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The Steering Group

This Strategy and proposed Action Plan flows from a process that we, the Environment Agency’s
Steering Group think s necessary to move towards our shared vision for the area. It can only he
achieved by project promotion and management and resource allocation by the principal parties at
the highest'level. The Steering Group are’-

Brian Livings (Chair) Somerset Local Flood Defence Committee
Jonathan Comer Somerset Local Flood Defence Committee
Richard Bradford English Nature o

David Ayers [SDeput)ﬁ,Andy George) Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF)
John Rowe (Deputy Richard Andrews) Farmmq & Rural Conservation Agency (FRCA)
Ray Adlam National Farmers' Union (NFU)

Tim Walford Country Landowners Association (CLA)

Doug Taylor Somerset County Council |

Richard Clark Levels & Moors Partnership ‘LAMP) N

David House Somerset & Avon Branch of the Association of

, Drainage Authorities (ADA) ,
Mark Robins (Deputy Jane Brookhouse)  Royal ometonrthe rotection of Birds (RSPB)
Roger Martin Somerset Wildlife Trust

Your comments on this document will be welcomed. Please address them to Ken Tatem, Project
MggagggQEnwronment Agency, Rivers House, East Quay, Bridgwater, Somerset, TA6 4YS by 7

For enquiries about the Somerset Levels and Moors Partnership and its work, E)Iease contact the
Levels and Maors Officer, ¢/o Environment and Property Department, Somerset County Council,
County Hall, Taunton, TAL 4DY
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Somerset Levels and Moors _
Water Level Management Strategy Review and Proposed Action Plan

Preface

This Strategy and proposed Action Plan has been produced by the Environment A?ency (the
Agency), a member of the Somerset Levels and Moors Partnership, with assistance from many
partner organisations, which were represented on the Agency’s Steering Group.

The Somerset Levels and Moors Partnership considers that this Strategy is ai)ositive contribution
towards the Partnership’s overall Strategy and wider vision for the Somerset Levels and Moors,

which is;

A thriving wetland landscape valued by its communities and others, able, through a vibrant
local econiomy, to protect and enhance ifs specialfeatures through wise use

The Partnership has identified many issues that affect the Somerset Levels and Moors, mcludmgi
water management. The Partnership has agreed to act as a host for this Water Level Managemen
Strategy Review and Action Plan Consultation, so that the communities within the area, and its
Partners may hetter understand the role of the Environment Agency and this strategy.

What can this Strateev and Action Plan achieve?

This document will guide the Environment Age_ncr‘s.actlon_s to achieve water tables that, protect
and enhance special features of the wetlands, including wildlife and archaeology, and conserve
peat soils, while at the same time the Agency strongly supports the need of farming to remain
economically viable.

The Strategy and Xroposed Action Plan contained in this document, remains the responsibility of
the Environment Agency and enquiries about its contents should be directed to the Agency. Water
management issues not dealt with by the Strategy and Action Plan should be discussed in the first
instance with the Agency.

The Partnership agrees that this Strategy and Action Plan is necessary to set out agreed
Environment Agency actions. The Partnership also acknowledges that there are likely to be
dlsag{reements over water level management, wiich should continug to be discussed openly and
constructively by the Agency’s Steering Group. The Partnership will help the Agency to réview
the progress in achieving the agreed actions and will suggest solutions to problems as they arise.

On behalf of the communities of the area, the Partnership is always willing to assist in heIping t0
resolve any matters which involve complex issues, and will seek advice from appropriate members
of the Partnership.

Topics that will be addressed bv the Anencv with its Partners elsewhere:

» Changes in flood defence practices that are not directly relevant to

water level management. N EVELS
* Management of recreation and access within the area I
» Changes to agricultural support mechanisms (although this document PARTNERSHIP

may Influence them)
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Executive Summary

When considering issues within the Somerset Levels and Moors, it is important to start with an
understanding of the mutual dependency between landowners, farmers and the conservation
interests. A vital aspect of the Agency’s vision is for viable local farming and other industries
playing a key role in achieving conservation targets.

The Somerset Levels and Moors covers 60,000 hectares and is the most important remaining
lowland wet grassland in Engr!and, set in a rich cultural landscape, with drained marshes sub-
divided by many ditches and rhynes and with its communities located on higher land. Some 10%
of the area is considered to be a wetland of outstanding ecological importance in a European

context.

National ?mdance has been developed over the last five years in response to increasing concerns
over the future management of our wetland heritage, and this has major implications for water
level managiement in the Somerset Levels and "Moors, MAFF’s advice on Water Level
Management Plans, the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and the Habitat Regiulatmns are amongst the
most Important recent government initiatives to assist in the management and conservation of our

wetlands.

Following public debate of the keg issues and with guidance Frowded through a Steerlng Group,
the Environment Agency has produced this new Water Level Management Strategy and Action
Plan to replace the 199 Strate?y for Water Level Management and Nature Conservation. This
new S_trategy takes account of the recent guidance, new regulations and measures for site
protection. 1t also responds to concer over ongoing declines in some important elements of this
wetland’s conservation interests, such as numbers of breeding waders.

This Strategy and Action Plan identifies keP/ issues for water level management outside the flood
situation and sets out a bold programme of actions, both inside and outside designated areas, to
collect the required information, implement chan%es through consensus and partnership wherever
possible and identify desirable incentives. The widespread concern about flood events is
recotgmsed by the Agency, which is carrying out a major but separate review of flood defence
practices.

Reasons for change

The changes in water level management which the Agency seeks through this Strategy are
E_nm_anly_drn_/en by the need for additional measures to restore and safe%uard the conservation and
lodiversity interests of this wetland. This need for change must be balanced a?alnst the need to
safeguard the livelihoods of those who farm and manage the wetlands in difficult conditions. The
Somerset Levels and Moors covers about 60,000 hectares of which 45% lies within an
Environmentally Sensitive Area. With over 1000 agreement holders and nearly 60% of the ESA
already bemg Under agreement, many farmers have volunteered to help conserve this um%ue
wetland landscape through environmentally sensitive farming practices.  Voluntary ESA
agreements leading to Raised Water Level Areas %RWLAS), covering over 1,200 ha, have
demonstrated that “carefully located higher water tables can lead to significant conservation

SUCCESSES.

