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Foreword  
 
As Local Authority Officers, you have the opportunity to play a key role in delivering a 
high quality water environment.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Water, and indeed high quality water, is vital to life. However the real challenge both now 
and for the future is in managing the balance between having too much water or, on the 
flip side, having too little. Effective management of this critical resource can deliver 
opportunities to improve the quality of our water in both urban and rural environments, 
helping ecosystems to flourish and communities to prosper. 
 
Ensuring a sustainable approach to managing the water environment must be at the 
forefront of decision making across all local authority departments ï this is not only 
linked to statutory duties, but moreover it is clearly a common sense approach. 
 

 

We need to ñuse water more efficiently and 

raise awareness of the connection between our  

water use and the quality of our rivers and the  

ecosystems they supportò. 
 

Government Water White Paper ï Water for Life (December 2011)  

 

©RRC 
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1.0  Introduction  
Local authorities have statutory duties to deliver Water Framework Directive (WFD) 
objectives and this resource aims to provide information on how this can be achieved. It 
gives an introduction to the WFD and the concept of working within a Catchment Based 
Approach to achieve positive outcomes for the environment.  
 
A high quality water environment is important for local economies and communities 
because it: 
 

¶ provides water for households, businesses, industry, food production and 
agriculture; 

¶ provides habitat and water for wildlife; 

¶ enhances the attractiveness of areas to people and investment; 

¶ provides a recreational resource, quality of life and health benefits; 

¶ provides water to help dilute treated wastewater; and 

¶ supports our resilience to predicted climate change by providing watercourses, 
flood plains and green space to reduce flood risk and excessive summer heat in 
urban areas. 

 
Local Authority Services and the Water Environment Executive Summary 
(Environment Agency, 2012) 

 
NB. Links to all of the documents referred to in the guidance are provided in Section 9.0 
- Useful Links. 

 

 

2.0  What is th e Water Framework Directive ? 
 
2.1 The Directive 
Directive 2000/60/EC ï the Water Framework Directive (WFD) is a European Directive 
which came into effect in 2003, establishing a legal framework for the protection and 
promotion of sustainable water management of surface waters (including coastal waters 
out to one nautical mile) and groundwater. 
 
2.2 Requirement for achieving ñgoodò status 
The WFD requires all inland and coastal waters to achieve ñgoodò status through a 
catchment-based system of River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs) which describe 
the quality of water bodies, the pressures they face and the actions needed to meet 
WFD objectives of ógoodô water body status. There are 11 river basin districts in England 
and Wales as illustrated on Figure 1 below. Each of these districts has its own RBMP, 
with objectives and priorities enabling a geo-specific focus on the protection, 
improvement and sustainable use of the water environment. River basin management is 
a continuous process of planning and delivery and the WFD uses a series of 6 year 
cycles. RBMPs are prepared to ensure a consistent approach to managing the water 
environment throughout the European Union, whereby each country has to: 
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¶ Prevent deterioration in the status of aquatic ecosystems, protect them and 
improve the ecological condition of waters; 

¶ Aim to achieve at least good status for all water bodies by 2015. Where this is not 
possible and subject to the criteria set out in the Directive, aim to achieve good 
status by 2021 or 2027; 

¶ Meet the requirements of Water Framework Directive Protected Areas; 

¶ Promote sustainable use of water as a natural resource; 

¶ Conserve habitats and species that depend directly on water; 

¶ Progressively reduce or phase out the release of individual pollutants or groups 
of pollutants that present a significant threat to the aquatic environment; 

¶ Progressively reduce the pollution of groundwater and prevent or limit the entry of 
pollutants; 

¶ Contribute to mitigating the effects of floods and droughts. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                Source: Environment Agency, 2012 
 
 

Figure 1: River Basin Districts in England and Wales 
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2.3 Assessment of water body status 
The overall status of each water body is 
assessed as a combination of ecological status 
and chemical status (see Figure 2). The 
ecological status has a scale of high, good, 
moderate, poor and bad, while good chemical 
status means achieving the required standards 
for relevant substances. For a water body to 
be in overall ógoodô status, both its ecological 
and its chemical status must be at least ógoodô. 
 

 
                                                                    Source: Environment Agency, 2012 

Figure 2: Breakdown of Water Body Status 
 
2.4 Overarching aims of the WFD: 

¶ Prevent deterioration in water body status 

¶ Reduce water pollution 

¶ Conserve aquatic ecosystems and habitats 

¶ Reduce the effects of floods and droughts on water bodies 

¶ Promote sustainable use of water as a natural resource 
 
2.5 Implementation 
The WFD is implemented in England and Wales though The Water Environment (Water 
Framework Directive) (England and Wales) Regulations 2003. 
 
