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The Catchment Based Approach (CaBA) submission to the Independent Water Commission  

 
The independent water commission review acknowledges the value of the Catchment Based 
Approach (CaBA) within its call for evidence supporting documents. This submission sets out what 
has been achieved by CaBA to date and highlights its potential to play a key role in a future holistic 
and coordinated approach to land and water management and to underpin decision making at a 
local level. 

 
1. Background to CaBA 
 
CaBA’s establishment by Defra in 2013, arose from the recognition that whilst top-down 
Government regulation has a key role to play within land and water management, it alone cannot 
address the breadth and complexity of the issue or fully realise the range of environmental benefits 
that can be achieved. To do so, requires a more decentralised and holistic approach that engages all 
sectors of society. To address this, since 2013, more than 100 Catchment Based Approach (CaBA) 
partnerships have encompassed river catchments across the whole of England and cross-border with 
Wales and Scotland. They integrate the public and private sectors with civil society through the 
participation of a diverse range of organisations including environmental NGOs, water companies, 
local authorities, government agencies, businesses, landowners, academia, and local community 
groups.  Over 2,500 organisations are involved in CaBA and, crucially, they work across catchments 
integrating the terrestrial and freshwater environments. 
 
CaBA’s innovative model (it remains globally unique) brings local knowledge and expertise to bear, 
empowering individuals, organisations, and communities to take ownership of catchment issues and 
implement locally appropriate solutions. CaBA partnerships provide the catalyst to implement cost-
effective delivery on the ground. Improvements to water quality, reduced flood risk, increased 
climate resilience, nature recovery and more resource efficient and sustainable businesses are all 
encompassed by this integrated approach. Moreover, CaBA partnerships deliver invaluable health 
and wellbeing benefits for local communities, with a wealth of volunteer and citizen science 
opportunities available to connect people with nature and improve the local evidence base. 
 
CaBA partnerships are adept at leveraging investment from a diverse range of non-government 
sources, consistently multiplying their very limited core funds from Government (£7.5k to £15k per 
annum per partnership) by a factor of 3, on average. In some cases, additional modest funds from 
water industry have helped to secure more than £1 million of wider investment. Increasingly, CaBA 
Partnerships are securing private and blended finance to enhance natural capital through nature-
based solutions. Their use of models and predictive tools enables quantification of and confidence in 
environmental outcomes.  
 
Since CaBA partnerships operate at the river catchment scale they can address issues that may arise 
in the headwaters (e.g., flood risk) but have detrimental impacts downstream in towns, cities and 
coastal environments. Collaboration between CaBA and Coastal Partnerships provides the 
framework for integrating land and freshwater with the estuarine and coastal environment. 
Each partnership has developed a collaborative catchment plan that captures priorities for action, 
underpinned by data and evidence including that provided by the comprehensive and freely 
available CaBA data package. 
 

https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/CaBA-Benefits-report-2023-2024-graphic.png
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Roadmap_to_Collaboration_2-pager_FINAL-1.pdf
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Several regional groupings of CaBA Partnerships have self-evolved, providing for knowledge 
exchange and strategic direction at a larger scale beyond that of the river catchment. In contrast to 
the earlier river basin district liaison panels, these regional entities are collaborative and have 
environmental delivery at their heart. The Thames partnerships, the Yorkshire Hub of catchment 
partnerships, those in the Northeast, the River Partnerships in London, the Severn Partnerships and 
the partnerships of the Northwest (building upon the successful Natural Course project) all operate 
at this regional scale. These initiatives provide a ready-made framework – at scale - for a unified 
governance model integrating top-down strategic investment planning with local project 
development. 
 

2. CaBA Partnership Delivery 
 
CaBA has implemented thousands of projects nationwide since its inception, addressing a range of 
catchment and riverine issues and building considerable social capital. Partnerships engage widely 
with the farming community, providing advice and securing funds to tackle diffuse pollution, embed 
sustainable management of soil and nutrients and implement farm infrastructure improvements. 
These measures benefit not only the aquatic environment but the farm business too.  
 
