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Executive summary 
Restoring the morphology and natural processes to our river Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSI) is fundamental to nature recovery and to meeting the government’s 
ambitions for the water environment presented in the 25 Year Environment Plan and 
Environment Improvement Plan 2023 (under the provisions of the Environment Act 
2021) and the Plan for Water 2023. In particular, a naturally functioning river catchment 
is critical in supporting habitats and wildlife to adapt to a changing climate and will also 
help reduce society’s vulnerability to the risks from climate change. 
 
It is also necessary to achieve objectives and standards for protected areas under the 
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended) and the Water 
Environment (Water Framework Directive) (England and Wales) Regulations 2017 
(known as WFD).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
               
 
 
 
However, 77% of the length of SSSI rivers in England is not achieving favourable 
condition due, in at least part, to the effects of modification pressures. These 
modifications include physical modification (weirs, dams and other structures) water 
level management and siltation pressures. A large proportion of our protected areas 
(Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) are also failing to meet their conservation 
objectives, with the “physical alteration of water bodies” pressure ranked as high.   
 
Natural England (NE) and the Environment Agency (EA) are jointly responsible for the 
River Restoration Plan action which requires development and implementation of 
strategic whole river restoration plans to address the pressures of modification to our 
SSSI rivers. 
 
 
 

Restoration to move the river back into the floodplain, River Nar, Norfolk 2021.  Photograph: 

http://www.chalkstreamfly.co.uk/  
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As of January 2024:  
 

• River SSSIs total 2,522 km, of which 1,684 km is also designated as Special 
Area of Conservation (SAC).   

 
• 30 rivers out of 34 rivers that need a restoration plan have one 

 
• Restoration planning shows that 1896 km of river needs some level of 

restoration although not all this river length will require active restoration 
measures. 

 
• 95% of the length of SSSI that has a restoration plan action now has a 

restoration plan in place.  
 

• Implementation of the plans is underway on 24 out of 30 rivers although the 
rate of progress is variable. 

 
Whilst there has been some really good progress in the implementation of these plans, 
it has not been as fast as we would like. As an example of the pace of delivery, 
between 2010 and 2020 the Environment Agency has contributed to restoring or 
improving 315km of SSSI river, made 424 km accessible, removed 41 weirs and 
created 105 Ha of new habitat.  This has been predominantly funded through the Flood 
and Coastal Environment Risk Management Grant in Aid programme.  It equates to a 
rate of 30 km a year. At that rate, it would take a minimum of 60 years to complete all 
the restoration required. It should be noted that delivery is also happening more widely 
through additional mechanisms, but the EA data gives an indication of the rate of 
restoration.   
 
There is also a need to re-evaluate the restoration plans (some of which are now over 

10 years old) to consider how addressing the catchment issues that affect the 

morphology and natural processes that shape our SSSI rivers can deliver for the wider 

water agenda.  In particular, our commitments to restore 75% of protected sites to 

favourable condition by 2042 and to restore or create more than 500,000 hectares of 

wildlife-rich habitat as part of the Nature Recovery Network by 2042, alongside our 

international commitment to protect 30% of our land and ocean by 2030.  

The ability of rivers to provide for their characteristic wildlife is intimately connected to 

the natural functioning of the catchment. Flow pathways, water chemistry, and the 

interaction of water with soils, sediments and natural vegetation (including trees and 

woody material) all influence the quality of the dynamic physical river habitat.  A 

naturally functioning river and catchment is not just essential in supporting good 

physical riverine habitat, but also underpins the delivery of a wide range of ecosystem 

services that benefit society.  These include catchment water storage, carbon capture 

and storage, the natural regulation of flood risk to urban areas and drinking water 

quality.   

 

Continued progress in restoring our SSSI rivers is challenging and will require a step 

change in our approach – to increase the pace of delivery but also to think bigger.  

Whilst the designated river SSSI is often just the main river channel and occasionally 
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parts of the floodplain restoration is necessary at the landscape scale.  Restoring 

natural hydrological function and semi-natural habitat mosaics within the catchment is 

integral to the recovery of our SSSI rivers.  Whilst lessons have been learned from the 

delivery of the programme over the last 10 years, and in particular on harnessing 

natural function, there are no quick fixes and continued effort and funding will be 

required over the long-term.  Climate change will also have an increasing effect on our 

river environment, and we will have to adapt and respond to these changes.   

 

This report considers the opportunities that exist to drive future action and the action 

that is needed to increase the rate and scale of progress towards meeting these 

objectives.  
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1. Background 

The Environment Agency and Natural England have a joint national river restoration 

programme for rivers designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and this 

includes funding an officer to co‐ordinate the development and implementation of river 

restoration plans. The programme has been in place since 2004. River restoration 

plans are strategic long-term plans that set out the actions needed to move the river 

towards a more natural, self-sustaining state that supports a diversity and abundance 

of characteristic wildlife.  