2.6 Further information 
You can find the full text of the WFD here: 
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32000L0060&from=EN 

 
You can find the full text of the Water Environment Regulations here: 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/3242/contents/made  

What is a Water Body?  
A Water Body means a discrete and 
significant element of surface water 
such as a lake, reservoir, stream, 
river or canal, part of a stream, river 
or canal, or a stretch of coastal 
water; or a distinct volume of 

groundwater within an aquifer. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/3242/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/3242/contents/made
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32000L0060&from=EN
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/3242/contents/made
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3.0  Local Authorities and the Water Framework Directive  
 
3.1 Local authority statutory responsibilities under WFD 
 
V Duty to have regard to River Basin Management Plans and supplementary plans 

 
Regulation 17 of the Water Environment Regulations states that, like other public bodies, 
local authorities must ñhave regard to the River Basin Management Plan for that districtò 
and ñany supplementary plansò in exercising their functions. Essentially, they must reflect 
water body improvement priorities as outlined in RBMPs ï this could be through local 
planning policies, green infrastructure plans or planning applications. 
 
V Provision of information and assistance 

 
Regulation 19 of the same Regulations requires local authorities to provide ñsuch 
information in its possessionò and ñsuch assistance as the Environment Agency may 
reasonably seekò in connection with its WFD functions. Incorporation of WFD objectives 
into all aspects of local authority function may therefore be seen to be necessary to meet 
this requirement. 

How  to find out the status of a water body  
 

Visit the Environment Agencyôs Catchment Data Explorer website 
 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/ 
 

http://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/
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3.2 How can local authorities contribute to WFD objectives? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Local authorities can help to address the causes of poor water body status and make a 
major contribution to meeting WFD objectives, both in their own activities and in their work 
with others. Key local authority functions which can contribute to WFD objectives include: 
 
1. Local planning policies which protect and enhance the water environment, including 
incorporating WFD priorities into Local Plans and Infrastructure Delivery Plans, plus local 
authority engagement in the preparation of River Basin Management Plans. 
 
2. Development management and building control functions ï determining planning 
applications to secure benefits for the water environment through sustainable drainage, 
water efficiency, habitat improvements and avoidance of drainage ómisconnectionsô and to 
prevent damage to the water environment. 
 
3. Drainage, flood risk management and SuDS ï securing water quality and water 
environment improvements through flood management, drainage and sustainable drainage 
systems (SuDS) functions, including the forthcoming local authority SuDS Approval Body 
(SAB) roles. 
 
4. Environmental health and pollution control functions, such as engaging with 
businesses to reduce water pollution and raising public awareness of drainage 
misconnections. 
 
5. Managing a local authorityôs own buildings, assets and greenspace, including 
council owned housing, industrial estates and green space, to reduce polluting runoff, 
improve water body habitats and promote water efficiency. 
 
6. Local authority highways functions ï highways design, use of SuDS, highways 
maintenance and street cleansing to reduce pollution and flood risk from highways run-off. 
 
7. Local authority community leadership, advocacy and partnership roles, encouraging 
and working with others (including residents, community groups, businesses, land owners, 
Local Enterprise Partnerships and public sector bodies) to protect and enhance the water 
environment.ò 
 
Source: Local Authority Services and the Water Environment Executive Summary 
(Environment Agency, 2012) 
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3.3 Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control 
Pollution from larger industrial installations is regulated under the Pollution Prevention 
and Control regime. This regime implements the EU Directive on Integrated Pollution 
Prevention and Control (IPPC) (2008/1/EC). IPPC applies an integrated environmental 
approach to the regulation of certain industrial activities, for example those which may 
lead to emission of pollutants to air, water or land, and requires such installations to have 
a permit containing emission limit values.  
 
The IPPC permit process is delivered by local authorities who must consider applications 
and carry out consultation with relevant organisations and members of the public before 
deciding on whether approval can be given. If the local authority decides to issue a 
permit, it must include permissions to set out how pollution will be minimised.  
 
 

 

 

4.0  What do we m ean by a Catchment Based Approach?  
 
4.1 What is a river catchment? 
A catchment is a geographic area defined naturally by surface water hydrology. The 
water environment is affected by every activity that takes place on land as well as 
through our actions in abstracting, using and returning water to rivers, the sea and the 
ground. Catchments (see Figure 3) are the natural scale to consider this aspect of the 
environment. 

