
Scottish Canoe Association 

Renewable Energy Policy 

Introduction 

In passing the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 the Scottish Parliament has 
provided a statutory right of access to inland water and confirmed the 
customary freedoms of access that paddlers have always enjoyed in 
Scotland. 

However, the quality of the resource that we take access to, Scotland’s rivers, 
lochs and coastal areas, is coming under increasing threat from various types 
of development, most notably at the current time from renewable energy 
proposals.  Whilst the Scottish Canoe Association (SCA) welcomes the 
passing of a statutory right of access, we are concerned that the canoeing 
resource in Scotland does not suffer from damage by inconsiderate or poorly 
planned renewable energy schemes. 

With this in mind the SCA has developed a Renewable Energy Policy in order 
to express our concerns about the value of the places where canoeing takes 
place and to explain to developers, planners, government agencies, 
councillors and politicians the views that the SCA holds and the kind of sites 
that we would wish to see protected from development. 

Throughout this document we will use the generic term canoeing to refer to 
the use of both canoes and kayaks. 

Policy Context 

The SCA believes that government should make the promotion of energy 
efficiency a much higher priority.  There is a fundamental issue with causing 
damage to our natural heritage in order to generate energy that is then 
wasted on inefficient appliances, under insulated buildings and overly relaxed 
public attitudes to use of energy. 

The SCA recognises the global problems associated with carbon emissions 
and climate change, and accepts there is a need to alter our sources of 
energy and societal attitudes towards use of energy. 

The appendices to this policy statement describe the historical context to the 
SCA’s involvement in the energy debate as well as the current relevance of 
national energy policy.  The appendices then go on to review the trends in 
hydro and marine energy development. 

The SCA’s policy for dealing with Renewable Energy issues is set out below. 

SCA Policy 
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1. The SCA wishes to be involved in the debate on the future of the nation’s 
energy policy in order to play a proactive role in determining the impact on 
water that canoeists make recreational use of. 

 

2. The SCA seeks to work with developers, agencies, consultants and 
planning authorities to help identify potential conflicts between canoeing 
and proposed renewable energy projects.  The SCA believes that early 
consultation should lead to the avoidance of damaging conflicts between 
recreational interests and energy companies. 

 

3. The SCA will form a view on each new renewable energy proposal taking 
into account a number of factors.  These include: the likely impact on 
paddling interests; the importance of the water body involved in paddling 
terms; the protection of scenery and a judgment on any cumulative effect 
of a range of different renewable projects. 

 

4. We are concerned that good rivers are being threatened for a very small 
power output in return.  Therefore, in assessing any proposed energy 
scheme the SCA will perform a power output to canoeing interest 
comparison.  We believe this will enable us to consider and compare two 
important factors: what is being lost and what is being gained. 

 

5. Where the canoeing value of a river is not so great that we would wish to 
see the proposed development stopped we will work with the developer to 
comment on the safety aspects of the inlet and outlet features, negotiate 
shut down days for the river to be paddled and in most cases request an 
online river level gauge. 

 

6. The SCA will oppose renewable energy proposals when we consider the 
watercourse or coastal area that is under threat to be of national or 
international value to our sport. 

 
7. The SCA is concerned that building barrages in estuaries could hinder 

navigation and introduce safety issues for paddlers.  Any barrage should 
have continuously navigable channels near the coast to ensure safe 
passage for canoes, kayaks and other small craft.  The possible ecological 
and silting problems caused by tidal barrages are also of concern. 
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8. The SCA seeks to protect our finest coastal scenery.  Scotland’s coastline 
is the most scenically attractive in Europe and should be offered special 
protection to recognise this.  Major developments on our remoter and most 
scenically attractive stretches of coastline should be resisted and will be 
opposed by the SCA.  The SCA would prefer to see offshore wind turbines 
located well out to sea; and tidal and wave power stations either out to sea 
or located entirely below the surface of the water. 

