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The Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Green recovery 

General  

This submission supplements oral evidence provided by SEPA’s Chief Executive, Terry 
A’Hearn, to the committee on 3 June 2020 and SEPA’s submission to the Scottish 
Government’s Advisory Group on Economic Recovery (AGER) (included in Annex 1). 

SEPA works to protect and enhance Scotland’s environment, helping communities and 
businesses thrive within the means of one planet. This is enshrined in our statutory purpose 
and at the heart of “One Planet Prosperity - Our Regulatory Strategy”. Building on work to 
deliver this Strategy, SEPA is taking the opportunity to use the changed context brought upon 
by COVID-19 as a catalyst for practical delivery of the principles of a green recovery.  

Under One Planet Prosperity, we are revolutionising the way we regulate to take a strategic 
and planned approach to each sector. Our immediate priorities to support a green recovery 
are practical examples of work that we have already started in areas including: circular 
economy; low carbon innovation; flood resilience; and green finance. 

Priorities for a green recovery 

We have based our suggested priorities for a green recovery on our understanding of the 
sectors we regulate and our work on green finance and sustainable places.  

Sector Based Regulation 

At its best, regulation is quick, flexible, cost effective and an active driver of business 
innovation, investment and jobs. This can be a key lever for Scotland’s economic renewal. 
To support this, SEPA and Scottish Enterprise have formed a close partnership to jointly drive 
economic and environmental innovation in tandem.  

SEPA is working with the 33 sectors it regulates to understand what these sectors need from 
us. The most successful economies and sectors will have a sustainable circular economy at 
their heart, where resource use and the creation of waste is minimised.  Materials are kept in 
use for as long as possible and maximum value is extracted from them. Scotland’s waste and 
resource management industry for example is rising to the circular economy challenge and 
has transformed almost beyond recognition in the last 20 years. It is highly dynamic, 
constantly innovating to take advantage of new markets through new technologies and 
practices. The risk of further economic downturn resulting from COVID-19 increases the risk 
of criminal gain which can cause harm to the environment and communities, and will 
undermine the survival of compliant businesses in a green economy. It is not a choice 
between driving a green resource efficient economy, preventing environmental harm or 
tackling environmental crime – we must do it all together. 

Through VIBES (Scottish Environment Business Awards) we are currently inviting 
businesses to share their stories of how they are going beyond compliance and doing their 
part to contribute to Scotland’s Net Zero objective. This year we are also looking for case 
studies of businesses who have changed their way of working, products or services as a 
consequence of COVID-19, or have continued to progress resource efficient, low carbon 
opportunities despite the pandemic.  

https://www.sepa.org.uk/one-planet-prosperity/
http://www.vibes.org.uk/
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Sustainable Growth Agreements (SGAs) 

SEPA continues to form new partnerships to help organisations collaborate with experts, 
innovators and stakeholders on different approaches that could improve environmental 
performance and help create commercial and social success. As the committee will be aware 
from evidence previously submitted, SEPA used this approach with Superglass, which played 
a key role in a £45m investment and a doubling of production. To accelerate and create 
momentum, SEPA is committed to help as many businesses as it can with a green recovery. 
We are making these SGA partnerships simpler and more strategic in recognition of the 
immediate urgency. Further SGAs are being developed and will be announced soon. 

Green Finance 

SEPA is linking finance sector leaders and knowledge to create opportunities that attract 
private investment into Scotland. For example, working with the Scottish Government, SEPA 
is helping to develop financing options for natural capital and biodiversity investment.  

SEPA is also engaged, via the Ethical Finance Hub hosted by Herriot Watt University, in the 
Global Ethical Finance Initiative (GEFI) which oversees programmes to promote finance for 
positive change.  This enhances global opportunities for accessing initiatives aimed at the 
adaptation of global financial markets, such as through the Ethical Finance Conference 2020, 
the Pathway to COP26 Campaign, and via the £1bn Challenge route map with the Scottish 
Wildlife Trust.  

SEPA will continue to work with the financial sector to build capacity through shared 
understanding, and to provide an insight into what is required to bridge the gap between the 
private finance available and the environmental challenges that require investment. 

Through our key relationships with partners such as Scottish Enterprise, Scottish 
Development International, Zero Waste Scotland and sectors, SEPA will continue to support 
early discussions on inward investment proposals for recycling/reprocessing facilities that will 
generate high value secondary materials, which can create new product manufacturing 
opportunities, and provide greater resilience to disruption in global material flows and prices. 

