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How to use this document
This document is to provide information on what we mean by an environmental event, and to help with interpretation of the environmental event categorisation tables below. Use this document to clarify what each entry in the tables means, and how to assess exacerbation and mitigation.

Note: For Radioactive Substances, environmental event categories are classified differently. The environmental events categorisation for radioactive substances includes more information on how environmental events are categorised for this activity.

Note: In this document ‘event’ means ‘environmental event’.

· 

[bookmark: _Toc215526112]Introduction to basic principles

[bookmark: _Toc213750827][bookmark: _Toc215526113]What is an environmental event?
For the purposes of this document, we define an environmental event as an incident or activity that has caused or is likely to have caused environmental harm and SEPA are the body that has a statutory duty and regulatory authority to respond and decide what must be done to remedy it.

Environmental events may be caused by incidents where something has gone wrong; activities that are not compliant with the relevant authorisation; compliant activities taking place at a time of reduced environmental capacity, for instance abstractions during water scarcity; unauthorised activities; and/or they may result from an activity for which we have not yet developed a regulatory framework.

By “is likely to have caused” we mean there is evidence of an incident or activity that is likely to have caused environmental harm, even if the specific effects cannot be directly measured. For example, this may apply to discharges of toxic chemicals into groundwater or the seabed, such as from a long-sea outfall. It could also mean that the scale of an event is such that it is likely environmental harm will have been caused, but it would be prohibitively expensive to obtain physical evidence; or that equipment which should have gathered the required data was malfunctioning at the time.

In general, an environmental event can be thought of as a harmful impact to the environment caused by a definable incident or activity.

[image: A diagram of a line that that curves to a peak in a bell shape representing the biggest change to the environment as a result of the event and then reduces gradually.]
Figure 1: How an environmental event can change the state of the environment. 

Temporary changes to the environment can be beneficial as well as harmful. For instance, the release of a freshet from an impoundment could be considered a beneficial impact. We would only consider impact that caused or is likely to have caused environmental harm as an environmental event.

We would also expect environmental events to be geographically limited, such that we can make an assessment of the normal state by comparing with an immediately adjacent or comparable location that is unaffected by the environmental event, in order to estimate the scale of the impact.

For environmental events, we use the definition of environmental harm set out in the Regulatory Reform (Scotland) Act 2014:

a) Harm to the health of human beings or other living organisms.
b) Harm to the quality of the environment, including:
i. Harm to the quality of the environment taken as a whole.
ii. Harm to the quality of air, water or land, and
iii. Other impairment of, or interference with, ecosystems.
c) Offence to the senses of human beings.
d) Damage to property, or
e) Impairment of, or interference with, amenities or other legitimate uses of the environment.

Examples of environmental events might be:
· A choke in the sewer network leading to a discharge from a CSO in dry weather;
· Unauthorised deposit of hazardous waste on public ground;
· Offensive odour arising from a baling station, detectable outside the site boundary;
· Over-abstraction from a watercourse, leading to depleted flows;
· Oil escaping from a poorly maintained interceptor; or
· Silt from a construction site disrupting private drinking supplies.

The same incident can have very different impacts depending on the nature of the receptor. For that reason, event categorisation focuses on the actual or likely impact to the environment rather than the nature of the incident.

[bookmark: _Toc215526114]How does non-compliance relate to environmental events?
Non-compliance with an environmental authorisation may or may not cause environmental harm. For us to assess an environmental event as a non-compliance, we would require evidence that harm has or is likely to have occurred and the regulated site was the source. This would mean substantiation by a SEPA officer or appropriate evidence supplied by a witness. For instance, if we received witness evidence such as a geotagged, time and date stamped video clearly showing silty water coming from a construction site and causing pollution of the water environment, we would be able to use this to assess compliance.

[bookmark: _Toc213750828][bookmark: _Toc215526115]Naturally occurring events and events not within SEPA’s regulatory remit
We only include environmental events that are caused by activities where we are the relevant regulatory authority. We do not include events where another statutory body is the relevant organisation, such as discharges to sewers or breaches of Health and Safety requirements; nor do we include naturally occurring events such as pollen deposits, volcanic dust, fish mortality from naturally occurring high temperature or lightning strikes, or natural river foaming. Note this is not an exhaustive list.
[bookmark: _Toc213750829][bookmark: _Toc215526116]Principles behind environmental event category assessment
When we look to assess the seriousness of an environmental event, we are looking to take a view of the event as a whole, considering the intensity and extent of the impacts, both in terms of geographic scale and how long they last.

An event can last a very short amount of time and affect a small area, however if the impact causes severe damage and has long-lasting consequences, this would be a serious event. An example might be the destruction of a fresh water pearl mussel bed – as this species is already very vulnerable, any loss has the potential to be serious.

Conversely, an event might be relatively low impact but persist for a long time, or affect a large area, or repeat frequently enough that the effects accumulate, and therefore also result in a serious effect.

Where an environmental event has a low impact with a short-term effect, we will consider that less serious.

All relevant impacts should be taken into account. Some of these may be cumulative, but not all of them. Cumulative factors will generally contribute to a larger impact on a given receptor than the factors by themselves. For instance, odour and noise might together have a greater impact on the amenity of a community than either would by itself. 

Environmental events are divided into four categories. Category 1 is the most serious, and Category 4 is where we have been unable to find evidence of environmental harm.

