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Scottish Environment Protection Agency 
 

RIVER CLASSIFICATION SCHEME 
 
GENERAL NOTES 
 
Data used for classification 
 
Data used for classification are those obtained from planned programmes of monitoring, including any 
such samples affected by pollution incidents. Additional data resulting from sampling in response to 
incidents or complaints should not be used. 
 
Standard levels of service determine minimum sampling frequency, which for  
chemistry requires 6 samples per annum. 
 
Where a reach is not currently monitored for a relevant parameter for which there is reliable historic data 
and certainty of no significant change then that data may be used. ‘Historic’ data older than 3 years will 
not be used for classification in this way. 
 
The scheme must be applied to a consistent set of watercourses throughout Scotland: namely those 
draining a catchment of 10 km2 or more. This criterion is to be applied at the mouth of the watercourse. 
Watercourses draining smaller catchments will supplement the baseline network for classification 
purposes, if they contain monitored stretches of Class B quality or lower in any of the years 
1997/1998/1999.  
 
Classification of rivers at sampling points 
 
The classification scheme is ‘default based’, i.e. the overall class of a watercourse at a particular 
sampling point defaults to the poorest class determined from the water chemistry, biology, aesthetic and 
toxicity assessments. 
 
Where data for a particular parameter does not exist, it should be assumed that the watercourse is in the 
highest quality class for that parameter. For example, iron is not routinely monitored on watercourses 
which do not suffer from minewater discharges and it should be assumed that such sampling points fall 
into the A1 band for iron. 
 
Application of quality class at sampling points to river stretches 
 
The quality classification of a sampling point will be applied to the stretch in which it is located. On the 
basis of local knowledge, the quality classification of a monitored stretch may be applied to other un-
monitored stretches in the same system, ignoring downgrading due to the aesthetic criterion. Where no 
such judgement is made a stretch should be recorded as ‘unmonitored’. Subsequent monitoring returns 
will acknowledge this status, but may categorise such waters as ‘assumed A1’. 
Geographical limits of river stretches coincide with: 
 
• sources, mouths and confluences of classified watercourses 
• inlets and outlets of all standing waters 
• mouths of unclassified watercourses and discharges known to be of significance for water quality, i.e. 

likely to effect class change 
• mid points between pairs of sampling points that would otherwise be in the same stretch (excluding 

associated but discrete points used for chemistry and biology) 
 
No attempt will be made to assign buffer zones of intermediate quality between stretches differing by 
more than one class. 
 
Where there is significant bifurcation of a watercourse (e.g. to a lade), the lade will be treated as a minor 
tributary. If inclusion in the classified network is considered to be justified, then the off-take point for the 
diversion will be regarded as the source and other classification rules will apply. 
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BIOLOGY WATER CHEMISTRYa 

Lab Analysedb Banksidec 
NUTRIENTSa CLASS DESCRIPTIO

N 
DO 
(% sat.) 
10%ile 

BOD 
(mg/l) 
(90%ile) 

NH4-N 
(mg/l) 
90%ile) 

Fe 
(mg/l) 
Mean 

pH 
 
(%ile) 

ASPT 
EQI 

TAXA 
EQI 

ASPT Field 
Score 

SRP 
(µg/l) 
Mean 

AESTHETICd 

CONDITION 
(Contaminated) 

TOXIC 
SUBSTANCES 

COMMENTS 

 
 
A1 

 
 
Excellent 

- 
- 
≥80 

- 
- 
≤2.5 

- 
- 
≤0.25 

- 
- 
≤1 

- 
5%ile≥6 
95%ile≥9 

- 
- 
≥1.0 

- 
- 
≥0.85 

- 
- 
≥6.0 

- 
- 
≥85 

- 
- 
≤20 

 
No A 
Minor Be 

Complies with 
Dangerous 
Substances 
EQS’s 

Sustainable 
salmoid fosh 
population. 
Natural 
ecosyatem 

 
 
A2 

 
 
Good 

- 
- 
≥70 

- 
- 
≤4 

- 
- 
≤0.6 

- 
- 
≤1 

- 
10%ile 
≥5.2 

- 
- 
≥0.9 

- 
- 
≥0.70 

- 
- 
≥5.0 

- 
- 
≥70 

- 
- 
≤100 

 
Trace/Occasion
al A or Bf 

Complies with 
Dangerous 
Substances 
EQS’s 

Sustainable 
salmoid fish 
population. 
Ecosystem 
may be 
modified by 
human activity 

