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1. Water is our life

S

cotland is rich with water. From our islands to the mainland, from the mountains to our coasts we’re surrounded
by it, frequently deluged by it, even occasionally submerged in it.

Our skies teem with it, our rivers run wild with it. We invented the Mackintosh raincoat to protect ourselves from the
worst of it. Our national drink, whisky, gets its name from the best of it: uisge beatha – the water of life.
Whether we’re dreich, droont or drookit, our language is rich with it. From smirr and bog and loch, through haar and
burn and haugh, surely no country was ever more associated with an element than Scotland is with water.

2

Making the case: Water of life

I L L E RY

SK

ST

G
IN

FEED
E
AT

R FI

S H E RY

FA
R

FISH
KA
Y

SEA

Making the case: Water of life

DI

FRES

HW

Water is a precious and important natural
resource and we need to be mindful of it if
we are to enjoy the many benefits it brings
us. Scotland enjoys a rich and rewarding
relationship with water in all its many
forms, but it’s important that we don’t take
it for granted. While our rivers abound with
wildlife and our whisky is the toast of the
world – the pride and enjoyment that we
take in our water resources can only be
as great as the care and attention we pay
to them.
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When it so often feels like our environment
is such a soggy one, why should we care
about our water, about where it goes and
how it gets there? When there’s so much
of it in our lochs and seas, flowing down
our rivers, running off our hills - why do we
need to worry about our water?
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2. What do we talk about when we talk about water?
Living in a consumer society, we’ve become used to valuing things only by looking at the price tag. But just
because enjoying something might not cost us much – or anything at all – doesn’t mean it has no value.

W

ater brings us many benefits that
are important to us, and which we
value but don’t need to pay for. How do
you place a value on walking or cycling
along paths next to our rivers and canals?
How important to you is the rich diversity
of wildlife that is able to thrive on the banks
and surrounding areas of Scotland’s
many lochs, rivers and streams?
What’s it worth to sit by the
sea and listen to the waves
crashing on the shore?
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Of course, these things do have a value. And
our taxes and other charges do pay for some of
them – but this doesn’t reflect their full value.
The water environment gives Scotland one
of the most diverse and beautiful landscapes
in the world. It provides places for rare and
beautiful wildlife to thrive. It improves our
well-being and enriches our lives in many more
ways than we can put a figure on.
Our water environment may not come with
an obvious price tag, but when we walk by a
river, swim in a loch, or take our kids to feed the
ducks, life starts to slow down a little, we begin
to enjoy the moment, let our cares drift away.
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Water
is my Life
Feeding the ducks: Ruth and Martha, Leith
For Ruth Ellis and her three year old daughter Martha, feeding
the ducks on the Water of Leith is a daily treat. On the way
home from nursery, they escape into an urban idyll full of
swans and squirrels and other wildlife. It’s a chance to relax
before going home for a nap. “We’re pretty lucky here,” says
Ruth, “but lots of places in Scotland are just the same –
everyone lives within reasonable distance of rivers,
lakes, lochs, and we all go out and enjoy them.
It’s an important part of what living in
Scotland’s about.”
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“It’s an important part
of what living in
Scotland’s about.”

Water
is my Life
The sea-kayaker: Dave Shannon, Aberdeen

“if you don’t respect the
sea, you can get into
serious trouble”
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Sea-going adventurer Dave Shannon has a much closer
relationship to the sea than most land-bound types who are content
to view the sea from a safe distance – preferably on the beach with
an ice-cream. Being out in all weathers, often miles from shore,
brings about a deep respect for the water environment that
goes way beyond aesthetic appreciation or environmental
concern. “If you don’t respect the sea, you can get into
serious trouble,” he says. “Wind, weather, tide – these
can change really quickly and everything can go
pear-shaped.” But once you’re out there –
it really is a different world.

