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Waite
Today I’m visiting a river which should sound like this. 

But instead…

Clip
This filthy trickle was a chalk stream, was a famous chalk stream for trout fishing, watermills, watercress beds and the like, as you see it isn’t really now.

Well it’s just devastating, you should have water voles here, kingfishers, otters, trout, grayling.  As you can see, yourself, now there’s nothing here – it’s a dead barren channel, it’s clogged with vegetation, there’s no animal life here at all, everything has gone.

Waite
On today’s Face the Facts we’re investigating how putting water into our taps is taking a huge toll on England’s iconic chalk streams, important waterways which have been described as the environmental equivalent of our own rain forest. With no major reservoir built in Britain for 40 years, we’ll hear how that’s left us too reliant on our rivers for our water – that there’s too much water “abstraction” as it’s called. Too much abstraction by the water industry, by power generators and by agriculture. And that – says the Water Minister himself – is taking too heavy a toll on rivers – and in particular those iconic English chalk streams which are virtually unique to Britain. 

Benyon
I am a farmer in a part of the country where there are two chalk streams that have suffered from low flows and over abstraction.  I live and breathe this, have done all my working life and I am not in the business of creating a problem that makes that worse.

Waite
So where do we get our tap water from? Jacob Tompkins is the founder of Water-wise, an independent organisation which regards itself as the leading voice on UK water efficiency. 

Tompkins
Ultimately all of our water comes from rainfall.  And what happens is that falls, goes into rivers or soaks into underground rocks.  We then either take the water directly from the rivers or we dam rivers and create reservoirs or alternatively we can pump water out of these underground rocks, these aquifers, and either put it into rivers or put it into reservoirs.  So there is an interconnected network and ultimately rivers are a key part of that.

Waite
And presumably demand for water will only increase as the population increases?

Tompkins
Demand has doubled since the ‘70s, recently it’s sort of levelled off, so we all use around 150 litres per person per day, so if you think of a big one litre bottle of water, 150 of those, multiply that up by the number you’re on the bus with in the morning, that’s a very, very large amount of water.  And the pressures that we’re facing at the moment mean that’s likely to go up.  So we’re seeing a change in climate, so we’re seeing changes in rainfall patterns but we’re also seeing things like more outdoor water use, people showering more, more appliances that can use water.  If you map on top of that the fact that we need more water for power and more water for agriculture the future could be quite bleak.

Waite
So what does this say for our rivers?

Tompkins
There are some predictions that river flows could fall by up to 50%.  All of these pressures that we’re seeing on water will manifest themselves in damage to our national rivers.

Waite
So just how critical is it that we address this problem you describe?

Tompkins
In my view it’s extremely critical, we are slowly sleepwalking into a crisis.

Stimpson
We’re walking alongside the River Beane near the Whitehall Pump Station which is nowhere near Whitehall in Westminster but is in Hertfordshire.  And the reason we’re here is this particular stretch of river is badly over abstracted because of the pump stations that take out roughly five million gallons a day, that’s about 10 Olympic swimming pools and that’s the water supply for Stevenage New Town.

Waite
And this is supposed to be a river is it Dave – what I’m looking at now – which looks really like little more than a tiny stream?

Stimpson
This filthy trickle was a chalk stream, was a famous chalk stream for trout fishing, watermills, watercress beds and the like and as you see it isn’t really now.

Waite
That’s Dave Stimpson, chair of the River Beane Restoration Association – set up in 1991 by local residents concerned even then about the dwindling flow of their local river. 

Stimpson
The problem is the water that’s in the chalk is clean, cheap, available water.  Stevenage New Town’s only three miles over there and when they built Stevenage New Town they had to supply water for it, so they built these pump stations in the ‘50s and they had no thought about the environment, it wasn’t even a consideration.  But as you lower the water table in the chalk strata so the springs dry up and that’s what causes the damage to the river.

Waite
Dave Stimpson’s River Beane Restoration Association isn’t the only organisation to express concerns about the poor state of the river. The Wildlife Trust is also worried, Charlie Bell – is the Living Rivers Officer for the organisation in Hertfordshire. 

