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Fixing the system: Repairing chalk streams
Clean Water Now campaign launch, March 2026

The south and east of England are home to a rare natural treasure; streams that rise from chalk rocks whose filtration qualities result in crystal-clear, mineral-rich waters teeming with life. Despite their beauty and rich biodiversity, chalk streams are in decline across the country. With 85% of the world’s chalk streams found in England, we are failing our responsibility to conserve this globally rare ecosystem. 

As the ‘Clean Water Now’ campaign launches with a key ask to fix the system that plans our water use and protections, it essential that upcoming Government water reforms include measures to repair chalk streams. We cannot afford to lose these precious freshwaters beloved by millions. 

Chalk streams in decline 

The 2024/25 annual report from the CABA Chalk Streams Restoration Group shows that 83% of England’s chalk streams fail to achieve Good Ecological Status. The top three reasons for failing to achieve good status were sewage pollution (affecting 40%), physical modification (34%) and abstraction (28%). These pressures overlap, with most failing for multiple reasons.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  CaBA Chalk Stream Annual Review, August 2025] 


Chalk streams are paying the price for being located in some of the busiest areas of the country, where they have been modified to enable farming, development and industry and today are over-abstracted to meet the rising water needs of local homes and businesses. Sewage pollution then completes a trinity of acute pressures from the built environment, with further threats coming from agricultural pollution.

If these pressures are not addressed, chalk streams will continue to decline. As chalk streams are one of the most biodiverse freshwater systems in England, this sustained decline will be disastrous for nature as a whole. A host of threatened species rely on chalk streams, including the Atlantic salmon, southern damselfly and the endangered white-clawed crayfish. Chalk streams also provide critical water supplies for terrestrial habitats and wildlife across southern and eastern England. 

The ongoing decline of chalk streams poses significant economic threats. Healthy chalk streams form the basis of multi-million-pound trout and salmon fisheries, as well as drawing in walkers, canoeists and wider tourism. Chalk streams underpin the built environment in many areas, providing water supplies to homes and businesses and accepting discharges from wastewater treatment works that serve the local population. Polluted, scarcely flowing streams will be in no fit state to provide water services needed for existing communities, let alone new development. 

Fixing the system to fix chalk streams 

The Government’s blueprint for water reform, January’s Water White Paper, promises to ‘embed action to improve chalk streams’. This must be delivered, especially through the new regional water planning system the White Paper proposes. 

Regional water planning is intended to bring together different sectors that impact on water health, including the water industry, agriculture and development, to agree and implement freshwater recovery across a local area. This system must include special provisions in chalk stream areas to agree abstraction and development limits to help struggling chalk streams to recover, along with habitat recovery along riverbanks to help those streams come back to life.

Protections against over-development should also be delivered through the planning system. Cross-party efforts to secure chalk stream planning protections during the passage of the Planning and Infrastructure Act led to the Government including chalk streams in the updated National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), currently out for consultation.  The draft NPPF includes two mentions of chalk streams as examples of habitats planners should carefully consider when assessing development impacts. Whilst this is something, The Wildlife Trusts believe these references can be significantly strengthened and have launched a ‘Save Our Chalk Streams’ campaign action to urge MHCLG to bolster the NPPF wording and to include chalk streams within ‘irreplaceable habitats’ protections.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Save our chalk streams action from The Wildlife Trusts, February 2026] 


There is also growing parliamentary support to begin the process of nominating England’s chalk streams as a UNESCO Natural World Heritage Site. Such a designation would help to protect chalk steams against the pressures they face, as well as galvanising public engagement and investment in their recovery and restoration.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ten Minute Rule Motion protect chalk streams, February 2026] 


How parliamentarians can help 

By supporting the Clean Water Now campaign, MPs representing chalk stream areas can amplify calls for the reformed water system to have nature at its heart. Parliamentary questions, private representations to Ministers and amendments to the expected Water Reform Bill making the below asks would be particularly helpful:

· Chalk stream recovery measures to be included in the new regional water planning system,  for regions with chalk geology. 
· Chalk streams to be given strengthened protections and irreplaceable habitat status within the new National Planning Policy Framework.
· England’s chalk streams to be nominated as a UNESCO Natural World Heritage Site.

At this inflection point for how we manage England’s water, we have an opportunity to implement the protections chalk streams need, to fulfil our international responsibility to save these jewels of the natural world. 

The Wildlife Trusts would be delighted to support MPs with the above, for further information please contact:

Matt Browne, Head of Public Affairs, mbrowne@wildlifetrusts.org
Ali Morse, Water Policy Manager, amorse@wildlifetrusts.org 
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