Representatives from The James Hutton Institute, supported by
the University of Reading and Oxford University, hosted a workshop
that brought together a group of local stakeholders to discuss the
social and economic effects of improving water quality in the River
Thame, Oxfordshire.
The 13 participants included:
●		Representatives of the Environment Agency, responsible for
protecting and improving the environment of England and Wales
●		Representatives of Thames Water, a private utility company
responsible for public water supply and waste water treatment in
the Thames region
●		Representatives of Natural England, a public body with aims to
protect and improve the natural environment
●		Freshwater ecology scientists, from the Centre for Ecology and
Hydrology in Wallingford and The Pond Conservation Project
●		Dairy farmers
●		Representatives of three independent nature conservation
organisations (The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds,
the Berks, Bucks & Oxon Wildlife Trust, and the Oxfordshire Nature
Conservation Forum)
●		A local inhabitant also representing angling club’s interests
The main purpose of the meeting was to gather local knowledge
and views regarding:
1 The potential costs (and who pays) and benefits (and who 		
benefits) of water quality improvements in the River Thame
2 Whether the costs are in proportion to the benefits and how both
costs and benefits are distributed within the local community
3 The potential wider benefits beyond the water environment 		
resulting from improving water quality

The Whitchurch workshop is part of the European Union
Framework 7 project REFRESH in which the James Hutton
Institute (JHI) is working together with 24 European research
partners. The REFRESH Project is helping to design cost-effective
management strategies to ensure freshwaters comply with the
EU Water Framework and Habitats Directive. Measures that will
enable adaptation to future climate change are being investigated.
REFRESH seeks to identify possible measures to improve water
quality through collaboration with local stakeholders to ensure
that solutions are locally suited. The Whitchurch workshop was a
key aspect of this engagement in the UK and is part of the broader
strategic research programme of the JHI. Similar workshops have
been carried out in Scotland, Finland, Norway, Greece and the
Czech Republic.

The James Hutton Institute is one of the
largest research providers in environmental,
crop and food science in Europe.

www.hutton.ac.uk

This leaflet summarizes the views of workshop participants.
A full report is available to download from www.refresh.ucl.ac.uk
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Whitchurch
Workshop II

Workshop findings
1 Who benefits from water quality 		
improvements and who pays?

The implementation of buffer strips along water courses to reduce
water pollution can additionally have positive impacts on carbon
storage, helping to mitigate climate related problems. Buffer strips
can also enhance the habitat and allow for movement of wildlife
(acting as ‘green corridors’). This can also help to reduce erosion
and soil loss and increasing landscape beauty.

Workshop participants considered that, generally, the benefits of
improving water quality justify the costs, although these are difficult
to assess in monetary terms.
It was acknowledged that there is an uneven distribution of costs
and benefits across the community. Costs were thought to be
concentrated in certain sectors, for example, in the farming sector,
while the general public benefits from, for example, recreation
and improved health. However, participants thought that, with the
exception of costs to farmers, costs are also likely to be transferred
to the general public indirectly as tax.

Increased monitoring and awareness raising, as well as increased
flexibility and the empowerment of farmers at the local level was
thought to have wider benefits for nature, since these can enhance
education, information and pro-environmental behaviour.
Finally, decreased road and housing run-off was thought to also
help reducing flooding events downstream.

Participants highlighted the different ways in which costs and
benefits affect the community: the public can chose to enjoy the
improved water environment, for example, through recreation,
while those who have to pay are not given an option (for example,
compulsory measures regarding farm practice).

Participants felt that some of these wider benefits were important,
but they might not all be visible to the general public and that more
education and awareness raising is needed.
Feedback from workshop participants was very positive and they expressed
their interest in being involved in further co-operation with the REFRESH team
and to be kept in contact to discuss water quality issues in the River Thame.
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It was acknowledged that measures to improve water quality
can have additional benefits beyond the water environment.
For example, workshop participants explained that changes in
farm practice can also have a positive impact on crops through
increased pollination and pest control.

The costs of improving water quality were generally considered
to be short term and to some extent, easier to estimate, while
benefits were thought to be longer term, more difficult to grasp
and therefore are often overlooked.

Measures for improving water quality in the River Thame
highlighted in a previous workshop were discussed here to identify
the main costs and who bears them, as well as the main benefits
and beneficiaries of the improved water quality.
The measures discussed included:
● Changes in farm practices, for example: reducing fertilizers,
crop rotation and decreased pesticides, slurry storage and 		
fencing livestock
● Flexible field margins and buffer strips
● More monitoring and awareness raising, for example: more soil
sampling and awareness programs for farmers such as PLANET
● Improve septic tank management and sewage works
● Decreased road and housing run-off
● Track and ditch management
● Changing policy: increased flexibility and empowerment
for farmers and regional regulation where possible
Individual farmers, Thames Water, the Environment Agency, local
authorities, private households and building developers were
identified as incurring the greatest costs to improve water quality
through those measures. Workshop participants considered that
the general public would gain from improved water quality.
Recreation was highlighted as a major potential benefit, ranging
from benefits to walkers and nature lovers, as well as the mental
and physical health of the local community. It was suggested
that anglers and local businesses would also benefit from a more
attractive environment overall. Non-human benefits were also
considered to be important, for example, positive effects on wildlife.

3 Are there other benefits from water
quality improvements?

2 Are the costs and benefits of water
quality improvements spread evenly
across the community?