Bell
Chalk streams should be beautiful and diverse ecosystems, you should have water voles here, kingfishers, otters, trout, grayling – some of our most iconic British wildlife should be here.  And as you can see yourself now there’s nothing here, it’s a dead barren channel, it’s clogged with vegetation, there’s no animals life here at all.  From the very bottom of the food chain to the very top – everything has gone.

Waite
So all those animals you mentioned they all would have been here, now they’ve all gone?

Bell
They were here in the past, we’ve got people who within living memory can remember water voles at the bottom of their garden, they can remember fishing for trout in areas that are now just a dry ditch.  And it’s simply down to this over abstraction and lack of water that means that they’re not here at all.

Waite
All very sad. And even sadder because chalk streams are a special feature of the English landscape. 

Bell
Well chalk streams are incredibly rare in a global context.  It’s estimated that there are about 180 worldwide, about 90% of those are actually here in England.  So we have most of the world’s resource of chalk streams, we’re incredibly lucky that we have them here and we really should take better care of them.

Waite
And where do we find chalk streams?

Bell
Well we find chalk streams wherever the underlying geology is chalk rock and that really starts in the South West of the country and it’s a diagonal band that goes for hundreds of miles right up the country to the East Coast.

Waite
How much water can be taken out of a river is governed by a system of licences, overseen by the Environment Agency – the government body responsible for managing water resources. There are over 21,000 licences in England and Wales – the overwhelming majority issued 50 years ago, in 1963, when the scheme started and when any concerns about climate change, population growth and the environment were not exactly to the fore. Rob Cunningham is head of water policy at the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, the RSPB. 

Cunningham
Licences were supposed to be issued on the basis of what people had been using in the previous three years.  What we actually see though is that abstraction licences were issued far in excess of actual use, about 80% of licences were granted in perpetuity and have no controls placed on them.  Abstractors are free to allow their abstraction to grow and not exceed the licence they were originally granted.  Something like a third of our rivers are either over abstracted or would be over abstracted if everyone who held a licence exercised their rights and that’s a real problem.

Waite
So what restrictions there are placed on removal of water from our rivers are largely based on licences granted in perpetuity, half a century ago, when the population was   ten million less, and water consumption something like - although reliable data is sparse - 70 litres a day, as opposed to the 150 litres we typically use today. 

As a result, the wildlife charity WWF has estimated 30% of rivers in England and Wales are officially “over-abstracted.” Yet paradoxically those licensed to abstract are operating fully within the terms of those 1960’s licences. Take the River Beane in Hertfordshire, it’s glaringly over-abstracted. A river once full of trout now a muddy trickle. Yet local campaigners like Dave Stimpson say they’re continually frustrated by the lack of action from both the Environment Agency and the water company concerned. 

Stimpson
This river is officially classed as over-abstracted by the Environment Agency, some years ago they produced a map for East Herts, which is where we are, it was all coloured red – pillar box red – showing the whole lot as over-abstracted, in other words we take too much water, there’s no more water available.  But the Environment Agency say they’re the guardians of the environment and they’re not guarding the environment, they’re allowing this to happen.

Waite
So what does it do to you as a resident when you see this area despoiled and it has been?

Stimpson
Well I just get very sad about it.  We got this recognised as a problem 20 years ago and what actually happens is the water industry works in five year planning periods, so this planned period just coming up – we must do something about the water supply – give years goes by, at the end of five years nothing’s happened.  So they stick it in the next five year plan.  This has been going on for the last 20 years – it’s gone from one to the next, to the next, to the next with nothing happening.

Waite
The water company which holds the licence to abstract water from the Beane is Affinity. And, as if to confirm Dave Stimpson’s view, its latest five year plan, published in May, included proposals to reduce abstractions to improve flows and environmental habitats in local chalk streams like the Beane. Affinity told us that in the late 1990’s it secured funding to pump water from another location to help maintain the water flow of the Beane. But the Environmental Agency asked Affinity to stay its hand – for fear of simply shifting the problem to a neighbouring river.   

That neighbouring river is the Mimram…Just a few miles down the road, it has a very different sound to the River Beane. 

Salter
We’re on the beautiful little River Mimram, which is a Hertfordshire chalk stream, one of the few that hasn’t been over-abstracted and destroyed. 

