Managing water resources:
River Wensum catchment
What are we telling you about?
We’ve produced this fact sheet to let you know about measures we’ve taken in recent years to
manage and improve water resources in the River Wensum catchment for the benefit of water users
and the environment.
The catchment

Red line = River Wensum Special Area of Conservation
7 = AP7 Wensum upstream of confluence with the Tud
4 = AP4 at Fakenham on the Wensum
8 = AP8 Wensum Tidal Limit at New Mills
5 = AP5 River Blackwater
9 = AP9 River Tud
6 = AP6 Swanton Morley
(AP4 to AP9 are points along the river where we assess flows and the impacts of water abstraction)

Summary
Managing water abstraction
Over the last 13 years we have greatly improved the water environment in the River Wensum, with
more improvements in place to follow in 2019. We have spent 5 years investigating the river
ecology and deriving the flows that the ecology of the river requires, and 8 years changing licences
to achieve those flows. We have altered over 40 abstraction licences. Some have reduced in
volume, some have had hands off flows added to protect the river during low flow periods, and one the very large Anglian Water abstraction at Costessey - has had the abstraction point moved
downstream out of the SAC. This particular project is due to be completed in March 2019.
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Managing water abstraction
The main impact of abstraction on flows in the River Wensum is the Anglian Water surface water
abstraction. The Restoring Sustainable Abstraction (RSA) programme licence changes will move
this abstraction from around Costessey to the Heigham works in Norwich, less than a mile above
Abstraction Point (AP) 8 and well below the bottom of the Special Area of Conservation (SAC). This
will protect the SAC and leave only a very small reach of the river affected. This reach is only
predicted to drop below the Environmental Flow Indicator (EFI) in dry summers. The change in
abstraction point is due to be completed by March 2019. This will move 17 million cubic metres per
year of abstraction out of the Wensum SAC into a less vulnerable area.
We have clawed back around 1.32 million cubic metres per year worth of potential abstraction from
the catchment by making changes to smaller licences and revoking some licences that were not
being used.

Restored section of the River Wensum at Great Ryburgh Common

Managing unused abstraction licences
We continue to try to lighten abstraction impacts on the Wensum wherever possible, and one
method available is to review licences that have been unused.
We have started by asking the holders to give them up voluntarily, but have also written to holders
and explained that we will revoke any licences that are not justified. These efforts have not been
solely centred on the Wensum, as we have other locations with similar issues.
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Water trades
We are also looking closely at any proposed water trades in and around the Wensum. This is where
a person sells all or part of their water right to another person on a permanent or temporary basis.
We are only permitting this where there will be no impact or a reduced impact on the Wensum.

Surface and ground water licences
Any proposed new surface water licences on the Wensum will have a very high Hands off Flow to
protect the HDERF (Habitats Directive Environmental River Flow Objective) or EFI (as appropriate)
as well as downstream abstractors. This makes abstraction difficult, so very few new licences are
being granted.
Groundwater licences are not being considered because we cannot prevent them having an impact
on the river when it is vulnerable.

The River Wensum at Bintree

Further information
We consider that these actions are sufficient to meet existing flow targets specified by Natural
England to protect the sensitive SAC habitats, but it is possible that more measures may be
required in the future as we monitor the situation. The catchment is due to be looked at again in
2024, and we will assess the need for further licence changes at that point.
For further information please contact the Environment Agency’s Integrated Environment Planning
Team by telephoning 02030255474 or by e-mail at easterniep@environment-agency.gov.uk
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