Populations of overwintering waterfowl have increased in some areas, but significant declines in
the numbers of breeding waders continue to be recorded from some moors where they were
previously more abundant. The wet grasslands and fen meadows remain vulnerable to the adverse
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effects of dry conditions, and populations of some farmland birds such as Whinchat have declined
dramatically” in the last 20 years. There is mcreasmg concern that our peat soils are becoming
more difficult to farm due to the Iong-ter_m effects of drainage, drought and compaction. There is
growing evidence that the plants and animals in the rhynes and ditches are vulnerable to adverse
changes in water quality and in the management of the watercourses..

Strategy

The overall aim of the _A%enc%/_’s new Strategy is for the wise use of land and water in the Somerset
Levels and Moors which achieves the conservation and enhancement of the wetland’s special
features thrtough economically viable and environmentally sensitive water level and land
management.

The Agency will adopt a presumption for water level management which favours nature
conservation within SSSIs and archaeological conservation within Scheduled Ancient Monuments,
and in the rest of the Somerset Levels and Moors where there is general agreement. The Agency
will draw up a list of priority sites for action in consultation with its partners. In carrying out ifs
statutory functions, the Agency is obliged to give special consideration to the impacts of its
decisions and actions on the wetland environment and on the economic activities which maintain
this environment, particularly fanning which supports so many livelihoods in this area.

The Agency has set out an 18 point statement of its Strategy, to be implemented through the
proposed Action Plan, summarised on the next page.

I Somerset Levels and Moors: Water Level Management Strategy Review and Proposed Action Plan



Summary of the Action Plan

All actions will be taken forward by negotiation with those affected by them, and agzreed actions
will be implemented by a dedicated multi-functional Agpency team for the Somerset Levels and

lan are:

Moors team. Key actions to be implemented through the
Summary of Actions

Shortages of Water _
* Identify vulnerable sites and watercourses
* Identify optimum and minimum water levels .
~» Review mwct of abstractions on the Special Protection Area
Achieving RWLAs & Wetland Restoration o
« Prioritise extension of RWLAS and encourage further take up of Tier 3 in the ESA
« Support and promote other wetland restoration and creation initiatives in the ESA
~such as all year perming areas, and other schemes e.g. Avalon Marshes
Priorities of Agency’s Statutory Requirements _ .
* Implement the reviews required by the Habitats Regulations
+ Assess flood defence operations and expenditure
Land Use of Areas providing Flood Plain Storage
* Improve flood waming to affected landowners
* Promote appropriate land use of flood risk areas
Water Level Management Plans
* Seek resources to implement Plans by 2004 or sooner
+ Ensure that WLMPs address issues raised in LEAPs and this Strategy
* Propose grant scheme to assist IDB implementation of Plans
Arable farming in Peatland .
* ldentify most vulnerable peat soils and moors o
« Establish optimum water levels for protection of archaeology and wildlife interests
* Pilot remedial measures on damaged peat soils
*Develop incentives to encourage wise use of peat soils
Poor Water Quality in Ditches - o
« Set appropriate water quality objectives and review discharge consents
. Tarqet catchments with diffuse pollution prevention campaign
* Implement buffer strips and reedbed interception as appropriate
~+Improve water quality where this falls below ecological standards
The Withy Industry .
+ Assess socio-economic effects of water level management
*  Determine requirements and constraints of the industry
~» Encourage the development of traditional skills
Flooding and Flood Defence Expenditure .
* Ensure local authority plans do not increase flood risk
~+ Provide clear assessments of flood flows and risk
Biodiversity Action Plan o
* "Develop BAP targets for individual areas of the Levels and Moors
* Manage water levels to meet Species Action Plan targets
« Maximise the Agency’s contribution to meeting BAP targets on Agency land
Strategic Plans _ _ .
* Refer to this Strategy and Action Plan when commenting on other Plans
» Publicise the Strategy and Action Plan and keep it live and relevant
~» Undertake annual review of progress and report publicly
Climate Change _ . _
* Review flood defence proposals in relation to climate change
» Assess appropriate investment required to meet changing requirements
Public Access .
* Mitigate any effects of water level management upon public rights of way

North Somerset Moors _
* Undertake a consultation process to produce a Strategy
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Introduction
Vision
The Environment Agency’s vision for the Somerset Levels and Moors is:

* Viable local fanning and other industries plaﬁlmg a key role in achieving conservation targets.

« Effective conservation and enhancement of the nationally and internationally important
wetland biodiversity and archaeology. N N

o Wise use of the weflands supportlng the local economy and thriving local communities.

J Wltolles%read understanding of the value of the very special heritage and unique landscape of the
wetland.

Background

The Somerset Levels and Moors is the, largest area of lowland wet grassland remamln‘g n
Eragland, covermﬁ_some_ 60,000 hectares in the centre of Somerset. and representing 20% of the
UK resource of this habitat. It is a drained marsh, suscePtlbIe to tidal flooding from the Severn
Estuatlryfhand frequent fluvial floods from the rivers that flow through the low Iying land on their
way 10 the sea.

Lines of drainage channels form a striking landscape. These are the product of a long history of
water level mariagement and local fanning' systems. Houses and.other properties are generally on
high ground, above the flood levels on thé moors.

Today, about 2000 individuals and families farm the area, with average holdings of 40 hecfares, A
mix of high land and low I)r/]lng moar land is common. Approximately 50% of the land is dairy,
10-12% 1S arable, whilst the remainder is beef and sheep fanning ‘and other local industriés
including withy growing and geat extraction. . The Somerset Levels and Moors Environmentally
Sensitivé Area covers some 45% of the area, including all the low lying inland moors which are
subject to fluvial flooding.

