA.  

 

 Noss Head Marine Marine Protected Area (MPA) 
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The proposed dredging location site is in Wick Bay which is approximately 1.5 miles 

south west to the nearest point of the Noss Head Marine Protected Area, protected for 

its Horse Mussel beds. 

 

 

Conservation Objectives for Noss Head Marine Protected Area  

The Conservation Objectives of the Noss Head MPA, are that the protected features: 

• so far as already in favourable condition, remain in such condition;  

• so far as not already in favourable condition, be brought into such condition, and 

remain in such condition. 

 “Favourable condition”, with respect to a marine habitat, means that: a) its extent is 

stable or increasing; and b) its structures and functions, its quality, and the composition 

of its characteristic biological communities are such as to ensure that it is in a condition 

which is healthy and not deteriorating. In paragraph (b) the reference to the 

composition of the characteristic biological communities of a marine habitat includes a 

reference to the diversity and abundance of species of marine flora and fauna forming 

part of, or inhabiting, that habitat. Any temporary deterioration in condition is to be 

disregarded if the habitat is sufficiently healthy and resilient to enable its recovery from 

such deterioration. For the purpose of determining whether a protected feature is in 

favourable condition any alteration to that feature brought about entirely by natural 

processes is to be disregarded. 

Horse Mussels are highly sensitive to sedimentation.  However, given the separation 

distance and that Wick Bay is quite shallow, it is likely that the majority of sediment will 

have deposited to the seabed before it reaches the protected areas of known Horse 

Mussel beds. 
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Tidal flow within Wick Bay is negligible due to its topography. The bay is enclosed 

bounded by North Head and South Head.  

 

The tidal flow runs across the mouth of the bay north to south, south to north,  rather 

than east to west, west to east. Outwith the bay tidal currents are much stronger.  

Previous tidal flow analysis in 2019 of travel of sediment from the licenced offshore 

Disposal Site demonstrated that there were only 2 hours of tide which had the potential 

to impinge on the MPA and then, only on a spring tide.  Given that the location of the 

works are within Wick Bay which has negligible tidal flow and is further from the MPA 

than the offshore disposal site, we believe that any potential impact from these works 

are negligible.   

Strong easterly gales with waves up to 8m and above can develop in the bay. This 

causes mass movement of sand within the bay which is a natural phenomenon, and 

creates greater sediment suspension than what will be seen as a result of plough 

dredging. Mitigation measures will be implemented to reduce any adverse effects. 
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The plough dredging method drags sediment across the seabed unlike a grab method 

of dredging which lifts sediments through the water.  As the plough is moving in deeper 

water sediment disturbance is minimised, thus reducing the risk of smothering 

sensitive receptors.  

The following mitigation methods will be adopted during the project : 

Lower plough in small steps By carrying out the ploughing activity in small depth 

increment steps (circa 0.1m increments) it reduces the risk of the plough box filling up 

and material being released over the back of the box if overfilled. By limiting the depth 

of cut on each pass it also reduces the thrust required by the plough to pull the plough 

through the dredge area. 

Plan the ploughing lines By planning the ploughing lines based on the capacity of 

the plough the risk of overfilling can be prevented and the need to use excessive thrust 

is minimised. 

Minimise required thrust from the tug  As the plough is mounted over the stern of 

the vessel it is close to the propulsion system of the tug. By minimising the depth of 

cut of the plough, or overfilling, the propulsion thrust necessary can be minimised. This 

will minimise the risk of the propeller wash disturbing the material contained in the 

plough or the disturbed seabed in the dredge area. 

Have an accurate navigation system on the tug  By having an accurate navigation 

system on the tug the dredging operation can be carefully controlled and carried out in 

the most efficient manner with all dredging being targeted in the required dredge area 

Provision of accurate tide/height information By having access to accurate water 

level height the dredging can be targeted accurately to only those areas where 

dredging is required. It will also enable to plough blade to be set to the required level 

hence minimising the risk of over cut or over dredge 

Due to the short term nature and location of the works, and the mitigation measures 

we will put in place to minimise impacts, we believe that these works are unlikely to 

result in adverse effects or significant risk to the conservation objectives of the Noss 

Head MPA.  

 

Full details on the sites described above, including their conservation objectives, can 

be found on SiteLink at: https://sitelink.nature.scot/home.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://sitelink.nature.scot/home
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 Atlantic Salmon 

Wick River, known also as River Wick,  has its source at the confluence of Scouthal 

Burn and Strath Burn near Achingale Mill  Watten. Wick River runs through Wick River 

Harbour and flows into Wick Bay.  

Salmon Smolts migrate from river to sea during late April and May. Dredging will not 

be taking place during this period.  The impact on returning adult salmon will be 

minimal, if any at all, due to the small area being plough dredged.  There will be short 

periods of time when sand could be suspended within the immediate area of dredging 

but this would quickly settle.   As the dredging activity is very localised, fish will move 

to areas of cleaner water if disturbed. Evidence suggests that salmon enter the river 

during the hours of darkness when water flows are low.   Dredging works will not take 

place during such hours.    

Marine Mammals & Ornithology 

Wick Harbour Authority have considered and evaluated the potential adverse impacts 

plough dredging vessel movements may have on marine mammals and bird life at the 

location of the works. Given that vessels normally transit through the area on a daily 

basis, disturbance to bird life and marine mammals is unlikely.  As the plough dredge 

vessel will be moving slowly it is very unlikely that any marine mammal will be 

physically injured. In addition, the vessel crew will be asked to keep a watch for any 

signs of marine mammal activity in the vicinity and avoid encroaching on the area.   
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