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1 POSITION STATEMENT 

Bank protection is used to protect land, buildings, infrastructure and other property from damage and loss 
due to the process of river or loch erosion. Bank protection can take many forms, from hard engineering 
approaches using large quantities of rock, concrete or other artificial material, to softer options using 
wood, biodegradable geotextiles and vegetation. The following provides a summary of SEPA’s position on 
bank protection. 

• SEPA recognises and respects the rights of landowners and others to protect their property from 
damage and loss caused by the process of river and loch erosion. 

• SEPA considers that erosion in rivers and lochs is an important and natural process that creates and 
supports valuable habitats for aquatic plants and animals. SEPA will encourage applicants to adopt 
sustainable options that allow room for natural processes to occur unhindered as far as is practical. 

• SEPA will seek, as far as is reasonable and practical, the protection of the natural processes of 
erosion, deposition and transport of sediment in rivers and lochs and the resultant habitat associated 
with these processes. 

• Proposed bank protection must be justified before SEPA will issue authorisation. Where a need for 
particular works is demonstrated, the applicant should adopt measures which minimise the impact 
on the river or loch. Works should be appropriate to the type, degree, location and rate of erosion 
being addressed, as well as proportionate to the property, infrastructure or other resources at risk. 

• SEPA will consider the interests of other users of the water environment when considering 
applications for bank protection under CAR, in particular the interests of downstream land owners. 

See www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_regulation/guidance/engineering.aspx for specific Good Practice for 
bank protection. 

 

2 STATEMENT AIMS 

• To aid the developer in choosing suitable, effective and sustainable solutions for necessary and 
justified protection of land resource, infrastructure and property. 

• To protect, restore or enhance the ability of rivers and lochs to exhibit natural sediment erosion, 
transport and deposition patterns, and protect, restore or enhance the resultant associated 
morphology and habitat. 

• To avoid unnecessary, unjustified, inappropriate or disproportionate engineering of rivers and lochs. 
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3 REGULATORY GUIDANCE 

3.1 Introduction 

Rivers and Lochs continually erode and deposit sediment, creating essential habitats for wildlife. River 
and loch bank erosion is part of this natural cycle. Poorly designed bank protection can damage these 
habitats and cause longer term maintenance problems elsewhere in the river or loch. When this occurs, 
further (potentially costly) engineering may be necessary, either at the affected site or in downstream 
reaches. 

Poorly planned or constructed bank protection can cause the following problems within rivers and lochs: 

• Collapse of the structure if poorly installed or inappropriate materials/options used for the water 
environment affected. 

• Destabilisation of the affected bank due to construction interference. 

• Loss of sediment input to the river system causing further erosion problems downstream. 

• Deflection of flows onto opposite or downstream banks causing erosion and destabilisation. 

• Erosion of the river or loch bed. 

• Loss of established riparian habitat and its ability to re-establish. 

• Re-profiling of channel geometry and loss of natural morphological forms, and established habitat. 

• Disruption to the migration of wildlife (e.g. salmon) 

• Disturbance and damage to habitats during installation and construction of bank protection works. 

3.2 Assessing the Need for Works 

The effective regulation of bank protection begins at the planning and design stage. Pre-application 
discussions are an essential means of establishing whether an actual erosion problem exists, what the 
cause of that erosion is (e.g. natural processes or exacerbated by man-made impacts) and which solution 
is most acceptable for the site. Where appropriate (i.e. due to size of problem, value of property or 
infrastructure at risk, and environmental sensitivity of site) the applicant should be encouraged to seek 
professional advice on selecting an appropriate technique. 

Key questions the developer should consider include: 

• Assess if any works are actually required. 

• Assess if, in the long-term, if it would be more effective to move the infrastructure at risk away from 
the erosion zone of the river or loch. 

• Investigate possible man-made causes of erosion, e.g. previous upstream bank protection works, 
and consider removal or other options to prevent erosion. 

• Assess the value of property, infrastructure or land at risk from erosion, and consider this against the 
cost of implementing, maintaining and replacing an appropriate bank protection technique. Many 
techniques, such as gabion baskets and rip-rap have limited life spans. Has this been taken into 
account in any decision making process? 

• Choose a solution that minimises impact on the environment while effectively controlling the erosion 
and protecting the land, property or infrastructure that is threatened. 

• In dynamic, wandering or meandering gravel bed rivers, consider the possible downstream impacts 
of any bank protection measures – i.e. what is at risk immediately downstream, and is it more or less 
valuable than the property, infrastructure or land currently at risk? What would be the overall quality 
of the reach if subsequent erosion control is required? 

Further guidance on each of the above questions can be found in the SEPA good practice guide for bank 
protection works, available at www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_regulation/guidance/engineering.aspx. 
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3.3 CAR and Bank Protection 

Under the Water Environment (Controlled Activities) (Scotland) Regulations 2011 (‘CAR’) authorisation 
must be obtained from SEPA for all bank protection works within rivers and lochs. Under Regulation 5 of 
CAR it is the duty of those carrying out a controlled activity to “secure efficient and sustainable water use.” 
For the purposes of engineering works, efficient water use equates to using ‘good practice’. 

