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16 June 2026

Rt Hon Mr Alistair Carmichael MP 
Chair, Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee 

By online submission  

Dear Mr Carmichael, 

EFRA Committee's call for evidence: The future of England's uplands
United Utilities Water (UUW) is pleased to contribute to the EFRA Committee’s call for evidence on the future of upland farms and landscapes. As the largest corporate landowner in England, UUW is the custodian of around 56,000 hectares of land in the North West. We recognise that uplands are nationally significant, supporting both rural and urban communities, biodiversity, carbon storage, public access, recreation and flood risk management, as well as being the catchment for much of the region’s water supplies. 
We take our responsibilities very seriously and support upland farming through 351 tenancies as part of an integrated approach to land management, combining food production with nature recovery, climate resilience, water quality protection and flood mitigation. Our approach recognises these landscapes as multifunctional, where we plan and deliver for both immediate and longer‑term outcomes through adaptation to changing environmental, social and economic priorities. However, in some locations, existing land management models are becoming increasingly difficult to sustain commercially and without broader funding support, the wider catchment societal and environmental benefits will not be realised.
We were pleased to see the Government's first Land Use Framework and welcomes it as a positive step towards establishing a more strategic approach to land use management, supporting practices that balance multiple benefits. Its primary value lies in helping to inform better local, regional and national conversations about how land can deliver multiple benefits. 
However, there is an opportunity for future iterations to strengthen its practical impact. This could include clearer detail on supporting effective delivery, more granular spatial guidance, stronger prioritisation of outcomes, closer alignment with funding mechanisms, and better integration with regulatory processes. These improvements would give landowners, tenants, regulators and delivery partners greater confidence to make long-term decisions.
Without such development, there is a risk that the Framework remains a useful strategic document, rather than evolving into a practical tool that enables land use change and investment at the pace required.

Both the Independent Water Commission's Final Report[footnoteRef:2] and Defra's White Paper 'A New Vision for Water[footnoteRef:3]' recognise that the water sector has lacked alignment between water companies, regulators, investors, agriculture, transport, local government, developers and customers, resulting in planning that is fragmented, short-term and lacking strategic direction. The Government has committed to ending this piecemeal approach. We believe now is the time to establish a clear direction, stable funding and stronger alignment across policy areas to realise the full value of upland landscapes and support sustainable growth in the North West. [2:  See -https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/687dfcc4312ee8a5f0806be6/Independent_Water_Commission_-_Final_Report_-_21_July.pdf]  [3:  See - https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/698dd6c67149b335a315b348/Defra_Water_White_Paper_2026__with_correction_slip.pdf] 

We have provided responses to the call for evidence in Annex A to this letter and do let me know if you would like any further information to be made available to you. 

Yours sincerely, 
[image: cid:image001.png@01D91F65.60A27DC0]

Louise Beardmore
CEO, United Utilities 


Annex A – United Utilities Response to the EFRA Committee's Call for Evidence 
Question 1. How effectively do current policies balance competing demands in the uplands, including food production, nature recovery, climate mitigation, water management, and public access, and where do the key tensions remain?
1. Current government policy correctly recognises that upland landscapes deliver multiple public goods. The Land Use Framework is a further positive step, however, the system beneath it remains fragmented. This is recognised in the Land Use Framework itself, which states that land use challenges have too often been addressed in isolation, leading to missed opportunities for land to deliver multiple benefits. The Cottam Review[footnoteRef:4] makes a similar point in an upland context, concluding that a piecemeal approach to the challenges facing England’s uplands will not secure a flourishing future for these landscapes. [4:  See - https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uplands-review-a-report-on-upland-communities-in-england] 