The mana?ement of this wetland encourages a great variety of wildlife, 1t is internationally
Important for overwintering and migratory birds, and for the invertebrates that live in the drainage
channels known as rhynes.” This international importance is recognised in the designation of some
6,300 hectares of the Somerset Levels and Moors as a Special Protection Area and Ramsar
wetland of international importance. The peat preserves many unique archaeological features.

The Levels and Moors are also of national importance to nature conservation for its populations of
breedlng waders and wetland birds, unimproved wet grasslands, fen meadows, reedbeds and
remnant raised mires, and for the plants and animals in the rhgnes. Some 12% of the wetland has
been designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, and 2.5% of the area is managed as nature

IESErVves by conservation organisations.

Water levels are controlled by the operation of pumps, Sluices and other structures bP/ the
Environment Agency, and also’hy 18 independent Internal Drainage Boards, and individual land
Mmanagers.

Somerset Levels and Moors: Water Level Management Strategy Review and Proposed Action Plan 9



Influences

Everyone concerned in seeking change in this extraordinarily rich and diverse wetland must start
from™ an _understanding of the matual dependency between landowners, farmers and the
conservation interests, and the local, regional, national"and international influences on its future.

Among the many influences on water levels in this wetland are: farmln(% and other lang-use
economies,.government policies for flood defence (water management), the ambitions of the
conservation”organisations, the requirements of the protected ared status, the statutory duties of
various public odies, ownership patterns, social and cultural interests, all within a unique
geographical situation,

The current difficulties facing the farming industry have significant impact on the attitude of land
owners to any proposed change in water levels, Man¥ farms are family based and the current
crisis in the livestock trade gives them concern for the tuture. The poorer ualltyqurass which
can result from wetter conditions affects productivity and makes it difficult to finishbeef cattle
within the 30 month time period specified by MAFFin response to the BSE crisis. This has also
resulted in lower stocking numbers. Sildge production’is also more difficult under wetter
conditions.  The use of farm machinery which would damalge wetter fields is restricted and the
?raz,mg season shortened. The smallef landholdings have [ess flexibility to ad]Just. However,
raditionally managed permanent pasture and hay meadows are more tolérant of wet conditions
than short term leys, being made up of less demariding plants of lower agricultural productivity.

Farming on the peat soils has heen made difficult by Ion? term damage to the soils thought to be
cHhsed by a combination ofdram_a%e, drought and héavy farm machinéry together causing changes
In the soil structure, some of which may be irreversible. In some areas the Tields have become so
bum Y that thex ‘are no longer mown;, and elsewhere fields become rapidly waterlo%ge_d after
];alnla | due to the formation 0f a hard layer in the soil through which water does not drain very
reely.

Farmers are particularly influenced by support payments, and although there are payments for
environmentally sensitive farming ﬁunder MAFF'S ESA scheme), thé overall balance of fiscal
incentives for farmers only partly delivers the desired habitat, biodiversity tgam and archaeplogical
conservation favoured by”conservation organisations. The availability 0f" payments under agri-
environment schemes is°a driving influence on water level manaﬁement, although there is some
concern about the base ofthese pdyments. Concern for the future fias caused a dritt away from the
area_by those likely to continue the indigenous skills necessary to make a living on’this land,
leading to a loss of Such skills.

After declines in the_late 1970s and 1980s, considerable progress has been made in safeguarding

the nature conservation interests of the Somerset Levels and Maars in the last five years. This
progress is a direct result of the Agency working in partnership with the ESA scheme, "landowners
ﬁnd fgrmers, Drainage Boards and the conservation organisations. The most notable successes
ave heen:

+ the decline in hreeding wader populations has slowed in wetfer years and in areas which
{ergalga\{\éetter In spring. Wader populations have started to increase in a few areas in the last
WO yea . . . .

+ populations of overwintering waterfowl have stabilised, and increased in some areas

« over 1,200 hectares of ESA are under management agreement in raised water level areas
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* increased financial supEort for environmentally sensitive farming Practices and for the
reclamation of the worked out peat zones to sustainable wetland afteruse
* Detter understanding of wet grassland management and the needs of farmers and land owners

when managing these wetlands

Despite these successes, conservation organisations remain concerned about some aspects of the
biodiversity interests of the Somerset Levels and Moors, most notably:

» . the much reduced and now small Populatlons of breeding waders o

o the small number of areas reqular ¥ used by large populations of overwintering waterfowl

¢ %ﬁlmlﬂgtbreedlng populations of farmland hirds, for example the Yellow Wagtail and

incha

o the |mPacts of poor water quality, intensive maintenance of watercourses, and low winter
water levels on aguatlc plants and animals N

* wet grassland and fen meadows remaining vulnerable to drought conditions

*  (lamage to peat soil through over drainage and arable cultivation

» the protection of the remnant raised mires

Large amounts of public funds are directed towards the environmental protection of the Somerset
Levels and Moors. It'is essential that these funds succeed in ach|evm% the maintenance and
enhancement of the biodiversity and conservation resources of the designated and non-designated

areas alike

Government regulations and policies have a profound influence on the Agency’s Action Plan. The
availability of public funds for flood defence including water level managemeént, the priorities put
on such funding, and the requirements related to” the government's” adoption of European
conservation designations for twelve SSSIs in the Levels and Moors, will be major influences in
determining and dchieving the changes needed. Likewise, the Government’s adoption of the UK
Biodiversity Action Plan, and the need to safequard buried archaeological features, will need to be
taken into dccount when determining the day-to-day management of Wwater levels.

Fundamental to change are how the duties and powers of the various statutory bodies with an
nterest In the area are used. Learning from the past has been a significant influence on

formulating the Action Plan.

