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INTRODUCTION

H y d ro p o w e r  is a proven  renew ab le  source of energy 
o ffe r in g  a d iv erse  and secure en ergy  su p p ly  w h ich  should 
red uce  em ission s to the env ironm ent.

A d d it io n a lly , h yd ro p o w er developm ents can g ive d irect 
benefit to  the w ate r  env ironm ent. T he G overnm ent’s p o licy  
is to  s tim u la te  the exp lo ita tio n  and developm ent of 
ren ew ab le  en e rg y  sources w h erever th ey  have prospects of 
be in g  e co n o m ica lly  a ttractive  and en v iro n m en ta lly  
accep tab le . T he N R A  is keen  to support th is po licy  th rough  
the ap p lic a t io n  o f its pow ers and duties.

H y d ro p o w e r  schem es offer a clean  source of electrical 
e n e rg y  w ith  no p ro duction  of p o llu tan t em issions. A scheme 
w ith  a c ap ac ity  of lOOkW w o u ld  ty p ic a lly  sup p ly  enough 
e le c tr ic ity  fo r ab o u t 50 hom es. If th is d isp laced  e lectric ity  
gen era ted  b y  cu rren tly  operating  fo ssil-fired  pow er stations, 
it w o u ld  save the em ission  o f around 350 tonnes of carbon 
d io x id e , 5 tonnes of su lp h u r d iox ide and 1 'A tonnes of 
n itro gen  ox ides per yea r .

In E ng land  and W ales local p lan n in g  au thorities  and
the N R A  have resp on sib ilitie s  associated  w ith  hydropow er
deve lop m en ts.

In fo rm atio n  about p lan n in g  aspects of renew ab le en ergy  is 
av a ilab le  in  the form  of a P lann ing  P o licy  G uidance N ote 
on R en ew ab le  E nergy (PPG  22 issued b y  the D epartm ent of 
the E n v iron m en t and the W elsh  O ffice, availab le from  
H M S O ). T h e ro le  of the N R A  for n o n -tid a l schem es is 
o u tlin ed  here .

H yd ro p o w er is a leg itim ate use of w ater resources and 
co n seq u en tly  the N R A  w ill take such use into account in its 
m anagem ent of w ater resources. It is not the on ly use and 
therefore h yd ro p o w er requirem ents need to be considered 
a longside o ther uses of w ater. T h ey  can have significant local 
im pacts on the w ater environm ent, both positive and negative. 
T h is leaflet should help those w ith  an interest in developing 
po ten tia l h yd ro p ow er sites to understand the responsibilities 
o f the N R A  and the particu lar issues w hich  need to be taken 
in to  account so that an acceptable scheme is developed.

THE NRA 'S RESPONSIBILITIES

T h e N R A  is resp on sib le  fo r the m anagem ent and 
p ro te c tio n  o f the w a te r  env ironm en t. In respect of 
h y d ro p o w e r  deve lopm en ts these resp on sib ilities  include the 
p ro v is io n  o f adv ice to  local p lan n in g  au thorities and issu ing

licences and consents under its statu to ry pow ers. The N R A  
and local planning au thority  should be approached at an 
ear ly  stage w ith  any proposal for a hydropow er scheme so 
that advice m ay be given on aspects of the proposal.

The N R A  w ill take the fo llow ing factors into account when 
considering a potential hydropow er developm ent.

WATER RESOURCES

The N RA issues licences as a means of managing uses of water 
resources. It has duties laid down by law  in dealing with 
applications for such licences and there are rights of appeal.

A lthough the N R A  is supportive of in itiatives to develop 
renewable energy  sources there w ill be occasions w hen the 
N R A  w ill find it necessary to oppose specific proposals 
due to unacceptable im pacts upon the aquatic environm ent 
o r on the righ ts of ex isting users of the in land water.

IMPOUNDING LICENCES

An impounding licence w ill be required for schemes 
involving the construction or alteration of im pounding works 
such as dams and weirs. A n impounding licence allows the 
level and location of any w eir to be regulated in order to 
ensure, for example, that there is adequate w ater available for 
downstream uses.

