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We are the Environment Agency. It's our job to look after 

your environment and make it a better place - for you, and 

for future generations. 

 

Your environment is the air you breathe, the water you drink 

and the ground you walk on.  Working with business, 

Government and society as a whole, we are making your 

environment cleaner and healthier. 

 

The Environment Agency.  Out there, making your 

environment a better place. 
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Foreword 
 

 

 

Water is the most essential of our natural resources, and it is our job to ensure that 

we manage and use it effectively and sustainably. The latest climate change 

predictions show that pressure on water resources is likely to increase in the 

future. In light of this, we have to ensure that we continue to maintain and improve 

sustainable abstraction and balance the needs of society, the economy and the 

environment. We use Catchment Abstraction Management Strategies (CAMS) to 

help us manage this vital resource. 

 

This licensing strategy sets out how we will manage water resources in the area 

and provides you with information on how we will manage existing abstraction 

licences and water availability for further abstraction. 

 

In the South West region, we have decided to align our abstraction licensing 

strategies with Water Framework Directive (WFD) management Areas.  These are 

often larger than individual CAMS areas, and by doing this we are creating fewer 

strategies and avoiding duplication.  

 

. 

 

 

Mark Rice Environment Planning & Engagement Manager  
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1. About the Licensing Strategy 
 
This Licensing Strategy sets out how water resources are managed in the East Devon WFD 
Management Area. It provides information about where water is available for further abstraction 
and an indication of how reliable a new abstraction licence may be. 
 
This strategy was produced in December 2012 and it supersedes the strategy for the Exe, issued 
in February 2004 and the Otter, Sid, Axe and Lim issued in February 2005.  
 
How CAMS contributes to achieving environmental objectives under the (WFD) Water 
Framework Directive 
The Water Framework Directiveôs main objectives are to protect and enhance the water 
environment and ensure the sustainable use of water resources for economic and social 
development. 
 
Catchment Abstraction Management Strategies (CAMS) set out how we will manage the water 
resources of a catchment and contribute to implementing the WFD. 
CAMS contribute to the WFD by: 
 

¶ Providing a water resource assessment of rivers, lakes, reservoirs, estuaries and 
groundwater referred to as water bodies under the WFD; 

¶ Identifying water bodies that fail flow conditions expected to support good ecological 
status; 

¶ Preventing deterioration of water body status due to new abstractions; 

¶ Providing results which inform River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs). 
 
When is an abstraction licence required? 
You need a licence from us if you want to abstract more than 20 cubic metres (4,400 gallons) of 
water per day from a: 
 

¶ river or stream 

¶ reservoir, lake or pond 

¶ canal 

¶ spring or 

¶ an underground source 
 
Whether or not a licence is granted depends on the amount of water available after the needs of 
the environment and existing abstractors are met and whether the justification for the abstraction is 
reasonable.   
 
Sustainable abstraction  
This licensing strategy has been produced using evidence and information gathered during the 
Catchment Abstraction Management Strategy (CAMS) process. Through this process we consider 
the impact of abstraction at all flows. This helps to manage future abstraction more sustainably.  
 
We now assess water resources at a sub-catchment level called water bodies.  This means that we 
can provide more detailed information on the availability of water resources in the Exe CAMS area 
and the Otter, Sid, Axe and Lim CAMS area compared to the scale used in the previous strategies. 
Within this strategy we also outline where we may need to reduce current rates of abstraction and 
our approach on time limiting licences. 
 
The background, aims and principles of CAMS, the over arching principles we use when managing 
abstraction licences and links with other initiatives are detailed in our document: Managing Water 
Abstraction. You should read Managing Water Abstraction when reading this catchment specific 
licensing strategy.  

http://publications.environment-agency.gov.uk/pdf/GEHO0310BSBH-E-E.pdf
http://publications.environment-agency.gov.uk/pdf/GEHO0310BSBH-E-E.pdf
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2. East Devon WFD Management 
Area 
 
This is an overview of the East Devon WFD Management Area which includes both the Exe CAMS 
and Otter, Sid, Axe & Lim (OSAL) CAMS.  