Other major influences include; tourism and recreation; flood risk; climate change; public
exgecltatlofn;hwater resources; and the potential for disturbance from public access, Wildfowling
and elver fishing.
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Background History

The decline in hreeding waders on the Somerset Levels and Moors S$SIs, since 1977, and the
loss of botanical interest in areas such as Tealham and Tadham were important indicators that
conservation interest was declining in the area.

In 1990, the Somerset Local Flood Defence Committee, set up a sub committee which
through wide consultation produced a Strategy which was approved by the National NRA
Board in December 1991,

The implementation of the Strategy coincided with the Mlnlstm( ofAﬁ_rlcuIture, Fisheries and
Food’s (MAFF's) introduction ot raised water level an{men s within a large area of the
Somerset Levels'and Moors designated an Environmentally Sensitive Area. THis has enabled
the Agency to assist in the promotion of a number of Raised Water Level Areas (RWLA).
Emstmg RWLA's total 1295 ha, of which 1064 ha are on 7 of the 8 priority sites identified
under the Strategy.

A Steering Group cansisting of representatives of the main interested bodies (see Page 26 for
members) first met in October 1997 to consider the consultation process, and the context of
the Consultation Report. The Group decided that the Report should include a list of issues
and management options.

A three month consultation period began when the Report was launched on 2 February 1998,
CORJes_were sent to many interested parties. The Agency set up Public Meetirigs and
Exhibitions and attended many other meetings at the request of various bodies.

The consultation resulted in 107 resPonses varying from a24 page letter to a single sentence
at a Publlc meeting, and they have all been takén into account in the redrafting of the Strategy
and the preparation of an Action Plan.

The process of considering the responses and producing the Action Plan is documented in a
separate complementary Consultation Response report available from the Agency on request.
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The Environment Agency’s Strategy

The Environment Aﬂﬁncy recognises the outstanding nature conservation interest of the
Somerset Levels and Moors and that some of these interests continue to decline.

The Environment Act 1995 made the ermpal aim of the Environment Agency to protect or
enhance the environment, taken as awhole, o as to contribute towards attdining the objective
of achieving sustainable development. The Act also made it the Agency's duty in exermsmgi
its Water Management functions to further the conservation and™ enhancenient of natura
beauty and the Conservation of flora, fauna and geological or physiographical features of

special interest, _
Action Plan

Issue Nos
L The Agency will adopt a presumption for water level .management 2
which “favours nature conservation within SSSIs, and in the rest of
the Somerset Levels and Moors where there is general agreement.
Priority will be given to the core areas of SSSIs.

2. The Agfency will adopt a presumption for water level management 7
which favours archaeological conservation for Scheduled Ancient
Monuments (as designated by English Heritage) preserved in the peat

3. The Agency seeks with others to restore, consgrve and through the 11,2
achievements of Bio-diversity. Action Plan Targets enhance the
biodiversity and landscape of this important wetland, consistent with

its given ddties, and to conserve the archaeological interest.

4, The AgencY will carry out its water manaRement functions, m_cludlng 4,8
the. control of watér. abstraction, discharges, water quality an
dralnagie_ (all ofwhich interact with water level management) i order
to meet its statutory obligations.

5. The Agency will give special consideration to the environmental 1,4
impact of its consénts and activities which affect the Levels and
Moors, and especially within the Special Protection Area as required
by the Habitat Regulations.

6.  The A?ency will review its flood defence practices and take into 12,10
account the requirements for nature . conservation, to ensure
sympathetic management especially within the Environmentally
ensitive Area (ESA). Formal management plans, will he agreed
with English Nature (EN) over the A%ency's activities which affect
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SS Isg. English Heritage will be
chsl\l;lIt)ed over matters that affect’ Scheduled”Ancient Monuments

).

1. Where raised water level areas, affect agricultural productivity the

Agency will support the provision of water level premiums on
payments from appropriate agri-environment schemes.
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8. The Agency will liaise with relevant organisations to draw up a list 2,1
of priority Sites where enhanced water lévels are required to maintain
and restore the nature conservation interest, and to safeguard the
archaeological interest.

9. The,A?ency will take action after consultation with the Ministry of 2,5, 11
Agriculture; Fisheries and Food, English Nature, Internal Drainage
Bt?,arq_s and land managers in order to achieve the conservation
objectives.

10.  In implementing its strate?Y the Agency will seek to accommodate 9
the special requirements of the withy growing industry and any other
interests which affect the economic “and social well being “of the
communities in this rural area,

11, Inimplementing the, strateg&/ the Agency will take special account of
tBhe 3tatutory, practical and financial position of Internal Drainage
oards.

12 Any changes proposed in this strategy must ensure that there is no 10, 14
increase 1N flood risk to human life and habitation,

13, The A?e_ncy recognises Water Level Management. Plans as a key 6
element in achieving locally agreed levels for individual moors, and
will encourage their'completion.

14, The Agency undertakes to consult and inform widely to improve 2,9, 10
awareness 0f the special considerations of the Somerset Levels and
Moors, and to encourage constructive feedback.

15, The Agency recognises the impact of the current poor water quality 7
\é\glafgler; ditches o the moors an seeks to |dent|& and remedy Ifs

16.  The Agency will take special account of the importance of water 8
level management in the conservation of peat soils.

17. The Agency recognises the link between the traditional farming skills 9
of the indigenous land man%%ers and the special habitat requirements
of the Levels and Moors. The Agency will encourage the retention
of these skills within the Levels and Moors.

18, The Agency will advise and assist the IDBSs to help fulfil their duties 11
with dle recognition of English Nature’s conservation objectives.

The success of the proposed st,rateg¥ will depend on co-ordinated actions by many different
individuals and.organisations in partnership led by the Environment Agency. The Agency
bsesllee\éersa ,tshe%t this can be achieved through agreed actions by relevant hodies covering the
ISSues raised.
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The Proposed Action Plan

This proposed Action Plan concentrates on the current issues facing the Environment Agency
involved in striking the right balance in water level management for fanning and other local
!ngustrtles, while seeking to reverse the earlier declines in wetland wildlife and archaeological
Interests.