Good geomorphological function (both the physical river habitat and the natural 
processes that shape our rivers physical habitat) is an essential element of ecosystem 
health supporting the varied flora and fauna of our river systems.  It also underpins the 
delivery of many ecosystem services and benefits for society.  What is now also 
gaining greater recognition, is the understanding that the ability of rivers to provide for 

their characteristic wildlife 
is intimately connected to 
the natural functioning of 
the wider catchment. Land 
cover and how it is 
managed effects flow 
pathways and drought and 
flooding resilience. This in 
turn effects the river’s 
sediment and flow regimes 
and also the dynamic 
physical characteristics of 
the river habitat (trees and  
fallen woody material in 
the river channel and the 
quality of bank mosaics 
and riparian vegetation). 
 

 
Catchment activities not only affect the river itself, but all the wetland habitats and 

ecosystems that are a natural part of that catchment. They also affect the provision of 

a wide range of ecosystem services including catchment water storage, carbon 

capture and storage, the natural regulation of flood risk to urban areas and drinking 

water quality.  

Restoring the physical river habitat and natural processes to our SSSI river corridors 

is being progressed in parallel with actions to address other impacts on SSSI river 

systems, particularly abstraction, discharges, diffuse pollution and invasive non‐native 

species.  The combination of these activities will deliver a range of environmental 

improvements and benefit people that live and work along these rivers.  

 

However, restoration planning to date shows that 1896 km out of a total length of 2522 

km of SSSI river is impacted by modification pressures and needs some level of 

restoration, although not all of this length of river will require active restoration 

measures. 

Restoration of a chalk stream, River Nar, Norfolk 2021.  Photograph: 

Charles Rangeley-Wilson 
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To address the physical habitat degradation of the SSSI river network is 

complex. Much of it is linked to large‐scale historical damage, and/or the on‐going use 

of rivers and their floodplains e.g. for abstraction and flood defence, agriculture, 

recreation and urban development. It also requires a restoration response at the 

landscape scale as restoring natural hydrological function and semi-natural habitat 

mosaics within the catchment is integral to the recovery of our SSSI rivers.   

 

For many years, and it could be argued that even now, physical restoration of SSSI 

rivers has not been given a high priority compared to problems on SSSI rivers that 

have clear mechanisms for improvement works (e.g. water flow and point source 

pollution is addressed through water company Asset Management Planning). It was 

simply too difficult and expensive, and efforts were restricted to cherry‐picking a few 

small reaches as demonstration exercises.  

 

In 2004, the Public Service Agreement target for SSSIs forced a more strategic 

approach to the problem and guidance was generated.  This took a whole‐river, 

geomorphologically and ecologically based approach to identifying problems and 

solutions. It meant that restoration measures were also implemented in a coordinated 

and sequenced way to bring about favourable condition.    

 

The initiative gained momentum with the creation of a national river restoration project 

officer post, jointly funded by Natural England and the Environment Agency.  ‘The 

officer was to oversee the full roll‐out of Restoration Planning Guidelines’ (Wheeldon 

et al. 2010) across all affected SSSI rivers.  Initially, with the aim of getting as many 

sites into ‘unfavourable recovering’1 condition in respect of physical habitat condition 

by 2010, and then to get the river restoration measure for protected areas underway 

by 2012.   

 

This has pretty much been completed with 95% of the length of SSSI that has a 

restoration plan action now possessing a restoration plan (that is 30 out of 34 rivers 

that need a restoration plan have one).  However, whilst implementation has started 

on at least 24 of those 30 rivers there should be no doubt that progress is slow and 

physical restoration of river SSSIs continues to be a major undertaking. 

 

More recent policies enacted under the Environment Act (the 25 Year Environment 

Plan and Environment Improvement Plan 2023) and in the Plan for Water 2023, see 

section 2 below, provide a new impetus to remedy the modification pressures on the 

SSSI river network and associated wider water environs.  Doing so is necessary if we 

are to achieve the government targets for 75% of our SSSIs to be in favourable 

condition by 2042 and for 75% of our waters to be close to their natural state as soon 

as is practicable/75% of our waterbodies to achieve Good Ecological Status. 

 
1 ‘Unfavourable recovering’ condition is when appropriate management actions are in place to restore the 
required conditions for the designated habitats and features.  “Favourable” condition is achieved when 
appropriate management actions are in place and the special habitats and features are judged to be in a healthy 
state and conserved for the future. 
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2. Policy 

The 25 Year Environment Plan, Environment Improvement Plan 2023 and Plan 
for Water 2023 

Addressing the physical pressures (physical modifications, weirs dams and other 

structures, water level management and siltation) on the SSSI river network is 

fundamental for nature recovery.  It is also necessary to meet the government’s 

ambitions for water, presented by the Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP) 2023 

which builds on the 25 Year Environment Plan (25YEP), as established by the 

Environment Act 2021, and considered as part of the Plan for Water (PfW) 2023. 

Good geomorphological function is an essential element of ecosystem health 
supporting the varied flora and fauna of our river systems and underpins the delivery 
of many ecosystem services and benefits for society.   

Naturally functioning river catchments are also critical in supporting wildlife to adapt to 
climate change. The third National Adaptation Programme (NAP3), which sets out the 
actions that government and others will take to respond to the climate emergency in 
the UK, establishes a clear basis for action on climate change over the next 5 years 
(2023-2028) and identifies actions to address risks to the natural environment and 
restoring resilience of our SSSI river catchments will not only support nature recovery 
but will also help reduce society’s vulnerability to climate change. 

