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Somerset Rivers Authority Board Paper  

River Parrett and River Sowy Mitigation Action Plan (MAP) Update 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Purpose of the item 

To provide the current status of the Mitigation Action Plan (MAP) linked to the Oath to 

Burrowbridge dredging and the River Sowy-King’s Sedgemoor Drain (KSD) Enhancements 

Scheme and make the Somerset Rivers Authority (SRA) Board aware of risks associated 

with non-delivery. 

Background and context  

  

The main purpose of the Mitigation Action Plan is to ensure that no deterioration in the 

availability or quality of Special Protection Area habitats results from two SRA projects: 

dredging the River Parrett between Oath and Burrowbridge and enhancing the capacity of 

the River Sowy-King’s Sedgemoor Drain (KSD). In practice, in simple terms, ‘no 

deterioration’ means no change to the extent, duration and frequency of small winter floods 

in protected wetlands which would lead to a reduction of splashy conditions.  

 

Following the SRA Board’s approval in September 2019 for Phase One of Sowy-KSD 

enhancement works, the Environment Agency, Natural England and the Parrett Internal 

Drainage Board (IDB) agreed in principle that a package of environmental mitigations would 

be required for the individual and combined impacts of Oath to Burrowbridge dredging and 

a full Sowy-KSD scheme. Phase 1 of the Sowy-KSD scheme will ensure a 17 cubic metres 

per second (cumecs) channel conveyance. A full scheme would see this increase to 24 

cumecs. For clarity, 1 cumec is 1000 litres or 1 metric tonne or 219 gallons.   

A Mitigation Action Plan Technical Group was created, comprising officers from the IDB, 

Natural England and the Environment Agency. The Technical Group drafted a Mitigation 

Action Plan which was endorsed in principle by the Parrett IDB on 7 August 2020. This 

approval was crucial, because any operational changes needed to offset any detrimental 

impacts would be experienced by IDB ratepayers.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Somerset Rivers Authority (SRA) Board is asked to:   

1. Note the updated position with the Mitigation Action Plan (MAP) project. 

2. Acknowledge further mitigation actions will be required to fully deliver the 

MAP. 

3. Note the risks associated with non-delivery of the “full” MAP. 
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Mitigation Action Plan Objectives 

 

The objectives have been highlighted in previous Board papers, but in brief: 

 

The primary objective is changing target water levels in winter, to ensure that ditches 

remain wet, and that surface water features (splashy conditions) are created during wet 

conditions. Splashy conditions favour migratory birds for which the sites are designated. 

They enable birds to feed more easily as invertebrates and worms are more accessible, 

especially around the margins of areas of splash flooding associated with low parts of 

fields. By contrast, deep flooding means that birds are unable to reach the food that 

sustains them on their migratory routes.  

 

Other objectives for mitigation have also been identified, including the potential to develop 

new Raised Water Level Areas, on Functionally Linked Land. ‘Functionally linked land’ 

(FLL) is a term often used to describe areas of land occurring outside a designated site 

which are nonetheless considered to be critical to, or necessary for the success of 

designated sites. These habitats are frequently used by SPA species and they support the 

functionality and integrity of the designated sites for these features. Mitigation actions must 

always take into account the broader conservation objectives for an area, including its 

condition status and any remedial actions required to achieve a favourable condition.   

 

Current Status 

 

Significant progress continues to be made on delivering actions identified within the 

Mitigation Action Plan.   

 

Necessary actions – and trigger points for taking those actions – are being agreed between 

the Environment Agency and IDB and will form the ‘operating protocols’ that deliver the 

Mitigation Action Plan.  

Once site-specific measures are implemented, it is unlikely that the dredging and Sowy 

projects will have a significant ecological effect on the Somerset Levels and Moors Special 

Protection Areas (SPAs).  

  

Further work will be required as part of the “General Water Management Mitigation 

Measures”. This work will be required to fully deliver the Mitigation Action Plan as 

highlighted in the Environmental Statement for the Sowy-KSD scheme and will need 

continued partnership working well into the future. Appetite and ambition from all SRA 

partners will be required to fully deliver the Mitigation Action Plan as set out in the 

Environmental Statement.  
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Regular meetings of the Mitigation Action Plan Technical Group continue with full 

attendance from key partners. 

 

Progress continues to be made. The development of a monitoring plan along with “trigger 

points” is ongoing and this will form part of the “operating protocols” for key sites. A draft 

protocol for Midelney is attached for reference. Long Load and Huish Episcopi protocols are 

also in draft form and follow similar principles. At the last meeting of the Mitigation Action 

Plan Technical Group on 13 November 2021, it was agreed that a trial should be 

undertaken at some sites this winter to take advantage of the additional time given by the 

non-completion of the Phase 1 Sowy-KSD scheme. The trial will be used for learning about 

matters such as the acceptance of any changes by the landowners and managing any 

unforeseen operational issues. The protocols could be termed ‘shadow’ protocols for this 

period and will be monitored by a technical subgroup to highlight any issues e.g., 

operational. Suggested sites for the trial (to be agreed) are one or all of Huish Episcopi 

moors, (Huish Episcopi has three moors which are all linked but separated by key 

structures and it is possible to deliver water level changes on all these moors) as well as 

Long Load and Midelney, as these all have draft protocols. 

A paper on the MAP was presented to the Parrett IDB Board on 26 October and it was 

agreed to discuss the MAP in detail at the next IDB Water Level Sub-committee. The IDB 

and the Environment Agency will produce a draft of the protocols which will provide the 

following information. 

1) How the Mitigation Action Plan Technical group would work under the protocols  
2) How communications will work 
3) How often reviews and meetings will happen  

 

The date for this meeting will be shared with the Mitigation Action Plan Technical Group. 
 

Before implementing a trial over the winter, the Environment Agency would require IDB 

approval as well as taking into consideration any impacts on Flood Incident Duty Officers. 

 

A web-based app has been developed to provide baseline data to determine what an 

“average” year looks like in terms of water levels. This will ensure that any protocols are 

delivered when required.   

 

Risks 

• It will take time to collect sufficient data at “data poor sites” so ongoing staff resource 

availability is essential from all partners involved with the delivery of this plan. 

• Potential negative responses from IDB rate payers to changes in current operational 

procedures.  
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• While the mitigations for Site Specific locations are progressing well, the General 

Water Management Mitigation Measures require a “long game” plan which is yet to 

be agreed between partners.  

• Failure to fully deliver the Mitigation Action Plan could result in legal challenges and 

projects being deemed not to be legally compliant. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Somerset Rivers Authority (SRA) Board is asked to:   

1. Note the updated position with the Mitigation Action Plan (MAP) project. 

2. Acknowledge further mitigation actions will be required to fully deliver the MAP. 

3. Note the risks associated with non-delivery of the “full” MAP. 

 

Date: 3 December 2021 

Author: John Rowlands, Somerset Rivers Authority 

 

 

 

  


