I attended the six monthly meeting of the Water Framework Directive - Thames River Basin Liaison Panel on Wednesday 5th October 2011.

Their are eleven of these panels across the country set up to advise the Environment Agency (EA) on their plans for ensuring that the UK meets the EU Water Quality Directive for rivers, canals, lakes and groundwater.

This is a defensive brief for me as we know that there is already adequate legislation in force or in train to ensure that boats do not pollute the water. It is more important to ensure that our ability to enjoy, navigate, and live on the water remains unimpaired by others activities. The Boat Safety Certificate provides most of the legal protection needed and this is being extended to the Medway. The PLA by-laws are being amended to prohibit sewage discharges from house-boats - it is already forbidden from commercial craft.

When formed 4 years ago some 60 stakeholders attended every meeting, in addition to the EA officers, but attendance has now dwindled to the point where the stakeholders are nearly out-numbered by the officers!

It is clear that EA are unsure of how much input is wanted from the panel. They are struggling with the multiple tasks of implementing the first phase of the plan, planning the second phase, reporting on their implementation and, gathering enough information to both report and plan. They have a culture that wants to present perfection to the panel for it's approval rather than involve at the drafting stage. This is proving to be frustrating to the longer standing members who were vociferous at this meeting. There have been too many presentations of issues at the meeting, rather than as proposals before, which would enable representatives to consult with their sector stakeholders and make a better contribution to the meeting.

To their credit EA presented a number of tools to improve communication but none of these will be available until the new year. In the interim they have decided to stop production of the quarterly newsletter as it was not needed for internal comms thus completely disregarding it's value for external communications!

DEFRA and EA are now seeking to set up community based catchment panels to take the WFD work more locally. There was scepticism from most members whether this would work unless EA take a clear lead in setting up the panels and inviting participation.

EA presented a paper on the role of the panel and asked for feedback on ways of working - I look forward to seeing the output!

Best Wishes 
 Andy Soper
