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Chief Executive’s Report

Introduction

The short period since the last Board meeting in April has been one of significant external
developments directly relevant to SEPA’s strategy. These include the approval by MPs on 2 May of
a “climate emergency”, following Scotland’s First Minister’s declaration on 28 April of a climate
emergency for Scotland; a landmark report on 2 May from the UK Committee on Climate Change
(UKCCC) recommending a new net-zero greenhouse gas emissions reduction target for the UK
and, for Scotland, a net-zero target by 2045. This is against continued public interest and focus
on issues such as plastics and decline in biodiversity. This reinforces the scale and urgency of the
challenge and the relevance and importance of SEPA’s strategy.

As previously advised, I will be visiting each SEPA office to hold a session on decisions that AMT
has taken to improve the way SEPA works and help us implement One Planet Prosperity. These
decisions focus on outcomes such as cutting duplication, setting clearer priorities and manageable
workloads, streamlining decision-making processes and more. These are scheduled for June, July
and August 2019.

Terry A’Hearn

Chief Executive Officer

https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Reducing-emissions-in-Scotland-2018-Progress-Report-to-Parliament.pdf
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1. Regulation

1.1 Cleaner Air for Scotland Review

We are on the Scottish Government’s steering group for the review of Scotland’s air quality strategy,

chaired by Professor Campbell Gemmell. The review work is focused on looking at progress and the

impact of actions under the current strategy, new evidence, evidence gaps and developments

around air quality. The review will make recommendations for objectives and actions and the

framework for delivery of the new strategy. A consultation on the findings and recommendations of

the review will be issued within the next few weeks.

1.2 Water

1.2.1 Water scarcity preparations

The impacts of climate change are happening. The 20 warmest years on record have been in the

past 22 years. The heatwave last year was exceptional and persistent hot, dry weather caused

widespread impacts to businesses and the environment. The dry weather has continued into 2019

and we are now facing the strong possibility of water scarcity issues this summer.

We are preparing for this possibility. Although Scotland is usually a water-abundant nation, water

must be used responsibly and efficiently to ensure we can reliably meet the needs of people,

businesses and the natural environment during times of water scarcity. We are working on a long-

term vision for the sustainable management of water resources across Scotland, where everyone

takes responsibility to use less and waste none. If we take action now, Scotland will be prepared,

resilient and ready for changes to our climate and water resources. Our vision and strategy will go

out for consultation in early autumn.

As well as this long-term strategy, we are working to ensure we have a robust, clear regulatory

position for this summer. We, and stakeholders, will be clear on the action that will be taken if we

once again experience extreme and persistent dry weather.

 This month, we began producing a weekly water scarcity situation report that summarises

the state of recent rainfall, river flow and groundwater levels, risk of shortages and the

forecast for the coming weeks. This is available on our website, which also includes

information and advice regarding water scarcity events. Our analyses show we are already

at ‘Moderate Scarcity’ levels in a number of north-east and north-west catchments for water

scarcity risk. The Cabinet Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform has

asked to receive the report weekly, to help the Scottish Government make decisions about

supporting private water supplies.

 We are part of the Water Scarcity Management Group which jointly manages events. The

group includes the Scottish Government, Scottish Natural Heritage and Scottish Water.

Meetings of the group are taking place weekly.

 We are also working with farming groups and the whisky sector.

 We have discussed strengthening the regulatory position laid out in our National Water

Scarcity Plan. We have agreed to use ‘real-time’ hydrological river flows as the measure of

significant scarcity, rather than reports of ecological damage (when it is effectively too late).

https://climatecentre.org/news/1104/wmo-past-22-years-include-20-warmest-on-record
https://climatecentre.org/news/1104/wmo-past-22-years-include-20-warmest-on-record
https://www.sepa.org.uk/environment/water/water-scarcity/
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 We will be communicating with all abstraction licence holders on our clarified position on

defining significant scarcity, and what this means in terms of action we are likely to take,

including requiring the temporary cessation of abstraction where necessary.

However, the aim is that collaborative work with stakeholders across affected catchments

means we never get to a point where we have to require abstraction to cease.

 We will be setting up improved ways of working, training and rotas in the coming weeks to

ensure we are ready should the water scarcity situation not improve.

1.2.2 Water Environment Fund

Howden Bridge Weir

A new rock ramp for fish passage at Howden Bridge Weir in West

Lothian has been completed. It was constructed in partnership with West

Lothian Council, Forth Rivers Trust, Scottish Government and SEPA.