[bookmark: _Toc213750830][bookmark: _Toc215526117]When does an environmental event start and end?
We consider an environmental event to start when an activity or incident results in harm to the environment. An environmental event ends when the activity or incident stops or is remedied, so is causing no further harm to the environment. The impact of the event may take longer to resolve, so it’s important to distinguish between the event and the event impact.
As an example, we might have an environmental event where the impact is due to an unauthorised abstraction during a water scarcity event. The event starts when the abstraction does, as the impact is immediate. The event stops when the abstraction is stopped, however the ecology of the depleted stretch may take longer to recover, as invertebrate populations recolonise and fish return.


[image: An diagram representing the impact of an environmental event. A line the shape of a slide represents quick impact that lasts for a set period of time before after the event ends, gradually reducing until the environment recovers.  ]
Figure 2: An environmental event with a sudden onset, where the environment is impacted at a constant level for a time before the environment gradually recovers. 

Some events may start and end abruptly. For instance, odour from a plant where part of the odour control measures is to keep doors shut. Leaving the doors open cause a release of odour that causes offence outwith the site boundary, however closing the doors stops the release of odour. Noise is also the kind of event that can start and end abruptly.

[image: A diagram representing the impact of an environmental event. A line the shape of a square represents an event with a sudden impact that lasts for a time and then when it ends the environment recovers immediately as there is no lasting impact.]
Figure 3: An environmental event with sudden onset, where the environment is impacted at a constant level for a time, then an abrupt recovery as the event has no lasting impact.
 
Compare these with a serious spill from a combined sewer overflow that leads to sewage related debris littering the banks of a river for several hundred metres. Even if the spill only lasts an hour, and the river flushes through within a few hours, it could take more than 24 hours for all the litter to be picked up. Contamination of groundwater can take years to stop having an impact due to the residence time in the aquifer.

The category tables specify what factors we should consider when deciding how serious an event is.

[bookmark: _Toc213750831][bookmark: _Toc215526118]How environmental event severity is assessed
First, we determine if the notification is under SEPA’s remit. If not, we do not assess severity.
If it is a notification of an existing event, or a repeat of a previous event, we have more information available to assess the seriousness. If it is a notification of a new event, which the majority of notifications are, we make an initial estimate of the severity using the information provided by the notifier. We then gather evidence, where required.
After gathering evidence, we assess the impact of the event against the tables in this document. We determine which impact is the most serious. There may be several factors to consider, but an environmental event category is always determined by the factor that has the most serious impact.
The exacerbation and mitigation table is then applied to determine whether there are any factors that might be more or less serious than the initial assessment.


[bookmark: _Toc213750833][bookmark: _Toc215526119]Exacerbation and mitigation
A number of factors can influence the seriousness of an event by changing the way the environment reacts to the impact, or the consequences of that impact. These are listed in the Exacerbation and mitigation table. Exacerbation and mitigation factors are there to help and encourage officers to assess the impact of an event taking the local environment into account, rather than assessing category solely on the nature of the incident giving rise to the harm. A 10m3 discharge of sewage into a large estuary used for shipping will have very different consequences from the same volume discharged into a small river that flows into a freshwater loch with a designated bathing beach.

The following exacerbation and mitigation factors should be taken into account in addition to the category tables. Deviations from the table are recorded in a decision document. 

[bookmark: _Toc213750834][bookmark: _Toc215526120]Cumulative impact
Environmental events that reoccur at a frequency that does not allow the environment to recover, or which have wider impacts as a result of their persistence, such as reducing or preventing access to amenities, or impacts on communities, are more serious than one-off events.
[image: A diagram representing the impact of a series of environmental events that have a cumulative impact. A line that looks like a mountain range with each small mountain starting higher up than the previous before reaching the top and a gradual decent like a slide represent the impact of the events before the environment gradually recovers. ]
Figure 4: A series of environmental events that have cumulative impact, where the environment cannot recover to the previous state before the next event starts. The environment is increasingly impacted with each new event. Once the last event ends the environment gradually recovers. 

Even if each individual event might be considered less serious, in combination they can add to an increasingly large impact, and the events being repeated means that the environment is impacted for far longer than it would be for an individual event. An example might be a sewer that chokes repeatedly, leading to impact on a bathing beach. Even if the sewer is cleared each time, the impact on amenity could be cumulative, and if the discharges happen in quick succession, they could lead to a downgrade in water quality.

We might consider categorising an event as less serious where the responsible person takes immediate action to limit the impact of an incident, therefore reducing the amount of environmental harm or likely environmental harm, and puts measures in place to prevent it happening again.

[bookmark: _Toc213750835][bookmark: _Toc215526121]Receptor sensitivity
If the environment where the event has taken place is sensitive, then the consequences of the impact are greater than they would be elsewhere. This could be because:
· The receptor is designated, and there are protected species that are particularly vulnerable, such as Atlantic salmon;
· There is decreased environmental capacity, for instance water scarcity reducing dilution;
· There have already been other environmental events at this location, and the environment has not recovered;
· Other users may be strongly impacted, for instance if there is a public potable water abstraction that cannot be used as a result of the event; or
· The receptor is considered especially vulnerable for some other reason.

Conversely, there may be factors that suggest an event is not as serious as it might have been, for instance if a river is in spate.

[bookmark: _Toc213750836][bookmark: _Toc215526122]Spatial extent
Where the impact of an environmental event affects a particularly large area, then this is considered extensive. Extensive impacts are more serious than localised ones. The table specifies what we mean by extensive and localised.