 
Source: DEFRA, 2013 

Figure 3: Water Framework Directive Management Catchments 

WFD status should be a key consideration in the IPPC process where an 
installation may impact on the water environment 
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4.2 Why this approach? 
A catchment-based approach to managing the water environment looks at activities and 
issues in the catchment as a whole, rather than considering different aspects separately 
in different locations. Crucially, this approach involves bringing people together from 
different sectors to identify issues and agree priorities for action ï and ultimately building 
local partnerships to put these actions in place.  
 

Source: Catchment Change Management Hub http://ccmhub.net/the-catchment-
approach/what-is-catchment-management/  
 
Figure 4 below illustrates just some of the activities which can impact the water 
environment at a catchment scale. The catchment based approach ensures that all 
sectors are involved, including industry, agriculture and water companies for example. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Some of the activities which impact the water environment 
 
4.3 Objectives of the catchment based approach 

¶ To deliver positive and sustained outcomes for the water environment by 
promoting a better understanding of the environment at a local level 

¶ To encourage local collaboration and more transparent decision-making when 
both planning and delivering activities to improve the water environment 

 

http://ccmhub.net/the-catchment-approach/what-is-catchment-management/
http://ccmhub.net/the-catchment-approach/what-is-catchment-management/
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4.4 What about catchment partnerships? 
Working at the catchment level, these partnerships are groups that work with key 
stakeholders to agree and deliver the strategic priorities for the catchment and to support 
the Environment Agency in developing appropriate River Basin Management Plans, 
required under the Water Framework Directive. 
 
4.5 Further Information 
For more information on the Catchment Based Approach, see the following guidance 
from DEFRA:  
 
Catchment Based Approach: Improving the quality of our water environment.  
Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/204231/pb
13934-water-environment-catchment-based-approach.pdf  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Catchment Based Approach website also contains a wealth of useful information 
and can help to identify local contacts ï see http://www.catchmentbasedapproach.org/  
 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/204231/pb13934-water-environment-catchment-based-approach.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/204231/pb13934-water-environment-catchment-based-approach.pdf
http://www.catchmentbasedapproach.org/
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5.0  Guidance for Planners  
 
The Water Framework Directive integrates the water environment, including water 
quality, flood risk, biodiversity and water resourcing.  
 
 

 
Figure 5: Integration of the water environment under WFD 

 
This guidance aims to give planners an understanding of their duties under the Water 
Framework Directive and how its objectives can be delivered through the planning 
system.  
 
The information below considers the policy and legislative drivers which need to be 
considered, key issues and some possible solutions, as well as a number of case 
studies to highlight good and bad practice. 
 
A óTraining Pack for Planners and Developersô is available which summarises this 
information into a downloadable document. This can be delivered through two 
presentations and an interactive session which considers ómodelô development 
scenarios. 
 
For more information and to download the documents, visit the CaBA website at: 
http://www.catchmentbasedapproach.org/best-practice/build/laguidance 
    
 
 
 
 

http://www.catchmentbasedapproach.org/best-practice/build/laguidance
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5.1  The W ater Framework Directive and Planning  
 

5.1.1 Legislation 
Directive 2000/90/EC (the Water Framework Directive, or WFD) is a European Directive 
which requires that the inland and coastal waters of all member states reach ógoodô 
status through a catchment based system of River Basin Management Plans. These 
plans contain the main issues for the water environment and information on what is 
needed to tackle these issues.  
 

 
 
As previously raised in Section 2.5, the WFD is implemented in England and Wales 
though The Water Environment (Water Framework Directive) (England and Wales) 
Regulations 2003 which requires that óeach public body must, in exercising their 
functions so far as affecting a river basin district, have regard to the river basin 
management plan for that districtô.  
 
 
                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ecological considerations are key to the overall assessment of each water body and the 
planning system has a major part to play in delivering the required ógoodô status. 
 
 

In legal terms, the WFD is a  

material consideration  

in the planning pr ocess 
 

Under the WFD, the overall status of each water body is assessed as a 
combination of ecological status and chemical status. For a water body to be 
in overall ógoodô status, both its ecological and its chemical status must be at 
least ógoodô.  

 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/3242/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/3242/contents/made
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From thisé..      To thisé. 

 
 
Ecology and biodiversity are inextricably intertwined and the WFD therefore also links to 
the duty of planners under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 
2006. This states that óevery public body must, in exercising its functions, have regard, 
so far as is consistent with the proper exercise of those functions, to the purpose of 
conserving biodiversityô.  

