
User Group Meeting – Union Canal 
Thursday 1st November 6pm  
West Port Hotel, Linlithgow 

 
Ronnie Rusack (RR) welcomed everyone to the meeting and introduced Catherine Topley (CT) who 
is the new Chief Executive at Scottish Canals (SC).   
 
RR opened the meeting by commending CT for making a conscious effort to meet as many boaters 
and societies as possible within the short time she has been on-board and remarked that this has 
gone a long way to rebuilding relationships between boaters and Scottish Canals.  This was agreed 
by a number of attendees. 
 
RR stated the format the meeting would take and what we were hoping to achieve which was a 
productive meeting with concerns being raised and discussed in a constructive manner.   
 
CT confirmed that she wants to keep the life and spirit in the canals.  Her key focus is keeping the 
canals alive which needs to be balanced with the innovation strategies which keep the canals vibrant 
and places where people not only want to live, but they want to visit, engage and undertake activities 
on.  
 
CT gave the attendees the options of; her addressing pre-submitted questions or whether a group 
discussion would be preferred.  It was agreed to start the discussions by going through the submitted 
questions. 
 
A number of questions had been submitted by boaters who were not in attendance, these will be 
responded to directly. 

Action 1 
 
 
A question was raised regarding the STORM system and whether the issue with the voicemail had 
been fixed as it is becoming increasingly frustrating for boaters calling in to speak with someone and 
being directed round a hunt group until a voicemail connects the call only for the caller to receive the 
message that the voicemail is full and to call back. CT advised that she had been made aware of 
this through other discussions and it was something that she was looking in to and would provide 
further updates.  
            Action 2 
 
 
A lot of the problems being experienced on the Lowland canals are not isolated to just the Lowlands 
as boaters in the Highlands are encountering similar issues.  CT confirmed that SC is a working 
heritage, and as such with its age, and historic value, this will mean that we will unfortunately see 
asset failure on the canals. However, the Asset Management Strategy has identified what requires 
investment, replacement or repair. However, what it can’t do, is guarantee that things will fail/need 
replaced or repaired in the order that the assessments anticipate.  Therefore the nature of mechanics 
means that unexpected repairs are required when funds and resources are not readily available.  
Scottish Canals has worked very closely with Government colleagues of late, and this has enabled 
additional funding to be available which will allow us to work towards repairing the bridges and have 
the canals open for next season. 
 
The question of funding to the Property Team being cut and reallocated to the Engineering Team 
was asked.  Concern was raised about the Boathouse at Auchinstarry going into liquidation and 
potentially Auchinstarry will become desolate. 
 
CT advised that the Property Department’s budget has its own cost centre and budget, and this 
money is allocated at the beginning of the budget planning to reflect delivery against the business 
plan.  
 
Scottish Canals is in communications with the liquidators involved in the administration of The 
Boathouse but are not in a position to comment as this is not a Scottish Canals owned business. 



However, CT assured those in the room that they had been working with the Boathouse owners and 
were very sorry that they had made the decision to close the Boathouse.  
 
Richard Millar (RM) stated that there has been a cluster of challenges this year for Scottish Canals.  
We had committed to go out and look into the assets and their conditions and when we did so, we 
found serious issues.  Once discovered, we could not ignore them and that is why the suspension 
of operations has occurred. 
 
It was highlighted that there had been a lot of animosity surrounding the pricing review and the 
procedures followed in delivering this.  CT was asked if the boaters were going to be consulted 
before the next 5 year pricing review takes place.   
 
Fiona MacFadyen (FM) advised that the pricing consultation took place 2 years ago.  The 
consultation exercise and the review was carried out by a 3rd party and Scottish Canals adopted the 
recommendations they made which was to review again in 5 years.  This still has 3 years to run.  CT 
committed to having a very open and transparent consultation process as per government guideline 
when this is due for review. 
 
Concern was raised regarding the repeated suggestion that the pricing review was carried out by 
independent consultants, this does not appear to be the case as the company used was a subsidiary 
of the Kelpie project and they had also done work for Scottish government so they were not 
independent.  RM enquired as to the connection between GVA and the Kelpies. 
 
  RM, reiterated that the company appointed was done so through an open and approved 
procurement process. Further investigations have confirmed RM’s assertion that GVA did not 
provide any funding to Scottish Canals or Falkirk Council in support of the delivery of the Helix project  
 
Will the minutes from the Keep Canals Alive group be made available to all boaters? RR confirmed 
that once these are in a suitable format, they will be available.   
 