Water…
It’s the contents of your kettle that go to make your cuppa.
It’s craft ale or single malt – distilled or locally brewed and sold to the world.
It’s a river walk, a Sunday jog, a picnic by a waterfall.
It’s a slow boat on a canal, an energetic white water kayak ride.
It’s the seaside that we all love to be beside, a stroll along a sunset shore.
It’s a home for ospreys, voles, newts and toads.
It’s the stuff that makes the salmon leap.
It’s wave power, hydro electricity – safe, sustainable energy.
It’s farmland irrigation, water for crops.
It’s your everyday hydration, health and hygiene.
It’s what washes and flushes our waste away.
It’s firth and minch and loch.
It’s Clyde and Forth and Tay and Tweed.
It’s Linnhe, Lochy, Long and Oich, Corryvreckan
and Menteith.
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3. Water makes the world go round

I

n Scotland, we are lucky to consider ourselves to have abundant natural water resources as well as widespread access
to clean drinking water.

From traditional industries such as farming and fishing, to more recent innovations in renewable wave and hydropowered energy, Scotland has learned to make the most of its water resources – and to capitalise on them.
These industries are able to profit from our water environment. Many of Scotland’s businesses are leading the way in
careful and considered use of water to benefit our economy, provide jobs, and sell distinctive and valuable products
that are the envy of the world.
But there needs to be a balance between making money for our economy and the effect that can have on our water
environment. We need to keep a careful eye on the waste from industry, agriculture and households that can pollute
our water environment. We also need to ensure that too much water is not taken from our rivers and lochs.
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Water
is my Life
The whisky distiller: Neil McDougall, Speyside

“it’s our job to ensure that
we leave the water in
pristine condition”
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Neil McDougall has dedicated over 25 years to improving the
water environment, most recently for Diageo Scotland, the world’s
largest distiller of Scotch whisky. Neil looks after the water courses
that supply the distilleries. It takes a lot of water to make whisky
but in order to make sure it’s the best quality of water available
they must go, “beyond compliance”. He explains, “The whisky
industry has realistic standards that must be achieved and
we all have the option to exceed those standards.
The industry needs good, clean water – it’s our
job to ensure that we leave the water in
pristine condition.”

Water
is my Life
The Aquatic ecologist: Dr Joanna Girvan, Edinburgh

“We take our relationship
with the water
environment for granted”
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Scotland’s rivers and lochs are home to wild salmon and
freshwater fisheries of world renown, providing us with a valuable
natural resource. Dr Joanna Girvan is a freshwater ecologist
with the River Forth Fisheries Trust and a fervent advocate
for protecting and improving these important habitats in
a sustainable manner: “We can easily make significant
improvements to our water environment. We know
how to do it and in many areas we know what
needs doing. It’s just a case of getting the
funding and paying for it.”

Water
is my Life
Hydropower consultant: Gordon Black, Glasgow

Hydro power is playing its
role in making Scotland a
‘Hydro Nation’
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Gordon Black is proud to be a part of the current renaissance
being experienced by hydropower in Scotland as new schemes are
developed to create sustainable, commercially viable sources of low
carbon energy. Gordon provides consultancy and advice on smallscale hydropower schemes across Scotland as part of the specialised
design and implementation solutions offered by babyHydro
Ltd. “We convert water flow to electricity,” he explains, “and if
we minimise the impact of each hydro scheme on the
environment, more will get developed, creating
a local economic benefit.” Hydropower is
playing its role in making Scotland
a ‘Hydro Nation’.

Water
is my Life

“think locally and
continually focus
on what you can do
in your own patch”
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Fish farm manager: Iain Semple, Stirling
Iain Semple has been farming freshwater fish in Scotland for
over 30 years at the University of Stirling’s Howietoun Fishery,
one of the oldest fish farms in Scotland. Iain is passionate about
nature, sustainability and maintaining a balance in our water
environment. “To do it in a holistic way requires continual
refinement of technique and our existing knowledge base,”
he explains. Iain also recognises that that we all need to
play our part: “If you think locally and continually
focus on what you can do in your own patch,
then that helps the world at large.”