2. Policies on farming, water, nature, climate, flood management and access are still developed and delivered separately. This makes it difficult for farmers, land managers and public bodies to plan around shared, long‑term outcomes.
3. The issue is not a simple trade‑off between farming and nature. The real challenge is enabling land to deliver multiple benefits at the same time. In upland catchments, this is achievable—but only if policy and funding supports integrated, catchment‑scale approaches. For example, Wild Haweswater, a landscape restoration partnership between the RSPB and United Utilities Water (UUW), has demonstrated that landscape scale restoration implemented alongside continued farming can increase employment (from a small traditional farm of 4 to 25 full-time local staff) through creating new roles, showing that environmental delivery can support, rather than diminish, rural economies, albeit with different skills and activities. 
4. This highlights the importance of supporting communities and land managers through transition, ensuring change creates new opportunities rather than displacing people. Payment for public goods should be recognised as a legitimate and long-term income stream, reflecting the full range of benefits land managers deliver, not only food production, but also nature recovery, water quality, carbon storage and public access.
5. Uplands also play a critical and often under‑recognised role as drinking water infrastructure. Healthy peatlands, soils, vegetation, rivers and reservoir catchments help protect raw water quality before water reaches treatment works. Good catchment condition can reduce sediment, colour, dissolved organic carbon and pollutants entering reservoirs and watercourses, which in turn reduces treatment costs, carbon emissions and long‑term pressure on bills. 
6. This position is supported by DWI’s regulatory approach, which treats the water source and catchment as part of the risk assessment for treatment works and recognises catchment management as a mitigation for raw water quality deterioration. DWI’s Chief Inspector report[footnoteRef:5] also states that raw water data is used to guide catchment management and the design, operation and optimisation of treatment processes.  [5:  See - https://www.dwi.gov.uk/what-we-do/annual-report/drinking-water-2024/drinking-water-2024-summary-of-the-chief-inspectors-report-for-drinking-water-in-england/] 

7. Wider published evidence from ONS, the Environment Agency and the Committee on Climate Change further supports the role of upland peat catchments in flood mitigation, regulating drinking water quality, including the links between degraded peat, dissolved organic carbon, colour, sediment, treatment costs and reservoir impacts[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  See - https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/uknaturalcapitalforpeatlands/naturalcapitalaccounts] 

8. Decisions about grazing, drainage, burning, peat condition, woodland, access and habitat restoration can affect water quality and water supply for communities many miles away. This is especially important in the North West, a significantly large and varied geographical and socio-economic region, where upland landscapes underpin water supply for millions of customers and businesses. 
9. Government policy should explicitly recognise this role and support the right land management in the right places, enabling farming, nature recovery and water resilience to be delivered together.
Key tensions include:
a. Short‑term farm viability vs long‑term outcomes. Short term farm business pressures compared with long term environmental and water outcomes.
b. Complex and slow landscape‑scale schemes (e.g. Landscape Recovery). Landscape scale funding mechanisms are welcome and are intended to support catchment and landscape scale outcomes. However, they are considerably complex and difficult to establish, often requiring significant upfront planning, partnership development, governance arrangements and negotiation before delivery can begin. In many upland areas, the structures needed to coordinate landowners, tenants, commoners and delivery partners at landscape scale are not already in place. This additional administrative burden can prevent coordinated funding bids and slow the delivery of joined up land management. This process requires simplifying.
c. Public access costs borne locally, benefits shared widely. Public access delivers significant benefits for society, including health, wellbeing, education and connection with nature, but the costs of enabling and managing that access are often borne locally by farmers, landowners, land managers and rural communities. Current policy does not yet provide a sufficiently clear or consistent mechanism for paying for those wider public benefits.
d. Regulatory complexity delaying restoration. Complex regulation and consent processes can delay beneficial environmental restoration, particularly for peatland projects. We have experienced challenges with peatland restoration, including differing views across regions on the best way to carry out activities such as bunding (small dams used to retain water in peat). Approval processes can become overly focused on the technical details of individual features, rather than the overall environmental benefit of large‑scale restoration programmes.
There is also inconsistency in how regulations are applied across different areas. Techniques that are accepted in one location may not be approved elsewhere, which limits the ability to share learning and slows progress across sites. 
Regulatory complexity is also evident in tree planting and woodland creation. Delivery can be difficult due to significant amounts of ecological assessments required and a very risk averse approach, where things such as single historic sightings of ground nesting birds can prevent woodland creation anywhere in the area. While it is important to protect sensitive habitats and species, there is a need for a more balanced and flexible approach, enabling restoration activity to proceed where it delivers clear overall environmental benefits. A more proportionate system would help reduce delays and support delivery of wider land use and restoration objectives.
e. Limited integrated data to target interventions. There is a need for more integrated data to identify where land use change will deliver the greatest combined benefit. For example, in June 2025, as part of our catchment partnership programme called the Hindley Integrated Water Management Plan[footnoteRef:7], UUW funded integrated modelling to improve the partnership's understanding of the integrated risks and solutions to the water quantity and quality issues in the Hindley area. This provided new insight into the interconnectedness of all the flood risk in the area and identified a blend of blue/green and grey solutions that will secure resilience and service improvements.  [7:  See - https://www.wigan.gov.uk/Docs/PDF/Resident/Crime-Emergencies/Floods/Hindley-IWMP-Strategic-Report.pdf
] 