CT was asked if she would be full time at SC as SD was not as he spent half his time as a non-
executive board member for Visit Scotland instead of working full time at Scottish Canals.  CT 
confirmed that she is full time, and that presently she does not hold a non-executive board member 
position, however, does give 1.5 hours of time per week to mentoring young, vulnerable females.  
 
SC representatives were asked if it is possible to list all available moorings and locations on the 
website and keep this updated which would hopefully encourage more uptake in destinations.  Scott 
McMurray (SMcM) confirmed available moorings are currently listed on SC own website and the 
Living on Water website.  The Moorings Team will undertake to ensure this is updated monthly. 
            Action 3 
 
Is it SC intention to leave destination offices unmanned for 4 days at a time?  This is not acceptable 
at a busy site.  CT advised she was not aware of this and would look into it. 
 
The office being unmanned for such a time has led to bins overflowing.  This was reported by email 
on Sunday.  SC have increased the visitor offering by introducing a pizza van but has not taken 
responsibility for the management of the litter.  Tommy Thomson (TT) will look into arranging a litter 
pick of the site and schedule emptying of the bins on a more regular basis. 
 
TT has confirmed an external contractor does the cleaning of the toilet blocks.  The contractors have 
recently experienced staffing issues and standards have slipped, however TT has had discussions 
with the area manager and arranged a deep clean of all facility blocks. CT agreed to look in to this 
matter and thanked those attending for bringing it to her attention.  
            Action 4 
 
  



It was suggested that there has been a deterioration in services available for boats – what can SC 
do to encourage boat maintenance businesses to move onto the canals?  This would in turn, 
encourage more people to move onto the water 
 
RM will take this away as an action and speak to canal societies re partnership working etc.  He 
suggested that the societies may wish to create a directory of what is available and where. 

Action 5 
 
 
Gail Jones (GJ) reminded attendees that the Holiday Hire company at The Falkirk Wheel has a dry 
dock facility available for hire.   
 
It was suggested that the cost of hiring the dry dock at The Falkirk Wheel is expensive, and why is 
there a minimum booking of 7 days?  Ron Rusack Jnr (RRJ) stated that the cost of £500 is standard 
across the industry.  The money is used to prepare the dock to be available, but it being used, also 
limits the availability of the dock to the boats run by the Holiday Hire company themselves.  It was 
asked whether there could be a daily rate instead of a weekly rate.  RRJ was not keen for this as 
this has caused problems in the past.  Carol Bell (CB) suggested that this could be a shared facility 
if boats do not require the dock for the full week, they could split the 7 days and also the cost.  RRJ 
advised that this would result in double the work for the team as would mean two boats to be pumped 
out and the dock needing to be prepped twice.  RRJ will look into the possibility of this. 
 
Do SC have any plans to build any additional dry docks?  CT advised that they do not have any 
intentions of doing so at the moment. 
 
A common thread in issues seems to be the requirement for a more efficient system to take 
complaints and monitor them.  This is something SC are currently reviewing with the implementation 
of a new Customer Relations Management system which will allow for a more consistent approach. 
 
What are SC doing to ensure that the canals are kept open at the width required?  Work needs to 
be undertaken to allow the width to be re-established and therefore the canal kept open. 
 
RM advised that next year will be a priority year to get the bridges open, the engineering team are 
looking to do a crash clearance of the Forth & Clyde canal and spot dredging on Union Canal.  We 
recognise these are challenges and we won’t get it perfect but we will try our very best 
 
RM encouraged boaters to use report a navigational issue email 
reportanavissue@scottishcanals.co.uk when out on the water and they encounter any obstacles.  
Paula Carson (PC) will aim to acknowledge emails within 48 hours and update with the findings of 
the team to confirm when obstacles have been recovered.  PC will review the email link on the 
website and ask the Communications team to make it more user friendly. 
 
Why are some boats being allowed to remain on the canal in a state of disrepair?  This is detracting 
from others’ own enjoyment of the environment.  CT sought clarification and advised that she shared 
the view that boats moored on the canal should hold a valid licence and comply with the conditions 
set by Scottish Canals.  PC will continue to work on boat conditions and write to all boaters breaching 
their terms and conditions of contract which is to keep their boats in good condition and to display 
valid licence discs. 
 