CaBA partnerships also support the delivery of sustainable integrated urban water management 
through local action and, in doing so, play a key part in maintaining and improving the liveability and 
sustainability of the urban environment. Through a collaborative approach, partnerships deliver 
direct improvements to urban water quantity and quality underpinned by green-blue infrastructure, 
thereby building climate resilience too. The importance of their role in this regard is reflected by the 
growing number of Local Authorities who invest directly in their local CaBA partnerships. 
 
Habitat restoration, both terrestrial and freshwater, is another key focus for partnerships. This 
encompasses the creation and protection of wetlands and priority habitats, river restoration 
including re-meandering, and interventions to support river connectivity including weir 
removal and the installation of fish passes. Numerous projects address flood risk, primarily through 
the implementation of natural flood management techniques. 
 
A comprehensive monitoring and evaluation framework captures each CaBA partnerships activities 
on an annual basis, requiring information on governance structure, partner organisations, 
engagement with the wider community, the nature of projects undertaken and the securing of 
funding. This information is summarised each year, providing a year-by-year quantitative overview 
of environmental delivery by CaBA partnerships. 
 

3. National Support 
 
The CaBA National Support Group 
 
The CaBA National Support Group (NSG) constitutes approximately 30 active members who 
represent many of the organisations engaged in partnership working. The NSG plays a key role in 
supporting CaBA activity and promotes the initiative across all key sectors including water industry, 
business, agriculture and local government. This engagement aims to strengthen the diversity of the 
wider initiative and help it access new sources of funding. The NSG also works to support 
partnerships across England through identifying gaps in knowledge or process and resolving barriers 
to delivery. Communication with the partnerships is undertaken via national conferences, 
workshops, newsletters, webinars and the CaBA website. The suite of work overseen by the NSG 
provides cross-cutting support to partnerships, a critical role that requires funding under a future 
new governance framework. 

https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/CaBA-Benefits-Report-2023-2024_V0.1.2.pdf
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/CaBA-Benefits-Report-2023-2024_V0.1.2.pdf
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Thematic Working Groups  
 
A series of CaBA thematic working groups is overseen by and accountable to the NSG. Each group 
has a primary focus to support the building of capacity and expertise across catchment partnerships 
nationwide, with respect to their theme. The focus areas of the working groups include data and 
evidence, urban water management, chalkstream restoration, water resources, biodiversity, 
flooding and agriculture. Outputs and activities from the Working groups include:  
 

• Guidance on Delivering sustainable urban water management through local action  

• The Chalkstreams Strategy and Implementation Plan  

• The CaBA Biodiversity Data Portal  

• The CaBA Natural Flood Management Hub 

• Regular online drop-in sessions for advisors working with farmers under CaBA to share 
experience and build understanding of good practice  
 

Water Stewardship 
 
Also operating under the NSG, a CaBA water stewardship service raises awareness of CaBA amongst 
businesses, highlighting the opportunities it provides to support business water stewardship 
strategies, providing support to catchment partnerships to engage with business and developing 
collaborative projects. This service has been key to the development of the Agricultural Advice Hub 
that connects farmers and other actors in food supply chains with advice and information on 
sustainable farming practices. The hub also helps those involved in food supply chains understand 
their impacts on the environment and hence take action to reduce these at farm and landscape 
levels. 
 
Technical Support  
 
A programme of mentoring overseen by the NSG is focused upon building knowledge capital 
throughout CaBA partnerships nationwide. A small team of experienced practical catchment 
scientists support partnerships in a wide range of technical areas including the application and 
interpretation of modelling tools, spatial analysis through Geographical Information Systems and 
practical project delivery across a range of issues. The technical team also distributes tools and 
guidance to help partnerships grow and refine their evidence base. This includes freely available 
modelling tools such as SCIMAP that estimates soil erosion and transport risk and FARMSCOPER 
(Farm scale optimisation of pollutant emission reductions) that quantifies nutrient loss from rural 
land, that are used by partnerships to improve the targeting of measures. 
 
