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The impact of catchment forestry on water 
management and wider ecosystem services



About Natural Course

78% of water bodies in North West England are failing to meet a good ecological status* and 
solutions are often found to be too expensive to implement. 

Natural Course is a collaboration of organisations in North West England from public, private and 
third sector who, together, will seek cost-effective solutions to improving water quality across 
urban and rural landscapes, sharing best practice across the UK and Europe. 

*Environment Agency, North West River Basin District 2015

Natural Course will: 
• Test and inform best practice in achieving UK and EU legislation in water quality

• Use the North West River Basin District as a flagship project and share best practice with the
UK and Europe

• Make better use of resources, share ownership of complex issues and maximise outcomes
through a collaborative approach of organisations from public, private and third sector.

Join the conversation @Natural_Course  #NaturalCourse 



 
 

 

The impact of catchment forestry on 
water management and wider ecosystem 
services 
Background 
As part of Natural Course, Greater Manchester (GM) organisations will work together 

to deliver integrated water management solutions, tackling issues such as diffuse 

pollution from urban and rural sources and flood risk management. 

The Community Forest Trust, the charity that supports the work of England’s 

Community Forests has been tasked with delivering a programme of interventions in 

and around GM to demonstrate the role that forestry and Green Infrastructure can 

have on managing our water resource. This programme of work has been 

undertaken by officers from the North West’s two Community Forests, City of Trees 

and the Mersey Forest. 

The Action assigned to the Community Forest Trust in Phase 3 of the Natural 

Course programme is C.6.2, Urban Catchment Forestry to deliver integrated water 

benefits and wider ecosystem services. 

Officers from the two community forests have each been given one output that will 

contribute to the delivery of this Action; 

Output C6 D.4 – City of Trees 

Completion of 3 Green Infrastructure projects in urban areas through improvement of 

up to 1 Ha of habitat 

Output C6 D.5 – The Mersey Forest 

Completion of upland runoff attenuation features at 2 sites 

Delivery C6 D.4 – City of Trees 
City of Trees worked on the development and delivery of projects on 3 sites in 

Salford, Dales Brow, Oldham, Crompton Moor and Manchester, Lever Street. 

Dales Brow 
At Dales Brow swales and a wetland storage area were created on an underused 

piece of green space. The aim of the project was to address a flooding issue on 

Dales Brow Road and to reduce volumes of water entering the combined sewer 

system which it was hoped would reduce the potential for CSO discharges in the 

Folly Brook during significant / prolonged rainfall events. 

A key element of the Dales Brow project was to introduce a range of different new 

habitats to enhance biodiversity and to create an attractive and accessible space 

that would be greater utilised by the local community. 



 
 

 

Site signage was Installed to explain the purpose of the swales and wetland area to 

the wider public and visits were arranged with a local school to enable children to 

learn about the hydrological cycle and what we can do to manage out water resource 

in a more natural and sustainable way.  

Salford City Council rangers are monitoring the biodiversity of the site and the 

University of Salford are developing a monitoring framework to quantify the impact of 

the swales / wetland on water quantity and quality. 

 

One of the two swales installed at Dales Brow holding water taken off the road 

 

Crompton Moor 
Over the last 5 years City of Trees have been working closely with Oldham Council, 

Moors for the Future and the Friends of Crompton Moor to deliver a significant 

programme of improvements to improve biodiversity, increase flood resilience down 

catchment and to reduce the risk of moorland fires. Capital match funding from these 

measures was provided by the Environment Agency (EA) including Flood Defence 

Grant In Aid, Catchment-Scale funds, DEFRA Nature for Climate and charitable and 

private sector donations.   

In phase 3 of Natural Course, City of Trees delivered two projects to help reduce the 

risk of flooding down catchment in Oldham and Rochdale. 

The first project saw the installation of five leaky dams in the Old Brook and one of 

its tributaries, to help delay the volume of watering entering the River Beal in Shaw 

and Crompton. Four of these were installed by contractors and the fifth was installed 

with the involvement of the Friends of Group and other volunteers. 

Site signage was also installed to explain to visitors to the Moor the purpose of the 

leaky dams and how nature-based solutions can help to increase flood resilience. 



 
 

 

The second project saw the planting of a stretch of embankment along the Old 

Brook, the aim being to intercept / delay water entering the Brook and increase 

infiltration of rainwater into the soil. 