Nature Recovery Network 

Restoring SSSI rivers and their wider water environs have the potential to form the 

arteries of the Nature Recovery Network (NRN).  The NRN is a major commitment 

outlined in the governments 25YEP for a bigger, better quality and increasingly 

connected network of places that are richer in wildlife, support the recovery of species, 

and are more resilient to climate change and other pressures. Restoration at the 

catchment level also has the ability to deliver the wider economic and social objectives 

of the Nature Recovery Network such as flood risk mitigation, drought resilience, water 

quality improvements, carbon capture, pollination and wider public enjoyment 

(recreation, health and well-being). 

 

Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS) 

LNRS is a statutory measure introduced by the Environment Act 2021 that will support 

the creation of a new England-wide system of spatial strategies to develop the Nature 

Recovery Network supporting the restoration and recovery of nature. Each LNRS will 

map specific opportunities for taking priority action for nature recovery and the use of 

nature-based solutions to deliver wider environmental outcomes, including to help 

address pressures on the water environment.  

 

Responsible Authorities leading the Local Nature Recovery Strategies will need to look 

to River Restoration Plans to identify the priorities for restoration of the SSSI river as 

well as the associated restoration and creation of habitats in the wider water environs 

that support the natural functioning river catchment. 
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Restore 75% of protected sites to favourable condition by 2042 

As has been stated above good geomorphological function is an essential element of 

ecosystem health supporting the varied flora and fauna of our river systems.  

Restoration of the morphology and the natural processes that shape our rivers, 

alongside addressing water quality and flow is absolutely key to restoring our SSSI 

rivers to favourable condition and for wider nature recovery.  It is therefore critical in 

achieving the government target for SSSIs set out in the Environment Improvement 

Plan 2023 (EIP23) to restore 75% of protected sites to favourable condition by 2042, 

with an interim target for all sites of special scientific interest (SSSIs) to have an up-to 

date condition assessment; and for 50% of SSSIs to have actions on track to achieve 

favourable condition by 31 January 2028.   

 

Improving the morphology and function of these waterbodies will also support the 

EIP23 target to restore 75% of our waters to be close to their natural state as soon as 

is practicable/75% of our waterbodies to achieve Good Ecological Status. 

 

Protect 30% of our land, inland waters and ocean by 2030 

Rehabilitation of the wider water environment is a necessary part of restoring our SSSI 

rivers (riparian areas, floodplains, valley seepages and springs, headwaters).  This will 

make a significant contribution to our EIP23 domestic target to restore or create more 

than 500,000 hectares of wildlife-rich habitat as part of the Nature Recovery Network 

by 2042; alongside our international commitment to protect 30% of our land, inland 

waters and ocean by 2030.  This includes a new interim target to restore or create 

140,000 hectares of wildlife-rich habitats outside protected sites by 2028, compared 

to 2022 levels. 

 

Trees are an integral part of the river habitat and the restoration of the riparian zones 

and headwaters of our SSSI rivers can also contribute to the EIP23 targets for 

increasing tree canopy and woodland cover from 14.5% to 16.5% of total land area in 

England by 2050, with a new interim target to increase this by 0.26% (equivalent to 

34,000 hectares) by 31 January 2028, in line with the trajectory required to achieve 

the long-term target. 

 

Halt the decline in species abundance by 2030 

Further, restoration of our SSSI rivers and wider water environs will be important in 

meeting the governments EIP23 apex target to halt the decline in species abundance 

by 2030, and then increase abundance by at least 10% to exceed 2022 levels by 2042 

and improving the Red List Index for England for species extinction by 2042 compared 

to 2022 levels. 

 

Habitats Regulations and Water Environment Regulations 2017 

In addition, 66% of our SSSI river length is also Special Areas of Conservation (SAC).  

The implementation of these plans underpin the management of our SAC rivers 

according to their objectives as part of achieving Favourable Conservation Status 
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under the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017.  Implementation 

of the plans also meet our obligations under the Water Environment (Water 

Framework Directive) (England and Wales) Regulations (known as, and referred in 

this paper, as WFD) in respect of achieving Protected Area objectives.  

 

River Restoration Plans also inform the River Basin Management Planning process 

under WFD and Catchment Partnerships will need to consider the priorities in the SSSI 

River Restoration Plans as well as the associated restoration and creation of habitats 

in the wider water environs that support the natural functioning river catchment. 

 

 

 
3. The Planning process  

 
Development of the plans involves geomorphological appraisal to assess the current 

physical state of the river and an accompanying ecological appraisal to interpret the 

impact on the river ecology.  This helps to establish a ‘restoration vision’ for the river, 

identify and prioritise restoration measures, and set out how they can be delivered in 

partnership with key interested parties.  River restoration planning has been applied 

consistently across the SSSI river network (see table 1).  It is founded on evidence‐

based information, clear and transparent decision‐making, and the involvement of 

those interested in, or impacted by, the proposals.  

 

The river restoration plan is necessarily high‐level as it covers the whole river.  It 

results in the broad identification of appropriate restoration measures for each river 

reach (a reach may be a few hundred metres to several kilometres long).   

