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Transport and Environment Committee 

10.00am, Tuesday 1 November 2016 
 

 Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works – Monitoring 
of Scottish Water Odour Improvement Plan 

Executive summary 

At a meeting on 2 June 2015, the Committee instructed officers to continue, for one 
year, the Council’s Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works (WWTW) Odour Monitoring 
and assessment programme. The report details the number of sewage nuisance 
complaints received. 

The Committee also requested that an evaluation report should be provided in one 
year. This report discharges that instruction. It also provides two additional comparison 
periods - 1 March to 31 October 2015 and 2016 – which allow trends to be considered 
over the period 2012-2016.  
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Report 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works – Monitoring 
of Scottish Water Odour Improvement Plan  
 

Recommendations 

It is recommended that the Committee: 

1.1 Notes the findings of the Council’s monitoring and assessment programme 
over the periods 1 March 2015 to 31 October 2015 and 1 March 2016 to 31 
October 2016; 

1.2 Notes the outcome and actions arising from a Council investigation into a 
major odour incident resulting from a temporary shutdown of the Thermal 
Hydrolysis plant which caused an increase in complaints of odour from local 
residents throughout the month of October 2015,  

1.3 Notes the outcome and actions arising from a Council and Scottish 
Environmental Protection Agency investigation into complaints received from 
local residents relating to a burning odour that peaked during the period mid-
April to mid June 2016; and 

1.4 Notes that following the Councils request to Scottish Government to review 
the 2005 Code of Practice that such a review is now underway as detailed in 
paragraphs 3.20 to 3.22 below and urges the Scottish Government to ensure 
that local residents are invited to fully participate in the review. 

1.5 Instructs officers to continue, for one further year, the odour monitoring and 
assessment programme.  This includes responding to complaints of 
sewerage nuisance and carrying out monitoring when activities which pose 
an odour release risk are due to be implemented within the Waste Water 
Treatment Works.  

1.6 Agree that should a major incident occur officers are instructed to consult 
with the Convenor, Vice Convenor and Group spokespeople on how 
committee should be updated. 

  

Background 

2.1 The Sewerage Nuisance (Code of Practice) (Scotland) Order 2006 (CoP)  
placed a duty on Scottish Water to develop an Odour Improvement Plan 
(OIP) to minimise sewerage odour emissions detectable outwith the 
boundary of Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works (WWTW). The CoP 
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also places a duty on the Council to monitor and assess the effectiveness of 
Scottish Water’s Seafield OIP. 
 

2.2 The Water Services etc. (Scotland) Act 2005 places a duty on the Council to 
monitor compliance with the CoP and to investigate complaints of sewerage 
nuisance. 
 

2.3 The Council’s monitoring programme to assess the OIP commenced on 1 
June 2011 following implementation of the OIP in May 2011. Progress 
reports on the programme were made to Committee on 29 November 2011, 
18 June 2012, 13 September 2012, 23 November 2012, 26 August 2014 and 
2 June 2015.  

 

2.4 This report provides an update on the findings of the Council’s continuing 
odour monitoring and assessment programme over two periods: 1 March 
2015 to 31 October 2015 and 1 March 2016 to 14 October 2016  It also 
includes information on the outcome of investigations by the Council into a 
major odour incident that resulted in an increase of odour complaints from 
local residents throughout the month of October 2015 and the outcome of 
Council and Scottish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) investigations 
into complaints received from local residents regarding a burning odour 
affecting the Leith Links area that peaked between the period mid- April to 
mid- June 2016.  

Main report 

Council Odour Monitoring and Assessment Programme 2012 to 2016 

3.1 Table 1 below details the complaints received by the Council is respect of 
Seafield WWTW. The data covers the period 1 March 2012 to 31 Oct 2016. 

Table 1: Complaints to the Council. 