Data, Tools and Evidence 
 
The provision of data and evidence is a key focus of CaBA support, led by the Catchment Data User 
(Working) Group (CDUG) that provides open-source data, information and evidence to CaBA 
partnerships nationwide. The online CaBA Data Package is a set of over 200 data layers made 
available to all partnerships under agreed national licenses with each of the data providers. These 
providers include water companies, Government Agencies, research institutes and universities. The 
national scale data layers include the output from predictive tools, flood risk maps, water quality 
status, air quality, biodiversity, water resources, social vulnerability and ecosystem service 
opportunity maps, the latter providing the means to realise synergistic outcomes relevant to several 
plans and policies. Each of the layers can be clipped to any spatial scale, including the river 
catchment and administrative boundaries associated with local authorities. The online data package 
is increasingly being incorporated into shared information platforms or storymaps typically 

https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Urban_Report_v6.pdf
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/learn/chalk-stream-strategy/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/a669038dacca4a6fb66f72132375edc9
https://nfm-theriverstrust.hub.arcgis.com/
https://aghub.catchmentbasedapproach.org/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/collections/851b2c4ee7394af1945c148379e8b5da?item=1
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developed at the catchment scale. These require no specialist software and through combining the 
data with a narrative, maximise the wider community’s access to, and understanding of, a complex 
evidence base. These platforms can also help to communicate locally derived information to 
regulatory bodies and other key stakeholders, providing a ‘weight of evidence’ on key issues.  
 
Monitoring and evaluating the delivery of catchment/nature recovery  

CaBA partnerships record their project delivery on the CaBA hubs, providing a pipeline ranging from 
unfunded opportunities to those that are post-delivery and undergoing maintenance. The 
underpinning database has over 5,000 interventions captured within it, enabling funding 
organisations to see what has been delivered with their financing and government to track progress 
towards delivering policy goals such as 30X30. The hubs also foster collaboration, allowing 
organisations to work more closely together to deliver more integrated projects with greater benefits 
for the environment. Investors are also starting to use the pipeline to identify investible projects 
including opportunities for blended finance whereby public funds are combined with money from 
the private sector. 
 
Citizen Science 
 
Citizen science has been widely promoted within CaBA, driven by the strong links partnerships have 
into their local communities.  Guidance is provided for the collection of local data using agreed 
protocols such as RiverFly monitoring to assess aquatic health through the monitoring of 
invertebrates and Outfall Safari to locate, assess and record polluting outfalls. The capture of 
additional evidence, over and above that provided by regulatory datasets, markedly improves the 
understanding of pressures on the local water environment and empowers local communities.  
 

4. CaBA’s role in a truly integrated approach to land and water management 
 
With its facilitating and convening power, CaBA can and should play a critical role in driving a much 
more holistic approach to land and water management, providing the ‘cement’ within a new 
governance framework.  It can help drive integration across the myriad existing plans and policies, 
supporting the smart targeting of synergistic outcomes that realise multiple environmental, social 
and economic benefits. Indeed, this integrating role is already evidenced through CaBA’s influence 
upon Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS), strengthening them with regard to the protection and 
recovery of freshwater ecosystems; It is critical that CaBA is integral to the future delivery of LNRS to 
maximise their environmental benefit. CaBA is taking an increasingly active role in the delivery of 
WINEP too, facilitating delivery of catchment and nature-based solutions. But there is potential for a 
transformational change in integrated delivery, through CaBA, that cuts across several other 
initiatives, including regional flood and coastal committees, ELMS and drainage and wastewater 
management plans. This includes the harnessing of a nascent commercial interest in how 
catchments function to drive investment and innovation in strategic natural capital assets. 
 