Why wasn’t Lock 6 work covered by the hire boat insurance? – RM advised that Scottish Canals are 
currently reviewing the circumstances surrounding the incident, and will be speaking with the 
insurers.  
 
SC were commended for the work carried out to crane the boats over the lock gates and allow travel 
back to home moorings and beyond when Lock 6 was damaged.  This project was extremely 
successful. 
 
What is the policy going to be regarding SC buying boats as there seems to be a conflict of interests 
– Claymore and Sir Ralph are rust buckets?  FM advised that SC inherited Sir Ralph and did not 
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purchase it.  We have attempted to remove this boat from site but unfortunately due to a cement 
hull, we have had very little success in finding someone willing to dispose of it.  CT confirmed 
governance is a core element of her approach to work, as is public value & customers and team 
spirit and therefore going forward she was able to confirm that all purchases of a significant nature 
will be thoroughly investigated prior to any commitment being made from SC. 
 
RR concluded the meeting by thanking everyone for such positive input.  The attendees took time to 
agree with RR that the meeting held good vibes and delivered a positive feeling.  Boaters are feeling 
they are being listened to. 
 
PC committed to circulating the notes from this meeting prior to the Forth and Clyde meeting which 
is being held Thursday 8th November at East Dunbartonshire Council Offices, Enterprise House, 
Southbank Business Park, Kirkintilloch, Glasgow, G66 1XQ.  It was requested that the starting time 
for the meeting be changed back to 18:30 which will allow for a greater attendance from boaters 
with work commitments. 
 
A short questionnaire was handed out to each person regarding the future of the Lowland Canals 
User Group meetings. 18 were returned and the results are as follows:- 
  



Question Asked Feedback Received 

Do you think there should be one annual 
meeting for the Lowlands or should these 

be split so there is one for each of The 
Union and Forth & Clyde canals? 

 

 

 Joint meeting at 9.30am on a Saturday 
morning 

 Split meeting 

 One each but allow crossover 

 Split – Union and F&C 

 Happy either way – needs “critical” mass of 
attendees 

 One meeting, we operate on both 

 Needs to be one meeting 

 Annual and split.  One for each area 

 6 monthly combined 

 Since many of the issues are similar, one big 
meeting with smaller end to end meetings 

 Combined meeting 

 Split – Union and F&C 

 One each 

 There should be 2 meetings per year in one 
location only 

 2 meetings, both covering the whole of the 
Lowland canals but at 2 different venues 

 Should be split 

 One each 

 Split 
 

What format should these sessions take?  
Do you want Scottish Canals to give a 

presentation on updates, would you prefer 
round-table discussions in groups or an 

open discussion? 

 

 Open discussion 

 Combination of presentation and discussion – 
break out groups do not work 

 Presentation by Scottish Canals followed by 
Q&A 

 Update then discussion 

 Presentation yes, and other format as 
appropriate 

 Any presentation needs to be short and 
concise – group could work well on specific 
issues 

 Round table discussions 

 Presentation plus a prepared agenda with 
input from organisations 

 Q&As.  Dealing with issues raised 

 Updates and open discussions 

 Updates – provided they are open and honest!  
I have in the past taken part in many brain 
storming exercises.  To date these have been 
a waste of time – absolutely no follow up 

 Open discussion followed by SC summing up 
incorporating their relevant updates 

 Update on operations and plan for the next 6 
monthly operations and strategy 

 Update from SC, Feedback from Canal users 
then Q&As 

 Round table discussions 

 Open 

 Round table 
 



Question Asked Feedback Received 

Where should they be held? 

 

 Linlithgow/Union 

 Kirkintilloch or The Falkirk Wheel 

 Linlithgow is a good compromise for Union 

 Linlithgow or Ratho 

 Linlithgow works ok or Edinburgh 

 Centrally – possibly at The Falkirk Wheel 

 The Falkirk Wheel meeting room 

 As currently being held if possible 

 The Falkirk Wheel 

 Mid-placement 

 Anywhere 

 Not at The Falkirk Wheel.  Acoustics are 
appalling.  Any public hall or hotel with good 
acoustics 

 Centrally to each location 

 Falkirk 

 Linlithgow, Kirkintilloch/Auchinstarry 

 East/West – Linlithgow/Kirkintilloch 

 Wherever convenient 

 Move locations as required 
 

Who should lead these sessions? 