ABSTRACTION LICENCES

H ydropower schemes which include a physical abstraction 
from the river by pipe or leat require an abstraction licence. 
Exceptions include cases where the installation is built into a 
w eir or is d irecdy in line w ith a river flow, where there is no 
diversion of flow. Even where an abstraction licence is not 
required, the use of water for hydropower is recognised and, 
once established, the N RA  must have regard to its existence in 
granting further licences. A ll holders of existing rights on a 
river have to be considered before licences are issued to any 
new applicants. Arrangements for ensuring that flows 
downstream are not disrupted to the detriment of existing 
downstream users and river needs w ill be of particular interest 
when a new hydropower scheme is being considered.

The water requirement of a hydropow er scheme m ay be 
large; sometimes several times the d ry w eather flow of the 
river. A lthough water used for hydropow er generation is 
non consumptive and can be used again downstream , the



PROTECTION OF FISHERIES

The N R A  has a d u ty  to m aintain and im prove fisheries 
and the prim e issue re lating  to these responsib ilities w ill be 
to ensure fish a safe passage past the installation . If the 
hydropow er installation  is to be at the site of an existing 
w eir w hich a lready  provides a barrier to m igrato ry  fish, 
the N R A  m ay requ ire the incorporation of an appropriate 
fish pass.

W here a new im poundm ent is needed the N RA  w ill 
consider w hether a fac ility  for fish m igration is necessary. 
W here a fish pass is requ ired , p rio rity  w ill need to be given 
to flow  through the pass during  the m igration season. T h is 
is un lik e ly  to have sign ificant im pact upon the availab le 
flow through the turb ine during high flow  periods.

Power generators must incorporate appropriate screening 
to prevent fish being draw n into the turb ine system . The 
N RA  w ill be ab le to give advice on appropriate screening.

CONSERVATION

The N R A  seeks to ensure that the design, construction and 
operation of w orks are not harmful to the water 
environment and that, wherever possible, conservation 
enhancement features are incorporated. T ypical aspects 
which m ight attract conservation scrutiny during the 
environmental im pact assessment process are loss of habitat 
caused by im poundment; downstream  river level variation 
caused b y  the use of hydropow er generators; bank regrading 
and stabilisation; channel low ering; channel realignm ent; 
and the design of in-channel equipment. V isual and 
landscape aspects need to be given very careful 
consideration and any archaeological or cultural heritage 
implications must be taken into account.

These can be particu larly  im portant in relation to historic 
mill sites. Relevant operational issues are the tim ing of 
channel w orks, arrangem ents for spoil disposal and the 
opportunities for the incorporation of other conservation 
features appropriate to the site.

RECREATION

The N RA  has a general du ty  to prom ote recreational use of 
all inland and coastal waters. It is necessary to ensure that 
existing recreational uses or future uses are not 
compromised. For instance, im poundments m ay im pact on

canoeing and bankworks could im pact on riverside access 
for fish ing and w alk ing. This aspect should be considered in 
respect of any proposals and the view s of the N R A  
recreation staff and relevant outside organisations should be 
sought. W here possible, opportunities to  im prove or 
provide for recreation should be sought.

NAVIGATION

The principal in land waters for w hich the N R A  is the 
navigation authority are the non-tidal Tham es and M ed w ay , 
plus the East A nglian  rivers com prising the G reat O use and 
Nene system s, Ancholme, Glen, W elland  and Stour.

A ny proposal to construct h ydropow er schem es on a 
navigable w aterw ay must take navigation  interests into 
account, not only in respect of the schem e’s im pact on river 
levels but also its effect on general w ater safety.

LEGISLATIVE BACKGROUND 
TO THE NRA'S RESPONSIBILITIES

GENERAL

The N R A ’s responsibilities cover w ater resources, w ater 
quality , po llution  control, fisheries, flood defence, land 
drainage and navigation together w ith  conservation and 
recreation on water and associated land.