Note that the morphological mitigation can often be time-based. This would apply where, for instance, someone has removed gravel from a river bed, but the next spate will replenish the sediment. There will be other impacts to take into account in this instance, such as impact to spawning or invertebrates.

While the table gives differing meanings for extensive depending on the size of the receptor, officers should take into account the size of the receptor. If a river is less than 1km in length, then an officer may justifiably decide that the exacerbation threshold has been met at a length less than 500m. 

[bookmark: _Toc213750837][bookmark: _Toc215526123]Temporal extent
If the impact continues beyond the expected timeframe for environmental events of that type, it may fall under “prolonged”. As an example, a sewer choke where the receiving water is a low-flushing environment such as a harbour with a designated bathing beach. Here, the event may be more prolonged as it will take more than one tidal cycle to replenish the water, and we may need to advise against bathing for longer than we would at a beach with normal flushing.

Where an event is ongoing and there is no potential for recovery, this is more serious than an event where some recovery is possible. For example, unauthorised culverting of a natural watercourse for land gain is more serious than unauthorised dredging of a canalised minor watercourse. 

[bookmark: _Toc213750838][bookmark: _Toc215526124]Intensity
These factors relate to how bad the activity giving rise to the impact is. An event does not need to last for hours or days if the impact is intense enough to do harm in a matter of minutes, and the intensity factors are there to help officers make an assessment of the level of impact specifically with regards to the activity itself.

Where SEPA could issue an authorisation for an activity without any change to the activity or how it is being undertaken, then we may consider this to indicate that the event itself is not causing intolerable environmental harm. The nature of the offence in this case would be lack of authorisation.

[bookmark: _Toc213750839][bookmark: _Toc215526125]Biodiversity
These are impacts that suggest an event may have been more serious than other evidence may indicate, which is possible if we catch the tail end of an event rather than the peak impact.

[bookmark: _Toc213750840][bookmark: _Toc215526126]Economic
It is important that SEPA consider the economic consequences to third parties. For example, poorly designed and maintained drainage on a construction site could lead to a paper mill that is forced to cease production and spin down the mill as a result of silt entering their process water. A standard annual five-to-ten-day shutdown for a mill takes up a third of their maintenance budget when well-planned – an unplanned shutdown can threaten the future of the mill.

[bookmark: _Toc213750841][bookmark: _Toc215526127]Health
Impact to human health is covered in the main category tables, however there may be situations where the health impact is not in line with other factors. This could mean causing a worsening of existing health conditions, or where the health impacts are incidental and unexpected but nevertheless present. Some environmental events may cause acute or chronic health impacts. Advice should be sought from the local Health Protection Team if there is valid reason to believe there has been a direct health impact. We should only record a health impact where we have direct evidence from the Health Protection Team to substantiate this. 

[bookmark: _Toc213750842][bookmark: _Toc215526128]Amenity
These are general factors to do with amenity sites that are not necessarily designated, such as public parks or school playing fields.

[bookmark: _Toc213750843][bookmark: _Toc215526129]Other agencies
OFFICIAL

OFFICIAL

Guidance: Environmental events categorisationOFFICIAL


We may wish to raise the seriousness of an event if another agency has categorised it as a major incident. For instance, if a waste site burns inappropriate waste under Low Risk Waste Activity 7, causing black smoke, this might ordinarily be a Category 3 event. However, if the waste were explosive, and led to adjacent property catching fire and an evacuation of the local area, we may choose to categorise it more seriously due to the unintended consequences and wider impacts.
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[bookmark: _Toc215526130]Notes on Categories
[bookmark: _Toc213750845][bookmark: _Toc215526131]Category 1
Category 1 events are those that have caused or are likely to have caused the most serious environmental effects.

An event is likely to be Category 1 if it results or is likely to have resulted in at least one of the impacts in the Category 1 tables below, or any other impact of an equivalent seriousness.

Category 1 events generally continue to cause environmental harm or to lead to increased environmental harm without intervention, and/or require natural regeneration for a period in excess of six months (ten years for groundwater), where natural regeneration is possible.

Examples of Category 1 events might be:
· A fire at a waste transfer site storing tyres that leads to the evacuation of adjacent housing and smoke inhalation injury to residents.
· Persistent, continuous, offensive odour from an industrial site that causes distress to and changes of behaviour in a community for more than 6 months.
· Unauthorised engineering works in a designated watercourse that leads to the destruction of habitat or organisms e.g. of salmon spawning habitat or freshwater pearl mussel beds, so there is no longer a viable population.
· A construction project undertakes unauthorised dewatering that leads to the loss of a designated groundwater-dependent wetland habitat.
· An accidental leak or spill that adversely affects a Scottish Water potable source.
· Unauthorised disposal of hazardous waste leading to contamination of land and likely contamination of underlying groundwater by hazardous substances.
The tables below set out the types of impacts that are likely to result in a Category 1 environmental event by type.
[bookmark: _Toc213750846][bookmark: _Toc215526132]Category 1: All receptors
Table 1: Impacts to all receptors that are likely to result in a category 1 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to all receptors
	Notes

	1
	Qualifies as a MATTE (Major Accident to the Environment) for COMAH sites (severity levels 2-4 on the MATTE tolerability tables).  
	See COMAH categorisation tables. 

	1
	Leads to cancellation, prevention or disruption of major public events.  
	For instance, sewage entering a major swimming loch leads to cancellation of Commonwealth triathlon event. This is for major public events, most likely involving people travelling nationally or internationally to attend.

