
The Cot Burn: Industry, pollution and the environment 

 

The photographs of the shale works and low Binn village (top), the aluminium 

works (bottom left) and the High Binn village (bottom right) are provided courtesy 

of Burntisland Heritage Trust. 

Burntisland once had heavy industries e.g. quarries, shale mining and oil works, ship building, railway locomotive 

works, and an aluminium works. The shale works and the aluminium works, both, at different times, caused industrial 

pollution of the Cot Burn. 

 

The shale mine and shale oil works: The photo on the right shows the works at the east Binn. Shale mining   

began here in 1878. Shale rock was crushed and oils extracted and refined to produce paraffin, and various industrial 

oils and waxes. As the Cot Burn rises on the east Binn, it was polluted by the works. The company was forced to pipe 

away its waste water separately. The works closed in 1894 when they became uneconomic  following the discovery of 

liquid oil in the USA. By then, there was a heap of used shale rock dumped at Binnend. 

The ‘lost’ Binn villages: Hundreds of mine workers were housed around the town and in two new villages, one at 

Binnend (the High Binn) and one beside the oil works at Whinnyhall (the Low Binn). High Binn continued as homes 

and holiday homes until 1954. 

 

The aluminium works: The British Aluminium Company opened their works east of Colinswell House in 1917. The 

works made alumina powder from imported bauxite ore. This powder was taken to smelters at Lochaber to produce  

aluminium. Alcan took over in 1982 and the works closed in 2002. The site is now a housing estate. 

Red Mud is the waste product of alumina production and contains various toxic chemicals. The Red Mud was dumped 

behind a breakwater built across the sea inlet near the aluminium works. Once this ‘Red Pond’ area was full, the Red 

Mud was dumped at Binnend. 

The photo on the left shows the aluminium works with the ‘Red Pond’   

behind the breakwater. This is now a grassy amenity area. 

 

The photo bottom right shows High Binn village with a waste dump      

behind. Here, waste from the shale works was dumped in the 19th Century 

and Red Mud from the aluminium works in the 20th century. The dump site 

is now a meadow where horses graze. 

On the right of this photo is Low Binn beside the old shale works. 

 

Environmental disaster: Toxic chemicals leached out of the dump site 

at Binnend causing pollution of the local watercourses, including the Cot 

Burn and Kinghorn Loch. Remediation was needed. 

Whinnyhall water treatment works: Alcan (part of RioTintoAlcan)   

operate this works by the B923 Kinghorn Loch road. Treated water is piped 

from Whinnyhall to the sea off the west breakwater. 

SEPA, the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency, monitors the 

Whinnyhall works and have stated that no toxic leachate should now 

pollute local watercourses. The waters of Kinghorn Loch and the 

Cot Burn are considered clean.  

Kinghorn Loch is now a haven for wildlife and a popular amenity  

area. The Cot Burn is again a home for nature and a wildlife corridor 

across the Toll Park.  

Please enjoy this area and help keep it clean and litter free. 

Use your smart phone 

camera to focus on the 

QR code on the left to 

access more information 

on Burntisland Heritage 

Trust website. 


