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1. Introduction to the United Kingdom 
 
1.1 General background 
 
The United Kingdom (UK), in north west Europe, is made up of four ‘countries’, England, Wales and 
Scotland, comprising Great Britain, and Northern Ireland and some small islands. These countries 
have their own histories, cultures and languages. As an island, Great Britain is separated from its 
nearest European neighbours, France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany by the English Channel 
and the North Sea.  Only one part of the UK, Northern Ireland, shares a boundary and thence the 
possibility of trans-boundary river basins, with a non-UK country, the Republic of Eire.  However, 
under devolved government, Scotland has its own competent authority for the WFD, SEPA and 
although England and Wales share a competent authority, the Environment Agency, the 
administrative arrangements for government in the two countries are different.  Thus, there are trans-
boundary issues to be resolved over rivers such as the River Severn whose basin is in both England 
and Wales. This report, while presenting background information for the UK and making some 
references to all parts of the UK focuses upon  public participation and  river basin management in 
England and Wales. 
 
The UK’s total resident population according to the 2001 Census was 58.8 million.  Most of this 
population was located in England with 83.6% of UK’s population (49.1m), followed by Scotland 
with 8.6% (5.1m), Wales with 4.9% (2.9m) and Northern Ireland  2.9% (1.7m). The UK as a whole 
(244,082 sq km and 241 persons per sq km) is much smaller in area and more densely populated than 
France, (543,965 sq km, and 106 persons per sq km) and Germany, (357,686 sq km and 228 persons 
per sq km) but much larger and less populated than Belgium (30,520 sq km and 331 persons per sq 
km) and the Netherlands, (41,526 sq km and 372 persons per sq km).   However, the four entities that 
make up the UK are very different and England itself has a population a density of 343 people per 
square kilometre with much lower densities in the other three areas. 
 
As a former colonial power, the UK retains links through the Commonwealth with countries outside 
Europe, with African countries, India, Australia, Canada and others.  As an English speaking country, 
the UK has strong links with and, has at times, claimed a ‘special relationship’ with the USA.  The 
UK is a member of the European Union has yet to join the Common European currency which 
remains a contentious issue within the UK. 
 
1.2 Geography and hydrology 

 
The UK’s geographical features are varied but modest by general European standards. England has 
rolling hills and uplands, such as the Cheviot Hills on the Scottish border, the Cumbrian Mountains in 
the north west and the Pennines which form a spine along the centre in northern England.  There are 
also significant areas of low lying, productive agricultural land, dependent on land drainage and flood 
and coastal defence, chiefly in East Anglia, in the eastern part of England.  Scotland consists of the 
southern uplands, the central lowlands and the highlands which include the UK’s highest peak, Ben 
Nevis, a magnificent 1,344 metres in height.  Wales is also a country with low mountains, river 
valleys and reservoir lakes that supply water to English cities such as Manchester.  Northern Ireland 
contains uplands, plains and the UK’s largest lake.  

 
About 77% of the UK’s land area can be used for some form of agriculture.   The UK, particularly 
England, is highly urbanised; some 88% of the population lives in villages, towns and cities of at 
least 1,000 people (OPDM nd).   As with population densities, the average for the UK conceals major 
differences between the four entities (Figure 1).   In England, about 21% of all land is in some form 
of urban use.  However, 42% of the land area of England is covered by one or other of the various 
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environmental designations (National Parks, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, Sites of Special 
Interest, Green Belts).  Since some areas are covered by more than one designation, the total area of 
land covered by one or more designations is somewhat less. 

Figure 1 Land use 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
England and Wales have a temperate climate where the rainfall does not vary greatly from month to 
month.  However, rainfall is low in the east (604mm/year) as compared to the west (1312 mm/year).  
Although on the Falkenmark criterion (Falkenmark and Lundquist 1995), East Anglia is highly water 
stressed with a per capita availability of water similar to that of Somalia, this is a completely 
misleading comparison.  The ratio of Potential Evapo-Transpiration (PET) to Precipitation (P) across 
the whole country is such that irrigation is not required for crop production whereas the PET/P ratio 
of Somalia makes irrigation necessary if crops are to be grown.   Only supplementary irrigation is 
required in East Anglia and some other areas (Weatherhead et al 1994). 
 
Overall, England and Wales has 35,000 km of main river and many other smaller watercourses. The 
UK’s rivers are varied but modest in length, width and in the size of their catchments.  For example, 
the River Thames  extends for 340  km from its source to the sea, draining an area of about 13,600 sq 
km, the River Spey, in the highlands is,  at 160 km, the second longest in Scotland, the seventh 
longest in the UK, and drains an area of 1300 sq miles. The Clyde, in the most densely populated part 
of Scotland is also about 160 km in length, draining about 4,000 sq km.   So, in European terms, the 
rivers are small: the mean flow on the largest river in England, the Trent, is 93 cumecs.  Most of the 
UK’s rivers are low energy lowland rivers but in upland areas of England and in Scotland and Wales 
there are high energy rivers and streams which respond and flood quickly.  Riparian flooding is not a 
particular problem: only 10% of England is at risk of flooding (c 1.8 million homes, 1.4 million ha of 
agricultural land, 4-5 million people, c £222 billion capital value) and the greater proportion of that 
area is at risk of flooding from the sea rather than rivers. 
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1.3 Background to Water Bodies  
 
Historically, rivers in the UK have been an important focus of human settlement.  Almost all major 
cities and towns are located on watercourses apart from those on the coast.  Settlements grew up 
where there were bridging points, water resources, important in the early industrial revolution or 
transport possibilities. Currently, UK’s rivers fulfil a range of functions.  They are important 
resources for domestic supply for drinking water and other uses, for industry and commerce and 
increasingly for agriculture as supermarket’s demands for produce require irrigated crops 
(Weatherhead et al 1994). Another key function is to convey wastewater discharges from sewage 
treatment works and other sources that are not discharged directly into the sea.  
  
1.3.1 Water quality 
 
In the last 50 years, major efforts have gone into improving water quality of the UK’s rivers, 
particularly urban ones, highly polluted by industrial discharges, untreated or only partially treated 
effluent from sewage treatment works, overflows from sewers and contaminated urban and 
agricultural run-off.  For example, in 1950, the River Thames in London was so polluted as to be 
almost totally devoid of fish life. However, a reduction in industrial and commercial  activity along 
the river and improvements to sewage treatment works and other actions have resulted in the Thames 
being claimed as one of the cleanest Metropolitan Estuaries in the world supporting over a hundred 
fish species including atlantic salmon (Tunstall, 2000).  
 
The Environment Agency has recorded a substantial improvement in biological and chemical quality, 
two of the four water quality indicators used, in the decade from 1990 in England and Wales 
(Environment Agency 2002).  On ‘biological quality’, an indicator of the overall ‘health’ of rivers, 
94% of rivers were classed as of ‘good’ or ‘fair’ quality in 2000. The poorest quality rivers were 
found mainly in the major conurbations: Greater London and Manchester and industrial areas: West 
Yorkshire and the West Midlands.  For ‘chemical quality’, measured in terms of dissolved oxygen, 
BOD and ammonia, the percentage was 94% ‘good’ or ‘fair’ in 2001 with poor and bad quality rivers 
again mainly found in the West Midlands, Greater Manchester, West Yorkshire and also in the rural 
areas of East Anglia. Wales and the South West have low proportions of ‘poor’ and ‘bad’ rivers of 
both biological and chemical quality. In terms of nutrients, 55% of surveyed river lengths had high 
concentrations of phosphates (greater than 0.1mg/l), a proportion which has declined over the decade 
due mainly to the privatised water companies’ investment in phosphate removal schemes at sewage 
treatment works. Reductions in phosphate levels have been achieved in the Norfolk Broads, one of 
Britains most popular boating areas also providing valuable habitats, for which eutrophication has 
been an issue for many years.  As many as 32% of rivers, mainly those in the Midlands, East Anglia 
and the Thames region, which have some of the greatest areas under intense agricultural production 
had high concentrations of nitrates in 2000 (greater than 30mg/l).  This appears to be one indicator on 
which there has been some deterioration with an increase in nitrates in 11% of rivers between 1995 
and 2000 associated with an increase in the use of nitrate fertilisers in that period and exceptionally 
wet weather and high river flows in 2000.  Some action has been taken and is planned under the EC 
Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive and the EC Nitrates Directive to deal with problems of 
eutrophication and to reduce nitrate inputs but further action may be required under the EC Water 
Framework Directive to reduce nutrient pollution on a catchment wide basis. 
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Figure 2 Causes of poor river water quality in England and Wales 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Agency has also developed a new measure of the ‘aesthetic quality’ of rivers, the outcome of 
research (House and Herring 1995) into the factors that the public use to judge water and river bank 
quality: the appearance, the presence of litter and waste and smell.  In a trial survey employing the 
assessment methodology at 452 frequently visited river sites, about two third of the sites were 
assessed as ‘good’ or ‘fair’. 
 
Improvements in river water quality have brought significant benefits in terms of wildlife and 
habitats. A major conservation success, achieved in part through action by Water UK and the 
Wildlife Trusts Otters and Rivers Project and its recent successor Water for Wildlife Project, the 
Environment Agency and English Nature, has been the five fold increase in the areas occupied by 
otters in the twenty five years since the first national otter survey in England 1977-9. At that time 
otter populations were reduced to isolated parts of the UK due to widespread use of now banned toxic 
pesticides damage to wetland habitats and otter hunting The fourth survey showed otters, one of 400 
UK priority biodiversity species, present in all 12 regions and catchments of England (Environment 
Agency 2003). The otter remains vulnerable as a result of road deaths, unsuitable waterside 
development and water pollution and in need of protection.  Many other riverine species remain 
under threat and are the subject of Biodiversity Action Plans, for example, the water vole. Alien 
species, including the mink, are another problem. 
   
 
1.3.2 Abstractions and low flows issues 

 
The pattern of water abstraction is that of a post-agricultural, post-industrial economy, one that is 
based upon service industries.  
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Figure 3 Abstractions in 1997/98 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The largest shares of actual abstraction (Figure 3) are to support potable water supply, followed by 
water for power stations, and then, perhaps surprisingly, abstractions for commercial fish farms, 
sports fishery and other amenity ponds together with cress farms.  Irrigation takes a negligible 
fraction although irrigation is a somewhat more important use in East Anglia.  Irrigation demand is 
not predicted to expand significantly as a result of climate change (Weatherhead et al 1994).  As a 
proportion of total water usage, both those for both industrial and electricity production show major 
drops since 1971 (Rees et al 1993). 
 

Figure 4 Usage of potable water 
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Household usage constitutes more than half the total use of water usage, but after taking out direct 
abstraction by industry, hotels take by far the largest share of the remaining usage (Figure 4).  
 

Figure 5 Non-household usage of potable water 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The pattern of usage of potable water shows regional concentrations of uses but business services 
generally dominant.  The overall total demand also tends to increase from west to east whilst the 
water resource falls from west to east (Figure 5). 
 

Figure 6 Components of household usage  in England 
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Globally, England and Wales probably have the second best statistics on the components of domestic 
water usage after the Dutch data.  But this data is still quite problematic as a result of the standard 
difficulties of measuring water quantities.  So, the Anglian Water figures (Figure 6) show a per 
capita water usage of around 140 l/p/d and it is not clear that the higher figures in other water 
company areas (OFWAT 2003) reflect real differences in water usage or are simply the result of 
differences in the estimates and in measurement errors.  Trying to make any sense of apparent 
differences in water usage between different countries (Figure 7) is somewhat speculative (Green 
2003a). 

Figure 7 The components of domestic water use in different countries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Only supplementary irrigation is required, largely to ensure the quality of the crops and also to ensure 
the delivery dates for the crop are meet – supermarket contracts specifying the delivery period as well 
as heavy penalties for the farmer if quality is below that specified.  The result is the value of water for 
irrigation can equal or exceed that for potable uses (Weatherhead et al 1994) and that it pays some 
farmers to use water from the mains supply for supplementary irrigation (Rees et al 1993).   
 
Technically, it is only spray irrigation for which an abstraction licence is currently required; this 
simply reflects the absence of any flood irrigation.  Abstractions are either from groundwater or from 
unsupported rivers.  Increasingly, abstractions are only licensed for the winter so that farmers must 
construct on-farm reservoirs. 
 
The whole variety of options for supporting potable water abstraction are used; the proportion of 
quantity put into supply that comes from groundwater varying markedly from region to region.  But at 
33% for England and Wales as a whole, it is comparatively low.  London largely relies upon 
unsupported abstraction from rivers (Thames and Lee); other cities are supplied through supported 
abstraction, or directly from reservoirs.  Quite extensive use is also made of conjunctive use (e.g. the 
Enfield/Harringay scheme) and inter-basin transfers although these transfers are typically small in 
distance.  But, one major option to support the expected increase in water demand in the South-East 
is a Severn-Thames transfer (Environment Agency 2001) and British Waterways is investigating the 
option of using the Grand Union canal to transfer water from the North West to the East and South 
(British Waterways 2002). 
 
Water use has a direct impact on the environment and a balance has to be found between abstractions 
for domestic, commercial and industrial use, for increasingly used spray irrigation for agriculture, 
other water users such as recreational users and conserving and enhancing the water-related 
environment. In the early 1990s, the Environment Agency identified forty rivers that were most 
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adversely affected by over-abstraction and experienced low flows affecting their landscape, wildlife 
and recreational value (National Rivers Authority 1993).  Problems arose in some areas because 
abstraction licenses which allowed water to be taken with very little restriction had been granted in 
the past.  Following the recent reviews, all licenses will now become time limited (DETR 1999). 
Housing, commercial and industrial developments in the south east of England and in East Anglia, 
areas of relative water scarcity compared with the north of England and Wales are likely to put 
pressure on water resources and the environment there. The Environment Agency (2001) published a  
strategy ‘ Resources for the Future: A Water Resource Strategy for England and Wales’ and a first 
annual review of this strategy  in which it proposes to support a twin track approach of efficiency and 
demand management and resource development. The Agency’s National Water Demand Centre is 
expected to play a part in promoting the former.  126 Catchment Abstraction Management Strategies 
(CAMS) are planned to provide a framework for implementing the strategy at local level 
 
1.3.3 River modification, flooding, flood plain development and river restoration 
 
UK rivers had been modified over hundreds of years: realigned along field boundaries, or to feed 
water meadows or serve water mills from medieval times, and more recently rivers have been 
‘improved’ by widening, straightening or deepening for navigation purposes, agricultural land 
drainage and flood defence purposes, or straightened or moved to make room for roads or other major 
developments such as airports (Brookes, 1988).  Particularly from 1900 onwards, major dams were 
constructed for hydro-electric power and for water supply purposes.  Petts and Wood (1988) have 
suggested that as a result of all these activities, around 89% of UK’s rivers are regulated or modified 
to some extent.  Brookes (1988), examining  channelisation  through major capital works or 
improvement schemes of main rivers in England and Wales (1930-1980), found, not surprisingly, that 
the percentage of channelised rivers was highest in areas with large residential and industrial areas 
close to large rivers such as London (41% of rivers channelised and 34% in the Midlands/Severn-
Trent region) and in lowland agricultural areas such as East Anglia.  Rivers are an integral part of the 
potable water supply system and of the wastewater treatment system: given the small size of the 
rivers, it is not uncommon for the outflow of the wastewater treatment works to constitute 60% of the 
base flow of the river. 
 
After a long period in which drought and low flows in rivers were dominant concerns, in the last 
three years, flooding and the management of rivers and coasts has come to prominence as an issue for 
the UK Government due to serious widespread flooding affecting an estimated over 5,000 mainly 
residential properties in the midlands of England at Easter 1998 (Bye and Horner, 1998), flooding of 
over 1,000 properties in the northeast of England in June 2000, and following the wettest autumn 
since records began, flooding affecting an estimated 10,000 or more properties in a large number of 
different locations in England and Wales (Environment Agency 2001).  There have also been a 
number of flood events in Scotland, notably at Perth.  As well as reports into the flood events 
initiated by the Environment Agency (Bye and Horner 1998; Environment Agency 2001), there have 
been two Parliamentary Select Committee inquiries (House of Commons Agriculture Select 
Committee, 1998; House of Commons Environment Transport and Regional Affairs Committee, 
2000).  
 
There has been substantial development over the last 50 years within UK floodplains. For example, 
floodplain development since 1947 in the town of Maidenhead on the Thames (Parker, 1996) has 
resulted in the construction of the UK’s most expensive riverine flood alleviation scheme ever, the 
Jubilee River, an 11km flood relief channel.  Development in flood plains has increased flood risks 
by reducing flood storage capacity and by increasing run off. Changes in agricultural land 
management and practices have also contributed to increased run off.  The Environment Agency has 
documented increasing pressure to develop in flood plains in England (Environment Agency 2001). 
Central government policy favours housing development on ‘brownfield’ sites: previously developed 
land, many of which are on riverside. Urban regeneration policies and Government targets for 
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housing to meet demand from a growing number of households particularly in the south of England 
are factors in pressure to develop in flood plains. For example, a huge expansion of London to the 
east along the Thames estuary, the Thames Gateway, is planned for an area currently in part protected 
by tidal defences to the 1 in 1,000 year level. Clearer and stronger Government guidance to English 
local planning authorities has recently introduced (DETR, 2001) and the Environment Agency has 
signalled a change in its approach from flood defence to a broader, more strategic, catchment-wide 
flood risk management strategy (Environment Agency 2003). The Environment Agency is developing 
120 Catchment Flood Management Plans that will analyse flood risk management over whole 
catchments. 
 
Although Britain has come later to the  ‘river restoration’ and river rehabilitation than some  
European and other countries, for example Denmark,  there is now a well established focus and  
substantial activity supporting  such efforts on UK rivers in the River Restoration Centre  and its 
annual workshop meetings. Over the last fifteen years, there has been a reduction in damage to rivers 
through hard engineering and a revolution that has brought a reversal of some past damage to rivers 
(Holmes 1998).  Many projects, mainly small scale and on small rivers, have been undertaken to 
rehabilitate and restore channelised and otherwise degraded rivers in the UK. Some were undertaken 
as part of maintenance and flood defence schemes, some on the back of development or 
redevelopment projects by partnerships including the Environment Agency and other authorities but 
including often voluntary agencies.  The River Restoration Project completed and has monitored over 
a five year period, restoration schemes at two sites with funding from the EU Life Fund in 
collaboration with Danish colleagues.  These were designed to demonstrate state-of the art restoration 
techniques and to show how partnerships of organisations could work together to enhance riverine 
environments (Holmes, 1998). 
 