 

9. The SCA is concerned about the safety implications of certain marine 
renewables and the consequences for sea navigation.  For this reason we 
are opposed to developments on stretches of coast that would require 
small craft to go further out to sea to navigate around or stop paddlers 
from landing on the coast in an emergency. 

 

10. The SCA is concerned about the access implications of marine 
renewables on the water close to the coast and in the coastal zone.  We 
are opposed to developments on the sea and coastline that limit where 
small craft can navigate.  Where it is necessary to have renewable energy 
installations or their shore facilities near the coast, existing launch sites 
should be preserved.  Where it is necessary to use part of the coast for the 
installation, provision of car parking and access to the water for 
recreational users should be maintained or improved as part of the 
installation.  The principle of multiple uses for coastal sites should apply. 

 

11. Tidal energy represents the only form of renewable energy that could 
produce large amounts of new base load energy.  For that reason we 
believe it is inevitable that tidal energy will eventually become widely 
utilised and will contribute to our nation’s security of supply.  We would like 
to see a locational strategy drawn up well in advance of Scotland’s tidal 
energy being harnessed. 

 

12. The SCA is concerned that starting up and shutting down turbines can 
cause rapid and artificial fluctuations in river levels.  This could cause 
problems for canoeists, as well as anglers and other recreational visitors, 
especially in gorge sections of white water rivers.  The artificial altering of 
water levels by hydro schemes switching on and off could lead to 
accidents or contribute to existing incidents turning into accidents.  The 
SCA will assess the safety implications of any proposed scheme on 
paddlers.  This will require information on the anticipated normal running 
regime for the turbine and the implications of an emergency shutdown.  
The anticipated number of controlled start ups and shut downs on a daily 
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basis and the speed at which the water levels change will be required to 
carry out this assessment. 

 

13. The SCA believes that water release information from existing hydro 
power stations should be more freely available to canoeists so that more 
recreational use can be made of the water. 

 

14. The SCA seeks to work with developers and energy companies to secure 
good quality access facilities that will assist canoeing, such as passes 
navigable by canoe and footpaths round new obstructions on the river as 
well as car parks close to the access and egress points on controlled 
rivers. 

 

15. The SCA believes the practice of cutting the capacity of existing hydro 
schemes in order to qualify for subsidies is indefensible and should be 
stopped. 

 

16. The SCA believes in the principle of early consultation being used to 
identify problems with proposed plans at an early stage and as a way of 
avoiding protracted conflicts between developers and opponents of a 
proposed scheme as well as generally improving the public perception of 
renewable energy. 

 

17. The SCA believes that government should provide a lead by developing a 
locational strategy for all forms of renewable energy. 

 

18. The SCA would like to see renewable energy developed in such ways that 
the need for unsightly transmission systems is reduced and any 
environmental impact is minimised.  As renewable energy projects 
eventually move offshore we would like to see more use of sub-sea 
cabling, albeit with due care taken to consider the natural heritage value of 
our underwater ecosystems. 
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Appendix A 

Historical Context 

A great deal of hydro development took place in the Scottish glens in the post-
war years.  These schemes had a major impact on our upland landscapes, 
but they did provide energy to remote parts of Scotland for the first time.  
These schemes are still operational and providing electricity to the national 
grid some 50 years after they were built.  The dammed storage schemes that 
were built in those days still provide electricity as well as predictable water for 
canoeing via releases in the form of freshets, which are primarily aimed at 
helping fisheries management but are sometimes specifically for canoeing 
events. 

With the exception of the massive Glendoe hydro scheme, the modern day 
renewable energy industry appears not to be looking to build anymore 
dammed storage schemes.  Whilst storage schemes do provide opportunities 
for good canoeable water during releases, the landscape impacts caused by 
their highly visible draw-down scars can be significant, and are considered 
unacceptable to a wide range of recreationalists, and this is one reason why 
they are not currently being seen as a viable proposition in Scotland. 