4. Keeping the balance
Left to their own devices, our natural water systems can keep themselves in balance.

T

he water environment can cope with a certain amount of human activity – we’re able to take some water out for various uses
without affecting its overall health; and our rivers, lochs and coastal waters are naturally able to disperse low levels of pollution.
Similarly, our floodplains and wetlands can naturally store water that might otherwise cause flooding of homes, businesses and
transport routes.
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Human activity places conflicting demands on our water environment. We
extract huge amounts of water for industrial and domestic consumption.
We use our water system to dilute and disperse waste, such as sewage and
by-products from commercial and agricultural processes. We also want our
rivers and coasts to be clean and clear so that wildlife can thrive and we
can enjoy the many health benefits that come from being in and around
clean water.
These different needs have to be balanced. Our water systems can cope
with only so much and they can become overloaded. If too much water
is taken from our lochs and rivers, they can run dry; if too much waste is
added, they can become dirty and polluted. Either way, we run the risk of
spoiling our water systems and making life difficult, unpleasant – or even
dangerous – for ourselves and Scotland’s natural wildlife.
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SEPA’S PARTNERS IN THE ENVIRONMENT

When it comes to looking after our country’s water resources, responsibilities are shared among various agencies. Local authorities and
public bodies such as SEPA, Scottish Natural Heritage, the National Parks, utilities companies such as Scottish Water, as well as farms,
fisheries, industry bodies and many community and environmental groups all have a stake in Scotland’s environment.
This requires a flexible, partnership working approach among all these organisations. But while the statutory responsibilities for making
and enforcing laws, regulations and standards of service are in the care of these larger institutions, we all have a part to play in making
sure our waters networks are as good as they can be – by not being wasteful, by not using the drainage system inappropriately or
clogging sewer systems.

Scottish Government

Scottish Natural Heritage

Scottish Water

Environment matters are devolved to the Scottish
Government whose role it is to create legislation
that will protect the environment and improve it for
present and future generations.

Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) is Scotland’s nature
and landscape conservation body. Their concern is
with managing and protecting the rich resources in
the land, air and waters of Scotland. They also provide
advice on best practice to the Scottish Government
and work closely with local authorities and other
public bodies to make Scotland’s environment as
healthy as it can be.

Scottish Water is responsible for the network of water
and sewer pipes. They provide 1.3 billion litres of
fresh drinking water to homes and businesses across
Scotland – enough to fill 52 Olympic-sized swimming
pools – every day. They maintain over 30,000 miles
of sewer pipes, enough to go round the UK coastline
three times, and over 1,800 treatment works which
take away 840 million litres of waste water every day
before returning it safely back into the water cycle.

The background to the establishment of Scotland’s
current water management systems goes back to
2000 and the introduction of an ambitious piece of
European legislation called the Water Framework
Directive. This resulted in the Water Environment
and Water Services (Scotland) Act 2003 (WEWS Act)
becoming law in Scotland.
The Act gave Scottish ministers powers to introduce
regulatory controls over water activities in order to
protect, improve and promote sustainable use of
Scotland’s waters ‘from source to sea’. This includes
wetlands, rivers, lochs, estuaries, coastal waters,
bathing waters and groundwater.
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SNH’s work is about caring for the natural heritage,
enabling people to enjoy it, helping people to
understand and appreciate it, and supporting those
who manage it. They issue policy and guidance
on a range of initiatives from tourism to oil and
gas exploration, via forestry and woodlands, deer
management and rural development.

Scottish Water is a publicly owned company,
answerable to the Scottish Parliament and the people
of Scotland.

