
MAIN RIVERS AND ORDINARY WATERCOURSES 
 

There are two categories of watercourse in England and Wales.  
The type of watercourse determines the body responsible for 
overseeing its upkeep. 
 
The designaƟon of main river is guided by the Water Resources Act 1991. Based on criteria in the Act, the 
Environment Agency determines whether a river or watercourse qualifies as a main river.  All other types of 
watercourses are classified, by default, as ordinary watercourses.  Watercourses that are piped are not included 
in either category. 
 

 
The dark blue lines show the main rivers in this area everything else is an ordinary watercourse. 

 
MAIN RIVERS 

 
Main rivers are usually larger watercourses which are designated as a ‘main river’ on the Environment Agency’s 
Statutory Main River Map.1  Some smaller watercourses can also be classified as main rivers if they pose a 
significant flood risk.  The Environment Agency carry out maintenance, improvement, and construcƟon work on 
main rivers to manage flood risk for the catchment. 
 

 
1 hƩps://environment.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=17cd53dfc524433980cc333726a56386  

TO REPORT FLOODING ON A MAIN RIVER 
Contact the Environment Agency on the 24-hour incident hotline for emergencies related to main rivers, 
reservoirs, and coastal flooding. 
 

궭궮 Environment Agency Incident Hotline: 0800 80 70 60 (available 24/7). 
 

Also report flooding online via the GOV.UK website: Report a flood or possible cause of flooding - GOV.UK.2 
 



MAIN RIVERS LOCAL TO WANTAGE 
 
CHILDREY BROOK 
The designaƟon of Main River applies to the part of Childrey Brook from the A417 to its confluence with the 
River Ock near Marcham Mill.  

 
LETCOMBE BROOK 
The designaƟon Main River applies to the part of Letcombe Brook from Locks Lane to its meeƟng with the 
Childrey Brook at Garford.  The Humber Ditch is also classified as Main River from Charlton Village Road unƟl it 
reaches the Letcombe Brook.   
 
PILL DITCH 
The designaƟon Main River applies to the Pill Ditch from Mayfield Avenue to its confluence with the Portobello 
Ditch. 
 
ORDINARY WATERCOURSES 
An Ordinary Watercourse is any river, stream, ditch, drain, cut, dyke, sluice, or passage through which water 
flows that is not classified as a main river. These watercourses are typically smaller and managed by local 
authoriƟes, rather than the Environment Agency, which oversees main rivers. 
 
Local authoriƟes have permissive powers to carry out flood defence works on ordinary watercourses, but the 
primary responsibility for maintenance usually falls on riparian owners (Those who own land adjacent to the 
watercourse). If an ordinary watercourse touches a property, the landowner may be responsible for keeping it 
clear of obstrucƟons to ensure proper water flow. 
 
WOODHILL BROOK 
Woodhill Brook is an Ordinary Watercourse for its enƟre length. 
 
CHILDREY BROOK 
The Childrey Brook tributary south of the A417 up to the Childrey source and the West Challow tributary are 
NOT currently designated as main river and are therefore ordinary watercourses. 
 
LETCOMBE BROOK 
The Letcombe Brook tributaries from Locks Lane south to the source and Alfred’s Well are NOT currently 
designated as main river and are therefore ordinary watercourses. 

 
FLOOD INVESTIGATION REPORTS 
Whichever type of watercourse is involved in the flooding, under SecƟon 19 (S19) of the Flood and Water 
Management Act 2010, Lead Local Flood AuthoriƟes (LLFA) are required to invesƟgate flood incidents, where 
necessary. Whether or not an invesƟgaƟon is needed is based on the specific criteria set out within the LLFA’s 
risk management strategy. 
 
For Oxfordshire, the specific criteria that make a flood eligible for invesƟgaƟon are set out in the Flood Toolkit 
at: hƩps://www.oxfordshirefloodtoolkit.com/emergency/report-flood/  

TO REPORT FLOODING ON AN ORDINARY WATERCOURSE 
To report a flood in Oxfordshire, you should contact Oxfordshire County Council, which is the Lead Local 
Flood Authority, as they are responsible for managing flood risk from surface water, groundwater, and 
ordinary watercourses. 

Oxfordshire County Council Flooding Team‘s official page for reporƟng flooding issues 
hƩps://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/transport-and-travel/street-maintenance-z/flooding. 



We would always recommend that where the test criteria are met, that a report is made to the Lead Local Flood 
Authority.  The following tests are used to decide whether a flood invesƟgaƟon will take place: 
 
PROPERTY 
 Has internal flooding (excluding basements) of five or more residenƟal properƟes or businesses been 

experienced within an area of 1km2? 
 Has internal flooding of a business premises employing more than 10 people been experienced within an 

area of 1km2? 
 Has internal flooding (excluding basements) of at least one property or business been experienced for one 

week or longer? 
 Has flooding of one or more items of criƟcal infrastructure, which could include hospitals, health centres, 

clinics, surgeries, colleges, schools, day nurseries, nursing homes, emergency services (police, fire, 
ambulance) staƟons, uƟliƟes and substaƟons, been experienced? 

 
TRANSPORT 
Caused a transport link to be impassable for the following periods: 
 Motorways, trunk roads and major rail links – 2 hours or more 
 Class A and B highways and other rail links – 4 hours or more 
 Class C highways – 10 hours or more unless the route is the only means of access or is primary route for 

criƟcal infrastructure then this is reduced to 4 hours. 
 Class U highways – 24 hours or more unless the route is the only means of access or is primary route for 

criƟcal infrastructure then this is reduced to 4 hours. 
 


