
 
Report to: Cabinet Member for Climate Nature and Food Systems 

 
Date:  24 February 2025 

 
Title: Rights of Rivers: a charter for the River Ouse 

 
Report of: Ian Fitzpatrick, Deputy Chief Executive and Director of 

Regeneration and Planning  
 

Cabinet member: 
 

Councillor Emily O’Brien, Cabinet Member for Climate Nature 
and Food Systems 
 

Ward(s): 
 

All 

Purpose of report: 
 

To present the Rights of Rivers Charter, co-developed with 
Love Our Ouse and partners since the related Motion was 
approved at Full Council in February 2023. 
 

Decision type: 
 

Non-Key 

Officer 
recommendation(s): 

To support the principles within the Rights of Rivers Charter, 
co-developed with Love Our Ouse and partners 

 
 

Reasons for 
recommendations: 
 

Lewes District Council has worked to protect the River Ouse, 
improve water quality and restore wetlands in partnership 
with the Sussex Wildlife Trust, Ouse & Adur Rivers Trust 
(OART) and others since 2017. Supporting the Rights of 
Rivers Charter honours the spirit of the motion of Full 
Council in February 2023. 
                                                                                                                                             
 

Contact Officer(s): Name: Jane Goodall 
Post title: Environment Lead 
E-mail: Jane.Goodall@lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk 
Telephone number: 07788515359 
 
 

 
1  Introduction 

 
1.1  On 20 February 2023, Full Council received Motion 59a - Rights of the River. An 

extract of the minutes is provided below: 
 
RESOLVED that (By 27 votes for, 2 against, 4 abstentions):  
1. This Council acknowledges the growing global movement of ‘rights of nature’ 
as a framework for rethinking its relationship with the environment.  



 
 

2. This Council believes that there is a case to be made for considering our 
interactions with our local waterways in the context of ‘Rights of Rivers’ and 
through which the health and wellbeing of the River Ouse can be addressed.  
3. This Council will explore with local communities and relevant stakeholders the 
implementation of Rights of Rivers along the River Ouse. This will involve 
working towards the production of a ‘Declaration on the Rights of the River 
Ouse’ by relevant stakeholders for possible endorsement by the Council within 2 
years. 
 

1.2  It was noted at the meeting that the way in which the rights would be 
implemented would be developed through the work with stakeholders. Love our 
Ouse has since carried out a series of consultations, workshops and public 
events along the Ouse including a workshop to develop the Rights of River 
Charter, community River Mapping exercise, and a Rights of Rivers Summit 
delivered in late 2023.  
 

1.3  The Cabinet Member for Nature, Climate & Food Systems and officers have 
been working with Love Our Ouse and other stakeholders since February 2023 
Full Council to explore the implementation of the motion. 
 

1.4  As an initial response, to demonstrate the council’s commitment to these 
principles, the Lewes District Council Corporate Plan (‘Reimagining Lewes 
District: Delivering the Vision 2024 – 2028’) includes the following: 
 

• Consolidate our focus on our rivers, seas and water quality. Prioritise 
efforts with partners to manage the risks posed by flooding, support the 
Environment Agency and other partners to address coastal erosion and 
explore a ‘rights of rivers’ approach with partners Love our Ouse. 
 

1.5  The next steps are to support the charter for the River Ouse to ensure due 
consideration is given to rights of the river where appropriate and applicable. 

2  Proposals 
 

2.1  To note the work undertaken to date with our partners such as natural flood 
management projects and the installation of sustainable urban drainage 
systems. These practical interventions are important for the health of our 
waterways and natural landscapes. 

2.2  To note the work undertaken by Lewes District Council and partner 
organisations exploring rights of rivers in the two years since the motion was 
passed. 

2.3  To ensure Lewes District Council’s focus on rivers and the sea as part of the 
blue green infrastructure is properly reflected in the Local Nature Recovery 
Strategy county-wide, led by ESCC, and within our new Local Plan, the Lewes 
District Local Plan which covers the area of the District outside the National 
Park, and is currently subject to consultation on draft policies. 

 



 
 

3  Background 

3.1  The entire south east is classified as being under serious water stress. As a 
result of climate change, we expect to see warmer and drier summers (which 
drives higher water consumption) which will make it harder keep aquifers and 
reservoirs supplied with drinking water. Stormier and more extreme weather in 
both summer and winter means we are also likely to experience more flooding.  
 

3.2  To achieve well managed and protected waterways and coastal areas that 
benefit residents, as well as the natural environment, partnership working is 
essential. Through a range of projects and funding streams, the council 
demonstrates its commitment to supporting measures to improve water quality, 
restore habitats and species and work for climate resilience to promote healthy 
and thriving communities.  
 