Monitoring Period 1 March 
2012 to 31 
Oct 2012 

1 March 
2013 to 31 
Oct 2013 

1 March 
2014 to 31 
Oct 2014 

1 March 
2015 to 31 
Oct 2015 

1 March 
2016 to 25 
Oct 2016 

Complaints received 182 82 81 111 89 

No. days where 
complaints were 
received 

63 49 46 59 50 

Complaint visits 
where staff detected 
moderate or strong 
odour 

11 10 7 5 5 
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Days where 3+ 
complaints were 
received 

16 6 8 12 12 

No. individual 
household 
complaining  

60 33 35 48 36 

Major odour Incidents 4 0 1 1 1 

Surveillance visits by 
staff to assess odours 

452 124 93 73 83 

Surveillance visits 
when staff detected 
moderate or strong 
odour 

14 4 6 4 3 

 
3.2   SEPA and Scottish Water share with the Council statistics of complaints which 

are made directly to those bodies. That data for the period 1 March to 15 
September 2016 is shown in Appendix 4. There are a total of 26 complaints to 
either SEPA or Scottish Water during that period.  Members are asked to note 
that a number of these may be duplicated where the customer have reported a 
smell occurrence to more than one body.   

 
Assessment Programme Results 

 
3.3 The Council’s monitoring and assessment programme to assess Scottish 

Water’s Seafield WWTW OIP commenced on 1 June 2011. 
  

3.4 The table above provides the findings of the programme set out as five 
comparison periods which can be used to assess the effectiveness of the OIP. 
They represent the warmer months of the year when residents are most likely to 
experience odour release.  

 
3.5 The table shows a significant reduction in complaints between 2012 and 2013 

this is a result of changes in management practices at the WWTW following 
approaches by the Council to the WWTW to require Scottish Water to 
demonstrate how they would avoid significant odour emissions in the future. In 
2015 there was an increase in complaints received by the Council, compared 
with the same periods in 2013 and 2014 but still significantly fewer than in 2012. 
This increase can be attributed to a major odour incident that resulted in the 
Council recording 27 complaints in October 2015 alone. If this incident had not 
occurred then the average number of complaints remains stable across the three 
years. To date there have been 74 complaints since March 2016, 37 of these 
relate to complaints regarding a “burning smell” which, after investigation was 
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attributed to the WWTW. The last two years therefore demonstrate a different 
pattern in types of complaint with a single significant incident or occurrence each 
year giving rise to 24 % and 42% of complaints in 2015 and 2016 respectively. 
While still causing problems in the locality these events present different 
challenges with regard to possible enforcement action. 

 

Thermal Hydrolysis Plant Shutdown  2015 

 
3.6 The single major odour release recorded in October 2015 related to a shutdown 

of one of the two Thermal Hydrolysis (TH) plant streams within the WWTW, an 
essential process to allow for checks to be carried out for insurance purposes. 
The TH plant has recently been commissioned by Veolia Water and this was the 
first time that a shutdown had been undertaken.  Unforeseen consequences 
resulted in process bottlenecks upstream which restricted throughput of sludge, 
giving rise to odorous conditions within the primary settlement tanks.  
               

3.7 As a result of the increased customer complaints, an urgent meeting was 
convened between Scottish Water, Veolia Water and Council Officials to 
establish why the effects on the local community had been unforeseen, and to 
obtain assurances that robust risk assessments and an action plan designed to 
prevent a recurrence, would be presented to the Council prior to the next 
shutdown - due to commence in November 2015.  As a result of that meeting 
and at the request of Council officials, Veolia Water furnished the Council with a 
detailed report (Appendix 1) relating to the TH plant shutdown incident, including 
lessons learned and a summary of improvements to be implemented to avoid a 
repeat of the problems at the next planned shutdown in November 2015.  

 
3.8 On 12 November 2015, Council officials were provided with a presentation by the 

WWTW general manager on risk assessments that had been carried out 
following the initial incident, designed to ensure that there was no repeat of the 
initial issues that arose from the first TH plant shutdown. 

 
3.9 A second TH plant shutdown commenced on 16 November 2015 and followed 

procedures agreed at the meeting of 12 November.  The Council recorded no 
complaints during the shutdown period. 
 

