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1. Catchment description  
The Rother and Romney catchment is a unique collection of river systems, man-made canals and ditches. It 
is mainly rural and extends from the wooded, steep river valleys of the High Weald, to the open expanse of 
Romney Marsh and shingle ridges of Dungeness. Rising near Mayfield, the Rother joins tributaries including 
the Brede, Tillingham and Pent, before flowing into the sea at Rye. 
 

 
 
A significant proportion of the catchment is recognised, through numerous designations, as nationally 
important for its landscape and wildlife value. Half the area is designated as the High Weald Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty. Dungeness and Rye have international recognition for their plant and 
invertebrate communities, geomorphology and birdlife. The Royal Military Canal, stretching 28 miles from 
Hythe to Iden, is a protected ancient monument and plays an important role in the drainage, irrigation and 
wildlife of the surrounding agricultural land and marshes. The catchment also benefits from a number of 
bathing beaches which are extremely important to the local economy.  
 
Important industrial areas include nuclear power generation at Dungeness and many artificial lakes created 
by gravel extraction which now provide wildlife habitat. Rye Harbour, which is owned and operated by the 
Environment Agency, has a thriving fishing fleet, large leisure boating community and a nature reserve. The 
catchment is divided into 5 operational sub-catchments (map Appendix 1). Descriptions of each catchment 
can be found in Appendix 2.  

 
The partnershipΩs vision is to restore natural processes within the catchment so the river and 

wider landscape is able to provide better ecosystem services, benefiting both local 
communities and wildlife.

 
 The partnership will deliver a wide range of projects, including land management advice and 
habitat restoration. We will seek to implement, or facilitate the implementation of, nature-
based solutions to reduce flooding and improve water quality wherever possible, to enable 

the catchment to become more resilient climate change. 
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2. Issues  
As with most catchments the Rother and Romney catchment experiences a huge amount of pressure. From 
WFD assessment and the local knowledge of partners some of the key challenges identified are:  
ü Structures in the main rivers which are causing obstruction to fish passage; 
ü Non-native invasive species (NNIS), in particular Himalayan Balsam (Appendix 3); 
ü Point source pollution, predominantly from small sewerage treatment work discharges and septic 

tanks; 
ü Diffuse pollution from both agricultural and urban sources; 
ü Issues around  the interests of profitable agriculture and the conservation of historic assets not 

being aligned with sustainable water management and biodiversity  
ü Rivers largely being disconnected from the floodplain  
 
 

3. Status of waterbodies  
See Appendix 4 for WFD River and Lake Classifications 2016.  
 
 

4. Working in partnership 
The Rother and Romney Catchment Partnership is focused on integrated catchment management and to 
improve the quality of the ŎŀǘŎƘƳŜƴǘΩǎ environment at a local level.  
 

The Rother and Romney catchment partnership was established in 2014 and has a core membership 

consisting of Kent Wildlife Trust, Sussex Wildlife Trust, High Weald AONB Unit (the three co-hosts) and the 

Environment Agency.  The partnership meets regularly to update on ongoing projects, discuss future 

ambitions and share new evidence and learning. Additional key stakeholders are periodically invited to 

attending meetings, these include: Natural England (Catchment Sensitive Farming), Southern Water, South 

East Water, Affinity Water, Romney Marsh Internal Drainage Board and the South East Rivers Trust. 

 

The catchment has two distinct landscapes; the High Weald character area (largely designated as AONB and 

located in East Sussex) and Romney Marsh (largely located in Kent). These areas vary greatly, with different 

land management priorities and stakeholders. Although this creates a challenge with some aspects of 

partnership working the two areas are highly connected through its water network and most of the issues 

are across all areas of the catchment. The partners are skilled in adapting advice and messaging to reflect 

the local situation and issues to achieve the best outcomes.  

 
In addition to landowners and farmers, identified stakeholders include: 
Government agencies: Natural England (Catchment Sensitive Farming), 
Local authorities:  Kent and East Sussex County Councils, district and borough councils, Parish Councils  
Water companies: Southern Water, South East Water and Affinity Water 
Other: Romney Marsh Internal Drainage Board, Rother Voluntary Action, Freshwater Habitats Trust, 
National Farmers Union, The Country Land and Business Association , South East Rivers Trust, Rother 
Angling Association, Wild Trout Trust. 
 

5. Resources  
The partnership operates with a hosting grant from the Environment Agency, which is currently renewed 
annually. It has no dedicated staff and its operation is entirely dependent on the expertise and availability 
of the staff within the partnership. Project delivery is dependent on both this staff resource and securing 
external grants for capital works.  
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6. Rother and Romney Catchment Partnership Activities Plan 2014 ς 2023  
Delivery subject to Partnership resources and grants for capital works 
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7. Deliverables since 2014  
The Partnership, since its inception, has delivered the following projects in line with its action plan and to 
add value to the statutory work of government agencies and the water companies.  
 
Partnership  

ü Stakeholder engagement workshop and report 2014  
ü Production of a research synthesis as an evidence base, organised under the following subject 

areas: water quality, biodiversity, history & archaeology, flood risk & climate change, and people 
engagement (2015). 