5. Where does SEPA fit in?

T

he Scottish Environment Protection Agency’s role
is to protect and improve the quality of our
water environment and to balance the needs of
the different people who want to use our water for
different purposes.
We develop and implement river basin management
plans with our partners and other agencies who have a
stake in the water environment.
We have a large team of scientists – chemists,
hydrologists, ecologists biologists and microbiologists
– who monitor the condition of
our water environment and measure water flows all
year round.
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We advise farmers and other businesses about
how they can reduce their impacts on the
water environment.
We investigate pollution incidents and we
control discharges to, and abstractions
from, our water environment by issuing
licenses to businesses that want to discharge
or remove water.
We oversee flood risk management planning
and we operate Scotland’s flood warning system,
Floodline.
We manage the Water Environment Fund
which offers payments to people, groups and
organisations who want to improve the condition
of the water environment to increase the benefits
that it provides to us all.
Above all, SEPA’s main aim is to make sure that one
use doesn’t take place to the detriment of others
so that we can all enjoy the diversity and richness
of Scotland’s water environment.
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Water
is my Life
The ecologist: Sean Morrison, Lanarkshire
Freshwater ecology is a rapid way of determining water quality.
SEPA Ecologist Sean Morrison is frequently up to the tops of his
waders in Scotland’s water: his job is to monitor the health of the
river network. “We’re always hoping to find a huge number and
diversity of healthy-looking invertebrates, which in turn means
you’ll find you’ve got a good array of plant species in there,
you’ve got lots of fish and that’s all great. But if you have
too many nutrients, things get out of balance,” he says.
“The difficult thing is to keep that balance. . .”
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Water
is my Life
The river basin planning coordinator:
Shona McConnell, Edinburgh
As part of the Scottish Environment Protection Agency’s river basin
management team Shona McConnell is on a mission to reinvigorate
Scotland’s relationship with its water environment. “The river basin
management plans are essentially our way of getting the water
environment into a better condition,” says Shona. The plans have
the potential to create positive change – and not just in the water.
An important part of Shona’s role is to link these improvements
with other benefits such as natural flood management,
recreation, health and wellbeing and biodiversity.
“That’s our key message”, she says. “It’s Scotland’s
water environment; it’s Scotland’s plan.”
Shona’s task is to make those
plans a reality.
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6. How can I help?
Use water wisely
It’s easy to take our water for granted – but an
abundance of water in the land and air doesn’t translate
necessarily to an infinite supply of clean, readily
available drinking water.
Scottish Water looks after the water supply to most of
Scotland’s homes and businesses. Visit their website for
tips on how to use water carefully in your home – from
fixing dripping taps and swapping your garden hose
for a watering can to taking care over what you dispose
of down the drain.

Look after your environment
In Scotland, we enjoy rights to access the vast and
beautiful expanses of our country.
If you’re able to enjoy the many benefits of Scotland’s
water environment as a recreational user, respect and
look after the places you visit and leave them as you
find them.
Download the Scottish Outdoor Access Guide so
that you can explore Scotland’s natural resources
responsibly and knowledgably.

Get involved
Scotland’s Environment website has a range of
resources to help you get the most out of the
outdoors – and advice on how you can contribute your
own data.
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There are projects, discussions and downloadable
guides on Citizen Science as well as a range of
innovative mobile apps.
Your can help us and our partners put together
Scotland’s next River Basin Management Plan by
adding your comments to our Current Condition and
Challenges for the Future consultation. You can read
more about it on SEPA’s website.

Reporting pollution
If you are aware of any polluting incidents in any of the
places you visit, you can phone our Pollution Hotline
on 0800 80 70 60 (24 hour service – calls are free from
a BT landline, mobile users please check your service
provider for charging details).
A full list of external agencies who look after the various
aspects of our water environment can be found on our
website.

Be flood aware
The frequency of floods has risen dramatically in
Scotland over recent years. Although we can’t prevent
them, you can limit the impact by being prepared. Find
out more about flooding and how you can prepare on
the Floodline website.