	1
	Has caused, or is likely to have caused, serious adverse direct health impacts to humans.  
	This is for direct health impacts causing serious harm, such as smoke inhalation or poisoning.  Self-reporting by individuals is not sufficient to assess an event. A health impact is only recorded where we have direct evidence from the Health Protection Team to substantiate this. Note that there may also be indirect impacts e.g. stress which should be recorded for completeness. 

	1
	Evacuation and/or closure of substantial areas of property or public spaces, including transport routes.  
	Scottish Fire and Rescue Services or Police Scotland are bodies that may need to instruct evacuation. This refers to evacuation as a direct result of an environmental event associated with an authorised site, for instance fire at a waste site. 

	1
	Damage to a protected area or species that has a long-term or permanent impact on the integrity of the area or species.
	Where the future integrity of a species is impacted on a population level, that would be a Category 1. Where it is impacted on a catchment or local level, it will be necessary to look at other factors, and to see how important the local population is nationally.





[bookmark: _Toc213750847][bookmark: _Toc215526133]Category 1: Impacts to air
Table 2: Impacts to air that are likely to result in a category 1 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to air

	1
	Results in the Daily Air Quality Index in the affected area being ‘Very High’ for 3 days or longer.

	1
	Odour that is persistent, widespread and at an intensity, offensiveness and extent that it leads to a change in behaviour of exposed persons e.g. moving out of the affected area.

	1
	Odour that results in specific advice from the emergency services such as the closure of access roads, evacuation of property, or a need to remain indoors. 

	1
	Noise that is 20dB or more above background at any part of event and impact results in sleep disturbance or prevents use of amenity areas for 3 or more consecutive days. 






[bookmark: _Toc213750848][bookmark: _Toc215526134]Category 1: Impacts to surface water
Table 3: Impacts to surface water that are likely to result in a category 1 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to surface water
	Notes

	1
	Results in a downgrade of Water Framework Directive classification, or classification equivalent, of more than one class, or the equivalent where the affected area of the water environment is not classified, for 500m or 20% of length, whichever is larger.
	This relates to classification parameters in the stretch of waterbody affected by the environmental event, as opposed to the overall annual waterbody classification. 
The same principles apply to non-classified waterbodies. Assess the river as if it were classified. Also, where formal classification would require multiple years’ worth of data, the assessment is made based on the data available during the period the environment has been impacted.

	1
	Contamination by more than 10 times the Environmental Quality Standard (EQS) in the receiving water.
	This should be measured immediately downstream, but not directly where the discharge enters the receiving water, to allow for mixing.

	1
	Extensive and severe harm to or death of aquatic life, including harm to the functioning and integrity of the ecosystem.  
	See Exacerbation and mitigation table for definition of extensive. Severe harm would generally mean harm that would cause a downgrade or equivalent for a period of in excess of 6 months.  The functioning and integrity of the ecosystem means, for instance, an assessment of whether macrofauna will be harmed by loss of food supply.

	1
	Extensive and severe adverse impact to or loss of habitat, including destruction of fish spawning grounds.
	See Exacerbation and mitigation table for definition of extensive. Severe adverse impact will not recover by itself.

	1
	The downgrade of morphological quality of more than one class assessed over a 500m reach centred on the works.
	This is based on the single activity limit. Note that Heavily Modified Waterbodies only have two Potential classes. It may therefore be necessary to look at Ecological classes to fully ascertain the impact of any activity.

	1
	Complete loss of flow resulting in loss of downstream species and/or habitats.   
	Where the water environment has suffered a loss of water to the point where flora and fauna downstream have died off. This should be further than just immediately downstream in a highly localised area.

	1
	Extensive loss or likely loss of one or more species as a result of activities liable to cause environmental harm.  
	See Exacerbation and mitigation table for definition of extensive. This is where an activity is undertaken that is likely to cause harm, and this results in a loss of species. For instance, dredging of a watercourse in a river where fresh water pearl mussels are known to be present, even if the exact location is unknown.

	1
	Disruption of a public potable abstraction, or a change in treatment required, where the length of the disruption exceeds the amount of storage time in the network.    
	This is where Scottish Water are forced to cease abstraction due to loss or contamination of supply, and the cessation lasts longer than they have stored water available in pipes and/or service and storage reservoirs.

	1
	Requires businesses downstream relying on non-potable abstractions to close or take urgent steps to implement additional treatment for more than 72 hours.    
	For example, a paper mill forced to pause production because of silt being released into their water supply, or a distillery that has to implement additional treatment to use abstracted water to make their product.





[bookmark: _Toc213750849][bookmark: _Toc215526135]Category 1: Impacts to groundwater
Table 4: Impacts to groundwater that are likely to result in a category 1 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to groundwater

	1
	Loss of a designated groundwater-dependent terrestrial ecosystem.  

	1
	Results in groundwater body becoming ‘Poor’ status.  

	1
	Entry of hazardous substances is likely to affect more than 1 hectare of groundwater.  

	1
	Non-hazardous substances are likely to affect more than 20 hectares of groundwater.  

	1
	Disruption of a potable groundwater abstraction, including where a change in treatment is required, where persons affected multiplied by hours of disruption is greater than 1000. 

	1
	Disruption of a non-potable groundwater abstraction, including where a change in treatment is required, where the hours of disruption multiplied by the rate of abstraction measured in m3/day is more than 10,000.  





