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 Life on the Basin Waves – on the ‘HMS Litter Picker’  
 
As our team of four lay flat on the bottom of the boat, our feet straight in the air propelling ourselves 
underneath the Sandport bridge in Leith there was a true sense of a link to the sailors gone by who 
had looked up at the same arches.  
 
Our reason for being there was very different from theirs. We have been going out once a month to 
litter pick the basin especially by the boom under the Victorian swing bridge, the stop for everything 
but water on the river, especially tennis balls, plastic and glass bottles. During February  and March 
we were able to remove a huge quantity of non organic rubbish which in turn allowed contractors to 
remove the drift wood which could then be transported and used for bio mass. 
 
Special thanks must go to volunteers Tony and Joe for making themselves available to take to the 
high seas and to Water of Leith 2000 for providing access to the boat and for financing all the 
equipment we needed for these operations.  
 
This work is part of an official agreement on the day-to-day management of the Water of Leith basins 
which has been approved by key Water of Leith Basin partners; The City of Edinburgh Council, Water 
of Leith Conservation Trust, Forth Ports Limited, Water of Leith 2000 Limited, Bluefield 1502 LLP and 
Friends of the Water of Leith Basin. This group has jointly committed to maintain the basins, 
addressing the build-up of debris and plastic waste.  
 
The full agreement can be viewed on our 
website www.waterofleith.org.uk/
management/ 
 

COVID19 – UPDATE 
 
From mid-March the Trust has 
closed the Visitor Centre and 
suspended all volunteer 
activities, education work and 
events. As and when 
restrictions ease we hope to 
get the work of the Trust back 

up and running but this may be some time away 
and operations may not be as they were.  
 
There is also no fishing allowed on the river and 
walkway users are reminded to be mindful of 
social distancing when using the path, especially in 
busy areas and narrow sections.  
 
Meanwhile we have produced a ‘bumper’ issue of 
the newsletter to keep you up to date with what 
had been happening prior to the lockdown. HMS Litter Picker at Victoria Swing Bridge 

http://www.waterofleith.org.uk/management/
http://www.waterofleith.org.uk/management/
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An Otterly Interesting Survey 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the last couple of years the Trust has noticed a sharp increase in the amount of Eurasian otter 
sightings on the Water of Leith, from just one in 2017 to a record 85 sightings in 2019.  In 
conjunction with sightings on the river the public have been informing us about otter activity all 
over Edinburgh such as the Union Canal, Craiglockhart Pond, River Almond, Torduff Reservoir, 
Figgate Park and the Braidburn. 
 
Most research on otters in Scotland has been carried out in the marine environment.  Less is 
carried out on rivers and even less is known about otters in urban habitats.  In autumn 2019 we 
contacted the International Otter Survival Fund (IOSF) following the discovery of a dead otter on 
the A70 upstream of Balerno, concerned that the otter population was increasing throughout 
Edinburgh and that road kill could become an issue.   From this initial conversation it became 
very apparent that there is a lack of formal research focusing on urban otters in Scotland.  IOSF 
put us in contact with an already established ecologist based in Oban, who specialized in otters.  
The ecologist was looking for a research project for an MSc thesis at The University of Edinburgh.  
 

Together we decided on the following research proposal for the Water of Leith : 
 

A Study of the Diet and Distribution of the Eurasian Otter (Lutra lutra) 
on the Water of Leith, Edinburgh. 
 
The ecologist came to Edinburgh to train a team of 15 volunteers on otter survey methods.  We 
split the urban (Balerno – Leith) section of the river into 15 sections with the aim of 
concentrating on the city stretch of the river as this was a gap in current research.  An amazing 
team of volunteers then surveyed each of the 15 stretches every two weeks from December 
2019 to February 2020 mapping the following otter signs: 
 

 otter faeces (spraints) and anal jelly 

 otter fur 

 feeding remains 

 natal dens 

 trails and slides 

 holts (subterranean or covered resting up places), lie ups (open resting  with a degree of 
shelter from above) and couches (open resting places) 

 

Otter and cubs of the Lutra lutra genus  Photo by Richard Wells 
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A sample of each of the spraints mapped was collected and posted to the ecologist for analysis and 
identification of the prey remains within each sample. In total volunteers, gathered 110 spraints for 
analysis, which surprised us all.  Especially the ecologist, who spent months analyzing these under 
a microscope in a make-shift poo lab at her home.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In conjunction with this survey work all sightings were collated from the Water of Leith database 
between 2005 and 2020 and we requested otter sightings recorded in a 10 mile radius of our 
Centre in Slateford from the The Wildlife Information Centre database.  
 
