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Key Questions

Who owns the river
Who owns the water
What are responsibilities and duties of a riparian
owner

Definition
• If you own land adjoining,
above or with a
watercourse running
through it, you have certain
rights and responsibilities.
In legal terms you are a
‘riparian owner’ - from the
Latin ‘ripa’ for ‘(river)bank’.
• If your land boundary is
next to a watercourse it is
assumed you own the land
up to the centre of the
watercourse, unless it is
owned by someone else.
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Definition
• If a watercourse runs
alongside your garden
wall or hedge you
should check your
property deeds to see
if the wall or hedge
marks your boundary.
If the watercourse
marks the boundary, it
is assumed you own
the land up to the
centre of the
watercourse.
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Definition
• If you own land with a
watercourse running
through or underneath it, it
is assumed you own the
stretch of watercourse that
runs through your land.
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Water Ownership
• Flowing water in itself is
not capable of being
owned by anyone
• Water should flow onto
or under your land in its
natural quantity and
quality
• You must accept flood
flows through your land,
even if these are caused
by inadequate capacity
downstream.
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Responsibilities
Let water flow naturally
You may have to remove
blockages, fallen trees or
overhanging branches from your
watercourse, or cut back trees
and shrubs on the bank, if they
could:
• obstruct or affect a public right
of navigation – ask your
navigation authority for advice
• reduce the flow or cause
flooding to other landowners’ you may have to pay
damages if they do
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Responsibilities
Prevent pollution
You must not pollute the water.
Don’t throw waste water,
chemicals or anything else which
could cause pollution on the banks
or in the water.
• You must apply to use
herbicides within one metre
from the top of the bank of the
watercourse.
You should:
• remove litter from the banks
• remove animal carcasses contact your local council if you
need advice
• not put garden waste, including
grass cuttings, on the banks or
into the water
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Responsibilities
Protect wildlife
You must:
• Not disturb certain species
or their habitats including
the bed and banks
• Not disturb birds and their
eggs
• Not disturb the spawning or
eggs of salmon, trout or
other fish
• prevent invasive species
such as japanese knotweed
from spreading into the wild
or onto neighbours’ land
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Rights
• A landowner has no duty in
common law to improve
the drainage capacity of a
watercourse he/she owns.
• However, you have the right
to protect your property
from flooding and erosion,
but you must:
• get permission to build
anything in or around the
watercourse
• not build anything which
could divert water and
increase flood risk to other
people’s property, or you
may have to pay damages
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Right to take water
Taking water from a surface
source (such as a river,
stream or canal) or from an
underground source is called
abstraction. If you plan to
take more than 20 cubic
metres a day, you are likely
to need an abstraction
licence from the Environment
Agency.
The Environment Agency
assesses applications to
abstract (take) water against
local water availability.
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Rights to fish and boating
• You can usually fish in the
stretch of water that you
own. You need to check
your deeds to find out if
fishing rights have been
sold or leased.
• You must buy a fishing
licence to fish, including in
the stretch of watercourse
that you own.
• You’ll need to register your
boat if you want to keep it or
use it on any waterway or
canal.
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Get permission to do work in or
around a watercourse
You must find out which
permissions and licences
you need to maintain,
repair, build or remove
anything in or around a
watercourse. This
includes:
• creating or changing a
mooring, mill, fence,
dam, weir, bridge or
culvert
• changing the banks
• removing material from
the bed
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Get permission to do work in or
around a watercourse
You’re responsible for getting
the permissions and licences
you need.
Main rivers
• Find out if you need to apply
for an environmental permit
from the Environment
Agency.
Other watercourses
• If your work is in or around
any other watercourse, find
out if you need permissions
and licences from your lead
local flood authority or
internal drainage board
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Information Sources – Environment
Agency
• Environment Agency General Enquiries on 03708
506 506 (Monday to Friday 08.00 to 18.00)
• Environment Agency incident hotline on 0800 80
70 60 (24 hour service)
• Environment Agency Floodline – 0345 988 1188
(24 hour service)
• Website https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/env
ironment-agency
• Riparian information
• https://www.gov.uk/guidance/owning-awatercourse
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Information Sources - Internal
Drainage Boards
• Reception at Highbridge - 01278 789906
(09.00 to 17.00 Monday to Friday)
• Web site
http://somersetdrainageboards.gov.uk/
• E mail
• admin@somersetdbs.co.uk
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Information Sources – Lead Local
Flood Authority
• 0300 123 2224 (08.00 to 18.00 Monday to
Friday – contact police on 101 outside these
hours)
• Web site http://www.somerset.gov.uk/policies-andplans/strategies/flood-and-watermanagement/
• E mail - flooding@somerset.gov.uk
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Questions ?

18

•

•

•

About us
• We work to create better places for people and wildlife, and support
sustainable development
Who we are
• We were established in 1996 to protect and improve the environment. We
have around 10,600 employees. Our head office is in Bristol and we have
another office in London. We have offices across England, divided into 14
areas
Responsibilities
• Within England we’re responsible for:
regulating major industry and waste
treatment of contaminated land
water quality and resources
fisheries
Inland river, estuary and harbour navigations
conservation and ecology
We are also responsible for managing the risk of flooding from main
rivers, reservoirs, estuaries and the sea.
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