3.10 As a consequence of the damaging impact to local residents throughout the 
month of October 2015, the Council formalised its position by writing to Veolia 
Water’s Director of PFIs to express disappointment and concerns relating to the 
increased odour complaints recorded throughout October 2015 (Appendix 2). 
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Burning Smell 2016 

3.11 In mid-April 2016, there was an increase in complaints to the Council from local 
residents relating to a new odour affecting the Leith Links area, variously 
described as a burning smell, similar to burning tyres or electric cable. 
 

3.12 A number of local residents informed the Council that they were of the opinion that 
the odour was emanating from the area where the TH Plant is sited within the 
WWTW.  This was investigated however, as the odour was not typical of that 
released by WWTWs, Seafield WWTW was not considered to be the only possible 
source of such smells. Other possible sources in the Leith area were investigated 
by Council staff, including reports of waste carpet burning at a camp at the very 
west end of Portobello beach, and the burning of electric cables and a burnt out 
car immediately outside the western boundary of the WWTW. 
 

3.13 Despite extensive visits and investigations it proved very difficult to isolate the 
source of the odour. This was subsequently explained as being due to the nature 
of the compounds present in the smells. It has been reported by Odournet, 
(environmental odour management consultants contracted by the WWTW 
operators to help investigate the burning smell)  that the nature of the compounds 
is such that they only give rise to the burning smell at very low concentrations and  
are not detectable at higher concentrations as would have been the case at the 
WWTW. SEPA were made aware of the matter on the 18 May 2016 as a 
precautionary measure in case the odour was arising on premises, or due to a 
process, regulated by them. 
 

3.14 Complaints continued to be received and Council staff carried out repeated 
monitoring visits in response.  On 4 June 2016 the source of the smell was finally 
traced by a Council monitoring officer to an area of the WWTW regulated by 
SEPA.  SEPA notified the Council that one of its officers had attended the Leith 
Links area on 6 June 2016 and had traced the odour to the waste sludge part of 
the works, and confirmed that it is a process area subject to a SEPA controlled 
Waste Management Licence (WML). 
 

3.15 The Sewerage Nuisance (Code of Practice) (Scotland) Order 2006 recommends 
that, if the source of any WWTW odours clearly arise from operations regulated 
under a WML, SEPA  should assume the lead regulatory role and take appropriate 
action whilst discussing matters with the relevant Local Authority.  

 
3.16 Whilst the Council regulates the general operation of the WWTW, the Thermal 

Hydrolysis Plant is regulated separately under license by SEPA. Consequently, 
once the odour was traced to the TH plant SEPA became the lead authority. On 7 
June 2016, SEPA officials met with Veolia management and requested that they 
investigate all possible assets and processes within the WWTW that could be 
responsible for discharges that could give rise to the odour described.  Although 
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SEPA are the lead agency in this matter in accordance with the Code of Practice 
the Council continues to liaise with SEPA and the WWTW to agree an action plan. 

 
3.17 At a Seafield Liaison Group meeting on 16 June 2016 attended by officials from 

Scottish Water, Veolia Water, SEPA and the Council, the details of the 
investigations were duly discussed and an action plan, with associated risk 
assessments drawn up by Veolia management and designed to identify the 
specific source within the WWTW site, was presented (Appendix 3). 
 

3.18 Actions specified in the plan included heat mapping, olfactometry analysis, infra 
red scanning, thermal imaging and analysis and detailed support to be provided 
by external consultants (Odournet), with relevant timescales for investigations, 
procurement of samples and associated analysis.  

 
3.19 The Council in its regulatory capacity has been advised of the contents and 

conclusions of the draft report, from Odournet to the WWTW. This report will be 
made public once it has been finalised on behalf of Scottish Water. In this report 
Odournet indicate that they have identified the likely compound responsible for the 
smell and it is associated with the regeneration of the siloxane filter; a process 
used to remove siloxanes from the biogas produced as a by-product of the waste 
water treatment process. Siloxanes are compounds found in most toiletries and 
cosmetics. They need to be removed form the biogas as they would damage the 
equipment in which the biogas is used. Recent discussions with SEPA indicate 
that they now believe, with a reasonable level of confidence, that the source is the 
regeneration cycle on the siloxane filters.  SEPA have advised the Council that the 
reason why regeneration of the filters is causing the burning smell is still being 
investigated.   

