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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background 

Moray Council Environmental Health Section was instructed by Moray Council Estates Section to 

undertake a preliminary contamination assessment for an area of land within the former Portessie 

Station site, Portessie, hereafter referred to as the ‘site’ or ‘subject site’. The site is currently owned 

by Moray Council but is being considered for sale. As part of this process, a review was required of 

the site history and existing information to assess the potential risk associated with contamination 

from previous uses of the land and surrounding area. The aim of the assessment is to define the 

level of information required for the site to be “Sold with Information” in accordance with Test 3 of 

the Statutory Guidance on Part IIA of the Environmental Protection Act1.  

1.2 Scope of Works 

The assessment comprises a desk study and site reconnaissance to identify potential contaminative 

uses of the site and to assess the risks to human health and the environment. The assessment 

includes the following: 

 review of published data to provide information on the site’s environmental setting; 

 review of historical maps, historical aerial photographs and Council archives to identify the 

land use history of the site; 

 site reconnaissance to record the current condition of the site; and 

 assessment of information on previous uses to determine potential for contamination and 

risks posed to future users of the site and the environment in the context of Part IIA of the 

Environmental Protection Act 1990. 

 

 

 
  

                                                
1 Environmental Protection Act 1990: Part IIA Contaminated Land Statutory Guidance: Edition 2. May 2006, Paper SE/2006/44. 
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2 SITE DESCRIPTION 

 

2.1 Location and Layout 

The site is an area of roughly 6,000 square metres located adjacent to the U66L unclassified 

Portessie to Loanhead Road. The National Grid Reference for the centre of the site is 344500 

866500.  

 

The site consists predominantly of an area of dense vegetation. A metalled road, which is called 

Station Road in the west narrowing to a cycle track and footpath in the east, is located on the 

northwestern edge of the site. An area of grass is located to the north of the cycle track in the 

northeast of the site. 

 

The site lies on a generally flat area at around 30 metres above sea level. Immediately to the north 

of the northeast of the site, the land slopes steeply downward. The Moray Firth is 150 metres to 

the north.  

 

Appendix A contains a plan showing the location of the site. Photographs of the site are included in 

Appendix B. 

 
The surrounding land use is as follows. 

 

 Southeast – agricultural land, extending to 300 metres from the site; 

 East and Northeast – unused woodland and heathland with a footpath/cycle track running 

though it; 

 Northwest – residential properties on Station Road, beyond which are further residential 

areas of Portessie and unused steeply sloping ground; 

 West – a minor road beyond which is a further area of unused ground with a 

footpath/cycle track. 

 

  
2.2  Environmental Setting  

2.2.1 Geology 

British Geological Survey data show the uppermost strata beneath the site to be drift of Devensian 

Till, consisting of a heterogeneous mixture of clay, sand, gravel, and boulders.  The steep slope 

immediately to the north of the site is the late glacial cliff line, with raised beach deposits at its 

foot.  

 
The drift deposits are underlain by bedrock of the Cullen Quartzite Formation. 
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2.2.2 Hydrogeology 

The Till deposits are classified as Not a Significant Aquifer.  The quartzite is classified as having 

Fracture Flow with Very Low Productivity.  

 

Groundwater Vulnerability is mapped as Class 4a (Vulnerable to those pollutants not readily 

adsorbed or transformed). 

 

The SEPA website (https://www.sepa.org.uk/data-visualisation/water-classification-hub/) shows 

the site groundwater to be part of the Cullen groundwater body, which in 2017 was classified as 

‘good’ for overall  status.  

 
There are no recorded groundwater abstractions within 500 metres of the site.  

 
2.2.3 Hydrology 

The nearest surface water shown on the 1:25,000 Ordnance Survey map is a drainage ditch 

immediately to the west of the site. A drain was found to enter the site from the agricultural land 

to the south. The nearest classified freshwater body is the Rathven Burn 800 metres southwest. 

The Moray Firth is 150 metres to the north. 

 

2.2.4 Environmental Designations 

There are no environmental designations within the immediate vicinity of the site. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  

https://www.sepa.org.uk/data-visualisation/water-classification-hub/
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3 SITE HISTORY 

 

3.1 Historical Maps 

Historical maps for the site and surrounding area are included as Appendix C and the relevant 
changes over time are summarised below.  
 
The 1868 Ordnance Survey map shows the site and most of the surrounding area as open land. An 

arrow denotes a flow of water northwards along a field boundary in the centre of the site. At this 

time, a road ran along the western boundary. Steep slopes are marked five metres to the north. A 

well is marked 80 metres to the north. Houses and a chapel in Portessie were 100 metres to the 

north. No industrial premises are shown within the vicinity of the site.  