 1.3.4  Navigation, fishing, recreation 

 
Commercial inland water transport forms a trivial component of overall freight transport, especially 
when compared to Germany and the Netherlands.  Canals in particular are too narrow to capture the 
significant economies of scale that are possible in shipping movements, and the same is true of most 
non-tidal stretches of rivers.  The significance of the canal network and the navigable rivers is largely 
in terms of recreational boating.  In turn, there are then conflicts between different forms of boating 
(e.g. motorised craft, canoeing, rafting) and with other uses (e.g. angling) as well as with 
environmental considerations (Crease and Penning-Rowsell 1985).  It is these conflicts on the River 
Wye which one of the earliest examples of stakeholder involvement was intended to address (Wye 
Project 1992). 
 
The Environment Agency in England and Wales is responsible for some 875 km of river classified as 
‘navigations’, including the Thames, the Medway  and the Great Ouse  and  others are responsible for 
further navigable rivers, the Severn and the Wye.   The British Waterways Board is responsible for 
the canal system. 
 
Although there is some very minor commercial fishing, eel fisheries constituting the most valuable 
commercial inland fisheries, most fishing is for recreation.  Rivers throughout the UK support coarse 
fish populations and there are some rivers in England but more particularly in Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland which offer game fishing for trout or salmon.  There is an economic element to this 
game fishing since high prices are paid for the right to fish on famous and well stocked rivers, such as 
the Test in Hampshire and the Spey in Scotland and local tourism activities are built around game 
fishing in Scotland and Northern Ireland. Angling, particularly coarse angling on rivers and lakes, is 
one the UK’s most popular outdoor recreational activities with 9 % of the population of England and 
Wales aged over 12 participating in freshwater angling within a two year period (Simpson and Mawle 
2001). The National Federation of Anglers represents the interests of coarse anglers in numerous 
angling clubs and the Salmon and Trout Association, that of game fishermen in England. 
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However, the most common recreational uses of UK’s rivers are informal riverside ones, for walking, 
sitting and enjoying the landscape and wildlife.  Local authorities and others have recognised the 
potential of UK’s river corridors as recreation and amenity resources. River valleys are the focus of 
countryside management schemes such as the Medway River Project, Regional Parks such as the Lee 
Valley Park as well as local parks and open spaces.  The idea of urban greenways incorporating river 
corridors giving access to nature and for recreation has been adopted by many cities in the UK, for 
example, Derby, Leicester and Southampton (Gardiner et al, 1993). Many national, regional and local 
walking routes follow river valleys, for example, the national long distance route, Thames Path, the 
Severn Way, the Kent Millennium River Walk.  Walking is Britain’s most popular outdoor activity.  
The Ramblers Association, with 140,000 members protects the interests of walkers and has fought to 
obtain public access to uncultivated open land, much of which was conceded in the recent 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 and to maintain the large network of public rights of way 
paths, some of which follow rivers.  

 
In global terms, UK rivers carry trivial amounts of sediment.  Hence dredging sand and gravel from 
river beds is rare: sand and gravel extraction is centred on the pre-historic flood plains of the rivers 
(e.g. along the Thames).  The importance of rivers then lies in the conflicts concerning an aggregates 
policy for which there are essentially four options: 

1. Sand and gravel extraction from old flood plains in the South East near to the major foci of 
demand. 

2. Hard rock quarrying often in Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
3. Hard rock quarrying from coastal super quarries particularly in Scotland. 
4. Importation from Norway. 

 
UK policy tends to oscillate between the first three; being displaced from one to another by the 
immediate opposition that each shift in policy generates. 
 
1.4      Socio/Economic/Political Context  
 
1.4.1 Demography  
 
The UK is culturally diverse with a wide range in the incomes and wealth of its citizens.  River basins 
can, therefore, embrace communities and groups whose cultures, lifestyles and expectations are very 
varied. The UK has many and varied minority ethnic groups.  They comprise about 3 million people 
in England and Wales. Ethnic minorities are mainly concentrated in particular cities and localities 
within urban areas but they are also found scattered in inconspicuous small groups throughout the 
country.  With all minority ethnic groups, because of cultural differences and often language 
difficulties, and within some minority ethnic groups, particularly for the women, special approaches 
may be required to ensure that these minorities are involved in some way.   
 
About two million people are registered as disabled in England and Wales and many more may have 
disabilities that affect their day to day lives and thus, possibly, their ability to participate in certain 
ways in community programmes. Other groups known to be hard to involve are those who lack a 
permanent home: travellers and the homeless.  About 5 million people live in areas in England and 
Wales outside identifiable towns and villages.  Such remote and scattered populations can be difficult 
to consult. Recently, increased attention has been focused on the issue of how to involve some of 
these groups in community programmes, for example, children and young people (Adams and 
Ingham, 1998; Hart, 1997; Cabinet Office, 2000a), minority ethnic groups (Cabinet Office, 2000b; 
DETR, 1999).  
 
Given the diversity of local publics: there is not one ‘public’ but many in any catchment, involving 
the public in river basin management needs to be based on a good understanding of the make-up of 
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the communities within the catchment and then the programme to involve them needs to be tailored 
to their particular needs.  This diversity and the fact that there are some groups within communities 
that are known to be particularly difficult to get to participate means that the issue of the social 
inclusiveness of any actions to involve local people in river basin management is very important.   
The National Audit Office (1999) has highlighted the groups that can be harder to consult within 
local communities.   There are around 10 million people in England and Wales aged under 16.  These 
children and young people often prove difficult to involve and yet they are important users of outdoor 
open space and riversides and it is known that there needs for these environments may be different 
from those of adults (Tapsell et al., 2001).  Yet special efforts are not often made to ensure that they 
are involved. 
 
Population pressures differ very markedly across the country.  In the South-East of England, the 
population density exceeds 800 people per square kilometre, with a strong growth in population 
(Table 1).  Conversely, the problem in Scotland is a fall in population, particularly in the rural areas.  
So, significant growth is occurring in those areas of the country that are both already most heavily 
populated and where water is under the greatest pressure.  The predicted growth in households 
between 1991 and 2016 is 4.4 million (OPDM nd); the growth in households over the period of 1981-
1995 having been 15.7%, which is about the European average. 
 
The short term plans to accommodate growth in the South-East are for expansion to the east and 
north of London: 
   Thames Gateway – 120,000 homes by 2016 

Milton Keynes-South Midlands – 134,000 homes by 2016 
Cambridge – 26,000 homes by 2016 
Ashford – 31,000 homes by 2031 

 
The stress is also upon the reuse of brownfield land for development – target of 60% all new homes 
to be on brownfield sites over the next ten years (OPDM nd) - and to increase residential densities 
(now averaging 27 dwellings/ha), in both cases the intention is to reduce new land take.  But 
brownfield land is often located on flood plains and there are difficulties in simultaneously achieving 
both high development intensities and source control. 

Table 1 Population changes in South-East England 
 
Factor Net change 1997-2001 in number of households 
Natural growth in population 162,000
As a result in household structure 150,000
Migration within the UK Into South-East: 2.59 million 

Out of South-East: 2.52 million
International migration Into South-East: 1.38 million 

Out of South-East: 0.82 million
Net change in the number of 
households 

324,000

 
 
1.4.2 Economic Activities  
 
In the nineteenth century major manufacturing and heavy industries developed along waterways 
which served for industrial use, transport and waste disposal. There has been over the last forty years 
a decline in these industries, and in shipbuilding and docks in industrial cities such as Manchester, 
Liverpool, and along the Rivers such as the Clyde, Tyne and Wear and a shift to service industries 
often located in out of town centres or along motorway corridors rather than in old inner urban areas, 
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in the south-east rather than the north.  Urban watersides and rivers have, thus, become a major focus 
for urban regeneration efforts.  In these, industry and docks, have tended to be replaced by arts and 
leisure uses, residential and commercial development, industrial sites by business or retail parks 
(White et al, 1993; MacPherson, 1993; Falk, 1993).  For example, between 1974 until it was 
abolished in 1986, the Greater Manchester Council carried out a River Valleys project to develop and 
improve degraded and derelict river valleys for leisure use and wildlife close to built up areas. The 
Mersey Basin Campaign launched in 1986 involves a 25 year programme to improve the rivers and 
watercourses in this region affected by industrial decline.  The Campaign has initiated riverside 
redevelopment for recreational, residential, commercial and some industrial use.  This has provided 
the context for improvements in water quality, a key requirement for successful urban regeneration 
(Struthers, 1993; White et al, 1993).   
 

 
1.4.3 Cultural Background and Environmental Attitudes 
 
Environmental attitudes 
 
The four countries of the UK have different cultural identities and within them the cultural 
significance of river basins may vary. Macnaghten and Urry (1998) argue that there are two major 
dichotomies at the heart of English culture: town and country and the south and the north and that the 
tamed, English countryside, particularly that of the south, has come to occupy a significant role in 
English culture. Traditionally, the rural has been seen in a positive, idealised light and contrasted 
with the urban, particularly northern, industrial towns and cities.  Towns and cities have been and 
continue to be seen as problematic centres of industrial decay, poor housing and social disadvantage 
as the Urban Task Force (1999) has acknowledged.  This is beginning to change as, for example, the 
thirty year long population decline in some cities such as London, Leeds, Newcastle and Glasgow has 
begun to reverse.   The countryside, too, has come to be seen as troubled as a result of recent crises 
over BSE, Foot and Mouth Disease, the controversy over GM crops, declining farming incomes and 
rural facilities. ‘Country people’ feel themselves to be misunderstood and disregarded by politicians 
and the urban majority as the recent Countryside March demonstrations indicate. But conversely this 
may be interpreted as resistance to the loss of disproportionate political influence that the agricultural 
community has had over the last fifty years.  For example, what was the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Food has now become part of the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.  
Agriculture is no longer synomous with food production and the rural socio-economic system.  In part 
this loss is a reflection of the series of food/agricultural crises (salmonella in eggs, BSE, etc) also the 
recognition as a result of the foot and mouth crisis that agriculture contributes a negligible proportion 
of GDP and that the economic importance of rural areas is in terms of environment and leisure rather 
food production.  Substantial proportions of English respondents, urban and rural residents alike 
stated that they were very worried about a number of environmental issues affecting the countryside 
such as livestock methods and BSE, loss of wildlife, plants and trees and losing greenbelt land, in 
Defra’s 2001 survey of public attitudes.  Farmers and agriculture no longer have the same status and 
political power that they had in the decades after World War II when self sufficiency in food 
production was a major national goal.  
 
The salience of environmental issues, generally, as measured by surveys has fluctuated over recent 
years in England and Wales and is clearly, in part, dependent upon the ways in which questions are 
asked. For example, in the Government’s large national Survey of Public Attitudes to Quality of Life 
and the Environment (Defra, 2002), the percentage spontaneously mentioning the environment and 
pollution as one of the most important issues the Government should be dealing with has varied from 
8% in 1986, 30% in 1989, 22% in 1993, 15% in 1996/7 (all England and Wales) and 25% in 2001 
(England only).  However, the environment/pollution, nonetheless, has been among the top five 
issues in all but the first year.  The proportions expressing concern about the environment has 
remained fairly stable over the 1993, 1996/7 and 2001 surveys with around a third ‘very concerned’ 



 

 17

and more than half ‘fairly concerned’.  These surveys show that in terms of personal behaviour to 
protect the environment over the 1990s to 2001, there has been growth in some of the 26 action areas 
surveyed but decline in others. MORI UK in their surveys have found  that ‘green consumerism’ and 
‘green activism’  rose rapidly from 1988 to 1990  and then dropped and levelled out to the mid 1990s 
(Upsall and Worcester, 1995).  UK government statistics show the UK to be a poor performer on 
such actions as recycling as compared with other European countries. 
 
 Asked in the Defra survey in 2001 (England only) (Defra 2002), to rate the importance of fifteen 
specific quality of life ‘headline indicator’ issues, higher proportions considered socio-economic 
issues: health, education, crime, unemployment/jobs, poverty and social inequalities to be very 
important compared with environmental issues.  Air quality, the highest rated environmental issue 
was considered very important by 73%; for river water quality, the next most highly rated 
environmental issue, the percentage was 59%.  Out of a list of 20 global and local environmental 
issues, river pollution, the only issue relating to rivers included, has remained something that over 
half to two thirds were ‘very worried’ about in all the survey years.   
 
Trust and agency 
 
What survey research has also shown is that the British public feels confused about environmental 
issues (Worcester 1994, 1995).  For example, a MORI survey in 1995 found that 45% of respondents 
agreed with the statement’ I really don’t understand environmental issues’ (Worcester 1995).  
Attitudes are also characterised by a lack of trust in information from government and industry 
scientific sources. Only 38% of the public responded that they had a great deal or a fair amount of 
trust in what scientists working for the government say about environmental issues, compared with 
48% who expressed some trust in industry scientists and 82%  in scientists working for 
environmental organisations (Worcester 1995). Eurobarometer surveys also document that few regard 
political parties, public authorities or industry to be reliable information sources on the state of the 
environment while a substantial proportion (62% in 1995) do trust environmental protection 
associations. 
 
Macnaghten and Urry (1998), Burgess and others have pointed out the limitations of survey opinion 
research as a means of understanding the complex, detailed and contextualised views of members of 
the public about the environment. FHRC research on river water quality issues has illustrated the 
diverse ways in which people think about rivers and the varied frames of reference across time and 
space that they use in judging river water quality (Tunstall et al, 1997).  
 
Burgess et al, (1995), comparing public understanding of, and response to global environmental 
issues across comparable populations in the UK and the Netherlands, using quantitative and 
qualitative methods found that people’s receptiveness to knowledge provided by scientists or public 
bodies was affected by their sense of agency: their sense that they had power or freedom to act upon 
or use the knowledge.  The greater awareness and understanding of environmental issues found in the 
Netherlands as compared with Britain appeared to be associated with a greater sense of agency in the 
Netherlands compared with Britain.  Macnaghten et al’s (1995) study of public perceptions and 
sustainability in Lancashire also found a lack of trust in environmental information from business and 
government sources that could not easily be verified with their own senses, lack of faith in the 
willingness of those in business or government to take action and widespread feelings of personal 
powerlessness in relation to environmental matters except very local ones.  Macnaghten and Urry 
(1998:246) confirmed, in another study, that ambivalent public attitudes towards personal action on 
environmental matters related to ‘a pervasive lack of personal agency and a marked lack of trust in 
institutions responsible for managing environmental change’. 
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Attitudes to rivers  
  
Generally in the UK, it can be argued, river basins have not given an identity to localities and their 
inhabitants, although there are exceptions, for example, the Welsh Valleys, Tyneside and Clydeside.  
As commonly and traditionally, rivers have acted as boundaries to localities and administrative 
districts: they have sometimes served to divide rather than to unite. This is exemplified at the very 
local level, by an association of homeowners divided by the canalised River Brent from a contrasting 
local authority housing estate in the London Borough of Brent who were so keen to maintain their 
separation that they petitioned the local authority for the removal of the footbridge across the river 
connecting them with the housing estate (Eden and Tunstall 2001) 
 
Rivers and river corridors, rather than river basins, are, it can be argued, an important part of national 
and local landscapes, cultures and identities.  Studies have shown that local residents use, value and 
take pride in their local rivers for recreation, amenity and for their wildlife (Tunstall et al, 1994; 
Tunstall et al,1997;Tunstall et al, 2000). However, there is also evidence of contrasting attitudes 
towards urban and rural rivers and of adults and children regarding rivers, particularly urban ones, as 
polluted because of the visual state of the water and the presence of litter in the water (House and 
Herring, 1995; Tapsell et al, 2001).  For example, residents and visitors along the tidal river Thames 
in London were found in 1997 to be largely unaware of the major improvement over recent decades 
in the water and environmental quality of the river and in the fish life and habitats there.  Most 
regarded the Thames as polluted and neglected but also as an important iconic feature of their city 
and country (Tunstall, 2000).  Where urban rivers have been culverted and appear highly polluted and 
devoid of wildlife, local people may be hardly aware of them as anything more than drains or ‘canals’ 
(Tapsell 1995; Eden and Tunstall 2001).  
 
Research has shown that local residents and visitors are concerned about the problems affecting local 
rivers, be it pollution or low flows and willing to pay for improvements. .  Local publics have been 
found to be supportive of schemes to rehabilitate or restore channelised and otherwise modified rivers 
to a more natural condition (Tapsell 1995; Tunstall et al, 2000). 
 
The level of awareness of floodplain residents of the risks they face is not particularly high. The 
Environment Agency has mounted four national public campaigns in the autumn in advance of the 
main ‘flooding season’ to raise public awareness and to encourage the public to take actions to 
prepare for flooding.  For the many thousands of residents who have experienced flooding in the 
flood events since Easter 1998, their rivers are associated with long lasting health effects, anxiety and 
stress  (Tapsell et al, 1999; Tapsell and Tunstall 2000). 
 
Since 1999, the Environment Agency, an organisation that no longer has the key word ‘river’ within 
its title, has sought with some success to make itself and its functions in flood defence and flood 
warning better known to the public through its public awareness campaigns. It has monitored the 
impact of its campaigns through market research surveys. As well as lack of trust, lack of awareness 
on the part of the public about who is responsible for what within river basins could thus be a barrier 
to engaging the public in decision-making. 
 
Is there evidence that the marked general lack of trust in institutions and lack of a sense of agency, 
which would appear to create a major barrier to public participation in environmental decision 
making, are key issues for river basin management in particular in the UK? In qualitative and 
quantitative research in the 1990s, the public in England and Wales indicted a very striking lack of 
confidence that the privatised water companies would invest money in improving river water quality 
and a feeling among the local people that there was little that they could do to achieve cleaner rivers 
(Tunstall et al, 1997).  However, confidence in the authorities’ technical judgement and expertise in 
designing and implementing flood defence schemes was evident in the surveys carried out with flood 
plain residents between 1988 and 1993. At the time of these surveys, there was less confidence 
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among local residents in the environmental sensitivity of the flood defence authority’s work (Tunstall 
et al, 1994). Local publics, however, believed that those involved in designing later local river 
restoration schemes knew what to do.  Recent qualitative research, however, with those affected by 
flooding in Easter 1998 and also in the North East in autumn 2000 showed that confidence and trust 
in all the authorities involved in flood defence, flood warning and emergency response was easily lost 
through perceived failures in a major flood event (Tapsell et al 1999; Tapsell and Tunstall 2000; 
2001). 
 