At the same time a mother with three cubs began to frequent the river and the Union Canal, 
generating social media interest and amazing photographs and films of not just this family of 
otters, but other otters using the river and other city wetland.  The photos were so good that we 
started to be able to differentiate between the individuals using the river.   We recorded not only 
the mother and cubs, but also at least 1 mature cub from last year and a larger otter with a very 
distinguishing pink scar on its nose. These otters were often very close together on the river, out 
during the day. They did not appear to be shy of humans, behaviour not normally associated with 
otters in a fresh water environment.   
 
The survey work is now finished and the ecologist is currently writing up her thesis.  Early results 
show that signs of otters have been recorded by volunteers on every stretch between Balerno and 
Leith.   The Trust cannot wait to see the full thesis once it has been completed and approved by the 
University.  By combining public sightings and survey work, initial findings show crucial information 
about the movement and behavior of these wonderful mammals in the city. 
 
However this feels a bit like the tip of the iceberg.  So much more survey work can be done on the 
river including surveying and comparing the rural and urban stretch of the river.  Perhaps in the 
future, subject to funding, the Trust could carry out DNA analysis of spraints.   Although spraint 
analysis cannot give you an exact estimation of otter population, it could give us a better idea of  
individual otters using the river and more information about prey remains, especially if it was used 
in conjunction with the research already carried out and recording location of public sightings, films 
and photographs.    Every bit of information gathered will tell us more about Lutra lutra’s behavior 
on the Water of Leith, a freshwater urban environment.   Our current research is in conjunction 
with the IOSF and will help them to look after this European protected species in all urban areas 
not just in Scotland, but across Europe.  
 
Thank you everyone that has helped so far, particularly, the ecologist, our volunteers, the public 
sending us their sightings, IOSF and The University of Edinburgh.  
 
 
 
(Not all readers will be familiar with the word “spraint” : it is Late Middle English from Old French 
espreintes, from espraindre ‘squeeze out’, based on Latin exprimere ‘to express’. They have a 
distinct aroma which is not unpleasant, rather like fishy chamomile tea and are often found in 
prominent spots and used as territorial markers .) 
 
 

Fish bones in otter spraint Bones and scales in otter spraint 
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Education Programme Update 
Getting Bigger Wellies  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Before the March closure of schools due to 
Covid-19, the education programme was on 
target to have one of our busiest years ever! A 
total of 114 classes with approximately 2,200 
pupils had attended our programmes to learn 
more about the river, both as it is today and in 
the past. 
 
When I took over the education programme 
almost ten years ago from its inspiring creator, 
Philippa MacDonald, our focus was entirely 
upon primary schools. However, as the 
Scottish curriculum evolved with the 
Curriculum for Excellence, increasing numbers 
of high schools contacted us asking if we could 
provide high school field studies. Now we offer 
Biology, Environmental Studies, and 
Geography field studies and, just last year, a 
third of our total programme was delivered to 
high schools. While we’ve had to invest in 
some very big wellies, the feedback from high 
school teachers has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Many schools had taken long journeys 
and expensive overnight trips to field centres 
to get the experience that their pupils need. 
Now they are able to collect enough data in 
one day for their assignments. And, best of all, 
they’re learning about their local river. 
 
For special schools, finding providers of 
outdoor learning can be a challenge. For the 
last three years, we have delivered a bespoke 
programme to Rowanfield, a school for children 
with social, emotional and behavioural needs. 
All the pupils who are able to go out on school 
trips visit the Centre and follow an educational 
trail from Colinton to Slateford. On completing 
all their challenges, we light a fire and toast 
marshmallows to celebrate. The children learn 
about the river, about teamwork, and taking 
risks in a safe way. In February we actually 
managed to light a fire in the snow, freezing 
fingers and all! 

In the last year, we have also delivered a pilot 
high school science programme to Woodlands 
Special School, taking pupils from close to the 
source of the river in the Pentlands, down to 
the mouth of the river in Leith, recording the 
changes in the width and speed of the river as 
well as wildlife, as the river follows its course 
from the Pentlands to the Sea. “I can’t 
recommend this highly enough,” said the 
teacher. “Well worth doing.” 
 