The building of nuclear power stations in Scotland during the 1950s and 
1960s led to the need for pump storage hydro schemes and the Cruachan 
and Foyers power stations were constructed for this purpose.  Should 
government commit to replacing our ageing nuclear power stations there 
could be a renewed interest in pump storage.  Should this happen there could 
be implications for high mountain lochs and the burns and rivers that drain 
them.  The decision about our future commitment to nuclear power will be 
based on the political direction Scotland chooses to follow, but it could also 
depend on future developments in the international quest for power from 
waste free nuclear fusion as opposed to nuclear fission with its associated 
problem of how to dispose of the waste nuclear material.  A return to nuclear 
power in combination with pump storage hydro would be likely to impact on a 
small number of mountain burns and the main concern to canoeing would be 
whether these were canoeable. 
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Appendix B 

National Energy Policy 

The UK and Scotland are undergoing a change in energy policy, partly 
brought about by ageing power stations and partly because of our Kyoto and 
other commitments to reducing carbon emissions.  As well as reviewing our 
energy mix in terms of power sources, we also have to review our network for 
electricity transmission.  The Beauly to Denny powerline upgrade proposals 
are highlighting the problems of landscape impact, health concerns and affect 
on property prices associated with overland pylons.  With renewable energy 
production set to move increasingly offshore the arguments for sub-sea 
transmission lines becomes a more viable option.  Also, the greater the 
amount of power produced the more economically viable the higher 
investment in sub-sea cabling becomes.  Onshore transmission lines have a 
scenic impact for a number of recreational activities, including canoe touring 
on open water, especially lochs.  Sub-sea cabling, on the other hand, would 
usually be buried well out to sea and should not have any impact on kayakers 
who generally keep close in to shore.  We would have concerns that the 
places where cabling leaves the land or comes back onto land should be well 
protected, but the high voltages concerned would require that in any case.  
Our other concern in this area is that access to the foreshore is not affected 
by the building of shore based structures for new developments. 

The comment is often made that if energy efficiency were taken more 
seriously we would not have to destroy valuable parts of our countryside in 
order to power inefficient electrical appliances and allow householders to 
leave their appliances on standby overnight or workplaces their lights and 
computers on overnight.  The threat to our countryside in general, and 
canoeing resource in particular, would be lowered if more effort were put into 
the promotion of energy efficiency. 

We believe the public perception of renewable energy is being harmed by 
contentious planning applications that create critical opposition.  Anti wind 
farm campaigns, protests against the proposed Beauly to Denny powerline 
and objections to hydro proposals are all on the increase and the combined 
effect is of a growing opposition to renewable energy.  This may also be 
having a related impact of increasing support for nuclear power.  Public 
opposition to renewable energy proposals may eventually influence 
government policy, and developers may begin to take this opposition more 
seriously.  A way in which developers can react positively is to seek early 
consultation with interested communities and to work to avoid key recreational 
and landscape sites with the intention of trying to achieve greater public 
support for renewable energy. 

The SCA is concerned that the drive to increase the proportion of our energy 
derived from renewable sources is leading to a loss of support for renewable 
energy.  Much of this opposition to renewable energy is coming from previous 
supporters of such energy.  The terms renewable energy and environment-
friendly have become inter-changeable, but in many cases renewable energy 
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proposals carry a massive cost to the environment and this leads to the levels 
of opposition that such proposals are encountering.  We believe the quality of 
our environment and quality of our recreational enjoyment of our environment 
should be given higher priority. 

The economic value of tourism, and of segments of tourism such as 
adventure sports tourism, should be given greater recognition for the revenue 
it creates for the national economy.  The scenic quality of the countryside is 
the foundation for the majority of that tourism spending. 