What if you had helped to plan this?  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Further material considerations in the form of legislation which is of direct relevance to 
biodiversity conservation include (but are not limited to): 
 
Å Convention on Biological Diversity 1992 
Å Council Directive of the Conservation of Wild Birds 1979 
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Å Council Directive on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and of Wild Fauna and 
Flora 1992 

Å Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) 
Å Environmental Protection Act 1990 
Å Land Drainage Act 1991 
Å Protection of Badgers Act 1992 
Å Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (and as amended) 
Å Environment Act 1995 
Å Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 

 
To further illustrate the links between biodiversity and WFD, consider some of the 
European protected species which rely on a high quality water environment ï otter, 
water vole, great crested newt and white clawed crayfish for example. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.1.2 Policy 
The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) gives guidance on integrating 
biodiversity and ecological considerations into the planning process. The consistent 
theme within the NPPF is of the importance of ecological networks which sits well 
alongside a catchment based approach to planning for the water environment.  
 

 
Figure 6: NPPF Paragraphs of direct relevance to WFD 
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How do these requirements fit into strategic planning and development 
management? 
 

NPPF Paragraph 
Strategic  
Planning 

Development 
Management 

Paragraph 2  is clear that planning policies and decisions 

must reflect and, where appropriate, promote relevant EU 
obligations and statutory requirements. 

 

ᾛᾛ 
 

ᾛ 

Paragraph 109  details how the planning system should 

contribute to enhancing the natural environment through 
minimising impacts on biodiversity and indeed providing net 
gains in biodiversity where possible. It also talks about 
establishing coherent ecological networks and protecting 
landscapes as well as preventing new development from 
contributing to water pollution. 

 

 

ᾛᾛ 

 

 

ᾛᾛ 

Minimising pollution and other adverse environmental 

effects is also covered in Paragraph 110  in reference to 

development plans. 

 

ᾛᾛ 

 

ᾛ 

Paragraph 113  calls for criteria based policies against 

which proposals for any development on or affecting 
protected wildlife sites or landscape areas will be judged 
and again highlights the importance of wider ecological 
networks. 

 

ᾛᾛ 

 

ᾛ 

In referring to Local Plans, Paragraph 114  talks about 

planning positively for the creation, protection, enhancement 
and management of networks of biodiversity and green 
infrastructure. 

 

ᾛᾛ 

 

ᾛ 

Paragraph 117  gives guidance as to how planning 

policies should also promote preservation, restoration and 
re-creation of priority habitats and ecological networks as 
well as protection and recovery of priority species. 

 

ᾛᾛ 

 

ᾛ 

Where the primary objective of a proposal is to conserve or 

enhance biodiversity, Paragraph  118  states that these 

should be permitted, with opportunity to incorporate 
biodiversity in and around developments also encouraged. 
However, it is clear that where adverse and unmitigable 
biodiversity impacts are identified, then permission should be 
refused. 

 

 

ᾛ 

 

 

ᾛᾛ 

River Basin Management Plans are listed in Paragraph 

165  as part of the evidence base which should be taken into 

account when developing planning policies and making 
planning decisions. 

 

ᾛᾛ 

 

ᾛ 

 
The full text of the NPPF can be found here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2  
 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
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5.1.3 What if WFD requirements are not met? 
Article 4(7) of the WFD sets the criteria that must be applied when determining 
development applications. If a proposal is likely to lead to deterioration in the overall 
status of a waterbody, or prevent future attainment of good status, it must meet the 
following tests: 

¶ Has all practicable mitigation been included? 

¶ Are there reasons of overriding public interest? 

¶ Do the benefits to human health, safety or sustainable development outweigh 
benefits to environment and society? 

¶ Are better environmental options not technically feasible or cost proportionate? 
 
These tests can be addressed through a WFD Assessment (see Section 5.3.3 for more 
information) 
 
If WFD requirements are not met, then the EU can fine member states ï The Localism 
Act 2011 (Part 2, s48) gives the power to require public authorities to make payments in 
respect of an EU financial sanction. In practice, it is likely that the Environment Agency 
would work with a local authority to resolve the situation and avoid penalty payments. 
 

5.2  How M ight Development I mpact on the Water 

Envir onment?  
 
