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The Management Plan 
The draft Management Plan is a ten-year framework to guide the protection and 
management of the Heart of Neolithic Orkney World Heritage Site (HONO WHS). 

It sums up our understanding of the Site and names the key issues affecting it. It 
follows two earlier Management Plans and was informed by consultation with the 
local community and other stakeholders. It considers the wider values of the WHS, 
and sets out a programme of monitoring for the delivery of the Plan and of the 
state of conservation of the WHS. 

This Plan was prepared by Historic Environment Scotland (HES) and Orkney Islands 
Council (OIC) with the support of the World Heritage Site Steering Group. After 
the public consultation ends a consultation report will be produced and the final 
version of the Management Plan will be updated and published by HES and OIC. 

An accessible plain-English summary of the final Management Plan will be 
published alongside the full plan. 
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What is World Heritage? 
World Heritage Sites are exceptional places recognised by 
UNESCO as having such importance that they belong to all 
the peoples of the world. Each WHS is a unique, or the most 
significant or best, example of the world’s cultural and/or 
natural heritage. This is their Outstanding Universal Value, 
which transcends national boundaries and is of importance for 
present and future generations. World Heritage Status brings 
responsibilities and international scrutiny. Every WHS must 
have effective management to ensure its preservation and 
sustainable development. 

World Heritage United Kingdom 
2023 Annual Conference. 
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The Vision for 2050 
The Heart of Neolithic Orkney and its exceptional testimony to the cultural 
achievements of the Neolithic peoples of northern Europe will be protected and 
conserved for present and future generations. 

The World Heritage Site will bring social, cultural, environmental, and economic 
benefits to the wider community. 

It will offer an exceptional responsible visitor experience, and inspire and catalyse 
research and learning, widening engagement through participation and discovery. 

It will be managed sustainably in ways that contribute to reducing the causes of 
climate change and address its threat to the Site. 

It will contribute to a thriving, sustainable and equitable future for Orkney 
residents, visitors, and communities of interest worldwide. 

Skara Brae 
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Aim 1 
Protect and conserve the Outstanding 
Universal Value of the World Heritage Site 
for present and future generations. 

Aim 2 
Inspire and engage people with the Heart 
of Neolithic Orkney and deepen their 
understanding of the Site’s values. 

Aim 3 Benefit people and communities 
in Orkney and elsewhere. 

Aim 4 Interpret and present the Heart of Neolithic 
Orkney to the highest standard. 

Aim 5 
Enhance access to and experience of 
the World Heritage Site responsibly, 
sustainably and equitably. 

Aim 6 
Facilitate a diversity of research connected 
to the Heart of Neolithic Orkney and draw on 
the results to pursue the Long Term Aims.  

The Aims 
The Long-Term Aims 2025-2050 are a revised version of the 
Aims in earlier management plans. 
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The Heart of Neolithic Orkney World Heritage Site
Four sites make up the WHS: 

•	 Skara Brae settlement

•	 Maeshowe chambered tomb and the Barnhouse Stone

•	 The Stones of Stenness and the nearby Watch Stone 

•	 The Ring of Brodgar and a series of nearby mounds and the Comet Stone

Surrounding the WHS is a Buffer Zone, which is divided into two parts. This is 
the same area that the 2017 Orkney Local Development Plan calls the “Inner 
Sensitive Zone”. The Buffer Zone is not part of the WHS itself but helps to 
protect the OUV of the WHS.

Map showing the location of the World Heritage Site and Buffer Zone
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Protection and Management of the World Heritage Site 
HONO is protected through the planning system. All the individual monuments that 
make up the Site are Scheduled Monuments which are cared for and managed by HES. 
OIC is the planning authority and also has responsibility for infrastructure and services 
important to management of the WHS. The car parks at the Ring of Brodgar and the 
Stones of Stenness are both owned and managed by OIC. 

Representatives from HES and OIC make up the WHS Steering Group, along with 
advisory members from NatureScot, the UHI Archaeology Institute, the RSPB, and 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise. The Steering Group meets at least twice a year to 
agree and update on actions to deliver the Management Plan. 

Challenges and Themes 
These are the critical challenges and themes that we think will affect the WHS and its 
management over the next ten years: 

The Climate Emergency 

Climate change is one of the most significant and increasing threats to WHS worldwide 
and to their potential for contributing to economic and social development at the local 
level. 

Higher footfall and changes to rainfall patterns has increased erosion at the Ring of 
Brodgar. Similar issues could affect the Stones of Stenness. At Skara Brae coastal erosion 
and sea level rise are a threat to the long-term survival of the site. There may also be 
changes to the landscape of the Buffer Zones driven by changes to the climate. 

A rise in renewable energy schemes will contribute to climate adaptation but may also 
lead to added pressures on the wider landscape and setting of the WHS. 

OIC declared a Climate Emergency in 2019 and is committed to working towards a 
carbon neutral economy. HES is committed to supporting the ongoing green recovery 
from the COVID-19 pandemic and has a range of roles connected to understanding and 
addressing climate change and heritage. 