Environmental non-governmental organisations 
 
Evidence of public concern for the environment and nature conservation is provided by the number of 
well supported environmental NGOs that exist in England and Wales. The first of these NGOs were 
established during the latter stages of the nineteenth century because of perceived concerns about the 
negative impacts of industrialisation and urban growth (Lowe and Goyder, 1983).  This concern 
focused initially upon landscape: for example, the National Trust for Places of Historic Interest and 
Natural Beauty, the largest such organisation with over 3 million members in England and Wales was 
founded in 1895. The National Trust does not have a significant role in water management – unless 
anyone was foolish enough to seek to afforest one of our valued landscapes.  It has, however, 
supported river and water meadow restoration projects on its land.  
 
Later came the Council for the Preservation (now Protection) of Rural England (CPRE founded 
1926) which operates through its local branches. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, 
arguably the most important environmental NGO, with over a million members, larger than all of the 
political parties put together, and with a strong interest in wetlands, was founded in 1889.  Other 
groups include: the World Wildlife Fund UK (WWF UK), the Wildlife Trusts based in each English 
County with a growing membership, urban wildlife groups and Friends of the Earth and its local 
groups.  All these NGOs are potential stakeholders in river basin management.  There are, in 
addition, countryside management projects such as the Medway River Project and numerous local 
amenity associations with an interest in their local river.    
 
One consequence of this early development of environmental NGOs is that the WWF is not a major 
player, its ecological niche being filled partly by the RSPB and also by English Nature, the 
governmental body responsible for nature conservation.  For example, Barbara Young moved 
successively from being chief executive of the RSPB, to English Nature and then became chief 
executive of the Environment Agency.   
 
1.4.4 Legal and Institutional background 
 
Political culture and practice are mirror images of each other.  The essence of the constitutional and 
institutional structure of England and Wales was that the country converted from an absolute 
monarchy to an absolute Parliament.  The continuing and dominant belief not only amongst 
politicians but also amongst political commentators is in leadership; governments exist to determine 
what is best and then to do it.  So, change is classically labelled as ‘reform’.   That which would 
impede reform is then an obstacle to progress where the political differences have lain in the nature 
of the required reform.  Equally, leadership tends to be regarded as an elite class, as well as being 
produced by upbringing and education.  Power is also regarded as a zero-sum game. 
 
Importantly, this culture is not restricted to politicians but also extends to the media: the 1997 
government was criticised as being ‘government by focus group’ and changes in policy by 
government are interpreted as weakness.   Full public involvement will take us beyond government 
by focus group and result in both less leadership and more frequent reversals in policy.   
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‘Strong’ government has benefits to both journalists and political commentators and also to those 
who seek to influence policy.  For each, there is a small, well-defined political elite who welcome the 
attentions of the media and through contact with whom in turn, the media gain a sense of real 
importance.   In turn, those political commentators and journalists lack enthusiasm for the messier 
political negotiation and compromise: the condemnial governments that are regularly installed in 
France, and the coalitions that are common in many countries are regarded with real horror.  
Similarly, Proportional Representation, even when favoured by some politicians, is generally seen by 
the political journalists as meaning that nothing would ever get done.   
 
From the early twentieth century, Parliament became essentially unicameral with the powers of the 
House of Lords being progressively abolished.  The hereditary principle of the House of Lords having 
recently been abolished, the debate as to how to replace it has been driven by the assumption that 
there should be no legitimate rival to the House of Commons: the German Senate would be seen as an 
example of precisely what not to do. 
 
There is no written constitution, and the courts have historically been subservient to the authority of 
Parliament.  In the shift from monarchy to parliamentary government, the doctrine of Crown 
Immunity has been carried over in law: government cannot be sued in the courts unless parliament 
has deemed that it can be.   The courts have in turn been reluctant to challenge government or 
interpret Acts too narrowly (i.e. to rely on the letter of the law rather the presumed intent of the law).  
In turn, historically, parliament could pass retro-active legislation; so, when in the 1950s, the courts 
held that a company was entitled compensation from the government for the destruction of its 
property in wartime, Parliament passed an Act to say that the government was not. 
 
So, historically, the United Kingdom was a centralised state which became much more centralised 
over the period from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid 1990’s.   It did so largely under the 
pressure of reformers.  For example, the historian Geoffrey Best wrote of local government in Britain 
in the Victorian period: “ they spread responsibility instead of concentrating it, multiplied local 
authorities instead of concentrating them, and allowed these authorities a large measure of liberty to 
develop at what pace and in what manner they would.  The result of forty years of this sloppy 
practice was ……” (Best 1971).  In the nineteenth century, the reformers were the sanitarians and 
their reason for seeking concentration was so that it became easier to make local governments follow 
those policies which the reformers considered to be wise.  The result was a reduction from around 
11,000 parish councils, roughly equivalent to 35,000 communes in France, to the current 409 district, 
county or unitary authorities.  This reduction in the number of local governments was paralleled by a 
reduction in the powers of local government and a greater reliance of local government on funds from 
central government.  In the 1870s, grants to local government from central government were about 
one million pounds; by 1905, these had risen to £12 million a year.  The total expenditure of local 
government rose from £29 million to £76 million, whilst the loans taken out by local government, 
largely from central government, rise to £300 million (Briggs 1968). 
 
This change was possible because unlike most countries, there is no written constitution and although 
it is usual to refer to the ‘unwritten constitution’, since it is unwritten there is no consensus as to what 
it actually is. So, unlike France and Germany the position of local governments is not protected and 
in turn, successive governments have ‘reformed’ the structure and nature of local government at short 
intervals.  Again, unlike many other countries, local governments have no constitutionally guaranteed 
sources of revenue.  In turn, central government have used central government control over local 
government funding to ensure that local governments do as they are told.  In the late 1980s, this was 
extended to removing taxes on local businesses to central government control and bringing the 
amount that local governments were able to charge on domestic properties under the control of 
central government. 
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This centralising tendency was most pronounced in the 1980s when the Thatcher government 
abolished the Metropolitan Councils including city government for London.  The role of local 
government increasingly became one of delivering those services required by central government out 
of funding ring-fenced for those purposes.  The succeeding Major government sought to emphasise 
the role of the public as customers of government provided services rather than as citizens.  As a 
customer, they were entitled to a good service whereas a citizen may be argued to have an entitlement 
to involvement in decisions. 
 

Figure 8 Institutional model for England 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Blair government from 1997 introduced a wide range of constitutional reform; much of which 
was greeted with horror.  For example, the recent abolition of the post of Lord Chancellor who 
combined the roles of cabinet minister, head of the judiciary and for the appointments of judges, and 
the leader of the House of Lords was greeted not in terms of an overdue separation of powers but as 
the loss of a post with a history of 1,000 years, albeit 700 years of which were set in times of an 
absolute monarchy.  Powers have been devolved to a Welsh Assembly and a Scottish Parliament.  In 
some ways, the most radical change has been the incorporation of the European Human Rights Act 
into UK law which has meant that UK judges apply it directly in their decisions.  Previously, it was 
necessary to appeal to Strasbourg to argue that UK law did not embody the guaranteed rights of the 
Act.  Now, a judge in the UK can hold that a decision can be struck down because it is inconsistent 
with the guaranteed rights. 
 
It does seem that the Blair government has a real political commitment to public involvement in 
decision making; the paper (DETR 2000) outlining good practice under the Aarhus convention is 
introduced by the words: “It is also a moral duty. Public authorities work for the public.” 
 
Figure 8 illustrates the main institutions currently involved in water and sewerage services, and the 
riverine environment.  The institutions have evolved over recent decades.  The water and wastewater 
industry was privatised in 1989.  This was undertaken for a number of reasons (Green 2001), and the 
existing structure of a mixture of some water only and some water plus wastewater bodies were 
simply converted to Public Limited Companies.  Since that time, there has a combination of 
consolidation and external takeover so that, officially, there are nine water plus wastewater 
companies, one customer mutual, plus fifteen water only companies.  There seem in addition to be 
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one or two community owned and undocumented ‘village’ water companies.  In turn, this was the 
outcome of a process of consolidation: in 1915, there were 2,160 water undertakings, which were 
reduced by 1963 to: 100 water boards and 29 privately owned statutory water companies.  In turn, the 
Water Act 1973 created ten water authorities which took over from the water boards and also from 
the local authorities the responsibility for sewerage (OFWAT 2002). 
 
At the time of privatisation, two new regulatory bodies were created: 
• the National Rivers Authority (the NRA), centred on environmental regulation; and 
• the Office of Water Services (OFWAT), responsible for price and quality regulation. 
 
An existing component of the then Department of the Environment, the Drinking Water Inspectorate, 
continued to have responsibility for monitoring drinking water quality. 
 
The NRA was something of a conglomeration of functions.  In addition to environmental regulation, 
it also had duties with regard to ensuring the adequacy of water resources and to promote fisheries. 
For navigable rivers, the NRA took over the responsibility for maintaining and managing the 
navigation function.  For all main rivers, the NRA became responsibility for flood risk management 
and in some areas of the coast, it became responsible for defences both against flooding and coastal 
erosion.   As will be discussed later, the bulk of the NRA’s resources were with respect to its flood 
and coastal defence responsibilities. 
 
The government appointed a former cabinet minister to be the first chairman of the NRA.  For a 
number of reasons, the NRA fell into an organisation structure that was very strongly regional. Any 
environmental regulation involves a conflict between economic development and employment and 
environmental conservation.  The NRA adopted as its slogan ‘Guardian of the water environment’, 
appearing thereby to emphasise the environment over its duty to ensure the adequacy of water 
resources. In the telling phrase, the chairman came to be regarded by the government has having 
‘gone native’: having listened to the voices of the environmental lobby.   
 
This is probably one reason why the NRA was abolished and replaced by the Environment Agency, 
established under a new chairman appointed by the government.  To the original NRA were added 
two main additional areas of responsibility: for air pollution and solid waste disposal.  The former 
had been a branch of central government but the latter had previously been a responsibility of local 
government.  The purpose of this conjunction was to achieve multi-media pollution control and hence 
there was a shift away from a water management agency. 
 
The document setting out the options for structuring the new body made it clear that the objective 
was to cut costs rather than improve service delivery.  Like the NRA, a major problem for the 
Environment Agency has been how to organise itself.  
 
OFWAT has a responsibility both to protect the interest of the customers and the financial viability of 
the companies.  The companies prepare 5 year business plans identifying the investment they need to 
meet the environmental and other service obligations, notably those under the different European 
Directives.  OFWAT must finally set price limits for each five year period based upon (a) Ministerial 
advice as to the government’s priorities and (b) OFWAT’s assessments of the monies needed by the 
companies to achieve those targets. 
 
However, flood and coastal defence is organised and funded in a quite different way (Appendix 11).  
In turn, the responsibility to manage the risk of flooding depends upon whether that flooding is the 
result of land drainage problems, inadequacies of the sewer system, problems with a minor 
watercourse or with a main river. 
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The starting point for implementing the Water Framework Directive has to be an institutional 
framework identifying who has the necessary powers and funds either to implement the Directive or 
inhibit its implementation.  Table 2 is a partial institutional framework which has not been 
researched in detail.  There are second order players; for example, both Envirowise and the National 
Demand Management Centre have important roles in demand management, and also in source 
control.  The regional Development Agencies take a broad perspective on the investment to achieve 
socio-economic regeneration and hence are also players in catchment management. 
 
With regard to legislation, the Environment Agency has published a ten page list of the EU 
legislation, UK Statutes and UK Statutory Instruments that affect one or another aspect of its 
functioning.   
 

Table 2 An institutional framework of IWRM for England and Wales 
 
Action Who has the power? Who has the money? 
Abstractions Surface – EA 

 
Groundwater - EA 

OFWAT/industrial abstractor 
 
OFWAT/industrial abstractor 

Afforestation Defra/Forestry 
Agency/Commission 

Defra/Forestry 
Agency/Commission 

Agricultural non-point source 
control 

Defra – nitrates, pesticides CAP 

Agricultural point source control EA Defra/farmer 
Biodiversity EA/EN EA/EN/RSPB 
Changes to river banks EA Land owner 
Dam construction Minister under relevant Act Developer 
Discharges Surface – EA 

 
Groundwater - EA 

OFWAT/industrial discharger 
 
OFWAT/industrial discharger 

Fisheries EA EA 
Flood management Local 

 
Sewers 
 
Non-main rivers 
 
Main rivers – Environment 
Agency/IDB 

Land owner 
 
OFWAT 
 
Defra 
 
Defra 

Irrigation EA for designated uses Farmer 
Land use control Urban – local authority 

 
Rural – no control 

Developer/building owner 

Navigation Varies: British Waterways Board 
or Environment Agency 

BWB or Environment Agency 

Non-point urban e.g. polluted industrial sites - EA EA 
Planting on banks and adjacent to 
river 

Land owner Land owner 

Pollution from minewater or 
groundwater 

EA EA 

Recreation Countryside Agency, local 
authority 

Countryside Agency, local 
authority, EU funds 
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Reservoir management Dam owner under Act by which 
dam was authorised; dam safety – 
currently Defra, to become EA 

Dam owner 

Rights of way Navigation authority, local 
authority 

Navigation authority, local 
authority 

Soil erosion Agricultural – Defra 
 
Construction – building regulation 

Defra/farmer 
 
Contractor 

Urban source control/surface 
water runoff 

Local authority planning controls 
 
Highway Authority 
 
Sewerage company 

Developer 
 
 
Highway Authority 
 
OFWAT 

Wastewater collection Sewerage companies 
 

OFWAT 
 

Wastewater treatment Sewerage companies 
Individual discharger 

OFWAT 
Individual discharger 

Water supply treatment and 
distribution 

Water companies OFWAT 

Water use efficiency Local authority as building 
regulatory authority 
 
BSI as standard setter 
 
Building occupier as user 
 

Developer 
 
 
Manufacturer 
 
Individual user/ Tax relief – Inland 
Revenue 

Weirs, etc EA Developer 
 
The planning system in England and Wales is the process of being changed (ODPM 2003); but it will 
remain a plan-led system.  Currently, central government provides a strategic planning framework, 
including regional planning guidance.  The County Councils are required to produce Structure Plans, 
which provide a strategic framework and policies and the District Councils to develop Local Plans, 
which include detailed local policies and land allocations.  Where there is a unitary authority rather 
than a County Council and District Councils, the Unitary Authority is required to develop a Unitary 
Development Plan which covers both the strategic and the local policies and plans.  In addition, the 
National Parks Authorities are required to develop a plan for each National Park.   
 
Any significant proposal for development must then obtain planning consent from the District 
Council or the Unitary Authority as appropriate and the proposal must be consistent with the policies 
and land allocation within the development plans and regional planning guidance.  If planning 
consent is refused, the developer has a right of appeal to the Secretary of State in which case a 
planning inquiry will be held.  The Secretary of State may also call in planning applications in 
specified categories. 
 
Under the proposed new system, central government will provide much less guidance, structure plans 
at county level will be abolished and regional planning will be greatly enhanced. The proposed new 
regional authorities will provide the strategic guidance in the form of a statutory Regional Spatial 
Strategy.  The plans then prepared by the District Councils (Local Development Frameworks) are 
intended to be more strategic and less detailed, and to have an enhanced degree of public involvement 
(ODPM 2003). 
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Traditionally, water management has been seen as subservient to land management rather than a 
constraint upon land management.  This partly follows from the original responsibility for local 
authorities both for planning and for the provision of water and wastewater services.  This 
subservience still broadly the case; for example, in planning for the anticipated growth in the number 
of households, a number of areas have been designated, notably Cambridgeshire, the Thames 
Gateway and Ashford in Kent, as areas for development.  The water-demand supply balance is very 
tight particularly in the latter two cases (Environment Agency 2001), and much of the area covered 
by the Thames Gateway lies on flood plains.   
 
There appears to be some logic in this balance of influence between land and water management, 
although there is not sufficient information to be certain.  What we ideally need is information on the 
marginal costs of development in different locations: for example, on the cost of developing on flat 
land relative to the cost of development on slopes of different angles.  Data has been given on the 
average costs of development (Appendix Figures 18 and 19) which indicates that the costs of 
providing water and wastewater services to new development are low compared to the other costs.  
But the cost estimates for water and wastewater services given in these two figures look low; for 
example, the Modern Equivalent Asset value of water and wastewater system translates into around 
£7,000 per dwelling.  Equally, as a rule of thumb, the cost of providing structural flood protection is 
in the range of £4,000 to £8,000 per dwelling (the costs of flood proofing are significantly higher).  
Even so, other costs appear to be more significant. 
 
In addition, water and wastewater issues are not absolute constraints in that they can be resolved 
through spending money.  Land availability on the other hand is an absolute constraint and, as already 
discussed, a significant proportion of land is covered by statutory protection e.g. Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty, Sites of Special Scientific Interest, Green Belt etc.  Once those areas are 
taken out of the equation then there can be very few choices as to where to develop. 
 
This dominance of land management over water management, and the responsibility of local 
authorities for land planning have had two consequences: 
1. The Environment Agency and its predecessors have had to avoid taking any action which might 

suggest that they were interfering in the local authorities’ responsibility.  Therefore, ‘LEAP’ is an 
abbreviation for Local Environment Agency Plan rather for Local Environment Action Plan since 
the latter term might suggest that the plan was in any way comparable to the statutory Local Plans 
prepared by the District Councils. 

2. The drive for both integrated water-land planning and for public involvement has generally had to 
come from the planning authorities rather than from the Environment Agency or its predecessors. 

 
In implementing the WFD, there is no suggestion that the RBMP will be a statutory plan; this will 
work providing that the objective can be satisfied by simply spending money.  If changes in the use of 
urban land are required then these will have to be achieved firstly through being embodied in the 
statutory Regional Spatial Strategy and then translated into the Local Development Frameworks by 
the District Councils accepting the vision embodied in the RBMP. 
 
Equally, there is scope both conflicts both between plans and institutions, notably in the case of the 
National Parks.  For example, a consortium is drawing up a plan for the Wye Valley National Park.  
This area of major landscape and environmental value is in large part tied to the catchment of the 
River Wye.  The Wye has experienced major conflicts between different users, notably anglers and 
boaters (Crease and Penning-Rowsell 1985). 
 