This ActionPlan: _ , -

* identifies the key issues involved in water level management outside the flood situation

o sets out a strategy for the day-to-ciay water level management in the wider Somerset

Levels and Moars ,

highlights the current problems relating to water level management and:

fanning and other local industries o

reversing declines in wetland biodiversity and archaeological interests

seeksbclzhanges in water level management through consensus and partnership wherever

possible - _ -

»  sets out actions forjoint working/partnerships which seek common ground and takes
opportunities for water level mana?ement which integrates sustainable wetland farming

systems, conservation m_anaf]emen and conservation goals _
*  Sets out programmes of implementation by individual agencies and through partnerships,
with appropriate monitoring, reporting, feedback and review

The Action Plan does not set out explicit policies or actions to resolve problems relating to:

J we rgjlanagement of floodwater, particularly that which leads to deep and prolonged
ooding .

» the maintenance, improvement or replacement of flood defence assets

+ flood defence expenditure

In the following tables, costs shown are estimates, including staff costs. The expenditure is
not committed, but identifies an estimate of the funding necessary to complete an Action.

The Way Forward ;

There have been many achievements in this ever changing farmed wetland, but there is still
much mare to be done. In seeking a wetland where™ farmers and landowners, nature
conservationists and the local communities can all jointly benefit from, a farmland rich in
wildlife, the Environment Agency sets qut in this Action”Plan its contribution (in. terms of
water level managem_ent% towards this vision. It is firmly based on an understanding that a
partnership approdch is the surest way to future progress.

The Steerin? Group will continue to. meet twice a year in the first instance to review the

progress of the Action Plan. A concise Annual Review will be produced by the Agency in
April each year to report on the progress in the last twelve months to a wide public audience.
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ISSUE

ISSUE 1
Shortage of Water

Dry summers and
low winter penning
levels in dry winters
have resultéd In
so?le ditches drying
out,

Wit

ACTIONS ACTION BY
11 Identlf}/ areas most A'%ency
vulnerable to damage from E
shortage of water. IDBS

_ _ Agency
1.2 ldentify optimum and IDBs
minimum [2vels for different see

interests and utilising these, and

with SSSIs as a priofity, select a

pilot area in which to Study the
Impact of raising, main river level

on drainage and flood evacuatjon
with improved management of
response. To include™ |
consideration of managing
intermediate levels between

current summer and winter. A’%ency
1.3 Required by the Habitats E
Directive, review abstractions

with regard to their impact on the
Special Protection Area.

ESTIMATED ~ FINANCIAL
COST£K

WO YEAR
E@S%Udmg staff 9900 01 02 03
3
0 5 0 10 2 2

— SO

50 (this does 5 3%
not cover any

compensation

payable if

changes to

abstractions

implemented)

Opﬁortunities to maximise storage will be taken when they arise, eg within the peat production zone,
In raised water level areas and increased main river capacity during dredging operations.,

The Agency will insist on on-site storage; to balance abstraction for any new licences on the Levels and

Moors.

16

Somerset Levels and Moors: Water Level Management Strategy Review and Proposed Action Plan



ISSUE

ISSUE 2 & 3
Achieving RWLAS &
Wetland Restoration

The original Strategy
aimed t0 achieve cofe
areas of raised water |
levels. Priority was give
to the 8 Wet Grassland
SSSIs with the greatest
need. Itisnowclear that
the issue of low water
levels 1S wider than wet
grassland SSSIs algne
and 1s equally applicable
to other water level
dependant habitats such
as remnant raised mires,
channels with _
exceptionally low winter
water levels and areas
undergom(i change such
as the Avalon Marshes
area. It 1s therefore
considered desirable to
take advantage of
existing oppartunities
such asthe ESA Raised
Water Level and all (}/ear
penning options, an
encourage new . .
Initiafives and variations
to existing schemes, to
benefit nature
conservation through
water level management.

ACTIONS ACTION BY  ESTIMATED  FINANCIAL
COSTEK

Vol & YEAR
(nluding staff 99"00 01 02 03
2.1 Draw up a list of sites Agency, IDB, EN,  Combined Combined with 2.3

requiring most urgent . Landowners with 2.3 below.
attention and assign priority. ~ /Managers below.

2.2 Continue the promotion

of Wet Grassland Raised

Water Level Areas in SSSIs,
Including ESA Tier 3,.all year

penning, '?'nd otsherkt
opportunities. Seek to
cgﬁsofltﬂate and extend
existing RWLA and
investigate further options to
meet targets. Implement
changes Where consistent with
ahet_Agencys functions and
Uties.

2.3 Work in partnership with ~ Agency 150 per year 350 350 350 350 350
other organisations to (22& 23

continué the promation of comblnedg

Raised Water Level Schemes ~ MAFF 150 per year

in the ESA and other EN 50

aﬁproprlate areas. Implement
changes where there is %eneral
agreement.” Encourage the
uptake of Agri-Environment
Schemes where appropriate.
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ISSUE

18

ACTIONS

24 Where it is consistent with
the Agency's functions and
dyties, to su%Port and promote
other wetland restoration and
creation initiatives such as those
within the Avalon Marshes

area.

2.5 Investigate the
opportunitiés to overcome the
Rrobl?ms which occur where

otably low winter water levels
are maintained in lowland
drainage channels. Greatest
priority to be Iglven fo channels
affecting SSSIS. Implement
changes where consistent with
the Agency's functions and
duties and through ag{reement
with affected paties through
the WLMP process.

2.6 Identify the opportunities
and constraints on water level
management and Rajsed Water
Level"Schemes within SSSIs
and develop OPIIOHS, eg land
purchase and land swap, to
overcome these constraints.