[bookmark: _Toc213750850][bookmark: _Toc215526136]Category 1: Impacts to land
Table 5: Impacts to land that are likely to result in a category 1 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to land
	Notes

	1
	Presence of substances or materials that present a serious risk of direct adverse impacts to human health.  
	For instance, hazardous waste such as asbestos in a form that is actively hazardous, or chemicals that could harm people.


	1
	Avoidable total or partial loss of soil health over an area exceeding 1 hectare and with impacts lasting for more than 5 years; or over an area greater than 10 hectares and with impacts lasting between 1 to 5 years.  
	Soil health refers to the ability of the soil to function and sustain plants, animals and humans as part of an ecosystem. It does not refer solely to the physical and chemical properties of soil. This is about protecting the integrity of soil where possible. 

	1
	Financial costs to third parties, including local authorities to remove unauthorised deposits.  
	Financial costs for removal are greater than £40,000 

	1
	A pathway for contamination exists to a receptor leading to a likely impact of Category 1 on surface or groundwater.  
	Where a polluting substance is released on or into ground that could reach surface or groundwater, the likely impact on the surface or groundwater is considered, not just the impact on the soil health.


[bookmark: _Toc192778976][bookmark: _Toc213750851][bookmark: _Toc215526137]
Category 2
Category 2 events are those that cause or are likely to have caused more serious environmental effects.

An event is likely to be Category 2 if it results or is likely to have resulted in at least one of the impacts listed in the Category 2 tables below, or any other impact of an equivalent seriousness.

Category 2 events would be expected to remain causing environmental harm or to lead to increased environmental harm without intervention, and/or to require natural regeneration of between one and six months (1 year for groundwater), where natural regeneration is possible. 

Examples of Category 2 events might be:
· A discharge that leads to a density of sewage fungus covering the entire width of a watercourse for more than 200m or 20% of the river length, whichever is smaller.
· Engineering works in a river where the resulting silt pollution is uncontrolled and leads to the closure of a downstream abstraction for a fishing pond.
· An unauthorised abstraction that causes a prolonged drop in flows in a watercourse that leads to deterioration in Water Framework Directive status.
· An accidental leak or spill that adversely affects an agricultural water supply.
· Flytipping of more than 300 tyres. 
· A combined sewer overflow repeatedly discharging in dry weather.

[bookmark: _Toc213750852][bookmark: _Toc215526138]Category 2: All receptors
Table 6: Impacts to all receptors that are likely to result in a category 2 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to all receptors
	Notes

	2
	Categorised as severity level 1 (significant) for COMAH sites under MATTE tolerability tables.  
	See COMAH categorisation tables. 

	2
	Causes or may cause disruption or prevention of recreational activities in areas designated for such, including formal parks and bathing waters.  
	This should result from formal advice from a relevant statutory body such as SEPA (bathing waters) or local authority, or substantiated offence, rather than, for instance, something perceived as unpleasant by a proportion of users.

	2
	Causes, or could cause, adverse direct health impacts to humans.  
	This is to cover direct health impacts such as gastrointestinal illnesses from sewage exposure or minor exacerbation of asthma. Self-reporting by individuals is not sufficient to assess an event. A health impact can only be recorded where we have direct evidence from the Health Protection Team to substantiate this or assess an event as ‘likely to have caused’ illness. Note that there may also be indirect impacts e.g. stress which should be recorded for completeness. 

	2
	The closure of or disruption to surrounding commercial or business activities.  
	This means that a business or commercial activity is unable to carry on with business as usual as a direct result of the event. Evidence e.g. witness statements should be obtained. 

	2
	Likelihood of substantial consequential economic or commercial loss.  
	This will depend on the nature of the commercial activities affected and what the effect may be. A large business may be more resilient to an impact than a small one. Certain sectors may be more vulnerable to certain types of impact than others which can be highly variable and related to changing markets and wider business pressures. 





[bookmark: _Toc213750853][bookmark: _Toc215526139]Category 2: Impacts to air
Table 7: Impacts to air that are likely to result in a category 2 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to air

	2
	Evacuation and/or closure of localised areas of property or public spaces, including transport routes, or advice given to shelter and remain.  

	2
	Odour that causes prolonged disturbance, typically leading to disruption rather than evacuation of dwellings.  

	2
	Odour that causes widespread but short-term effects, resulting in substantial impairment of amenity.  

	2
	Odour that causes a reduction in amenity value by preventing or substantially restricting the use of an amenity area such as a park for a period of time.   

	2
	Noise that results in sleep disturbance or prevents use of amenity areas for up to 3 days or disrupts but does not prevent use of amenity areas for more than 3 days.  





[bookmark: _Toc213750854][bookmark: _Toc215526140]Category 2: Impacts to surface water
Table 8: Impacts to surface water that are likely to result in a category 2 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to surface water
	Notes

	2
	A Water Framework Directive classification downgrade of one class, or classification equivalent, or the equivalent if the affected area of the water environment that is unclassified, for greater than 5% of a waterbody extent, or 250m, whichever is larger.
	This relates to classification parameters in the stretch of waterbody affected by the environmental event, as opposed to the overall annual waterbody classification. 
The same principles apply to non-classified waterbodies. The river is assessed as if it were classified. Also, where formal classification would require multiple years’ worth of data, the assessment is made based on the data available during the period the environment has been impacted.