For the purposes of proportionate regulation, SEPA has defined two classes of bank protection measures; 
green (soft) and grey (hard). Green measures include the use of natural materials (including rock used at 
the bank toe) and biodegradable geotextiles. Grey measures cover the use of other materials such as 
concrete, brick or block stonework, grouted rip-rap, gabion baskets or sheet piling. See examples below. 

A general binding rule (GBR) exists for the reinforcement of banks with green measures. Registrations are 
allowed for green bank protection < 50m in length. The conditions associated with the GBR and 
registration are considered sufficient to ensure good practice, they include conditions to limit risk of 
pollution, avoid damage to vegetation, prevent obstructions to fish migration and avoid periods of fish 
spawning. For green bank protection >50m in length, a simple licence application will be necessary. 

Grey (or hard) bank protection covers the use of other materials, such as concrete, block stonework, 
gabion baskets, grouted stone rip-rap, rip-rap used over the full bank height and sheet piling. Grey bank 
protection will always require a licence application. Simple licences cover grey bank protection up to 100m 
in length in rivers >3m wide or for any length in rivers <3m with a complex licence required for lengths 
>100m in rivers >3m wide. 

Full details of the type of authorisation required are available in Controlled Activities Regulations: A 
Practical Guide, available at www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_publications.aspx. Details of charges details 
for registrations and licences are available on SEPA’s website at 
www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_regulation/charging_scheme.aspx. 

3.3.1 Maintenance 

Maintenance of existing bank protection works may not require authorisation. For example, replacement 
of equivalent material along urban bank protection (where the footprint, height and extent of the original 
structure is unchanged) may occur without authorisation. If a structure has failed or is in considerable 
disrepair and requires complete rebuild, or rebuild over extended lengths, then authorisation will be 
required. Please discuss with your local SEPA office the requirement for authorisation before beginning 
maintenance works. 

 

4 GREEN / GREY BANK EROSION WORKS SUMMARY 

When considering erosion protection works on the banks of a watercourse, there are a number of possible 
techniques to choose from depending upon site needs and local circumstances (these are discussed in 
more detail within the Good Practice guide on the Water Manual). They are broadly categorised as either 
grey (hard) or green (soft) techniques. 

Green Bank Grey Bank 

• Live Woody Revetments 

• Biodegradable Geotextile 

• Grass and Reed planting 

• Rock or Wood Toe Protection 

• Bank re-profiling 

• Gabion baskets 

• Riprap (over full bank height) 

• Grouted rip-rap 

• Sheet Piling 

• Gravity Walls 

• Treated Timber Structures (e.g. log piles) 

• Concrete 

• Block stone/brick work 

There is also the option of using in-stream structures made of large wood or rock (or a combination of 
both to control bank erosion). This is a specialised technique and should only be considered following 
professional advice. 

Remember, it is the role of the applicant to choose and take full responsibility for an appropriate 
technique. They must then fully justify that technique to SEPA. SEPA is not in a position to provide site 
specific design advice for any engineering works. 
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5 REGULATORY DECISION GUIDANCE 

The following table provides guidance on the level of justification for a number of common bank protection 
problems: 

Bank Protection Problem Justification 

Active erosion in a rural setting. The operator decides upon works which achieve 
bank protection using live revetments or other green technique. The works will 
minimise damage to riparian ecology, while giving adequate protection for the type of 
river, scale and rate of erosion being experienced. 

Strong 

Active erosion causing risk to built property or infrastructure within an urban 
river corridor. Hard techniques are believed to be the only solution due to required 
factors of safety. The work will not in itself downgrade the stretch. 

Strong 

Erosion within a rural site where no infrastructure or built property is at risk, 
and the rate of erosion is unclear or the cause not fully understood. Light 
engineering measures are proposed which minimise damage to ecology and provide 
a degree of peace of mind, while not impacting upon the river’s ecological status e.g. 
willow spilling, field stones used at bank toe, tree planting, seeded coir rolls. 

Potential 

Erosion adjacent to built property or infrastructure where the rate of erosion is 
unclear or the cause not fully understood. The applicant states a strong case for 
action, but green engineering measures are infeasible due to site engineering 
difficulties or required factors of safety. Limited hard (grey) bank works are proposed 
that do not threaten the ecological quality of the reach.  

Potential 

Hard bank protection measures proposed for erosion, where no infrastructure 
or built property is at risk, and the rate of erosion is unclear or the cause not fully 
understood. 

Unlikely 

Erosion due to loss of riparian vegetation along pasture land is to be managed 
by hard/grey and poorly designed protection measures e.g. random “available” 
broken concrete material, rubble, randomly placed rock and stone, tyres etc.  

Unlikely 

 

6 OTHER USEFUL LINKS 

• SEPA Guidance: Good Practice Guide: Bank Erosion Management 
(www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_regulation/guidance/engineering.aspx) 

• The River Restoration Centre Manual of River Restoration Techniques 
(RRC Website: www.therrc.co.uk/rrc_manual.php) 
 

 


