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Biodiversity, or nature to  
most people, underpins our 
lives, our prosperity and the 
very essence of our world.  
The wildlife, habitats and 
other forms of nature with 
which we share planet Earth 
are valuable in their own right, 
quite apart from the pleasure 
we take from their existence 
and the ways in which they 
support us. 2020 Challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity.(1)
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Biodiversity is the variety of 
different types of life found on 
earth. It is a measure of the 
variety of organisms present 
in different ecosystems. This 
can refer to genetic variation, 
ecosystem variation, or the 
number of species within an 
area, ecosystem, or planet.(2)

Human societies and economies are fundamentally 
dependent on biodiversity for the wide range of 
services it provides such as food provision, clean air, 
water and healthy soil and cultural inspiration.

What is biodiversity and why is it important?
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Human activities are putting significant pressure on 
the global biodiversity resource and significant losses 
have been and continue to be reported.(3) This has 
prompted an international response, most significantly 
the global Convention on Biological Diversity (‘the Rio 
Convention’).(4) In Scotland, this is being implemented 
through the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy ‘2020 
Challenge for Scotland’s biodiversity’. This emphasises 
that biodiversity plays a vital role in the prosperity of 
Scotland and our national identity.(1)

Forth & Clyde Canal, Glasgow
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Why is biodiversity management important to Scottish Canals?
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Canals are excellent for biodiversity
Over 200 years of colonisation of our network, both 
natural and deliberate, has resulted in a unique and 
special biodiversity resource in local, Scottish and 
international terms. Our canals provide a refuge for 
protected animals such as otters and bats, plants that 
are rare elsewhere in the UK e.g. Tufted Loosestrife and 
a water plant found almost nowhere else in the world 
(Bennett’s pondweed).

As linear features in the landscape, canals provide 
important living connections with other wildlife 
habitats. These habitat networks can contribute to the 
long term survival of some species. The Lowland Canals 
provide an important green blue corridor through the 
heart of the Central Scotland Green Network.(5)

Our responsibility
As a public body, we have a legal duty to further the 
conservation of biodiversity where this is consistent 
with the proper exercise of our key statutory functions, 
primarily navigation. We also have a legal duty 
under the British Waterways Act 1995 to assess 
environmental impacts and consider opportunities to 
conserve and enhance the natural beauty, flora and 
fauna of our waterways. As custodians of this resource, 
which we operate for multiple benefits, Scottish Canals 
has to strike a careful balance in its management 
approach. This is set in the context of our biodiversity 
duties and other statutory responsibilities with regard 
to the historic environment, safety and navigation.
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Business threats and opportunities
All the canals we manage are designated as nationally 
important Scheduled Monuments. Scrub and tree 
growth on these structures causes damage to them 
and can lead to failures. Conversely, fringing vegetation 
in our canals can help to reduce bank erosion. Trees, 
other terrestrial and aquatic vegetation are an 
important habitat and landscape element of the 
waterways. They have the potential to pose safety risks, 
navigation and access hazards. 

Invasive non-native species on our waterways can 
reduce intrinsic biodiversity value, pose safety risks or 
cause expensive damage to structures. As a responsible 
organisation, we need to reduce the risk of spread of 
non-native species to other unaffected areas. 

Protected species can impact on our operations 
e.g. birds nesting on moving infrastructure, badgers 
burrowing into canal embankments, and plant and 
animal disease outbreaks can lead to additional 
management costs e.g. Dutch Elm disease. 

Our customers place a value on it
People enjoy the intrinsic value of nature on our estate. 
Many of our customers highly value our canal wildlife. 
Looking for and watching wildlife is a popular activity 
for 47% of respondents in a recent customer survey. 
Experiencing nature on our waterways contributes to 
the health and well-being agenda.

Vegetation on Kelvin Aqueduct, Glasgow
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Key Drivers

•  Scottish Government National Performance 
Framework outcomes: We value and enjoy  
our built and natural environment and protect 
it and enhance it for future generations and 
indicators increase the abundance of terrestrial 
breeding birds; Improve the condition of  
protected nature sites.(6)

•  Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 requires 
all public bodies to further the conservation of 
biodiversity when carrying out their functions.(7)

•  The Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) 
Act 2011 requires for all public bodies to make 
publicly available a report on their compliance with 
their biodiversity duty.(8) Scottish Canals first report 
can be found here. 