Integrated water-land planning has largely been driven by local authorities seeking socio-economic 
regeneration.  Some twenty years ago, associations of local authorities promoted river corridor 
improvements in the Greater Manchester area, and prepared local plans (e.g. Greater Manchester 
Council 1986) to promote those improvements.  Improvements in the environmental quality of the 
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river corridor were quite explicitly promoted ahead of improvements in the water quality of the rivers 
as a means of bringing pressure for water quality improvements.  Comparatively cheap improvements 
were used as levers to create public pressure for the substantial investments necessary if water quality 
was to be improved.  Once large numbers of people were visiting river corridors then it was 
considered it would easier to get the investment required to remove visible pollution.  This original 
initiative became the Mersey Basin Campaign. 
 
This is not however integrated water-land planning: water is being seen as a potential amenity which 
can attract inward investment.  At the local level, examples of this strategy are seen in Salford Docks, 
the Bridgewater Basin, Cardiff Docks and on the Tees.  At the neighbourhood level, the strategy 
developed for the Wandle (GLC 1985) follows the same approach. 
 
Although there are significant development pressures in the South-East, on average, the stock of 
buildings are quite old (Appendix Figures 20 and 21).  On the non-residential side, only for 
warehouses  has the majority of the stock been constructed in the last 50 years.  For dwellings, the 
current annual rate of construction (Figure 22) is down to 1% of the stock, with the annual rate at 
which part of the existing stock is replaced now being 0.1%.  These rates fell with the shift out of 
housing provision by local government by the Thatcher government. 
 
If this position stays the same, then we will have to deliver the WFD very largely through the existing 
stock of buildings which will involve retro-fitting.  However, a 0.1% rate of replacement of dwellings 
is not sustainable over the long term; equally, any shift in preferences towards new dwellings could 
have significant implications for catchment management. 
  
1.4.5 History of RBMP 
 
The statutory institutional arrangements for water management differ in the different parts of the UK. 
In England and Wales, the principle of ‘catchment’ based authorities was established as early as 1930 
in the Land Drainage Act 1930 which has provided the basis for modern flood defence legislation. In 
this act, a new kind of authority, the 46 ‘catchment boards’, with responsibility for a whole river 
catchment, replaced the fragmented arrangements that had existed hitherto. They were supported 
financially by the local authorities in the area and grant aided by central government, a system that 
has survived to the present day.  There have since been frequent changes in the names and the main 
bodies engaged in river basin management related activities but the structure has been substantially 
maintained.  In England and Wales, in the 1948 River Boards Act, the pre-war catchment boards were 
superseded by 32 river boards plus Thames Conservancy and Lea Conservancies and responsibility 
for fisheries and pollution control were transferred to them. These, in turn, were replaced by 29 River 
Authorities with additional water resource management responsibilities but with similar boundaries 
to the organisations they replaced under the 1963 Water Resources Act (Parker and Sewell, 1988).  
There has been a tendency over the period for activity to be concentrated in fewer larger bodies and 
thus for power to shift from a more local level to the regional level reflecting the increasing reliance 
over time upon scientific and technical expertise rather than local knowledge in water management.  
This was exemplified in the major reorganisation in the Water Act 1973, in which ten multifunctional 
broadly river basin-based Regional Water Authorities, independent of the local authorities, were 
created from the 27 River authorities, 1393 sewerage and 157 statutory supply undertakings. This 
reorganisation brought together both supply and waste water disposal for the first time but as a result 
of the legislation the utility and regulatory functions were in the hands of one organisation. The new 
authorities had responsibility for all aspects of water management and planning: land drainage and 
flood defence, water supply, pollution control water and sewerage services and recreation, thus 
making integrated river basin management possible (Parker and Penning-Rowsell, 1986).  A further 
major reorganisation, with the primary aim of privatising the water industry, took place in the Water 
Act 1989.  This created the ten large privatised water/wastewater service companies and the National 
Rivers Authority (NRA) as the regulatory body for the aquatic environment  This was the first time 
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that a national body, in a position to co-ordinate and seek a consistent national approach to water 
management across the regions had existed.  Finally, the 1995 Environment Act transferred the 
NRA’s powers to the Environment Agency, a non-departmental government body given 
responsibility for pollution regulation in general, not just for the water environment.  
 
Unlike most European countries, there is no fundamental differentiation in England and Wales 
between different classes of river.  In particular, there is no differentiation in state and non-state 
rivers.  What we do have is a number of functional distinctions that have developed in a largely ad 
hoc way.   If a river was made a navigation through an Act then the navigation authority is whatever 
body was made that authority in the Act or has inherited that authority thereafter.  In general, this is 
the Environment Agency.  For example, the Wye is a very important river both for environmental and 
recreational reasons which resulted in conflicts (Crease and Penning-Rowsell 1985).  Therefore, the 
NRA (the predecessor of the EA) promoted an Act which would make it the Navigation Authority of 
the river; this Act was disputed by a group who claimed to be valid inheritors of the company who 
had that authority under earlier Acts (dating back to C17th) that made the Wye a navigation.   For 
canals, the rights and duties of the canal owner were passed to the British Waterways Board when the 
canals were nationalised in the 1940s. 
 
For flood management purposes only, rivers are divided into ‘main’ and ‘non-main’ rivers with the 
former being the responsibility of the Environment Agency and the latter of the local authority.  A 
river can be ‘mained’ through an administrative order; and the original definition of a ‘main’ river 
was that it was a river shown as such on the map held at the responsible Ministry (originally MAFF, 
now Defra).  In all other respects, the responsible authority is the EA. 
 
In Scotland, the arrangements have been and remain different. The Water (Scotland) Act has replaced 
some 200 small water undertakers with 13 independent regional  catchment-based Water Boards   
Under the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1974 these boards were replaced and their 
responsibilities given to  two separate sets of organisations: nine Regional and three Island Councils 
which were part of the local government structure established in  the Act were responsible for water 
planning and management as well as land use planning; seven  Purifications Boards were responsible 
solely for pollution  control.  This ensured that there was a separation between the sewage treatment 
and pollution control functions but also represented a shift away from an integrated catchment-based 
approach (Parker and Penning-Rowsell, 1986). 
 
Despite the long history of river or catchment-based organisations with water management 
responsibilities in England and Wales, the planning and management of water environments on a 
catchment- wide basis has developed only relatively recently.  Although the Environment Agency and 
it predecessors have had multi-functional responsibilities, there have been a large number of other 
statutory bodies with an interest to be included. In particular, the separation of  responsibility for 
land-use planning and development control and planning for the water environment, the 
subordination of water environment planning to the local planning authorities’ development plans 
and differences between catchment boundaries and  planning authority areas have also inhibited the 
development of integrated river basin management and planning. Furthermore, the National Rivers 
Authority, and its successor have continued to be organised on strongly functional lines and this has 
militated against an integrated catchment-based approach.  The regional nature of the organisations 
with main responsibility for the water environment has also meant that innovative approaches 
towards integrated catchment planning and management in the 1980s, for example, in the Thames 
Region, have not readily been taken up elsewhere (Gardiner and Cole 1992). 
 
All these changes and the large number of organisations involved have been confusing for the general 
public and have meant that local residents have sometimes been found to have lost track of the name 
of the current organisations with responsibility for river basin management functions. For example, it 
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is not uncommon for the media to refer to the ‘Water Boards’ when discussing water supply although 
these were abolished 2 organisationally reorganisations ago. 
 
Wye Valley 
 
The catchment has an area of 4171 km2 and has been something of a case study in the problems of 
institutional boundaries.  Under a succession of Acts, the Wye was designated as a navigation but 
those companies failed and few works (e.g. locks) were undertaken.  In turn, the steep nature of the 
upper catchment has meant it is an important river for canoeing.  It is also a very important salmon 
river.  In both landscape and environmental terms, it is an important river with the lower half being 
designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in 1971; a Joint Advisory Committee being 
created in 1980.  This left a characteristic conflict between the upper and lower catchments without 
any formal mechanism whereby to resolve this conflict.  The canoeists want a natural rivers, boaters 
want a controlled channel with locks, anglers do not want any interference with the movement of fish 
nor any boating movements that may cause damage to their tackle. 
 
Prior to privatisation, the Welsh Water Authority (WWA) was responsible for all water management 
functions in the catchment.  In 1985, the WWA commissioned Edmund Penning-Rowsell to prepare a 
report on the conflicts on the river (Crease and Penning-Rowsell 1985).  The WWA then convened a 
conference of interested parties (Welsh Water Authority/Wye Valley Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty 1987); the outcome was a stakeholder group who produced a report in 1992 (Wye Project 
1992).  This lead to the establishment of the Wye Project in 1990.  In turn, this resulted in the setting 
up of the Wye Management Advisory Group, made of the public bodies involved, and the Wye 
Forum, consisting of representatives of all river users.  A member of the Board of Welsh Water 
would seem to have been the driving force behind these developments.  By this time, the regulatory 
functions of the WWA had been taken over, on privatisation, by the National Rivers Authority.  One 
of the problems in managing the conflict was the uncertainty as to whether legally the Wye is a 
navigation and, if so, what was the extent of the area covered by the navigation.  If the Wye was a 
navigation, then the further problem was the most recent private company which was created as a 
navigation under a private Act at the beginning of the nineteenth century had long since gone 
bankrupt.  The National Rivers Authority therefore applied for an order to be formally designated as 
the navigation authority.  This would give powers both to regulate traffic on the river and to 
undertake necessary works.  During the hearings, the Environment Agency replaced the National 
Rivers Authority (Environment Agency 1997). 
 
A small group of individuals claimed to have taken over the rights of the defunct company and to be 
the legal navigation authority on the river.  They claimed that their intention was to restore the river 
to a navigable river i.e. to canalise it.  In this claim, they were supported by one of the local 
authorities.  The Public Inquiry into the application of the National Rivers Authority to be designated 
as the Navigation Authority was bitter, and characterised by less than diplomatic language.  The 
Agency was finally designated as the Navigation Authority in 2002.  However, the Catchment 
Management Plans (National Rivers Authority 1994) and later the LEAP (Environment Agency nd) 
prepared by, respectively, the National Rivers Authority and the Environment Agency do not show 
much sign of engagement with the stakeholders, with the plan for the AONB being apparently 
developed quite independently (Wye Valley AONB 1992, 2003).  Whether the future will yield an 
integrated approach is an open question. 
 
Mersey Basin Initiative 
 
This covers the area centred upon Manchester and once the core of the Lancashire cotton and coal 
industries.  So, the rivers have had a long history of modification for navigation – the Manchester 
Ship Canal taking away the old course of the lower Mersey - and use for water power.  Equally, with 
the decline of the cotton industry, large areas of land became derelict, some with heavy degrees of 
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contamination from, amongst other activities, coal gas production.   In turn, the rivers were heavily 
polluted. 
 
In the 1980s, the local authorities came together to develop plans for each of the rivers in the area 
(e.g. the Irwell, Goyt, Eltherow).   Local plans (statutory) were developed for each river, with a 
strong emphasis on developing each river corridor as a green corridor with country parks in urban 
fringes (e.g. Greater Manchester Council 1986).  In the urban centres (e.g. the Irwell in Manchester), 
the rivers were to be used as growth attractors for new development (e.g. Salford docks, Bridgewater 
docks).  A quite explicit strategy was adopted of bringing visitors to the rivers even though the rivers 
themselves continued to be heavily polluted.  The rationale was that the visitors would then generate 
pressure for investment to improve the quality of the rivers. 
 
The institutional structure changed with the changes in local government organisation and in the 
water and sewerage industry. 
 
Parrett Catchment Project 
 
The Parrett is a comparatively small catchment (1690 km2) but one that covers half the area of the 
County of Somerset, predominantly rural, and mainly consisting of an area of wetland that was 
drained centuries ago.  It supports diary farming which is in an economically depressed condition.  
There is a conflict between the desires of the farmers for the pattern of water level management over 
the year and those who wish higher water levels to be maintained during part of the year to support 
the bird population. 
 
What became the Parrett Catchment Project began through the Levels and Moorlands Partnership, the 
organisation of some 166 local parish councils supported through Somerset County Council.   The 
Parrett Catchment Project itself was founded in 2000.  A leading promoter of the Project is the 
chairman of Somerset County Council as well as of the Regional Land Drainage Committee.  In turn, 
he has been able to promote the project at Ministerial level. The Project has been successful in 
attracting money to support the project (e.g. through the LIFE funded WISE project – Wise Use of 
Floodplains nd) and also in engaging with the Environment Agency so that the flood risk 
management plan was developed through engagement of the stakeholders (Environment Agency 
2002).  The problem is to resolve the conflicting needs of the farmers and providing that monies can 
be found from either the flood management budget or through the CAP. 
 

Table 3  Comparison of experience on the Mersey, Parrett and Wye catchments 

 
 Mersey Basin Parrett Catchment 

Project 
Wye 

Reason for creation Socio-economic 
regeneration 

Water level management 
and conflict of interest 
between farmers and 
ecologists 

Recreational conflict, 
particularly between 
anglers and boaters 

Catchment Network of rivers 
feeding into the Mersey 
estuary in an old and 
declining industrial area, 
significant problems of 
contaminated brownfield 
land adjacent to rivers.  
Large catchment, many 
of the rivers are heavily 

Rural area of drainage 
wetlands; covering part 
of a comparatively small 
catchment.  Whole water 
regime is artificial: 
argument is as to what 
artificial water regime 
should be adopted. 

Predominantly rural 
catchment with multiple 
important environmental 
assets; one of the most 
important salmon rivers 
in the country and 
significant as a tourism 
and leisure centre.  River 
was a navigation at one 
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modified for navigation 
or other reasons. 

point but the old locks 
and weirs are now 
derelict. 

Drivers Local authorities: 
primarily the district 
councils 

Local authority: 
primarily Somerset 
County Council. 
Originated in the Levels 
and Moors Partnership 
(LAMPs) 

Welsh Water 
(predecessor to the 
National Rivers 
Authority and the 
Environment Agency) 

Started c 1980 c 2000 c 1985 
Success It has survived under a 

succession of different 
names and in different 
forms for over 20 years.  
It was awarded the first 
catchment planning 
prize.  It has been very 
successful in attracting 
funds to undertake 
works.  

It has been successful in 
attracting study money 
(e.g. EU Life funding); it 
has produced a co-
ordinate plan with the 
Environment Agency.  
But as yet there are no 
significant changes on 
the ground. 

It has failed to resolve 
the conflict between 
uses; the Environment 
Agency had finally to 
seek a formal designation 
as the Navigation 
Authority in order to 
control uses of the river.  

 
1.4.6 Implementing the water framework directive 
 
From the beginning, the Environment Agency has been designated as the competent authority for all 
the river basins in England and Wales which in turn are to be organised into 11 river basin districts 
(Defra 2002).   One clear implication of this assumption is that catchment management can be 
achieved simply through money; that there is really no essential need to integrate land and water 
planning.  In practice, it has been argued (Schueler 1995) that firstly an effective plan is a widely 
shared vision by the stakeholders and hence that it is the process that is important (Green 2003b).  
Secondly, that the Environment Agency will be unable to deliver the achievement of the River Basin 
Management Plans without the engagement of the stakeholders (Green 2003b). 
 
In the assumption that catchment management can be delivered simply through money rather than 
engagement, it is important to note that the Environment Agency has very little money of its own and 
most of that is tied to its flood and coastal defence functions (Figure 9).  The investments required to 
achieve good ecological quality will have to come via the water and wastewater industries (Figure 
10); in turn, the required increases in the charges for water and sewerage will have to be approved by 
OFWAT.  So, in the preparations for the next price and quality round, both the companies (e.g. 
Welsh Water 2003), and the Environment Agency together with English Nature (Environment 
Agency/English Nature 2003), are asking for significant price increases.  This is to assume that 
investment will be a cheaper means of delivering the required improvements than land and building 
management.  It is also to assume that the consumer is prepared to pay the required costs.  OFWAT 
then becomes a key player in delivering the WFD. 
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Figure 9 Environment Agency income and expenditure 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10 Investment and expenditure by the sewerage companies 
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Figure 11 River Basin Districts in England and Wales 
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2. Public Participation 

 
2.1 History and institutional background 
 
2.1.1 The political culture of the UK: impediments to public participation 

 
The problem of governance is to reconcile the desire for a coherent set of national policies, 
consistently applied, that deliver economies of scale whilst simultaneously tailoring the delivery of 
those services to local conditions and promoting local democratic accountability: holism versus 
subsidiarity. The overall structure of government represents the attempts to achieve both sets of 
goals.  The political institutions and culture in the UK have not been conducive to the development of 
public participation.  Compared to other countries, what is apparent in the UK is: 

 
• With no written constitution, the nature and scope of local government is decided by 

central government rather than being constitutionally determined. Thus, the Thatcher 
Government could and did abolish the Metropolitan Borough Councils and the Greater 
London Council in 1986. 

 
• The simplicity of the structure comprising central government and about 400 local 

authorities: county councils, district councils and unitary authorities.  There has been until 
recently no statutory regional authorities.  However, devolution of certain powers to a 
Welsh Assembly and to a Scottish Parliament and their Executives and the creation of a 
Greater London Assembly and the establishment of  other regional assemblies, has 
changed this and introduced growing differences in practices between England, Scotland 
and Wales.  Political difficulties in Northern Ireland mean that powers have reverted from 
a Northern Ireland Parliament and Executive to Westminster. 

 
If the structure of the UK system is compared to that of France or Germany, for example, it is 
noticeably simple and unlike both countries, no powers or revenues are constitutionally reserved to 
local government. Compared to the USA where special purpose districts to manage different aspects 
of water, each democratically elected and with tax raising powers proliferate, the UK system is 
extremely simple. 
 
This simplicity has attractions to many parties.  For example, some environmental NGOs have argued 
for a more centralised system rather than greater devolution. Having one central government 
department or agency for some services makes lobbying easier and increases the NGO’s potential 
influence over the Agency (House of Commons Agriculture Committee 1998). 
 
Britain, too, is proud of its representative democracy and of its claim to have invented modern 
democracy (and thus the assumption that whatever is done in Britain defines democracy) and thence 
there is a reluctance to change among politicians as recent half hearted attempts at reform of the 
second chamber, the House of Lords, illustrate. Furthermore, elected representatives at national and 
local levels, councillors and members of parliament claim legitimacy and can and do see public 
participation as in conflict with, and a rival to, their role of representing the public that elected them.  
 
