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Foreword 

East Mercia Rivers Trust is pleased to have hosted the Witham Catchment Partnership 

since its inception in 2015. The partnership brings together interested parties to work 

collaboratively to establish a strong practical framework, which enables them to deliver 

integrated catchment management. 

The catchment plan is an important part of this process. It outlines our vision, with 

underpinning evidence, and summarises our future priorities for the catchment. 

I would like to thank our partners for their continuing enthusiastic support and for the 

lively input that they bring to the partnership. 

 

Andrew Morriss 

Chair, East Mercia Rivers Trust 
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Background 

The Witham Catchment Partnership (WCP) was set up to improve water quality, wildlife 

and habitat along the Witham and its tributaries through Defra’s Catchment Based 

Approach (CaBA). The aim is to work together to restore and enhance the water 

environment in the Witham catchment for communities and wildlife. 

Since the formation of the WCP in 2015, partners have worked collaboratively on projects 

on a range of scales that have driven improvements across the catchment. 

A fundamental natural asset, rivers provide water for agriculture, drinking water, food 

production, navigation, and recreational pursuits, and most importantly they support a 

range of habitats for wildlife and biodiversity. 

The Witham Catchment Partnership is hosted by East Mercia Rivers Trust and partners 

include:  
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Vision 

A healthy and thriving river Witham catchment supports a range of wildlife,  

is enjoyed by local communities, and underpins the rural economy of Lincolnshire.  

Aims and Objectives 

The Catchment Based Approach (CaBA) embeds collaborative working at a river 

catchment scale, delivering a range of environmental, social, and economic benefits and 

protecting water environments for the benefit of communities and wildlife.  

The key aims and objectives for the Witham Catchment Partnership are to. 

▪ identify the challenges to understand the catchment.  

▪ build data and evidence to prioritise the activities. 

▪ restore river and wetland habitats to enhance biodiversity, increase water 

storage and improve water quality. 

▪ reduce, control, and remove invasive species to support protected species and 

improve river habitats. 

▪ improve water stewardship to increase water capture and reduce pollution. 

▪ engage communities, landowners, and businesses to encourage 

understanding, awareness, and involvement in improving river habitats. 

▪ collaborate and partner to deliver priority projects.  

Witham Catchment 

The river Witham starts, briefly, in Leicestershire from thereon in is entirely within 

Lincolnshire. In its upper reaches, the 

Witham is fed by springs from the 

Lincolnshire Limestone. These 

headwaters gradually give way to a 

slower moving heavily modified river 

that drains a network of water courses 

in the Fenland. A predominantly rural 

catchment with the notable urban areas 

of Grantham, Lincoln, and Boston, the 

Witham is approximately 85 miles long 

with over 80 watercourses within the 

catchment. 

The Upper Witham Catchment starts 

from just south of Grantham to Stamp 

End Sluice in Lincoln. The rivers Brant and Till are within this operational catchment, the 
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latter drains land to the east of Gainsborough. The Fossdyke Canal, an ancient Roman 

structure, provides a navigable link from the river Trent to the river Witham.  

The Lower Witham Catchment has seven separate sub catchments, two of which are below 

the tidal limit and begins at the Stamp End sluice in Lincoln, flowing to the tidal limit at 

Grand Sluice in Boston. The major tributaries of the Lower Witham include the Barlings 

Eau, River Bain, and River Slea.  

The limestone becks are a group of spring fed streams within the Upper and Lower 

Witham operational catchments that result from the limestone aquifer which runs through 

western Lincolnshire.  

To the east of the Steeping and Eaus Catchment the Lincolnshire Wolds Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) dominates the landscape. Chalk streams rise from the 

chalk outcrop in this catchment. Further east the catchment becomes a coastal floodplain 

and the watercourses flow to the North Sea.  

Both the limestone becks and the chalk streams are classed as high conservation value 

under the UK’s Biodiversity Action Plan.  

