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The River Dulnain taken by Stephen Carrigan - winner of our 2015 photo competition

Water Friendly Farming
A message from our Chair

Important achievements of the
project have been:

Freshwater Habitats Trust is a national charity
created to ensure the future of wildlife in our
freshwaters.
The freshwater environment is under threat
everywhere. We think that maintaining rich and
healthy freshwater habitats brings benefits to
everyone, and we work to protect those habitats
through strong practical action backed by sound
research-based information.

Martin Layer, Chair of Trustees

Freshwater Habitats Trust
Strategic Aims
Our organisation’s strategic priorities are to
protect and create high quality freshwater habitats
and expand and connect these areas to create
The Freshwater Network. We do this through:
• Practical projects: implementing practical
solutions to protect species and habitats based
on best practice.

• Research, monitoring and information:
investigating better ways to protect freshwater
biodiversity, understand national trends and
review the effectiveness of our work, and tell
other people what we know.
• P ublic outreach and partnership: working
with people to achieve our aims and enable
greater enjoyment of freshwater habitats.
• Policy and advocacy: championing freshwater
biodiversity at regional, national and European
levels.
In this report we will show you how the work
we did in 2015/16 worked towards these aims.
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• The first practical demonstration anywhere that
habitat creation can prevent loss of freshwater
biodiversity at a landscape scale. Thus, against
a background where catchment biodiversity
was declining in our three test catchments, new
ponds we created maintained or even increased
freshwater plant diversity.

The headwaters of the Eye Brook, the location of our
Water Friendly Farming project in Leicestershire

• We demonstrated the value of buffer zones in
reducing the amount of sediment being washed
into waterbodies.

This project lies at the core of our catchment work.
Based in three test catchments in the Loddington
area of Leicestershire, this partnership initiative
aims to address a critical knowledge gap: how can
we effectively reduce the impacts of agriculture
on freshwaters whilst retaining agricultural
productivity? The project has installed, and
is monitoring, a very wide range of practical
measures including buffer strips and constructed
wetlands, as well as creating new clean-water
ponds and improving stream habitat diversity –
to see if we can protect and restore freshwater
biodiversity across whole landscapes.

• We developed computer models which showed
that we need more water storage capacity to
influence flows enough to mitigate downstream
floods, and are now implementing those
measures practically.
• To demonstrate that there are still patches
of clean water in the landscape which, for
biodiversity, are important refuges.
Overall the results suggest that physical
interventions like pond creation can rapidly bring
benefits for freshwater biodiversity. Reducing
nutrient pollution in particular is a much harder
‘ask’. This is critical information if the UK is to
achieve cost-effective protection of freshwaters.

Together the Water Friendly Farming project team,
(which includes the Game & Wildlife Conservation
Trust, University of York, the Environment Agency,
Syngenta, Anglian Water, University of Sheffield
and others) has secured about £1 million for this
project so far and the new knowledge it provides is
already beginning to influence the way we manage
freshwater on farmland.
During 2015-16 we successfully obtained funding
to extend the project for a further five years,
particularly to investigate the effects of land
management on flooding. This subject became
particularly topical following major winter floods
in the north of England and in Scotland over the
winter 2015-16.

River floodplain taken by Jay Powell - this image featured
as February in our 2016 Calendar

1

People, Ponds and Water

Volunteers at Foxglove Covert in Yorkshire one of the project’s Flagship pond sites

People, Ponds and Water is important to us
not only because it will help to deliver many
of our core aims, but because it represents
an opportunity to kick start our regional
development, enabling us to deliver more
effectively in the long term. During the year
we undertook the first ever national survey
of a protected species, the great crested newt,
using environmental DNA samples collected by
the PondNet volunteer network. As planned,
we established relationships with the first
third of the 70 Flagship Ponds sites and started
preparatory work for the Clean Water for
Wildlife Survey. The project team has greatly
increased our ability to ‘get the message out’
helping many different groups and individuals
to better protect freshwater wildlife.