•  Scotland’s Biodiversity: It’s in Your Hands - A 
strategy for the conservation and enhancement 
of biodiversity in Scotland(9) and 2020 Challenge 
for Scotland’s Biodiversity - A Strategy for the 
conservation and enhancement of biodiversity 
in Scotland(1) which set out Scottish Government’s 
approach to biodiversity management.

•  Local authority biodiversity action plans which 
include actions for canals and specific wildlife 
habitats, plants and animals on our estate.

•  Scotland River Basin Management Plan  
2009 – Chapter 4 which describes the ecological 
classification of artificial and heavily modified 
water bodies including canals.(10) More details can 
be found on the Scottish Environment Protection 
Agency Interactive River Basin Management Plan 
map.(11) Scottish Canals has a key role in delivering 
the objectives of this and subsequent plans.
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Key Drivers

•  Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997 
(section 160),(12) Town and Country Planning  
(Tree Preservation Order and Trees in 
Conservation Areas) (Scotland) Regulations 
2010(13) and the Ancient Monuments and 
Archaeological Areas Act 1979 (as amended 
by the Historic Environment (Amendment) 
(Scotland) Act 2011)(14) which place duties on 
Scottish Canals with regard to the protection of 
trees on its estate.

•  More specifically Scottish Canals’ approach to 
biodiversity management is defined in the British 
Waterways Act 1995 (section 22 -1) which places 
a duty on Scottish Canals when developing or 
considering proposals relating to its functions 
to assess environmental impacts and consider 
opportunities to conserve and enhance the 
natural beauty, flora and fauna and geological or 
physiographical features of special interest.(15)

•  Scottish Canals Environmental Policy 2013, 
Environmental Appraisal Process 2013, Incident 
Reporting and Investigation Standard 2013, 
Tree Risk Management Standard 2013 and other 
internal governance documents with which make 
reference to biodiversity management.

© Scottish Natural Heritage
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Status traffic light Plants and animals

Amber means:  
We are already  

active in this area 
but there is room for 

improvement. 

Our knowledge of plant and animal 
distribution is based on canal-wide and 
site specific surveys dating back over the 
last 20 years. The most comprehensive 
information is available for the Lowland 
Canals(16) and the Crinan Canal.(17 

A number of unusual and protected 
species are present on the waterways 
and surveys are undertaken prior to any 
works.
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Places for wildlife on the Scottish Canals network

Scottish Canals owns and manages a 1,507 ha estate 
with an estimated 64% land and 36% water by area. 
This includes the canals themselves, buildings and the 
canal supply reservoirs and feeder streams and channels. 
Built structures occupy less than 1% of the land area. 

This combination of a high proportion of undeveloped 
land and the low intensity of management has led to 
the development of a wide range of wildlife habitats and 
the associated flora and fauna. 

slow flowing 
freshwater 
in the canal 

channel

woodland 
and scrub

towpath 
grasslands

Canal 
buildings 
and other 
structures

hedgerows

Also feeder 
streams/

channels and 
reservoirs

emergent 
fringing 

vegetation
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Canal wildlife highlights

1  Over 315 species of plants 
have been recorded on the 
Forth & Clyde Canal.

2  A diverse range of aquatic 
plants on the Lowland 
Canals including 10 species 
of Potamogeton. Bennett’s 
pondweed – a hybrid water 
plant has been recorded 
in the Forth & Clyde Canal 
in Glasgow and almost 
nowhere else in the world.

3  The Lowland Canals are the 
stronghold for the Tufted 
Loosestrife in the UK.

4  Veteran beech trees on the 
Caledonian Canal provide 
a home for Lobaria spp. 
lichens.

5  A vast array of freshwater 
invertebrates live in our 
water ways e.g. sponges 
grow on our lock gates and 
lock walls.