Although this refers to waterbodies, officers should make a judgement call with regards to extent if a watercourse is unclassified. For very small watercourses, it may be appropriate to use the entire length.

	2
	Contamination by more than 2.5 times the Environmental Quality Standard (EQS) but less than 10 times the EQS in the receiving water.
	This is measured immediately downstream, but not directly where the discharge enters the receiving water, to allow for mixing.

	2
	Extensive, or localised but severe harm to or death of aquatic life, including harm to the functioning and integrity of the ecosystem.  
	See Exacerbation and mitigation table for definition of extensive. The functioning and integrity of the ecosystem means, for instance, an assessment of whether macrofauna will be harmed by loss of food supply. It is about the ecosystem as a whole, not just one species. Localised for Category 2 would generally be considered less than 5% of waterbody length, or 200m, whichever is larger. Severe would indicate harm that would take at least 1 month to recover.

	2
	The downgrade of morphological quality of one class assessed over a 500m reach centred on the works.
	This is based on the single activity limit. Note that Heavily Modified Waterbodies only have two Potential classes, so it may therefore be necessary to look at Ecological classes to fully ascertain the impact of any activity.

	2
	Extensive, or localised but severe contamination or coverage, for example by bacterial, fungal, or algal growths, hydrocarbons, or silt and/or particulates including ferrous deposits from mine water.  
	This row captures any visual contamination. See Exacerbation and mitigation table for definition of extensive. Localised for Category 2 would generally be considered less than 5% of waterbody length, or 200m, whichever is larger. Severe would indicate harm that would take at least 1 month to recover.

	2
	Extensive, or localised but severe adverse impact to or loss of habitat, including partial destruction of fish spawning grounds.  
	See Exacerbation and mitigation table for definition of extensive. Localised for Category 2 would generally be considered less than 5% of waterbody length, or 200m, whichever is larger. Severe would indicate harm that would take at least one month to recover.

	2
	Disruption of a private potable abstraction, including where a change in treatment is required.  
	There is no de minimis on the size of the private abstraction, but it must be for drinking water.

	2
	Requires businesses downstream relying on non-potable abstractions to close or take urgent steps to implement additional treatment for between 24 and 72 hours.  
	For example, a paper mill forced to pause production because of silt being released into their water supply, or a distillery that has to implement additional treatment to use abstracted water to make their product.

	2
	Activities cause flows in water course to be less than Q95 for more than 30 days.  
	This could be one or more activities, and could be abstraction, impoundment and abstraction, unauthorised realignment, or anything else that results in severe water scarcity in the affected stretch.

	2
	Partial/localised loss of flow leading to adverse impacts on species and habitats locally, upstream or downstream.  
	This could mean reduction in wetted area of a river, leading to damage to areas where salmon have spawned, or trapping fish in pools that then become de-oxygenated. Upstream and downstream may be affected if species attempt to migrate away from the affected reach.

	2
	Prevents free passage of migratory fish on a watercourse, where present, including by the blockage or destruction of, or damage to a fish pass.  
	Only applicable to a change such as unauthorised engineering works, not historic obstructions. However, it will be applicable where an existing engineering structure has a fish pass which has been damaged, blocked or has failed to the extent where fish cannot freely pass. 
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Category 2: Impacts to groundwater
Table 9: Impacts to groundwater that are likely to result in a category 2 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to groundwater

	2
	Entry of hazardous substances into groundwater is probable.  

	2
	Non-hazardous substances impacting more than one hectare but less than 20 hectares of groundwater. 

	2
	Disruption of a potable groundwater abstraction, including where a change in treatment is required, where persons affected multiplied by hours of disruption is greater than 10 but less than 1000.

	2
	Disruption of a non-potable groundwater abstraction, including where a change in treatment is required, where the hours of disruption multiplied by the rate of abstraction measured in m3/day is greater than 100 but less than 10,000.

	2
	Impacts on groundwater levels/flows sufficient to result in ‘Poor’ quantitative status of the groundwater body.
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Table 10: Impacts to land that are likely to result in a category 2 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to land
	Notes

	2
	Presence of substances or materials that present a risk of direct adverse impacts to human health.  
	This could mean substances that could injure someone or exacerbate an existing condition. It is at a lower level than substances that present a serious risk to human health, such as free asbestos fibres or toxic substances.

	2
	Avoidable total or partial loss of soil health over an area exceeding 0.04 hectare (400m2) and with impacts lasting for more than five years; or over an area exceeding one hectare and with impacts lasting between one to five years; or over an area exceeding 10 hectares with impacts lasting for less than one year.  
	Soil health refers to the ability of the soil to function and sustain plants, animals and humans as part of an ecosystem. It does not refer solely to the physical and chemical properties of soil. This is about protecting the integrity of soil where possible. 

	2
	Financial costs to third parties, including local authorities to remove unauthorised deposits.  
	Financial costs for removal is between £10,000 to £40,000.   

	2
	A pathway exists to a receptor leading to a likely impact of Category 2 on surface or groundwater.  
	Where a polluting substance is released on or into ground that could reach surface or groundwater, the likely impact on the surface or groundwater is considered, not just the impact on the soil health.
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Category 3 events are events that have or are likely to have resulted in localised, minor effects.

An event is likely to be Category 3 if it results in or may have resulted in at least one of the impacts listed in the Category 3 tables below, or any other impact of an equivalent seriousness.