Development can affect wetland habitats in a number of ways, for example through 
direct loss, increased detrimental edge effects, fragmentation, or indirect impacts such 
as changes in hydrology and diffuse and point-source pollution. It may be relatively 
straightforward to identify the potential for impact on waterbodies in close proximity to a 
development. However, where there are no apparent waterbodies nearby, consideration 
should still be given to WFD objectives given that all water eventually makes its way into 
the river system. For example, whilst an assessment of a proposal may consider 
protected areas, such as SSSIs, within 5km, it may actually be necessary to increase 
this distance to cover the whole catchment. Many of these sites may be reliant on stable 
hydrogeological conditions and could be negatively impacted by changes some 
considerable distance away. In any event, making improvements to water quality at 
source should be achievable regardless of the location of the development. 
 
5.2.1 Causes of poor water body status 
Pressures on our water environment responsible for downgrading water bodies to less 
than ógoodô status include: 

¶ Point source pollution, such as effluent discharging from industrial sites, 
wastewater treatment plants or mines, and combined sewer overflows. 

¶ Diffuse source pollution, which arises from many different sources rather than 
an obvious discharge point. Causes include run-off from impermeable urban 
surfaces which can carry a mix of pollutants; pollutants such as paints, oils and 
chemicals entering surface water drains; drainage ómisconnectionsô; general 
neglect and littering of water courses; water and pollution from agriculture in rural 
areas. 

¶ Physical man-made modifications to watercourses such as straightening, 
impounding structures and culverts which can degrade habitat. 

¶ Low flows in water bodies affected by drought or over abstraction. 
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¶ Habitat degradation, including man-made impacts and the effect of invasive 
non-native species, such as Himalayan Balsam and Japanese Knotweed, which 
crowd out native species. 

 
Source: Local Authority Services and the Water Environment Executive Summary 
(Environment Agency, 2012)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.2.2  Improvements to the water environment which can contribute to positive 

WFD outcomes 
Developments can also improve the water environment, for example through urban 
regeneration or conservation-led initiatives. This can be achieved in many different ways, 
for example including sustainable drainage solutions, making modifications to water 
courses to restore ónaturalô rivers, buffering potentially harmful activities or overcoming 
barriers to fish movement. Figure 7 below illustrates just a few of the potential positive 
and negative effects of development on the water environment. 
 

How else might development have a negative 

impact on WFD objectives?  
 

× Increases in pollution to water courses through new/changed 
sources of discharges, such as industrial premises, houses and car 
parks. 

× Changes in volume or pattern of surface or groundwater flows that 
leads to disruption of natural habitats, such as through abstraction, 
mineral site dewatering and interception of surface flows. 

× Loss of natural features in water bodies, such as through 
channelisation, culverting, formalisation of river banks (rip-rap, 
creation of steps, moorings, jetties etc.) 

× Developments near watercourses that would lead to loss or 
degradation of habitats used by riparian species, such as loss of 
undisturbed habitat, or areas for feeding and breeding 

× Developments near watercourses that would lead to increased 
mortality of riparian species, such as new roads that could impact 
otters, or commercial crayfish farming that can affect white-clawed 
crayfish. 

× New uses that require abstraction, such as new industrial 
development. 

× Housing in inappropriate locations which can lead to increased 
littering along water courses, disturbance to species, polluted run-
off, increased need for sewage treatment works and increased need 
for potable water supplies. 

× Increased impacts on waterbodies through new types of agricultural 
development, such as intensive indoor livestock units. 

× Even small developments near to watercourses can lead to 
problems of essential access for the EA and IDBs. 
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Figure 7: Some of the effects of development on the water environment 
 

5.3  Measuring Water Q uality U nder the WFD  
 
5.3.1 Overall Water Body Status 
Under the WFD, the overall status of a water body is assessed through five key 
measures which reflect potential direct and indirect impacts. 
 

¶ Biological quality - this is a measure of the biodiversity of the waterbody and 
the WFD assessment encompasses the assemblages of fish, invertebrates and 
aquatic flora. The WFD aims to conserve and enhance this diversity. 

 

¶ Hydromorphological structure ï this includes the river bank and bed structure 
and continuity of the watercourse, which can affect biodiversity in many different 
ways, e.g. whether there are suitable in-channel structures to enable fish to 
spawn, or for diverse marginal plants to grow. The WFD aims to restore 
hydromorphology to a more natural state where possible.  

 

¶ Specific pollutants ï these include metals and their compounds as well as 
organic compounds and can be introduced into the water course through a 
variety of mechanisms. All of these pollutants will have a detrimental effect of 
flora and fauna and the WFD seeks to eliminate such harmful inputs. 

 


