
Staying safe around reservoirs. 

Advice and resources compiled by 

Pentland Hills Regional Park.  

 

Did you know? – a brief history of reservoirs in the Pentland Hills Regional Park  

• There are 9 reservoirs in the Pentland Hills Regional Park, some are more accessible than others 

and the reasons they were built vary from providing drinking water to regulating the flow to power 

up to 70 mills on the water of Leith. 

• The reservoirs in the Pentlands are either privately owned, owned by Scottish Water or City of 

Edinburgh Council.  

• Well known Harlaw and Threipmuir reservoirs form an important part of the City of Edinburgh flood 

prevention scheme by regulating the flow to the Water of Leith river. Glencorse reservoir also 

powered mills and once supplied drinking water to Edinburgh residents via a 9 mile long cast-iron 

pipeline.  

• Most of the 9 reservoirs are popular fisheries and important areas for wildlife. The fisheries are 

either fished for wild brown trout or stocked with rainbow and other trout species.  

• The angling season generally runs from March – October but some fisheries do stay open all year 

round due to the species they stock.  The busiest time for angling is during the summer months, 

April-September and anglers will fish from dawn til dusk.   

Our rights of access to reservoirs 

In Scotland The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 established a statutory framework of public access rights 

to most land and inland water. These legal rights are based on the principle of responsible access. 

Guidance on these responsibilities is set out in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code www.outdooraccess-

scotland.scot/ 

What is the Scottish Outdoor Access Code? 

The Scottish Outdoor Access Code is all about your rights and responsibilities when you're making the most 

of Scotland's great outdoors. 

It's based on three key things: 

• Respecting the interests of others 

• Caring for the environment 

• Taking responsibility for your own actions 

Nature Scot worked with Young Scot to produce series of videos explaining the SOAC 

https://young.scot/get-informed/national/soac-the-scottish-outdoor-access-code  

 

Why do we visit reservoirs? 

Our number one reason is for recreation: walking, walking the dog, fishing, wild swimming, stand up paddle 

boarding, kayaking etc. 

These activities can take place in harmony if we follow the three key principles of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code. 

 

http://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/
http://www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot/
https://young.scot/get-informed/national/soac-the-scottish-outdoor-access-code


Swimming 

If you are tempted to swim in reservoirs, we urge you to remain cautious as they can be very dangerous locations to 

swim. In 2019, 214 people lost their lives to unintentional drowning in the UK. That’s 214 people who didn’t make it 

back home to their families – 37 of them were in Scotland.* *Source: National Water Safety Forum 

The following dangers exist to those entering the water: 

• Deep and therefore very cold water – cold water can send your body into shock in seconds 

• Hidden structures or pipework underwater can cause injury or trap you 

• Strong currents can challenge even the strongest of swimmers - all reservoirs have an inherent danger at the 

tower (near the dam) where underwater sluices act as a "plughole". 

• Steep, slippery banks can make it difficult to get back out of the water (especially when you are cold) 

• Remote locations with poor phone coverage or difficult access for emergency services could hamper a 

rescue effort 

• No lifeguards or lifesaving equipment 

If you do choose to swim in a reservoir here is some advice to keep safe: 

• Research the reservoir to make sure access rights apply, and there are no byelaws prohibiting swimming 

• Access safely from a shallow area – do not enter by, or swim near, the reservoir structures, including the 

dam wall, towers or spillways. Tower sluices have undertows which can pull you under 

• Never swim alone, and always supervise young children in the water 

• Do not swim under the influence of alcohol 

• Never dive or jump in – there is bigger risk of cold water shock or injury from hidden objects underwater. 