On the 1904 map, the site is shown as railway land comprising two running lines of the North of 

Scotland railway in the north of the site, a running line and sidings of the Highland Railway (Keith 

and Buckie Branch) to the south, together with signal boxes and signal posts, and access roads to 

the adjacent station and rail yards either side of the railway lines. Topographic marks suggest the 

presence of embankments between the two sets of lines and to the north and south. The station, 

with platforms, footbridge and station building, was located from 20 to 110 metres to the east. A 

goods yard and goods shed were located 120 metres northeast and a maintenance yard with tank, 

turntable, engine shed and associated buildings were located 200 to 250 metres east. The road to 

west of the site had been diverted over a bridge 100 metres to the west of the site. Residential 

properties were present 10 metres to the northwest of the site, with more new houses further to 

the northwest. 

The 1930 and 1938 map shows no significant changes on the site or the surrounding area except 

that railways had been renamed “LNER” and “LMSR Keith & Buckie Branch”. By the time of the 

1959 map, the LMSR lines and associated railyard and engine shed are no longer shown.  On the 

1964 map, the area of former LMSR lines on the site is marked as marshland and the goods shed to 

the northeast is no longer shown. 

On the 1988 map, the railway, including the sidings area to the northeast is no longer shown. No 

other significant changes are apparent.  

 

3.2 Aerial Photographs 

A high resolution aerial photograph from 1976 (included in Appendix D) shows no visible activity on 

the site. The trackbed of the more northerly railway lines is still visible although the rails appear to 

have been removed. The southerly lines and siding appear to be covered by grass or other short 

vegetation. A road ran along the north boundary of the site to the site of the former station to the 

northeast.  
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The 2004 photograph (included in Appendix D) shows the site was covered by trees apart from the 

road and grassed area in the northeast of the site. No significant changes are apparent on the site 

on the 2011 photograph. 

3.3 Archive and Internet Research 

According to the Railscot website,  www.railscot.co.uk, Portessie was a three-platform station built 

by the Great North of Scotland Railway (GNSR), which ran services to Elgin and Aberdeen, but it was 

shared with the Highland Railway, which ran services to Keith. The Highland line opened first in 

1884 but traffic proved limited and the tracks were removed in 1915. A short stretch to Buckie re-

opened in 1919 and finally closed in 1933. The GNSR lines opened in 1886 and closed in 1968. To 

the south of Findochty Junction to the east, there were sidings for exchange between the two 

companies’ lines and to serve the Highland Railway’s turntable, water tank and locomotive shed. To 

the north of the station was the GNSR’s goods yard. The station building was on the north side of 

the lines, adjacent to GNSR’s eastbound platform. There was a waiting room and footbridge. The 

site itself consisted of five lines comprising: two GNSR through lines; one Highland Railway line 

running to Findochty junction, one line connecting to its engine shed and one short siding – these 

three lines reduced into two lines within the site and then one line just to the west of the site. 

3.4 Ground Investigations  

A ground investigation was undertaken in 2004 by Terrenus on the wider Portessie Station site, 

which included coverage of the area of the goods yard, engine shed and sidings area. The report is 

included in Appendix E. The investigation comprised six boreholes to a maximum depth of 1.2 

metres and 11 trial pits to a maximum depth of 3.0 metres. Chemical analysis was undertaken on 

11 samples from nine locations for metals, cyanide, phenols, total petroleum hydrocarbons, and 

asbestos identification.  

Only one of the sampling locations from this investigation was within the current subject site, which 

was a trial pit (TP10) on the eastern boundary of the subject site, from which one sample from a 

depth of 0.3 metres was analysed. The trial pit log shows 0.45 metres of made ground (gravelly 

sand with cobbles) over gravelly fine to coarse sand. Some ash was noted in the Highland Railway 

sidings area to the east. 

None of the analysis results exceeded the human health screening levels used in the report and no 

asbestos was detected, either at TP10 or across the wider Portessie station site. 

3.5 Site Walkover 

The current condition of the site was checked on 26 April 2019. Photographs of the site are 

included in Appendix B.  

The majority of the site is covered by a largely inaccessible area of dense vegetation consisting of 

trees and scrub, mostly willow and sycamore with an understorey of gorse and broom. The 

topography of the scrubland area is characterised by linear mounds running the length of the site, 

consistent with the embankment topography between the railway lines shown on the historical 

http://www.railscot.co.uk/
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maps. A drain was found entering the site from the agricultural land to the south and the low lying 

areas between the mounds on the site typically contained standing water.  

On the north side of this area is a metalled road which in the east of the site narrows to become a 

footpath and cycleway. In the northeast of the site is an area of grass.  

