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If you would like this document in an accessible format, such as large print, audio recording or braille, please contact SEPA by emailing equalities@sepa.org.uk

Introduction
SEPA has a key role in protecting and improving the status of the water environment in Scotland during a time when the impacts of climate change, urbanisation and land use have all been increasing.  Consequently, preventing deterioration in the condition of our groundwater, rivers, lochs, transitional waters (e.g. estuaries) and coastal waters is a major focus of SEPA’s work.  Improvements are driven by investment, required by SEPA from businesses to reduce their environmental impacts, or supported by Scottish Government funding.  This report explains how the status of our water environment has changed between 2023 and 2024 and places this change in the context of classification results since 2008.

Classifying Scotland’s water environment
Classification is how we define the state of Scotland’s water environment and is based on EU and Scottish Government guidance. An annual classification is produced for all water bodies in Scotland, underpinned by environmental monitoring and modelling designed to assess long-term changes and driven by risk assessments based on pressure information and areas of known risk. All water features above a certain size threshold are split into management units called water bodies. Water bodies are placed into the following categories: rivers, lochs, estuaries (also called transitional waters), coastal waters, and groundwater. Table 1 shows the total number of water bodies classified in Scotland.

The classification provides evidence on where the status of the water environment is good and where it requires improvement. This information is used to understand long term trends showing improvements in overall status, and to inform actions undertaken in River Basin Management Planning.

Table 1: Number of water bodies classified in Scotland
	Rivers
	Lochs
	Estuaries
	Coastal
	Groundwater
	Total

	2410
	334
	48
	457
	403
	3652



Classification is based on an assessment of biological quality elements (invertebrate animals, aquatic plants and fish), supported by measurements of chemistry (physico-chemical properties, nutrients, pollutants and metals), hydrology (changes to water flows and water levels), morphology (changes to the physical condition of beds, banks and shores of water bodies), and assessment of invasive non-native species (INNS).  A range of these assessments are incorporated into the classification of individual water bodies.

If any single aspect of a water body is classified as below good, that water body’s overall condition is reported as below good. Therefore, overall status can mask considerable improvements for individual elements.

Summary of 2024 classification results
Scotland’s water environment classification results have been updated for 2024, incorporating all data available up until 31/12/2024. 

[bookmark: _Hlk135311663]Since the previous results for 2023 were produced, the proportion of our water environment assessed as being in good or better overall condition has decreased from 67.9% to 67.1%. Of the 0.8 percentage point decrease, just over half of the decrease (0.43%) is due to changes in how we assess and report on classification quality elements, particularly flows and levels, and new information on natural conditions or pre-existing impacts. In real terms, this means there have been no actual environmental changes on the ground, we are just updating classification in line with new information. Just under half of the decrease (0.37%) is due to real environmental change, mainly due to downgrades in water quality.

There have also been improvements to individual aspects of classification themes, such as access for fish migration. However, these do not necessarily result in improvements to the overall condition due to the presence of other impacts. Table 2 shows the proportion of water bodies currently in good or better condition.

The detailed results for individual parameters will be published on SEPA’s water classification hub.

Table 2: Overall condition of Scotland’s water environment
	
	Rivers
(%)
	Lochs 
(%)
	Estuaries 
(%)
	Coastal 
(%)
	Groundwater 
(%)
	Total

	High/good
	56.9
	69.8
	87.5
	99.6
	86.1
	67.1

	Below good
	43.1
	30.2
	12.5
	0.4
	13.9
	32.9




Figure 1: Overview of the state of surface water bodies in 2024 classification
See Annex 1 for a table of detailed percentages for all themes in Figure 1. Surface water bodies include rivers, lochs, estuaries and coastal waters. Fish migration and water flows and levels parameters are not relevant to classification of estuaries and coastal waters. 


Figure 2: Overview of the state of groundwater bodies in 2024 classification 
Note: Groundwater bodies are classified as either good or poor status.


What has changed since 2023?
Overall condition
There are 16 water bodies that have moved from less than good overall condition to good or high overall condition, and 45 water bodies that have moved from good or high overall condition to less than good overall condition. 
 
Of the 16 changes to good or better for overall condition: 
· 1 is the result of improvements in the environment where we are confident these are sustained long-term changes.
· 8 are due to improvements that require further monitoring to confirm if they show a long-term improvement.
· 6 are a result of collecting new data on natural or pre-existing conditions, rather than actual environmental changes.
· 1 is due to a change in how we assess and report on the environment.



Of the 45 changes to less than good for overall condition:
· 1 is due to a change in the environment and this will be addressed through the RBMP process.
· 20 are due to deteriorations that are being addressed through regulatory processes and further monitoring to assess whether it is a long-term deterioration.
· 6 are due to new data on pre-existing conditions rather than actual environmental changes.  
· 18 are due to changes in how we assess and report on the environment.