NEVER jump from the dam towers - people have died here by being sucked under by currents caused by 

reservoir sluices 

• Wear a brightly-coloured cap or tow float so that boats and bank anglers can easily see you - Anglers at 

Glencorse and Threipmuir use boats with engines 

• Access to the reservoir structures such as towers and metal walkways is prohibited – do not ignore the 

locked gates or signage 

• If you see someone in difficulty, tell somebody and phone 999, ask for the fire and rescue service at inland 

water sites. Look for life saving equipment like throw lines or life rings (these are not present at all 

reservoirs) 

There are other risks to be aware of at reservoirs and responsible access actions we should be taking: 

SUMMER 

• Anglers - Keep yourself and your dog clear of anglers fishing from the bank and in boats, beware of danger 

from back casting and hooks. An angler can cast a line several metres from the bank or boat.  

• Blue-green algae blooms - avoid contact and keep your dog out of the water when blue-green algal blooms 

are present. Blue-green algae blooms are toxic to pets and can cause irritation to human skin and sickness if 

ingested. 

• Deep mud – when the water level drops areas of deep mud can become exposed. These areas should be 

avoided - keep yourself and dogs clear of them to avoid risk of getting stuck 

 

At the Regional park we encourage all visitors to respect the countryside, each other and 

stay safe. 

If you would like more information on the Pentland Hills Regional Park please get in touch. 

pentlandhills@edinburgh.gov.uk  07798 505301  www.pentlandhills.org  

 

mailto:pentlandhills@edinburgh.gov.uk
http://www.pentlandhills.org/


Resources 

Resource Source Description Link 
‘One Last Breath’ 
 

Dwr 
Cymru 
(Welsh 
Water)  

Powerful and harrowing film from 
Welsh Water really captures the 
dangers of swimming in a 
reservoir and shows the 
devastating consequences if those 
dangers are ignored. 

https://youtu.be/upeL9yogTAg  

‘Drowning – it’s up 
to you’ 

RLSS Secondary School 'Click and Play' 
resource. This resource has been 
designed to be engaging and easy 
to deliver in any setting. It can be 
delivered in a large assembly, in a 
classroom or youth group setting. 

https://vimeo.com/514252164  
Associated resources attached as PDF 
or you can download free via sign up 
link: https://www.rlss.org.uk/forms/i-
am-looking-for-water-safety-education-
resources-for-a-secondary-school  

Float to live RNLI RNLI web resource promoting the 
Float To Live campaign if you find 
yourself in trouble in the water.  

www.respectthewater.com/  

Cold water shock RLSS Royal Life Saving Society UK. 
Information and video on cold 
water shock. 

https://www.rlss.org.uk/cold-water-
shock-the-facts  

Safety around 
reservoirs 

Scottish 
Water 

Responsible Access information. 
Short video, Peter Farrer, Chief 
Operating Officer at Scottish 
Water, explains the risks of 
drowning in reservoirs. We want 
people to enjoy Scotland's 
beautiful reservoirs and to be 
aware of the dangers of entering 
the water. 

https://www.scottishwater.co.uk/Your-
Home/Campaigns/Safety-Around-
Reservoirs  
 

Water Safety: Third 
and Fourth Level 
Module  

Scottish 
Water 

Our education programme 
supports learning and teaching 
within Scotland's school 
curriculum.  Our modules are 
developed for Early, First, Second, 
Third and Fourth levels.  
These can be downloaded and are 
supported with additional learning 
resources in our All About Water 
section.  
Teachers/community group 
leaders can select which topics 
and activities they are interested 
in and tailor the topic or activity.  
Some activities are more 
classroom or indoor-based, while 
others can be done outside or at 
home. 

https://www.scottishwater.co.uk/Help-
and-Resources/Document-
Hub/Careers-and-Education/Education-
Modules/Third-and-Fourth-Levels  

Alton Water - a 
guide to using our 
water safely 

Anglian 
Water 

Whilst relating to an English 
reservoir and water company the 
illustrations are relevant to the 
dangers posed by swimming in 
reservoirs. 

https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/assets/fire-
rescue-and-emergencies/fire-safety-in-
the-home-and-community/SFRS-
Underneath-the-Water.pdf  
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