The relevant powers o f the N RA  are the W ater Resources 
Act 1991 which regulates abstraction from  and im pounding 
of rivers and the Land Drainage A ct 1976 (as am ended b y  
the Consolidation acts of 1991) w hich also  relates to  w ork  
in river channels, particu larly in p rov id ing drainage and 
avoiding flooding. The Water Resources A ct 1991 requires 
the A utho rity  to m aintain, improve and develop fisheries, 
and the Salmon and Freshwater F isheries A ct 1975 contains 
a number of provisions relating to fish passes.

In carry ing  out all these duties the A u tho rity  is sub ject to 
the requirements of Section 16 of the W ater Resources A ct 
1991 which require that it takes due account in a ll its 
statu tory and operational activities of the need to further the 
conservation of the aquatic environm ent and section 2(2) 
relating to the prom otion of recreation and conservation.

The N RA  is also required to im plem ent the C ode of 
Practice on Conservation and Recreation approved b y  the 
M inister under Section 18 of the Act.



APPEALS

A n ap p lican t m ay  appeal again st a decision  o r the lack of a 
d ec is io n  on s ta tu to ry  au th o risa tio n . T he W ater Resources 
A ct 1991 m akes p rov is ion  for appeals to  the Secretary of 
S tate  fo r the E nvironm ent.

SUMMARY

H y d ro p o w e r constitu tes a non -po llu ting  source of renewable 
en e rgy  and its fu rther developm ent w ill assist in reducing 
harm fu l gaseous em issions. In support of the G overnm ent’s 
p o lic y  to  enhance the use of renew ab le energy sources, the 
N R A  encourages the use of h yd ro p ow er and aim s to co­
operate  w ith  developers in accordance w ith  its duties, powers 
and ava ilab le  resources. O ne of the N R A ’s aim s is to manage 
w ate r resources to achieve the righ t balance between the need 
o f the env ironm ent and those of the abstractors. Therefore it 
is n ecessary  th at the N R A  considers the range of potential 
im pacts that m ay  arise from  hyd ro p ow er developm ent, some 
of w h ich  m ay  be sign ifican t. These w ill be considered by the 
N R A  w h en  it is approached about a scheme.

In o rder to fu lf il its duties it is necessary for a prom oter 
to  provide the N R A  w ith  adequate techn ical in form ation  
so that the im pact of a proposed schem e m ay be assessed 
in term s of w ate r resources, w ater q u a lity , flood defence, 
land drainage and the general w ater environm ent. 
A lthough a w id e  range of issues need to be taken into 
account in the prom otion of a h yd ropow er developm ent, 
the N RA w ill do its u tm ost to m atch the level of effort 
requ ired  to the sign ificance of the proposed insta llation  
upon the w ater environm ent.

The NRA should be contacted at an early stage to discuss 
w hether a proposal is lik e ly  to be acceptable and how the 
necessary inform ation should be prepared so that adequate 
account can be taken of all relevant factors.

Thanks are due to the D TI, ETSU and the hydropow er 
industry who provided assistance in the preparation of 
this leaflet.

AU TH O R ISAT IO N STATUTORY PROV IS ION COMMENT

A bstraction  Licence W ater Resources Act 1991 
Section 24

Not required for “in river” installations where there 
is no diversion of flow between channels.

Im pounding Licence W ater Resources Act 1991 
Section 25

Not required if use is made of existing 
impounding works without significant alterations.

Land D rainage Consent W ater Resources Act 1991 
Section 109
Land Drainage Act 1991 
Section 23

Applies to any works affecting main river and 
to the construction of weirs, dams etc. 
in non-main river.

