
Forth & Clyde Canal User Group 

Thursday 3rd October 2019, Kirkintilloch Town Hall 

 

Ronnie Rusack (RR) welcomed everyone to the User Group Meeting and noted a lower-

than-usual attendance rate. Attendees suggested that the 6pm start time could have had an 

impact. This was noted for future event planning.   

Action: It was agreed that Scottish Canals representatives would further consult with the 

Chair for future meetings.  

RR stated that it had been a successful Summer of activity for the canal, and noted the 

flotilla as a highlight. He noted that Catherine Topley had now secured the post of Chief 

Executive at Scottish Canals for a further four years, and expressed his hope that this 

presented an opportunity to continue to make positive change.  

RR introduced the panel of representatives from Scottish Canals: Catherine Topley (CT), 

Richard Millar (RM), Fiona MacFadyen (FM) and Mark Smith (MS), Tommy Thomson (TT), 

Scott McMurray (SM), Carol Bell (CB). 

World Canal Conference China  

CT provided an overview of a recent trip to the World Canals Conference in China, attended 

by CT and RM. CT noted that both places at the conference were funded by the Chinese 

government with Scottish Canals contributing a small amount to the travel. 

CT stated that the conference, which lasted for four days, presented many opportunities for 

relationship building and information sharing at an international level. She noted that the 

conference presented a unique opportunity to compare the size and scale of operations in 

Scotland with other countries, and felt confident that Scottish Canals efforts stood up to 

international scrutiny. 

RM noted climate change, canal management and cultural exchange as the main themes of 

the conference and highlighted that the significant opportunities to share our work on the 

world stage was valuable both for Scotland and our canals. CT’s contribution to a national 

Chinese television broadcast was noted as an example. 

It was also noted that Scottish Canals will explore the possibility of extending an invitation to 

the Chinese authorities to participate in the Scottish Boat Rally on 23rd & 24th May 2020. 

Scottish Waterways for All (SWfA) 

RR provided an overview of SWfA, which will act as an independent advisory board to 

Scottish Canals. The group was set up over a six-month period and was formed in 

collaboration with Scottish Canals to work with canal boat users, utilising their unique insight, 

expertise and experience of ‘what works’.  

RR expressed a hope that the group can be a source of innovation - the example of 

installing boat radar devices as mapping tools was noted. 

RR advised attendees that the group had its first official meeting on 2nd September, and 

includes 12 appointed members with a mix of skills and affiliations. The group has been 

approved by the Inland Waterways Association, the Royal Yachting Association and was 

noted by Scottish Government officials. The Board at Scottish Canals has noted the 

organisation, but has not accepted the request to receive regular reviews and updates from 
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the group at their Board meeting. RR stated that the group has to ‘prove our intention and 

establish our credibility’. 

SWfA will meet every two months initially, then quarterly when the group is established. 

CT confirmed her support for the aims of SWfA and noted the group’s feedback on the 

Scottish Canals’ Corporate Plan as a recent example of effective collaboration. 

CT advised attendees that she hopes the group will have a strategic focus, and will pursue 

opportunities to take the lead in areas as diverse as fundraising and health and safety to 

canal management and volunteering.  

RR noted ‘a real culture change’ between canal users and Scottish Canals relationship, and 

CT again stated that she valued the experience and support of the group.  

Lowlands operational consultation 

MS provided an overview of the upcoming consultation, which will run from 4 November to 

January 2020 and include 18 questions on the themes of user and remote operation, aquatic 

weed management, scheduled customer services, volunteering, dredging, transits, and user 

preferences for making bookings and receiving communication from Scottish Canals. 

MS noted that in addition to the online consultation, a series of face-to-face stakeholder 

engagement opportunities will be scheduled between November and December 2019. 

Results of the consultation will be published at the end of January 2020 and implemented 

soon after.  

MS stressed that this survey marks the beginning of a regular engagement programme. 

RR requested any questions or comments from attendees. They are as follows: 

1) Gordon Daly: Could Scottish Canals note the issue of boaters potentially being asked 
to move from red to white diesel. Current advice from RYA Scotland is not to act 
precipitously at the moment as action to move from white diesel implementation 
could take a long time, or be reversed all together. 
 
MS stated that Scottish Canals will note the concern and endeavour to keep boaters 
abreast of any developments the team becomes aware of. 
 

2) Robert Lynch: Inclusion of questions on aquatic weed management in the 
consultation is important, but ‘green stuff’ on top of the water is also an issue as it 
can encroach on all sides and cause problems. 
 
MS noted the need to balance preservation of tree integrity with maintenance of the 
navigation channel.  
 
CB advised that she has been working with Forth & Clyde-based societies to tackle 
the problem. CB recognised that the group knows where the exact issues are and 
agreed to arrange for further action from mid-October onwards. She reassured 
attendees that the conversation about how best to tackle the problem is ongoing.  
 
Action: CB to progress issue of overhanging tree branches in October, with 
support of the group. 

 

3) Robert Lynch: Nearly 12ft has been lost in turning space as weed cuttings are being 
deposited at the side of the canal, rather than being cleared a distance away. 



 

MS states that the reason for moving cuttings to the side of the canal is to allow 

displaced invertebrates an opportunity to return to the water.  

4) Andy Carnduff: There is an issue around communication and transit. The website 
states that 24 hours’ notice is required, but upon giving 4 days’ notice of transit, 
Scottish Canals later advised that two weeks’ notice were required.  
 
TT advised that the information given was incorrect. Two weeks’ notice is definitely 
not required and in future if this sort of information is received boaters should discuss 
directly with Tommy Thomson.  
 
Action: Attendee to email TT sharing details. TT to follow up. 
 

