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THE MORAY FIRTH

• Largest firth (or embayment) of its 
kind on the east coast of Scotland

• Marine area is approx. 5230 km2

• Contains four smaller firths: Dornoch, 
Cromarty, Inverness, & Beauly Firths.

Mild maritime climate due to

• prevailing south-westerly winds 

• warming influence of the North 
Atlantic current
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Inner Firth consists of 
• exposed mudflats
• sandy beaches 
• dune systems
• shingle shores 
• cliffs

MORAY FIRTH - LANDSCAPE
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Outer Firth resembles the 
open sea, with
• rugged coastlines 
• exposed cliffs
• headlands
• small bays

Varied and diverse coastline, over 800 kilometres long. 
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• Depth is generally less than 80m

• Central Moray Firth ~ 50-60m 
• Off Fraserburgh, deep channels over 

200m deep

MORAY FIRTH - SEASCAPE

• Seabed shows little topographic variation, with gently undulating 
banks.  The largest is Smith Bank.

• Tidal currents vary  from 0.25-0.5m/s offshore

• Stronger in shallow coastal areas, e.g. 1.6m/s 
between Fort George and Chanonry Point

• Tidal range is approximately 3m



MORAY FIRTH – MARINE LIFE

The rich, turbid waters of the Moray Firth support a diverse range of marine species:

• Plankton 

• Benthic fauna

• Shellfish 

• Cephalopods

• Demersal fish 

• Pelagic fish

• Diadromous fish

• Basking sharks

•Marine mammals 



MORAY FIRTH - SEABIRDS
Coastal and offshore waters are internationally important for 
populations of seabird, seaduck, warder and waterfowl.

Area is also used for breeding, over-wintering or temporary feeding 
grounds by migrating birds.

A total of 42 species (or sp. 
aggregates) were observed 
throughout the year at the 
Beatrice site.

The most frequently 
recorded species were 
kittiwake, auk sp., fulmar, 
gannet, great black-back gull 
and herring gull.
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MORAY FIRTH – MARINE MAMMALS
Several species of marine mammals have 
been observed in the Moray Firth including: 

• bottlenose dolphin

• harbour porpoise
• minke whale

• Atlantic white-sided dolphin

• white-beaked dolphin
• common dolphin

• long-finned pilot whale

• killer whale

• Risso’s dolphin
• striped dolphin

• humpback whale

• fin whale
• sperm whale

• harbour seal 

• grey seal 
• otter
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BOTTLENOSE DOLPHINS AND HARBOUR 
PORPOISES IN THE INNER MORAY FIRTH

Sightings of bottlenose dolphins during 
2004-2005 surveys

• Resident population – present through 
out the year

• Tend to remain close to shore

• Hotspots include Chanonry narrows 
and mouth of Cromarty Firth

Sightings of harbour porpoises during 
2004-2005 surveys

• Distribution more diffuse and regularly 
seen further offshore

• Present throughout the year, although 
seasonal variations in distribution and 
abundance



MORAY FIRTH - CONSERVATION SITES

45 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)

Special Protection Areas (SPA) include
– Dornoch Firth and Loch Fleet
– Cromarty Firth
– East Caithness Cliffs
– Inner Moray Firth
– Troup, Pennan and Lion’s head

Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) include
– Moray Firth
– Culbin Bar
– Dornoch Firth and Morrich more
– Conon Islands
– Mound Alderwoods
– Spey, Oykel and Moriston Rivers



Special Areas of Conservation 

SAC designated rivers for Atlantic salmon and/or 
freshwater pearl mussel include the Berriedale, 
Cassey, Moriston and Spey

Haul-out and breeding sites for 
common seals such as sandbanks in 
Dornoch Firth SAC

Moray Firth SAC for resident population 
of around 130 bottlenose dolphins



SOCIO-ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT
Commercial Fisheries

Moray Firth has been historically important for 
development of Scottish fisheries.

• Fraserburgh is one of the largest white fish ports 
in UK.

• Predominantly demersal fishing in Central and 
Outer Moray Firth

In the vicinity of the Beatrice site 
landings in 2005 were dominated by 
shellfish (scallops and Nephrops)

The remaining landings were primarily 
demersal species, including haddock, 
monkfish, whiting and plaice

Very small percentage were pelagic 
species such as herring



OTHER USERS & ACTIVITIES
Activities in and around the Moray 
Firth include:

• Mariculture

• Beatrice site – oil and wind
• Nigg Terminal

• Military sites and activities

• Agriculture
• Ship building

• Tourism

• Recreational activities 



Summary

• The climate and diverse habitats of the Moray Firth support a wide 
range of species, such as seabirds and marine mammals.

• The Moray Firth has significant national and international conservation 
value, with numerous environmentally sensitive areas.

• Commercial fisheries in the Moray Firth include shellfish and demersal 
species, and was historically important in the development of Scottish 
fisheries.

• There is a wide range of activity in and around the Moray Firth,
including oil and gas operations and support activities, which exist 
along side the areas of conservation.

• Although subject to multiple uses, especially in the inner Firths and 
along the coasts, the Firth is still a largely unspoilt environment.

• A very wide range of stakeholders, including those operating under the 
umbrella of the Moray Firth Partnership, are actively engaged in
ensuring that this important area is managed and used sensibly by all.