f. Balancing immediate value with future resilience. Balancing the need to deliver value today with the need to invest in resilience for the future, particularly in the face of a changing climate, is especially important. In the 'A new vision for water' White Paper, the Government set out its intention for an ambitious and coherent reset of the legislative framework for water, to ensure it is coherent, and future-proofed to adapt to changing pressures, such as emerging chemical and biological pollutants, and climate change. We look forward to seeing Government proposals on the legislative reset. 
Question 2. What has been the impact of agricultural policy changes, including the transition away from direct payments, on upland farming businesses and farming profitability?
10. The current transition away from direct agricultural payments is creating significant uncertainty for upland farmers, particularly tenant farmers, commoners and livestock businesses operating on marginal land. Many of these businesses have historically depended on direct payments to remain viable.
11. We recognise the current fiscal pressures facing Government and that funding needs to be used wisely. Therefore, government policy should support a transition to more resilient, future‑proof business models, that link public funding to public value. This means supporting farming where it contributes to integrated, multifunctional land use, while helping businesses adapt where current practices are not economically viable or aligned with wider catchment outcomes.
12. In a water catchment context, future farm income could include payment for agri‑environment schemes, actions that improve raw water quality, restore peat, reduce erosion, mitigate flooding risks, protect river corridors, manage grazing pressure, reduce wildfire risk, enhance biodiversity and support responsible public access. These outcomes should be seen as part of the future upland farm business model, not as separate or secondary activity. 
13. Clear direction, stable funding and stronger alignment across policy areas from government can enable the full value of upland landscapes to be realised. Immediate policy changes such as the removal of Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) are discouraging land managers from long term planning. Land use change often involves upfront costs, but as it takes time for the benefits to be realised, there is a short‑term income loss, and therefore policy certainty and long‑term visibility of funding is critical to encourage better land use management.
Question 3. To what extent do the current Environmental Land Management (ELM) schemes and other support like the Farming in Protected Landscapes (FiPL) schemes support financially and environmentally sustainable land management in the uplands?
14. Environmental Land Management schemes are central to the future of upland landscapes, but they need to work better for upland farmers, tenants, commoners, landowners and collaborative catchment partnerships. They have resulted in silo policies and are focused on individual holdings, a concern which has been acknowledged by the House of Lords’ Land Use in England Committee and Defra's guidance on Environmental Land Management schemes. Upland delivery requires an integrated long-term and multi-holding approach to deliver larger catchment scale outcomes[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  See - House of Lords Land Use in England Committee, Making the most out of England’s land, 2022; Defra, Landscape Recovery: round one, 2023; Defra, Environmental Land Management update: how government will pay for land-based environment and climate goods and services, 2023.] 