Planning for Uncertainty 

This Management Plan is intended to allow for more flexibility in the face of uncertainty 
to help us respond to change and unexpected events. The key resources to ensure 
protection and preservation of the WHS in the medium term are secure, but individual 
objectives and actions can be affected if staff or financial resources are not available. To 
limit the chances of this happening, we agreed Management Plan commitments should 
be realistic, measurable and embedded in HES and OIC’s organisational priorities. 

Tourism and Access 

HONO plays a key role in Orkney’s tourism economy and is a major driver for visits. Two 
of the three most visited sites across Orkney are the Ring of Brodgar and Skara Brae. 
We need to find the right balance between enabling access to the HONO for residents 
and visitors while preserving the OUV of the Site and its other important values. 
Access includes interpretation and research, remote access to information and digital 
experiences for those who cannot visit in person. 

Responsible and sustainable tourism is not only about numbers: it is also about positive 
and negative impacts on the sites, infrastructure, local residents, and the experience of 
the WHS for all. 
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01 
The WHS is protected, conserved, and maintained in accordance with national 
guidance and legislation, and international conservation charters; including both 
historic environment and natural environment considerations. 

02 The boundaries of the Buffer Zone are suitable for purpose and included in future 
iterations of the Local Development Plan.  

03 
Policy and guidance produced by the partners that affects the protection and 
management of the WHS, Buffer Zone and wider setting is up to date and fit for 
purpose.  

04 Governance of the WHS is robust and transparent and is periodically reviewed (see 
Section 6. Monitoring and Delivery).  

05 The Management Plan remains relevant, is fit for purpose, and allows the partners to 
respond to new understandings and challenges. 

06 
Decision makers and communities can access what they need to know about the 
WHS and Buffer Zone, understand the opportunities and obligations that come with 
WH status, and are engaged with the management of the WHS.  

07 
Management of the WHS prioritises adaption to the effects of the Climate 
Emergency on the WHS and Buffer Zone, and mitigation of climate impacts by 
reducing emissions and contributing to a sustainable low-carbon society.  

08 
A programme of monitoring is in place for both the state of conservation and the 
implementation of actions for the WHS and Buffer Zone and the results are used by 
the Partners to inform decision making and future management.  

Strategic Objectives 

Community Involvement 

The community have told us they want better communication between HES and OIC 
and the wider community about the management of the WHS and its surroundings. 
People wanted to have understand what decisions are being made and why, and to 
have a voice in future decisions. We plan more regular updates in local media, an 
annual community event, and to look at how the online presence of the WHS could 
be improved. 

There should be opportunities for communication, and participation, inclusion and 
intellectual and physical access to the WHS by different social groups, including 
for young people. To bridge the gap between the management of the WHS and 
the community an elected member for the West Mainland will be invited to join the 
Steering Group. 

Sustainability 

Sustainable management decisions consider the natural and cultural environment, the 
economy, and the needs of the present in ways that also consider the needs of future 
generations. Decisions should take into account if they might damage, deplete or 
degrade the WHS and its environment for future generations. 
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09 The Partners are collaborating to identify and access new sources of funding to 
support new projects and programmes to deliver shared Objectives.  

10 

Management and interpretation (onsite and offsite, including digitally) enhance 
awareness and understanding of the archaeological and historical heritage, 
the natural environment, the Buffer Zone and the WHS in its wider context, 
geographically and through time. All based on robust research and understanding. 

11 
The WHS and its associated sites and assets, materials and records (physical and 
digital) are easily accessible for use in research, education and training and are used 
by a range of community and special interest groups and projects.  

12 Key stakeholders are involved in, informed about, and engaged with the decision-
making process for managing the WHS and its associated infrastructure.  

13 Tourism at and around HONO offers a world class responsible visitor experience 
while benefitting Orkney communities.  

14 
Strong connections between HONO and other WHSs and UNESCO designations are 
maintained and developed enabling development of shared solutions to common 
issues.  

15 
Research needs for the understanding, interpretation, protection and management 
of HONO WHS are identified and integrated with relevant research frameworks at a 
regional, nation and international level.  

16 The WHS delivers a wide range of measurable benefits – social, economic, cultural, 
environmental, wellbeing – to Orkney's communities.  

Research and Learning 

Research relating to the WHS is focused on archaeology and climate change. 
Scotland’s Islands Research Framework for Archaeology can help to ensure the 
research needs of the WHS are embedded into a wider comprehensive framework. 
Opportunities exist to expand research on social context, community value, 
wellbeing, natural environment, and longer-term climatic factors to deepen 
knowledge and improve the management of the WHS and involve local communities 
in the research process. This should include research into visitor motivations, 
experience and satisfaction, 

The WHS has the potential to be developed further as an exceptional resource for 
educational institutions, and we should investigate ways to expand engagement with 
school pupils and young people, particularly secondary schools and youth groups. 