 

 

 

 7



Appendix C 

Hydro Power 

The current trend in hydro development is for run-of-river schemes.  With no 
facility for storing water, only for running the water down a pipe parallel to the 
river, a run-of-river scheme means that the water in the river is either at its 
natural level if the hydro is not operating, or at a lower than natural level if the 
hydro is operating.  In this respect a run-of-river scheme can only be to the 
detriment of canoeing.  Furthermore, run-of-river schemes can create 
dangers, especially on constricted gorge sections of rivers, when the hydro 
system is being switched on or off and the water level is being artificially 
altered.  Recent trends in hydro power generation and canoe design have led 
to power companies and canoeists being interested in the same types of 
rivers. 

Run-of-river hydro developers are looking for relatively small rivers with a 
steep gradient, usually with a waterfall to increase the overall gradient.  The 
development of shorter playboats, made possible by the advances in roto-
moulded plastic construction over the past 20 years, has opened up for 
canoeing the narrower and steeper creek-type rivers with steep drops.  This 
interest in the same type of river by the two different groups is causing a 
significant problem, and with the lack of storage facility in a run-of-river 
scheme there is little space for compromise.  Where the potential impact is 
too great we would wish to see the proposed scheme being dropped, but 
where the value of the river to canoeing is not that great we would wish to 
comment on the safety aspects of the intake and outlet features, as well as 
agreeing some kind of system of shut down days when the river can be 
paddled and requesting that an online river level gauge be made available. 

The changing trends within canoeing, mainly brought about by the radical 
transformation in the size, strength and manoeuvrability of white water 
canoes, means that rivers that were considered impossible then are now 
increasing in popularity.  This trend towards paddling narrow creek style rivers 
is certain to continue into the future and is likely to increase the potential for 
energy production and canoeing to come into conflict. 

Canoeing guidebooks cannot keep up with this trend towards exploring steep 
narrow rivers, so energy companies referring to such guidebooks is not going 
to be sufficient to gather an accurate assessment of a river’s interest for 
canoeing.  Furthermore, whilst some rivers are going to be paddled by a few 
but never become popular, others are going to become increasingly popular 
and are likely to be amongst Scotland’s most paddled rivers in a few years 
time.  The SCA is going to be far more concerned about protecting the latter 
category of rivers than the former. 

With the increase in leisure time and disposable income in modern society, 
canoeing has become increasingly popular and as some enthusiasts have 
moved on to creek rivers so the availability of conventional kayaks, sit-on-tops 
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and open boats has also led to increased paddling on the less extreme rivers, 
some of which may be of interest to hydro developers. 

The avoidance of conflict between canoeing and energy companies can be 
avoided through the use of early consultation.  The SCA responds to a 
number of scoping study requests for initial reaction to hydro proposals on 
behalf of various developers.  This provides the opportunity to flag up at a 
very early stage the SCA’s interest in a particular river. 

The SCA is willing to work with the Scottish Environment Protection Agency, 
Scottish Natural Heritage and hydro developers in order to devise ways of 
avoiding conflicts of interest on strategically important Scottish rivers.  We 
would hope that this willingness to work proactively and discuss ways of 
helping the industry identify key paddling rivers would be recognised and 
respected by all the relevant companies in the hydro power sector and that we 
can find ways to achieve protection for our finest rivers and burns so that they 
can be kept in their current state.  We would enter into any discussions on the 
basis that the SCA retains the right to oppose proposals on any river or burn, 
and that we would still have the right to take part in any consultation exercise. 

The SCA would like to see more commitment to micro renewable energy 
schemes.  Micro scale hydro power has the potential to harness power from 
burns that are too small for canoeing, but which could produce power for 
single houses or small communities without causing damage to scenically 
attractive and recreationally important watercourses. 
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Appendix D 

Marine Energy 

The greatest source of renewable energy is undoubtedly from the marine 
environment.  The potential for harnessing power from sources such as tides, 
waves and wind at sea are enormous and we believe the power generating 
industry will eventually make much greater use of these marine based energy 
sources.  One of the huge advantages of harnessing tidal energy is that it is 
entirely predictable and when several geographically spread stations are used 
in combination it is capable of generating large amounts of base load power.  
This element of predictability gives tidal power an advantage over all other 
forms of renewable energy. 