15. Landscape Recovery is a positive step, enabling larger‑scale, outcome‑focused delivery. It also provides a helpful model for blended funding, where public funding can support the development of projects that attract wider investment from water companies, carbon markets, biodiversity markets, local authorities, environmental organisations and other partners. This is particularly relevant in the uplands, where projects often deliver multiple benefits at the same time and where long-term partnership working is essential. However, it is complex to develop and requires greater long‑term certainty to give land managers confidence to participate. 
16. More locally led models, such as Farming in Protected Landscapes, demonstrate the value of place‑based approaches tailored to local conditions. This is consistent with the direction of the Cottam Review[footnoteRef:9], which highlights the importance of place-based decision making and recognising the unique circumstances, challenges and opportunities facing different upland communities. Local decision making, informed by local priorities and local knowledge, has significant potential to improve the effectiveness of agri-environment schemes, funding and build greater local ownership of outcomes. [9:  See - https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uplands-review-a-report-on-upland-communities-in-england] 

17. To unlock the full value of upland landscapes and develop a more integrated, outcome‑focused approach, we recommend that future schemes be improved in six ways:
a. Provide longer term certainty. Peatland restoration, woodland creation, soil recovery and water quality improvement are not short-term interventions. Farmers and land managers need confidence that funding will last long enough to justify changes in land management practices.
b. Reflect different ownership models. They should work better for tenant farmers and have a clear approach to how funding and activity should be delivered on common land to avoid lengthy negotiation and the ability of one commoner to hold up the overall scheme. Many upland landscapes involve complex ownership, tenancy and common land arrangements. Funding models that assume simple owner occupation will fail to reach some of the most important areas.
c. Reward measurable outcomes. These should matter to society, including improved raw water quality, recreation, reduced sediment risk, healthier peat, lower wildfire risk, better biodiversity and more resilient catchments. They should have a clear and consistent approach to additionality that supports multi-benefit land use and enables land managers to realise value from the full range of benefits they deliver. It should be clear which outcomes the public funding is paying for, and which additional benefits could be supported through other funding or market mechanisms. This would help avoid double funding or double counting, while also ensuring that carbon, biodiversity, water quality, flood resilience and public access benefits are not forced to compete with one another unnecessarily.
d. Enable collaboration across catchments. They should support collaboration across multiple holdings. Catchment scale outcomes require groups of farmers and land managers to work together.
e. Schemes should be administratively proportionate. Farmers and land managers need clear rules, trusted advice and prompt payment. Complexity and uncertainty reduce participation.
f. Support aligned and/or blended funding models. Government should encourage blended funding models, where public funding, private investment and water company investment can be combined around shared outcomes. For example, a peat restoration project may deliver biodiversity, carbon, water quality, wildfire risk and flood resilience benefits. Funding and regulation should make it easier to recognise and value these combined outcomes.
Question 4. How do legal protections for uplands areas (including designation as a National Park or Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty / Protected Landscape, and designations such as Site of Special Scientific Interest, or Special Area of Conservation) impact decision-making, land management, and outcomes?
18. Legal protections for upland landscapes are essential and should be maintained because they help protect some of the most valued habitats, landscapes and cultural assets in the country. However, the current consenting and regulatory framework is often complex, fragmented and slow, particularly where multiple designations and interests overlap.
19. Government should improve coordination between regulators and delivery bodies to ensure that projects with clear public benefits can be progressed more efficiently. A more integrated, proportionate and outcome‑focused approach would reduce delays, avoid conflicting advice and enable projects delivering multiple benefits, such as water quality, carbon and biodiversity, to proceed, while maintaining high environmental standards.
Question 5. What improvements are needed in land use data, mapping and modelling to support effective decision making in the uplands? What training or other skill development options are needed to support this?
20. Effective land use decisions depend on robust, locally relevant evidence. While the Land Use Framework’s national mapping provides a useful starting point, it cannot substitute for detailed catchment‑level understanding. Upland landscapes are highly variable, and decisions must reflect local conditions, including hydrology, soils, peat, farming systems, biodiversity, access pressures and water supply functions.
21. Government should support integrated natural capital mapping at catchment scale, bringing together key datasets such as peat and soil condition, water quality risk, flood pathways, habitat status, land tenure and public access. This would enable more informed and balanced decisions, avoiding simplistic trade‑offs. For example, areas suitable for peat restoration may not be appropriate for woodland creation or increased access. 
22. There is also a need to better understand combined benefits from land use. Current approaches tend to assess outcomes such as carbon, biodiversity, water and flood risk in isolation. Policy would be strengthened by enabling land managers to assess the total value of different land use options, reflecting their full range of benefits. In its White Paper, the government has committed to an enhanced, better joined-up regional water planning function. We strongly support this approach to unlock better collaboration to create coherent, place-based plans across sectors including the water industry, agriculture, transport. This is essential to achieving wider Government priorities, including economic growth, climate resilience and public health.
23. Finally, delivery depends on the right skills. Upland management increasingly requires expertise across farming, ecology, hydrology and natural capital. Government should invest in trusted, locally based advisers who can provide consistent, practical support to farmers and land managers over time.
Question 6. How might land use and business changes in the uplands impact rural communities?
24. Land use change can have impacts on rural communities, affecting farm incomes, employment, local businesses, cultural identity, access and local services. If poorly managed, change can feel imposed from outside, creating resistance, particularly where farming and local livelihoods are seen as undervalued.
25. However, when done well, land use change can create new economic opportunities, including environmental restoration, sustainable tourism, visitor management and farm diversification, supporting local jobs and enterprise, as our Haweswater partnership with the RSPB has shown.
26. A key principle for effective engagement and successful delivery is that rural communities should not be left bearing the costs of land use change while the benefits are felt more widely. As many of the benefits of upland land management are enjoyed well beyond the local area, policy should ensure that local communities, farmers and land managers share fairly in the economic and social benefits of that change.
Question 7. How can Government policy ensure that rural communities in upland areas benefit from changes?
27. Government policy should ensure that rural communities benefit directly from land use change, by making local economic and social value a central part of scheme design. This should include:
a. Funding should support local long-term delivery. Peatland restoration, woodland management, access management, habitat improvement and water quality work should create opportunities for local contractors, farmers, advisers and rural businesses.
b. Land managers & tenants should be treated as delivery partners, not just consultees. They should be involved early in scheme design and should have access to fair payment, practical advice and long-term agreements.

