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Long-term commitment and strong leadership are needed to 
continue to improve Scotland’s environment 
 
In a wide-ranging report published today, Protecting and improving Scotland’s environment, Audit Scotland looks at 
progress in improving air quality, the water environment, biodiversity and waste management.  
 
The report says Scotland has successfully met several European and Scottish environmental targets. However a 
number of targets, including some for air quality and biodiversity, have not been met. The report says protecting the 
environment is central to achieving the Scottish Government’s goal of sustainable economic growth. The environment 
supports about 242,000 jobs, it affects health and quality of life, and is crucial to key Scottish industries such as 
tourism, agriculture, and food and drink. 
 
The report finds that air quality in Scotland is generally good, but there are localised areas where the quality is poor, 
mainly as a result of road traffic pollution.  The pollution from traffic is recognised as a health risk.  Councils have 
declared 21 Air Quality Management Areas and most of these relate to traffic pollution but not all the actions needed to 
reduce traffic pollution are in the control of public bodies.  
 
The Auditor General for Scotland, Robert Black, said: “Air quality actions plans can improve traffic management and 
emissions from buses, and taxis, but the Scottish Government, councils and their partners should work together to 
ensure that the public health risks of traffic pollution are minimised. They need to consider all possible means of 
improving air quality, particularly in the worst affected areas. I acknowledge that some mechanisms such as road 
charging may not be acceptable to the public and others are matters of EU or UK policy but this should not prevent 
progress.” 
 
Over half of Scotland’s waters currently meet the European standard of good ecological status. Mr Black said: “It is 
clear that pollution from agricultural activity is now the main threat to the water environment.  I welcome the progress 
being made by the Scottish Environment Protection Agency and its partners in strengthening the advice and oversight 
relating to agricultural pollution.  This momentum needs to be maintained with the support of the agricultural industry.” 
 
Regarding biodiversity, there is a range of strategies directed at protecting individual species or areas in Scotland.  For 
example, there are 1892 different protected areas covering 19% of Scotland.  But there has been mixed progress 
against the Scottish Government’s 17 biodiversity indicators. 
 
Some important waste management targets on landfill and recycling are at risk of not being met. Chair of the Accounts 
Commission for Scotland, John Baillie, said: “Councils play a key role in protecting and improving the environment, in 
particular, with regard to waste management.  Since the publication of our 2007 report Sustainable waste 
management, councils have made significant progress but it is concerning that, taken together, councils’ individual 
plans are not yet adequate to meet landfill targets beyond 2010.” 
 
The report says that many areas of public policy have an impact on the environment.  Mr Black said: “From our 
overview it is clear that there has been encouraging progress in many areas. But for some policies, such as air quality 
and transport, and land management and water quality, there is a need for better coordination in thought and action at 
both national and local levels. There must also be strong leadership and long-term commitment to meeting 
environmental targets, particularly at a time when there may be considerable pressure to divert money to more 
immediate issues.” 
 
For further information please contact Simon Ebbett on 0131 625 1652 or Anne McCubbin on 0131 625 1653 
 
Notes to editors 
 



 

Audit Scotland provides services to the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission 

1. This report focuses on the Scottish public sector’s performance against targets in four areas - air quality, the 
water environment, biodiversity and waste management. The study did not consider climate change, as the 
Scottish Parliament was considering the Climate Change (Scotland) Bill during 2009 when this study was 
undertaken. Climate change will be a focus for future work by Audit Scotland.  

2. Scotland’s natural environment is estimated to be worth £17.2 billion a year and provide 242,000 jobs (The 
Economic Impact of Scotland’s Natural Environment, Scottish Natural Heritage-commissioned report).  

3. Environmental targets are set by the European Union, the UK Government and the Scottish Government.  

4. Audit Scotland has previously published reports on Sustainable waste management (September 2007) and 
Improving energy efficiency (December 2008).  

5. All Audit Scotland reports published since 2000 can be found on Audit Scotland’s website www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk 

6. Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000, under the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) 
Act, 2000. Audit Scotland has prepared this report jointly for the Auditor General for Scotland and the 
Accounts Commission for Scotland:  

 The Auditor General is responsible for securing the audit of the Scottish Government and most other 
public bodies in Scotland, except local authorities. He investigates whether spending bodies achieve the 
best possible value for money and adhere to the highest standards of financial management. The Auditor 
General is independent and is not subject to the control of the Scottish Government or the Scottish 
Parliament. 

 The Accounts Commission for Scotland was set up in 1975 and is independent of both central and local 
government. The commission checks whether local authorities, fire and police boards spend £19 billion of 
public money properly and effectively. 
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