 

It should be a live document and because many of the plans are now 10 or more years 

old a formal Update/Review is planned.  The purpose of the review is to provide, where 

necessary, updated evidence on the catchment scale issues that are affecting the 

geomorphological site condition on the SSSI river habitat and species features and to 

identify any additional actions to maintain or restore favourable condition. The update 

will also report on the progress with river restoration plan implementation to date and 

provide a monitoring plan.  It will be a supplementary report to the original strategy 

document(s).   

 

The delivery phase involves the detailed planning of measures with individual 

landowners at the river reach level.  This is a long‐term, on‐going activity and is now 

the main focus of the SSSI river restoration programme (see table 1).  Projects are 

being implemented with owner‐occupiers and other partners and the review of the 

plans would happen in parallel with this delivery.  

 

The plans are used to prioritise the individual reach‐level projects enabling rolling bids 

to be made by the Environment Agency, Natural England and others to WFD/Water 

Environment Improvement Fund grant streams, Water Environment Grant, 
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Countryside Stewardship and Woodland Grant schemes.  This is alongside 

opportunistic bids to a range of other funding sources.   

 

Between 2010 and 2020 the primary source of funding was the Flood and Coastal 

Environment Risk Management (FCERM) Grant in Aid (GiA) budget, however 

following a policy change this funding is no longer available on SSSI rivers unless the 

restoration forms an integral part of a flood risk project.  Since 2018 GiA funding can 

also only be used to fund capital projects and not project management.   

 

Cash and in-kind contributions from partners including the River Trusts, Wildlife Trusts 

and angling clubs is also key in implementing restoration actions. 

 

 

 

4. Summary of progress and achievements 
 

As at January 2024: 

 

• River SSSIs total 2,522 km, of which 1,684 km is also designated as Special 

Area of Conservation (SAC).   

 

• 30 rivers out of 34 rivers that need a restoration plan have one. The 4 rivers 

that still require plans include 2 that are in draft and 2 that are newly proposed. 

 

• 95% of the length of SSSI that has a restoration plan action now has a 
restoration plan in place  

 
• Restoration planning shows that 1896 km of river needs some level of 

restoration although not all of this river length will require active restoration 

measures. 

 

• Implementation is underway on 24 out of 30 rivers.  Progress is generally 

reported as good for about half of the rivers where implementation is underway.  

Progress overall is, however, variable and implementation has stalled on some 

rivers/reaches of river or is slow on others, refer to table 1.  The need for 

optioneering studies has been identified for 3 of these rivers. 

 

The headline figures above demonstrate that some really good progress has been 

made with the implementation of the River Restoration Plan action since 2004, and 

from 2010 onwards in particular.  Nearly all rivers that need a restoration plan now 

possess one and implementation has started on 80% of those rivers. However, there 

should be no doubt that progress is slower than we would like and physical restoration 

of river SSSIs continues to be a major undertaking. 
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As an example of the pace of delivery, the Environment Agency has contributed to 

restoring or improving 315km of SSSI river, made 424 km accessible, removed 41 

weirs and created 105 HA of new habitat between 2010 and 2020 predominantly 

through the FCERM GiA programme and gives an indication of the rate of restoration. 

Delivery has happened more widely through additional mechanisms, and in particular 

the Water Environment Grant funded the restoration of 11.5km of SSSI river (including 

floodplain connectivity and providing space for the channel to naturally move), made 

an additional 5km accessible to all fish species, removed one 3m high by 30m wide 

weir and several smaller weirs and created 75 ha of new habitat at a cost of c. £3 

million between 2019 and 2021.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst these figures show that some good progress is being made, it equates to a rate 
of 30 km a year and at this rate, it would take a minimum of 60 years to complete all 
the restoration required. There is full recognition that to ensure the river restoration 
remedy continues to progress requires continued effort and investment over long 
timescales. It also means that we need to put more focus on natural process driven 
restoration and allow our river’s time to self-heal, while also considering different 
funding mechanisms.  

The SSSI river restoration plans are accessible on the RRC website and the 

investment in SSSI rivers both demonstrates the value of the strategic approach, and 

also improves the available evidence base for restoration by reporting the site-specific 

works that are undertaken. 

 

The roll-out of restoration planning on SSSI rivers over the last 20 years has greatly 

increased confidence in a large‐scale, strategic approach to river restoration and now 

feeds into decision‐making about restoration of the wider river network. However, it is 

only in recent years that projects have started to consider and address the wider 

catchment impacts on the geomorphological function of the SSSI rivers as well as in-

channel issues. 

 

Detailed progress monitoring on the implementation of the river restoration plan 

programme has not been regular and the planned review/updates to the river 

restoration plans will be an opportunity to remedy this.  It will enable reporting on the 

progress of the implementation of the River Restoration Strategy to date, both at the 

programme and project level.  The Environment Agency have also developed a new 

River Kent Cumbria, before and after weir removal 2022. Photograph: South Cumbria Rivers Trust   
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Monitoring and Evaluation Framework which is a reporting tool to capture place-based 

information as well as the benefits of river restoration projects across a wide range of 

ecosystem services.  This is presently being trialled so that a data collection protocol 

can be developed.  This tool should enable data on both project delivery, and the 

effectiveness of projects to deliver natural function objectives, to be consistently 

collated.  In the future it may be possible to use it to help to monitor progress in 

implementation at both the SSSI site, catchment and programme level. 