6  Marsh fritillary butterfly 
caterpillars feed along the 
Crinan Canal. 

1

4 5 6

2 3

© Stephen Wiseman © Scottish Natural Heritage
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Canal wildlife highlights

7  21 fish species have been 
recorded on the canal 
network. Juvenile lampreys 
(a protected fish) live in the 
Caledonian Canal. 

8   Kingfishers find a good fish 
meal on our waterways.

9  Black throated divers breed 
on one of the Crinan water 
supply reservoirs.

10  Five species of bat on the 
Forth & Clyde and Union 
Canals

11  Badgers live and forage 
next to the Lowland Canals.

12  Rare water vole populations 
occur on the Lowland 
Canals.

7
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© Peter Cunningham,  
Wester Ross Fisheries Trust
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What the public sees on the canal network

Wildlife most commonly reported by the public as part 
of our wildlife surveys between 2008-11:

Dragonflies Bumblebees Butterflies Foxes

Mute Swans Mallards Frogs Damselflies
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Non-native invasive species

A number of invasive non-native plants and animals 
are present on our canals.

We have an active programme of 
invasive plant management and 
we promote the Check Clean Dry 
campaign to reduce the risk of spread 
of aquatic invasive species.(18)

We worked closely with the Scottish Environment 
Protection Agency, Scottish Natural Heritage and a 
local boat yard to manage new cases of zebra mussels 
on the Lowland Canals in 2010.   No subsequent 
spread of the species has been reported. Scottish 
Canals plans to prepare for future potential biosecurity 
risks e.g. Quagga mussels, American signal crayfish, 
Gyrodactylus (a fish parasite), Ash die-back and 
Floating pennywort.

≥ 10 locations

< 10 locations

Japanese knotweed

Species Location Current control  
   measures

 Himalayan Balsam  All canals Herbicide treatment

 Japanese/Himalayan All canals Herbicide treatment 
 Knotweed

 American mink All canals None

 Giant Hogweed  Lowland Canals only Herbicide treatment

 New Zealand Pigmyweed Caledonian Canal None

 Red-eared terrapin Lowland Canals only None

 Water fern Lowland Canals only None

 Zebra Mussel Lowland Canals only Boat checks
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Ecological status of canal water environment

As part of the Scotland River Basin Management Plan 
2009, the Scottish Environment Protection Agency has 
assessed the ecological status and potential of natural 
and man-made water bodies respectively.   

The canal network is split up into 43 water bodies  
(26 canal sections, 11 rivers and six lochs) and was 
classified as follows in 2013. Only two canal water 
bodies are less than good due to historic mercury 
contamination. The river and an loch water bodies  
are downgraded due to a range of issues including 
barriers to fish migration, water flows (hydrology)  
and water chemistry.

The Caledonian, Forth & Clyde and Union Canals are 
the only waters in Scotland to be designated Cyprinid 
(Coarse) fish waters under the European Directive on 
Freshwater Fisheries.

Note that some canal reservoirs are too small to be classified under this scheme. The river sections act 
as transfer routes (feeders) for water released from reservoirs to our canals. Data provided by SEPA.

 Water body  Good or  Moderate  Poor or PEP 
 type  Good ecological   or MEP 
   potential (GEP) 

 Canal  24  2  0

 River  0  3  8

 Loch (reservoir)  4  1  1

Bellanoch, Crinan Canal
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Nature conservation sites

The canal network supports internationally, nationally 
and locally important wildlife and habitats.

This includes two Ramsar wetlands 
of international importance, three 
Special Protection Areas, seven Special 
Areas of Conservation, 22 Sites of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) and 
numerous local wildlife sites within 
500m of the land we own or manage.
11 of the 22 SSSIs are partly on our land and all 
of these are in favourable condition except for 
Cobbinshaw Reservoir  and Moss (Union Canal supply 
reservoir), Philipstoun Muir (adjacent to the Union 
Canal) and Marsh Fritillary butterfly on Moine Mhor 
(adjacent to Crinan Canal). 

Canals, their habitats and species which live on our 
estate are included in the biodiversity action plans of 
the local authorities through which they pass.

