astern Englandisoneof the UK sdri-
est and most water-stressed regions —
yetitisalsoencompassessomeof the
country’s most productive farmland.

Much of the nation’s potatoes, salads,
vegetables and soft fruit are produced here.
Increasingly, however, the future of that pro-
duction depends on one thing: water.

Recent droughtsin 2018, 2022 and again
in 2025 highlighted just how vulnerable
many farming businessesare torestrictions
on summer abstraction. At the same time,
environmental pressures onrivers, wetlands
and groundwater are intensifying.

Regulatorsarealsounderincreasing pres-
sure to restore river flows and protect sen-
sitive habitats. Future abstraction reduc-
tions linked to Environmental Destination
targetsarelikely to affect manycatchments
across the east of England.

Investinent

Against this background, farm reservoirs
arenolonger simply an optional investment
for afew specialist growers. For many busi-
nesses, they are becoming central to future
resilience.

Reservoir storage allows water to be cap-
tured during wetter winter periods and used
laterin the growing season when crops need
it most. This reduces dependence on sum-
mer abstraction, improves supply reliabil-
ity and helps protect environmentally sen-
‘sitive rivers during low-flow periods. It also
gives growers greater confidence when plan-
ning future cropping, investment and mar-
ket supply.

- Importantly, reservoirs are not just about
drought protection. They are increasingly
part of wider water management strategies
linked to flood management, environmen-
tal enhancement and collaboration between
neighbouring farms.

30 ANGLIAFARMER - JULY 2026

Farm reservoirs: from
optional to essential

Integration

Acrossthe Fensand otherlowland areas, op-
portunities areemerging tointegrate reser-
voirs into existing drainage systems man-
aged by Internal Drainage Boards (IDBs).
Large volumes of winter water are already
moved through these networks and often dis-
charged tosea.Capturing and storing a pro-
portion of this water could provide signifi-
cant benefits for agriculture whilereducing
pressure on summer abstraction.

There is also growing interest in shared
storage schemes. The Lincoln Water Trans-
fer model has demonstrated how groups of
farmers can work together toimprove the ef-
ficiency of water use through shared infra-
structure and coordinated management. In
Norfolk, Heronhill LLP has developed col-
laborative reservoir storage to spread both
investment costs and long-term resilience
across participating businesses.

Benefits

The benefits of storage were clearly demon-
strated during the 2022 drought. While
many irrigators faced severe restrictions
and crop losses, businesses with adequate

The guides provide
ttorward, farmer-

o, TN =

- Assessing waterneedand

Choosing suitable sites

Permissions and abstraction

vestment costsand
ollaboration opportunities.

More farmers are investing in winter

water storage to protect future crops

= production and business resilience,
4 says MelvynKay.

winter storage were generally able tomain-
tain supply, protecting both crop quality and
farm income.

However, building a reservoir is not
straightforward. Costs aresignificant, per-
missions can be complex and poorly planned
schemes can quickly become delayed or une-
conomic. Successdependson taking theright
approach from the start.

The first step is understanding future
water need. Reservoirs should be designed
around the “dryyear”, not the average year.
Feasibility work is then needed to assess
whether sufficient winter water is likely to
be available and whether the chosen site is
technically, environmentally and economi-
cally suitable.

Redtape

Planning and environmental considerations
areincreasinglyimportant, particularly in
sensitive landscapes. Reservoirsin National
Landscapesandneardesignated habitatscan
still be approved, but careful siting, design
and environmental integration areessential.
Increasingly, well-designed reservoirs are
being shaped to work with the landscape,
support biodiversity and enhance habitat
value rather than detract from it.

To help farmers navigate these issues,
two new practical guides on farm reservoir
planning and design have recently been pro-
duced with support from Water Resources
East and the Suffolk & Essex Coast & Heaths
and Dedham Vale National Landscapes (see
panel).

The publications alsoinclude case studies
from across Eastern England, demonstrat-
ing how farmers are already adapting their
businesses to increasing water pressures

through investment in storage.

Therealityisthat futureagricultural re-
silience in Eastern England will increasing-
ly depend on moving from direct summer ab-
straction towards managed winter storage.
Reservoirs are therefore becoming not sim-
ply an engineering project, but along-term
business strategy.

Melvyn Kay is executive secretary of the
UK Irrigation Association.

Both guides can be downloaded free from
www.ukia.org and wre.org.uk.



