KEEPING OUR WATERWAYS ALIVE
IWA Briefing Notes for Members of Parliament

Dear Member of Parliament
THE INLAND WATERWAYS OF BRITAIN
Will you help us restore the inland waterways to their former glory?

Britain’s ‘lost national park’ 

Britain has a wonderful asset in its inland waterways which was nearly lost to us. Built over 250 years ago, by the middle of the last century the canal age was well and truly over. The vast majority of freight movements had transferred to rail and then roads. The network was fast becoming disused and falling into disrepair.

A small number of dedicated individuals saw a future for our canals and rivers and in 1946 they formed the Inland Waterways Association (IWA details attached). The drive and enthusiasm of the IWA and its volunteers has led to a renaissance for the inland waterways, mostly for leisure use but with good potential for a return to freight movements with a low carbon footprint.

There is a real danger that we will squander this investment. Government grant to British Waterways – the operator of most of the canal network – is not what it was and British Waterways is retrenching into maintenance of what it has got rather than looking to improve and expand the network.

Today there are over 4,000 miles of waterways which are used by over 11 million people per year, the vast majority of whom are every day visitors. They are walkers, cyclists, anglers, holiday makers, visitors to historic sites, or the many local people who like to get away from it all by walking the dog, going for a jog or a visit to a waterside pub and watching the boats go by. Well maintained canals and rivers with good usage can also stimulate rural and urban regeneration, turning run down areas into sought after locations, and with benefits for local economies. In their own way the waterways are as important to the people of Britain as the National Parks. 
What can you do?

· Ask the Waterways Minister, Huw Irranca- Davies MP, what plans he has to improve the waterways in your constituency.


· Visit your local Inland Waterways Association group or canal or navigation society to learn more about issues in your area.


· Why not join the Parliamentary Waterways Group - contact penny.j.barber@btinternet.com

· Please seek an Adjournment Debate, or join in one by a colleague, and push for improved funding of our inland waterways.     

INLAND WATERWAYS ASSOCIATION          

THE INLAND WATERWAYS ASSOCIATION

The Inland Waterways Association (IWA) is a registered charity, founded in 1946, which advocates the conservation, use, maintenance, restoration and development of the inland waterways for public benefit.

IWA has about 18,000 members whose interests include restoration, towing path walking, industrial archaeology, boating, nature conservation and many other activities associated with the inland waterways.  Information provided by 450 corporate members with their own membership structures has revealed that they, in themselves, have a combined membership of at least 59,500 in support of IWA's voice.

IWA works closely with navigation authorities, other waterway bodies, a wide range of national and local authorities, voluntary, private and public sector organisations to raise funds, lobby for support and encourage public participation in the inland waterways.

More than 500 miles of canals and navigable rivers have been re-opened to public use since the Association was founded in 1946. Currently another 500 miles of derelict inland waterways are the subject of restoration plans.
The Inland Waterways Association
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR THE INLAND WATERWAYS TO BE MAINTAINED AND EXPANDED?
Inland waterways provide a range of benefits for many people, not just boaters.

· Boats: providing colour and vibrancy in cityscapes and providing visual entertainment for many millions of visitors they are an essential component of a living waterways network.

· Walking: many people will go to canal towpaths to be able to walk, or jog, away from traffic.


· Cycling: cyclists can cover many miles in the tranquil environment offered by canal towpaths.


· Angling: well maintained canals with good water quality are popular with anglers.

· Wildlife: our waterways provide green corridors into our cityscapes, and provide safe havens for wildlife in both urban and rural environments.


· Rowing, canoeing, sailing: many use the waterways for these sports, as individuals or as club activities. 


· Heritage and Tourism: those fond of canals and the associated historic buildings will visit when on holiday, often taking a tour on hire boats.
· Commerce: many hundreds of businesses benefit from boating and the 11 million people who visit the waterways every year, particularly in rural areas. 
· Regeneration: restored, well maintained canals can transform deprived and run down areas as developers recognise the attractions of the environment and build highly marketable housing and office infrastructure.


· Freight: there is real scope for transfer of freight onto waterways, achieving a low carbon footprint.

· Volunteers: every weekend there are groups of volunteers around the country working to restore more of our historic waterway network. 

Background
Boats: Approximately 60,000 boats are registered between the principal navigation authorities. In addition to providing recreational opportunities to their owners they provide a home for many retired people on limited or fixed incomes. Development planners increasingly place importance on boats using the waterscape as the means of bringing animation to city centre developments, and providing human scale and a focus for people - evidence that dead and lifeless waterways lead to neglected environments.

Walking: Tow paths are a popular means of commuting to work or the local shops, and are a safe and convenient means of taking exercise. Over 50% of the population lives within 10 minutes of a waterway.

Cycling: The flat topography of our waterways lends itself to the development of cycling routes. Well maintained towpaths offer an attractive cycling option for people to safely take exercise without the inherent dangers associated with our busy roads. Cyclists can cover many miles in the tranquil environment offered by canal towpaths.