2.7 Promote anopen
Independent scientific review of
existing monitoring data and_
publish results I|n ?oth scientific
and user friendly forms to
advise on the current
environmental resource and
recent changes. Review to
Include work on [nfluences.
other than water levels, eg
effect of predators.

2.8 Review existing
management prescriptions and
area targets for Raised Water
Levels in response to the review
In 2.7 above and_ targets of
other relevant initiatives such as
Biodiversity Action Plans (issue
12), ESA Stheme and Natural
Areas. Disseminate
information and advise other
Initiatives such as ESA review
accordingly.

ACTION BY

Agency

i
g
EN

m

m-ow
==
_|

Adgenc
MAF
EN
IDBs
SWT
RSPB
NFU
CLA
SCC
LAMP

ESTIMATED  FINANCIAL

0ST IK
@Lﬂingstaﬁ YEAR

99 00 01 02 03

Investigate 50 30 30

10 30 60 30
ImBIement
10

15
5

o

30 30

o

3

oD — O OO N—

(S

510 10

(Saléa(Spldplépldy]
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ISSUE ACTIONS ACTION BY  ESTIMATED

COST £K

2.9 Inputto reviews of Agri- ~ Relevant Steering
environment schemes and other ~ Group Bodies
sources of funding encouraging

development of incentives

towards adoption of farming

systems to manage wetter

conditions.

ISSUE 4 41 The Agency will seek Agency 5
Priorities of the further advice, especially with
Aeencv’s Statutory — respect to expectations an the
Reauirements Birds Directive, and will

... (iscuss the conclusion with
The relevant priorities  [DBs and EN and disseminate
of the Agency's them in user friendly form.
statutory'powiers and ~ Current practice is fo seek water
duties In respect of level changes y_ne_?ot_latlon
water level through existing inifiatives,

management on the without recourse to using
Somerset Levelsand ~ powers to impose changes.
Moors are not fully

understood.

4.2 The Aqenc IS currendy Aggncy 80
reviewing its Flood Defence |DBs

Practices as stated in the 1991 MAFF

Strategy and eleamed further
in the regort. This includes NFU
assessment of its maintenance

and operations for Flood

Defence, including water level
management. This will be

extendled to produce a

comprehensive assessment for

all bodjes' relevant public

expenditure on the Area's water

level management

ISSUES 5.1 Introduce improved flood  Agency 5 plus 1per
Land Use of Areas . waring to reqularly affected year
Etrgpggéng Flood Plain  landowners.

Flood events in the 90s
have significandy
Impacted on the
agricultural and
environmental interests
of the lang inundated.
Climate change
su%gests the
occtrrence of more
frequent extremes,
ques_tl_omn? the
viability of some
current’land uses.

FI'I
=
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ISSUE

ISSUE 6
Water Level
Management Plans

The majorltP/ of the
Water Leve
Management Plans.
identified as priorities
by English Nature will
he complete to First
Stage only b
December 1998.
These will identify a
number of issues
which will require
manpower and
financial resources to
resolve.

ISSUET .
Arahble Farming in
Peatland

Arable fannmﬂ,
practices requ mg
good dramalge and low
winter water levels are
Iead|n1ghto shrinking
soil. The damp peat
has proved remarkable
In preserving
archaeological
remains, €9 The Sweet
Track. Dryln? out of
the peat solls Teads to
damage of such
Interests, and the
continuing loss of
these soil$ lowers land
|evels and makes the
land more vulnerable
to flooding. A more
susfainable use of peat
soils is sought.

20 Somerset Levels and Moors: Water Level Management Strategy Review and Proposed Action Plan

ACTIONS

5.2 Identify the opportunities
and constraints on appr,oErlate
land use within flood risk areas
and develop Of)tlons, eg land
purchase and land swap, to
OVercome constraints,

6.1 Identify and seek to obtain
manpower and funding
necessary for completion and
implementation of Plans.

0.2 Seek to resolve Issues and
implement Plans by Year 2004
0r sooner.

6.3 Ensure this Water Level
Management Strategy and
LEAPS are covered in WLMPs.

7.1 ldentify peadand areas
most at risk from drying out,

7.2 Establish a _resear%h pr%ect
to further investigate the effect
of water level management on
archaeological remains,
mcludm? adjacent areas, and
through this establish optimum
water levels and freeboard in
peat moors, and seek their
implementation throurqh Water
Level Management Plans,
1.3 Promoté research and trials
for remedial measures on
damaged peat soils.

7.4 Continue on%omg_
monitoring of peat shrinkage
under grass.

ACTION BY

Relevant Steering
Group Bodies

Agency
|DBs
EN
MAFF
Agency

églency

See. :
English Heritage
Agenc

S E_y :
English Heritage

wIm
D=

mx>

Rlency

ESTIMATED

COST £K E(lé\lAARNUAL
(nclucingsaff 9970001 02 03
15 30
5

5

3

1

1

120 peryear 180 180 180 180 180
30 per year

20) per year

10 per year

5 20

5

5

5

h 30 30
25

30

80 60 60
40

10 5 5 5 5
10



ISSUE ACTIONS ACTIONBY  ESTIMATED  FINANCIAL
COST £K YEAR

anluding staff 99 00 01 02 03

0st)
15 nghlifqht requirement of  Relevant Steering

Incentives fo encoura?e Group Bodies
appropriate sustainaole use of
peat soils.
ISSUE 8 _ 8.1 ldentify appropriate Agency 40 20 20
Poor Water Ouality  objectives and promote research
in Ditches to Improve knowledge of water
o chemistry on the moors
Poor water quality in cov_erlndq extent cause, and areas
ditches damages at risk due to the poor quality.
b,|od|\_/ers,|t){ and
fisheries interest.
Causes may vary with
location.
8.2 Required by the Habitats ~ Agency, EN See 1.2 for
Directive, review consents to cost and
discharge standards, and Financial
abstraction and their effects on Years
ditches.
8.3 Target the Levels and Agency 35 35
Moors catchments with g
diffuse pollution prevention
campaign.
8.4 Encourage the introduction  Agency 0 595355
of buffer strips adjacent to |DBS 5
ditches. NFU 1
MAFF 1
EN 5
CLA % ,
FWAG
8.5 Examine the advantages of  Agency 6 5555
introducing reed beds whére IDBs g
’ appropriate. NFU 1
MAFF 1
EN 5
CLA 1
FWAG 1