 

 Half Scottish Canals and Half Boaters Group 

 As senior as possible.  People will very much 
appreciate it is the CEO keeps coming 

 Ronnie Rusack should Chair, CEO & 
Engineering should be at top table 

 Scottish Canals 

 Scottish Canals 

 Scottish Canals 

 Operation staff from each area 

 All interested parties 

 Competent facilitator 

 KCA and Scottish Canals 

 No strong views but obviously someone with 
first hand canal knowledge 

 Appropriate SC team leaders, engineers or 
contract officers 

 As appropriate 

 Good to see Catherine here 

 Scottish Canals 

 Scottish Canals 
 

 

  



 

Question Asked Feedback Received 

Who should chair them? 

 

 Ronnie Rusack 

 Independent Chair is good.  Ronnie did a great 
job 

 As above, Ronnie Rusack or whoever chairs 
the Canal Association 

 Boater/Mooring/Visitor User Group 

 Alternate Canal Society chairing 

 Alternate between different societies 

 A person with experience of canal navigation 

 KCA and SC rotating 

 Competent facilitator 

 Someone neutral 

 Someone totally independent 

 An independent knowledgeable, recognised 
individual who holds the respect of the users 

 Independent chair 

 Boater or representative of community 
moorings 

 Ronnie Rusack 

 Ronnie Rusack 

 LCA 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Action log 
 

No. 
 

Action Responsible Complete/Update 
 

1 

A number of questions had 
been submitted by boaters 
who were not in 
attendance, these will be 
taken up separately with 
them.  

Chief Executive and 
Paula Carson 
 

An email has been circulated 
to boaters with a copy of these 
notes, and their questions will 
be responded to separately by 
the end of November.  
 

2 

There is a poor service at 
Applecross reception, 
whereby the phone system 
does not assist in reaching 
the person you need to 
speak with and there was a 
view that the receptionist 
rarely answered the 
phone.  
 

Chief Executive I have started the process of 
recruiting an apprentice, who 
will support the reception area 
during normal working 
days/times.  
 
The current receptionist does 
not work Mon-Fri, core hours, 
which may not have been 
communicated, and this is 
why I have taken the decision 
to recruit an apprentice to 
support this critical point of 
interface with Scottish Canals.  
 

3 

SC representatives were 
asked if it be possible to list 
all available moorings and 
locations on the website 
and keep this updated 
which would hopefully 
encourage more uptake in 
destinations.   
 

Scott McMurray  Leisure  
https://www.scottishcanals.co.
uk/activities/boating/long-term-
licences-moorings/ 
 
Residential 
http://www.livingonwater.co.uk
/index.php/content/show/avail
ability/current-availability 
 

4 

What is the practice of 
leaving the site un-
manned?  
 
SC have increased the 
visitor offering by 
introducing a pizza van but 
has not taken responsibility 
for the management of the 
litter.   
 
Toilet blocks are 
unacceptable in terms of 
health & hygiene.  
 

Chief Executive & 
Tommy  Thomson  

The CEO has advised that 
although there may be 
occasions when staff are not 
on site every day, it was an 
unusual situation for staff to 
be off site for 4 days in a row. 
The CEO has advised that 
this should not occur again.  
 
The operators of the Pizza 
outlet have now contracted a 
1100lt Biffa bin which should 
allow suitable disposal of 
pizza boxes.  TT will review 
improving the volume of litter 
bins and litter picks for next 
season. 
 
Boaters are encouraged to 
call the Boat Movements 
number – 07810 794467 – if 
they have concerns that need 
to be dealt with when the site 
is unmanned. 
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No. 
 

Action Responsible Complete/Update 
 

4 
Cont 

  TT has had discussions with 
the cleaning company and 
met with them on site at a few 
of the locations. The following 
locations have received a 
deep clean on Tuesday 16th 
October, Edinburgh Quay, 
Harrison Park, Ratho, 
Broxburn Yard and Port 
Buchan at Broxburn.  
 
TT is in discussions with the 
company to carry out deep 
cleans to the other sites within 
the Lowlands and also to 
review the cleaning 
schedules. 
 

5 

RM agreed to speak to 
Canal societies re 
partnership working re the 
creation of a  directory of 
what is available and 
where 

Richard Millar  SMcM is currently liaising with 
LCA to assist with the creation 
of a directory of service 
providers. 

 


