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Building Nature into the Clean Water Bill - June 2026

Introduction

The Clean Water Bill presents a crucial opportunity for nature: to drive the recovery of
freshwater wildlife by reforming the Water Framework Directive.

The Water Framework Directive’ is the overarching legislation guiding monitoring and
management of England’s freshwater ecosystems. For the last 20 years, it has been
implemented for bigger rivers and lakes, with a primary goal of bringing failing waters up
to Good Ecological Status. This approach has resulted in some incremental gains, but it
has not reversed the long decline of England’s freshwater ecosystems.

In large part, the Water Framework Directive has been unsuccessful because of its lack
of focus on:

1. Small waters,? which make up 70% of England’s water environment, supporting
the majority of freshwater plants and animals.

2. High-quality waters, which are the last remaining habitats for our most
sensitive freshwater species.

By changing the Water Framework Directive to support these vital habitats, we can
reorient water management so that it is better equipped to drive nature recovery. These
are modest policy changes that would make a huge difference for freshwater wildlife.

The recommendations discussed in this briefing form one part of the Clean Water Now
campaign, calling for a Clean Water Bill that will fix the system, stop the pollution, and
restore nature.

The campaign report is available at:
https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Clean_Water_Now_Report_2026.pdf

"Transposed into UK legislation as the Water Environment (Water Framework Directive) (England and
Wales) Regulations 2017

2 Including headwater streams, ponds, small lakes and ditches.


https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Clean_Water_Now_Report_2026.pdf

Background: the state of England’s freshwater habitats

After centuries of draining wetlands, infilling ponds and engineering rivers and
floodplains, England has lost much of its freshwater habitat. Those habitats that remain
are widely degraded by pollution.

e« More than 70% of all countryside ponds in England have been lost since
1880.3

o Approximately 90% of England’s wetlands have been lost in the past 100
years, on top of vast historical losses due to (e.g.) drainage of the Somerset
Levels, and the East Anglian and Northern Fens.*

o All of England’s rivers are physically modified and/or impacted by pollution,
including from sewage, agriculture and urban/road runoff.5

This habitat loss and degradation is inextricable from the declining abundance and
diversity of England’s freshwater species, which continues to this day.

e Since 1950, aquatic plant species’ distributions have declined across Britain by
around 30%.°

e The European Eel has declined by 20% since the 1980s, and the Atlantic Salmon
by 30-50% since 2006.78

e« Fewerthan one-third of protected freshwater species are now in Favourable
Conservation Status.?

Although there have been some important success stories over the last century -
bitterns, otters, some river invertebrates - the big picture is one of perilous decline.

None of this is inevitable: despite all the pressures on our freshwaters, they can be
restored to their past richness. But to do so, we need to change our approach.

3 Rackham, 1986. The History of the Countryside. Biggs and Williams, 2024. Ponds, Pools and Puddles.

4 Parliamentary Office for Science and Technology, 2024. POSTnote on freshwater habitat restoration.
post.parliament.uk/research-briefings/post-pn-0709/

5 Environment Agency, 2019. environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/England/print

8 Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland, 2023. Britain’s Changing Flora.
plantatlas2020.org/sites/default/files/bsbi_data/home/BSBI%20Plant%20Atlas%202020%20summary%
20report%20Britain%20in%20English%20WEB.pdf

7.8 Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust, 2023, 2025.
https://www.gwct.org.uk/news/news/2023/december/iucn-classifies-atlantic-salmon-in-great-britain-

as-endangered/
https://www.gwct.org.uk/blogs/news/2025/november/the-european-eel’s-fight-for-survival/

% Freshwater Habitats Trust, 2026. Habitats Regulations reports: worrying trends for the UK’s protected
freshwater species and habitats
freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/news/habitats-regulations-reports/
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Bringing small waters into statutory management

Small waters include ponds, headwater streams, small lakes and ditches. These habitats
are easily overlooked, but are collectively vital for three reasons:

1. Small waters are numerous. Headwater streams make up 70% of the length of
England’s running water network, whilst countryside ponds and small lakes
outnumber large lakes by more than 500 to 1. In total, small waters make up
about one-third of England’s surface water area.™

2. Small waters are biodiverse. In most landscapes, small waters support more
species of plants and animals than large rivers and lakes.™2

3. Small waters are the cheapest way of restoring clean water. Because they
drain correspondingly small areas of land, small waters can be restored or
created in places where a clean water supply can be guaranteed. This means
they can quickly bring unpolluted habitats back to a landscape.