A PondNet volunteer collecting water for an eDNA test

This project funded through the Heritage Lottery 2015/16 saw the completion of its first year,
Fund was launched in December 2014 and has two developing the project’s three components:
overarching outcomes:
• PondNet: a volunteer network which is
• To make a nationally significant difference to the collecting essential data about national trends in
the status of ponds and the species they support,
protection of freshwater biodiversity in the UK.
including those at greatest risk, so that they can
• To engage many thousands of people with
be better protected.
activities that help them to learn about,
• Flagship Ponds: working with local
participate in, and enjoy their freshwater
communities to help protect around 70 of our
heritage.
most important freshwater sites so they retain
their exceptional biodiversity importance in the
long term.

2015/16 PondNet Stats
Active PondNet volunteers

300

Number of ponds surveyed

600+

Training sessions held

• Clean Water for Wildlife: a public participation
survey enabling thousands of people to collect
data about two important pollutants, nitrate and
phosphate, in different water bodies; raising
awareness of pollution in the environment and
encouraging action to improve water quality.

65

Flagship pond volunteers surveying for the rare plant
Three-lobed Water-crowfoot at Hothfield Heathland in Kent
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Important Freshwater Areas
River Ock (Oxfordshire)

Information on the distribution of freshwater
biodiversity is crucial to protecting it but
it is often difficult for land managers and
practitioners to find out which are the most
important places to protect. Many species are
found in small waterbodies, especially ponds,
which are often not in databases of protected
sites, so bringing this information together is
an important step in ensuring that freshwater
biodiversity is protected at a landscape or
catchment scale. Developing the Important
Freshwater Areas concept is an important part
of our strategy and during the year we began two
national pilot projects for this work, one working
with the Catchment-based Approach (CaBA),
and the other taking Oxfordshire as a case study.

In the River Ock catchment (which includes the
River Thames at Oxford) we have been developing
relationships with landowners and stakeholders
and begun detailed planning and implementation
of practical works. The catchment has nationally
and internationally important fens and wet
grassland, outstanding ponds, and running
waters, with a range of endangered freshwater
species. However, the area has also lost plant
and animal species over the last 20 years,
mainly due to pollution. We are now planning
and implementing actions to help ameliorate
this loss including pollution monitoring with
local organisations, working with local groups to
improve river habitats in Abingdon and trying to
influence flood defence schemes for Oxford and
Abingdon to maximise their wildlife benefits.

River Thame (Oxfordshire/
Buckinghamshire)

New Forest National Park
(Hampshire)

We are continuing our fruitful relationship with
the River Thame Conservation Trust, who is also
co-lead in the CaBA partnership. In Oxfordshire
part of the Thame catchment we are working on
will test how a volunteer monitoring network may
fill in gaps in biological data including wetland
birds, amphibians, mammals and riverflies. We
are also planning the practical implementation
phase which will focus in the Charlgrove Brook
catchment and the creation of clean water ponds.

Freshwater Habitats Trust is joint lead with
the New Forest National Park Authority in this
catchment area. Our work focuses on reducing
diffuse pollution and on raising awareness of the
outstanding freshwater biodiversity resources
in the New Forest ponds, streams, rivers and
ditches. Working closely with key landowners, we
tested the implementation on a range of measures
to reduce nutrient pollution in the Sowley Pond
SSSI in the Sowley stream catchment, and to
improve habitats for freshwater plants and
animals. We also developed another catchment
project centred on the River Beaulieu, the Living
Waters project. To address nutrient sources from
small domestic discharges, like septic tanks, we
collaborated with other CaBA groups in the South
East to develop engagement materials and to
strategically target the most at risk areas in the
New Forest catchment.

