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Brief synthesis 

The tiny archipelago of St Kilda, lying off the west coast of mainland Scotland, is 

breathtaking. Formed from the rim of an ancient volcano associated with the opening up of 

the North Atlantic some 65-52 million years ago, the intensely dramatic, jagged landscape of 

towering cliffs – some of the highest sea cliffs in Europe – and sea stacks present stark black 

precipitous faces plunging from steep grass-green slopes in excess of 375m. Scenically, 

every element appears vertical, except the smooth amphitheatre of Village Bay on Hirta 

with its relict historic landscape. Exposure to some of the greatest wave heights and 

strongest wind speeds in Europe plays a major role in shaping the coastal ecology. 

With nearly one million seabirds present at the height of the breeding season, St Kilda 

supports the largest seabird colony in the north-east Atlantic, its size and diversity of global 

significance making it a seabird sanctuary without parallel in Europe. The very high bird 

densities that occur in this relatively small area, conditioned by the complex and different 

ecological niches existing in the site and the productivity of the surrounding sea, make St 

Kilda unique. Of particular significance are the populations of Northern Gannet, Atlantic 

Puffin and Northern Fulmar. The sight and sound of these myriad seabirds adds significantly 

to the scenic value and to the experience of the archipelago during the breeding season.  

The islands’ isolation has led to two outstanding examples of remote island ecological 

colonisation and subsequent genetic divergence in the two endemic sub-species, the St 

Kilda Wren and St Kilda Fieldmouse. The feral Soay sheep, so much a feature of the  

landscape, represent an ancient breed, descendants of the most primitive domestic sheep 

found in Europe. They provide a living testament to the longevity of human occupation of St 

Kilda and, in addition, are a potentially significant genetic resource. 

The combination of oceanic influences (proximity of deep ocean currents along the 

continental slope, extreme exposure to waves and oceanic swell, high water clarity) and 

local geology around the archipelago has created a marine environment of unparalleled 

richness and colour. The seabed communities are outstanding in terms of biodiversity and 

composition, including ‘northern’ and ‘southern’ species at the extremes of their range. The 
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plunging underwater rock faces are festooned with sea life – a kaleidoscope of colour and 

form kept in constant motion by the Atlantic swell, creating an underwater landscape of 

breathtaking beauty. The complex ecological dynamic in the marine environment is 

essential to maintenance of both the terrestrial and marine biodiversity. 

Overlaying the spectacular natural landscape and giving scale to it all, is a rich cultural 

landscape that bears exceptional testimony to millennia of human occupation. Recent 

research indicates that the archipelago has been occupied on and off for over 4000 years. 

The landscape including houses, large enclosures and cleits – unique drystone storage 

structures found, in their hundreds, across the islands and stacks within the archipelago – 

culminates in the surviving remains of the nineteenth and twentieth century cultural 

landscape of Village Bay. The time depth, preservation and completeness of the physical 

remains, provides a tangible and powerful link to the islands’ past history, its people and 

their way of life, a distinctive existence, shaped by the St Kildan’s response to the peculiar 

physical and geographic setting of the islands. 

The islands provide an exceptionally well preserved and documented example of how, even 

in the most extreme conditions of storm-swept isolated island living, people were able to 

live for thousands of years from exploiting natural resources and farming. They bear 

physical witness to a cultural tradition that has now disappeared, namely reliance on 

seabird products as the main source of livelihood and sustenance, alongside subsistence 

farming. These age-old traditions and land uses that have so shaped the landscape, have 

also unquestionably contributed to its aesthetic appeal. 

St Kilda represents subsistence economies everywhere – living off the resources of land and 

sea and changing them over time, until external pressures led to decline, and, in 1930, to 

the abandonment of the islands. The poignancy of the archipelago’s history, and the 

remarkable fossilised landscape, its outstanding and spectacular natural beauty and 

heritage, its isolation and remoteness, leave one in awe of nature and of the people that 

once lived in this spectacular and remarkable place. 

Criterion (iii): St Kilda bears exceptional testimony to over two millennia of human 

occupation in extreme conditions. 

Criterion (v): The cultural landscape of St Kilda is an outstanding example of land use 

resulting from a type of subsistence economy based on the products of birds, cultivating 

land and keeping sheep. The cultural landscape reflects age-old traditions and land uses, 

which have become vulnerable to change particularly after the departure of the islanders. 

Criterion (vii): The scenery of the St Kilda archipelago is particularly superlative and has 

resulted from its volcanic origin followed by weathering and glaciation to produce a 

dramatic island landscape. The precipitous cliffs and sea stacks as well as its underwater 

scenery are concentrated in a compact group that is singularly unique. 



 

3 

 

Criterion (ix): St Kilda is unique in the very high bird densities that occur in a relatively small 

area, which is conditioned by the complex and different ecological niches existing in the site. 