Sustainable Places 

SEPA has a key role in place-making. Our work as lead partner in the Leven Programme 
Partnership, brings together expertise and resource to deliver shared outcomes that will 
support innovation and regeneration. There is an opportunity to similarly kick-start such 
innovation in other areas, for example in Glasgow and the Clyde to drive collaboration on 
vacant and derelict land, improve flood resilience and create opportunities for investment and 
renewal. SEPA plans to direct its resources to support place-making and bring the networks 
and ideas generated via our work on green finance to work with partners to develop new 
investment models that significantly reduce the need for public money. 

This work is supported by SEPA’s key role in the planning process. Through this, there is an 
opportunity to shape places that connect people with their local environment, that improve 
health and wellbeing and that contribute to a green recovery by mitigating carbon emissions 
and adapting to the challenges presented by our future climate.  

 

https://www.sepa.org.uk/one-planet-prosperity/sustainable-growth-agreements/superglass-sga/
https://www.ethicalfinancehub.org/
https://www.globalethicalfinance.org/
https://www.globalethicalfinance.org/path-to-cop26/
https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/news/route-map-to-1-billion-for-nature-conservation-published/
https://www.sepa.org.uk/one-planet-prosperity/sustainable-growth-agreements/leven-programme-partnership/
https://www.sepa.org.uk/one-planet-prosperity/sustainable-growth-agreements/leven-programme-partnership/


ECCLR/GR/047 

3 

Leadership  

Leadership and innovation is vital for a green recovery, from across the public, private and 
third sectors. Through our own reforms and through the initiatives we lead and engage, SEPA 
is determined to play its part in this transformation. One example of the type of leadership 
that we will demonstrate is through engaging key regulators in Scotland to develop a 
practitioners’ network to drive a regulatory innovation culture. Work like this across different 
areas and sectors will help to ensure that Scotland is able to emerge from this pandemic 
stronger and on course for a recovery that delivers against the climate emergency and 
biodiversity crisis.  

  



ECCLR/GR/047 

4 

 

ANNEX 1 – For Advisory Group on Economic Recovery- Terry A’Hearn CEO SEPA, 29 
May 2020 

  

SEPA has a strong knowledge of the 33 sectors of the economy that we regulate. We’ve 
based our key suggestions for economic renewal on our understanding of these sectors.  

In our view, the most successful economies in this decade will be those that put 
environmental excellence at the heart of economic development. This will lower risks, lower 
costs and create quicker and more lasting growth. Scotland is well placed to make this a 
strong competitive advantage.  

 

Under our One Planet Prosperity strategy, we are revolutionising the way we regulate to take 
a strategic and planned approach to each sector. We are part-way through implementing this 
strategy and have already helped support business and community innovation. For example, 
Superglass, a Stirling-based insulation manufacturer, was a failing business seven years ago 
and SEPA formed a partnership with it which has played a key role in a £45m foreign 
investment and a doubling of production (SGA signing newspaper article). We also created 
the DecomRegHub to streamline the regulatory journey for oil and gas decommissioning with 
a focus on retaining more of the predicted £40b in economic activity in Scotland over the next 
thirty years.  

 

At its worst, regulation can be slow, inflexible, add cost and delay investment. At its best, 
regulation can be quick, flexible, outcome-focussed and an active driver of business 
innovation, investment and jobs. This can be a key lever for Scotland’s economic renewal. 
To support this, SEPA and Scottish Enterprise have formed a close partnership so that we 
can jointly drive economic and environmental innovation in tandem. Again, this gives 
Scotland a comparative advantage because this is an unusual partnership which exists in 
few nations. As a small nation, Scotland can be nimble and has the opportunity to become a 
leader in regulatory practice, helping to attract inward investment. As well as continuing to 
drive our own reform, we are writing to key regulators in Scotland to develop a practitioners’ 
network to drive a regulatory innovation culture.  

 

We propose key actions are that both the (1) SEPA and Scottish Enterprise using our 
partnership and (2) Regulatory Practitioners Network focus their efforts on the priority sectors 
and actions identified through the Economic Recovery Action Group and adopted by 
Government. Our third suggested action is that SEPA continues its digitalisation work and 
becomes a test case on streamlining and lowering regulatory processing costs for 
proponents.  