The South Forty Foot Catchment also known as the Black Sluice Navigation takes water 

from the fenland area of South Lincolnshire into the Boston Haven at the Black Sluice.  

The East and West Fens Catchment intercepts water from the higher ground before 

discharging it down drains into the Haven at Boston. The Witham Drains are an historic 

network of channels that drain the low-lying fenland areas and supply water for irrigation 

in summer months.  

Within the catchment there are 41 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). Appendix 1 

depicts a map of the catchment. 

Catchment Challenges 

In 2020, the Environment Agency published a National Framework for Water Resources. It 

showed that by continuing to operate as usual, by 2050, the amount of water available in 

England could be reduced by 10 to 15 percent, rivers could have between 50 and 80 percent 

less water during the summer, and the demands of people, industry, and agriculture will 

not be met. In addition to this the heavily modified Witham catchment faces the following 

challenges.  

1. Historic channel straightening, realignment, deepening, and floodplain 

disconnection reducing biodiversity and water quality.  

2. Past installation of weirs causing barriers to the migration of fish and eels.  

3. Over abstraction of water for domestic and industrial use reducing water volumes 

4. Pollution from households and industry degrading water quality and producing 

high levels of nutrients which causes excessive weed growth.   
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5. Invasive species competing with or predating on native, and in some cases, 

protected species. 

Data and Evidence  

The following resources are used to focus delivery where it will bring the greatest benefit: 

Water Framework Directive (WFD) Classification 

The map below shows the overall 

classification for individual surface 

water bodies within the Witham 

Management Catchment. There are 

no water bodies currently achieving 

the target of good status. 

Elevated concentrations of 

phosphate are the main barrier to 

water bodies within the catchment 

achieving good status. Increased 

levels of phosphates lead to 

excessive growth of aquatic plant life which can create poor oxygenation conditions for 

fish. The primary sources of phosphate are wastewater treatment plants, diffuse 

agricultural run-off and septic tanks. 

A lack of access to a suitably diverse range of habitats in many water bodies can make it 

difficult to achieve good status for fish and invertebrates. This can be exacerbated in areas 

of the catchment that suffer from low flows and sedimentation. Obstructions to fish 

passage such as weirs also impair spawning and migration of some fish species. Moreover, 

invasive, non-native species impact native ecology and water quality.  

CaBA data package for the Witham catchment 

There are over 100 data layers available for the catchment. This weight of evidence is 

improved by collecting local datasets and working with local organisations in the 

catchment. data.catchmentbasedapproach.org 

Catchment Data Explorer  

This helps identify where the issues are and their likely causes. Below is an extract for the 

Upper and Lower Witham but details on all sub-catchments and water bodies can be found 

at the above link. Environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/Witham 

EA Ecological Data sites monitoring results  

A map-based system for downloading all current EA sample data down to species level. 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/ecology/explorer/  

https://data.catchmentbasedapproach.org/
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/search?type=name&q=Witham
https://environment.data.gov.uk/ecology/explorer/
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Restore and Enhance Habitat 

Habitat works can range from small-scale 

enhancements such as the introduction of woody 

materials to major restorations that reconnect the 

river to its floodplain. The resulting benefits 

enhance biodiversity, improve water quality, and 

increase water storage. All this helps build climate 

change resilience and, in some cases, support 

flood risk reduction. 

Many of the projects aimed at improving water quality 

and freshwater ecology in the catchment will deliver 

additional benefits as well. This is particularly true for 

projects that help reduce sedimentation and store or 

slow the flow of water in appropriate parts of the 

catchment. Examples include working with landowners 

to reconnect rivers with their floodplains. In recent 

years efforts have focused on working with the large 

landowners located in the Upper Witham catchment.  

Reduce, Control and Remove Invasive Species 

Collaborative action is needed to address the ever-increasing problems. The main invasive 

species found within the Witham catchment are as follows. 

