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Coastal erosion is causing the destruction of archaeological sites around the world. The problem is particularly grave is Scotland, where severe storms can cause many metres of land to be lost in a single event. Some of Scotland’s iconic archaeological sites, such as Skara Bare in Orkney and Jarlshof in Shetland, were uncovered by coastal processes. Although these sites are now popular tourist destinations, defended behind coastal defences, many hundreds of other important sites remain vulnerable and the challenge is to decide what to do with them. 

Community archaeology has seen a rise in popularity in many countries, but is there a place for community rescue? Should community groups be allowed to participate in projects at ‘high value’ heritage sites? Or is it preferable to leave the sites, trusting that an alternative route to recording will be found before nature takes its course?

In recent years, The SCAPE Trust has been running projects that bring together community groups and professional archaeologists to work at sites that would otherwise be lost. This paper will use examples to show a range of different projects, including the dismantling and rebuilding of threatened Bronze Age structures in Shetland; the excavation of an Iron Age wheelhouse in the Western Isles; and the recording of a well-preserved sixteenth century salt pan. This paper will argue that although the projects were initiated by local groups, the information revealed has value to archaeologists, the scientific community and society in general. 