 
3.20 The fact that the regeneration cycle is now being carried out at times which are 

likely to reduce the impact on the local community and the significant reduction of 
complaints since mid-June provides strong circumstantial evidence that the source 
has been identified and work is ongoing to resolve the problem.   

 
3.21 At a Stakeholders’ meeting on 30 September Veolia advised that they believed 

that the filter media that removes the siloxanes from the biogas did not have the 
lifespan that they were first advised and that they were in the process of changing 
the filter media. Following this, they would require Odournet to return to the site to 
resample and establish that the new filter media has fixed the problem. They also 
intend to have a shorter period of use for the replacement filter media, and an 
increased monitoring regime. The Council has been liaising with Health Protection 
Scotland (HPS), the Public Analyst and NHS Lothian regarding a draft Health 
Impact Risk Assessment report compiled by Odournet and we are currently 
awaiting formal responses. SEPA are currently reviewing the same report and are 
consulting with their own internal modelling experts and HPS. 
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Code of Practice Review 

 
3.22 Following discussions with local elected members, Leith Links Residents 

Association representatives, Professor Robert Jackson and Council officials.  the 
Council agreed to make representations to the Scottish Government seeking a 
review of the Sewerage Nuisance (Code of Practice) (Scotland) Order 2006 and 
the section of the Water Services etc. (Scotland) Act 2005 that provides 
enforcement powers to Local Authorities and accordingly, a letter was sent to the 
relevant minister requesting a meeting.  This meeting took place with 
representatives of the Scottish Government on 31 August 2015, and this resulted 
in an odour control workshop being organised to discuss the Code of Practice. 
 

3.23 On 4 August 2016, Council officials were invited to a meeting with Dr Mark 
Broomfield, a consultant with Ricardo Energy and Environment, who has been 
commissioned by the Scottish Government to carry out a project aimed at 
developing focused, practical guidance on control of odours at WWTWs.  It is 
understood that they are currently looking at five WWTWs as case studies, of 
which one is Seafield. Discussions have commenced on the Council’s experience 
with the current Code of Practice, including pitfalls and problems faced by both 
operators and regulators. 

 
3.24 The odour control workshop was held on 25 August 2016 at the University of West 

of Scotland, Paisley which was attended by officials from both SEPA and the 
Council, at which the content of the Code of Practice was explored.  A Council 
officer outlined all of the concerns that have been expressed by the community 
about the Code of Practice and the organisers agreed to relate those concerns to 
the Scottish Government. It was agreed at the Stakeholder’s meeting held on the 
30 September 2016 the Council would write to the Scottish Government seeking 
clarification on how the review will involve local communities and a timescale for 
its completion. 

 

Measures of success 

4.1 A decrease in the number of major odour emission events from Seafield and a 
reduction in complaints from the local community. 

4.2 That implementation of the Scottish Water Odour Improvement Plan, allied to 
improvements in operational management, results in minimisation of odour as 
required by the Sewerage Nuisance (Code of Practice) (Scotland) Order 2006. 

Financial impact 

5.1 The cost of continuing to operate the current odour assessment and monitoring 
programme can be met from existing budgets. 
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Risk, policy, compliance and governance impact 

6.1 Compliance with the Water Services etc. (Scotland) Act 2006 and the associated 
Sewerage Nuisance (Code of Practice) (Scotland) Order 2006, and demonstration 
of compliance with the Odour Improvement Plan.   

Equalities impact 

7.1 This report proposes no changes to current policies or procedures, and as such a 
full impact assessment is not required. The contents have no relevance to the 
public sector Equality Duty of the Equality Act 2010. 