The leaky dams and the wider programme of peatland restoration and tree planting 

works were the focus of an episode of BBC’s Countryfile in February 2021. 

It is hoped that the Manchester Metropolitan University will be able to resume their 

monitoring work soon which was previously suspended owing to the Covid 19 

pandemic 

 

One of the leaky dams installed backing up after a rainfall event  

 

Riparian planting on the banks of the Old Brook  

 



 
 

 

Lever Street 
In Manchester city centre City of Trees has been exploring the potential for delivering 

a Sustainable Drainage System (SuDS) enabled street project building on previous 

work that had been delivered on Howard Street in Salford and Prestwich High Street 

in Bury. 

A previous piece of work looking at street tree planting opportunities in Manchester 

city centre identified Lever Street as a candidate for a SuDS enabled street project.  

This was on account of there being a wide section of pavement that would provide 

the space needed to create a tree trench big enough for meaningful attenuation.  

Match funding has been secured and initial scoping work undertaken, including an 

investigation by partner United Utilities into making a connection between the sewer 

and the proposed tree pit to take any excess water away. 

Following partnership working with Manchester City Council it became evident that 

there were other SuDS proposals scheduled for the adjacent Stevenson Square and 

so it was agreed that the Lever Street proposals should be integrated into that 

programme. The works are scheduled to take place in Spring / Summer 2022. 

 

 

United Utilities carrying out the sewer survey on Lever Street  

 

  



 
 

 

Delivery C6 D.5 – The Mersey Forest 
The Mersey Forest, in partnership with Local Authorities and with EA Flood Defence 

Grant In Aid and Catchment-Scale funds has delivered 92 natural flood management 

(NFM) measures over 25 sites in the catchment land above Greater Manchester.  

This has helped to better protect 100 homes from flooding and improved water 

quality - with a keeled Skimmer spotted at one site, a species never previously 

observed in Greater Manchester. Sites include New Mills, Littleborough and 

Smithills. The National Lottery Heritage Fund delivered many measures and also 

served as a funding match to the works in the area.  

Smithills NFM  
Over the last four years, the Mersey Forest, EA and Woodland Trust have been 

working closely together to deliver 44 NFM measures, over 11 sites totalling 

12,300m3 of floodwater attenuation (equivalent to 109 double decker busses) to 

better protect 56 homes from flooding.   

Further reading and highlights from this can be seen on: 

• The natural course website 

https://naturalcourse.co.uk/uploads/2020/06/Multiple-benefits-of-natural-flood-

management-intervention.pdf  

• The US Army Corps of Engineers, Engineering with Nature: An Atlas Version 

2 (PG. 180): 

 https://ewn.erdc.dren.mil/?page_id=2463 

• In the Journal of Hydrology:  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2021.126855  

 

Smithills leaky dam with Greater Manchester in the background  

 

https://naturalcourse.co.uk/uploads/2020/06/Multiple-benefits-of-natural-flood-management-intervention.pdf
https://naturalcourse.co.uk/uploads/2020/06/Multiple-benefits-of-natural-flood-management-intervention.pdf
https://ewn.erdc.dren.mil/?page_id=2463
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2021.126855


 
 

 

Upper Roch NFM  
Over the last four years, the Mersey Forest, EA, Rochdale Council and National 

Flood Forum have been working closely together to deliver 42 NFM measures over 

14 sites totalling 12,300m3 of floodwater attenuation (equivalent to 109 double 

decker busses) to better protect 36 homes from flooding.  

Defra Catchment Scale Flood Defence Grant in Aid fund was used to deliver a series 

of NFM interventions in the Upper Roch catchment. These interventions were 

designed to work in tandem with the Rochdale and Littleborough Flood alleviation 

capital scheme which is currently under construction. The £226k (inc. £30k Rochdale 

MBC funding) scheme delivered an additional 12,200 m3 of flood water storage, 13.9 

Ha wet grassland and 14,900 trees planed.  This will help reduce the risk to around 

30 properties downstream. Ecological expertise was provided through the Greater 

Manchester Ecology Unit. 

 

Measures have ranged from 5.0 ha of riparian woodland through to clay-core drained 

bunds and scrapes through to willow log jams.  