The centralised state is in part a reflection of a desire for strong government: weak post-war 
governments in France and changing coalitions in Italy were viewed with horror by British politicians 
and the two main political parties have supported the first past the post electoral system rather than 
any form of proportional representation on the grounds that it produced strong, stable governments. 
In the long Thatcher era of ‘conviction politics’, ministers asserted that they had been elected to 
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govern and it was consequently up to them to decide what to do and to make it happen. Thus, the 
public’s views were irrelevant once they had voted a government into power. 
 
A further element in British political culture that has not favoured the development of public 
participation is the culture of secrecy among central and local government politicians and officials.  
This is exemplified by the long standing reluctance until recently of those responsible for flood 
defence to make public information on areas at risk from flooding.  This has changed radically in 
recent years, as the Environment Agency has recognised the need to promote public awareness and 
self help among those at risk, with the publication on the internet of indicative flood plain maps.  A 
general move towards more open government has been signalled by the passage of a Freedom of 
Information Act, albeit in a rather limited form.  The privatisation of the water supply and waste 
water services, however, has meant that commercial sensitivity has reduced the amount of 
information made available to the public from these sources.  
 
Another block to the development of public involvement in decision making was the drive in the 
1980s and 1990s to privatise and to treat people in all contexts as ‘customers’. Thus all bodies from 
hospitals to the customs service, including the Environment Agency produced ‘customer charters’.  
This has been presented as a means of making services more responsive to the public’s wishes. But 
the role relationships between a customer and a supplier are very different from those between a 
citizen or voter and a public service.  By redefining the citizen simply as a customer, the government 
denied the citizen as having any legitimate concern in the decision making process of the body in 
question. Within river basins, the privatisation of the water industry converted the public from clients 
of a public service to actual ‘customers’ of profit making companies. 
 
Water engineers have a culture of public service which leads them to the approach of seeking to 
determine what the public needs and then to determine the best means of satisfying that need.   In this 
model, there is no need for public involvement at all.  Water engineers have shifted to engaging with 
the public both earlier and to greater extent than other public service engineers (e.g. transport and 
power engineers).  It is tempting to conclude that this was because water engineers have either lost 
public inquiries or have had painful experiences at public inquiries.  Conversely, public inquiries for 
other forms of infrastructure have been formalities – although those inquiries may have taken several 
years in some cases, have been exhaustive and expensive, the no project has ever been turned down. 
 
For example, a public inquiry in the proposed Carsington reservoir required the engineers to go away 
and prepare a fresh submission (DOE 1978).  The public inquiry into a proposed reservoir at Broad 
Oak was similarly fraught.   Similarly, the first public inquiry into proposed flood defences at 
Whitstable rejected the proposed scheme, so too was a proposed scheme at Bideford.  The post-war 
expansion of agricultural land drainage, and the draining of wetlands, was slowed by a series of 
public inquiries (e.g. Amberley wild brooks) and finally stopped when it was accepted by the 
Ministry that in undertaking economic analyses of such projects, it is necessary to use shadow prices 
that reflect the unsubsidised value of agricultural production (x 1993).  Even where projects were 
approved as a result of a public inquiry, the costs of such an inquiry and resources taken up in giving 
evidence to the inquiry were substantial. 

 
One consequence is that it became relatively common for the engineering brief for proposed works to 
specify that a public inquiry should be avoided.  In turn, this meant that the statutory authorities (e.g. 
English Nature, English Heritage, the Countryside Commission) and major environmental NGOs 
(e.g. the RSPB) had to be engaged and a scheme developed that would not lead to an objection by 
those bodies.  It is, however, convention that it will be almost impossible to build a new water supply 
reservoir in England and Wales because of the difficulties of finding a site where there will not be 
such objections.  In turn, this has resulted in a shift to the adoption of other strategies, notably 
increased abstractions of groundwater and from unsupported rivers. 
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2.1.2 Public participation in areas other than river based management 
 
Despite the many factors in UK political institutions and culture that have served to discourage public 
involvement in decision-making, interest in public participation, which first came to prominence over 
thirty years ago (Skeffington 1969, Pateman 1970) of  various kinds has developed over the past 
thirty years in certain areas of  social policy and administration. The pattern has been for central 
government to establish the policy framework and guidance for public participation and for local 
authorities and others at regional or more particularly local level to put these into practice.   Key, and 
perhaps most relevant to river basin management, are the space and environment-related areas of 
urban regeneration, neighbourhood renewal and housing, land use planning and of local agenda 21. 
 
Interest and innovation in public participation appears to have emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, then 
after a period of quiescence, to have grown again in the 1990s. The Rio Declaration on Environment 
in 1992 and the requirement on local authorities to develop Local Agenda 21 plans appear to have 
given the topic a new impetus in the early 1990s.  The new Labour Government, in power since 1997, 
has, while sharing many of the centralising tendencies of its predecessors, with its interests in the 
issue of social exclusion and urban policy, supported moves to devolve power and renewed initiatives 
to encourage public participation in certain policy areas including health and social policy. Although 
in health, the policy to abolish the Community Health Councils, well established as representing local 
community interests in the health services, and the efforts to ‘modernise’ local government with 
mayors and council cabinets appear to be a moves in the opposite direction and thus there are 
tensions and inconsistencies in government policy.  In Scotland, under devolution, there has been 
active encouragement to public participation with the establishment of a Minister for Communities. 
 
In the UK, the development of policy and practice for involving the public in policy and management 
was developed earlier and to a much more advanced stage in policy areas other than water 
management.  There is a very large body of relevant UK experience and guidance on which river 
basin managers can draw. 
 
Within central government, the post 1997 burgeoning of interest in public participation is reflected in 
a Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR)  research report on ‘Enhancing  
Public Participation in Local Government’, a detailed survey of English Councils’ practices and the 
guidance document that followed it (DETR,1998). Research indicates that local councils seemed to 
be moving away from more traditional methods such as consultation documents, opinion polls and 
public meetings towards more recently developed methods such as panels, citizens juries and 
interactive websites.   
 
The Audit Commission, the independent body established by central government to promote the best 
use of public money in local government and the National Health Service has also taken a major 
interest in public consultation as potentially ‘a powerful tool for improving the quality and cost 
effectiveness of services, and for ensuring that policymakers stay in touch with citizens’ (Audit 
Commission, 1999: 5).  Local government organisations have also been active in examining ways in 
which local Councils can involve the public in their activities (for example: LGMB1994, 1995;LGIU 
1998).  
 
A recent concern is with developing performance indicators for community participation because it is 
recognised that it is important to measure and evaluate participation.  The Audit Commission held a 
seminar on this topic in December 2001.  There are now a substantial number of texts which 
contribute to the discussion of the issue of measuring and evaluating community involvement and 
empowerment (for example, COGS, 2000; Burns and Taylor, 2000; Groundwork et al, 2000; Barr and 
Hashagen, 2000; Chanan, 1999). 
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Urban regeneration, neighbourhood renewal and housing 
 
A key issue in UK social policy over many years, has been the need to regenerate many of the UK’s 
towns and cities affected by industrial and, until recently, population decline, dilapidation of housing 
and infrastructure, social divisions and crime and vandalism and particular deprived neighbourhoods 
within them.  The need to involve local people in urban regeneration and neighbourhood renewal 
initiatives is well recognised in public policy, and in funding arrangements. For example, by 1997, 
community involvement had become a firm part of the structure of approved outputs and budgets for 
Single Regeneration Budget regeneration projects. From the 1990s onwards, a substantial literature of 
guidance documents on policies and practice for involving the public in these policy areas with many 
examples of good practice has been produced (MacFarlane, 1993a; 1993b; Wilcox, 1994; Burns and 
Taylor (2000); Beresford and Croft, 1993; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1999; Duncan and Thomas, 
2000).  The Government has issued its own guidance ‘Involving Communities in Urban and Rural 
Regeneration: a Guide for Practitioners’ (DETR, 1997).   However, while there are good case studies 
examining, for example,  public involvement in urban regeneration, what is more difficult to find is 
an systematic overview of the overall level and methods of  involvement in urban regeneration and an 
evaluation of their outcomes. 
 
Urban regeneration issues have been the focus of recent policy review, the Urban Task Force’s 1999 
‘Towards an Urban Renaissance’.  Central government’s recent policy document, the Urban White 
paper, ‘Our Towns and Cities: The Future (DETR 2000) set out government’s vision for community 
strategies, neighbourhood renewal and urban regeneration policy. A major feature of this significant 
policy statement was that public or community involvement was assumed to be of central importance 
to ‘urban renaissance’. The paper argues for involvement as people’s right, as a means of overcoming 
feelings of alienation and exclusion, as a means to empower and strengthen communities, to 
maximise the effectiveness of services in meeting local needs and in the use of resources, to ensure 
that strategies are coordinated and to support sustainable change. 
 
The National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal (Social Exclusion Unit 2001) which addresses the 
issue of developing, delivering and managing a strategy for improving deprived neighbourhoods such 
as run-down peripheral housing estates, also stresses the importance of community involvement 
through Local Strategic Partnerships of voluntary, public sector and private community stakeholders 
which are a requirement. Central government funding for this neighbourhood renewal is, thus, 
dependent on, and available for, community participation. This initiative has produced a flood of 
literature from central government as well as from other sources on how to achieve this involvement 
(for example, Social Exclusion Unit, 2000, 2001; DETR, 2001; Taylor, 2000). Another central 
government initiative requires local authorities to develop ‘Community Strategies’ for the wider 
community in pursuit of their new duty to promote the well-being of their areas.  This initiative has 
also occasioned further writing and guidance on involving local people (Chanan et al, 2000). 
 
The management and renewal of housing owned by local authorities and housing associations: social 
housing, is another policy area in which public involvement of various kinds has been a feature for 
many years. A Department of the Environment policy document on housing issued in 1977(DOE 
1977a) had favoured the implementation of tenant participation and in the same year a handbook for 
local authorities on how to set up and run schemes to involve tenants was published (DOE 1977b). 
The participation of tenants in the management of their housing became a statutory requirement 
under the provisions of the 1980 Housing Act.  This required all local authorities to set up 
arrangements for those tenants who would be ‘substantially affected’ by a management matter, to 
enable them both to be informed  about proposals and to make their views known to the council.  No 
decisions could be taken without such representations being considered. The Act did not specify the 
form that participation should take.  Many councils had established arrangements for tenant 
participation prior to this time and indeed interest in tenant participation was particularly strong in 
the early 1970s. Pressure from central government, concerned at the imbalance of power between 
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local authority landlords and tenants, as well as demand from tenants and eagerness on the part of 
local authorities to show willing, ensured that public participation in housing management continued 
to grow from the 1980s onwards. 
 
Arrangements for tenant participation are very varied.  Some schemes involve a consultative 
committee on which tenants representatives, selected or elected usually by a tenants association and 
councillors sit, others involve direct tenant representation on a housing committee or sub-committee 
or estate committee where housing management is decentralised.  Many tenant participation schemes 
provide tenants with only advisory powers.  However, in some cases they are given full voting 
powers on area or sub-committees. The extent of powers available to participating tenants and the 
nature of the issues which they are allowed to handle vary from scheme to scheme. In some, tenants 
are precluded from discussing financial issues such as rents whilst in others they are able to discuss 
these matters. Since 1975, local authorities have been able to devolve housing management decision-
making and budgets to Tenant Management Organisations.  These are legally constituted bodies, 
intended to implement the highest level of devolution and tenant participation, in which a tenants’ 
board takes over responsibility from the council for directing and monitoring day-to day management. 
These are an extreme and rare form of tenant participation since only about 2% of the English council 
housing stock is managed in this way but they are an example of the highest level of public 
participation (Tunstall, 2001). 
 
There are a number of studies which consider the effects of participation, or the lack of it, in housing 
and neighbourhood management on outcomes (for example, Power and Tunstall, 1995;  Stewart and 
Taylor, 1995; Tunstall, 2001). 
 
Local Agenda 21 
 
Local governments were required to draw up Local Agenda 21 (LA 21) strategies as an outcome of 
the Rio Earth Summit 1992.  Participation is central to LA21, and it can be argued that it elevated 
participation to a new status in local government as not just an optional extra in local policy making. 
It also explicitly stated the need to ensure that minority groups, women and children were involved. 
During the early 1990s, new approaches to participation emerged, many of them developed in the 
context of LA21 participation processes but some drawn from North America and Europe.  The early 
experience in promoting participation in the context of Local Agenda 21 has been summarised by 
Young (1996).   A number of guidance texts with, in some cases, case study examples were produced 
in the 1990s to support local authorities’ LA21 activities including a Department of the Environment 
document (DOE, 1995) and others from a variety of sources (LGMB, 1994 1995; Wilcox, 1994; 
Church, 1995;Whittaker, 1995). 
 
One of the methods used by local authorities was to set up green or environment forums with the aim 
of drawing together stakeholders, promoting discussion and generate interest in environmental 
matters (Wood, 1994; 1995). Some local authorities established forums for special groups: for young 
people for example, or forums to look at specific issues.  The form these took, the way they worked 
and related to the formal structure of the council and the activities they engaged in were very varied.  
The kind of functions they fulfilled were to react to the authority’s draft proposals on environment 
issues, to  discuss and/or draft  chapters of  LA21 document for the authority, or to identify and 
investigate local environmental and other issues.  Among other methods that were developed or used 
by local authorities in relation to environmental issues were ‘Planning for Real (Neighbourhood 
Initiatives Foundation, nd); Visioning  and Round Tables (Whittaker, 1995), Community Profiling 
(Percy-Smith et al 1994) and Citizens’ Juries (Stewart et al 1994).  The environmental forums and 
other organisations have in some local authorities been transformed to function as Local Strategic 
Partnerships and to develop community strategies.   
 
 



 

 38

Land use planning  
 

Land use planning in the UK is mainly a local authority responsibility.  Central government provides 
the policy framework and issues central government and regional planning guidance to which the 
local planning authorities must adhere in their plans and planning decisions. Under the Town and 
Country Planning Act of 1968, consolidated in 1971, planners were obliged to enable members of the 
public to take part in the planning process.  Planning authorities were required in respect of 
development plans to inform those expected to want to make recommendations and to allow them a 
six week period in which to do so.  The 1968 Act did not set out any single method by which public 
participation might be implemented,  and the Skeffington Committee was set up to consider this.  Its 
report ‘People and Planning’ (1969), stressed the importance of providing information about plans to 
local people, suggested ways of publicising plans through exhibitions, films and the establishment of 
community forums.  
 

The idea of encouraging greater public participation in land use planning, it has been argued, was 
fuelled by pressure from within the planning profession to enhance their role and standing and from 
groups outside the profession wanting to open up possibilities to question professionals’ and 
politicians’ decision making (Richardson 1983).  Although during the 1970s interest in public 
participation in planning diminished, a tradition of ‘public consultation’ at least was established 
within the planning profession and in planning legislation.  Under current planning law and guidance 
(Town and Country Planning Act 1990 as amended by the Planning and Compensation Act 1991; 
Planning Policy Guidance 1 and 12), there are opportunities for local stakeholders and members of 
the public to be consulted and to make their views known on plans and planning applications.  In 
England and Wales, planning authorities are obliged by law to publicise their development plans and 
planning proposals to those likely to be affected and to particular organisations. Organisations and 
members of the public have opportunities to volunteer their views, and to comment and raise 
objections to the two draft versions of development plans in statutory six week consultation periods 
under the current system.  Development plans are normally, thereafter, the subject of a Public Inquiry 
of some kind before an Inspector of the Planning Inspectorate, a central government agency, to which 
individuals and organisations can present their objections to the plan, its policies and proposed land 
allocation. The Planning system in England and Wales has been reviewed and a bill to change the 
system has been put before Parliament.  It is expected that the changes will become law in 2004.  
Under the proposed system there would be enhanced opportunities for public participation in the new 
form of local plans to be called Local Development Frameworks. 
 
Planning applications that are refused, can on appeal,  be subject to a Public Inquiry and central 
government can call for a Public Inquiry for significant planning decisions.  For major planning 
issues, such as the Fifth Terminal at London’s Heathrow Airport, these Inquiries will be very lengthy 
and formal affairs with all the parties represented by planning lawyers, intimidating, time consuming 
and expensive for individual members of the public and small NGO’s to participate in. Although the 
recommendations of the Inspector on plans and planning application appeals are normally accepted 
by the local authority, they can be overruled by central government and they do not have to be 
followed by the local authority. Clearly these formal mechanisms for plans and planning applications 
involve information and consultation but the planning process may also involve informal group 
meetings between planners and key stakeholders where there is real interaction between the parties 
and scope for influencing decisions. 
 
In addition, it is normal practice within local planning to engage in public information and 
consultation exercises on developments affecting local environments proposed by the council itself 
such as improvements to local parks.  Developers too may promote their developments to the public.  
These activities usually involve a two-way process of information  but may in some cases be 
extended to include workshops, discussion meetings and other mechanisms where public participants 
can make a real contribution to decision making.  However, there is no obligation on planning 
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officers and, more particularly, elected councillors to respond to the public’s views in their planning 
decisions.  
 
The land use planning system in England and Wales in currently under review, mainly with a view to 
making the system faster and more ‘user friendly’.  However, this does not necessarily mean that the 
opportunities and methods of public participation in planning will be enhanced although the intention 
is to increase public involvement in the local plan process. Overall, the aim is to simplify the process 
which may in fact restrict the opportunities that stakeholders have to intervene.  Indeed, envious of 
the ease with which countries such as France can make decisions on major developments, an initial 
Green Paper proposal, an example of Governments centralising tendency, was to give Parliament the 
power to make decisions in principle on major projects such as the Fifth Heathrow Airport terminal, 
leaving the Planning Inquiry to consider only the detail of the development. This proposal was 
withdrawn in the face of concerted objections from NGOs, local authorities and the planning 
profession.     

 
 

2.2  Purposes of participation in river basin management and planning 
 
The Environment Agency has only relatively recently come to focus on the issue of how best to 
involve the public in the planning and management of the water environment although some reviews 
of public participation, for example in LEAPs have been undertaken earlier (Downs, 1997).  
Recently, however, the Agency has undertaken a substantial body of R&D to evaluate methods for 
public participation (Petts and Leach, 2000;  Clark et al, 2001; Delbridge et al, 2002; Twigger-Ross, 
2003) and stakeholder engagement (Bradford 2000). Some of these studies provide valuable insights 
into the experiences and views of Agency staff regarding the perceived benefits and costs of 
involving the public and on methods of involvement. 
 