Sustainability impact 

8.1 Scottish Water’s Odour Improvement Plan is intended to reduce odour output from 
Seafield WWTW to a level which will not constitute a sewerage nuisance, in 
accordance with the Sewerage Nuisance (Code of Practice) (Scotland) Order 
2006. 

Consultation and engagement 

9.1 Community representatives, local MSPs and the Council are members of the 
Seafield Stakeholder Liaison Group, which meets periodically with Scottish Water 
and Veolia Water to discuss the Council’s role as regulator, actions proposed by 
Scottish Water and Veolia Water to minimise odour emissions and any other 
issues relating to the impact of the works on the local community. 

 

Background reading/external references 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works- Monitoring of Scottish Water Odour 
Improvement Plan- June 2015 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works-Monitoring of Scottish Water Odour 
Improvement Plan- August 2014 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Monitoring of Scottish Water Odour 
Improvement Plan - November 2012 
Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Monitoring of Scottish Water Odour 
Improvement Plan - September 2012 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Odour Improvement Plan Update - June 2012 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Odour Improvement Plan Update - November 
2011 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Odour Improvement Plan Update November 
2010 
Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Odour Improvement Plan Update - November 
2009 

Seafield Waste Water Treatment Works - Odour Improvement Plan Update May 2008 

http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/47255/item_715_-_seafield_waste_water_treatment_works
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/47255/item_715_-_seafield_waste_water_treatment_works
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/44358/item_715_-_seafield_waste_water_treatment_works_-_monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/44358/item_715_-_seafield_waste_water_treatment_works_-_monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/37305/item_no_7_11_seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement_plan
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/37305/item_no_7_11_seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement_plan
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/36456/item_no_9-seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement_plan
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/36456/item_no_9-seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement_plan
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/35638/item_7-seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-monitoring_of_scottish_water_odour_improvement_plan
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/34231/item_8-seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-odour_improvement_plan_update
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/34231/item_8-seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-odour_improvement_plan_update
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/18046/seafield_waste_water_treatment_works__odour_improvement_plan_update
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/18046/seafield_waste_water_treatment_works__odour_improvement_plan_update
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/28781/seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-odour_improvement_plan_update
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/28781/seafield_waste_water_treatment_works-odour_improvement_plan_update
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/30302/seafield_waste_water_treatment_plant-odour_improvement_plan
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Paul Lawrence 
Executive Director of Place 

Contact: 0131 529 7325 | E-mail: paul.lawrence@edinburgh.gov.uk 
 
Contact: Susan Mooney, Head of Regulatory Service and Housing 

E-mail: susan.mooney@edinburgh.gov.uk | Tel: 0131 529 7587 

 

Contact: Andrew Mitchell, Regulatory Services Manager 

E-mail: andrew.mitchell@edinburgh.gov.uk | Tel: 0131 469 5822 

Links 
 

Coalition pledges P51 – Investigate the possible introduction of low emissions 
zones 

Council priorities CP8 – Maintain and enhance the quality of life in Edinburgh 
Single Outcome 
Agreement 

SO2 Edinburgh’s citizens experience improved health and 
wellbeing, with reduced inequalities in health. 
SO4 Edinburgh’s communities are safer and have improved 
physical and social fabric 

Appendices Appendix 1 –Veolia Water Seafield Incident Report 3 November 
2015 

Appendix 2 – Letter to Iain Washer, Veolia Water Director of 
PFIs 

Appendix 3 - Action plan with associated risk assessments by 
Veolia management – June 2016 

Appendix 4 - Complaint data from SEPA and Scottish Water 
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Appendix 4 
 
Complaints received by SEPA 
 
Monitoring Period 1 March 2016 to 15 September 2016 

Complaints received 16 

No. days where 
complaints were 
received 

14 

Days where 3+ 
complaints were 
received 

0 

 
Complaints received by the WWTW  
 
Monitoring Period 1 March 2016 to 15 Septmber2016 

Complaints received 10 

No. days where 
complaints were 
received 

10 

Days where 3+ 
complaints were 
received 

0 
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