River Thame

Surveying freshwater invertebrates
in the River Thame catchment

Clean water pond on floodplain land
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New Forest pony grazing by a pond
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Public Outreach and Partnership

Copyright Julia Page

2016 calendar. Unfortunately, once again, the
sales for the calendar were not as high as we
would have liked to cover the costs involved,
so for 2016/17 we are reviewing the competition
and re-thinking its outcomes and focus.

For the second year we ran a National
Photo Competition, this time with a focus
on the landscape scale beauty of freshwater
environments. Once again it had a great response
with lots of lovely images submitted and we were
able to select 12 winning photographs for a

Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans

Public advice, dissemination
and engagement

Our monthly newsletter, Ripples, is sent to an
ever-growing audience. Ripples allows us to share
stories we think are most important each month
directly with people who care about freshwater
wildlife and the work we do.

Our Facebook and Twitter accounts are a growing
social media platform which increased during
2015/16 to reach close to 10,000 followers.
Using social media we can see and share stories
of freshwater wildlife and the people who care
for them, and connect with people we wouldn’t
otherwise be in touch with.

We continue to engage with people who have
garden ponds, knowing this is a great starting
point for people to learn about the wonder of
freshwater wildlife without venturing far. We
decided to keep running The Big Pond Dip, a
simple survey which enables people to assess the
quality of their pond environment. Our survey
of frog and toad spawn, the Big Spawn Count,
returned for its fourth year, as the survey always
captures people’s interest with over 700 people
submitting sightings during the spring of 2015.

The Freshwater Habitats Trust website, being the
largest communication tool at our disposal, has
been under general review throughout the year
and had traffic of close of 30,000 annually. The
most popular sections of the website include how
to create a pond and identifying pond wildlife.

www.freshwaterhabitats.org.uk
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Training and Education

Influencing Policy

School children helping with Clean Water for Wildlife
testing as part of the Wye Valley river festival

instructions and accompanying interpretation
material on the website, and provided key
information on how they might use data from the
kits in local plans, pond management plans, or to
raise awareness of nutrient pollution.

The final component of our HLF funded People,
Ponds and Water project, Clean Water for
Wildlife, is a citizen science survey that aims to
raise awareness of the true extent of nutrient
pollution, and identify clean water habitats in
England and Wales, with the ultimate aim of
helping to protect biodiversity. Nutrient pollution
is invisible so often doesn’t seem ‘real’ to people.
Using quick kits makes it possible for people to
easily ‘see’ pollution for the first time.

• Joined the Steering Group of the NGO ‘State
In a political climate in which conservation
of Nature’ consortium, promoting the need to
and biodiversity are generally held to be losing
protect freshwater biodiversity. The second
ground against economic and development
State of Nature report (to be published in 2016)
interests, we aim to ensure threats to the
environment are well understood by government will include a case study on the Million Ponds
Project successes and lessons learned.
and statutory agencies, and promote positive
action by policy makers. Our work is currently
• Continued to engage with the Defra Catchmentsupported by the John Ellerman Foundation
Based Approach (CaBA) in England, particularly
which has enabled us to continue developing
by developing our co-hosting of the New Forest
European level influence on the Water
catchment with the New Forest National Park
Framework Directive.
Authority, and hosting of the River Ock and
River Thame catchments. We are also an active
During 2015/16 we also:
member of the CaBA National Support Group
• Worked closely with other members of Wildlife
and of the CaBA Biodiversity Group. As part of
and Countryside Link to refine and simplify
this, we are seeking to support the delivery of
the highly successful Blueprint for Water
Biodiversity 2020 objectives by CaBA groups
campaign, encouraging the group to focus
by improving access to freshwater data and
more precisely on the protection of freshwater
providing guidance on how to interpret it.
biodiversity. The Blueprint was successfully
launched in autumn 2015 and we are now
supporting advocacy activities.

At the end of 2015 we began work on a subproject of Clean Water for Wildlife, Thames Water
for Wildlife, with additional funding from Thames
Water Utilities Ltd. This focus on the Thames
Water Region will allow individuals, groups and
schools to discover more about the wonderful
freshwater that surrounds them in an area of
historic importance for freshwater wildlife.

