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Purpose  
 
The Board is invited to discuss proposals to establish a target date of 2030 for Scottish Canals 
to achieve a net zero target for direct carbon emissions. In support, an action plan, with aligned 
investment, will be developed to realise this strategic goal and our contribution to a green 
recovery. This will be brought to the Board for consideration during 2021-22 and in advance 
of COP26. 

 
Priority  
 
Immediate. 
  
Background  
  

The Scottish Government is committed to transforming Scotland’s carbon emission and 
impact on climate change within a generation and is looking for public sector leadership in its 
response.  Ambitious national targets to a 75% reduction of greenhouse gases emissions by 
2030 and net zero emissions by 2045 (compared to a 1990 baseline) are set out in the Climate 
Change (Emissions Reduction Targets) (Scotland) Act 2019. 

  
The upcoming COP26 Climate Summit in November 2021 marks the most significant event in 
the international climate challenge since the Paris Agreement in 2015. Glasgow and Scotland 
will be on the international stage; presenting significant opportunity to showcase the work and 
potential contribution of Scottish Canals. 
 
A green recovery from COVID-19 is reflected in the Programme for Government seeking to 
drive opportunities for green jobs, business growth, prosperity and wellbeing. A green recovery 
will deliver economic, social and environmental wellbeing and respond to the twin challenges 
of climate change and biodiversity loss whilst tackling persistent inequalities in Scottish 
society.  Scottish Government’s updated Climate Change Plan, published in December 2020, 
sets out the bold actions that chart Scotland’s pathway to a green recovery.  
 
Most recently, in February 2021, the Cabinet Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and 
Land Reform wrote to all Scottish public bodies outlining the new statutory requirement under 
The Climate Change (Duties of Public Bodies: Reporting Requirements) (Scotland) 
Amendment Order 2020 to set a target date for zero direct greenhouse gas emissions (gas/oil 
and vessel and fleet fossil fuel used) and a target date for reducing indirect greenhouse gas 
emissions (electricity use, waste, water, procurement of goods and services, non-fleet travel). 
Other commitments include alignment of investment to reduce emissions, publishing progress 
and demonstrating contributions to Scotland’s Climate Change adaptation programme. The 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/securing-green-recovery-path-net-zero-update-climate-change-plan-20182032/


 
new requirements apply from 31 March 2022 onwards. Further detailed guidance will be 
issued by the Scottish Government by April 2021. 
 
Assessing Our Current Progress 
 
In 2013-14, Scottish Canals baselined its carbon footprint and since 2016 annually published 
information on climate change governance, management and strategy, emissions, targets 
plus the wider impact on  procurement, partnership projects, wider influence and biodiversity 
as part of the Public Bodies Climate Change Duties. Direct greenhouse gas emissions (Scope 
1) were 626 tonnes or >50% of our 2019/20 carbon footprint based on utilities and travel only. 
Emissions from waste, water and our supply chain goods and services are not currently 
measured. 
 

 
Stats are best estimates based on data available.  
 
For the last 5 years, our focus has been on mitigation, to reduce our impacts, and adaptation 
to manage the effects of climate change by setting ambitious targets for renewable energy 
and energy efficiency and for travel emissions reductions and electric vehicle charging point 
infrastructure. More recently the Asset Management Strategy, published in 2018, takes the 
climate into account, based on canal asset specific study of climate change risk and our 
response to it. 
 
Achievements – mitigation 
We have been very successful in making progress in reducing fleet travel emissions via third 
party funding in the past three years and reviewing building stock suitability for heat pump 
heating as part of GeoAtlantic Project (EU funding). To date, 20% of our commercial fleet are 
electric vehicles supported by new workplace charging infrastructure and public EV charge 
points realising estimated savings of £225k over the last 3 years. In 2019-20 43,000 business 
kms were in electric vehicles realising 12.5t CO2 savings. 
 
In 2020-21 GIA funding of £84k was invested renewable energy design and infrastructure 
improvements at The Falkirk Wheel and facility buildings with further work planned in 2021-
22. Other renewable energy, efficiency and electric vehicle infrastructure projects are 
integrated into the development of the Treehouse and Lock 16. 
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Achievements –adaptation 
Examples of adaptation action on the ground include Glasgow Smart Canal, Caledonian 
Climate Change resilience work, the Union Canal resilience project and climate ready 
refurbishment at Steamer Terminal, Ardrishaig. The circular economy research via European 
funded SURICATES project to use dredged sediments for engineering/flood defence 
purposes, biosecurity projects to manage non-native New Zealand pigmyweed on the 
Caledonian Canal and the creation of Claypits nature reserve, Glasgow represent good 
progress. 
 