 
 
B 

 
 
Fair 

- 
- 
≥60 

- 
- 
≤6 

- 
- 
≤1.3 

- 
- 
≤2 

 
10%ile 
<5.2 

- 
- 
≥0.77 

- 
- 
≥0.55 

- 
- 
≥4.2 

- 
- 
≥50 

 
 
>100 

 
 
- 

Complies with 
Dangerous 
Substances 
EQS’s 

Sustainable 
coarse fish 
population.  
Salmoids may 
be present.  
Impacted 
ecosystem.  
Fish 
sporadically 
present. 

 
 
C 

 
 
Poor 

- 
- 
≥20 

- 
- 
≤15 

- 
- 
≤9.0 

 
 
>2 

 
 
- 

- 
- 
≥0.50 

- 
- 
≥0.30 

- 
- 
≥3.0 

- 
- 
≥15 

 
 
- 

 
 
Gross A or Bg 

>EQA for 
dangerous 
substance 

Impoverished 
ecosystem 

 
D 

 
Seriously 
Polluted 

 
<20 

 
>15 

 
>9.0 

 
- 

 
- 

 
<0.50 

 
<0.30 

 
<3.0 

 
<15 

 
- 

 
- 

>10 x EQS for 
dangerous 
substance 

Cause of 
nuisance.  
fauna absent or 
seriously 
restricted. 
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NOTES RELATING TO THE TABLE 
 
a  Based upon 3 years data, minimum of 12 samples, unless there has been a significant change in 

circumstances (e.g. a discharge eliminated or an identified major pollution incident in a previous 
year) which justifies an assessment based upon a lesser data set collected after a step change. 
In such circumstances a minimum monitoring period of 12 months must have elapsed since the 
change and where there are fewer than 12 samples the significance of the step change should be 
confirmed by a statistical test. 

 
Estimation of percentiles to be by parametric method, assuming DO and pH are normal 
distributions and BOD and ammoniacal nitrogen are log normal. 
 
For pH the 5, 10 and 95 %iles must be determined from the 3 years data and compared with the 
class determining limits in the Classification table. Again, the parametric percentile estimation 
must be made, using the method of moments, and as assumed normal distribution. 
 
(For the basis of sampling strategy, see Handbook on the design and interpretation of monitoring programmes. WRc 
report NS29 by J.C.Ellis, Feb. 1989) 
 

b RIVPACS assessment based on data for 1 year, preferably 3 samples (spring, summer and 
autumn), minimum of 2 (spring and autumn). 

 
c  Based on 1 year’s monitoring data, preferably 3 samples, minimum of 2. The overall class to be 

determined from the mean field score and mean ASPT of the individual samples. 
 
d  Aesthetic conditions to be based on 1 year’s data from a minimum of 3 observations and will be 

assessed and recorded during biological and/or chemical sampling visits to programmed 
sampling points. Aesthetic contamination to be assessed as either discharge related (List A) or 
general (List B). 

 
List A contaminants List B contaminants 
Sewage derived litter and solids, including: 
· faeces 
· toilet paper 
· contraceptives 
· sanitary towels 
· tampons 
· cotton buds 
Oils 
Non natural foam, scum or colour 
Sewage fungus 
Sewage or oily smells 

General non sewage derived litter 
Builders waste 
Gross litter, including: 
· shopping trolleys 
· furniture 
· motor vehicles 
· road cones 
· bicycles/prams 

 
e  No list A contaminants, possibly minor List B litter present. 
 
f  Traces of List A and/ or occasional List B contamination, especially at easy access points. 
g  List A contamination widespread and/or occasional conspicuous quantities, and/or widespread or 

gross amounts of List B contamination. Likely to be the cause of justified public complaints.  
 
The annual aesthetics classification is derived from the individual spot samples in the following way. 
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Spot classifications are assigned a numerical value: 
 
Class Value 
A1 1 
A2 2 
C 4 
 
The arithmetic mean value of the spot classes for the year is calculated and the annual class assigned 
using the following bands: 
 
Mean value Class 
>3.0 C 
>1.5 A2 
< 1.5 A1 
 
A minimum of 3 spot values is required for an annual class to be assigned.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  