 

FOOD & DRINK 
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Pre-Covid: The Food & Drink sector is one of Scotland’s most important sectors with 
significant growth potential. Prior to Covid, there has been an increasing trend in global 
markets for environmental and social performance indicators to be built into supply contracts. 
This is a major opportunity and threat for primary producers and food processors.  

 

Post-Covid: As environmental problems accelerate and an analysis of the causes of the 
pandemic (including practices such as wet markets) takes place, the trend for higher 
environmental performance standards and quality food security measures will accelerate. In 
addition, several major food producers (e.g. Australia, USA, etc) are facing environmental 
catastrophe in some locations through extreme droughts, floods, fires and insect plagues, 
opening up opportunities for others.  

 

Opportunity: SEPA’s relationship with the NFUS is one of the best environmental 
regulator/farming industry partnership in Europe. SEPA, NFUS and others can work in 
partnership to deploy the newest methods (e.g. reduced use of pesticides, better protection 
of water sources and soil integrity, avoidance of waste creation, etc) that will reduce costs of 
production, create verifiable performance evidence for international market access and 
reduce environmental risks that can undermine production. 

We suggest two actions:  

 

1. SEPA has the regulatory flexibility to approve a series of innovation trials that could help 
Scottish primary producers to deploy new methods with underpinning regulatory security 
and;  

2. SEPA accelerates its negotiations with major food and drink processors to sign voluntary 
Sustainable Growth Agreements to improve resource efficiency.  

 

WASTE 

  

Pre-Covid: Waste is just that - a waste of natural resources, labour and money created by 
inefficiency in production and consumption processes. Many countries and businesses have 
been working to reduce waste as a joint economic/environmental policy. Scotland has won 
an international award for its Zero Waste/Circular Economy policy. Stresses have recently 
been appearing in the delivery system: insufficient recycling and reprocessing capacity 
(tomorrow’s technology) and the need for a national plan for the managed reduction in the 
number of landfills (yesterday’s technology), noting that commercial failures such abandoned 
landfills create potential public liabilities running into tens of millions of pounds.  
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Post-Covid: As little commercial waste has been produced in the past few months, a number 
of waste/resource businesses are under significant commercial pressure, exacerbating the 
pre-Covid problems.  

 

Opportunity: Scotland has a world-leading policy, many successful programmes and a Covid 
working group on waste led by SG and with SEPA, COSLA and Zero Waste Scotland set up 
to manage the current situation. In addition, over the past year, SEPA has been in discussions 
with several regulated businesses about inward investment in this sector. So Scotland is well-
placed to move quickly. A national plan could quickly be developed with three elements: (1) 
a managed reduction of landfill capacity (2) development of existing and new 
recycling/reprocessing investment proposals and (3) waste reduction/reprocessing action 
plans for each sector that SEPA regulates.  

 

PLACES  

 

Pre-Covid: The Scottish Government has established a strong focus on place-making. Some 
of the reaction against globalisation has led to a reconnection to local place. This can be 
harnessed. Also, in the environmental field, cities around the world have led the way in 
successful innovation in practical climate change action. SEPA has already made place-
making a high priority for our work, including the pioneering Leven Programme and Shawfair 
Sustainable Growth Agreement. 

  

Post-Covid: This focus on place has been strengthened by the inability to travel internationally 
or even within countries. This can be quickly harnessed.  

 

Opportunity:  

Our practical experience from our work on the Leven Programme is that starting relatively 
small and bringing people together in a way that isn’t about formal roles and who you are 
representing and more about how we bring collective expertise and resource to deliver 
agreed outcomes can really kick start innovation and regeneration. In the Leven, SEPA is the 
lead partner. Across Scotland, different partners are and will be the lead organisation to lead 
major place-based initiatives. There is an opportunity to similarly kick-start that innovation in 
other areas. One example is the current opportunity in Glasgow and the Clyde to focus on a 
small number of outcomes and bring collaboration on vacant and derelict land, greenspace 
and an adaptation strategy for the Clyde that will unlock flooding constraints and create 
opportunities for investment and renewal. We plan to direct our own resources to support 
place-making and bring the networks and ideas generated via our work on green finance to 
work with partners to develop new investment models that significantly reduce the need for 
public money. 

END 


