
 
 

 

 

Somerset Rivers Authority Board Meeting, February 10th 2016 

Title: Meeting the needs of the natural environment 

Purpose:  

The purpose of this paper is to underline the important role that the natural 

environment plays in increasing local flood resilience, sustaining local 

communities and businesses, and encouraging visitors to the area and to ask the 

Board to: 

1. Acknowledge the local, national and international conservation importance of the 

Somerset Levels and Moors wetland, and of other natural assets in Somerset including 

the Mendip Hills, the Quantocks, Exmoor and the Somerset coast; and the benefits these 

areas bring to local people and businesses. 

2. Acknowledge the important role that the natural environment, and the Somerset Levels 

and Moors in particular, play in increasing flood resilience. Natural flood management 

across river catchments, including reducing run off, slowing the flow in upland areas and 

temporary storage of water in wetlands, is a cost effective and efficient part of flood and 

water level management; and the importance will grow with the predicted increase in 

extreme weather events. 

3. Put into practice a catchment approach to flood risk management across Somerset, 

and create new mechanisms and incentives for farmers and landowners to engage with 

natural flood management.  

4. Recognise that upgrading and operating the water level management infrastructure in 

Somerset could damage the natural environment. Delivery partners will need to work 

together to address these concerns and set up clear and transparent operational 

protocols. The widening of the King Sedgemoor/Sowy system is a current example of 

where this would be required. 

 

Somerset – a rich and diverse natural environment 

The natural environment in Somerset remains rich and diverse. It is increasingly 

recognised as a hotspot for wildlife in England. In turn this is encouraging increasing 

visitor numbers, underpinning local businesses and jobs, including food production, and 

could encourage future investment.  

The Somerset Levels and Moors, for example, is a wetland of international importance 

with around 100,000 waders, swans and ducks visiting in winter time.  



 
 

It has traditional wildflower hay meadows, and is a hotspot for pollinators especially 

bumble bees - 19 of the 24 British species are found on the Somerset Levels. 

Its ditch and rhyne system supports rare plants and insects such as dragonflies and 

water beetles, as well as otters and water voles. 

It is a conservation success story, thanks the partnership between farmers, land owners, 

local communities and environmental organisations. 

Natural England is seeing a steady increase in visitor numbers to our nature reserves. 

Shapwick Heath NNR, for example, is visited by over 85 000 people each year, even 

when visitor infrastructure is extremely basic. 

Visit Somerset estimates that the total value of tourism is £1.28billion and employs over 

35 000 people. 

Over two million pounds each year is paid to farmers and land owners on the Somerset 

Levels through the government’s agri-environment schemes. These schemes 

compensate for any income forgone for accepting raised water levels on their land and 

support wildlife-friendly farming. 

Over £25 million has been invested in water level management structures on the 

Somerset Levels, enhancing the environment and aiding water management. 

The quality of the natural environment, the beauty of the landscape, and the rich diversity 

of its wildlife is a distinct part of Somerset’s special characteristics. 

The Somerset Rivers Authority, through its flood resilience work and careful water level 

management, can enhance the natural environment, and meet its legal obligations, while 

protecting local communities and boosting the local economy. 

The role of the natural environment in increasing flood resilience  

People’s safety and security is the primary objective of the SRA. The natural environment 

plays an important role in delivering this objective.  

Raised water levels and low level flooding on fields are both vital for wildlife and are 

compensated for through agri-environment schemes: they provide natural flood water 

storage, holding water on the flood plain and away from property and roads.  

Water from a catchment area four times the size of the Levels and Moors flows through 

the area, often above the level of the surrounding land. The upland areas of Somerset 

play an important role in holding water and releasing it slowly to the flood plain. 

The current Hills to Levels project is seeking to enhance the capacity of upland areas to 

hold and slowly release water. The SRA has the opportunity to put innovative whole 

catchment schemes into practice to compliment the infrastructure improvements and 

dredging on the floodplain. 



 
 

 

Upgrading and operating the water level management infrastructure in Somerset  

Nature conservation is not an impediment to increasing flood resilience in Somerset. 

Ideal conditions for wildlife are raised water levels in winter with splashy conditions on 

targeted fields – conditions which can also help manage flood risk. Deep and prolonged 

floods can be as damaging to wildlife, as they are to local communities and businesses. 

Conversely extensive drainage of the wetland will have a profound impact on the natural 

environment and the wildlife it supports whilst eroding its ability to provide benefits to 

local people and businesses.  

The current proposal to enhance the Sowy Channel and King’s Sedgemoor Drain (Sowy-

KSD) and divert flood waters from the River Parrett will allow more rapid drainage of the 

complex Parrett and Tone moors.  

The environmental risks associated with infrastructure improvements and construction 

could, most likely, be mitigated with careful design and programming. 

However the enhanced system could, depending on how it is operated, reduce low level 

flooding event, eliminate splashy conditions, damage species rich grassland and 

pollinator populations, and significantly damage peat soils, which retain water in the 

summer and store carbon.  

The SRA Board could make a clear and formal commitment to supporting existing water 

level management agreements and require that the Sowy/KSD project delivery partner 

puts in place clear and transparent operational protocols as part of the project.  