Some strengths of CaBA remain almost untapped. The partnerships, for example, provide a 
readymade framework to engage with local communities, as evidenced by the huge number of 
citizen scientists they mobilise. However, the raising of public awareness of several issues including 
water efficiency, fats, oils and greases, and the sustainable use and disposal of chemicals in our 
homes, gardens and businesses, remains limited. Additionally, it is only by working with 
communities that we will we be able to deliver the dramatic reduction in per capita water use 
planned for the next 7 years, which is a huge challenge, but essential for our future resilience to 
drought. CaBA can play a key role in driving these, and other, behavioural changes using its links into 
local communities. Moreover, CaBA partnerships can play an important part in the collective effort 

https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/learn/outfall-safari-guide/
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to deliver a range of catchment solutions, including improved water quality in raw drinking water 
sources and support to the delivery of diffuse water pollution plans for protected sites.  
 
Despite the current lack of resources and mandate, CaBA Partnerships engage closely with 
numerous local authorities nationwide, with several of them directly funding partnerships. Again, so 
much potential remains untapped to drive greater collaboration here to implement SuDS and green-
blue infrastructure nationwide, enhance access to nature and recreational opportunities and bring a 
smarter collaborative and more sustainable approach to planning. 
 
CaBA partnerships collectively determine priorities for action and identify interventions on the 
ground, capturing these within the catchment plans that all partnerships have developed. The plans 
encompass a catchment vision and a pipeline of projects including those that are ‘shovel-ready’ and 
those that are more aspirational in nature. These plans provide a framework for future collaborative 
delivery and can be readily adapted to link to other goals and objectives within a new governance 
model. CaBA is also the local delivery arm of river basin planning measures, and can continue to play 
this critical role under a new governance model. 
 
Although CaBA Catchment Partnerships are undertaking an increasingly important role in integrated 
catchment management across England, they have huge potential to do much more. They face, 
however, significant challenges around funding, capacity and capability. Partnerships take time to 
build and commitment to sustain. They have endured a real terms funding cut every year since their 
formation 10 years ago, which has become more impactful with recent rates of inflation. Increased 
and sustained funding, a strong formal mandate, coupled with a clear role within a coherent 
framework, will strengthen CaBA, enabling it to become the focal point of strategic delivery at the 
catchment scale that will drive not only multiple environmental benefits but social and economic 
ones too. 
 

5. External recognition of CaBA  
 
Environmental Audit Committee Report - Water Quality Recommendation 74: ‘The Catchment Based 
Approach partnerships provide a useful forum for this coordination: we consider that Ministers 
should examine means to increase the funding and resources available to them so as to achieve more 
effective coordination of all stakeholders across each river catchment in measures to improve water 
quality’. 
 
OEP’s RBMP review recommendation: “To extend the reach of CaBA partnerships – government must 
define their role and function, organise and fund them so they can deliver as intended” 
 
CIWEM 25 Year Environment Plan: ambition to realisation 
“CaBA has great potential to deliver benefits for the water environment nationally and is already 
delivering benefits locally. CaBA is already contributing to meeting 25 YEP goals on: clean and 
plentiful water, thriving plants and wildlife, reducing environmental hazards, using resources from 
nature more sustainably and efficiently, and increasing engagement with the natural environment’.  
‘Greater funding certainty [for CaBA] across multiple years would provide significant opportunities to 
enable a more strategic and long-term approach to planning and project delivery”.  
 
Fresh Water Future 
‘Existing catchment partnerships, established under CaBA, should then be nested around these more 
administrative system managers as key catchment planning stakeholders and practical delivery arms 
with reduced fundraising and administrative burdens, and more delivery and engagement 
responsibility’ 

https://www.edenriverstrust.org.uk/eden-catchment-partnership/
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/v/c3-plan/CatchmentPartnerships
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8460/documents/88412/default/
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/oep-finds-deeply-concerning-issues-how-laws-place-protect-englands-rivers-lakes-and-coastal
https://www.ciwem.org/policy-reports/25-year-environment-plan-ambition-to-realisation
https://afreshwaterfuture.org/wp-content/uploads/FRESH_WATER_FUTURE_MAIN_REPORT_WEB.pdf