Waite
Former Labour MP Martin Salter is now National Campaigns Coordinator for the Angling Trust, which this year launched a Chalk Stream Charter to raise awareness of the plight of our rivers.

Salter
We’ve got beautiful clean gravel, we’ve got Birds of Ranunculus more commonly known as water crowfoot, they’re just ending their flowering, they look absolutely gorgeous, it’s like a million daisies on top of this bright green weed.

Waite
This is one of those iconic scenes, isn’t it, when you think of a British river you actually are thinking of a chalk stream.  I can imagine Ratty coming along here with Mole any minute now.

Salter
You could imagine Ratty coming along here with Mole, you could imagine Constable painting the scene, you could imagine Isaac Walton, the godfather of fishing, my chosen sport, spending a very, very pleasant day here catching beautiful trout in wonderful English countryside in pure water.

Waite
So what is the problem?

Salter
The problem is our stewardship not just of chalk streams but of water resources in general has been lamentable.  We treat water as if it’s free, we don’t meter it - we’re one of the few countries in the developed world who have no universal metering - so if there’s not really a price on water people don’t value it.  And we are basically taking water, sucking it out of the aquifers, running many of our rivers completely dry and using that water to flush our toilets, water our golf courses.  We really need a serious approach to valuing this most important of public utilities.

Waite
Although water is abstracted from the Mimram, a concerted effort to maintain its flow – including landowners, conservation groups and of course the Environment Agency’s decision to deter Affinity from using its waters – plus the presence of a couple of healthy tributary streams which have not been subject to abstraction – has allowed the Mimram to maintain a healthy flow level not the filthy trickle I saw two miles away at the River Beane. 

Bishop
In 1996 this was dry for many points during a normal year and now what we have is a really iconic chalk stream.

Waite
Standing on the bank of the River Darent in Kent, Trevor Bishop is head of water resources at the Environment Agency. And, he told me, it has a programme to husband those resources and tackle river depletion. 

Bishop
What we can see is the effect of when you reduce the abstractions in this area by about 36 million litres of water a day and that means we now have a river supporting the ecology it should support, so we have brown trout, we have river limpet, we have fresh water snail – all coming back.  And many of the species which are supported are so iconic because this is a chalk stream and it’s internationally important.

Waite
In 1999 the Environment Agency established its “Restoring Sustainable Abstraction Programme” under which it began to review thousands of those water abstraction licences that had been granted 50 years ago and, remember - in perpetuity. Where evidence of environmental damage is found, the agency starts action to change the terms of the licence to offer greater protection to the river ecology. At the Darent, it paid an undisclosed amount (which we understand to be many millions of pounds) in compensation to Thames Water, so the company could invest in new infrastructure, and in turn take less water from the river. 

Bishop
There’s some really passionate people that live in this area that wanted to recover their stream and their river to what it should be. We’ve helped them work with the water company, work with other abstractors and then what we’ve done is manage to raise the money to pay the compensation so the abstractions can be moved to a different location and the river pops back up where it should be to support the ecology we see today.

Waite
How much did that cost you?

Bishop
Well the actual sum of money we can’t really divulge.  The scale is considerable depending on the size of the licence and the loss which is associated for the abstractor.  So for some abstractors who actually don’t use that licence very much at all then the value could be quite low, where it underpins energy security or water security or where someone’s actually invested their whole business and livelihood around that abstraction licence it can be more significant.

Waite
Since 1999, the Environment Agency has investigated around a thousand licences – changing the terms of 69 of them. However, it has not yet used its powers to revoke a licence without paying compensation. The problems at the Darent were first identified 20 years ago but that change in the licence only happened this year. The charity WWF has estimated that at the current rate it will take 300 years to deal with all the over-abstractions currently identified in the English river network. Is Trevor Bishop, head of water resources at the agency, satisfied with the speed and the extent of action that’s been taken? 

Bishop
First of all we have a voluntary revocation of the licence and where that takes place it can be relatively quick.  So we have a negotiation between local groups, between the Environment Agency and the abstractor.  And when, however, we get into a situation where we need to go through a legal process to recover that licence clearly that takes much longer and you can be talking many, many years to go through that process to actually define what the level of compensation is, to raise the money and then to take it through the paperwork system to resolve that.

Waite
You see I have heard criticism of the Environment Agency from people in making this programme that you are very slow.