The Agency has also recognised the benefits of ‘partnership’ working and has officers dedicated to 
fostering relationships with partner organisations.  Agency staff now participate in a wide range of 
groups and committees at regional and sub-regional level and in this way are building up contacts 
with stakeholders relevant to the implementation of the WFD.  Agency staff have participated in 
Local Strategic Partnerships (LSP) and the development of community strategies thus building up 
trust and awareness of the Agency’s interests at the local level.  These external involvements are also 
broadening the Agency’s experience of different methods of engaging with the public as some local 
authorities have more experience and skills in employing participatory methods than the Agency.  
The Agency has undertaken research to establish the best way of participating in this way at local 
level and, in particular, into how to maximise the benefits of taking part in LSP activities 
(Environment Agency, 2002; Environment Agency 2003) 
 
There are a number of specific ways in which some form of public consultation or participation on 
river basin management issues has taken place in the UK in the past.  Much of the consultation in the 
past has been at the project or local level but there has more recently been a focus on participation in 
planning at the catchment level.  
 

• There are formal mechanisms for public consultation in the form of advisory committees 
and advisory groups representing local interests. 

• Flood alleviation projects 
• Projects dealing with other issues such as low flows on rivers and abstraction issues. 
• River rehabilitation and restoration projects 
• Catchment Management Planning (CMP) and their replacement 
• Local Environment Agency Plan (LEAP) 
• Catchment Abstraction Management Strategy (CAMS) 
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2.2.1 Regional Committees and Area Environment Groups  
 
The Environment Agency has worked with a structure of advisory committees over the last seven 
years. Currently, there are three statutory committees operating in each of the seven Agency regions 
and Wales, that the Agency is required by law to consult on aspects of its work.  These committees, 
therefore, operate at a scale close to that of the River Basin District. However, there are 11 River 
Basin Districts in England and Wales and, therefore, the Districts and their boundaries differ in 
certain ways from the current Environment Agency regions and their boundaries.  For example, to the 
east, the Thames River Basin District for the WFD includes areas along the Thames estuary that are 
part of the Anglian and Southern Environment Agency Regions including Southern Region’s 
Medway river basin. However, the Thames River Basin District does not extend as far to the west as 
the Environment Agency’s Thames Region. 
 
  Regional Environment Protection Advisory Committee (REPAC) 
  Regional Fisheries, Ecology & Recreation Advisory Committee ((R)FERAC)  

Regional Flood Defence Committee (RFDC) and in some areas Local Flood Defence 
Committees (LFDC) 

 
The REPAC and (R)FERAC are advisory committees. The RFDCs have executive posers relating to 
capital expenditure on flood defences.  In future, there is to be only one tier of Flood Defence 
Committees at the regional level. Membership of the regional committees consists of local people 
drawn from local authorities, industry, agriculture, recreational interests, riparian owners and 
environment groups. The REPACs provide the Agency with a regional perspective on its policy 
development, and advise on regional priorities for its work.  The ((R)FERACs  advise the Agency on 
its performance in relation to fisheries, ecology and recreation, navigation and conservation matters, 
in particular on the maintenance, improvement and development of all kinds of fisheries, again 
providing a regional perspective on these issues.  A common criticism of the RFDCs that has been 
and still is voiced by environmental groups is that agricultural interests and landowners are 
overrepresented on these bodies and therefore exert too much influence on their decisions on flood 
defence. They meet four times per year. 
 
Environment Agency’s 26 areas also have their own non-statutory Area Environment Groups (AEGs).  
Membership is again drawn from the local area and consists of people representing a wide range of 
local interests as above.  The groups advise the Agency on Local Environment Agency Plans LEAPs, 
the delivery of local services and act as a link between the Agency, its statutory committees and local 
communities. The committees meet on a regular basis, for example, four times a year.  Sub-groups 
have commonly been set up to consider LEAPs. 
 
The Agency’s advisory committees apart from the RFDCs are currently under review by the Agency 
partly in the light of the Water Framework Directive and its participation requirements. The 
possibility of their providing a mechanism for consultation and more particularly active engagement 
on RBMPs is being considered. 
 
2.2.2 Flood alleviation scheme projects 
 
The area of activity in river basin management in the UK in which there is the longest history of some 
form of public consultation and participation is the area of flood defence. In England and Wales now, 
flood alleviation schemes have to be technically sound, environmentally acceptable to the statutory 
conservation bodies, and economically cost beneficial and appraisal must consider a number of 
options in order to receive central government grant aid.  Those promoting schemes are not obliged 
by law to consult with local publics or interest groups but they are advised in central government 
guidance to consult certain bodies.  As schemes other than for maintenance require local authority 
planning permission, a major motive for consulting the public and local stakeholders about schemes 
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has been to avoid contentious and long drawn out planning inquiries.  Schemes promoted in the 
1970s, for example, Amberley Wildbrooks and Lincoln had provoked such inquiries.  Another 
important motive for public consultation is to avoid spending time and money on developing options 
that will prove unacceptable to the public when they are made public. 
 
Thus, in the 1970s and 1980s, the National Rivers Authority and the Water Authorities that preceded 
it undertook public consultation exercises, referred to as ‘scheme promotion’ mainly to avoid the 
delays that might result from public opposition and indeed rejection of schemes.  The schemes varied 
in scale from small works affecting stretches of a kilometre or two of river to large scale works 
affecting much longer stretches. Consulting the public did not automatically happen in the 1970s and 
1980s and whether it occurred or not depended upon the scale of the project and the potential for 
controversy.  Small, uncontentious schemes, for example bank enhancements on the River Medway 
and flood defences in York, (Tunstall et al. 2000, Tapsell et al, 1994) would be carried out without 
local residents being directly consulted in any way although the parish council, interest groups and 
organisations might be approached.  The accepted sequence within the National Rivers Authority in 
the 1990s was as follows; from Regional Flood Defence Committee approval, to formal consultation 
with local authorities, then parish councils, local societies and finally the general public. By the 
1990s, consultation with the general public had become accepted as a necessary and useful part of 
flood defence and river management scheme promotion.  However, some of those with the 
engineering expertise responsible for schemes have been reluctant to accept that, as schemes are 
intended for the benefit of the public, they should have an input into the options chosen and their 
design and have favoured developing their preferred option to present to the public.   
 
A large scale public consultation exercise on the Lower Colne Flood Study, carried out in 1987 by a 
planning consultancy for Thames Water, was considered an example of good practice at the time 
(Gardiner, 1990).  The scheme involved small scale and soft engineering works affecting 
approximately a 25km stretch of the Lower Colne River, a tributary of the Thames located near 
London’s Heathrow airport including works to residents’ gardens. The programme was unusual in 
that special resources and consultants with expertise in engaging with the public were employed to 
carry it out.  It was usual at the time, and still is to a considerable extent, for flood defence engineers 
to be expected to mount public consultations without receiving any special training or resources to 
assist them. 
 
Following formal consultation with the local authorities involved, a programme of public consultation 
on the preferred outline scheme was mounted between June and October 1987.  The programme 
included the circulation of 13,000 leaflets to every property, both businesses and residential, in the 1 
in 100 year flood risk area.  The leaflet contained a questionnaire inviting the public’s views on the 
proposed scheme and specific aspects of it, thus allowing two way communications.  Additionally 
over 500 personally addressed invitations were sent to riparian owners, residents associations, parish 
councils and special interest groups for the seven, week-long exhibitions and nine public 
meetings/exhibitions held to give opportunities for information exchange along the length of the 
lower River Colne.  Two additional meetings were held with broader interests groups and with the 
local angling consultative committee.  Officers from Thames Water made personal visits to riparian 
owners whose gardens would be affected by the scheme and other residents and businesses to discuss 
their preferences. Property owners were also contacted individually by telephone and letter.  A formal 
report on the consultation exercise was made to Thames Water Authority.  
 
The flood defences for the City of York in Yorkshire were constructed by Yorkshire Water over a 
number of years in the 1980s and comprised a number of local flood barriers.  Some of these were 
constructed at a time when consultation with the general public would not normally have taken place 
(1979/80 and 1981/2).  One component of the scheme, Lower Bootham, where residents had 
petitioned and campaigned for flood defences after floods in 1978 and 1982 was the first large 
scheme in York where everyone with an interest in or who would be affected by it was consulted 
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before construction began in 1983.  Some local residents there were personally consulted about the 
positioning of individual flood gates to protect their properties and the landscaping of their gardens. 
Another component in the York, the Foss Barrier, provides a rare example of a scheme in which local 
residents came to have active involvement in the design of the flood defence scheme. Residents in 
this area had been affected by flooding and campaigned for defences.  Consultation, through public 
meetings, letters and leaflets and exhibitions, had taken place over a prolonged period before the 
construction commenced in 1986. The original plans for the Foss Barrier were presented and 
approved by the local authority and local people in 1983.  However, the plans were subsequently 
changed, when consulting engineers were employed to develop the scheme in detail.  The changes 
provoked an outcry from local residents who complained that they had not been consulted and who 
opposed the new siting of the flood gates and control room which they considered would damage a 
historic walkway, well used by local people.  Qualified local residents therefore submitted new plans 
and the site for the barrier was moved upstream in a manner that satisfied all parties (Tunstall et al,. 
1994). 
 
The Lower Colne consultation exercise was larger in scale, more comprehensive and used a wider 
range of approaches than many other such efforts in this period, however, FHRC research indicates 
that it was typical in many ways (Tunstall et al. 1994).  First, the consultation was based on a 
‘preferred outline scheme’ developed and described by Thames Water’s engineers rather than a range 
of options or an open discussion. This was a common approach at the time. For example, the 
consultation programme with the general public on the major Maidenhead Flood Alleviation Scheme 
was initiated in the spring and summer of 1987 after a preferred option had been selected, a flood 
relief channel, but when details such as the precise route for the channel were still under 
consideration.  There was, therefore, only a very limited opportunity for the public to make and input 
into the scheme development.  There is always a danger that consultation on a preferred option will 
be perceived by the public as tokenism and the decision seen as a fait accompli and there is some 
evidence that this was felt to be the case by some communities affected by the Maidenhead scheme 
(Tunstall et all, 1994).  
 
Second, the consultation in the Lower Colne Study and on many other schemes took place well on in 
the scheme development process rather than the public and interest groups being involved from its 
inception. 
 
Third, the main public consultation commonly consisted of a once-only programme and public 
consultation was not on a continuing basis. In the case of the Maidenhead scheme this was avoided by 
locating a project office, officers and information centre in Maidenhead so that the public could 
obtain information about the project on a continuing basis and the project could remain in touch with 
the local public’s concerns through this contact as well as through public meetings.  
 
Fourth, the programmes commonly used traditional mechanisms with only limited opportunities for 
interaction between the scheme ‘promoters’ and public and other stakeholders.  
 
Surveys, undertaken between 1988-1993 also sought the views of flood plain residents on public 
consultation procedures for flood alleviation schemes and river management at the time (Tunstall et 
al, 1994).  There was, unsurprisingly, strong support for public consultation involving both the 
general public and stakeholders or representatives.  The local residents also believed that consultation 
should take place early in the decision making process: the most common responses were that the 
public should be consulted when the authority had selected a number of options to consider or right at 
the beginning of a flood study.  In all cases, there was strong support for consultation in the form of 
direct communication by letter, leaflet or newsletter to the residents in the affected area, passive 
forms of communication which make least demands in terms of time and effort upon residents but 
which were also likely to reach the largest number of them.  A newsletter, offering information on a 
continuing basis was the most popular mechanism in almost all the surveys in which it was proposed. 
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It appeared that some residents simply wanted to be kept informed rather than to be actively involved 
in decision making.  
 
There was evidence in the surveys of considerable scepticism about the kind of public consultation 
exercises mounted by flood defence authorities, the Water Authorities and the NRA, at this time. 
Substantial minorities felt that the authorities did not take the public’s views into account when 
deciding on a scheme and that the procedures undertaken were merely as a public relations or 
promotional exercise.  Equity issues concerning who was consulted and what weight was given to the 
views of different parties were voiced in some of the surveys.  For example, village communities 
affected by the Maidenhead Flood Relief channel felt that it was unfair they should have the 
disbenefits of the scheme while Maidenhead received the benefits and that this issue was not properly 
addressed in the consultation. They also felt that powerful and well connected landowners, such as 
Eton College (the public school where the heir to the throne was educated) had more say in decisions 
about the scheme than ordinary people. In another scheme, a procedure that gave equal weight to 
those who lived adjacent to the proposed scheme and those who lived at a distance from it was felt to 
be wrong by some (Tunstall et al. 1994).  
 
More recently, in the Bideford flood alleviation scheme, a public inquiry turned down the initial 
proposal and a second proposal was then developed by the Environment Agency that was consistent 
with the conclusions of the public inquiry.  This proposal was then opposed by a locally based group 
centred upon the local Chamber of Commerce (e.g. local business) and Friends of the Earth.  There 
was strong overlapping membership between these two bodies.  In the end, this group (the Torridge 
Group) sought and obtained judicial review of the Minister’s decision to grant aid the construction of 
the scheme (Isaac 2002) on the two grounds that the economic analysis was seriously deficient and 
the regulations governing environmental impact had been bypassed.  However, the Environment 
Agency and the Ministry (Defra) were not the central players in the argument, nor was the argument 
essentially about flood alleviation.  The core of the argument was as to the best means of achieving 
socio-economic regeneration for a relatively deprived town, and the main disputants were the local 
council, who were also the ports authority, and a not insignificant fraction of the local community.  
The local council covered a much wider area than Bideford. 
 
Bideford is an old port which currently supports inshore fishing, the export of china clay, and a ferry 
service.  The local council believed that it was essential to maintain the use of the port for shipping 
china clay; the Torridge group that the best means of socio-economic regeneration lay in capitalising 
on tourism potential and the local landscape.  In turn, the local council effectively wanted port 
improvements funded out the flood defence budget and the Torridge group that any flood alleviation 
works should not harm the landscape setting of the town.  In addition, the Torridge group believed 
that the local council in particular, and also the Environment Agency, had not been prepared to 
engage in any meaningful discussion as to best means of providing flood alleviation in the town.   
 
In turn, the Environment Agency appears to have considered that in a conflict between elected 
representatives and an unelected local group, they must support the elected representatives.  As a 
result, to have engaged in meaningful discussions with the Torridge group would have been disloyal.  
Defra certainly did take the view that in any conflict between elected representatives and a non-
elected group it must side with the elected representatives.  It may be relevant that at the time of this 
conflict, neither the Agency nor Defra showed any institutional awareness of the Aarhus convention. 
 
2.2.3 River rehabilitation and restoration 
 
Throughout the 1990s, there has been a substantial expansion in projects seeking to rehabilitate 
sections of river or to restore channelised rivers to a more natural condition.  The UK River 
Restoration Centre currently has over 900 such schemes on its data base.  These enhancement 
schemes have generally been carried out on small sections of river of a few kilometres rather than 
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over a whole river or catchment.  They have, however, addressed the problems affecting rivers in a 
holistic way, dealing with channel form, flood defence, water quality and quantity issues, improving 
landscape, recreation, fisheries and wildlife and habitats.  While some have been carried out by a 
single authority usually the Environment Agency or its predecessors, many have been mounted by 
partnerships, for example with local authority, community groups and NGOs and stakeholder 
involvement.  For many projects, the aim has been to enhance the rivers for the enjoyment of the 
public as well as to improve habitats and nature conservation value and, therefore, some form of 
public involvement in the schemes has generally been incorporated.  Some examples illustrate the 
kinds of approaches adopted in these projects.   
 
Some river restoration projects, for example, the initial phase of restoration on the River Alt, a 28 
kilometre tributary of the River Mersey in England were undertaken without public involvement 
(Eden and Tunstall, 2001).  In the engineering-led project, launched by the National Rivers Authority, 
there was no initial local consultation on the reach selection and restoration design before the works 
began despite the fact that the land was owned by the local authority and works were being designed 
and paid for by the NRA’s public funds.  After the site was chosen, the relationship with the 
community changed. The NRA, later the EA was able to link into a community driven catchment 
plan, Alt 2000, which was keen to involve local communities in designing, managing and using the 
Alt River.  The Environment Agency has acknowledged the importance of involving the public in 
such schemes.  Alt 2000 is run by a steering group which includes local councils, the Environment 
Agency, voluntary environmental bodies, and the water authority for the region and is part of the 
catchment-wide umbrella project Mersey Basin Campaign.  The Mersey Basin Campaign, a 25 year, 
£4 billion programme launched in 1985 using EU funding is seeking to clean up and revitalise all the 
river systems in the Mersey Basin in order to stimulate economic and social regeneration.   
 
The River Brent Improvement Project provides an example of a river rehabilitation undertaken with 
the local authority, the London Borough of Brent, as lead partner with the Environment Agency.  A 
canalised and polluted 1.8 km section of the River Brent running through local authority parkland was 
identified as a potential candidate for improvement by the Environment Agency as part of its 
catchment planning process.  The idea was enthusiastically taken up by the local authority.  A major 
impetus for the project was the availability of external funding from the London’s Waterway 
Partnership with strategic partners from the public private and voluntary sectors, which had 
successfully bid for Single Regeneration Budget Funding from central government for projects to 
promote economic and social regeneration focused on London’s waterways.  The project was 
developed in the context of the Council’s commitment to sustainability and Agenda 21 which 
emphasised the importance of involving local people.  Thus, in contrast to the Alt scheme, Brent 
Council initiated the project in February 1999 by inviting suggestions from the local community 
about how the scheme area might be improved and by seeking community support for the general idea 
of  ‘a more natural looking river’.  Right at the start, a leaflet and community questionnaire were sent 
to over 2,000 local households and also to local businesses and about 11% of those contacted 
responded.  In addition, four poorly attended public consultation meetings were held close to the site 
and exhibitions were set up at a local supermarket, a library and other locations.  
 
