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A watercourse is any channel through which water flows. The
channel can be natural or man-made. It can be above or below
ground and does not have to contain water all year round.
Some watercourses are classed as ‘Main Rivers’ and these are
managed by the Environment Agency.
The rest are ‘Ordinary Watercourses’ and if you have such a
watercourse on or under your land then you will be responsible
for its management and maintenance.
Ownership and Maintenance

The maintenance of watercourses plays a key role in flood risk management.
Responsibility for the maintenance of watercourses, particularly in relation to
roadside ditches, is often misunderstood.
If someone owns land including or alongside a watercourse then they are
responsible for ensuring the flow of water through that channel. The legal term for
this is ‘Riparian Ownership’.
A watercourse needs to be kept in good order to prevent flooding. This includes
maintenance of the bank and bed, as well as any trees and shrubs growing on the
banks. Any debris must also be cleared by the owner of the section, even if it did not
originate from their land.
If a watercourse runs along the boundary between two neighbouring properties, each
owner will be responsible for maintenance up to the centre line of the watercourse.
The other legal aspects of riparian ownership are explained further in another leaflet
in this series: number 15 ‘Riparian Ownership and Flood Risk’:
https://www.oxfordshirefloodtoolkit.com/guides/riparian-responsibilities/

Develop a Maintenance Programme

Most watercourses will require annual maintenance. It is important to plan when and
how this is done. Aspects to consider include:
OPEN WATERCOURSES (INCLUDING DITCHES) - How much vegetation is to
be cut back? When will silt from the bottom of the ditch need to be removed and how
much?
PIPED OR CULVERTED SECTIONS - How often will these be inspected for signs
of blockage or collapse? Will a company with specialist inspection and blockage
clearing equipment be needed to do the work?
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STRUCTURES (WALLS, GRILLES, SCREENS) - How often will these be
inspected and cleared to ensure they continue to do their job?

Consider the Environment

It is important to consider any impact on wildlife when maintaining watercourses and
ditches. This work should not be done during the breeding season of March to mid
July. The best time of year is late September/October, before heavy winter storms
and when vegetation has naturally died back.
It is better to carry out ‘little and often’ maintenance, using hand tools wherever
possible.
If heavy machinery is needed to clear large stretches, it is best to trim alternate
banks, or different sections each year, so there is always a healthy area to which the
wildlife can move.
When mowing/trimming a fringe of vegetation should be left to maintain some
habitat. Any cuttings (including grass) should be removed to avoid blocking the flow
of water.

De-silting

The original profile of the watercourse should not be altered when de-silting, so that
the overall gradient and flow patterns stay the same. This avoids adding to the flood
risk upstream or downstream.
The impacts on wildlife must be managed: silt that is dug out should be left on top
of the bank for a short time, to allow wildlife to move back into the watercourse. The
silt and associated vegetation must later be removed to prevent it washing back in or
blocking the flow of water.

Road side ditches

Many roads drain into ditches, but this does not mean they are owned by the
Highway Authority. Usually the Highway Authority only maintain the road and footway
next to the ditch.
Maintenance of most ditches will be the responsibility of the adjoining landowner.
This applies even if they flow into a pipe, or culvert, underneath a driveway for
example. More details on this subject are available in another leaflet in this series:
number 2 ‘Ditch Clearance’:
https://www.oxfordshirefloodtoolkit.com/guides/ditch-clearance/

Consent for works

Any work other than cleaning and general maintenance on Ordinary Watercourses
requires formal consent; where an ordinary watercourse falls within the relevant City
and District boundaries they will be responsible for consenting, with the exception of
the Cherwell District Council area which will be undertaken by the County Council.
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Contact your relevant District Council or Oxfordshire County Council Drainage team
for consent in the Cherwell area.
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Frequently Asked Questions

WHAT IF THE WATERCOURSE IS BETWEEN MY PROPERTY AND A
PARK/OTHER LEISURE AREA?
The responsibility will be shared between the property owner and the council.
WHY WON’T THE COUNCIL KEEP THE DITCH CLEAR THAT RUNS
BETWEEN MY PROPERTY AND THE HIGHWAY?
A roadside ditch that conveys water from the road is a watercourse and so
remains the responsibility of the riparian owner.
HOW IMPORTANT CAN A DITCH BE IF IT RARELY HAS WATER IN IT?
The ditch may form an important function holding water to prevent flooding in
times of heavy rainfall, so still needs to be properly maintained.

Other Contacts

Environment Agency
Tel: 03708 506 506 Email: enquiries@environment-agency.gov.uk
Web: http://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/environment-agency
Drainage Team, Oxfordshire County Council
Email: drainage@oxfordshire.gov.uk
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