Bishop
Yes it does take many years to resolve some of these situations, which equally have developed over many decades in the past.  So our role in the Environment Agency is to find this judicious balance between how you allocate water between the economy – energy security, water security, food security – society, who needs drinking water, and also the environment.  So when they become out of kilter it’s very difficult to actually get it back into balance and someone needs to give way, someone needs to compromise and that takes time to negotiate those solutions.

Waite
I mean the Darent, where we’re standing, the action plan here started 20 years ago.

Bishop
Well it hasn’t taken 20 years to see the benefits in the Darent, we’ve seen improvements in the Darent throughout that period.  The final action on the action plan for the Darent took place in February this year which was the removal of those licences by Thames Water, actually they had stopped using those licences almost a decade before, that was a paperwork to actually close down the situation.

Waite
Of the 430 licences currently under review in England, more than half are owned by water companies – companies like Thames Water which received compensation from the Environment Agency for agreeing to revoke its licences on the River Darent in Kent. Richard Aylard is the company’s external affairs and sustainability director. 

Can that really be right for the public to pay rich water companies to prevent them from over-abstracting?  You’re doing damage to the environment and yet you have to be paid to stop?

Aylard
Yes because that investment has to be paid for, the money has to come from somewhere, we don’t set our own prices, price limits are set by the independent regulator on the basis of the work that we need to do.  Now if we need to spend money to invest that gets funded by the Environment Agency from the compensation fund, which in turn is funded by a levy on abstraction licences.  So the money is going in a circle and ultimately customers are paying for the good that they’re achieving for the environment, that’s the way the system works.

Waite
Because just the structure of water companies – you’re owned by institutional investors, they all want their dividends, there’s got to be a conflict of interest there, hasn’t there, between the profit motive on the one hand and the protection motive on the other?

Aylard
Not at all.  We have a duty to supply water to our customers and we try and take as little as possible and the aim of all this is to keep bills down for customers.

Waite
But aren’t there alternatives to this old fashioned way – there’s a river, it’s got lots of water, let’s get in there and extract it?

Aylard
Well the first thing to do is to manage demand because if we all used less water then we would take less water out of the environment.  There are no pain free solutions to having more water.  But certainly we are going to need a new resource of some sort, probably about 10 years’ time.

Waite
But some would say that water is so cheap, I think your tap water you say costs less than a tenth of a penny per litre, that it’s too cheap and it’s the environment that too often is paying the real price for it.

Aylard
I think that’s true but the point is…

Waite
You think that’s true?

Aylard
I think that’s true but there is a big but to this which is that if you are going to sort that problem out water bills are going to have to rise and at the moment we have customers who are finding it difficult to pay their water bills at their current level.  So this is in a sense it’s actually a political problem.  What is an acceptable amount for customers to pay for water?

Waite
Richard Aylard of Thames Water. After water companies farmers hold most water abstraction licences - around a quarter of the total.  Agriculture is alleged to be one of the reasons that the River Lugg in Herefordshire is officially classified as “over-abstracted.” 

It’s where I met Rob Cunnigham of the RSPB. 

Cunningham
I actually got involved in the story of abstraction licensing following the 1995 drought.  In 1995 Yorkshire Water were tankering water across the Pennines to keep the taps flowing.  Rivers were dry, there were even rumours of plans to evacuate part of Halifax and questions were being asked in the House of Commons. And so when Labour swept to power this was one of the things which they promised that they would sort out.  This all culminated in 2003 with the last Water Act but apart from tinkering around the edges it really failed to fix the fundamental underlying issues.  

Well it appears to be a really sad reality that the only thing that makes politicians wake up and think about these things is when there’s a crisis.  And in 2012 we entered the year really facing what could have been one of the most serious droughts in living memory.  What followed was unprecedented summer – summer rainfall and that really let the government off the hook and I have absolutely no doubt that if we hadn’t had the wettest summer on record in 2012 then this government would be in a place where it had no choice but to sort out abstraction licensing.

Waite
And Mr Cunningham’s no more impressed with the latest Water Bill, put before parliament just a few weeks ago. Yet more talk, he says, when its urgent action that’s really needed.  