1. Floating pennywort Hydrocotyle ranunculoides 

2. Himalayan balsam Impatiens glandulifera 

3. Japanese knotweed Reynoutria japonica 

4. Giant hogweed Heracleum mantegazzianum 

5. Signal crayfish Pacifastacus leniusculus 

6. American mink Neovison vison 

7. Demon Shrimp Dikerogammarus 
haemobaphes 

8. Water Fern Azolla 

9. Zebra mussel Dreissena polymorpha 

10.Mitten Crab Eriocheir sinensis 

Improve Water Stewardship 

Pollution has blighted the Witham in recent years from large scale industrial incidents to 

the cumulative impacts of smaller discharges such as poorly performing septic tanks and 

diffuse pollution from agriculture. Good water stewards manage their own water use, and 

their impacts on the water resource whilst understanding water in the catchment context.  

Engage Communities, Landowners, and Businesses 

Working with landowners, farmers, and businesses is critical for improving the catchment 

watercourses. Today’s schoolchildren are tomorrow’s custodians of the natural world, so 

education plays an important role in river conservation. Encouraging volunteering 

Floating Ecosystems at Brayford Pool, 

Lincoln March 22 (EMRT) 

Floodplain reconnection Dunston 

Beck Dyson Farms, March 22 (WTT) 



 9 

supports the work of many Witham Catchment partners, it also benefits people of all ages 

though increasing skills and knowledge as well as improving health and wellbeing.  

Target areas 

It is not realistic to try and target improvement on every water body within the Witham 

Management Catchment. Partner feedback suggests that the Upper Witham, Lower 

Witham, river Slea, limestone becks and chalk streams are the priority habitats to deliver 

maximum benefit for people and wildlife.  

 
 

Upper Witham 

This includes the river Witham from its source at 

South Witham to Lincoln, and supports 

endangered native crayfish, brown trout, and 

grayling. Lack of water is a notable problem in 

the summer months as are periodic, serious 

pollution incidents. Historic modifications 

compound problems, trapping sediment, 

degrading habitat, and preventing fish 

movement. Proposed future growth within 

Grantham is likely to put additional pressure on 

the Upper Witham. 

Manthorpe reconnection & flood bank 

removal Mar 22 (WTT & EA) 
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Limestone Becks 

The Lincolnshire Limestone Becks have unique 

features including the Tufa waterfalls which 

only form in calcium rich conditions. In the past, 

the becks were surrounded by wet meadows 

and once stored water in times of high flow. 

Most have been historically straightened and 

deepened and are now suffering from over 

abstraction and pollution.  

Chalk Streams 

Chalk streams are a characteristic and attractive feature of the Lincolnshire Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). They are also a globally rare habitat, more than 85% 

of all the chalk streams in the world are found in England. Like the limestone becks, the 

chalk streams filter high-quality groundwater and are an important aquifer for the river 

Witham.  

River Slea 

The River Slea’s source is a series of Limestone 

springs to the west of Sleaford. From here it 

flows eastwards to its confluence with the 

Witham at Chapel Hill. Although naturally 

ephemeral in its upper reaches, low flow 

problems that affect its ecology are 

compounded by abstraction pressures. Flow 

through Sleaford is supported by an 

augmentation borehole in drier periods. The 

river is an important feature in the town and 

provides recreation for boaters.  

Lower Witham  

The Lower Witham from Lincoln to the Haven at Boston is heavily modified, draining a 

large catchment. It is important to recreational users as a navigation and fishery. 

Phosphate levels are high, encouraging large summer algal blooms which affect these 

users. There has been a significant increase in vegetation growth here (mainly Lemna spp.) 

although no official surveys have been carried out. A lack of suitable habitat along with 

locks and sluices (barriers) are affecting fish and eel numbers and passage. A large 

pollution incident in 2018 also had a significant impact on fish populations.  

Project Developments  

Appendix 2 sets out the annual update of recent and ongoing projects and Appendix 3 

proposed projects for the next year.  