c. Support farm diversification. This could include environmental contracting, educational access, recreation, local food, nature-based tourism and rural enterprise.
d. Public access should be properly funded and managed. Upland landscapes provide major health and wellbeing benefits, but access brings costs. Investment is needed in paths, signage, toilets, car parks, ranger presence, visitor education, litter management, habitat protection and responsible access campaigns. The costs, liabilities and risks associated with owning land normally result in reduced access quality and restrictions.
e. Support local skills. Rural communities should be able to access training in land management, peatland restoration, woodland management, ecology, hydrology, visitor management, natural capital and rural business development.
f. Enable locally led transition.  This transition should be fair and practical. It should not be about removing people from the landscape. It should be about helping farmers, tenants and land managers remain part of the future of the uplands.
To support more effective land use management, we recommend that:
a. Government should recognise upland drinking water catchments as essential public service infrastructure.
b. Water quality and water supply should be properly reflected in land use policy and funding.
c. Government should support upland farming where it contributes to multifunctional land management, including nature recovery, climate resilience, water quality protection, flood mitigation, food production and responsible public access. 
d. Agricultural and environmental schemes should reward land management that delivers clear public value and provide longer term funding agreements for peatland, woodland, soil, biodiversity and water outcomes.
e. Landscape Recovery schemes should continue to be supported and expanded where they enable larger scale, longer term and outcome focused delivery across multiple holdings and land ownerships.
f. Greater support should be provided for collaborative delivery across multiple holdings.
g. Responsible public access and visitor management should be funded, not just access creation.
h. There should be greater clarity and consistency in agri-environment schemes to build the confidence in them as a long-term revenue option.
i. Additionality principle in funding through both public and private sources should be clear and promote multifunctional landscapes through the ability to receive payment for all benefits that land management delivers.
j. Government should continue to support groups of major landowners such as through the National Estate for Nature. 
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