The Exe CAMS covers an area approximately 1532km
2
 stretching from Exmoor and the Brendon 

Hills, to the southern boundary at Exmouth. The Blackdown Hills form the northern boundary with 
the Haldon Ridge to the west. 
 
The River Exe drains a diverse range of habitats from the moorland of Exmoor National Park at the 
headwaters of the River Exe, to the Exminster marshes at the Exe Estuary. The main tributaries of 
the River Exe are the Rivers Culm, Barle, Clyst, Lowman and Creedy. 

Urban areas in the Exe CAMS are located at Exeter, Crediton, Tiverton, Cullompton, Exmouth and 
Dawlish. 

The geology of the catchment is dominated by deposits from the Carboniferous period.  Permian 
deposits are present in the catchment, forming the Crediton Trough.   

Agricultural land-use dominates the catchment. There is some industrial land use around Exeter, 
Tiverton, Crediton and along the Culm valley near Cullompton. 

The Otter, Sid, Axe & Lim CAMS encompasses an area of approximately 726 km
2
 and stretches 

from the Blackdown Hills in the north and the headwaters of the Axe River in the east to the 
southern boundary formed by the coastline between Budleigh Salterton and Lyme Regis. The 
CAMS area is sparsely populated with much of the area being predominantly rural, dominated by 
permanent grassland and livestock farming. 

The CAMS area contains part of the Blackdown Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), 
most of the East Devon AONB and a small section of the Dorset AONB to the east. 

The main urban areas are Budleigh Salterton, Honiton, Ottery St. Mary, Sidmouth, Axminster and 
Lyme Regis. The area is largely agricultural with some quarrying and forestry, and light industry 
limited to the main urban areas around Chard, Axminster and Seaton. Seasonally the population is 
greatly increased by visitors enjoying the natural beauty of the area and the coastal resorts of 
Budleigh Salterton, Sidmouth, Beer, Seaton and Lyme Regis.  

Although tourism is concentrated mainly in the coastal parts of the CAMS area, there are popular 
footpaths for walkers along the banks of the River Otter. 

There are also several major roads and a key rail link that are important to visitor numbers and the 
economy of the CAMS area; these include the A30 and the A303. 

The geology of the Otter and Sid catchments is dominated by Permo-Triassic mudstones and 
sandstones which are overlain in the east by the Quaternary clays/flints and the Cretaceous 
Greensands and Chalk. Around the Axe and Lim the area is represented by rocks of the Triassic, 
Jurassic and Cretaceous periods with large areas overlain by Recent and Pleistocene drift 
deposits. 

Land use in the Otter, Sid, Axe and Lim catchment is largely agricultural. Most of this is grassland, 
supporting dairy and other livestock, with some crops and fallow land. 

The significant abstractions within both CAMS areas are for public water supply, and agriculture. 
 
Map 1 shows the East Devon WFD Management Area. 
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Map 1. East Devon WFD Management Area 
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3. Water resource availability of the 
East Devon WFD Management 
Area 
3.1. Resource assessment 
 
Resource assessment is at the heart of abstraction management. To manage water effectively we 
need to understand how much is available and where it is available, after considering the needs of 
the environment.  We have a monitoring network to measure river flows and groundwater levels. 
We use this data along with our knowledge of human influences and environmental needs to 
establish a baseline of water availability for each water body that builds into a picture for the 
catchment. The main components of this assessment that help us to understand the availability of 
water resources are: 
 

¶ a resource allocation for the environment defined as a proportion of natural flow, known as the 
Environmental Flow Indicator (EFI); 

¶ the Fully Licensed (FL) scenario - the situation if all abstraction licences were being used to full 
capacity; 

¶ the Recent Actual (RA) scenario ï the amount of water, which has actually been abstracted on 
average over the previous six years. 

 
River flows change naturally throughout the year, so we want to protect flow variability in our rivers 
from low to high flow conditions. We use flow statistics to help to do this. Flow statistics are 
expressed as the percentage of time that flow is exceeded.  Resource availability is calculated at 
four different flows, Q95 (lowest), Q70, Q50 and Q30 (highest). 
 