 

 

 
5. The Road Ahead 
 
Scaling up the implementation of the SSSI river restoration programmes to deliver at 

a catchment scale, and where possible achieving multiple outcomes, and at pace, will 

be necessary to achieve the government’s targets for nature recovery.  On some SSSI 

river catchments this has already started to happen, and the rivers Eden and Till are 

two examples where restoration of the headwaters in the moorland areas are providing 

benefits for flood risk management and drought resilience as well as benefiting the 

SSSI river downstream by reducing silt input.  

 

The purpose of the update 
 

A review of the River Restoration Plans will provide updated evidence on the 

catchment scale issues that are affecting the SSSI site condition of the river habitat 

and the natural processes that shape our river. It will also identify the required action 

to maintain or improve the site condition. This review will contribute to a holistic whole 

feature assessment approach, improving our understanding of how the sites are 

geomorphologically functioning and where interventions both within and outside the 

site boundary will deliver the greatest return on investment. It will also support wider 

associated wetland habitat restoration and creation as well as increased adaptation 

and resilience to climate change and carbon sequestration benefits.  This will be key 

to delivering nature recovery of our river SSSI’s which in turn will also form core habitat 

sites to the Nature Recovery Network.  

 

Thinking about how catchments and landscapes function naturally will enable us to 

target the best areas for restoring naturally functioning habitat mosaics and will 

maximise the co-benefits of restoration activities. Restoring semi-natural habitat 

mosaics to uplands and downlands and natural hydrological function to headwater and 

valley springs, flushes and fens will help to restore the flow and sediment (as well as 

water quality) regimes to the downstream SSSI catchment.   
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The floodplain is an ephemeral expression of the river. Restoring riparian and wider 

floodplain land (e.g. blocking drains to restore fens and targeted removal of catch-

drains to re-naturalise spring flows within floodplain fringes) alongside the SSSI river 

is an obvious target.  Working in tandem with physical restoration of the river channel 

will help restore natural hydrological and ecological relationships between the river 

channel and associated land enabling the river to support its characteristic wildlife. 

Wild beavers may also be present in a catchment, or there might be the potential for 
the future licensed introduction of beavers.  Where this is the case, restoration plans 
need to be updated to consider both, the habitat that beavers require, and the 
beneficial contribution that beavers can play in restoring the hydrological function of 
our river systems alongside interventive restoration measures.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Grip blocking to restore North Stainmore, Cumbria 2023 above left and restoration of headwaters to the river 

Aller, Somerset 2019 above right. Photographs: Katherine Milnes (left), Dianne Matthews (right)   

Beavers are nature's engineers, and this photograph shows the huge potential that they can contribute by 

creating dams that push water sideways to create complex wetland habitats.  Main photograph by Alan 

Puttock Exeter University and inset photograph of beaver by David White. 
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The review will also report on the progress with plan implementation to date and, 
where needed, provide a monitoring plan.  Physical river restoration projects under the 
restoration programmes have historically failed to include structured pre- and post‐
project appraisal of the anticipated ecological benefits from the restoration works. 
Routine river monitoring programmes (WFD and SSSI condition assessment) lack the 
sensitivity to monitor changes in the physical condition of river habitats arising from 
river restoration. This has led, not only to concerns about the ecological benefit of the 
financial investment at the site level but has also led to a failure to improve the general 
evidence base on the effectiveness of physical restoration. 
 

The monitoring plans will therefore be designed to be strategic for the programme and 

objective level and will also capture the performance of measures to restore natural 

function.  Establishing standards for the monitoring will allow the coordination and 

collation of the data across multiple projects that will support programme evaluation.   

 

For many rivers, updating existing plans will need to occur in parallel with the ongoing 

implementation of the river restoration plans.   

 

Increasing scale and pace of delivery 
 

Approach to river restoration 

Restoration needs to focus on enabling assisted natural recovery wherever possible 

and, in particular, enabling the power of high energy rivers to recreate and maintain 

physical habitats and ecosystems. This not only works with natural processes to 

restore the river habitat, but also avoids implementing costly high‐intervention 

measures.   

 

This is not, however, possible everywhere, and there is less scope to kick-start natural 

readjustment in slow responding catchments such as a chalk river where the river 

gradient is low and there is a lack of stream power and active coarse sediment inputs.   

Here it is necessary that the technical approaches to restoration need to refer back to 

the reference conditions and appropriateness to the river type to ensure appropriate 

design, features and locations for the works.  

 

It is necessary to think bigger and to restore naturally functioning habitat mosaics in 

the wider catchment alongside the physical restoration of the river channel.  Action will 

need to be targeted to areas that maximise the co-benefits of restoration activities.  

These are likely to be the headwaters and valley side areas (e.g. restoring valley 

springs, flushes and fens to help to restore the flow and sediment (as well as water 

quality) regimes to the downstream SSSI catchment) and the wider SSSI river 

floodplain (e.g. restoring fens and re-naturalising spring flows along the floodplain 

fringes), and/or areas where beavers are present in a catchment. 