This has opened up 41 km of river to migratory fish, and forms part of a

larger ongoing project to open more than 200km of habitat to fish in the

River Almond catchment. This is an innovative design and is currently

the largest rock ramp in the UK.

Sevenacres Weir (North Ayrshire)

A new fish pass was completed through a partnership

between Ayrshire Rivers Trust, North Ayrshire Council

and SEPA. This completes a project to open up 69 km of

habitat to native migratory fish.

1.3 Aquaculture

1.3.1 Independent review of SEPA fish farm survey report on environmental impact of medicine

use on Scotland’s seabed published in international journal

Our detailed analysis of the impact of fish farm medicines on Scotland’s seabed has been validated

by environmental experts and accepted for publication in the multi-disciplinary, international journal,

‘Science of the Total Environment’.

The technical analysis from our Fish Farm Survey was accepted for publication in the international

journal following an independent, peer review process by three environmental scientists and

confirms the scientific robustness of our survey results.

The culmination of over two years' work, our Fish Farm Survey Report – ‘Evaluation of a New

Seabed Monitoring Approach to Investigate the Impacts of Marine Cage Fish Farms’, undertaken by

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969719309428?via%3Dihub
https://consultation.sepa.org.uk/sector-plan/finfishaquaculture/
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specialist marine scientists using research vessel the Sir John Murray, was published in November

2018 as part of a series of firm, evidence-based proposals for a revised regulatory regime.

1.4 Breakthrough Partnerships

1.4.1 One Health Partnership

Work is continuing on One Health Partnership - a partnership between SEPA, NHS Highland,

Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Scottish Water, University of Highlands and Islands, Scotland’s

Centre of Expertise for Waters (CREW) and other academic bodies to improve the management of

pharmaceuticals. This pioneering partnership is initially working to deliver innovative projects to

reduce the impacts of pharmaceutical pollution on the water environment.

These include:

 Development of a revised Formulary for prescribing, which takes account of the

environmental impact of medicines, as well as clinical and cost effectiveness;

 Ensuring unwanted medicines are disposed of properly with community pharmacies and

dispensing doctors;

 Development and implementation of guidance to help reduce the unintended release of

medicines to the environment and associated effects, such as antimicrobial resistance;

 Delivering public messages that help patients understand that medicines may not always be

the answer.

2. Flooding

2.1 Real-time observation webcams

Verifying the impacts of flooding is important as it allows

us to refine the thresholds we use to issue flood warnings.

To do this, we have traditionally sent two members of staff

to locations where flooding is expected. This presents a

number of health and safety, and logistical issues which

need to be managed carefully.

We have been looking at ways to make this process

easier and safer, and one idea has been the use of

webcams. Working with an external company, we have now established a pilot network of 4

locations where webcams have been installed to monitor flooding impacts. The four pilot cameras

are located in the south west of Scotland along the Solway coast at Kingholm Quay, Carsethorn,

Isle of Whithorn and Port Logan.

The local communities will also be able to use this new resource to help them be prepared and

protected from flooding. If successful, the network could be expanded to other vulnerable locations

around the country.
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3. Our Organisation

3.1 Digital licensing

We have been working to improve our online services, and have received training and support from

Scottish Government digital colleagues and experienced contractors. We have focused on building

services that are in plain English, easy to use, familiar, and ask only for the information we need. By

making these services available we’ll save our customers time, enhance SEPA’s reputation, and

save ourselves time.

We receive around 2000 applications to register existing private sewage treatment systems every

year, and this is the first application that we have launched as an online service. The current, paper-

based process can take up to 30 days to issue. The new online service takes 5 minutes.

The first application service took 18 months to deliver as we had to address significant problems

and overhaul the architecture. This laid the groundwork for all following application services, so

much so that we delivered the next four services - for the notification of radioactive substances - in

60 days.

We carry out user research before we start building, introduce usability and accessibility testing

when we have a prototype, and receive continuous feedback when we release a service.

3.2 Procurement of electric pool vehicles

To help us reduce our carbon dioxide emissions from transport, we have introduced six new electric

vehicles to our pool car fleet. Thanks to Stirling Council’s Switched on Cities fund, two more electric

vehicles will be added this summer. We have installed a new, publicly accessible charging point at

our Stirling office. Further funding of £150,000 from Energy Savings Trust means we’ll be installing

these at 10 other SEPA offices in May 2019.