Installed bank softening by the Blue/Green 

Project in Sleaford – December 2022 

 

Nettleham Beck at Sudbrooke in 2022, two 

years after restoration by EMRT 
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Links to other strategies and plans 

Catchment Flood Management Plan 

This plan helps identify opportunities to add flood risk benefits to planned projects. Key 

Points from the Plan. 

▪ Climate change is the greatest impact on flood risk.  

▪ Mitigating flood risk should be prioritised upstream of settlements at risk. 

▪ An integrated approach to urban drainage and surface water flooding is needed 

This plan is currently under review. 

River Witham Catchment Flood Management Plan  

Flood Resilience Projects 

River Slea Flood Resilience Project 

Aiming to develop options to achieve a flood and drought resilient watercourse and 

restore a more natural channel by removing unnecessary barriers to flows and fish.  

River Slea Flood Resilience Project 

Lower Witham Flood Resilience Project 

Aiming to achieve a resilient catchment, through an ambitious programme of works to 

renew critical assets and implement flood plain restoration where beneficial. 

Lower Witham Flood Resilience Project  

Nature Strategy for Greater Lincolnshire   

The Lincolnshire Biodiversity Action Plan (3rd edition), 2015-2020 sets out priorities for 

biodiversity, particularly wetland habitats, and identifies opportunities for partnership 

working.  

The catchment priority areas are captured as part of the Nature Recovery Network, a 

major commitment in the Governments 25-year Environment Plan and part of the 

forthcoming Local Nature Recovery Strategy for Greater Lincolnshire  

Anglian Water – Water Resources Management Plan 

Sets out the priorities are for Anglian Water and identifies opportunities for partnership 

working. Anglian Water – WRMP    

South Lincs Reservoir 

The South Lincs Reservoir project (2022-2038) forms part of Anglian Water’s long term 

Water Resources Management Plans and is linked to the wider regional plans led by Water 

Resources East. These plans look 25 years ahead, with the objective of ensuring the region 

is resilient to more frequent episodes of drought brought on by climate change, all while 

improving environmental protection. 

 Anglian Water Lincolnshire Reservoir 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/288865/River_Witham_Catchment_Flood_Management_Plan.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/lincolnshire-and-northamptonshire/river-slea-flood-resilience-project/
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/lincolnshire-and-northamptonshire/lower-witham-flood-resilience-project/
https://glnp.org.uk/images/uploads/services/lincs-bap-2011-2020-review-2015final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/693158/25-year-environment-plan.pdf
https://www.anglianwater.co.uk/siteassets/household/about-us/wrmp-report-2019.pdf
https://www.anglianwater.co.uk/siteassets/household/about-us/wrmp-report-2019.pdf
https://www.lincsreservoir.co.uk/
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Citizen Science  

Citizen Science is a fundamental data gathering and engagement tool for the Witham 

Catchment Partnership to develop an understanding of the issues in the catchment and to 

engage the local community in identifying and delivering solutions. Data concerning water 

quality, invertebrate monitoring and invasive species is ongoing.  

Local Evidence  

Local data and evidence (including modelling) is important for helping to pinpoint issues, 

identify solutions and monitor outcomes in the catchment. Studies and evidence include: 

▪ Grantham Urban River & Wetlands Plan  

▪ Sleaford Urban Opportunities Plan  

▪ Lincoln River and Floodplain Restoration Options Assessment (By request – 

contact admin@eastmercia.org) 

▪ Wild Trout Trust Upper Witham Advisory Reports  

▪ Bringing the Limestone Becks back to Life (By request – contact 

admin@eastmercia.org) 

 

https://docslib.org/doc/6585324/grantham-urban-river-wetlands-plan-map-v3-270116
http://lincsrivers.org.uk/restoring-the-slea.html
https://www.wildtrout.org/map
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Appendix 1: Summary of the Witham Catchment 
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Appendix 2: Recent and Current Witham Catchment Projects (Aug 2022) 
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Appendix 3: Proposed Witham Catchment Projects (Aug 2022) 
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