
GUIDANCE FOR THE FOOD AND 
DRINK INDUSTRY IN ENGLAND

WORKING 
TOGETHER TO 

CONSERVE AND 
PROTECT 

ENGLISH RIVERS



OUR FRESHWATER ENVIRONMENT IS AT RISK

Cherished British 
wildlife like salmon 
and water voles are 

suffering serious 
declines5

Freshwater 
ecosystems are the 

fastest declining of all 
ecosystems2

The population of 
England and Wales is 
expected to increase 
by 9.6 million people 

by the 2030s3
Forecasts suggest 

climate change could 
increase the demand 
for irrigation in the 

UK by 160%1

There would be a potential 
£8.5billion boost for the 

economy if three-quarters 
of rivers and lakes in 

England were healthy4

Businesses need water – but this is a resource they can no longer take 
for granted. The way we currently manage our water resources just isn’t 
sustainable. Growing populations and climate change add more pressure 
and makes future water supplies uncertain. This short guide offers advice 
for operational staff in the food and drink industry, based on WWF’s 
water stewardship framework, to help ensure businesses become good 
water stewards. There is more information about the water stewardship 
framework at the end of the booklet.

Only 17% of English 
rivers are healthy and 

1/3 of pressures are 
caused by agricultural 

production7

Nearly a quarter of 
rivers in England are at 

risk from unsustainable 
abstraction6



Our freshwater environment faces 
many challenges, with the most 
significant pressures coming from 
agriculture and the water industry. 
In England, only 17% of all waters are 
considered healthy – that includes 
rivers, lakes and coastal waters. 
Where waters aren’t in good health, 
agriculture is responsible in over a 
third of cases and the water industry is 
responsible for a quarter8. The impact 
comes from all farming sectors – mixed 
farms, horticulture, livestock and 
arable. But the impact of these actions 
differs depending on the location.

THE BIGGEST IMPACT 
FROM AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION 

COMES FROM POLLUTION

PRESSURES

Pesticides, nutrients and sediment 
run off farmland into waterways. This 
pollution makes it difficult for the 
ecology to thrive and species to survive. 
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POLLUTION

Too much water is taken for public 
supply and irrigation in 15% of rivers, 
causing flows to fall below sustainable 
levels. For a further 9%, if all the 
water that was licenced was taken, 
it would present a clear risk to the 
ecology of the river9.

OVER-ABSTRACTION 



Businesses need a healthy freshwater 
environment to operate. The food 
and drink sector relies on British 
agriculture with half of all the food 
and drink we buy in the UK being 
grown and produced here. Reducing 
the impact of UK agriculture on the 
environment will make a big difference 
to the sustainability of food and drink 
supply chains. Currently, in England:

•	 Soil erosion means there is less 
soil to grow crops, which affects 
productivity and profits. 

•	 Water resources are under pressure, 
with reliable sources not available 
for new business needs across much 
of the country.

•	 Almost half of our rivers contain 
too much phosphorus, half of 
which comes from agricultural 
sources. This can increase the 
cost of supplying clean water to 
businesses, and other users.

RISKS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES
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The Cam & Ely Ouse 
Water Stewardship Board

The Cam & Ely Ouse Water Stewardship Board 
is a collective of businesses working together 
as part of the CamEO Catchment Partnership 

(cameopartnership.org) to improve water 
management in the catchment, increasing 

business resilience as a result. The partnership 
is co-hosted by Anglian Water and The Rivers 
Trust and the board members include Anglian 
Water, Elveden Farm Estates, Produce World, 
Cam Grain, Sainsbury’s, Hutchinsons, British 

Sugar and the NFU.

RESILIENCE 
Healthy soils are essential if our 

agricultural sector is to thrive: they 
bring greater yields, profits and 

resilience. Healthy soils not only benefit 
agricultural production, but also the water 
environment, as they reduce the amount 

of nutrients and pesticides running off 
farmland into rivers.

Encirc drinks bottling plant

At Encirc’s drinks bottling plant in Elton, 
Merseyside, all wastewater is treated on-site, then 

discharged via a pond, reed bed and existing 
drainage ditches into the River Mersey. This 
minimises the impact of wastewater on the 

local river environment and creates new 
habitats for wildlife, leading to measurable 

improvements in water quality.  Encirc’s 
focus on its wider environment mean that 
its sites are havens for wildlife, including 

birds, bees and water voles. 

REGULATION
Regulation sets a level playing field for 
all businesses to work from. There is 

evidence that there is a non-compliance 
gap of around 20-30% for water 

legislation amongst the agricultural 
sector10. Water stewardship projects can 
support your business to meet your legal 

obligations, reducing  regulatory and 
operational risks.

Simply Sustainable Water

LEAF (an NGO that promotes sustainable 
food and farming), in association with ASDA 
and Molson Coors, has developed a ‘Simply 

Sustainable Water’ booklet to help UK-based 
suppliers understand farming-related impacts 
on water and develop strategies to overcome 

them. You could improve the reputation of 
your business by encouraging your suppliers 
to adopt the steps and strategies outlined in 
the booklet (leafuk.org/leaf/farmers/ssw).

REPUTATION 
How your business manages, 

or is perceived to manage, water issues 
can pose a threat to your reputation. 

By being proactive and becoming water 
stewards, you have an opportunity to 

enhance your brand and reputation and 
stand out from the crowd as a more 

sustainable choice.
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