8 Management Plan 2025–2035 Summary 



To deliver the Objectives a flexible and regularly reviewed 
Action Plan allows the partners to respond to new challenges 
and opportunities. The first two year Action Plan will be finalised 
alongside the completed Management Plan. 

Summary of the 2025-27 Action Plan 

Action Plan Section 1: 
Repeated actions that will drive forward the Management Plan. 

Cycle 

1.1 

Annual Action Plan Progress Review: 

Dedicated session to assess and drive forward progress of the Action Plan 
and to review governance approach. Short report from each responsible 
party required before commencement of the review by way of update.  

Annually 

1.2 

Biennial Action Plan Delivery Report: 

Summary report on progress including key updates, Action Plan progress 
etc for wider interest and for transparency. 

Two-
yearly 

1.3 

Capacity and Resourcing Review: 

To identify any gaps in capacity that might impact the delivery of the 
Management Plan and fulfilment of UNESCO obligations. 

Annually 

1.4 

Guidance Review: 

Review local, national and international guidance in relation to the 
protection and management of the WHS. 

Two-
yearly 

1.5 

Participate in World Heritage related activities: 

Team members/partners to attend conferences, workshops and meetings 
including WHUK, UK National Commission for UNESCO, Scottish WH 
Coordinators Forum and other opportunities as appropriate and if funding 
is available. 

At least 
twice a 
year 

1.6 

State of Conservation Monitoring: 

Mid-point State of Conservation review addressing changes in physical site 
conditions, environmental/ climate impacts, proposed/ active development 
proposals, and informing the formal Periodic Reporting cycle and Mid-point 
Evaluation. 

N/A 

1.7 

Mid-point Evaluation: 

Evaluation at the mid-point of the Management Plan cycle to formally 
review the Management Plan, review and respond to challenges and 
changes in conservation and management practices. 

N/A 
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Visible signs of erosion at the Ring of Brodgar and the interpretation panel explaining to 
visitors why access to the interior of the site is prevented to protect it against erosion. 

Action Plan Section 2: 
Essential Projects and Actions. One-off actions to 
improve and enhance the WHS over time. 

Cycle 

2.1 

Accessibility Audit: 

Accessibility audit to identify physical and intellectual barriers and identify 
actions to improve access for all. To include both Ring of Brodgar/Stones 
of Stenness/Maeshowe and Skara Brae and connections between the 
component sites and to local communities and infrastructure. 

Two-
yearly 

2.2 

Community Involvement Options Appraisal: 

Options Appraisal to review and identify how the community could be 
more directly involved in the management of and engaged with the WHS, 
with a particular focus on landowners/managers and residents within the 
Buffer Zone. 

Five-
yearly 

2.3 

Formalise engagement with the 
Orkney Gateway Project: 

Steering Group to agree a formal relationship and communications 
protocol with the Orkney Gateway Project to support mutual alignment as 
necessary. 

As 
agreed 

2.4 

Skara Brae Climate Change Strategy: 

Development and implementation of long-term strategy to address the 
threat to Skara Brae from climate change / sea level rise and associated 
coastal erosion. 

N/A 

2.5 

Buffer Zone boundary review: 

Review of the Buffer Zone boundaries in parallel with the development 
of the new Local Development Plan. Any proposed changes agreed by 
Signatory Partners and a formal Minor Modification request submitted to 
UNESCO. 

N/A 
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Action Plan Section 3: 
Opportunities. Projects that depend on identifying resourcing and funding. 

Cycle 

3.1 

Messaging and Interpretation Strategy: 

Development and implementation of a Strategy (including events, 
collections, online presence) to establish storytelling approaches and 
site cohesion and increase awareness of archaeology, geography, natural 
heritage and biodiversity through onsite and online material 

Ten-
yearly 
with 
five-year 
review 

3.2 

Digital Media Strategy: 

Building on Messaging and Interpretation Strategy and enhancing web 
presence and offer online access to information, news, interpretation and 
events. 

Ten-
yearly 
with 
five-year 
review 

3.3 

Research Group and Guidelines: 

Establishment of a research-focused steering group to develop and 
promote robust research guidelines, and to encourage and promote 
research projects across wide range of relevant fields. 

N/A 

3.4 

Biodiversity Strategy: 

Assessment of biodiversity and integration with existing strategies, 
for safeguarding biodiversity and the environment, for the WHS and 
immediately associated land and water. 

Five-
yearly 

HEART OF NEOLITHIC 
ORKNEY COORDINATOR 
– Historic Environment 
Scotland World Heritage Team 

Email: orkneywhs@hes.scot 

FURTHER 
INFORMATION 
AND CONTACTS 

Produced by Historic Environment Scotland. 
Images © Historic Environment Scotlan unless otherwise specified 
© Historic Environment Scotland - Scottish Charity No. SC045925 

You may re-use this information (excluding logos and images) 
free of charge in any format or medium, under the terms of the 
Open Government Licence v3.0 except where otherwise stated. 
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