Examples of Category 3 events might be:
· A sewer choke leading to discharge in dry weather to a watercourse with no sensitive receptors (such as a bathing or shellfish water) downstream, where repairs are carried out promptly.
· A construction site leads to a visible plume of silt in the receiving water of a main stem river designated for Atlantic Salmon, however this dissipates within 20m, ceases within hours, and the impact is purely aesthetic.
· A septic tank discharge leads to sewage fungus covering the full width of a 1.5m wide watercourse for a distance of 100m.
· Flytipping of a small (less than 6m3) amount of waste on a river bank.
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Table 11: Impacts to all receptors that are likely to result in a category 3 environmental event.
	[bookmark: _Toc192778978]Category
	Impacts to all receptors
	Notes

	3
	Causes or may cause small-scale disruption of recreational activities. 
	This could refer to smoke from a fire requiring a community event to be rescheduled, or people having to avoid a particular area of a park, but not the whole park.

	3
	Indirect human health impacts such as stress. 
	Where direct impacts mean that a substance or pollutant has directly harmed a person, indirect health impacts, for environmental event purposes, refer to impacts that result from an event but are not caused by pollutants harming humans. Compare dust causing breathing difficulties (direct harm) with odour causing stress (indirect harm).

	3
	The possibility of low-level economic or commercial loss. 
	This covers when a business or commercial activity has been affected by an event, but it is not going to cause the business difficulties in the long-term.

	3
	Affects the aesthetic value of the surrounding area. 
	Where the ability of local communities, tourists, or others to enjoy the beauty of an area is impacted. This could refer to silt in a river during dry weather, large scale deposition of waste in a park, or sewage related debris alongside a footpath. 
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Table 12:  Impacts to air that are likely to result in a category 3 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to air

	3
	Odour that has short-term and/or intermittent effects on residential receptors. 

	3
	Odour that has an intermittent and/or transitory effect on amenities and the use of the local environment that are not considered to be sensitive receptors, such as sports pitches. People are still able to use the area, and only a small proportion is affected. .

	3
	Noise results in sleep disturbance or prevents use of amenity areas for less than one hour or disrupts but does not prevent use of amenity areas for more than one hour but less than three days. 
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Category 3: Impacts to surface water

Table 13: Impacts to surface water that are likely to result in a category 3 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to surface water
	Notes

	3
	Localised (less than 5% or 250m) impacts to aquatic life, compromising the functioning and integrity of the ecosystem for a short time. 
	The functioning and integrity of the ecosystem means, for instance, assessment of whether macrofauna will be harmed by loss of food supply. It is about the ecosystem as a whole, not just one species. A short time means that recovery should take place within days.

	3
	Contamination of more than the Environmental Quality Standard (EQS) but less than 2.5 times the EQS in the receiving water.
	This should be measured immediately downstream, but not directly where the discharge enters the receiving water, to allow for mixing.

	3
	Localised (less than 5% or 250m) adverse impact to or loss of habitat, including fish spawning grounds where there are intact spawning grounds in the same waterbody. 
	This covers impacts such as sediment removal that impacts a small area of habitat, where there is plenty of similar habitat in the same waterbody, particularly if it is close by.

	3
	Localised (less than 5% or 250m) contamination or coverage by, for example, fungal, bacterial or algal growths, hydrocarbons, or silt and/or particulates including ferrous deposits from mine water. 
	This row captures visual contamination.

	3
	Is not sufficient to lower the Water Framework Directive (WFD) classification, or classification equivalent, or cause an impact that would have lowered the WFD classification had the affected area of the water environment been classified for more than 5% of the waterbody or 200m, whatever is greater. 
	This effectively relates to environmental capacity and means that the environmental capacity has not been exceeded. The environment should recover quickly.

	3
	Loss of supply to one or more non-potable abstractors authorised for volumes of less than 50m3 per day (cumulatively). 
	This includes abstractions for golf courses, irrigation etc. The loss of supply should apply to no more than 50m3, whether it is for one abstractor or multiple abstractors. 

	3
	Impedes but does not prevent the passage of migratory fish on a watercourse, where present. 
	This will mostly refer to situations where fish can only pass at a narrower band of flows than they would otherwise. If the fish are being held up for protracted periods such that they are at a far greater risk of predation, or this is happening at a time when there is less water, consider exacerbation.
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Table 14: Impacts to groundwater that are likely to result in a category 3 environmental event.
	Environmental event category
	Impacts to groundwater

	3
	Hazardous substances are unlikely to reach groundwater. 

	3
	Non-hazardous substances are unlikely to affect more than one hectare of groundwater. 

	3
	Disruption of a potable groundwater abstraction where persons affected multiplied by hours of disruption equals less than 10. 

	3
	Disruption of a non-potable groundwater abstraction where the hours of disruption multiplied by the rate of abstraction measured in m3 per day is less than 100.  

	3
	Localised impacts on groundwater levels/flows but is not sufficient to cause ‘Poor’ quantitative status of the groundwater body. 
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Table 15: Impacts to land that are likely to result in a category 3 environmental event.
	Category
	Impacts to land
	Notes

	3
	Avoidable total or partial loss of soil health over an area of greater than 0.0025 hectare (25m2) but less than 0.04 hectare (400m2) and with impacts lasting for more than 5 years; over an area exceeding 0.04 hectare (400m2) and with impacts lasting between one to five years; or over an area exceeding one hectare and with impacts lasting for less than one year. 
	Soil health refers to the ability of the soil to function and sustain plants, animals and humans as part of an ecosystem. It does not refer solely to the physical and chemical properties of soil. This is about protecting the integrity of soil where possible. 


