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SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION AGENCY (SEPA) 

 
Thank you for providing the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA) with the 
opportunity to contribute to the above call for evidence. 
 
Renewable energy is an essential element in Scotland’s efforts to tackle climate change 
and enhance energy security.  Reducing energy demand, improving energy efficiency and 
generating residual demand from sustainable renewable energy are the key elements that 
will deliver greenhouse gas emission reduction targets.  
 
SEPA believes that the achievement of the Scottish Government’s renewable energy 
targets, whilst protecting our environment, will be an essential component in the 
achievement of the wider climate change targets.  Annexed to this letter are our comments 
in line with the questions raised in this call for evidence.  SEPA has answered those 
questions that we have a direct bearing upon.   
 
As a public body committed to openness and transparency, SEPA feels it is appropriate 
that this response be placed on the public record.  If you require further clarification on any 
aspect of this correspondence, please contact Eric McRory, Principal Economist, SEPA 
Corporate Office, at the address shown below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Annex 1  
 
Terms of Reference  
Targets  

not?  
SEPA welcomes the ambition of the Scottish targets and believes that they are achievable.  
2020 is not far away however and considerable effort is still required.   
 
It is essential that appropriate technologies are used in appropriate locations.  Whilst the 
targets are for renewable energy the ultimate purpose is the reduction of climate change 
and that must override the need to merely meet the targets.  For example, SEPA is keen 
to see that any potential developments on deep peat need to consider the net carbon 
consequences.  Developments with net carbon payback periods in excess of the life of the 
asset should not receive authorisation, irrespective of their potential perceived contribution 
to renewable energy. 
 
Initiatives such as district heating need to be advanced as quickly as possible.  The district 
heating loan scheme is working well and funding should continue.  SEPA is represented 
on the Expert Commission on the Delivery of District Heating.  We are also working closely 
with Scottish Government and Ofgem on the Renewable Heat Project to encourage the 
wider uptake of renewable heat.  Renewable heat requires expensive infrastructure and 
some thought needs to be given as to how this will be funded.  Perhaps this could be a 
role for the Green Investment Bank? 
 
Continued partnership working amongst all the stakeholders is essential to the 
achievement of the targets. 
 

meeting Scotland’s CO2 emissions targets (a reduction of at least 42% by 2020 and 
an 80% reduction target for 2050) under the Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009?  
To meet the CO2 emissions targets Scotland needs to decarbonise the energy supply; 
clearly judicious exploitation of renewable technologies will be major step in this direction.  
 
Challenges  
(a) Technology  
 

le? If not, what 
needs to be done?  
The technology to meet the target exists.  The challenge is to ensure that we move along a 
pathway of change that maximises technologies with minimal impact and greatest 
flexibility.   Many of these technologies, for instance tidal technologies are still under 
development and SEPA recognises there is considerable risk and costs.  Many renewable 
technologies use critical materials that have or in the future may have supply constraints.  
These constraints need to be better understood and planned for. 
 
Initiatives such as the Renewables Obligation and the Feed in Tariff are encouraging take 
up of renewable technologies and where possible there should be as much consistency 



throughout the UK in their delivery.  It is however important to avoid incentivising the 
unnecessary movement of mobile resources in an unsustainable manner.  Differences 
could though be useful to encourage place specific developments such as a network of 
heat/power from waste sites.  Every city could have a local heat and power plant and this 
offers a sustainable solution to municipal waste and district heating.   
 
SG should continue to encourage and support technological developments which present 
low carbon sustainable options. SEPA would also wish to support such technological 
developments through presenting a supportive efficient regulatory service where 
appropriate while ensuring the protection of the environment 
 

need for security of energy supplies?  
There has been comment on the intermittent nature of some renewable energy sources 
and continued research into energy storage and transfer along with demand management 
will enable this to be overcome.  Developments such as smart metering, alongside 
pumped storage and hydrogen will make an increasingly valuable contribution.   
 
Large use of biomass from sustainable sources necessitates land use choices both in 
Scotland and abroad.  SEPA welcomes Scottish Government support for more effective, 
sustainable use of biomass and the discouragement of large electricity only plants, using 
imported feedstock.  Any such plants could be used solely as back-up for balancing supply 
if deemed necessary. 
 

technological development, innovation and commercialisation?  
Scotland is fortunate in having some world class universities working in the renewables 
area and at the cutting edge of research.  Continued links with business and the local 
commercialisation of research are to be encouraged.   
 