R equirem ent for 
Fish Pass

Salmon and Freshwater 
Fisheries Act 1975 
Section 9

Required at instigation of NRA if waters are 
frequented by m igratory fish.



granting of a licence has im plications for upstream 
development. N orm ally , once a licence is granted, the holder 
is entitled to expect that subsequent licences w ill not reduce 
the available volum e of w ater. Due to the large volumes of 
water norm ally reserved for hydropow er, this w ould  often 
mean that no further upstream abstractions could be 
authorised. In such cases, rather than decline a hydropow er 
abstraction, it is the po licy of the N RA  to include provisions 
to perm it further upstream abstractions up to a fixed 
maximum value. This value would norm ally be a small 
proportion of the turbine flow capacity. The average loss of 
energy production would be small, giving no loss of energy 
production when flow  exceeds turbine capacity.

Infrequently, it m ay be necessary to make provision to 
amend how much upstream water can be licensed to other 
abstractors. N orm ally this would be achieved b y  granting a 
time lim ited licence and the duration of the licence (perhaps 
10 or 20 years) w ould take account of circumstances 
associated w ith the installation, including the investment in 
the scheme.

ABSTRACTION CHARGES

Abstraction charges com prise a one-off app lication  charge, 
plus an annually recurring charge. Charges are m ade in 
accordance w ith  the annually updated “N ational Rivers 
A utho rity  Scheme of A bstraction C harges”. For 1993/94 
the A pplication C harge is £100 excluding V AT, w hereas the 
annually recurring charge varies according to N R A  region 
as indicated in the published scheme. In accordance w ith  
the leg islation , no annual charges are payab le for 
abstractions for hydropow er generation where the capacity 
is not more than 5 m egawatts.

RIVER FLOW GAUGING STATIONS

The N R A  owns and operates m any stations w hich measure 
the flow  rate or level in rivers. They are used for river 
management purposes and the N RA  w ill need to satisfy 
itself that a hydropow er scheme w ill not adversely effect 
this im portant N R A  activ ity.

LAND DRAINAGE AND FLOOD DEFENCE

In some cases, a hydropow er scheme m ay affect land 
drainage and possib ly flood defence. The construction, 
operation or alteration of im poundm ents m ay raise upstream  
or downstream w ater levels. Even if the changes in level are 
relatively small they can impair field drainage and increase 
flood risk. If the river profile is altered , changing channel 
velocities m ay affect bank stab ility . In m any cases, land 
drainage concerns can be overcome b y  appropriate design.

Once the N RA  is satisfied that the design of the 
im poundm ent or o ther channel w orks w ill not create or 
exacerbate land drainage or flood defence prob lem s, a 
consent w ill be issued by the N R A  under the Land 
D rainage Act (1991) o r W ater Resources Act (1991).

WATER QUALITY

H ydropow er schemes can be of benefit to water quality  in that 
some types of turbine lead to increased oxygenation of the 
river which is of benefit to fish. A lso, trash screens installed to 
protect turbines can assist in removing w ater borne debris.

A  potential effect m ight be w here a h yd ropow er scheme 
prevents adequate d ilu tion in parts of the river system  w hen 
w ater is not returned to the channel im m ediate ly  ad jacent to 
the point of abstraction, or w hen there are m ultip le channels 
and the effect of the hydropow er scheme w ou ld  be to 
transfer w ater from one channel to another. In situations 
where the m aintenance of water q u a lity  objectives depends 
on an adequate m inim um  flow being achieved at a ll times, 
specific requirem ents stipulating m inim um  d ischarges w ill 
be w ritten into the licence issued b y  the N R A .

In a few special cases, where there is sign ificant w ater 
storage, im pounding water w ill resu lt in increased residence 
times in the affected reach and this m ay cause increased 
plant and algal grow th and could resu lt in siltation  upstream  
of the w eir. Silting can cause problem s if it is c leared  by 
flushing dow nstream , but physical rem oval b y  dredging 
m ay be beneficial.

The use of anti-fouling agents or chemicals w ill be subject to 
strict control by the N RA .

Statutory W ater Q u a lity  Objectives (SW Q O s) are expected 
to be introduced progressively from  1994. Part of the process 
of setting SW Q O s is to  consider the potential uses of rivers 
and therefore it w ill be necessary to take account of the use 
of hydropow er in the setting of these objectives.
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