This information gives a realistic picture of what the current resource availability is within a given 
water body. Water bodies are sub-catchment surface water units or ground water units on which 
we carry out assessments and map results.  

3.2. Resource availability 
 
3.2.1. Surface water 
 
If you want to abstract water, you need to know what water resources are available within a 
catchment and where abstraction for consumptive purposes is allowed. To show this we have 
developed a classification system which indicates: 
 

¶ the relative balance between the environmental requirements for water and how much is 
licensed for abstraction; 

¶ whether water is available for further abstraction; 

¶ areas where abstraction may need to be reduced. 
 
The availability of water for abstraction is determined by the relationship between the fully licensed 
and recent actual flows in relation to the EFI. The results mapped onto these water bodies are 
represented by different water resource availability colours showing the availability of water 
resource for further abstraction. The water resource availability colours are explained in Table 1. In 
addition to these water resource availability colours weôve classified some surface water bodies as 
óhigh hydrological statusô which are coloured blue on the maps. In these water bodies very little 
actual abstraction occurs and they show virtually undisturbed, or close to natural, flow conditions. 
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Another category of water body is Heavily Modified Water Bodies (HMWB). These can be classified 
for many reasons but for water resources they are classified if they contain a lake and/or reservoir 
that influences the downstream flow regime of the river. The downstream óflow modifiedô water 
bodies are also classified as heavily modified. Weôll add any conditions necessary to protect flows 
to a new licence during the licence determination procedure. Weôll base these on the water 
resource availability colours from high to low flows. Table 1 lists the implications for licensing for 
each water resource availability colour. 
 
In cases where there is a flow deficit (RA is below the EFI) or risk of a flow deficit (FL below the 
EFI), there may be water available for abstraction at higher flows. This means that water may be 
scarce at low flows, but may be available to abstract at medium or high flows.  A licence may still 
be granted but with conditions which protect the low flows. This usually takes the form of a Hands 
Off Flow (HOF) condition on a licence which requires abstraction to stop when the river flow falls 
below a certain amount. A river may also be heavily supported by flows from a reservoir and may 
have unnaturally high ólowô flows which means that the river environment is most vulnerable at 
medium flows. When assessing water availability we have to consider downstream requirements 
i.e. existing licences and environmental needs. To help us protect these downstream requirements 
we colour water bodies with the worst downstream resource availability colour, this is reflected in 
Map 2, Map 3, Map 4 and Map 5. 
 

Water resource 
availability 

colour 
Implication for licensing 

High 
hydrological 

regime 

There is more water than required to meet the needs of the environment. However, 
due to the need to maintain the near pristine nature of the water body, further 

abstraction is severely restricted. 

Water available 
for licensing 

There is more water than required to meet the needs of the environment. 
New licences can be considered depending on local and downstream impacts. 

Restricted water 
available for 

licensing 

Full Licensed flows fall below the EFIs. 
No new consumptive licences would be granted. It may also be appropriate to 

investigate the possibilities for reducing fully licensed risks. Water may be 
available if you can óbuyô (known as licence trading) the entitlement to abstract 

water from an existing licence holder. 

Water not 
available for 

licensing 

Recent actual flows are below the EFI. 
This scenario highlights water bodies where flows are below the indicative flow 

requirement to support Good Ecological Status (GES) (as required by the Water 
Framework Directive. Note ï we are currently investigating water bodies that are 

not supporting GES/GEP). No further consumptive licences will be granted. Water 
may be available if you can óbuyô the entitlement to abstract water from an existing 

licence holder (known as licence trading). 

Heavily Modified 
Water Bodies 

These water bodies have modified flows that are influenced by reservoir 
compensation releases or they have flows that are augmented. These are often 
known as óregulated riversô. They may be managed through an operating 

agreement, often held by a water company. The availability of water is dependent 
on these operating agreements. More detail is provided in section 4.2.1 Surface 

Water. 

Table 1. Implications of water resource availability colours. 
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Map 2. Resource colours at Q30 
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Map 3. Resource colours at Q50 
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Map 4. Resource colours at Q70 
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Map 5. Resource colours at Q95 








