5) Sean McNamara: We have been told that in order to facilitate Saturday boat trips, we 
must begin transit at 9am to cross bridges. This is inconvenient. In general, 
communication around closures is poor, and this has impacted our business in the 
past. If we can’t navigate as freely as we’d like, shouldn’t our fee be reduced to the 
£1 rate?  
 
CT agrees that the strict 9am window is unhelpful, and suggests that the issue 

demonstrates the importance of supporting user operation. CT agrees that training to 

operate the bridges should be made available and asks Mr McNamara to get in touch 

with her if he feels he is receiving mixed messages about closures.  

Action: CT to arrange for a Scottish Canals representative to contact Mr 

McNamara and support user operation training.  CT and team to review request 

for reduction in the Navigation Licence 

6) RR: The group would appreciate an update on the Scottish Canals organogram, with 
a focus on sharing contact details for front-facing roles.  
 
CT reiterated that a new version had been shared with individuals. However, 

additional changes/amendments have subsequently been required, and Scottish 

Canals will continue to work with individuals to agree the final template and content.  

Action: CT to arrange for an updated draft to be circulated as soon as possible. 

7) Vinny Orslie: We are moored at Applecross and our boat regularly sits at the bottom 
of the canal. We have previously raised the suggestion of a pontoon, but haven’t had 
a response. Where are plans for the SMART canal conversion at present? 
 
RM responds that the SMART canal technology is ready, however, connecting 

surface water generating housing developments to the canal will happen over the 

next 3-10 years. This means that the system will not be fully operational until all 

connections are in place. RM states that there is time to make improvements to 

conditions in the meantime. 

Action: RM to follow up with Mr Orslie to address his concerns.  

A brief discussion was had between several attendees and RM on the subject of dredging. 

RM shared an update on the successful work undertaken by a deployed boat, which saw 

several sofas and other items removed from the canal, and material removed from bridge 

holes. Attendees stressed the importance of utilising the knowledge of drivers and weed 

cutters as well as considering GPS and other mapping technology. 



8) Sean McNamara: The idea of using boats as a means of tracking problems feels 
counter-intuitive. Boaters shouldn’t be taking the risk of encountering damage as a 
way to report issues to Scottish Canals.  
 
CT assures that the weed cutting team has been busy identifying problems and that 

while there cannot be guarantees that boaters will not face problems, issues should 

not be left unresolved for days at a time.  

RR added that the refreshed organigram should assist boaters with reporting and 

noted that the website contains contact information for enquires and reporting issues. 

A discussion was then had between various attendees about the introduction of carp to the 

canal as a means of tackling weed problems. RM confirmed that this could not be introduced 

as carp are categorised as an invasive species. There is also little evidence that carp 

effectively tackle the problem. However, RM advised that the introduction of weevils to tackle 

ferns would be trialled next Spring.   

9) Christine Cameron:  How do Scottish canals intend to finance the dredging program 
required to prevent the slow accumulation of silt in the lowland canals, which will 
eventually result in the canal being unusable in years to come? 
 
CT advised that the dredging programme is very important to Scottish Canals and 

that some basic spot dredging can be financed from the current budget which is a 

revenue requirement. Scottish Canals is pursuing the options to discuss a dredging 

programme with Scottish Government colleagues, including reviewing the costs to 

outsource this work, allowing operational staff to continue with other priorities. RM 

noted that the programme will be shared, and that knowledge exchange is likely to 

help us to make the case to Scottish Government. RR echoed calls to keep pressing 

Scottish Government, and keep writing to local representatives.  

10) Gordon Carmichael: How can we best address concerns around canal safety and 
water safety given that young people often congregate around the towpaths? Could 
lifebelts or throwing lines be introduced around Kirkintilloch for school kids and locals 
to use if necessary?  
 
CT agreed that Mr Carmichael should link with RM to explore the issue further, but 

noted that as Scottish Canals manages over 100 miles of canal, there is an issue 

around consistency of approach and sustainability.  

Action: RM to follow up with Mr Carmichael to explore possible solutions. 

 
LCA Navigation and Safety Committee 
 
Chrissy Southgate (CS) delivered a presentation on the work of the committee, highlighting 
key achievements and encouraging attendees to visit the lowlandscanalsassociation.co.uk 
website and to stay in touch. 
 
CS also noted the good working relationship between the committee and Scottish Canals, 
and suggested to attendees that the direct opportunity to share feedback at meetings offers 
a good way of having boaters voices heard. 
 
A mooring signage survey is currently open for submissions at 
Surveymonkey.co.uk/r/Z33PGYT and will close on 25th October.  
 



Discussion around resident safety 
 
David Brown raised the issue of an ongoing anti-social behaviour problem at Auchinstarry. 
CT stated that as the issue is an active police investigation and relates to one individual, it 
would be inappropriate and unhelpful for Scottish Canals to comment publically on the 
matter, and asked Mr Brown to speak with the team after the meeting.  
 
Mr McNamara queried the extent to which Scottish Canals is learning from reports of anti-
social behaviour, and expressed concerns about the safety of new moorings at the Claypits 
site.  
 
CT stated that the impact of security measures such as CCTV and barriers are limited, and 
that working with local communities to increase awareness and education about boater’s 
right to safety is the best method of ensuring improvement.  
 
FM added that the new moorings at the Claypits are part of a wider programme of activity 
which will regenerate the surrounding area.  
 
Val and Vinny Orslie agreed but added that as winter approaches and nights darken, they 
have concerns about an escalation in anti-social behaviour. Vinny Orslie noted that benches 
beside the canal potentially encourage people to loiter and drink in the area. 
 
CT agreed that the issue is serious and expressed a willingness to explore further. 
 
Action: RM to progress discussions. 
 
 