3.3  A key example, the Cockshut Stream Restoration project, located within Lewes 
Brooks, saw the realignment of the Cockshut chalk stream and the creation of 
six hectares of wetland. The area has quickly become an oasis for wildlife and  
popular with local residents. Nominated in two categories in the South Downs 
National Park 2024 Design Awards, the Cockshut Stream Restoration was first 
in the Landscape Category and received the coveted People's Choice Award. 
The partners behind the new wetland include Lewes District Council, Ouse and 
Adur Rivers Trust and Lewes Railway Land Wildlife Trust. Funding for the 
project was provided by South Downs National Park Authority, Veolia 
Environmental Trust and Lewes District Council. 
 

3.4  Lewes District Council has worked with partners for many years to make our 
watery landscape in the Ouse catchment more resilient in a sustainable and 
cost-effective way, through Natural Flood Management (NFM), Sustainable 
Urban Drainage System (SUDS) and Sussex Flow Initiative (SFI) projects and 
latterly the Wilder Ouse programme.  
 

3.5  In December 2022, Cabinet agreed to continue to provide governance, support 
and resource to the Natural Flood Management (NFM) programme and to build 
upon the NFM approach and support inter-linked projects with partners and 
stakeholders.  
 

3.6  Wilder Ouse is one such partnership project working across the Ouse River 
catchment to deliver nature-based solutions and create a Nature Recovery 
Network. A small team of experts work with communities and landowners to help 
people and wildlife by restoring ecological connectivity, ecosystem function and 
building climate resilience. The project is hosted by Sussex Wildlife Trust and 
supported by the Ouse and Adur Rivers Trust, the Woodland Trust, the 
Environment Agency, and Lewes District Council. 
 

3.7  The funding allocated is also directed at a series of environmentally beneficial 
projects aiming to minimise and manage surface water run-off through 
community support for and involvement in delivering small Sustainable Urban 
Drainage System (SUDS) measures to reduce local flood risk and actively 
respond to a changing climate. As an example, last winter (23/24) the OART 
team installed rain planters in the Nevill estate, in Lewes town. 



 
 

3.8  The collaborative approach with the partners already cited and including The 
Railway Land Wildlife Trust, Ouse Valley Climate Action (OVCA) and importantly 
private landowners, seeks to make space for water and improve water quality, 
while storing carbon and supporting nature recovery.  
 

3.9  Lewes District Council (LDC) passed a ‘Motion for the Ocean’ in October 2023 
building on four previous water quality motions - which primarily focused on 
rivers - and extending the focus to our local seas. 
 

3.10  In addition, water quality is acknowledged as a key issue for the local plan. The 
draft local plan proposes policies to protect water resources and quality in the 
plan area 
 

3.11  Lewes District Council has shown tremendous leadership in funding and 
supporting nature restoration projects and can be proud of its role in the region, 
inspiring other local authorities and partners in efforts to protect the natural and 
water environment.  
 

4  Outcome expected and performance management 
 

4.1  Support for the rights of the River Ouse highlights the Council’s commitment to 
the natural environment. 
 

5  Consultation and collaboration 
 

5.1  The Cabinet Lead for Nature, Climate & Food Systems and Environment Lead 
have attended the Love Our Ouse Rights of Rivers steering group since June 
2023. The group meets every few months to ensure progress is kept on track. 
 

5.2  The Rights of Rivers Summit organised by Love Our Ouse was held on Friday 
24th November 2023 in Lewes, with participation from LDC representatives and 
stakeholders from different parts of the River Ouse catchment. Guest speakers 
reported on implementations of Rights of Rivers in Ecuador and Colombia in 
particular and explored the opportunities these examples present for the Ouse. A 
panel of experts and stakeholders in the morning included LDC’s Cabinet Member 
for Nature, Climate & Food Systems. A series of interactive workshops considered 
emerging key themes, bringing together diverse parties to help progress the River 
Ouse Charter.  
 

5.3  At the summit, the Cabinet Member for Nature, Climate & Food Systems 
confirmed LDC’s commitment to the principles of rights of nature and on working 
in partnership with stakeholders to this end. 
 

6  Corporate plan and council policies  
 

6.1  The proposals in this report align with the Biodiversity Strategy and the Climate 
and Nature Strategy and action plan. 
 