In year one (2015), we developed the concept and
materials for Clean Water for Wildlife with five
groups: a parish council group in Hampshire, a
local community group in Wiltshire, National
Trust members in the midlands, volunteers in the
New Forest National Park, and school and college
students. They helped to develop the printed

We work with people across Europe as part
of the European Pond Conservation Network
Copyright Helen Greaves
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We campaigned for freshwaters at the climate change
march in London in November 2015
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Financial Review 2015/16
Income

Expenditure

Freshwater Habitats Trust’s total income
increased by 6% in 2015/16 to £818k (2014/15:
£769k). Most of this increase is in Grants
received, particularly with the first full year of the
HLF funded People, Ponds and Water project.

tranche of the 5-year Tubney Development grant
(£29k), whilst new grants began with the Patsy
Wood Trust funding Important Freshwater Areas
in Oxfordshire (£26k) and Thames Water for
Wildlife (£29k).

Voluntary income of £752k (2014/15: £514k) still
represents the majority of Freshwater Habitats
funding: People, Ponds and Water received £361k
Heritage Lottery Fund. Continuing funding
from the Environment Agency’s Catchment
Partnership Fund for the three areas where we
are working totalled £126k. Continuing grants
included the Citizen Science Water project funded
by Earthwatch Institute (£68k), Water Friendly
Farming research funding (£53k) and the final

Charitable activities income of £65k is
significantly lower than the prior year
(2014-15: £254k) as the organisation has not
continued as a conduit for others doing eDNA
Great Crested Newt testing. Rather, this has
been focused on as part of the People, Ponds
and Water project.

• Practical Projects including the catchment
partnership projects and New Forest projects
make up 18% (2014/15: 47%)

Total expenditure for 2015/16 is marginally
lower by 2% at £834k (2014/15: £854k) in part
due to the prior year high level of project funds
carried forward and spent during the previous
year. The fundraising and governance costs
of the organisation remain low at 4% of total
expenditure (2014/15: 3%).

• P ublic Outreach and Partnership, including
People, Ponds & Water, make up 52%
(2014/15: 17%)
• Research and Monitoring, including the
Earthwatch Citizen Science Project and Water
Friendly Farming make up 22% (2014/15: 31%)

Charitable expenditure is dominated by public
outreach and partnership projects due to the
People, Ponds and Water project, although this
does have both practical and research
and monitoring elements:

• Policy spending at only 3% (2014/15: 3%)
remains relatively small, but does not require
extensive practical costs

1%

3%

3% 3%

8%

18%

53%

89%

22%

Restricted grants £724k (2014/15: £494k)

Public outreach and partnership £437k (2014/15: £143k)

Cost of generating funds £27k (2014/15: £12k)

Income from charitable activities £29k (2014/15: £21k)

Research and monitoring £185k (2014/15: £263k)

Policy £28k (2014/15: £29k)

Unrestricted grants and donations £65k (2014/15: £254k)

Practical projects £152k (2014/15: £400k)

Governance costs £5k (2014/15: £6k)
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We continue to work with numerous partners and allies – Our sincere thanks to the many
organisations and individuals who work together with us to support life in freshwater.
Our major funders in 2015/16:

Copyright Elizabeth Cooper –
August in our 2016 Calendar

Carillion staff enjoying a day of clean water surveys with FHT

Copyright William Richardson – December in our 2016 calendar

Copyright John Shipp –
April in our 2016 calendar

Plus all our generous regular donors and corporates.
We also owe a huge thank you to all the volunteers that have contributed to our projects over this year.

Copyright Paul Lacey – January in our 2016 calendar
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To read the full Annual Report and Accounts for 2015/16 please visit our website

www.freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/about
Please help us to continue our work by supporting us through a regular gift

www.freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/get-involved-2/support-us/make-a-donation
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