4 PRELIMINARY CONCEPTUAL SITE MODEL 

 

A conceptual model is a representation of a site, incorporating what is known about the ground 

and groundwater conditions; the actual and potential contamination; the physical conditions and 

environmental setting; the receptors; and potential pathway linkages between contamination 

sources and receptors. The conceptual model is first formulated during preliminary research on a 

site to identify any uncertainties and informs subsequent investigations required to meet the 

overall objectives of an assessment2.  

4.1 Potential Contaminants/Sources 

The site was formerly an area of five railway lines, including three through lines, a loop line and a 

short siding. The metalled road on the north side of the site was the access road to the station 

while, along the south side of the site, there was historically an access road to the Highland Railway 

yard to the east. 

Potential contamination associated with historical railway lines and passage of trains is mostly 

associated with:  

 hydrocarbons from lubricants used in rolling stock;  

 material used in construction of track beds including, for example, ash which may contain 

metals, phenols, sulphate and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons;  

 metals and asbestos used in braking systems; 

 herbicides used to clear vegetation from tracks and;  

 airborne contamination from locomotives and cargoes, such as coal dust and metal 

particulates.  

 

Other than the extension of the railway in an easterly and westerly direction from the site, no other 

potentially contaminative industrial sites are recorded in the vicinity of the subject site. The more 

contaminative railway operations on the wider station site are likely to have occurred in the vicinity 

of the engine shed and, to a lesser extent, the goods yard, which were located 200 metres and 120 

metres to the east, respectively.  

Previous investigations suggest a limited thickness of made ground and so, based on current 

information, there is unlikely to be a substantial ongoing source of ground gas. 

 

                                                
2 BSI, 2017. Investigation of potentially contaminated sites – Code of practice. BS10175:2011+A2:2017.  
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4.2 Potential Receptors 

The most recent use of the site is as a road, footpath and cycleway with a small area of grass that 

could be used for informal recreation. The area of former railway lines, now covered by dense 

vegetation, is largely inaccessible and its current use is limited. 

Groundwater in the drift deposits and bedrock aquifer beneath the site are potential receptors. 

However, the drift deposits are not a significant aquifer and the quartzite bedrock is of very low 

productivity, and there are no nearby recorded abstractions.  

4.3 Potential Pathways 

The principal pathways for human receptors under the current site use are from direct contact, and 

ingestion/inhalation of on-site soil and dust.  

 

Mobile contaminants may leach in percolating water and migrate off-site in shallow groundwater. 

Groundwater flow is likely to be towards the north and so mobile contaminants could reach the 

Moray Firth, 150 metres to the north.  

 

4.4 Preliminary Risk Assessment Summary 

The site was previously crossed by railway lines, some of which operated for around 80 years. A 

range of contaminants associated with railway use over such a period of time may be present. 

However, the area of former lines is now largely inaccessible and site users’ exposure to potential 

contaminants associated with the historical use is currently low. 

 

The risk to the water environment from leaching of contaminants appears low, given the low 

permeability of the underlying strata. However, if a substantial contaminant source and a 

groundwater pathway are present, contaminants may reach the Moray Firth. Since groundwater 

flow is likely to be towards the north, contaminants associated with the wider Portessie Station and 

associated railway yard to the east, are unlikely to affect the subject site. 

 
Under the current site use, and with the information available on site history, the site is not 

considered likely to fall under the definition of Contaminated Land in Part IIA of the Environmental 

Protection Act 1990 and associated Statutory Guidance. As such, no further investigation is 

considered to be required for the site to be “Sold with information”.  In the event of a change of 

use, further investigation is likely to be required to confirm suitability of the site for the new use as 

part of the planning process. 
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Appendix A: Site Location Plan 
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Appendix B: Photographs 

 

 
Photo 1. Footpath/cycleway on the north side of the site, looking west 

 
Photo 2 Linear mound in the north of the densely vegetated area 
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Photo 3. View of the western boundary of the site from the public road 

 
Photo 4. Drain on the southern boundary of the site and dense scrub 
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Photo 5. Standing water between the linear mounds in the densely vegetated area. 

 
Photo 6. View of the site across agricultural land south of the site, looking northeast. 
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Appendix C: Historical Maps 
 

1868 1:2,500 Ordnance Survey Map

 
 

1904 1:2,500 Ordnance Survey Map 
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1930 1:2,500 Ordnance Survey Map 

 
 
1938 1:10,000 Ordnance Survey Map 
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1959 1:10,000 Ordnance Survey Map 

 
 

1964 1:2,500 Ordnance Survey Map 
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1988 1:2,500 Ordnance Survey Map 
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Appendix D: Aerial Photographs 
1976 
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2004 Aerial photograph 

 

2011 Aerial photograph 
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Appendix E: Site Investigation Report 
 

 






































































































































































