Delivering natural flood management (NFM) in SSSI catchments where reducing flood 

risk is a priority is an obvious example of where the multiple benefits can be 

maximised.  It should be noted that NFM encompasses a range of techniques from 

natural through to the more engineered and restoration plans should set out how the 

restoration of naturally functioning streams and semi-natural habitat in headwaters, 
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floodplains and the wider catchment of SSSI rivers can be used to reduce flood risk 

downstream. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As well as lessening flood risk, NFM techniques also help to restore the natural flow 

and sediment regimes of the river downstream and can also make land more resilient 

to drought by slowing flow pathways and improving infiltration.  

River restoration projects can be complex and the permissions required often 

burdensome.  If the scale of restoration required is to be achieved then opportunities 

need to be taken to further streamline and promote the implementation of small scale, 

low risk in-channel restoration activities on SSSI rivers such as tree hinging and the 

sensitive management of riparian habitat alongside larger scale projects.  Various local 

interest groups are actively involved in small-scale restoration activities, such as the 

Rivers Trusts, Wildlife Trusts, the Wild Trout Trust and some fishing clubs. SSSI 

Management Plans could be used to support small-scale restoration work that would 

help achieve favourable condition, perhaps within a framework of EA general binding 

rules (GBRs).   

 

There is still a need to develop greater understanding of the geomorphological 

restoration objectives of the river restoration programme with owners and users of 

rivers and riparian and floodplain land and this should be coordinated through 

communications at both programme and project level. This should include raising 

awareness of the principles of geomorphology and the techniques used through the 

use of demonstration sites, design discussions, and a series of printed guidance 

sheets - maybe using or based on the EA Working with Natural Process Summary 

Sheets.  

 

Opportunities should be taken to combine the delivery of strategic communications 

and awareness with other catchment programmes associated with the restoration plan 

such as NFM, sediment and restoring sustainable flows. 

River Glen 2021 before and after, breach and removal of flood embankments to restore natural processes 

and floodplain connectivity. Photo: Tweed Forum  
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Partnerships 

Delivering a strategic programme of restoration projects on a river to achieve naturally 

functioning physical habitat requires strong partnership working and this only occurs 

over time and with good leadership.  Evaluation of the implementation of the 

Hampshire Avon Restoration Plan 2010-2016 (RRC and Geodata 2017) showed that 

the scale of restoration design and interventions became more ambitious over the 

course of the programme as experience and knowledge of the river SSSI developed 

and relationships with the riparian local community have grown. 

      

Where there is a lack of engagement by either the Environment Agency or Natural 

England the strategic delivery of the restoration programmes can falter and whilst 

projects continue to be delivered they tend to be opportunistic or delivered, primarily, 

to meet other policy drivers. 

    

It is therefore necessary that the implementation of these plans is supported by strong 

leadership, continuity from the government agencies, and stable funding and delivery 

mechanisms over a long time-frame.  Continuity is important in maintaining goodwill 

and trust, and whilst this can (and often) depends on individuals, continuity can also 

be maintained through catchment or other partnerships. 

   

Partners, including ‘third sector’ partners such as the River Trusts, Wildlife Trusts,  

Wild Trout Trust and others working together with river and floodplain owners and 

users also form important contributors to the design, funding and implementation of 

strategies, however, the continued engagement and leadership from the government 

agencies over the long-term is key. 

  

Future Funding 

Partners have also found government grants difficult to access.  This is often because 

they only cover capital spend (many Grant in Aid sources of funding) and not the 

project management cost.  They can also be overly burdensome to apply for and 

manage especially when there is staff time and a volunteer or citizen science element.  

The Water Environment Grant is one example where the additional evidence burden, 

(and in particular the financial evidence required) was not adequately covered by the 

grant.  

 

The limitations of negotiating, designing and delivering a project within a single 

financial year has also restricted the flexibility of projects and it hinders strategic 

planning, especially when the need for authorisations is factored in. It is therefore 

important that funding mechanisms are multi-year.   

 

Finally, funds have rarely been available for maintenance actions and monitoring 

programmes and it is therefore important that future grants include at least a basic 

level of monitoring. 
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Funding mechanisms will continue to be a challenge for implementation of the plan 

due to many factors including complexity of land ownership and management around 

rivers and will need partners to work together flexibly to maintain that strategic 

overview and direction.  Whilst some SSSI rivers have become ineligible for some 

funding streams such as FCERM which has, in some cases, caused progress to falter, 

other funding streams are available or coming on-line in the future that may provide 

longevity in terms of being able to implement the strategic River Restoration Plans. 

  

FCERM capital programmes and grant in aid: The EA are continuing to develop the 

evidence base for natural flood management, enabling them to make convincing cases 

for investment in natural processes which provides multiple outcomes for both people 

and the environment.  Where EA FCERM capital funding can be used to deliver river 

restoration on SSSI’s (the restoration project has to form an integrated part of the 

proposed package of measures to provide flood risk management so it is more likely 

that this will occur in a high energy river situation) then the investment by government 

working together with local partners can be significant. 