As marine renewable energy schemes become more commercially viable and 
the civil engineering capability develops further, it is likely the government 
subsidy system will adapt to encourage a wider range of technologies.  As this 
happens it is inevitable that developers’ interests will turn increasingly to our 
estuaries, coastlines and the open sea. 

The greatest resource enjoyed by sea kayakers in Scotland is our stunning 
coastal scenery.  Our concern with marine renewables is therefore the impact 
on the scenery, especially close to the coastline.  Man made developments 
close to shore also represent a significant safety concern as they can force 
small craft such as kayaks and dinghies to go out to sea in order to travel 
around them, which in times of bad weather or poor visibility can make them 
serious hazards to navigation.  For these reasons it is preferable from a 
kayaking point of view if marine energy developments are located further out 
to sea or contained below the surface of the water. 

The potential amount of renewable energy available in our estuaries is 
massive.  However, renewable energy in estuaries can be harnessed with or 
without the need for tidal barrages.  Barrages mean that greater amounts of 
energy can be produced, but experience from overseas suggests that they 
lead to enormous ecological problems with the silting up of the estuary and a 
gradual reduction in the amount of power produced.  We believe the tidal flow 
can be harnessed in estuaries without the need for barrages, and with a 
predictable flow of water we see this as a form of renewable energy worth 
harnessing as long as it is developed with recreation and nature conservation 
firmly in mind.  Scotland’s estuaries are valuable areas for recreation and 
canoeists make great use of these vast expanses of water.  Whereas a 
barrage would affect the ecological balance of an entire estuary, a non-
barrage power plant would have a more localised ecological impact and could 
be designed so that it would not have a significant impact on recreational 
water craft. 

There are certain locations around the Scottish coast that hold the potential 
for truly massive amounts of tidal power to be generated.  The Pentland Firth 
is perhaps the most obvious example of a natural power source that could 
one-day produce sufficient power to replace a major fossil fuel power station, 
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but there are several other locations around the Scottish coast that could be 
of interest to energy companies searching for tidal energy projects.  The civil 
engineering capability entailed in such a proposal could be a significant hurdle 
to such schemes, but as that barrier is overcome we are likely to see a move 
towards more tidal power generation facilities being proposed.  From a 
kayaking point of view the massive tidal races around Scotland are all of great 
interest to our activity and we would have concerns with any plans to develop 
within them any structures that would break the surface of the water.  We are 
particularly concerned in this respect for the protection of Corryvreckan, which 
is one of a handful of tidal whirlpools in the world.  Due to our concerns 
regarding safety and seascape already discussed in this policy document the 
SCA would wish to be consulted on any such planning proposals. 

Structures on the surface of the water such as the Polaris wave machine and 
structures that break the surface of the water such as turbines mounted on 
vertical posts could present small boat users such as kayakers with serious 
safety issues.  The risk of collision combined with the navigational challenge 
of going around such structures could be quite significant, so we would 
always welcome the opportunity to comment on proposals for such 
developments. 

Our final concern with marine renewable energy projects is the impact of any 
landfall facilities.  Shore based infrastructure such as servicing facilities for 
sea based plant, wave machines and interface equipment between renewable 
energy generators and the grid have the potential to impact on the coastal 
landscape and restrict access to and along the foreshore.  From a safety point 
of view, as well as aesthetic and access, we would wish to be consulted on 
proposals for such shore based facilities.  The SCA’s policy is that any 
shoreside infrastructure associated with renewable developments should be 
designed to minimise encroachment on the foreshore and that access to the 
foreshore from the land and water is preserved for kayakers and other 
recreational users.  Any downside caused by the developer’s shoreside 
infrastructure should be balanced by creating better pathways, car parking 
and access to the foreshore and water for recreational purposes. 

17 December 2008 