8.6 Where causes of poor Agenc
quality are identlefsied,%nd risks ey
Jéjcsttilofrl]ed, implement remedial

Any proposed changes in the water level management of the Somerset Levels and Moors should
cc}gnilder tfge e{fect on water quality, eg, raised water level areas should not just produce larger ponds
of stagnant water.
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ESTIMATED
ISSUE ACTIONS ACTION BY T FINANCIAL

0T | YEAR
Qgs(t?)wdlng staff 99 00 01 02 03

ISSUE 9 9.1 In considering water level  Agency, RSPB, EN
The Withv Industry  management, account must be
taken of the effect on the
The Agency( S0Cio- eﬁonomlc well being of
recognises the the rural economy,

importance of the 9.2 Liaise with wﬂhg Agencpy 20 55
economic and social  Industry to better understand 10
well being of the requirements and constraints. ~ Relevant
rural community i 9.3 Seek to find ways to Steering Group
relation to water encoura?e the development of  Bodies
level management eg %he frad lor(}al skills Qeeded
the withy Industry or Jocal Industry an

agrlculture W|th|n the Levels

Moors.
E 10 10.1 Work in partershi SCC, Local

FIoodmg and Flood  with local authorities fo - 8 r%hes IDBs
Defence ensure that local Strate[qlc
Exnendlture PIans do not increase flood
he increased 102 ConsuItW|deI¥on the  Agency & 0 H 5
requency of flood on%om Review of
events in'the 1990s ~ DeTence Practices and the
has led those affected  implementation of its
to concentrate on recommendations.
many factors 10.3 Present inan accessible  Agency 10 5 5
perceived to impact  format data on recent and past
on flood risk, and flood events and studies on
this has influenced ~ development |mﬁact on flood
many people’s flows reachlng the Levels and
attitydes to water
level mana?ement 104 Presentanddlssemlnate Agency 45 5 40
Factors include the  the results of the Review of
Impact of runoff Flood Defence Practices as
from development, detalled further in the
maintenance and accomppan ying Report,
operation of the resent In an accessible  Agency 10 § 2
Infrastructure and the ~ format Flood Defence funding
level of funding for ~ and priorities as they affect
Flood Defence. the Levels and Moors,

10.6 Present evidence on Agency 10 5 5

flood damages to the local
rural economy and
conservation not fully covered
Treasury rules.
10.7 Present in an accessible  Agency 20 16 4
format the |mpact of raised
WaterlIJeveIs on flood rtISkt 0 Relevant
se every opportunity to  Relevan
%“ h he gﬂﬂpﬁ Steering Group
prlorltles and the appro riate  Bodies
level of funding necessary for
flood defence including water
» level management in the area.
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ISSUE ACTIONS ACTION BY ESTIMATED ~ FINANCIAL
COSTEK  YEA

ol R
&g%ludmg staff 9900 01 02 03
ISSUE 11 11.1 To identify and agree

A
Biodiversity Action  key species and habitat§ for ~ SWT, RSPB, SCC
Plan the Moors and Levels g~ NFU, CLA, LAMP
To meet the develop Biodiversity Action
IMMUMeNntSofhe — Plan fargets for individual
natlonal regional and  Levels and Moors. Examples
local Biodiversity of proposed BAP species
Actions Plans tarl%ets are shown in the table
through the Eency 2 per year 10 10 10 10 10
development ofa . 112 To identify and CLA 1 per year
‘Wwise Use' conceptin - se ectlveyman ge key sites  EN 2 Der year
the wider wetland to meet Species Action Plan ~ RSPB 1 per year
landscape of the targets and monitor success of  SWT 1 per year
Levels and Moors management activities. IDBs 2 per year
and Instigate specific NFU 1per year
management actions
to meet BAP targets.
11.3 Maximise the Agency's ~ Agency A 5 5 55
contribution to meeting
Biodiversity Action Plan
targets in the management of
the"Agency's own fand.
114 Promote Biodiversity ~ Relevant
Action Plan targets for the Steering Group
Levels and Mogrs by members
informing and involving those
who liveand work in the
locality.
Species/Habitats Target Population by 2005  Target Distribution Comments
Bewick's Swan >300 3 Maars reqularly hold wintering population
0 birds,"2 Mdors
holdlng >20 birds
Lapwing >36000 1Moorhold|ng >10,000  wintering population
birds 1M00rhold|n
>5 000 birds and 4 Moors
holdlng >2,000 hirds
Golden Plover >3100 1l\/|oor holdm%>1 000 wintering population
nsSMoors Iding
birds
Teal >7400 1 Moor holdmﬁ >5,000 wintering population
birds, 1 Moor Folding
>1000 and 6 Moors
holding >100 birds
Gagtwall >90 1Moor holding >50 birds  wintering population
8n(é 4 Moors holding >10
Irds
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Wigeon

Shoveler

Lapwing

Snipe

Redshank

Curlew

Yellow Wagtail
Whinchat

Gadwall
Bittern

Marsh Hamer
Water Rail
Cetti’s Warbler
Reed Bunting

Bearded Tit

Floodplain grassland

Reedbed

Swamps & Mires

24

>5900

>210

>250

>145

>40

>34 .

>160
>100

>70

>5 by 2010
>3

>40

>50

No reduction from 1998
population

>5

In the period 2000 to 2005
secure enhanced
management over 2000 ha
through appropriate water
level management.