While it’s wonderful to receive praise for our 
programmes, it’s also really important that 
what we teach reflects the changing world 
we’re living in. This year, we’ve decided to 
develop new curriculum for primary and high 
schools which addresses climate change. What 
is climate change? What might it mean to our 
river and our city? What can we do to reduce 
its impact? We hope to start delivering these 
programmes in the autumn as soon as schools 
can safely resume school trips. 
 
And, lastly, while we’ll 
really miss the hundreds of 
pupils who usually pass 
through our doors over the 
busy summer term, we’re 
currently working hard to 
adapt some of our flagship 
activities to online outdoor 
learning resources. We are 
hoping this will be useful 
for parents and teachers 
alike next term and that it 
will widen access to our 
educational materials in the 
long run.   
 
By the end of April, we’re 
hoping to show people how 
to river dip in a river or a local burn using 
everyday items from their homes; how to 
make an artist’s book in their back garden; or 
to participate in our survival challenge! Even in 
these challenging times, nature is still a 
wonder we can learn from just beyond our 
doorstep. 
 

Ruth Prince 
Education Officer 

 

Events and Guided Walks 
 
We have cancelled all our events until the end 
of June, including the Plant Sale. At the 
moment we are not sure whether social 
distancing or gatherings of people rules will 
mean that Guided Walks will be allowed for the 
rest of the year. We hope to bring our proposed 
series of ‘Wet and Wild’ events in celebration of 
the Year of Coasts and Water later in the 
summer.  
 
Watch this space or visit  : 
www.waterofleith.org.uk/summer/ 
 
 

http://www.waterofleith.org.uk/summer/
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A Walk with a Purpose 
 
Unnoticed by most of those using the Water of 
Leith walkway is one of our less recognisable 
volunteer teams in action. Normally to be found 
walking individually during daylight hours, at a 
slower pace than others, with a pen and paper in 
their hand noting who they pass from animals to 
human, keeping an eye out for fallen trees or 
invasive species that need tackling and any litter 
and pollution that has developed since their last 
outing, is our brilliant team of River Patrollers. 
 
They are the eyes and ears on the ground and 
through regular walks on a specific section of 
the river become quite skilful in noticing changes 
to the river. Through the regular patrol logs 
which they submit we can respond quickly to 
target hot spots of litter or problem puddles on 
the path with our Hit Squad group, monitor 
pollution getting into the river and finally using 
their wildlife sighting to contribute to national 
biodiversity knowledge through submitting our 
results to The Wildlife Information Centre. 
 
Over the last 5 years the Patrol team has 
conducted 1400 patrols, clocking up over 2000 
hours. Over this time they recorded 46,700 
walkers, 7500 cyclist, 5200 runners, 90 horses 
and over 100 anglers. These charts help to show 
the steady increases in walkway use. Recording 
walkway usage has also meant we have been 
able to understand how walkway use has 
increased and which areas are most popular. 
 
If you are interested in becoming a patroller you can find more details in the volunteering 
section of the website. 
 

 

Wildlife Recording and Surveys 
 

Citizen science has always been at the heart of 
what we do, whether it is recording the wildlife 
spotted on the river or carrying out botanical 
surveys of our meadows. This year we have 
focused on a number of important surveys. You 
have already read about the otter work. 
Volunteers have also  been trained to survey 
the river’s potential for trout spawning, so that 
we can understand and support fish 
populations and this will continue for another 
two years.  
 
Our work tackling Giant Hogweed also took a 
leap forward last year as we continued to 
investigate how we can treat this aggressive 
and damaging plant whilst reducing our use of harmful chemicals. In all, we set up 50 survey 
quadrats, surveyed 156 plants and delivered 16 dedicated Giant Hogweed project volunteer days 
(230 hours) plus 8 staff days to update survey data. This project has a further two years to run 
to make our findings statistically viable and is being run in conjunction with Napier University.  
 
It is also 15 years since we began recording our wildlife sightings on a database, thanks in 
particular to one of our volunteers for her patient data entry over the years. In that time there 
have been over 34,000 records of 320 species of plants and animals. Over the last 15 years we 
have had 271 otter sightings, 1785 heron, 1017 kingfisher, and 2052 dippers  (making the dipper 
our most recorded species). 
 