ü At least bi-annual catchment partnership meetings. 
ü General and site-specific advice provided to farmers and landowners, with additional support 

including producing site-specific work plans, securing necessary consents and submitting grant 
applications. 

ü Self-evaluation of the partnership, its aims and aspirations through a workshop in November 2019. 
 
Water Quality and Diffuse Pollution  
ü Installation of off-grid livestock drinking system and riverside fencing to prevent cattle accessing 

and using the river. 

ü Development and delivery of hedge planting and restoration scheme ς Beautiful Boundaries.  
ü Agricultural advice project with Southern Water to tackle diffuse pollution contributing to bathing 

water quality issues at Littlestone. 
 
Non-Native Invasive Species Control  

ü Sourcing and collating data from the two relevant county record centres to produce a NNIS map for 
the area. 

ü Trial of drone technology to map invasive species, in particular Himalayan Balsam, from the air. The 
results were inconclusive but provided high resolution images of over 7 miles of the Upper Rother 
catchment as baseline information.  

ü A NNIS Survey (Himalayan balsam, Japanese knotweed and giant hogweed) of the River Rother 
between Mayfield and Etchingham and the River Dudwell between Burwash Weald and 
Etchingham - over 50km of river.   

ü Production of an Upper Rother Non-native Species Survey Report, circulated to the Partnership and 
landowners in the area with recommendations for control and up-to-date guidance on the control 
of the three non-native invasive species. 

ü Floating pennywort surveys were conducted along the Cradlebridge Sewer, parrots feather was 
also recorded, and advice provided to landowners for ongoing control. 

 
Fish 
ü Installation of fish pass at Doleham station  
ü Eel pass at Sedlescombe mill (an EA priority barrier for eel passage) delivered by SERT, funded by 

Sustainable Eel group  
ü Catchment wide barrier assessment, prioritization and passage options appraisal for the 100 

barriers identified in the CaBA (SERT) 
 
Riparian Zone  

8. Data on existing Barn Owl boxes collated and sites for additional boxes identified. 
 
Natural Flood Management  

1. General and site-specific advice provided to farmers and landowners with practical support with 
delivering projects, in particular woody debris dams. 

.   
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Appendix 1 - Rother and Romney catchment with sub-catchments  
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Appendix 2 - Rother and Romney sub-catchment descriptions  
 

Upper Rother  

The Upper Rother is a rural operational catchment, contained entirely within the High Weald Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty. It is characterised by steep wooded valleys and small hamlets, with the rivers 

an integral feature of the landscape. There are a number of protected areas within the operational 

catchment including drinking water protected areas and a nitrate vulnerable zone. 

 

Brede and Tillingham  

The Brede and Tillingham operational catchment is mostly rural and lies within the High Weald Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty. It is characterised by upland streams in steep wooded valleys and managed 

lowland marshes. The mosaic of ditches and grazing marsh in the valley are of good wildlife value and 

include some uncommon plant species. There are several historic sites within the operational catchment 

including Battle, Winchelsea and Camber Castle, and Winchelsea bathing beach attracts many visitors in the 

summer months. There are several protected areas within the operational catchment, including SSSIs, 

drinking water protected areas and nitrate vulnerable zones. 

 

Rother Levels  

The Rother Levels is a large operational catchment characterised by agricultural land, where the water 

levels are managed for efficient cultivation. The river is also important for tourism. For instance, leisure 

boating is increasing in popularity, riverside walks are easily accessible from Bodium Castle and the steam 

railway operates along the river valley. Darwell Reservoir provides drinking water for Hastings, as well as 

being a popular fly fishing spot. Some of the eastern part of the operational catchment falls within a SSSI 

much of the area is a designated nitrate vulnerability zone. 

 

Reading, Cradlebridge and Royal Military Canal  

The Reading, Cradlebridge and Royal Military Canal operational catchment is mostly rural, with a coastal 

area popular with holiday makers. Much of the land is used for agriculture, with arable and potatoes the 

principal crops. The area is dominated by the Royal Military Canal, which is an important feature for water 

management processes, wildlife, leisure and tourism. The canal is a designated scheduled ancient 

monument and is used regularly for coarse fishing and the path running alongside it is popular with cyclists 

and walkers. There are three SSSIs within the operational catchment. 

 

Romney Marsh South 

The Romney Marsh South operational catchment is mostly rural and surrounded by bathing beaches. The 

iconic landscape is extremely important to the local economy, attracting many visitors year round. Two 

thirds of the operational catchment is within the Dungeness, Romney Marsh and Rye Bay SSSI, which is of 

international conservation importance for its plant and invertebrate communities, geomorphology and 

birdlife. The area also has a number of drinking water protected areas and nitrate vulnerable zones. 

Commercial gravel extraction has shaped the landscape creating numerous large lakes, and the 

watercourses are part of a managed system of ditches, structures and pumps.  
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Appendix 3 

Rother Non-Native Invasive Species (NNIS) map  

 

Upper Rother Non-Native Invasive (NNIS) species map (September 2016)