3.3 New UNISON Branch Executive

The Joint Negotiating and Consultative Committee and the new UNISON Branch Executive met for

the first time on Monday 15 April. There have also been constructive discussions with the new

Branch members out-with the committee meeting, on topics such as budget and organisational

change.

3.4 Develop our people

3.4.1 Performance Development Reviews 2019-20

Performance Development Review (PDR) discussions are underway where managers and team

members agree objectives for 19/20. PDR’s are normally completed by 30 June but a pragmatic

decision has been taken to extend the timescales for the Compliance & Beyond teams as they are

currently being matched to new roles in the structure. Objectives will be set by the new managers

once everyone is in post.

This year HR have simplified the recording process so staff can upload and save their PDR form to

Agresso. HR will continue to monitor PDR completion rates on the Managers Dashboard.
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3.4.2 Graduate Trainee Scheme Intake 2019

Members of the Agency Board will be aware that the Assessment Centre for the Graduate Trainee

Scheme took place in April. The event was judged to be a great success by all who supported the

day. The Agency Management Team is now considering the recruiting team’s recommendations.

3.4.3 Senior staff movements and appointments

There were no senior movements since the last board report.

3.5 External engagement

3.5.1 Low Carbon Energy Roundtable

On 8 May, we headed up the second in a series of Scottish roundtable events, in collaboration with

the United Nations Environment Programme Finance Initiative. This is a global partnership between

the United Nations Environment Programme and the financial sector to promote sustainable

finance. The Association of British Insurers is partnering with us on the events, which explore how

Scotland can meet the United Nations’ global Sustainable Development Goals through low carbon

and renewable energy investment at national and local levels. The ambition is to have more

partnerships delivering more low carbon solutions locally and nationally. The event drew attendees

from business, banks, investors, community groups and the public sector.

3.5.2 Stakeholder events on Environmental Principles and Governance

At the start of May, we organised and supported Scottish Government colleagues in running a

stakeholder event to raise awareness of the Scottish Government’s Consultation on Environmental

Principles and Governance in Scotland, and explore ideas on what governance gaps will exist post

EU exit and stakeholders ideas on what future governance could look like. Representatives from

industry and other public bodies attended.

We were also involved in helping the UK Environmental Law Association organise a seminar in

Scotland on the consultation. There were a range of speakers representing the English, Welsh and

Scottish perspective as well as industry and Non-Governmental Organisations perspective. Bridget

represented the regulator’s perspective.

Both events were very successful with constructive discussion generating new ideas for Scottish

Government to take away and consider alongside the responses to the consultation which closes on

11 May.

3.5.3 Irish EPA Air Quality visit

Representatives from the Irish Environmental Protection Agency visited us on 16 April. They came

to meet us to exchange knowledge on air quality and monitoring issues. They are looking to develop

air quality models for Irish cities and are expanding their air quality monitoring programme and they

think that we have methods they can follow.

The morning focussed on more strategic issues, including the background to Cleaner Air for

Scotland, Ambient monitoring in Ireland, liaising with schools and air policy issues. The afternoon

was more focussed on technical topics such as modelling methodology and data visualisation.

Following the meeting, one of the participants from the Irish EPA gave us the following feedback:

http://www.scottishairquality.scot/lez/
http://www.scottishairquality.scot/lez/
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“Thank you very much for our visit on Tuesday, it was a tremendously valuable visit for us. We

greatly appreciate you all taking the time to share your wealth of learning and experience on

modelling and so much more with us and it substantially assists us in developing our plans for Irish

ambient air quality modelling. The series of presentations detailing the specifics of your modelling

experience and the following discussions were exactly the level of expert insight we needed and

surpassed any expectation we might have had prior to the visit.”

3.5.4 Aquaculture stakeholder workshop

In November last year, we announced firm, evidence-

based proposals for a revised regime that will strengthen

the regulation of the finfish aquaculture sector.

On Thursday 2 May we met with over 50 stakeholders,

mostly made up of industry representatives, but also other

regulators, Non-Governmental Organisations and

community group representatives, to talk through the

technical detail of our modelling, monitoring and permitting

regime.

The day went well, with positive feedback received. Stakeholders welcomed seeing the detail and

the cutting-edge, evidence based approach. Some concerns were raised about the practicalities of

some of our new licence conditions and specific meetings have been arranged with the sector to

discuss further. We are now working hard to be ready for implementation of the new framework at

the end of May.

4. Action

The Board is asked to note this report. Updates will be provided at the meeting.

Terry A’Hearn, Chief Executive