The local authority in seeking to engage the public in the project were able to call on, and fund, a not-
for–profit environmental organisation with staff and expertise to undertake the activities.  This 
organisation mounted a ‘Planning for Real’ (Neighbourhood Initiatives Foundation nd) ‘Fun Day’ to 
involve the local community in the design of the project.  Planning for Real, an ICT tool, involves a 
staff member, trained in the technique, working with local schools and children to construct a model 
of the site to be modified, the Brent riverside in this case.  This, it is argued, is a very effective way of 
engaging the interest of local parents. At a ‘Planning for Real’ Day held on the site, local people were 
able to come throughout the day to place ready prepared cards, or cards upon which they could write 
themselves, on the model indicating problems and improvements that they identified for particular 
locations on the site.  The facilitator was responsible for noting down the number and location of the 
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problems and improvements and reporting on them.  Others with expertise were on hand to answer 
participants’ queries.  The advantages claimed for this approach are that it provides a way of 
involving more people in the consultation than traditional methods such as public meetings because 
the approach is flexible: people can come and go as they please, the model attracts interest and is easy 
to interact with, the method is less threatening than speaking at a  meetings, and allows children and 
young people to participate and the occasion can be made to be ‘fun’ by combining the consultation 
with entertainments and refreshments.  At the Brent, there was a steel band, and free face painting 
and bouncy castle for children to draw in local people.  The event attracted over 100 participants, 
over half of them children.  After further technical feasibility studies were carried out, there were 
further consultation meetings and a community steering committee was eventually established 
although this had proved impossible at the beginning of the project.  Many local residents on the basis 
of the local council’s past neglect of the riverside, were sceptical of the Council’s ability to 
implement and maintain a scheme in an area where vandalism and anti-social behaviour were rife and 
residents had concerns about flooding and safety issues although generally supportive of  de-
canalising the river and enhancing its environment and wildlife.  The scheme has been implemented. 
(Eden and Tunstall 2001).   
 
The River Sowe Rehabilitation Project, Coventry, provides another example of an urban scheme on a 
1.6km section of river in a local authority park, on which the Environment Agency took lead 
responsibility but in partnership with the local authority which had plans to rehabilitate the park.  A 
memorandum of agreement was signed between the Agency and Coventry City Council setting out 
the parties' objectives, responsibilities and outputs (Twigger-Ross and Smith, 2000). 
 
A Project Officer was on call as a contact and to answer queries.  Consultations were held with 
statutory bodies and NGOs.  In addition, an extensive public involvement programme was undertaken 
with a mailing to 6,000 residents outlining the plans and inviting them to attend a manned exhibition 
on the scheme.  A community group was formed to monitor the progress of the works and to involve 
local people.  A manned display was set up on site for three day prior to the start of the works which 
provoked considerable interest but little comment which might have helped the Agency anticipate 
problems. The Local Education Authority was involved and plans were made to involve local schools 
and create access nature study area, surveying and geographical study. A colourful site notice board 
was created, explaining the works, which attracted the interest and attention of local youth – it was 
vandalised within six weeks.  The local community, including children, local councillors and officers 
and Agency staff were involved in tree and other planting events.  Press releases were used to 
stimulate positive media coverage of the scheme.  A significant problem arose because a single 
resident raised objections about a planned reedbed area close to her house, an agreed part of the 
scheme and this became a political issue with local councilors involved.  The reed bed had to be filled 
in as a result.  In other respects the works proceeded without major problems and the project was 
judged to be successful creating a more attractive and valued environment subject to less vandalism.  
Furthermore, similar work was carried out by the local authority in other areas along the river 
(Twigger-Ross and Smith, 2000).  
 
2.2.4 Catchment Management plans (CMPs)  
 
At the beginning of the 1990s, the National Rivers Authority (NRA), as a priority, initiated a 
programme for producing catchment plans for all 183 principal catchments in England and Wales 
(NRA 1992).   This was the first time there had been a commitment, national policy and national 
guidelines for developing integrated catchment planning.  Although some catchment planning took 
place before the establishment of the NRA in 1989, only two regions could to said to be practicing 
multi-functional catchment management planning before 1990.  The CMPs were non-statutory plans, 
thus lacking the authority of the Development Plans issued by the local planning authorities. NRA 
officers had varied views on how helpful the CMPs would be as a way of integrating the planning and 
management of the land and water environments.  
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Catchment planning was carried out at sub-basin level as the number of plans proposed for all the 
NRA regions in England and Wales, 183, indicates.  The longer rivers such as the Thames and River 
Severn were the subject of several separate catchment management plans.  For example, in Thames 
NRA region which covered a somewhat smaller area than the proposed Thames River Basin District, 
21 catchment plans were prepared. The Thames itself was covered by six plans, each of which dealt 
with a section of the river; the Thames tributaries were the subject of one or more plans although a 
number of the very small watercourses were covered together in a single plan. 
 
The catchment planning process was intended to create a consistent framework for the co-ordination 
of the NRA’s core functions and as a means by which the NRA could identify conflicts and problems, 
assign priorities and set out a programme of action for the management and improvement of the 
catchment.  Plans were intended to cover a five to ten year period and to be updated and revised on a 
regular basis as circumstances changed. The plans aimed to integrate internal functions and external 
purposes:  communicate with outside bodies, and the general public.  They appear to have given more 
emphasis to, and been more successful in, the former objective than in the latter.  
 
The catchment management planning process, the guidelines suggested, should be modeled on the 
local authority development planning process and the intention was that the plans should be the 
product of wide consultation. However, it was recommended that this consultation should be on a 
consultation draft of the CMP.  Thus, in many of the early CMPs, there was little or no external 
consultation apart from contacts with the local authorities and statutory bodies prior to the production 
of a CMP consultation draft report and, therefore, very little opportunity for external bodies and the 
general public to put issues on the agenda for consideration in the plan. The consultation on the River 
Aire Draft CMP, the first plan to be undertaken by Northumbria and Yorkshire Regions, illustrates 
the approach.  The River Aire, 148km in length, has a catchment of 1100 square km embracing a 
population of over a million and 10 county, district and city councils.  Following the launch of the 
consultation draft in December 1992, 350 copies of the draft plan were distributed to local 
authorities, industry, environmental recreational and sports groups and to the general public.  Some 
presentations were made on the plan to interested organisations.  The Agency received over 50 
responses to the draft plan and where possible addressed the comments and proposals in its final 
Catchment Management Plan for the Aire and its Action Plan (National Rivers Authority 1993).   
 
However, in some Regions, greater efforts were made to involve stakeholders and local publics in the 
CMP process.  For example, NRA Thames Region argued that inherent in planning for environmental 
sustainability through an integrated approach to river catchment management was the need to work 
closely with local communities, industry, interest groups and other agencies whose activities and 
interests interact with the water environment.  In line with this thinking, the Region initiated 
consultation prior to the production of a consultation draft.  For example, the Brent and Crane 
Catchment Management Plan, which covered two river catchments and their tributaries in mainly 
highly urbanised north-west London, 111km length of main river and a total catchment of 275 square 
km, and a population of over a million people.  Here, a total 978 organisations were consulted pre-
draft, including local authorities, central government and other statutory bodies, conservation groups, 
schools, local industry and interest groups.  With the help of the local authority a large number of 
residents groups were contacted and asked for their comments.  A three tier approach was adopted for 
the pre-draft consultation.  First, the 11 local authorities in the catchment and statutory bodies like the 
British Waterways Board, were asked if they would meet the CMP team to discuss catchment issues.  
Second, major organisations such as RSPB and SERPLAN, the regional planning body for London 
and the south east were asked for their comments.  Thirdly, bodies such as schools and residents 
associations were contacted and asked whether they wished to be involved in the catchment planning 
process.  The process commenced in July 1995.  Initial meetings were held with priority groups in 
August.  Through this initial informal consultation, a number of issues were raised and the quality of 
the water in the rivers and possible health implications emerged as the primary concern of local 
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residents. Lack of river maintenance, flooding issues, access issues and poor habitats were other 
concerns.  It was felt that this informal consultation stage helped NRA staff to develop a draft plan 
that was useful, addressing the agenda of issues of importance to local people and organisations, and 
factually correct. 
 
2.2.5 Local Environment Agency Plans 
 
Following on from the creation of the new body, the Environment Agency, with broader 
responsibilities than its predecessor the NRA, for protecting and enhancing the environment by 
combining the regulation of land, water and air, a new planning and management process, Local 
Environment Agency Plans (LEAPS) was developed to integrate planning initiatives relevant to all 
the Agency’s responsibilities with the catchment still providing the geographical boundary. For the 
water environment these included water quality and resources, flood defence, fisheries, recreation, 
conservation and navigation. This forward planning process built upon the earlier catchment 
management plans. Like these, the LEAPs were non-statutory plans and thus subordinate to the 
Structure, District and Unitary plans for land use developed by the local planning authorities.  
However, Planning Policy Guidance, PPG25 on development and flood risk (DTLR, 2001) gave 
enhanced recognition to these and other non-statutory water environment plans, listing them in an 
Appendix.  It provided strong encouragement to local planning authorities to take account of them in 
their planning.  This new recognition of water environment plans was, perhaps, influenced by the 
knowledge that it will in the future be important for local planning authorities to contribute to and 
take account of the river basin management plans that will be required to be published by 2009 under 
the EC Water Framework Directive, a fact noted in the guidance. Certainly, the guidance comments 
that that the non-statutory plans will provide a solid foundation for delivering some of the action 
required by the Directive. 
 
According to PPG25, by mid-2001, the Agency had published 130 LEAPs. Like their predecessors, 
the  CMPs, the LEAPs were carried out at sub-basin scale.For example, in the Environment Agency’s 
Thames Region there were 18 LEAPs as compared with 21 CMPs and  there were again six LEAPs 
covering the river Thames. At that time the role of the general LEAP which integrated the range of its 
functions and presented issues to a more general audience, was under reconsideration by the Agency 
in recognition of the new role of Community Strategies, which the local authorities have a statutory 
duty, to produce in promoting local sustainable development.   Since then greater emphasis has been 
given to functional plans such as Catchment Flood Management Plans (CFMPS) and Catchment 
Abstraction Management Strategies (CAMS). 
 
The LEAP process and traditional methods of mainly written consultation used to engage the public 
in most LEAPs are very similar to those adopted for the CMPs. The process included the production 
of a Consultation Report, a Summary of Public Consultation, a new element in the process, and an 
annually reviewed Action Plan.  After five years, these plans were to be reviewed fully by the 
Agency.  The process has given, in principle at least, greater recognition to the need for partnership 
working to achieve planning and management objectives for catchments.  The need to work in 
partnership with local authorities, other government agencies, businesses, educational establishments, 
voluntary groups, recreational and environmental interests, local Agenda 21 groups and indeed all 
members of local communities is explicitly stated in the plans. 
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Figure 12 The LEAPs process 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Severn Uplands LEAP illustrates the process undertaken in an attractive rural sub-catchment, the 
very long Severn catchment being divided into sub-catchments for catchment  planning purposes.  
The upper reaches of the Severn in the Uplands plan area drain an area of 2,063 sq km with a sparse 
population of 75,000.  The Uplands area lies mainly in Wales (86%) but partly in England and 
involves 5 local authority areas.  In this area, the LEAP team engaged in a pre-consultation exercise 
designed to focus on lay organisations likely to have information and ideas about the environmental 
problems in the area to give them the opportunity to comment on, and add to the issues that the 
Agency had identified, i.e. to contribute to the agenda setting.  In June 1998, 71 organisations were 
contacted in this pre-consultation, including the local authorities, water companies, numerous 
angling, canoeing and other recreational interests, agricultural and forestry bodies, statutory and other 
conservation bodies.  The comments and information from this exercise were incorporated into a 
Consultation Report produced in December 1998 and then widely distributed for consultation.  A 
total of 52 written responses were received on this document and 49 responses to a structured 
questionnaire included in the Consultation Report Summary were received.  Following on from this 
consultation an Action Plan was produced after about 8 months in July 1999. The whole process of 
engaging with the public and producing a final document, therefore, took over a year to complete.  
Some consultation Reports include a questionnaire in a summary document on issues the Agency 
chooses to systematize the responses to the Report.  
 
Although most LEAP consultations have followed this traditional approach, some have tested 
introducing methods of stakeholder dialogue into the process. The LEAP team in the South East Area 
of the Environment Agency’s Thames Region piloted the use of stakeholder dialogue as part of the 
LEAP process on three Thames tributary catchments, the Wey, the Loddon and the Mole Rivers.  
This innovation arose out of a critique of the conventional LEAP approach. It was based on 
recognition of the importance of the Agency working in partnership with other bodies and that the 
traditional methods of written consultation and one to one meetings with stakeholders did not allow 
for dialogue between stakeholders and thence the potential for the development of mutual 
understanding and social learning.  Furthermore, too much time was spent by LEAP staff revisiting 
internal and external consultees to clarify their views.  Although the Agency endeavored to take all 
views into account, the final decisions lay with the Agency.  The process was seen as closed and 
secretive so that there was a lack of ownership of the plans and few partnership opportunities arose 
out of the process.  ‘Stakeholder dialogue’ events were organized to overcome these problems.  
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‘Stakeholder dialogue is a process in which people work together to overcome shared concerns.  It is 
carefully managed to ensure a balance is reached with different stakeholder’s needs and expectations’ 
(Twigger Ross and Smith 2000). 
 
As identification of appropriate stakeholders is crucial to any public involvement exercise, the 
following questions were used as a guide in this application: 
  Who makes the decisions? 
  Who will carry out the actions? 
  Who has the knowledge i.e. local knowledge? 
  Who has an interest in the issues? 
  Who has potential funding? 
 
In the Wey LEAP, stakeholder dialogue was introduced at a stage when the Consultation Draft had 
been produced and was used to inform the next stage, the production of the final action plan and to 
stimulate collaborative working on activities locally. A day long workshop meeting was held, 
designed by a trained facilitator and experienced assistants.  Stakeholders worked in sub-groups to 
produce agreed lists of issues, to identify areas for action and how to address problems: organisations, 
timescales and resources.  
 
Stakeholder dialogue events were also tested at the beginning of the Mole and Loddon LEAP 
processes to assist in issue identification and prioritisation.  Here the events were less successful in 
these aims largely because facilitators trained in stakeholder dialogue methods were not used.  
Further stakeholder dialogue days were held once Consultation Drafts had been produced for the 
catchments as on the Wey. 
 
The approach was generally judged to be beneficial producing positive feedback from participants, 
partnership actions, new issues, positive movement on some longstanding issues and less controversy.  
There was felt to be increased communication and understanding among groups that would not 
normally meet.  
 
The exercises pointed up the importance of using trained facilitators, of designing and managing the 
process to meet the needs of each LEAP, of ensuring the participation of all key stakeholders and 
developing the method to use it effectively at the beginning of the LEAP process to aid issue 
identification (Twigger-Ross and Smith, 2000). 
 
In the North West Norfolk LEAP, a stakeholder decision analysis (SDA) method was developed as 
part of project to explore ways of improving the participation of key stakeholders in the LEAP 
process.  This was mainly concerned with the identification and prioritization of issues within a 
LEAP area.  This project built on earlier R&D which had addressed the issue of stakeholder 
consensus building among stakeholders using the New Forest LEAP as an example (Clark et al 1998).   
 
In the North West Norfolk LEAP project, a series of workshops for stakeholders were held.  In the 
first, stakeholders were introduced to the project, the Agency, the LEAP process and taken on a visit 
to sites which raised significant management issues for the LEAP.  Finally participants were given 
‘homework’ in the shape of a task sheet requiring them to identify new issues for the LEAP and 
criteria to appraise them.  In a second workshop, the issues and appraisal criteria were discussed and 
the criteria were weighted by the participants.  The third workshop was concerned with the 
prioritization of the draft LEAP issues. The final workshop allowed for further discussion of the 
prioritized LEAP issues and of the process. The stakeholder Decision Analysis thus involved a more 
quantified and systematized approach to the prioritization of LEAP issues than the approach used in 
the Thames stakeholder dialogue workshops.  It also involved a greater time commitment by 
stakeholders. 
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The process was judged to be a success in allowing stakeholders to consider the issues, to exchange 
views and discuss criteria and it promoted relationships between the stakeholders.  However there 
were some problems in recruiting stakeholders to the programme (Twigger-Ross, and Smith 2000).  
 
However, overall, LEAPs have not been judged as a success either internally or externally and have 
been abandoned to be replaced internally by a series of functional plans (e.g. Catchment Abstraction 
Management Strategies, Catchment Flood Management Plans).  Internally, LEAPs were seen has 
having been too general to provide useful strategic guidance for any of the Agency’s functions.  In 
broad terms, the plan making process seems to have failed to generate the stakeholder ‘buy-in’ across 
the Agency’s staff; the internal consultation process in some cases seems to have amounted to little 
more than an email asking if there was anything anyone would like to see in the LEAP. 
 
 
2.2.6 Catchment Abstraction Management Strategies (CAMS) 
 
The main objective of new CAMS initiatives is to provide a consistent and structured approach to 
local water resource management , recognising both abstractors needs for water and environmental 
needs.  CAMS are again undertaken at sub-basin scale.  There are 126 planned CAMS areas in 
England and Wales.  The areas have been defined in such a way as to be comparable to LEAPs and 
are intended to complement and link in with them.  However the boundaries of the areas covered by 
the two types of plans are not identical. The CAMs areas have been based largely upon surface water 
catchments but may also reflect the boundaries of groundwater units that feed the surface water 
catchment.  There are particular issues relating to the three large rivers, the Thames, the Severn and 
the Trent and these are the subject of overriding strategies, river ‘corridor’ CAMS. In Thames 
Region, there are 13 CAMs planned plus a Thames Corridor CAMS compared with the 18 LEAPs.  
For assessment, management and regulation purposes, each CAMS area is broken down into a 
number of  Water Resource Management Units and where groundwater is important into 
Groundwater Management Units.  For example the Don and Rother CAMS area (Environment 
Agency 2003) contains nine Water Resource Management Units.  These units are somewhat larger 
than the ‘water body’ units proposed for the RBMP process. 
 
The Environment Agency strategy (Environment Agency 2002) for CAMS clearly states that 
‘consultation’ is an integral part of the CAMS process and explains in detail what the consultation 
process should be.  It states that a stakeholder group of 8 to 10 individuals, identified in the first stage 
of the project is be set up, with the aim of representing all the relevant interests for each strategy. For 
example, the Don and Rother CAMS has a stakeholder group comprising a representative from the 
BWB for navigation interests, a fishing representative, farming interests, an ecologist from a local 
authority, a representative from the local steel industry, an academic conservation representative and 
a water company representative.  Some elements of the consultation involve this stakeholder group 
and others ‘all interested parties’. 
 
In the early stage of the process, an awareness-raising leaflet is to be published, which clearly sets out 
the timetable of the key stages and the opportunities to be involved. This leaflet should be distributed 
widely. Through the leaflet, the wider public is invited to submit their written comments. These are 
then to be considered by the Agency and the stakeholder group. After a data gathering exercise on 
catchment water needs within the Agency, the strategy document specifies that there should be a 
‘targeted information request’ addressed to  the stakeholder group, abstractors or other interest 
groups. 
 