Angling: well maintained, regularly dredged canals with good water quality supports an abundance of aquatic life, making them popular with anglers.
Wildlife: Our waterways are green corridors running through urban and rural landscapes, bringing a haven of peace and tranquillity, which in turn attracts a huge diversity of wildlife preserving and encouraging biodiversity. 


Rowing, canoeing, sailing: the inland waterways of Britain provide many opportunities for first time and low budget sports, either as family or club experiences. 

Heritage and Tourism: there are over 2000 listed buildings, historic and scheduled structures, making the inland waterways the third largest repository of listed buildings in the country, after the Church of England and the National Trust. Maintaining 200 year old structures and buildings is a costly but worthwhile part of our heritage, and something many people specifically come to the UK or go on holiday or make visits to see. 


Commerce: The UK leisure and small commercial marine industry is worth over £2.952 billion to UK Plc. Whilst inland marinas and boat hire account for over £142m many hundreds of boating businesses also make a living and maintain a practical skills base as a result in the UK. Additionally, many hundreds of businesses benefit from boating and the 11 million people who visit the waterways each year, particularly in rural areas. 
Regeneration: Restored and vibrant waterscapes add a premium to residential and commercial property, and stimulate regeneration in both urban and rural locations.

Freight: Water transport has a lower carbon footprint than road or rail freight. It affords opportunities to reduce congestion on our busy roads, by providing a viable alternative for abnormally large loads to be transported, or for the low cost transportation of bulk non perishable goods such as aggregates and building materials, and waste materials.
Volunteers: Over 500 miles of waterways have been restored to use, and a further 500 miles are currently under active restoration. Every weekend there are groups of volunteers around the country working to restore more of our historic waterways network. IWA’s volunteer arm - Waterway Recovery Group (WRG) - has been actively engaged in restoration since the early 1970’s. It organises volunteer working parties and provides logistical and expert help to waterways societies up and down the country. Each year IWA organises over 20 week long low cost restoration holiday schemes for people between 18 and 70 to get involved. Participation on an IWA-WRG restoration holiday qualifies the participant for the residential component of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme.
 WHY IS FUNDING A PROBLEM?


· Until quite recently the Government was to be congratulated on its funding of waterways. It is fair to say that this has been a boost to what has been described as “the second canal age”. But there is a danger that this progress has ground to a halt.    


· The grant to British Waterways for example, one of the principal navigation authorities, and custodian of the largest network of waterways and historic buildings in the UK, rose steadily from the mid-1990s, peaking at £76.6m in 2003/04. Since then there have been severe reductions in grant.


· The downward trend in grant has had an impact on British Waterways works programme and must jeopardise its target to have created a vibrant expanded network by 2012. 


· Current grant is affecting British Waterways policy. It is retrenching from wanting to expand the network, to maintaining the existing network. Without continued improvement confidence in the future of waterways will begin to leach away, damaging prospects for private sector investment.


· Year on year under spend will lead to increased costs. Maintenance not undertaken now allows minor problems to deteriorate so that they require major works. 


· British Waterways has different sources of income but at present grant still represents close to 40%. So it is critical to achieving British Waterways works programme.


· British Waterways has an aim to become largely self-sufficient. In the long term reduced reliance on government grant will allow it to plan with greater certainty over its income. But in the medium term adequate grant is essential.


· There will always be a need for some government grant to contribute to British Waterways income. It is fully recognised that inland waterways provide public benefits that cannot capture an income stream – such as walking, cycling. It is right that government should continue to fund these wider public benefits.
.


Background
British Waterways operates about 65% of the network in England and Wales. It is estimated that it needs over £124 million a year just to maintain the system in a steady state, without having to spend on an ever increasing additional backlog of repairs and improvements necessary to the system to maintain safety and to benefit users and attract more business. In 2002 British Waterways articulated its 10 year vision as “our ambition is that by 2012 we will have created an expanded, vibrant, largely self-sufficient waterway network.” However, the focus of British Waterways, consistent with the steer given to it by central government, is now primarily to maintain the existing network. This reduced ambition can only be driven by financial stringency. 

Since 1997 the trend for grant-in aid to British Waterways was upwards until it reached a high of £76.6 million in 2003-04. There was a 23% reduction in 2004-05 followed by a small increase the following year. Further cuts and uncertainty began in 2006-07. Initially there was a cut of 5% (£3.1 million), followed by an in year further cut of 7.5% (£4.5 million). The final grant was £55.5 million. In 2007-08 grant was £56.4 million followed by £56.6 million this year. Effectively a flat cash settlement so a reduction in real terms, and a 21% reduction in cash terms since the high in 2003/04 (over 30% in real terms).
The Environment Agency operates about 20% of the network. It too is handicapped by a large maintenance and navigational improvement backlog.

The Environment Agency currently receives some £14 million grant-in-aid whilst it estimates that it has a £12 million funding shortfall. This means that structures such as locks and moorings have not received the routine maintenance they need to ensure that they remain operational. The estimated cost of completing the backlog of capital work to its waterway structures is said to be £30 million as at May 2008. 
.
Please help us to ‘Keep our Waterways Alive!’ 

