
Edinburgh shoreline is a SSSI
What is a Site of Special Scientific Interest 
and why does it matter?



What is a SSS1 ?

 A Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) is a formal 
conservation status given to an area which is of 
special interest because of its fauna, flora or 
geological or physiological features.

 In other words, these areas have extremely high 
conservation value.

 SSSIs are designated by an official authority. In 
Scotland it is Scottish Natural Heritage.

 SSSIs contain important habitats such as coastline, 
grasslands, parkland and woodland with some 
containing ancient woodland and ancient trees.

Info in this pack was obtained from a Scottish Natural Heritage Site 

Management Statement 



The Firth of Forth is a SSSI
The Firth of Forth Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) covers the full coastline 
stretching from Alloa along the Fife coast as far as Crail and along the Falkirk 
and Lothian coast to Dunbar. This includes the full Edinburgh shoreline.

The site is important for the variety of coastal habitats which are found. 
The estuary west of the Forth Bridges contains extensive invertebrate-rich 
intertidal mudflats which provide feeding grounds for nationally and 
internationally important numbers of wintering and migratory birds. Most of 
these are waders but there are also large numbers of wildfowl, particularly 
shelduck and pink-footed geese. 

Behind these mudflats are often saltmarshes which, as well as supporting 
scarce plants, also provide feeding and roosting for birds.



The natural SSSI environments in the 

Firth of Forth
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The estuary area has some saline 
lagoons, which are uncommon in 
south east Scotland. These were 
found to be in favourable
condition during assessments in 
2004 and 2008 but is showing a 
gradual decline in condition due 
to the presence of an active 
culvert which was affecting the 
fresh/saline water.

Sand dunes have developed behind many Firth 
beaches. These support several uncommon and fragile 
plant communities, including grasslands and lichen 

habitats. Several bird species nest here. They are 
currently considered to be in unfavourable-declining 
condition due to a variety of habitat issues - overgrazing, 
scrub encroachment and invasive species. 

Botanically rich grasslands 
containing nationally and 
locally rare plant species 
can be found all around the 
Forth. These vary from those 
on sand dunes to those 
found on clifftops. Maritime 
cliff grassland and lowland 
neutral grassland are 
notified features; both are 
currently considered to be in 
unfavourable condition for a 
number of reasons, including 
lack of grazing, scrub 
encroachment, and a lack 
of certain desirable indicator 
species present. Some of the 
coastal grasslands in Fife 
have small numbers of the 

nationally scarce northern 
brown argus butterfly. 

Intertidal mudflats 
usually support a 
large population of 
wildlife, and are a 
key habitat that 
allows tens of 
millions of migratory 
shorebirds to 
migrate from 
breeding sites in 
the northern 
hemisphere to non-

breeding areas in 
the southern 

hemisphere. Most 

of these are waders 
but there are also 
large numbers of 
wildfowl, 
particularly 
shelduck and 
pink-footed geese. 

Behind mudflats are often
saltmarshes which, as well as 
supporting scarce plants and 
providing feeding and 
roosting grounds for birds, are 
also a natural coastal 
defence, absorbing the 
impact of waves. 



How well is bird life supported?

Ringed Plover
Golden Eye

Great Crested 

Grebe Common Scoter Knot

Long Tailed Duck

More work is needed to better support these bird species

BIRDS WITH UNFAVOURABLE STATUS

BIRDS WITH FAVOURABLE STATUS
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Good progress has been made supporting these bird’s species
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And it is important 
geologically

Over three million years ago,  

the Forth lay at the edge of a 

tropical sea. 

The SSSI recognises the 

importance of the shoreline's 

rich geology from the oil 

bearing shales of South 

Queensferry to the fossil 

creatures of Wardie Bay and  

the Granton foreshore. 



Let’s look at Leith as an example

ENVIRONMENTAL BASELINE - Biodiversity, flora and fauna 

Imperial Dock Lock - Largest colony of breeding common tern in Forth, and one of largest colonies in UK.

Firth of Forth - Species include wintering populations of Red-Throated Diver, Slavonian Grebe, Golden Plover and 

Bartailed Godwit. Post-breeding (passage) population of Sandwich Tern, wintering populations of Pink-footed 

Goose, Shelduck, Knot, Redshank, Bartailed Godwit and Turnstone. Internationally important post-breeding 

concentration of Sandwich Tern, and winter peak mean of 95,000 waterfowl, comprising 45,000 wildfowl and 

50,000 waders.

Forth Islands - Populations of Arctic Tern, Roseate Tern, Common Tern and Sandwich Tern. Migratory species 

including Northern Gannet, European Shag, Lesser Black-Backed Gull and Atlantic Puffin. The site regularly 

supports 90,000 seabirds including 

Razorbill, Common Guillemot, 

Black-Legged Kittiwake, Herring Gull, 

Great Cormorant, Northern Gannet

Lesser Black-Backed Gull, European 

Shag, Atlantic Puffin, Northern Fulmar, 

Arctic Tern, Common Tern, Roseate 

Tern and Sandwich Tern.

Population

Population – 18,500 approximately 

(Leith Ward). Residential developments 

within 1km of the site.

Water and marine environment 

‘Moderate’ Ecological Status

NRIP Site Boundary

Air Quality Management Area

Designated bathing waters

Grade A listed buildings

Scheduled monuments

Conservation areas

Site of Special Scientific Interest

Special Area of Conservation

Special Protection Areas

National Scenic Areas

Shellfish growing waters

Coast flood map – 200 years

River flooding map – 200 years

Gardens and landscapes



Ongoing Management Objectives ……

Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) wish to work with the owners and occupiers to 
protect the Firth of Forth and to maintain and, where necessary, enhance its 
features of special interest. SNH aims to carry out site survey, monitoring and 
research as appropriate to increase their knowledge and understanding of 
the site and its natural features and to monitor the effectiveness of any 
management. 

The objectives for ongoing management are:

❑ To maintain the populations of birds for which the Firth of Forth is 
internationally and/or nationally important. 

❑ To maintain the area in a favourable condition to allow for the 
continued feeding, resting, roosting and breeding of all the key bird 
species which use the area. 

❑ To maintain and enhance the habitat, botanical and invertebrate 
interest along the Forth. 

❑ To maintain the geological features of interest and access to them.

❑ Encourage recreational enjoyment around the Firth of Forth whilst 

recognising the need to protect the nature conservation interest.