	3
	Financial costs to third parties, including local authorities to remove unauthorised deposits.  
	Financial costs for removal are up to £10,000 

	3
	A pathway exists to a receptor leading to a likely impact of Category 3 on surface or groundwater.  
	Where a polluting substance is released on or into ground that could reach surface or groundwater, the likely impact on the surface or groundwater is considered, not just the impact on the soil health.
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Category 4 events are events that have or are likely to have immediately self-resolved or caused no ascertainable impact.
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Table 16: Impacts that are likely to result in a category 4 environmental event.
	Category
	All impacts
	Notes

	4
	No evidence of environmental harm is apparent. 
	This is for situations where a notifier has either supplied us with information that suggests a more serious event has occurred, but on attending there nothing to see; or if the notifier supplies us with information where they have misinterpreted their observations as indicating environmental harm.

	4
	Information supplied indicates an event occurred, but it was immediately self-resolving and has caused no ascertainable impact. 
	This would apply for events where it has resolved itself and there is no action we could take. For instance, a notifier sends us a photo of a hydrocarbon sheen in a harbour 3 weeks after it occurred.
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Where not already explicit within the category tables, the factors listed in this table, and/ or equivalent factors, may influence the assessed event category and make it more or less serious, and/or assist in interpretation of terms.

Table 17: Exacerbating and mitigating factors that may influence the category of an event.
	Factor type
	Exacerbating factors
	Mitigating factors

	Repetition
	Harm increased by cumulative impact.
	Comprehensive action taken immediately to prevent a repetition.  

	Receptor sensitivity
	Receptor is designated under the Habitats Directive, or the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004, and a feature is directly affected; or is designated for the purposes of the Regulatory Reform (Scotland) Act[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  No sites designated under RRSA as of 1 December 2025] 

	Harm is temporary and a result of work being undertaken to improve the designated site, and there will be a benefit overall.


	Receptor sensitivity
	Receptor has decreased environmental capacity due to weather, climatic, spatial or other circumstances.
	Receptor has increased environmental capacity due to weather, climatic, or other circumstances. 

	Receptor sensitivity
	Receptor is already impacted by prior environmental events (related or unrelated).
	Receptor is already downgraded to less than ‘Good’ Water Framework Directive classification (or equivalent) and event does not impact its ability to recover.

	Receptor sensitivity
	Receptor has other important lawful uses such as British Waterways intakes or public potable water abstractions that are disrupted or prevented.
	N/A

	Receptor sensitivity
	Receptor is a high importance river (see Table 5 of Supporting guidance WAT-SG-67 Assessing the significance of impacts: social, economic and environmental) with a catchment of less than 100km2.
	N/A

	Spatial extent - extensive
	Impacts more than a 500m length or 500m2 area of:
· a ‘High’ status waterbody; or
· an unclassified watercourse less than 2km in length or 2km2 in area.
Impacts more than 1.5km length or 1.5km2 in area of all other waterbodies and watercourses.
	Impact is highly localised:
· less than 10m in area of ‘High’ status or watercourses less than 2km length; or
· less than 20m in all others. 

	Spatial extent - extensive
	Impacts more than 60% of the width of a watercourse more than 3m wide; or full width of a river less than or equal to 3m wide.
	Impacts less than 10% of river width.

	Spatial extent - extensive
	A deposition of waste material covers more than 25m2 of ground.
	N/A

	Temporal extent
	Effects are more prolonged than would be otherwise expected for that category of event (e.g more than 6 months for Category 2).
	Event lasts less than 6 hours with no lasting impact.

	Temporal extent
	Impact is continuous for the duration of the event, causing constant or increasing harm, with no potential for natural recovery.
	Impact short-term and intermittent.

	Intensity
	Activity cannot be authorised, or we are unable to authorise without derogation.
	Activity could be authorised as currently being carried out with no process change or reduction in impact.

	Intensity
	Impact involves unauthorised or non-compliant discharge of priority and/or dangerous substances, see WAT-G-072 EASR Guidance: Environmental standards for discharges to surface waters.
	N/A

	Intensity
	Release of substances at more than five times the authorised limit.
	N/A

	Intensity
	Unauthorised release of substances not subject to environmental degradation.
	N/A

	Biodiversity
	Significant change in ecological assessment e.g. River Invertebrate Classification Tool class indicating a reduction in WFD class compared to upstream or past samples.
	N/A

	Biodiversity
	A change in the types of animal present in the sample compared to upstream or previous samples as a result of pollution. Chronic pollution may result in lower scoring animals, catastrophic pollution may result in the deaths of particular groups of taxa.
	N/A

	Biodiversity
	Failure of the prioritisation screening field assessment, which checks that the expected animals are present. The sample is designated as “Not OK”.
	N/A

	Economic
	Causes losses that may result in redundancy, or failure of a business regarded as a small or medium enterprise.
	N/A

	Health
	Causes moderate to severe illness or injury requiring medical treatment. A health impact can only be recorded where we have direct evidence from the Health Protection Team or Dr note.
	N/A

	Health
	Causes chronic health effects requiring medical management, determined in consultation with local Health Protection team.
	N/A

	Amenity
	Results in lack of availability for local community.
	Amenity is already closed for unrelated reasons.

	Other agencies
	Has been categorised as a major incident by the emergency services or another authority, for instance the HSE.
	N/A
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