6.2  As well as the Rights of Rivers Motion, relevant Motions to Full Council include 
the following: 



 
 

23/05/22 – Full Council –  Motion - To protect our local rivers and sea by 
taking into account the cumulative impact of sewage discharge.  (Minutes 
of meeting) 
24/07/2023 – Full Council - Motion - South East Water (minutes of meeting) 
The suite of Motions is included in section 14, Background Papers. 
 

6.3  Water quality is acknowledged in the draft local plan as a key issue in the plan 
area. The draft local plan sets out that policies will establish the required 
measures to protect local water resources, ensure their quality and safety and 
ensure that all development responds to a sustainable development vision of 
water resources. The draft local plan will seek to ensure good water quality in 
the district by steering development within the plan area away from areas where 
domestic, commercial or industrial activities would pose an unacceptable risk to 
the quality and quantity of surface and groundwater. The draft local plan also 
seeks to ensure that water quality is improved where necessary and that 
watercourses are protected from encroachment and adverse impact. 

Specifically draft policy W2 requires new development proposals to consider 
risks to the water quality of surface and ground water in the plan area from their 
construction and occupation; and to identify where development might cause 
harm to water bodies that this is mitigated or remedied.   

 
7  Business case and alternative option(s) considered 

 
7.1  There is environmental protection legislation and a regulatory framework in 

place which is arguably fit for purpose. However, commitments to nature made 
locally may influence the national conversation on the state of our rivers, 
landscapes and seas. 
 

8  Financial appraisal 
 

8.1  There are no financial implications to this report  
SH 5/2/25 
 

9  Legal implications 
 

9.1 Supporting the principles within the Rights of River Charter and the rest of the 
work outlined in this report highlights the Council’s support for the natural 
environment.  Support does not bind the Council or fetter its discretion.  
 
Iken 13728-LDC-KS 6th February 2025 
 

10  Equality analysis 
 

10.1  Everyone has the right to benefit from and enjoy the natural environment. A 
healthy, functioning environment can impact positively on the mental and 
physical wellbeing of residents and visitors, and particularly those that either do 
not have ready access to outside space and activities or historically have not 
participated or felt the green/blue environment was for them.  
 



 
 

11  Environmental sustainability implications 
 

11.1  In 2019, Lewes District Council committed to reduce council greenhouse gas 
emissions to net zero and to become fully climate resilient by 2030 and to 
address the ecological disaster (Feb 2021). Meaningful nature-based solutions 
and working in partnership with our communities are at the heart of these 
ambitions. 
 

11.2  Objectives for water rivers and seas are set out in the Climate and Nature 
Strategy 2024:  
We will support and encourage the responsible authorities, stakeholder 
communities, landowners and others in their efforts to:  
• mitigate the risk posed by a changing coast  
• support communities to be resilient to flooding  
• manage waterways and improve water quality  
• preserve our water resources  
 

12  Appendices 
 

 • Appendix 1 – The Rights of River Charter 
 

13  Background papers 
 

 The background papers used in compiling this report were as follows:  
 
 

 • Lewes District Council Full Council Minutes - 20 February 2023 (lewes-
eastbourne.gov.uk) 

• Love Our Ouse – celebrate learn act 
• https://www.ciwem.org/the-environment/rights-of-nature-will-a-charter-

protect-the-river-ouse 
 

• Local Plan Spatial Strategy.pdf (lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk) 
• https://planningpolicyconsult.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/gf2.ti/-

/1694850/233565733.1/PDF/-/Consultation%20document%20-
%20Accessible%20version.pdf 

• https://planningpolicyconsult.lewes-
eastbourne.gov.uk/LP_DefiningPolicies25/consultationHome 
 

• Wilder_Ouse_EOY_Report_2023-24.pdf 
• 20/09/21 – Full Council – Motion on Water Pollution   (minutes of 

meeting) 
• 23/05/22 – Full Council –  Motion - To protect our local rivers and sea 

by taking into account the cumulative impact of sewage 
discharge.  (Minutes of meeting) 

• 20/02/2023 – Full Council -  Motion - Rights of the River.  (minutes of 
meeting) 

• 24/07/2023 – Full Council - Motion - South East Water (minutes of 
meeting) 

• 20/11/2023 – Full council - Motion for the Ocean  (Minutes of meeting) 



 
 

• Wilder_Ouse_EOY_Report_2023-24.pdf Wilder Ouse End of Year 
Report  

• Layout 1 LDC Climate and Nature Strategy 2024 
• Councillors endorse natural flood management projects - Lewes and 

Eastbourne Councils 
• Cockshut Restoration is double award winner - Lewes and Eastbourne 

Councils 
 

 
  
 