(b) Supply chain and infrastructure  
 

e targets?  
 
There is a need to consider both the supply and demand sides. 
 
On the supply side the legislation does not always support SEPA’s aim to encourage 
energy efficiency.  Current thermal treatment guidelines can be used to drive efficiencies in 
terms of energy from waste but with non-waste combustion in general there is less scope 
to promote efficiencies.  SEPA is receiving more queries regarding this scale of operation 
employing biomass (non waste) as a fuel.  SEPA recognises that there may be a need for 
further controls in this area and consideration at sub PPC levels in order to ensure a 
sustainable supply chain. 
 
The demand side could be improved through changes to planning regulations linked to 
heat mapping.  A means of encouraging district heating at the design stage should be 
developed.  This is preferable to having housing developments ‘district heating’ ready 
which would require duplication of heat sources.  The Expert Commission on the Delivery 



of District Heating will have a strong influence in this area.  Likewise consideration must be 
given to heat infrastructure when new infrastructure/building projects are being undertaken 
(new hospitals/schools, road (e.g. Aberdeen bypass) / rail upgrades / tram project etc.  
This would provide a cost effective means of procuring the necessary infrastructure. 
 

networks both at a national and a local level?  Additionally, are we confident that the 
necessary infrastructure can be developed and financed so that Scotland can 
export any excess electricity generated to the rest of the UK and/or the EU?  What is 
the role for the Scottish Government here?  
 
Energy from waste can help with delivery of the targets – by providing a better alternative 
to landfill; which is the worst option in terms of climate change.  By generating electricity 
and heat (some of it from renewable sources), and by delivering benefits to surrounding 
communities and businesses whether that be stable prices for energy, security of energy 
supply (Shetland energy from waste plant is a good example – delivering heat to a local 
community in Lerwick). 
 
SEPA is working hard to push efficiency but there is a great deal of uncertainty around 
investment in heat infrastructure.  Necessary investment may or may not happen despite 
best efforts.  It requires significant investment and support.  At a rough estimate a figure of 
£1m per mile for heat infrastructure has been quoted.  The £5m heat network fund is not 
going to be sufficient to support this and there is an opportunity for Scottish Government to 
target more financial support to get heat infrastructure installed.  This could begin with 
energy from waste plants taking municipal solid waste.  The financing of heat supply 
chains is an issue that suggests local solutions to minimise the transport infrastructure and 
transmission loss. 
 
SEPA is actively supporting these issues through membership of the 2020 Waste & 
Resources Sub-Group, the 2020 Business Sub-Group, and through contributions to the 
Agenda for Cities. 
 
The removal of ROCs from landfill gas is regrettable at a time when many organisations 
(including SEPA) are championing resource efficiency.  SEPA strongly objected to this 
proposal in our ROS consultation response and sees that the removal of all ROCs from 
landfill gas utilisation projects will lead to a loss of investment in landfill gas generation, 
increased fugitive emissions of powerful greenhouse gases from sites.   This is a very 
backward step.  
 
(c) Planning and consents  
 

 
SEPA is closely involved with renewable energy projects.  We are a statutory consultee for 
planning/Electricity Act applications.  SEPA is also a regulator in relation to the Controlled 
Activities Regulations which are particularly relevant in the context of hydro-electric 
schemes, but also very relevant to other forms of renewables such as windfarms. 
 



In order to address the problems we are seeing with some windfarms, it is essential that all 
partners play their part if we are to avoid environmental damage from these sites.  The 
Local Authority Planners and Consents Unit must enforce planning issues in terms of peat 
plans etc as SEPA has no real powers to deal with these issues post planning.  
 