The method used in the resource assessment for a CAMS is not open to consultation as the Agency 
has set out a consistent framework for the assessment.  However, the framework and its application 
will be explained of the stakeholder group. The stakeholder group are asked to contribute information 
on the benefits and cost implications required to define what the resource availability status of the 
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unit could and should be after six years.  Other interested parties may also be consulted on these 
issues.  The stakeholder group may also be asked to contribute information on the implications of 
different options in a further stage of appraisal.  In all cases the final decision lies with the Agency. 
 
A consultation document is produced and its publication provides the main opportunity for everyone 
with an interest on the CAMS to provide comments on the proposed strategy.  The formal 
consultation process lasts for three months during which written comments can be made either to the 
Agency website or in written form. The comments are analysed and carefully considered by the 
Agency and the issues are discussed with the stakeholder group.  The Agency, then, finalises the 
strategy taking the views of the group into account. 
 
The CAMS guidance provides the most detailed framework for public consultation and involvement 
that the Agency has yet produced.  The CAMS process is providing valuable experience in 
establishing and working with stakeholder groups within the Agency.  In many ways, the CAMS 
guidance may, thus, serve as a model for the WFD process. However,  the CAMS consultation 
strategy does not fully match the requirements of the WFD as there is no equivalent in it to the WFD 
requirement to consult on an interim ‘issues’ report and the active involvement element in the CAMS 
strategy, through the stakeholder group, is relatively small.  It is also too early to evaluate how 
successful the CAMS process has been in securing ‘buy in’ for the strategies by the interested parties. 
 
2.2.7 Comparison of local governments and the Environment Agency 
 
The environment Agency works in partnership and participation  with regional and local authorities 
contributing to their stakeholder groups and committees.  The Agency is involved at regional level 
with the Regional Assemblies’ committees, with Regional Development Agencies and other regional 
bodies.  At local level the Agency participates in the development of Community Strategies, Local 
Strategic Partnerships and other local authority sponsored stakeholder groups.  These local authority 
groups might provide an alternative mechanism for involving stakeholders to stakeholder groups set 
up specially for the purpose of involvement in RBMP.  However, the local authorities are numerous 
and diverse and their bodies vary in their effectiveness, form and composition.  The positions of the 
local authorities and the Environment Agency are very different  and this inevitably affects their 
approach to involving the public. (Table 4). 
 

Table 4  Comparison of local governments and the Environment Agency 

 
Local authorities Environment Agency 
Political i.e. responsible to directly elected members 
and to electors: the outcome is the result of the 
political process 

Scientific bureaucracy: there is a scientifically 
correct answer 

Partnership orientated Single agency action 
Multi-objective The environment as primary objective 
Concerned with water primarily in terms of socio-
economic regeneration and development 

Water as a component of the environment 

Strong political accountability  Quango: indirect accountability through sponsoring 
Ministries to Parliament 

 
 
2.2.8 Involvement dynamics in RBM 
 
In the 1970s, a paper on the role of computer-aided design in architecture was titled “It may work, but 
does it help?”  It argued that whilst the software was based upon a logical process of analysis, design 
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and evaluation, that process bore little relationship to how designers actually designed or end users 
approached the appraisal of proposed designs.  
 
In the case of IWRM, it is the interaction of people, and the processes of those interactions, that it is 
necessary to support.  It may be that it is the nature of the relations that is more important than the 
content of the communication. 
 
There does not appear to be much in the way of specialist technical tools at present.  On the one hand, 
those promoting public involvement still see the need to sell the concept rather than yet being 
concerned to improve the performance of such systems (e.g. citizen juries) of public involvement.  
Indeed, to stress the need for systems to support such group may, to the promoters of deliberative 
governance, be seen as politically dangerous; as reducing the likelihood that public involvement will 
be adopted.   Until the procedure is embedded in decision making, they seem to feel that it is 
politically dangerous to recognise that involvement does not inevitably result in either a better 
decision being made or a better process of decision making taking place.   Similarly, the need to 
protect the mystique of the trial jury has precluded investigation of the performance and behaviour of 
juries (Darbyshire et al 2001).   
 
In addition, as a comparatively recent innovation in the country, there is a certain romantic glow 
associated with public involvement.  It would be cruel but not entirely unfair to describe the 
promoters of deliberative governance as tending towards a Californian ‘happy-clappy’ attitude, that 
all you need is love, that consensus will necessarily result from involvement.   It is thus too early for 
analyses of the ergonomics of public involvement to have emerged or discussions of failures of 
public involvement and the causes of those failures.  Conversely, it can be argued that the focus at 
present on interaction between individuals and groups is precisely right at this stage in the 
implementation of public and stakeholder involvement.  That we need to demonstrate that we can do 
it all rather than becoming concerned with the details of what it is that we need to do it better.  
Equally, on a learning by doing basis, it could be more useful to ask participants after the event what 
support would have been useful rather than seek to start involvement by an exhaustive study into user 
needs.  The latter approach, by stressing the potential difficulty of the task, might well discourage 
people from becoming involved: it is already reported to be difficult to recruit people for citizen’s 
juries, partly because of the perceived difficulty of the task.   But, for example, there is no reference 
to the proportion of the population who can read a map and often documentation assumes an 
advanced reading age.  Similarly, nor is there much reference to related material such as soft systems 
theory (Checkland and Scholes 1990) or environmental mediation (Handmer et al 1991). 
 
The difficulty of a choice lies in the extent to which three sets of people either only partially intersect 
or intersect not at all (Figure 13): those directly benefit, those who bear the financial costs of the 
project, and those who direct or indirectly benefit or lose by the project (Green 2003b).  In the trivial 
case, a single person contains entirely all three interests.  The nature and extent of these interests vary 
in magnitude, direction and form.  Hence, so does the significance of the choice, and the potential 
importance of involvement, to each party.  Against this, the individual must consider the costs of 
involvement and the likely effectiveness of involvement.  This implies that the ‘low hanging fruit’ 
argument may be a good pattern of development: the earliest exercises should be able to deliver real 
evidence that involvement pays off with relatively low involvement costs.  These different interests 
also imply that what each party wants from communication is different. 
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Figure 13 Who has an interest in a choice? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication takes place for a purpose; Tannen (1991) asserts that the primary role of 
communication for men is to transmit knowledge, communication is purely functional and the 
purpose of communication is to change the other person or persons.  The intention of men in 
communicating is to change the other or themselves.  Conversely, she argues that for women a 
primary function of communication is to build social relationships.  We need to be careful in looking 
at ICT not to take a narrowly gendered view.  In particular, not to focus narrowly on content but also 
to consider building and maintaining relationships.  
 
If we focus on communication as an intention, then the two related questions are: what are the initial 
differences between the participants, and what is it that one party wishes to change in one or more 
others or themselves?  This includes the case where the individual wants to change him or her self: 
for example, to find out what is happening or acquire knowledge.  Individuals may differ in: 

• their world view including as to the nature of society and community  
• their degree of risk aversion or their construal of uncertainty and risk 
• their moral stances, including those as to the ethical bases for collective choices 
• their knowledge and also beliefs about the world 
• their interests and tastes 
• their resources 
• their attitudes towards others and towards different courses of action 
• their preferences between different courses of action. 

 
The appropriate nature of the ICT tool then depends upon what it is desired to change.  Even as an 
intentional act, communication is a social exchange so there are a wide number of words that define 
quite different social exchanges, including: 

• Advocating 
• Agreeing 
• Arguing 
• Asking 
• Begging 
• Briefing 
• Debating 
• Disagreeing 
• Hectoring 
• Informing 
• Instructing 

Who is 
protected?

Who is incidentally 
affected?

Who pays?
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• Lecturing 
• Negotiating 
• Ordering 
• Quarrelling 
• Questioning 
• Requesting 
• Showing 
• Telling 

 
Each transaction is also defined by the social relations between the parties involved; soldiers are not 
expected to negotiate a course of action with an officer but rather to carry out orders.  Part of the 
interaction may then be to negotiate and challenge roles. 
 



 

 55

3. Conclusions – Overview of national approach 
 
The question of what is a ‘better’ choice is itself both a critical and difficult question (Green 2003a).  
It is also a question that can form the basis of the conflict upon which the choice is centred with the 
different participants having different ethical conceptions of what they mean by better.     
 
A reasonable question for any government to ask is: is water management important enough to 
matter?  Given the resources required and the competing other priorities, what resources is it worth 
diverting to improving the management of water?  The current UK government priorities are: 

• health care delivery 
• education 
• public transport 

 
These could lose the next election for the government because they are the electorate’s priorities.  
The government also has a real commitment to constitutional reform as a means of revitalising 
democracy (it is a real commitment because the electorate is not that excited).  These are realistic 
priorities – water is not a critical economic issue in the UK, it is a lot cheaper than health care, 
education and public transport.  Equally, if the public are asked to participate, they will want to be 
involved in discussions about these three topics rather than catchment management although attitude 
surveys indicate that the quality of river water is an environmental issue of concern to the public 
(Defra, 2002).   The lack of any focus to the process of implementing the Water Framework Directive 
probably reflects the low priority it has compared to other issues. 
 
Secondly, catchments are arbitrary in any sense except the hydrological sense; they vary enormously 
in size and population, and bear no obvious relationship to communities.  At the same time, the UK is 
a multi-cultural society with very diverse users needs.  ICT therefore has to equally diverse to match 
different scales of catchment and different populations.  A one size fits all approach will not work.  In 
addition, as a series of systems to support communication, the tools cannot be taken in isolation to the 
social interaction which they are intended to support.  That social interaction also has multiple 
aspects, not all of which are interactive.    
 
These factors suggest that it would be a mistake to tightly bound the tools to support catchment 
management; it is probable that catchment issues will be seen as concerns to be taken into account in 
making choices about what are perceived to be more important issues.  Land use planning is not 
going to be determined by water related aspects; the tools may be more appropriately geared to 
supporting land use planning.  Indeed, a major problem with IWRM is that it needs to be co-ordinated 
with all sorts of other policies and programmes at other different geographical scales (Figure 14) so 
that national energy or transport policies will not be determined by the IWRM.  Rural-urban 
development policy is particularly critical, and the two sides are inevitably tightly coupled. 
 
The current and critical problem with the implementation of the Water Framework Directive in 
England and Wales is that taking the competent authority to be the Environment Agency will not 
succeed.  The strong message from around the world is that catchment management only works if all 
the critical stakeholders have bought into the process so that it is their plan (Green 2003b).  But to set 
up something that will work will require primary legislation so it will be several years before the 
inevitable is recognised.  The first few years from December must therefore be considered as a 
learning process: the initial primary purpose of all tools and other activities will have to be to learn 
how to actually do it. 
 
Equally, the Water Framework Directive itself contains three internal contradictions that were not 
resolved in the agreed text (Green 2003b): 

• between fixed objectives and public involvement 
• between economic analysis and public involvement 
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• between fixed objectives and economic analysis. 
 
Indeed, the WFD was not preceded by any significant policy analysis by either the members of the 
EU or the Commission.  Asit Biswas goes around the world asking whether anyone can show him an 
example of IWRM that is an exemplar for others, and claims he is met with silence.  Again, the WFD 
is weak on public involvement and the Aarhus convention is needed to put some meat on the bones. 
 
A significant question is that of resources; undoubtedly public involvement will increase the 
resources required to prepare plans.  It is unlikely that anyone will go to the same limits as in India 
where one NGO expects to spend two years mobilising a community before a community catchment 
management process can begin.  But there are likely to be significant demands in terms of skilled 
personnel and this will be a major problem.  The Environment Agency already has a problem 
recruiting and retaining staff; the additional personnel required will be a major concern (and the UK 
has a shortage of water engineers).  Phasing the preparation of RBMPs will be inevitable, not least 
because otherwise the resources required to prepare those plans will then be redundant.  A major 
concern with tools is then whether these will reduce the requirements for skilled personnel or will 
improve the efficiency with which they can be used.  A similar resource question applies to public 
involvement; the costs to the public of being involved can be high (e.g. a significant fraction of 
potential jurors seek to escape from jury service because of the time commitments); the tools should 
reduce those costs to the public. 
 

Figure 14 Integration of catchment management with other policy areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Choice is necessary as a result of conflict and uncertainty (Green 2003a); these are the two conditions 
for a choice to exist.  Public involvement does not remove either and indeed, we should be somewhat 
suspicious of an apparent consensus; it may simply mean that dissenting views have been suppressed.  
Public involvement changes the nature of process of choice, and increases the need for support, it 
does not change the nature of choice itself.  One of the problems then is that there are quite distinct 
views of the nature of uncertainty both between the specialists and between specialists and different 
publics. 
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Glossary 
 
 
 
‘main’ river Designation for flood risk management purposes 

only and defines those watercourses for which 
the Environment Agency is designated as being 
responsible for flood defence.  A section of 
watercourse is a ‘main’ river if it is shown as 
such on the map held by Defra. 

‘non main’ river Any stretch of watercourse which is not 
designated as a ‘main’ river.   The Evironment 
Agency may request the Minister to ‘main’ a 
particular stretch of watercourse.   Non-main 
rivers are the responsibility of local authorities or 
others for the purpose of flood defence and land 
drainage. 

Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) Areas of landscape significance; a designation 
which does not affect ownership. 

Brownfield site Land which has been previously used for some 
previous urban or industrial usage, often now 
derelict or abandoned 

Channelised river A river one or more of whose width, depth and 
form are maintained in a state other than the 
natural dynamic state of the river in order to 
enhance the usage of that river for one or another 
human use. 

Coarse fish All fish other than salmonid fish, notable in that 
in coarse fisheries, the fish are returned to the 
river after being caught. 

Conjunctive use Management of surface and groundwaters so as 
to increase reliability of supply e.g. by recharging 
aquifer with surface water during wet season. 

Ergonomics Science of human performance in tasks. 
Falkenmark criterion Measure of water availability and hence used to 

determine whether a country is short of water 
resources. 

Flood alleviation Different means of reducing the probability of a 
flood affected an area or of reducing the 
consequences of those floods that do occur. 

Flood and coastal defence Collective term for actions to reduce risks of 
flooding or erosion. 

Game fishery Salmonid fishery (primarily salmon and trout); 
fish that are caught are not returned to the river. 

Green Belts Areas of land, in agricultural or not urban use, 
around major urban areas in which new 
development is discouraged. 

Greenfield site Land not currently in an urban or industrial use.  
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Greenways A linear park. 
Institution “Institutions consist of cognitive, normative, 

regulative structures that provide stability and 
meaning to social behaviour”. 

Land drainage Actions to manage localised rainfall. 
Local authority housing Rental housing provided by local government. 
National Parks Large rural area designated for conservation of 

the landscape and the enjoyment of visitors for 
which a National Park Authority board, 
appointed by local and central government, has 
responsibilities, including acting as the planning 
authority.  Land ownership is unchanged by 
designation as a National Park. 

Navigation There is no general right to navigation on inland 
waterways and in most cases the right to 
navigation of a particular stretch of watercourse 
has been created by statute. 

Potential Evapo-Transpiration Predicted plant needs for water. 
Privatisation In the context of England and Wales, this refers 

to full divesture; all assets were transferred to the 
public companies along with all responsibilities 
for operating, maintaining, enhancing and 
expanding the water and wastewater systems. 

Public inquiry Quasi-judicial format in which inspector 
appointed by relevant minister must make a 
finding of facts plus a recommendation.  Prior to 
the  

Qualitative methods In social science, techniques that rely upon 
listening to people, particularly people 
interacting in groups, as a means of 
understanding their values, beliefs, attitudes and 
general understanding of the world and each 
other.   

Reform Any proposed change as described by those who 
propose that change. 

Retro-fitting Improvements in the performance of existing 
buildings and facilities by the installation of new 
equipment and fittings. 

Scheme promotion Consultation on preferred option; the traditional 
approach to engagement with the public as 
adopted by the National Rivers Authority.  The 
NRA determined what was the most appropriate 
flood or coastal defence scheme and then sought 
to persuade all other stakeholders that this was 
the best option. 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) Areas of ecological or geological importance as 
designated by English Nature.  Land ownership is 
not affected and English Nature may enter into a 
management agreement with the land owner. 
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Social exclusion Those households or individuals who, for one 
reason or another, do not have the same access to 
services and facilities as to do the majority of the 
population.  Those are excluded include those 
who are socially deprived in financial, 
educational or other terms, and those who are 
regarded as especially vulnerable as a result of 
personal characteristics or social conditions. 

Social inclusion Policies and actions intended to reduce different 
aspects of social exclusion 

Statutory plan Land use plan that is required to be prepared 
under one or other Act for some particular 
purpose.  That it is a statutory plan does not 
mean that development which is inconsistent 
with the plan may not be permitted, only that 
there is a presumption against such development. 

Structure plan  
Supplementary irrigation Irrigation that is not required every year or for 

fixed periods of the year, but only occasionally 
and primarily to ensure the quality of the crop.  

Thames Gateway Zone east of London and located north and south 
of the Thames estuary which is intended to 
provide the majority of the land needed to meet 
the projected increased the number of households 
in the South-East of England.   

Unsupported Flow in the river is not controlled by discharges 
from a reservoir. 
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Appendix Figures 
 

Figure 15  Electricity generation in England and Wales 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 16 

 

 

 

Figure 17 Predicted contributions by renewables to electricity generation 
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Figure 18 Institutional map for flood and coastal defence in England and Wales 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 19 Estimated costs of infrastructure provision for the Cambridge growth 
zone 
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Figure 20 Estimated costs of infrastructure provision in the Ashford growth zone 
(cost per dwelling) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 21 Age structure of the housing stock in England 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

tra
ns

po
rt

water a
nd

 flo
od

 m
an

ag
em

en
t

waste
 w

ate
r tr

ea
tm

en
t

tel
ec

om
munic

atio
n

oth
er 

utilit
ies

se
co

nd
ary

 he
alt

h c
are

ed
uc

atio
n

waste
 re

cy
clin

g

po
lice

 st
ati

on
s

fire
 st

ati
on

s

co
mmunit

y c
en

tre
s

lib
rarie

s

so
cia

l s
ervi

ce
s c

en
tre

s

ind
oor 

an
d ou

tdoo
r s

po
rt

aff
ord

able
 ho

us
ing

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

pre-1919 1919-1944 1945-1964 post 1964

converted flat
purpose built flat
temporary
detached
semi-detached
mid terrace
end terrace



 

 70

Figure 22 Age structure of commercial properties in England 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 23 Housing construction per year in England 
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Figure 24 Capital expenditure by the water industry in England and Wales 
(millions) 
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