 

Lydgate bund floodwater retention and release in drained bund and bas in in 

Littleborough  

© Mike Norbury and database right  

 

 



 
 

 

C6 D.4 /5 Outcomes & Recommendations 
By virtue of their location in publicly accessible places, the Crompton Moor and 

Dales Brow projects have provided tangible opportunities for people to see and learn 

about nature-based solutions for addressing flooding and water quality. This is an 

important outcome in our drive to making these interventions become the norm and 

not the exception. 

The delivery of the five leaky dams inspired the Friends of Crompton Moor to 

undertake their own programme of leaky dams on one of the tributaries of the Old 

Brook - which along with the peat restoration, experimental tree plots, riparian 

planting and wider tree planting programme has helped to create a demonstration 

hub for the different NBS measures that can be employed to help manage water 

resources. 

The added value provided by the Friends of Crompton Moor has demonstrated that 

communities are keen to take action themselves to make a difference and this 

willingness is something we should capitalise on to help us extend the scale of these 

interventions. To make this a reality, resources are needed to support officer time to 

identify NFM opportunities and then to engage with communities to provide them 

with the skills and confidence to take these projects forward themselves - with 

ongoing technical support where necessary. 

At Dales Brow there has again been a good level of interest from the surrounding 

community to participate in the management of the site, which is important if we are 

able to demonstrate to landowners that projects of this type will not create resource 

heavy maintenance requirements. To make this a viable offer, officer time for training 

and tools are required to enable and empower communities to provide this function.  

Dales Brow has also demonstrated that by delivering SuDS you can create valuable 

new recreational space for people and important new habitat for wildlife. However, 

projects like Dales Brow require significant levels of funding to deliver which will 

highly unlikely be provided from one source. Multiple sources of funding are needed 

and opportunities such as receptor sites for Biodiversity Net Gain could be explored 

to see where water management priorities coincide with opportunities to create new 

habitat. 

Crompton Moor, Dales Brow and the emerging Lever Street project all involve 

multiple partners, and this has proved to be the most effective way of making things 

happen - because of shared skills / specialist knowledge, data, funding, 

engagement, and the ability to obtain consents / permissions. Partnership working 

(including community participation) is therefore, considered to be the most effective 

vehicle for delivery and scaling up. 

  



 
 

 

Smithills NFM highlights include:  

• Before and after: willow leaky dams at one site gave on average 27.1% 

reduction in flood peaks and 27.35 increases in low flow for comparable 

events were observed: 

https://twitter.com/WoodlandTrust/status/1452621475291308034  

• In a pool created behind a leaky barrier, a keeled skimmer dragonfly 

(Orthetrum coerulescens), never before surveyed in Greater Manchester, was 

observed. 

• Outreach highlights included engaging hundreds of participants in 

groundworks, publication of approach internationally in the Engineering with 

Nature An Atlas Volume 2, and reaching 19 million people through ITV, Daily 

Mail, BBC North West Tonight, ITV Granada reports and 195 articles.  Further 

evidence collection is still in-hand. 

Upper Roach NFM highlights include:  

• Clear and compelling level and photo evidence of floodwater held in the 

landscape as the flood-wave was heading down a nearby stream to the towns 

during Storm Ciara 

• A good start and increasing riparian woodland cover with NFM. 

• These catchments are above the communities at flood risk and have some of 

the lowest woodland cover - 1-6% in some catchments, below the UK average 

of 13% Europe average of 38%.   

Recommendations:  
• More technical human resource to deliver NFM; few exist who can competently 

deliver these sorts of works - more investment in technical specialists is needed 

to enable delivery at scale. There is likely a skill gap for these sorts of resource.  

• Provision of the CIRIA NFM manual ahead of £15m of capital NFM spending 

would have made sense, rather than after to ensure measures were delivered to 

reasonable standards.  

• Much of the third sector is characterised by short term contracts and comparably 

low pay, making the longevity and sustainability of projects problematic.  

• Further clarity on future funding for NFM is urgently required, including via ELMS, 

since at some sites farmers could decide to remove features without future 

revenue funding via ELMS and it was tacitly sold by many on that basis.  

 

https://twitter.com/WoodlandTrust/status/1452621475291308034


naturalcourse.co.uk
@Natural_Course

linkedin.com/in/natural-course
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