  

Environmental Statutory Allowance (ESA): EA and other risk management 

authorities (RMAs e.g. Internal Drainage Boards) have a legal obligation to deliver 

statutory environmental outcomes and whilst it cannot be used for environmental 

improvements that go beyond these requirements, it can be used to address flood risk 

management assets or for addressing impacts caused by past actions such as 

dredging or straightening carried out by the RMA or predecessors. 

 
Environmental Land Management: Defra is developing three schemes to pay for 

environmental and climate goods and services, the Sustainable Farming Incentive 

(SFI), Countryside Stewardship (CS) and Landscape Recovery (LR).  Countryside 

Stewardship will pay for targeted actions relating to specific locations, features and 

habitats and, new from 2024, will include capital and management options to restore 

the natural function of river and floodplain habitats. It is also proposed that there will 

be an extra incentive through Countryside Stewardship for land managers to join up 

across local areas to deliver bigger and better results.  Landscape Recovery will pay 

for bespoke, longer-term, larger scale projects to enhance the natural environment. 

 

Water Restoration Fund: The Plan for Water outlines a plan for how fines from water 

companies will be reinvested into a new Water Restoration Fund, making polluters pay 

for damage they cause to the environment. This fund will deliver on-the-ground 

projects that improve the water environment, including removing redundant water 

modifications, for example, weirs, to restore natural processes. 

 

Conservation Enhancement Scheme: The Conservation and Enhancement 

Scheme (CES) is an invitation only Natural England Grant in Aid scheme aimed 

primarily at achieving favourable condition on the 6% of Sites of Special Scientific 
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Interest (SSSIs) where Environmental Stewardship cannot be used or is very difficult 

to use, for example because the project area is in multiple ownership/management. 

   

Alternative Funding: Alternative opportunities for funding catchment restoration 

include: the Heritage Lottery Fund whose new programme from 2023-26 will have an 

investment principle around protecting the environment, developer contribution 

schemes, investments through Green Finance and the Water Industry National 

Environment Programme (WINEP).  WINEP will see up to £5 billion of investment by 

water companies in the natural environment through 2020 to 2025. Measures to 

address pressures from physical modifications are already a core component of the 

environmental programme and several water companies are already taking an 

adaptive approach to their long term water resource planning alongside assessing the 

resilience of water infrastructure.  

 

 

 
6. Conclusion  

 
The river restoration programme has delivered some important improvements to the 

status of River SSSIs, but if we are to fulfil the governmental targets for nature recovery 

and unlock the societal benefits that functioning riverine ecosystems provide, we need 

to think more ambitiously. Reviewing and updating the Restoration plans will provide 

a more complete picture of the pressures each SSSI river is facing, enabling effective 

restoration that addresses catchment scale issues to take place. Restoration that 

harnesses natural processes will deliver for multiple outcomes and by working in 

partnership we can scale up restoration while minimising the extra input needed. 

Although funding can prove a challenge for many projects, the new Defra 

Environmental Land management schemes provide exciting new opportunities for 

restoration projects, with multiple other funding streams also available. 

  

Threats to the freshwater water environment are all encompassing and with climate 

change becoming an increasing pressure it is more important than ever that we return 

natural resilience to our river environments.  
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Table 1 Summary of progress with restoration strategies and implementation on SAC and SSSI rivers 

SAC Rivers SSSI 
Condition  

Restoration Strategy 
and Action identified. 

River Basin 
Management 
Plan (RBMP) 
deadlines for 
river 
restoration for 
protected 
areas 

Progress with Plan Implementation 
(Action underway)  

Priority 

River Avon System 
Units: 52-61  

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2009 Good 2027  
(low confidence) 

Initially good progress BUT STALLED on 
Units: 52-53, 55-63  

2 

River Axe (lower) 
Units: 1-3  

Unfavourable 
declining 

Completed 2019 but needs 
updating following a 
geomorphological audit. 

Good 2027  YET TO START.  A restoration project 
has occurred upstream of the SAC 
boundary.  

1 

River Camel Valley and 
tribs 
Units:  50-53, 56, 78-79  

Not recorded Completed 2010 Good 2027  
(low confidence) 

56 only.  YET TO START on Units 50-53 
and 78-79 

2 

Clun (River Teme) 
Unit 6  

Not recorded Completed 2012/13and 
Protected Sites Strategy 
Restoration Plan now being 
developed  

Good 2027  
(low confidence) 

Progress Slow - minor works only 1 

River Derwent and tribs 
Units 101-106, 121-125 & 
116-119 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2010 Good 2027 
(low confidence) 

Good progress but still a lot to do 2 

River Derwent 
Units 1-4   

Unfavourable 
recovering 
 

Completed 2010 Moderate 2027 
(low confidence) 

Progress slow 2 

Dee 
Units 1 & 3    

Unfavourable 
no change 
 

Completed 2013 None given Some progress and LIFE project (2019-
24).   

2 

Dove Valley & Biggen Vale 
Units 40, 42 & 43   

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2015 Good 2027  
(low confidence) 

Initially good progress but stalled 
 

2 
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River Eden and tribs 
Units 201-218, 220-224, 226, 
227, 229-236 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2010 
BUT 10 Units need 
appraisal.  

