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Dear Anna,  
 
Thank you for your letter of 17 September about the Environment Agency (EA) abstraction 
licences and the drying of Whatley Brook. I am replying as the Minister responsible for this 
policy area and apologise for the delay in doing so.  
 
I recognise the concerns that you raise relating to the impact of climate change on water 
resources. Huge pressure already exists on the nation’s water resources and, with 
population growth and climate change, that pressure is set to continue and steadily 
increase. Estimates suggest that, without continued action, we could have a 5 billion litre a 
day shortfall by 2055 for public water supplies alone. The EA’s National Framework for 
Water Resources identifies the essential actions needed to meet the challenges at a 
national, regional and catchment scale, and takes further steps to strengthen multi-sector 
water resources planning. 
 
Regarding the questions you raise:  
 
1. What steps is the government taking to review and adapt long-term abstraction 

licences in light of accelerating climate change? 
 

We recognise that the abstraction licensing system needs to be more flexible to respond 
to climate change. The last government previously consulted on modernising the regulatory 
regime for abstraction and impounding by bringing it under the Environmental Permitting 
Regulations (EPR). The Independent Water Commission’s final report, published in July, 
recommended that abstraction and impounding is moved into EPR. We have committed to 
publishing a White Paper in the autumn that will set out our response to the Independent 
Water Commission findings. 
 
2. Is there scope for interim reviews or emergency provisions to be introduced into 

existing licences to prevent ecological damage? 
 

Time limited abstraction licences are subject to periodic sustainability review. When a time 
limited licence is due to expire, the licence holder must apply to renew their licence if they 
want to continue abstracting. The renewal process gives the EA the opportunity to make 
changes to the licence to address any evidenced environmental issues. The abstraction 
licences for the dewatering at Whatley and Torrs Quarries expire in 2029 and the EA has 
started to review the environmental sustainability of these abstractions ahead of any 
applications to renew the abstraction licences being submitted by the operators.  
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3. How can communities, quarries and the EA be better supported in monitoring 
and responding to watercourse vulnerabilities? 
 

The EA operates a network of surface water and groundwater monitoring stations to 
observe and report on the state of the water environment during drought and flood. This 
enables early warning of incidents including low flows and provides a baseline to 
demonstrate the effects of a changing climate on our water environment. Data is available 
to the public through the EA’s Hydrology Data Explorer. The EA also operates an incident 
hotline number of 0800 80 70 60 which is the best way to inform the EA of loss of river flow 
or other environmental damage. 
 
Due to the low flow and no flow reports in the Whatley Brook and River Mells this summer, 
the EA has been working with both quarry operators to find measures that can be taken 
now to improve the situation. Both operators will work together to better understand the 
incident and specifically the stream losses that occurred. Whatley Quarry are looking at 
additional monitoring of the Brook to provide real time observations and alarm systems to 
prevent a repetition and are currently installing a large new water tank to allow greater 
flexibility in how the water from Whatley Quarry is managed. 
 
In line with the concept of ‘citizen science’, the EA supports partner organisations running 
volunteer-led invertebrate larvae surveys in Wessex who report when the results do not 
meet an expected target. Such surveys can provide extra evidence for the EA to consider 
when reviewing the environmental sustainability of abstraction activities. Communities may 
wish to consider setting up a Riverfly group to help monitor the Whatley Brook and River 
Mells. Further information can be found online at The Riverfly Partnership website. This 
year, data collected by Riverfly volunteers has been valuable in helping the EA monitor the 
impact of the prolonged dry weather across Wessex.  
 
Thank you for contacting us about this important issue, I trust this response has answered 
your concerns. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 

 

 

EMMA HARDY MP 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/hydrology/landing
https://www.gov.uk/report-environmental-problem
https://www.gov.uk/report-environmental-problem
https://www.riverflies.org/become-a-monitor