Figure 3 provides an overview of the overall condition and theme level changes we have observed for 2024. Not all theme level changes will contribute to a change in overall condition because this is determined by the worst-case condition of the five themes. The number of water bodies that downgraded in 2024 for overall condition is lower than the number of downgrades seen in the five RBMP themes. This is because some of the water bodies that have downgraded in 2024 for an individual RBMP theme (e.g. water quality) would have already had an overall condition of less than good due to another RBMP theme being at less than good in 2023. Therefore, they are not counted in the 2024 overall condition downgrades as there is no new downgrade overall. 
In all cases where a water body has a new downgrade in overall condition in 2024, this was due to a change in only one of the RBMP themes.















Figure 3: Changes since 2023 classification; number of water bodies that have changed classification between good or better and less than good condition for both groundwater and surface water bodies for overall condition and the five themes.


Water quality
Many of the water bodies reported as downgraded in 2024 classification is as a result of new data. The new data is highlighting some potential water quality downgrades that have occurred since the last assessment of these water bodies. We are putting in place further monitoring to understand where there are real and sustained impacts on the environment, rather than statistical fluctuations in classification.

Flows and levels
Changes in the way we assess and report on flows and levels has resulted in some downgrades in classification that are not due to actual environmental change. Condition limit assessments were introduced following guidance at a UK level by the UK Technical Advisory Group for the Water Framework Directive. This assessment identifies rivers where flows are significantly elevated above the natural at low flows, and has resulted in some water bodies being re-classified as moderate status. These moderate statuses have now been incorporated into our assessments of the ecological potential of heavily modified water bodies (HMWBs). This means some HMWBs at good ecological potential for flows and levels have now been downgraded to moderate ecological potential. The low flows pressures will require a further assessment to determine whether they are at good ecological potential, which will be reported in future classification years.

Access for fish migration
Thirteen water bodies have had works completed to enable fish passage, including a Water Environment Fund funded project that benefitted 11 water bodies. Three of these improvements in fish passage have upgraded the overall water body condition to good.

Freedom from invasive species
There are new records of North American signal crayfish in four water bodies.  

Long term trends
Since the start of water environment classification for River Basin Management Planning in 2008, the overall condition of Scotland’s water bodies has improved each year until 2024. In 2024, we are seeing a slight decrease, although the overall trend is positive, and fluctuations should be expected as we identify and respond to environmental changes.  It is worth noting that SEPA’s actions to prevent deterioration and deliver improvements have led to overall status improving over the cycles, despite the impact of climate change, land use pressures and development.
The percentage of surface water bodies that were classed as good or better in 2008 was 61% (1972 water bodies out of 3233 water bodies) and is now 64.7% (2102 water bodies out of 3249 water bodies), demonstrating an improvement of 3.7 percentage points since 2008 (Figure 4).
The number of surface water bodies at bad overall condition has decreased from 224 in 2008 to 55 in 2024, indicating an upward trend in overall condition. The percentage of groundwater bodies that were classed as good in 2008 was 77.3% and is now 86.1%, demonstrating an improvement of 8.8 percentage points since 2008 (Figure 5).


Figure 4: Long term trend in the overall condition of surface water bodies











Figure 5: Long term trend in the overall condition of groundwater bodies


Next steps
Reporting on the state of our water environment is a key element of the river basin management process and helps us to evaluate where actions are contributing to improving the environment, and where further action is needed.  In December 2025, the Significant Water Management Issues (SWMI) report will be published, setting out the biggest challenges for the future of Scotland’s water environment.


Annex 1
Table 1: Overview of the state of surface water bodies in 2024 classification
	Classification theme
	High (%)
	Good (%)
	Moderate (%)
	Poor (%)
	Bad (%)

	Overall condition
	13.6
	51.1
	22.8
	10.8
	1.7

	Water quality
	38.4
	47.9
	12.6
	1.0
	0.1

	Flows and levels
	65.4
	22.3
	10.5
	0.5
	1.2

	Access for fish migration
	87.5
	2.6
	0.9
	9.0
	0.0

	Physical condition
	50.3
	40.3
	3.4
	1.8
	4.2

	Freedom from invasive species
	95.9
	2.6
	1.5
	0.0
	0.0







Annex 2

Figure 1. Map of Scotland’s surface water bodies, showing the 2024 overall condition classification status
[image: A map of Scotland showing the overall condition classification status for all surface water bodies. Different colours are used to display which water bodies are classified at high, good, moderate, poor and bad status.
Most coastal and transitional waters are at high or good status. Inland rivers and lochs range from high to bad status.]