Good 2027 
(Low confidence) 

Initially good progress BUT YET TO 
START on: Units 201, 204, 205, 207-210, 
215, 218, 226, 233-236.  STALLED on 
212-213, 216, 221-222, 232 

2 

River Ehen 
Units: 1-2 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Proposed Good 2021 None.  Long term UU compensatory 
measures programme coming to an end. 
Species Recovery Project. 

1 

Hamps and Manifold Units 
89 and 90 (Peak District 
Dales) 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Proposed  Good 2021 None  3 

Itchen 
Units 105-108, 142-143 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2013 Good 2027 
(low confidence) 

Good progress BUT YET TO START on: 
Units: 105, 107, 142 and 143 

2 

Kent and tribs 
Units 102, 104, 107, 109-116 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2010  BUT 
following Units not 
assessed 108,113 

Good 2015 Good progress generally BUT YET TO 
START on Units: 107, 109-111, 114-116.  

2 

River LambournUnits 1-3 Unfavourable 
recovering 

Completed 2009 Good 2039 Good progress on Units 2 and 3. 
Progress slow on Unit 1 but limited 
opportunity for restoration. 

2 

Lathkill Dale (2 units) 
(Peak District Dales) 
Units 1, 16, Unit 2  

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2023 Good 2027 
(Low confidence) 

YET TO START 
 

1 

River Mease 
Units 1-4 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2012 Good 2027 
(Low confidence) 

Good progress 2 

Tweed (Till) 
Units 1-4  

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2013 Good 2015 Good progress 2 

Wensum 
Units 45-55 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2009 Good 2027 
(Low confidence) 

Initially good progress BUT STALLED on 
Units: 52-53, 55-63  

2 

Wye 
Units 1-7 

Unfavourable 
declining 

Completed 2015 Good 2027 
(low confidence) 

Progress slow 
 

2 
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SSSI rivers are not protected areas as defined in River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs), so do not have the corresponding “river restoration 

programme for protected areas” measure associated with them in Annex D of the plans. They should, however, still have river restoration 

actions and targets associated with them in RBMPs, and where this is the case the deadlines for these actions are shown below: 

SSSI Condition  Restoration Strategy 
Completed and Action 
Identified 

RBMP deadline 
for river 
restoration 
actions 

Progress with Plan Implementation 
(Action underway) 

Priority 

River Barle 
Units: 44-47  

Unfavourable 
declining 

Draft plan Good 2027* 
(Low confidence  

None 3 

River Beult 
Units: 10-15 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2018 Moderate 2015 YET TO START 3 

Blythe 
Units: 1-17  

Unfavourable 
no change 

Draft Plan (2017) Moderate 2027 
(Low confidence) 

None (Adhoc restoration undertaken but 
progress slow) 

3 

River Coquet 
Units 1-7 

Unfavourable 
recovering 

Completed 2023 Good 2015 YET TO START but weir removal planned 3 

River Eye 
Units 1-5 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2015 Good 2027* 
(Low confidence 

Good progress 4 

Frome (lower) 
Units 1-7 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2010 Good 2027  
(Low Confidence) 

Initially good progress BUT YET TO 
START on Units: 3-7 and PROGRESS 
STALLED in 2018  

4 

Hull headwaters 
Units 35 -37 

Unfavourable 
recovering 

Completed 2010 Goof 2027 
(Low confidence) 

Good progress 4 

Kennet 
Units 1-4 

Unfavourable 
recovering 

Completed 2009 Good 2039 Good progress and monitoring (RHS) 
shows improvement indicating recovery 

4 

River Lugg 
Units 1-4 

Unfavourable 
declining 

Completed 2015 Good 2027  
(Low confidence) 

Progress Slow  

Moors River System 
Unit 1, 2, 4, 7, 8  

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2019 Good 2027  
(Low confidence) 

YET TO START 3 

River Nar 
Units 42 and 43 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2010 Good 2027 
(Low confidence) 

Good progress but remains unfavourable  
 

4 
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Ribble (Long Preston 
Deeps) 
Units 4 & 6 

Unfavourable 
recovering 

Completed 2010 Good 2015 Good progress and monitoring shows 
signs of recovery.   
 

4 

River Teme 
Units: 6-11 

Unfavourable 
declining  

Completed 2013 Good 2015 Progress slow 3 

River Test 
Units 84-91 

Unfavourable 
no change 

Completed 2013 
 

Good 2027 
(Low confidence)  

Progress slow and YET TO START on the 
downstream half of Unit 91. 

4 

River Wharfe 
Units 1-3 

Unfavourable 
recovering 

Completed 2013 Good 2015 Progress slow 4 

 

Key: 

Priority 1 SAC river where 
action is not yet 
underway 

Priority 2 Maintain SAC river action 
underway 
 

Priority 3 SSSI river where action 
is not yet underway 

Priority 4 Maintain SSSI river 
action underway 

Red highlights where there is either a high risk that progress with the action is slow, stalling or the condition of the site is declining for the modification 
pressure   

 

*Where multiple waterbodies within the SAC or SSSI with differing deadlines/projections the longest timeframe and worst-case 

projection has been applied here.
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