Other areas 
Scottish Canals has also been active in other areas relevant to the Climate Emergency 
agenda, for example, measuring carbon sequestration capacity of our vegetation and soils, 
Active Travel and fostering research initiatives with the University of Stirling and other 
higher/further education establishments. 
 
 
Key Points for Noting 
  

The intention of bringing forward a target date in advance of the detailed action plan is to 
establish our ambition and lead by example. The step change associated with the Corporate 
Plan provides the platform to audit our activities and devise an action plan to realise our 
strategic priorities. 
 
Realising Our Strategic Ambition 
 

Scottish Canals is well placed to drive positive change, not only in adapting to climate change 
risks, but also delivering mitigation action on the ground and influencing others by working in 
partnership. This is reflected in the strategic priorities of the Corporate Plan 2020-23 and builds 
on our proactive approach to responding to climate change since the publication of the Energy 
and Carbon Management theme of the Environment Strategy in 2015. The focus on a green 
recovery offers additional impetus to support our working in creating opportunities in 
communities and potentially leverage additional investment over time. 
 
Establishing a target date of 2030 for net zero carbon is intended to publicly set out our 
ambition ahead of the Scottish Government timeline of setting a target by March 2022. In so 
doing we need to take action to achieve net zero carbon. In developing the action plan, we 
propose to develop a carbon ‘balance sheet’ to evidence and evaluate the impact of mitigation 
and adaptation activities on emissions. Key themes for action plan include:  
 

• audit and evaluation tools to understand our impacts fully and to support assessment 
of future activities; 

• decarbonisation of our estate – new building design in regeneration and commercial 
projects (buildings), retrofitting existing buildings and renewable heat, light and power 
sources; 

• vehicle fleet – wider electric vehicle roll-out coupled with behaviour change and 
digital change to reduce our footprint.  Wider links include Active Travel; 

• green recovery and creating opportunities for future skills and employment; 

• carbon sequestration; 

• innovation in asset management and water management; 

• influencing the supply chain and procurement approaches; 

https://www.nweurope.eu/projects/project-search/suricates-sediment-uses-as-resources-in-circular-and-territorial-economies/


 
• collaborative working and shared learning to encourage partners to reduce emissions 

and share evidence on progress. 
 
Corporate Considerations 
  

• Strategic Priorities: The proposal provides a route to the delivery of the 4th priority of 
the Corporate Plan 2020-23 ‘Responding to Global Challenges’, which refers directly 
to net zero carbon. The proposal represents the first step in devising a 3-5-year 
investment programme as part of the 2021-22 Business Plan commitment to reducing 
the carbon emissions and has touchpoints with our ‘Create Opportunities’ corporate 
priority as part of the green recovery. It also supports the delivery of key climate change 
related targets and plans of the Environment, Asset Management and Heritage 
Strategies. 

 

• Risk/Risk Appetite: This proposal will address risks associated with delivery of the 
Corporate Plan climate change risk adaptation and mitigation targets. 

 

• Legal: The proposal is a direct response to the requirements of a new statutory 
reporting duty under the Climate Change (Duties of Public Bodies: Reporting 
Requirements) (Scotland) Amendment Order 2020. 

 

• Financial: Development of an action plan to net zero will seek to realignment resources 
to realise the necessary mitigation and adaptation activity. Modelling the financial 
impact, in terms of savings and investment will be brought back to EMT and the Board 
during next financial year and will form part of the business planning and budgeting 
cycle.  

 

• Human Resources: Not at present. 
 

• Fair Work First: Yes. The Just Transition Commission’s advice to Scottish Government 
on ensuring a just green recovery is relevant. 

 

• Communication: Yes. This presents a significant positive opportunity to demonstrate 
public sector leadership by setting out our position and response to the Climate 
Emergency in advance of COP26. 

 

• Community & Third Sector: Yes. Green recovery presents opportunities through 
partnership working. This will be developed as part of the action plan. 

 

• Commercial: Development of the action plan has significant potential for income from 
low carbon activities e.g. renewable energy, water sales income, land drainage/flood 
defence, freight income, circular economy waste reuse and green tourism offers.  

 

• Asset: Yes, a key element of the proposed net zero route map will focus on asset 
management and engineering projects both in terms of climate change 
resilience/adaptation and mitigation to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

• Environment: Yes, the proposal identifies a potential route for Scottish Canals to 
demonstrate public leadership in its climate emergency response and to contribute to 
the post COVID-19 green recovery. 

 
  



 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
  

The Board is asked to endorse the proposal to set 2030 as Scottish Canals’ target date to 
achieve net zero direct emissions.  

 

It also asked to note the development of an action plan in shaping a corporate response to the 
Climate Emergency and as part of our green recovery. 
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