With regards to the issue of adequate resourcing of the planning system, a particular issue 
for SEPA is that we have no specific funding for our role as statutory consultee and yet our 
input to the planning process in both hydro schemes and windfarms is seen as crucial.  
Our assistance in working (through pre-application engagement and subsequently) with 
the development industry in order to ensure that renewable projects are environmentally 
acceptable, and thereby to smooth the planning process, is an important one.  Scope for 
recovery of some of the significant resource we put into pre-application consultative duties 
and developing guidance to assist good schemes to come forward would be very welcome 
and support our activity in this area. 
 

tional priorities be reconciled with local interests?  
SEPA is an enthusiastic supporter of the Scottish Government’s planning modernisation 
measures.  We consider that the planning system is now better placed to deliver the 
Scottish Government’s Renewable Energy Targets than ever before.  The strong planning 
policy support for renewable energy within Scottish Planning Policy and the National 
Planning Framework, coupled with generally supportive Strategic and Local Development 
Plan policies, and the creation of Enterprise Areas and the spatial framework provided by 
the National Renewables Infrastructure Project have all set a framework for delivery.  
Provided all parties work together to deliver solution-orientated, proportionate and efficient 
consenting processes then we consider that the planning system and other consenting 
regimes can deliver Renewable Energy Targets. 
 
More can be done, and, as an example, SEPA is currently working with partners to identify 
how the consenting processes for hydro schemes can be further streamlined. 
 
One limitation is that the land-based sites now being considered in the context of 
renewables include increasingly challenging sites, including those located on deep peat 
and in sensitive wetlands areas.  We are working with industry and other stakeholders to 
find solutions to these challenges that meet renewable targets whilst protecting the 
environment and achieving a good positive net carbon balance.   
 
For example, we have, working with Scottish Renewables, developed guidance on how to 
develop schemes that minimise the production of surplus peat and identify how excavated 
peat can be re-used; working with Scottish Renewables, SNH and FCS, we have 
developed guidance on good practice for windfarm construction.  We have also developed 
guidance which implements the Scottish Ministers’ policy statement on hydropower and 
the water environment.  This guidance is designed to allow developers to follow a simple 
checklist approach to determining whether sub 100kW hydro schemes are likely to be 
acceptable or not.  The principle of the guidance is to identify sites where such schemes 
are capable of being developed whilst avoiding significant adverse impacts on the water 
environment.  We have agreed to audit windfarm carbon balance assessments for Section 
36 Windfarms applications  We have additionally commissioned work to help industry find 
solutions to some of the key challenges to working in sensitive environments. 



 
On the issue of how national priorities can be reconciled with local interests, we would 
suggest that meaningful early engagement by the industry appears, where done well, to 
lead to less difficulty at the local level.  And the development of strong Local Development 
Plan policy coupled with helpful Supplementary Guidance sets a strong local framework 
for determining renewable energy projects. 
 
(d) Access to finance  
 

the development of relevant technologies? What can the Scottish Government do to 
influence this?  
Whilst SEPA is not in a position to fully answer this question the Scottish Government 
should continue cross party support for a well resourced Green Investment Bank to be 
located in Scotland close to the main renewable resources.   
 

 
Changing the nature of our energy system is a long term game and investments have to 
be made and paid for.  The Scottish Government should continue to work with Ofgem to 
encourage energy producers, distributors and consumers (business and domestic) to 
make the most sustainable choices. 
 
(e) Skills and workforce development  
 

-grown skills to attract inward investment? Are 
current policies producing the desired move towards Science Technology 
Engineering and Maths subjects at schools and universities? Is the skills transfer 
from the oil and gas sectors being realised?  
Speculation on this is outwith SEPA’s area of expertise. 
 
(f) Energy market reform and the subsidy regime  
 

level sufficient to meet the challenge of the Scottish Government’s renewable 
targets?  
Reforms need to be implemented as quickly as possible to facilitate bringing renewable 
energy projects onto the grid in a cost effective and balanced manner.  Contract for 
Difference will enable developers to make clearer financial plans which will increase the 
likelihood of investment.  SEPA would prefer that there is uniformity across the UK 
especially for mobile investments and foresees issues should divergent policies emerge.  
For example low value biomass should be utilised locally and not transported across 
borders to achieve a better return.  The additional transport emissions could negate any 
environmental advantage.  SEPA welcomed the publication of the Electricity Generation 
Policy Statement but still has some concerns that electricity is seen separately to energy.  
Unintended consequences could be avoided by a more holistic approach.   
 



Ofgem are allowing the funding of much of the necessary grid capacity developments and 
through Project TransmiT addressing the inequalities of transmission charging.  Continued 
dialogue and influencing is to be encouraged. 
 
James C Curran, Chief Executive 
SEPA 
9 March 2012 