Cunningham
All we have in terms of abstraction reform is a vague promise that appears to be coming vaguer by the minute that the government will introduce something in the next parliament if there’s time.  And so we’re looking at the mid-2020s at the earliest before we even begin to roll out reform.  And frankly that’s not good enough – abstraction is an issue now, there’s going to be some really tough decisions but we need to take them now because our rivers and our wetlands are suffering and they will continue to suffer and the problem is only going to get worse.

Waite
Well if tough decisions are going to be taken then the man who’ll have to make them is the minister for water, Richard Benyon.  What does he think of the claim that our rivers are being damaged, and our environment despoiled, as a result of over-abstraction? 

Benyon
I’ve been involved in over-abstraction and trying to tackle it since the early 1990s so I completely agree with them and I think it’s something that we have to tackle and to do it as quickly as we can.

Waite
Yes but it’s taking – it’s already taken a very long time and it looks like the process is going to stretch out for more years to come.  Why isn’t someone – you’re the minister – acting quicker?

Benyon
Well we are, we’re bringing forward changes in this price review process that the water companies are currently engaged in with Ofwat that will see a much speedier system for dealing with unsustainable abstraction.  And then we have the – in the medium term – this need to get all these abstraction licences in a regime that we can manage a lot better and that will require further legislation but we are determined to do it.

Waite
Of course there was a Water Bill 10 years ago that didn’t solve the problem, there’s one now – a few weeks ago – which we’ve heard on the programme from many people will not solve it either, the whole thing – they say – has been put off for another 10 years.

Benyon
Not so no.  That would suggest that first of all we’re not doing anything, secondly, that the changes that we need to make to our abstraction regime are going to somehow be long grassed into the future.  We reckon…

Waite
Well only last month, minister – sorry to interrupt – as I understand it, you told the Environment Select Committee if you can legislate in the next parliament maybe the wheels can get going on this, so possibly we’ll be able to start implementing this new reform in 2022!  That is nearly 10 years from now.

Benyon
Well we will – we are doing an awful lot now.  What is actually being done through the Water Bill is going to make quite a difference to some our largest abstractors, the water companies, who currently are required to be compensated through a very complex process, this will take it out of that scheme, they will be part of the price review, so they’ll build into their business plans and they will be able to deliver unsustainable abstraction reform in a much quicker way because this measure we have in this Water Bill in this parliament to address the fact that frankly too many governments have ignored in the past that large parts of this country, the South and East of it, haven’t got enough water for the economy and for our demands and we’ve got to find cleverer smarter ways to provide for it.

Waite
But the Environment Agency was given the powers in 2003 to revoke licences without compensation but that has never happened.

Benyon
It was given that power but it was never implemented until this government did and we have implemented it, so the Environment Agency now have that tool and we’ve consulted on it and they are now ready to use it and so they can implement it if they feel there is serious damage and there’s a very clear definition of what serious damage is.

Waite
Because surely you’ll have to agree with me, certainly the critics we’ve heard on the programme, all the while this has been going on and for as long as it continues to go on the environment is paying the price.

Benyon
Yeah, that’s why when we came into office the first thing we did was say it is government’s job to get a grip of water policy.  And towards the end of this year we will be consulting on the detail of a new modern fit for purpose abstraction regime that will protect some of the most valuable environments.  I am a farmer in a part of the country where there are two chalk streams that have suffered from low flows and over-abstraction, I live and breathe this, have done all my working life and I am not in the business of creating a problem that makes that worse, I want to see the Kennet and all the other rivers that are affected by over-abstraction flowing freely and being the valued ecological systems that they should be rather than the degraded ones they are.  So I can give you that absolute assurance that we are not going to create a problem that is worse we’re going to improve it and we are working fast to achieve that.

Waite
Because the government’s stewardship of our chalk stream has been described on the programme as lamentable and they are iconic, they are unique, they are England’s rainforest and yet all too many are running dry.

Benyon
I find it utterly shaming that we have 80% of the world’s chalk streams here and too many of them are failing ecological systems.  Actually between two thirds and three quarters of our rivers in this country are not up to scratch.  That’s why we’ve set about a complete programme of improving the ecology of our rivers, our catchment management approach, you’re talking about something that’s an absolute priority for me, this is personal and we want to see results, we want to see results as soon as we can.

