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THE RIVER DARENT – CHANGING TIMES

To all concerned

I trust that you have all received notification from the Environment Agency (EA) of 
the proposed Change to Abstraction Licences in the Darent Catchment.  This is the final stage 
of the Darent Action Plan (DAP) as agreed by EA, Thames Water (TW) and the Darent River 
Preservation Society (DRiPS).  The plan was completed some years ago, and the delay was 
due to a disagreement over who would pay the compensation due to TW.  Finally Defra has 
agreed to do so if it is completed in this financial year.  Sadly, that does not mean that the 
Darent will automatically become a strong and healthy river again.  We have measured river 
flows at Otford, Lullingstone and Hawley since the work began.  It is clear that the river has 
improved, but at Otford and Hawley it still sometimes fails to meet the Environmentally 
Acceptable Flows (EAF).  Therefore I do not think that the DAP will achieve the targets that 
were set.

       The European Water Framework Directive (WFD) will impact on the Darent in many 
ways.  The classification of surface water (rivers and lakes) is far from reasonable especially 
when applied to rivers such as the Darent that suffer from low flows.  It sets standards for the 
chemical and ecological status for rivers to be classified as “good”.  It does not give any 
indication of minimum flow.  In fact it does state that a river cannot fail “good” standard by 
reasons of hydrology alone.  Therefore if in low flow conditions you can satisfy the chemical 
and ecological standards that have been set, then the river must be “good”.  In the case of the 
Darent, even though we have to pump water in at three locations from an already stressed 
aquifer in order to keep the river flowing, it is still classified as good.  We raised this in the 
early stages of River Basin Planning, and it was agreed to refer it to the National Committee.  
Their reply was that this was a European Directive and could not be changed as it applied to 
all rivers in Europe.  However, they did add that the Darent should be a special case.

The WFD also states that fish must be able to migrate freely, and we agree with that 
in principle.  However there are approximately 29 significant impounding structures (weirs or 
sluices) on the Darent and many minor ones.  The Environment Agency initially said it 
intends to remove all structures to enable the migration of fish.  We believe that will be very 
damaging to the river, for without these structures the river will flow faster.  It will not 
increase the volume of water in the river, merely speed it on its way to the estuary.  It could 
also impact visually on the valley itself for some of these structures have been in place for 
centuries and create habitats of their own in the impounded water.
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This was clearly demonstrated by a report on the South-East TV news. It showed EA 
personnel removing some of our native crayfish (the endangered white-clawed species) from 
the Darent to put into other waters.  It was stated that these creatures have only survived in 
our river because they are shielded from the signal crayfish (an alien species) thanks to 
impounding structures preventing their passage.

Before removing any privately-owned structures the Agency would need the approval 
of the riparian owner of each structure.  There is of course an alternative, and that is to build a 
fish pass over every weir or sluice.  However, the EA says the cost would be prohibitive. 
DRiPS has told the EA it will oppose the removal of these impounding structures for we 
believe this would be damaging to the river.  They now say they will not remove all 
structures.  We have said that any removal must be preceded by a full environmental impact 
assessment and a cost benefit analysis.  They must follow their own Good Practice Guide and 
adhere to the overriding instruction of the WFD that any work carried out must be of social 
and economic benefit to the community.  As for fish migration, we do not believe the river at 
present is capable of supporting a self-sustaining fishery and will not be able to do so until 
there is a more constant minimum flow.  Removing these structures will only exacerbate the 
low flow to which the river is prone.  In all of the surveys carried out on the Darent over 
many years – including the current Darent Action Plan – not one of them suggests that the 
removal of impounding structures would benefit the river. In fact several low flow weirs were 
installed during the DAP.

The North West Kent Countryside Partnership (NWKCP) and waterway charity 
Thames21 are now receiving funds from Defra to set up Catchment Improvement Groups and 
carry out some restoration work on the river.  DRiPS has attended both the Darent and the 
Cray groups.  They have to submit their plans to the EA for approval.  Unfortunately, the 
Agency will only check that the plans conform to the flood risk and biodiversity regime.  
They will not comment on the suitability of the plan.  We would therefore ask all who are 
interested in the river if you are approached by anyone to carry out work on the Darent, make 
sure you understand what is proposed and what the effect will be on the whole of the river.

We must all care for the river as a whole and ensure that the natural beauty of the valley is 
retained for future generations.  DRiPS is always willing to advise and assist.   We have a 
new website being developed at www.darent-drips.org.uk.

Alan Williams

Chairman of DRiPS

Email: alanwilliams4077@btinternet.com
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