EXTENT AND CONDITION OF CHALK RIVERS

This information is provided to inform reporting upon the indicator in the Integrated Regional Framework 13c “Extent and condition of key habitats for which BAPs have been established”.

There is no change since we last reported in November 2007.

Definition of chalk rivers

Chalk rivers are an irreplaceable feature of the landscape of the South East.  Characterised by clear water and generally stable flows these groundwater fed streams support an abundance of wildlife including species such as water crowfoot (Ranunculus spp.), brown trout (Salmo trutta), bullhead (Cottus gobio), white clawed crayfish (Austropotamobius pallipes), water vole (Arvicola terrestris) and otter (Lutra lutra).

Extent of chalk river habitats

Chalk rivers stretch across the South East following the underlying chalk geology. They include the famous rivers Itchen, Test, Kennet, Hampshire Avon and Lambourn, which are nationally recognised as Sites of Special Scientific Interest. The Itchen, Hampshire Avon and Lambourn are internationally recognised as Special Areas of Conservation under European legislation.  It is the Region’s non-designated ‘Cinderella’ chalk streams that are under greatest pressure which include the Dour, Stour Darent and Cray in Kent; the Lavant, Ems and Meon in Sussex and Hampshire and the Chilterns chalk streams
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Condition and Trends

The Region’s designated SSSI chalk rivers, the Itchen, Test, Hampshire Avon and Kennet remain in unfavourable condition. Considerable investment has been made to reduce the impact of sewage effluent through the removal of phosphate. Catchment sensitive farming initiatives have been established to tackle agricultural derived diffuse pollution. Under the Habitats Directive Review of Consents the licenced amount of abstraction on the Itchen has been reduced.  River habitat has been improved by land owners, fisheries interests and the Environment Agency’s habitat improvement programme.  However more needs to be done most notably on the Region’s non-designated chalk rivers which are under the greatest pressure.  
Many of the Region’s chalk rivers suffer from issues associated with over abstraction, which in some cases may lead to the middle reaches drying out in some summers. In spite of many of the Region’s chalk rivers meeting their chemical, biological and nutrient water quality objectives, algae and poor aquatic plant growth is a common cause of concern. Since the last report on this priority BAP habitat in 2004, urban and infrastructure development is putting mounting pressure on this fragile resource.

Through recognising the integral value of chalk rivers, their environmental needs and their contribution to the social and economic well being of the South East every opportunity needs to be taken to protect and enhance the Region’s chalk rivers for the future.  
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	Stable overall. Due to the nature of chalk rivers (i.e. the dependence on underlying geology) the extent of habitat is unlikely to change.
	Stable overall. Due to the nature of chalk rivers (i.e. the dependence on underlying geology) the extent of habitat is unlikely to change.
	Stable overall. Although improvements have been made there are still many issues associated with water quality, water resources, impoundments and habitat management.
	Impacts arising from water quality, water resource, navigation and land use issues continue to threaten the regions chalk rivers. Although improvements have been made these must be considered against future pressures, particularly those associated with development.
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