Dullatur Marsh Site of Special Scientific Interest, Forth & Clyde Canal
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What are we doing to protect and enhance 
biodiversity on our network?

Our management approach
Scottish Canals has to strike a careful balance for the 
management of its living resources as it operates the 
canals for multiple economic, social and environmental 
benefits, Our approach is holistic and includes a range 
of management techniques to take account of the 
specific activities at each location and the overall 
biodiversity value of the estate. 

Since 1996, we have used an internal environmental 
appraisal process to assess the potential impact of 
our activities on biodiversity and we seek to avoid or 
mitigate these impacts e.g. we undertake fish rescues 
from sections of canal drained for engineering works. 
The business employs ecological experts and liaises 
closely with Scottish Natural Heritage and SEPA.  We 
record and respond to incidents relating to wildlife and 
will include these in our 3 year biodiversity duty reports.

Vegetation management
An estimated 87% of our land is not subject to any 
form of vegetation management. For example, the 
vegetation on the non-towpath sides of our canals 
is predominantly left undisturbed and thus creates a 
wildlife refuge.   

The maintenance regime of our vegetated land and 
water varies by location (grass cutting, aquatic plant 
management, woodland and tree management and 
invasive plant species control) and is designed to 
promote biodiversity whilst facilitating safe access for 
our customers and protecting our built heritage.

mailto:enquiries%40scottishcanals.co.uk?subject=Environment%20Strategy%20%E2%80%93%20Chapter%209%20Enquiry
www.scottishcanals.co.uk


Scottish Canals  
Environment Strategy 2015-25

Theme 9:  
Biodiversity Management

enquiries@scottishcanals.co.uk 
www.scottishcanals.co.uk

09 – 16

What are we doing to protect and enhance 
biodiversity on our network?

Water management
We manage our water resources carefully to further 
biodiversity e.g. on the Crinan Canal we take account of 
black throated divers during the nesting season in our 
reservoir use to promote breeding success.

Customer involvement
Volunteers help us with practical biodiversity 
management projects and wildlife monitoring in 
partnership with the Scottish Waterways Trust and 
others. e.g. tree and hedgerow planting, bee keeping at 
Auchinstarry on the Forth & Clyde Canal.

Vegetation management, Forth & Clyde Canal Hedge planting, Forth & Clyde Canal
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What are we doing to protect and enhance 
biodiversity on our network?

Fostering awareness, understanding 
and enjoyment of canal biodiversity
By providing a venue for educational visits and 
research, guided walks and well-being visits our 
customers appreciate the wildlife of our waterways and 
take ownership of it.  Wildlife surveys between 2008-
11 were very popular with the public and we plan to 
do more citizen science projects like this in the in the 
future. 

Habitat networks
Scottish Canals is a partner in the Central Scotland 
Green Network which aims to deliver across Central 
Scotland a high-quality ‘green network’ that will meet 
a number of environmental, social and economic goals 
designed to improve people’s lives, promote economic 
success, allow nature to flourish and help Scotland 
respond to the challenge of climate change.(19) The 
Lowland Canals form an important part of this network.
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What will we do?
Wherever you go on our network, town or 
country, you will be sure to see wildlife.
We cherish our living waterways and in the next 
ten years we plan to focus our attention on finding 
new ways to protect, enhance and share this special 
resource.

Strategic aims
9S.1  Scottish Canals to contribute to the delivery of 

the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy. 
9S.2  Scottish Canals to contribute to the delivery of 

the Scotland River Basin Management Plan.

Targets
9T.1  Deliver ecological objectives for Scottish Canal 

network identified in the Scotland River Basin 
Management Plans (2009, 2016, 2021)subject 
to sustainability review and negotiation. 
Targets to be published in Dec 2015.

9T.2  Publish a plan to enhance wildlife habitats  
and protected species on the canal network by 
Dec 2017.

9T.3  Publish a Scottish Canals biosecurity plan by 
December 2017.

9T.4  Deliver a citizen science biodiversity project at 
least every 2 years (2016-25).

9T.5  Publish and submit to Scottish Government 
Scottish Canals’ biodiversity duty report every 
three years 01-01-18, 01-01-21, 01-01-24.
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