Figure 2. Map of Scotland’s groundwater bodies, showing the 2024 overall condition classification status
[image: A map of Scotland showing the overall condition classification status for ground water bodies. Different colours are used to display which water bodies are classified at good and poor status.
The majority of groundwaters are at good status, with some areas of poor status in the central belt, south west, and north east. ]



Annex 3 
Glossary
Fish migration: SEPA evaluates structures such as weirs, culverts and bridges, which can block migratory routes for fish and deny them access to good quality habitat for spawning and rearing.
Freedom from invasive species: An assessment to evaluate the presence or absence of non-native species in the water environment.
Heavily modified water body (HMWB): A surface water body which, as a result of physical modifications by human activity, is substantially changed in character. The physical modifications must be for the purpose of providing specific socio-economic benefits, rather than commercial gain.
Overall condition: SEPA classifies the overall condition of surface water and groundwater bodies by combining data, where appropriate to the water body type, on biological and chemical quality elements, hydrology, morphology, and assessment of aquatic invasive non-native species (INNS). The overall condition is based on the worst condition of any of these elements.
Physical condition: SEPA assesses the physical condition of morphological elements of the water environment to understand the extent and impacts of modifications and structures, such as embankments; culverts; and the widening and straightening of rivers. All these activities can affect the benefits Scotland derives from the water environment, such as reduced flood risks; enhanced landscape quality; improved habitats for animals and plants; and health/wellbeing and recreation for people.
Reasons for classification status changes:
· Improvements in how we have assessed the environment: SEPA will make adjustments to our methods where necessary to more accurately assess the environment. Changes to methods are thoroughly reviewed to ensure that the most reliable and consistent data are used to inform classification status.
· New data on natural or pre-existing conditions: When SEPA carries out surveys we sometimes identify new natural or pre-existing conditions that were not previously known. This changes our understanding of the impacts and can result in a change in classification status.
Water body: A defined area of water. Surface water bodies are rivers, lochs, estuary, or coastal areas. Groundwater bodies are sub-surface areas of freshwater.
Water classification hub: An interactive data tool on Scotland’s Environment Web website that allows you to view classification data for the current and previous years.
[bookmark: _Int_LQBvytH3]Water flows and levels: Monitoring water resources (the flows and levels of water) indicates how much water is being used and how much is available to serve all its vital functions. This information is essential for managing water efficiently. 
[bookmark: _Int_SdlQ3qyV]Water quality: SEPA monitors water quality to ensure that potentially harmful substances are within safe levels, and that the loss of valuable resources such as soil and nutrients can be identified and minimised.
Bad	Freedom from invasive sp.	Physical condition	Access for fish migration	Flows and levels	Water quality	Overall condition	0	4.1859033548784244E-2	0	1.2026239067055394E-2	9.2336103416435823E-4	1.692828562634657E-2	Poor	
Freedom from invasive sp.	Physical condition	Access for fish migration	Flows and levels	Water quality	Overall condition	0	1.8467220683287166E-2	9.0379008746355682E-2	5.4664723032069968E-3	1.0464758387196061E-2	0.1077254539858418	Moderate	
Freedom from invasive sp.	Physical condition	Access for fish migration	Flows and levels	Water quality	Overall condition	1.5389350569405972E-2	3.3856571252693139E-2	9.4752186588921289E-3	0.10532069970845481	0.12619267466912895	0.22837796244998462	Good	
Freedom from invasive sp.	Physical condition	Access for fish migration	Flows and levels	Water quality	Overall condition	2.5854108956602031E-2	0.40289319790704831	2.5510204081632654E-2	0.22303206997084549	0.47860880270852568	0.51123422591566636	High	
Freedom from invasive sp.	Physical condition	Access for fish migration	Flows and levels	Water quality	Overall condition	0.95875654047399195	0.50292397660818711	0.87463556851311952	0.6541545189504373	0.38381040320098492	0.13573407202216067	
Percentage of water bodies




Poor	
Water quality	Flows and levels	Overall condition	0.10669975186104218	3.2258064516129031E-2	0.13895781637717122	Good	
Water quality	Flows and levels	Overall condition	0.89330024813895781	0.967741935483871	0.86104218362282881	Moderate	
Water quality	Flows and levels	Overall condition	High	
Water quality	Flows and levels	Overall condition	Bad	
Water quality	Flows and levels	Overall condition	
Percentage of water bodies




Sustained change	


Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	1	2	4	13	Monitoring required	
Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	8	21	Method/reporting change	
Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	1	1	New data on existing conditions	
Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	6	3	12	Sustained change	


Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	-1	-2	-1	-4	Monitoring required	
Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	-20	-42	Method/reporting change	
Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	-18	-1	-23	New data on existing conditions	
Overall condition	Water quality	Flows and levels	Access for fish migration	Physical condition	Freedom from invasive species	-6	-1	-7	-2	
Number of water bodies




Bad	2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	55	57	60	62	64	126	126	131	129	133	98	208	204	192	207	224	Poor	
2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	350	366	359	381	387	412	402	405	426	449	414	389	388	402	390	391	Moderate	
2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	742	694	721	721	747	647	684	695	698	661	713	597	654	653	659	646	Good	
2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	1661	1688	1664	1639	1606	1627	1604	1584	1552	1572	1673	1617	1592	1603	1569	1541	High	
2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	441	444	445	446	445	437	432	434	442	432	348	435	394	382	407	431	Classification year


Number of surface water bodies




Poor	
2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	56	57	61	64	64	67	68	83	84	90	89	97	69	75	75	80	Good	
2024	2023	2022	2021	2020	2019	2018	2017	2016	2015	2014	2013	2012	2011	2010	2009	2008	347	346	342	339	339	336	335	320	319	313	314	306	283	277	277	272	Classification year


Number of groundwater bodies
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