Dipper- photo by James Hopkins 
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How to join the Water of Leith Conservation Trust - Complete the form and post payment to the address 
below or visit www.waterofleith.org.uk/join and join through our PayPal account 

Individual membership  £16        Concession (retired, student, unemployed) £10  

Family     £30         Group (schools and voluntary bodies)          £32 

 

Name..............................................................................           Date................................ 

 

Address................................................................................................................................... 

 

Email........................................................................  Tel No....................................... 

Post to: Trust Administrator, Water of Leith Visitor Centre, 24 Lanark Road, Edinburgh, EH14 1TQ 

www.waterofleith.org.uk     admin@waterofleith.org.uk    T: 0131 455 7367                                                      
Scottish Registered Charity SC000015                Company Registered in Scotland No. 114294                    

River News Round-up 
 

 The planned work to upgrade the combined sewer overflow network for Balerno to Slateford  by 
Scottish Water has been postponed due to the pandemic but you can keep up to date with the 
project at https://www.scottishwater.co.uk/waterofleith. This will involve some disruption to the 
walkway and parking. 

 The river has a new Management Plan. The Water of Leith Action group, along with dozens of 
landowners, stakeholders and user groups have been involved in the production of a new 10 year 
plan. It contains  a total of 165 actions many of which are ongoing but there are plenty of new 
and exciting things partners would like to see happening to achieve the vision of A healthy river, 
flowing through a mosaic of habitats from the hills to the sea. A haven for wildlife which is 
enjoyed and protected by everyone, valued for its accessibility, built and cultural heritage and 
resilient to future challenges. View : www.waterofleith.org.uk/management/ 

 The Gorgie Weir Turbine is up and running. The 10 tonne 39kw Archimedes screw style micro-
hydro generator installed at Saughton Park now has its turbine house and is up and running.  

 The deterioration of bridges across the river is becoming apparent as regular inspections have 
found the footbridge in the Dean Village to be unsafe and thus closed, joining the footbridge 
across the river near Redhall Mill. Local diversions are possible but show that significant 
investment is needed in the river’s infrastructure. 

 

Staffing Update  
At the beginning of May, almost 20 years to the date, Kit Russell retired from her role at the Centre. 
Initially Kit enrolled as a volunteer as the Centre opened to the public. Her talents for customer 
service and organization were soon spotted by the Trust Manager, Graham Priestley, and she was 
hired part time to help run the Centre and manage the desk volunteers.  She had recently retired 
from her job at Bruntsfield Health Centre and thought this might be a nice job for a year or so.  20 
years later and, having passed a significant milestone, Kit has decided to leave her ‘Saturday job’. I 
know the staff and volunteers will miss her greatly but she promises to return as a volunteer, 
something she intended to be all those years ago. Thank you Kit for your years of service. 
 
Back in January, Sandra MacLean our Project Officer returned to New Zealand with her family and we 
welcomed Johnny Wells to the team to take forward our Community and Wildlife Project.  He comes 
to us from The National Trust for Scotland and has a background in social work as well as 
conservation. He has been taking a lead in running weekly hit squad tasks, supporting youth 
conservation work and the patrol team. He has also been having fun messing around on the boat in 
Leith. 
 
Many of you will be aware that we reported back in February that Charlotte, our Community and 
Volunteers Officer, won a place at the London Marathon to run and raise funds to support our work. 
Sadly this has been postponed but she is still training and is hopeful that the event will take place in 
October. You can support her effort and our work though her Justgiving page www.justgiving.com/
campaign/charlotterunsamarathon 

 
And finally……. 
Just a quick note to say 2019/20 was an exceptional year for the Trust as we clock up a phenomenal 
11,600 volunteer hours, delivered 244 conservation tasks and 197 learning visits and events, more 
than ever before. We would like to thank all our supporters and funders, especially City of Edinburgh 
Council, Baillie Gifford and a number of private donors and Trusts.  
 

http://www.waterofleith.org.uk/join
https://www.scottishwater.co.uk/waterofleith
http://www.waterofleith.org.uk/management/
http://www.justgiving.com/campaign/charlotterunsamarathon
http://www.justgiving.com/campaign/charlotterunsamarathon