There is also a complex ecological dynamic in the three marine zones present in the site that 

is essential to the maintenance of both marine and terrestrial biodiversity. 

Criterion (x): St Kilda is one of the major sites in the North Atlantic and Europe for seabirds 

with over 1,000,000 birds using the island. It is particularly important for gannets, puffins 

and fulmars. The maritime grassland turf and underwater habitats are also significant and 

an integral element of the total island setting. The feral Soay sheep are also an interesting 

rare breed of potential genetic resource significance. 

Integrity 

The islands encompass exemplary and well preserved remains of the distinctive way of life 

that persisted in this remote area, unaltered after the St Kildans abandoned the islands. 

They encompass the complete fossilised cultural landscape. The natural heritage of the 

archipelago is the result of natural processes coupled with its long history of human 

occupation and, more recently, external human influences. The marine environment is 

largely intact. 

Ownership and stewardship of the archipelago by the National Trust for Scotland, the 

statutory designations in place, the archipelago’s remote location, the difficulty of accessing 

it and human activities almost entirely centred upon Hirta, have significantly contributed to 

retaining the integrity of the archipelago’s heritage. 

However, both natural and cultural attributes are threatened to a degree by a range of 

remote and local environmental and anthropogenic factors such as climate change and 

unsustainable tourism. Climatic conditions and coastal erosion remain the main threat to 

the abandoned houses, cleits and other archaeological remains across the archipelago. 

Large-scale off-shore developments could pose a potential threat to the pristine setting of 

the islands. Accidental introduction of invasive species poses a significant threat to the 

natural heritage; and probably the most severe potential threat to the integrity of the 

marine environment comes from variations in the marine ecosystem, especially the 

plankton, caused by climate change. Lack of strong protection of the marine environment, 

unsustainable fishing methods and oil spills also pose a threat to the marine environment 

and seabird colonies. 

The modern installations, the radar base and related buildings, associated with the UK 

Ministry of Defence (MOD) operations on Hirta, take up a relatively small footprint, 

although they do still have an impact on the landscape, as do the coastal defences. 
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Authenticity 

The challenge for conservation of the cultural landscape is to keep a balance between the 

principle of minimum intervention and active conservation work necessary to minimise 

decay, whilst keeping records of all the work that is done. With few exceptions this has 

meant re-using fallen materials, with little introduction of new materials. Where new 

materials have necessarily been required these have largely, and as far as possible, been 

like-for-like replacements. A representative sample of the 1400 cleits is monitored and 

actively maintained. 

Protection and management requirements 

The primary legislation that protects the archipelago and surrounding seas and their key 

attributes are: The Conservation (Natural Habitats. & C.) Regulations 1994, as amended; The 

Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981; The Land Reform Act 2003; Nature Conservation 

(Scotland) Act 2004; The Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979; The 

Planning etc. (Scotland) Act 2006; and The Environmental Liability (Scotland) Regulations 

2009. The Scottish Historic Environment Policy (SHEP) sets out the primary policy guidance 

on the protection and management of the historic environment in Scotland. 

The archipelago and surrounding seas are protected by a number of national and 

international designations, both statutory and non-statutory. For the natural values, the 

property is designated as a Special Area of Conservation, Special Protection Area, National 

Nature Reserve, Site of Special Scientific Interest, National Scenic Area, Marine Consultation 

Area and Geological Conservation Review Site. For the cultural values, selected areas of 

Hirta are designated as Scheduled Monuments. These designations are backed up by UK, 

Scottish and local policies, plans and legislation. 

The National Trust for Scotland (NTS), a charity, owns and manages the archipelago of St 

Kilda. Management is guided by a Management Plan which is approved and its 

implementation overseen by the major stakeholders. 

Currently, the MOD has the only full time presence on the islands, although NTS and other 

conservation bodies/researchers are there for a significant part of the year. The current 

management regime is vulnerable to the withdrawal of the MOD and to resource 

constraints within the NTS. 

Management of the cultural heritage will proceed on the basis of the minimum intervention 

required to sustain the attributes of the property’s Outstanding Universal Value, 

underpinned by the recent intensive and systematic archaeological survey of the whole 

archipelago, carried out by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments 

of Scotland. Conservation of the marine environment, at present, lacks the strong 

protection of the terrestrial heritage, and ensuring its greater protection in the future will 

be critical. Management of the natural heritage is and will continue to be one of non-
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intervention, allowing natural processes to take their course, except where a feature of 

greater heritage significance is under threat. 

Many of the challenges facing St Kilda and/or the NTS in its management of the archipelago 

-e.g. the threat of invasive species, unsustainable tourism or fishing practices, coastal 

erosion, etc. -are tackled through working closely with relevant stakeholders, undertaking 

systematic research and monitoring, providing adequate resources and implementation of 

the approved and endorsed Management Plan for the property. 