In the Leicestershire Water Friendly Farming project, creating 20 clean water ponds
increased aquatic plant diversity across the entire 10 km? area by 26% within five years.
Rare plant richness increased by 181% over the same period.™ This finding has been
repeated in Northamptonshire Water Friendly Farming, with 22% more aquatic plant
species after only 2 years.™

Through action on small waters, we could reverse the fortunes of England’s freshwater
wildlife. At present, however, small waters receive only a trivial fraction of total
investment in the water environment, because they sit largely outside of the Water
Framework Directive.

The Clean Water Bill should bring small waters into the Water Framework Directive,
to add clean water to England’s landscapes.

Small waters should be incorporated into statutory monitoring, and management.
Beneath a new apex target for the water environment, Government should set action-
based targets to directly drive the creation and restoration of small waters.

O Wildlife and Countryside Link, 2024. The Charter for Small Waters.
wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Small_Waters_Charter_2024.pdf

" New Scientist, 2024. Why we can't afford to ignore the world's smallest freshwater bodies
newscientist.com/article/mg26234930-100-why-we-cant-afford-to-ignore-the-worlds-smallest-
freshwater-bodies/

2Williams et al., 2004. Comparative biodiversity of rivers, streams, ditches and ponds in an agricultural
landscape in Southern England
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0006320703001538

3 Water Friendly Farming, 2020. Dig (clean) ponds to save freshwater biodiversity: policy briefing note.
waterfriendlyfarming.org.uk/app/uploads/2024/02/CleanWaterPondsPolicyGuidanceTop120620v2.pdf

4 Freshwater Habitats Trust, 2025. New ponds bring rare plants back to Northamptonshire farmland
freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/news/new-ponds-bring-rare-plants-back-to-northamptonshire-farmland/
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Giving proper protection to our highest-quality waters

England’s highest quality freshwaters are more important than ever. These last
remaining pristine sites support species which have been lost from the rest of our
countryside. Many of these species will disappear entirely unless protections for the
best freshwater habitats improve.

o The Freshwater Pearl Mussel, Margaritifera margaritifera, lives for over 100
years, and has a fascinating life cycle. Young pearl mussels live (harmlessly) in
the gills of trout and salmon, enjoying a safe, oxygen-rich nursery until they are
big enough to begin life in the riverbed. Because it is reliant on pristine water
quality, and healthy populations of salmonids, it is critically endangered, with
only one functional population left in England.

o The Medicinal Leech, Hirudo medicinalis, is England’s only bloodsucking leech.
In the nineteenth century, this creature was widespread, with millions exported
each year to Europe and America. Now, due to wetland drainage and the
introduction of livestock worming medications, there are only four healthy
populations in England.

¢ The Glutinous Snail, Myxas glutinosa, requires truly clean water. Consequently it
has become one of the most endangered animals in Europe. Quite uniquely, the
snail extends an almost transparent jelly-like mantle to cover its exceptionally
thin and delicate shell. This gives it a glassy look and makes it sticky to the touch,
hence its name. Having once occurred widely, including throughout the Thames
valley and in Lake Windermere, it is now extinct in England.

At present, targets set under the Water Framework Directive aim for Good Ecological
Status. For most waterbodies in England, impacted by pollution and extensive habitat
modification, this is an appropriate objective. But for our best remaining freshwater
habitats, ‘Good’ status sets the bar far too low.

A waterbody can achieve Good Ecological Status having lost nearly half of all the
animal species it should support.” In essence, England's finest remaining freshwater
habitats can suffer extensive ecological decline, and still meet the regulatory target.

High Ecological Status represents conditions that remain close to pristine. For our
highest quality waters - repositories of biodiversity on which future recovery depends -
the objective should be to prevent decline and maintain the exceptional ecological
communities they still support. These sites deserve a High Ecological Status target.

The Clean Water Bill should set a High Ecological Status target for the 50 best
waterbodies in England.

5 (Large invertebrates). Aroviita et al., 2010. River bioassessment and the preservation of threatened
species. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1470160X09002064
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