Encourage the creation of
300 ha of new reedbed.

Encourage the creation of

0 ha ot swamps and mires

from intensively drained
land where peat soils are
severely damaged

1 Moor holds >4000 birds,
1 Moor >1000 and 2 Moors
>100 birds

1 Moor >150 birds and 2
Moors >30 birds

3 Moors supporting >40

Ealrs, 4 Moors supporting
15 pairs

1 Moor supporting >50

galrs, 4 Moors supporting
10 pairs

1 Moor supporting >10
EaII’S,_6 Moors supporting
2 pairs

1 Moor supporting >10

Ealrs,_S Moors supporting
2 pairs

4 Moors supporting >20

pairs

5 Moors supporting >10

pairs

8 sites
4 sites
3sites
8 sites
8 sites

No contraction of
distribution from 1998

2 Sites

wintering population

wintering population

breeding pairs

breeding pairs

breeding pairs

breeding pairs

breeding pairs
breeding pairs

breeding pairs
breeding pairs
breeding pairs
breeding pairs
breeding pairs
breeding pairs

breeding pairs

Between 1992 and 1998
1258 ha of floodplain
grassland have been
enhanced through inclusion
In RWLAS.

Between 1994 and 1993 83
ha of new reedbed has been
created on the Somerset
Levels and Moors.
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ISSUE ACTIONS

ISSUE 12 121 Steering Group members

Strategic Plans involved in producing and
commenting on other” Strategic

The need to ensure  Plans will réfer to the Agency

that other Strategic ~ Strategy.

Plans for the area

take Into account this
Strategy, and the
actions groposed to
Implement it

12.2 In consulting on the Final
Report, launching the Strategy,
and carrying out ts Annual
Review, the Agency will brln?
the Strategy to'the attention ot as
wide an alidience as possible, and
keep the Strategy live and
relevant.

ISSUE 14 141 In Investi atlnlg any

Climate Chanee %ro#)osals affecting, Flood
efence, the sensitivity to

The Government extremes predicted by the latest

government accepted research
Change not only will he studied, and the
?IVES ?st estimates  justification of including
or sea level rise aﬁproprlate measures toallow for
which will affect changes will be consicered.
tidelock conditions
on the Levels and
Moors, but also
predicts increased
storminess. This
could mean not only
Increased frequency
and severity of
floods, but:also
greater periods, of
rought conditions in
betwgen, qlvmg
more problems of
water supply.

Report on Climate

14.2 Disseminate awareness of
the appropriate Investment .
necessary to meet changmlg
requirenients for the Levels and
Moors.

ACTION BY

Steering GrouB
members, led by
the Agency.

Agency

Agency, IDBs

Relevant Steering
Group Bodies

ESTIMATED ~ FINANCIAL
COST £K

OST | YEAR
g?sctludmg staff 9900 01 02 03

40 510 5 5 5
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ISSUE

ISSUE 15
Public Access

Changes in water
level management
can adversély affect
Public Rights of
Wa)r, and deter
public access.

|ISSUE 16
North Somerset
Moors

The Strategy covers
only those thoors
south ofthe .
Mendips. There is a
need to use the

$x erience gained
rom this review In
formulating a
Strate%l/ for Water
Level Management
on the North
Somerset Moors.

26

ACTIONS ACTION BY

151 In considering water level Agency
management, account must be Sge
taken of the effect on Public MAFF
Rights of Way, and mltl(%atmg
works considered where they
could be adversely affected.

16.1 Undertake a consultation Agency
rocess to produce a Strateqy for
ater Level Management on the
North Somerset Maors.

ESTIMATED ~ FINANCIAL
COST £K

08T YEAR
g)ns%ludmg staff - 99°00 01 02 03
5 5 %

C1Oo101

15 25 2525
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Appendix
Roles of interested bodies

The Environment Agency is keen to live up to' its perceived role of being the body that can bring the
vision of the Somer3et Levels and Moors to reality, but the Agency cannot achieve it by itself. “The
Agency has an overall supervisory duty in all maters of Flood Défence, which includes water Jevel
management._ It also owns and operateS many of the major water level controls, maintaining levels by
agreement with others, . The Agency also has a duty to further conservation whilst exercising ifs
powers and duties, and is.a "comﬂ,etent authority" under the Birds Directive. Where necessary many
changes in water levels will be achieved by negatiation through Water Level Management Plans.. The
majority of these, in fact all except for Nortimoor SSSI. are led by the relevant Internal Drainage
Board who controls most water levels within the SSSIS. These independent drainage authorities have
the same conservation duties as the Agency.

A major input to Water Level Mana?ement Plans comes from English Nature, the government Agency
charged with protecting SSSIs, Before changes in water level management can be ,aﬁreed, operating
authorities need the conservation objectives, and English Nature produces these with the aid of the
conservation lobby groups RSPB and Somerset Wildlite Trust. All'these conservation bodies own and
manage Nature Résérves within the Somerset Levels and Moors.

To date, changes In water level management have been brought about by O,oayments through the ESA
administered by MAFF. Most of the work on the ground has been carried ot by MAFF'S Executive
Agency FRCA, who have been negotiating with land managers to identify practical areas of farmland
for Raised Water Level Areas. The A%encxl has been designing and constructing schemes to achieve
these RWLA in consultation with FRCA, EN the relevant EDB and the landowners.

The Environment Act 1995 charged the Agency with having. regard to the socio-economic well being
of rural areas in carrylng out itS work. The Socio-economic well-being of this area is a particular
concern to local authorifies, such as Somerset County Council, who support the Levels and Moors
Partnership to represent the communities' interests, looking at concerns such as flood damage to the,
Withy Industry. " It is through this Partnership. that vision$ for the area come, and importanit hodies
involved in it Include the National Farmers Union, Country Landowners Association and Association

of Drainage Authorities.

SW-1/99-250-C-BEED
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