
4 RIVERS RESTORATION PROJECT 
Combined Executive Summary 
Four Rivers – Blyth, Alde/Ore, Deben & Waveney 
 
The 4 Rivers Restoration Project brought together regulatory bodies, Anglian Water, landowners, 
farm clusters, community groups and parish and district councils across four Suffolk river 
catchments – the Alde & Ore, Blyth, Deben and Waveney – to develop workable initiatives for 
water quality, flood/drought resilience and biodiversity improvement. Across all four rivers, 124 
initiatives were generated. This summary identifies the top priorities per river as rated by each 
catchment, and draws out the key similarities and differences between the four catchments. 

TOP PRIORITIES BY RIVER 

River Top Priorities Critical Challenge 

Alde & Ore 
31 initiatives 

Evidence infrastructure: standardised 
water testing across independent 
groups with shared dashboard; whole-
catchment scoping document. 
Practical NFM: upstream of 
Framlingham/Parham and on the 
Fromus at Dorleys Corner. 

Coordination gap. Four water testing 
groups, multiple funding streams, 
willing landowners and farm clusters 
covering 75% of freshwater catchment 
– but no whole-catchment plan to 
connect them. Prime example: a mid-
catchment farm cluster gap near Snape 
has six farms ready but no facilitator. 

Blyth 
21 initiatives 

Sewage infrastructure campaign: 
compelling treatment upgrades at 
Halesworth – rated the single most 
impactful action. Blythburgh to 
Halesworth footpath: connecting 
communities along the river corridor. 
Open-access data hub: consolidating 
citizen science evidence. 

Structural dependency. The most 
critical intervention, upgrading 
Halesworth sewage works, requires 
capital investment from Anglian Water 
and regulatory action from the EA, 
neither of which the community 
controls. Treated effluent contributes 
13% of total river volume: water 
quality improvement essential. 

Deben 
40 initiatives 

Practical interventions: high-flow 
abstraction storage, habitat corridors, 
farm ponds, buffer strips, upper-
catchment tree planting. Community 
infrastructure: a hub for groups, 
funding mapping, replication of citizen 
science water testing across tributaries. 

Long-term maintenance. Leaky dams 
wash out, silt traps fill, farm ponds 
need clearing. Resolution required on  
who maintains initiatives after grant 
cycles end. Complicated funding 
processes need simplifying to boost 
farmer take-up and long-term 
commitment. 

Waveney 
32 initiatives 

Farmer and community 
engagement: broader landowner take-
up essential for project success.  
Water Testing: cover whole river via 
coordinated citizen science. 
Habitat restoration: native orchards, 
ghost pond restoration, aquatic 
monitoring, NFM at flood-risk 
communities. 

Two-county fragmentation. A 59-mile 
river straddling Suffolk and Norfolk 
with funding streams that have 
different criteria, timescales and 
administrative requirements; some 
cannot cross the border at all. No 
coordinated catchment plan exists.  

 



KEY SIMILARITIES 

All four rivers share a common pattern: the knowledge, willingness and community resources exist, 

but coordination capacity and institutional responsiveness do not match local ambition. Specifically, 

every catchment reports that official EA ecological assessments understate the true condition of the 

river. Every catchment identifies fragmented, short-term funding as a primary barrier to sustained 

action. Notably, citizen science and water quality monitoring underpin virtually every initiative 

across all four rivers and Himalayan balsam is identified as a significant invasive species threat in 

all catchments. In all four cases, communities prioritise coordination infrastructure – data sharing, 

funding navigation, group networking – as fundamentally important as physical interventions on the 

ground. 

KEY DIFFERENCES 

The rivers differ in their dominant pressures and the maturity of their responses. On the Blyth, 

sewage is the primary pollutant, not agriculture, making it an outlier and creating a structural 

dependency on Anglian Water investment that the community cannot resolve alone. The Alde & 

Ore is the most coordination-ready catchment, with almost-ready farm clusters, four active water 

testing groups and access to Sizewell funding, but it lacks the architecture to connect these assets. 

The Deben is the most operationally advanced, with citizen science monitoring across 70+ sites and 

some phosphate strippers already installed, however it faces a maintenance challenge as existing 

infrastructure degrades faster than funding cycles can sustain it. The Waveney faces the most 

complex governance challenge as a two-county river with 339 square miles of catchment, where 

administrative boundaries actively obstruct catchment-scale action.  

THE COMMON MESSAGE 

These 124 initiatives represent a significant body of community-led ambition across four of East 

Suffolk’s rivers. Many are highly impactful physical interventions, such as leaky dams and tree 

planting. Most are underpinned by highly effective citizen science water quality monitoring. 

However, the community’s message is consistent: the barriers to river restoration are not primarily 

ecological or technical, but institutional. Funded coordination, simplified access to funding for 

landowners and farmers, data sharing between agencies, and long-term maintenance commitments 

are the foundations without which physical interventions remain precarious. What is needed now is 

coordinated action on the ground and the institutional framework to sustain it.  

 

 

 
 


