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Overview of the catchments for the Rivers Adur and 
Ouse  
 
The Environment Agency has previously defined the River Basin District catchments in their River 
Basin Management Plans prepared in response to the European Unionôs Water Framework 
Directive. These river basin catchments are based on the natural configuration of bodies of water 
(rivers, estuaries, lakes etc.) within a geographical area, and relate to the natural watershed of the 
main rivers.  We are using the same catchment boundaries for our Level 2 DWMPs.  A map of the 
Adur and Ouse river basin catchment is shown in figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: The Adur and Ouse river basin catchments in Sussex, England 
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River Adur 

The Adur catchment drains just over 500km2 in West Sussex. The catchment is largely rural, 
although it has some large towns such as Henfield, Burgess Hill and Worthing and the smaller 
settlements of Cowfold, West Grinstead, Bramber and Steyning.  
 
Upstream of Henfield, there are two distinct tributaries (sub-catchments) of the Adur. The western 
arm arises to the south east of Billingshurst and forms a rural catchment developed principally on 
impervious Weald Clay.  
 
The eastern arm is fed by the chalk block of South Downs National Park. This sub-catchment has 
a mixed geology consisting of permeable headwaters but predominantly Weald Clay in the lower 
reaches. It is a largely rural catchment but with significant urban growth along the eastern 
catchment boundary (including Cuckfield, Burgess Hill and Haywards Heath).  
 
Downstream of the confluence at Henfield, the river becomes tidal before flowing into the sea at 
Shoreham-by-Sea in West Sussex.  
 
The history, landscape and natural beauty of the River Adur catchment make it an important 
recreational and tourist destination. There are numerous scheduled monuments, listed buildings 
and registered historic parks and gardens. It encompasses eight Sites of Special Scientif ic Interest 
(SSSIs), designated because of their ecological or geological importance. The Adur Estuary SSSI 
is of particular significance due to its saltmarsh habitat. 
 
 
River Ouse 

The River Ouse catchment is formed by an extensive network of tributaries, steams and brooks 
collecting water from across 650km2 of East and West Sussex. Its major tributary is the River Uck. 
Both rise in the High Weald and South Downs National Park and flow through the countryside past 
the urban areas of Haywards Heath and Uckfield before joining at Barcombe Mills, where the river 
becomes partially tidal. The river continues through Lewes, the County Town of East Sussex, 
before reaching the sea at Newhaven. Smaller towns include Seahaven, Ardingly, Buxted, Isfield 
and Newick. 
 
As with the Adur, the Ouse catchment is largely rural. The chalk geology of the upper reaches 
changes to clay and alluvial soils as the river meanders through extensive floodplains to the coast. 
These used to be marshlands but, historically, reaches of the river were canalised and embanked 
to drain the land for farming. The land is particularly subject to flash flooding, groundwater flooding 
and run off from the roads and that cross the area. The Environment Agency (EA) is looking for 
opportunities to restore to a more naturalised state which in turn will help minimise flooding.       
 
The River Ouse has a unique landscape and its natural beauty also makes it an important 
recreational and tourist destination. The area is particularly environmentally rich and includes one 
Special Protection Area (SPA), three Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), two National Nature 
Reserves (NNRs) and 24 Sites of Special Scientif ic Interest (SSSIs). Many of these sites support 
important wetland habitats and species sensitive to changes in water level, f low, quality and  
quantity. 
 
Together, the two catchments form the Adur and Ouse drainage catchment. This has a population 
of around 718,293. The majority of drinking water is sourced from groundwater abstractions taken 
from the South Downs chalk. 
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The main economies are agriculture, tourism and light industry. There are two major ports, 
Newhaven and Shoreham, and the only city is Brighton and Hove. The coast west of Brighton is 
urbanised all the way to the Ferring Gap and is subject to urban creep.  
 
 
 

Drainage and Wastewater Systems 

Drainage and wastewater systems are designed to convey water. There are several different 
drainage systems, including: 

¶ land drains in fields to drain the land to enable it to be used for agricultural purposes  

¶ highway drainage systems to ensure that roads and car parks remain safe and useable 
during rainfall 

¶ rivers and streams to transport water running off the land to the sea 

¶ surface water drainage systems that take water from roofs and paved areas to local rivers, 
and 

¶ sewerage systems that take wastewater away from peopleôs homes and businesses so it 
can be recycled and released safely back into the environment. 

 
All these systems provide essential services to protect the economy and environment, and ensure 
public health, safety and hygiene. The links between water use and the management of 
wastewater is important to protect the wider environment. This excellent independent short f ilm, 
called ñThe Dripò, shows how the water cycle links everything together.  
 
In the Adur and Ouse river basin catchment we own and operate 68 separate sewerage systems 
that collect wastewater over a geographical area known as a sewer catchment. These are the 
areas shaded blue on the map, see figure 2 below.  Each sewer catchment is drained by a 
complex sewerage system comprising a network of pipes, pumps and wastewater treatments 
works (WTWs) that combine to remove wastewater from homes and businesses and re-cycle the 
water so it can be safely discharged back into the environment. 
 
Our sewer catchments generally cover the urban centres and communities. Of the 1144 km2 of 
land in the river basin catchment, only 153km2, or 13%, is covered by our sewer catchments. 
However, of the 283,439 residential properties and 16,585 businesses within the Adur and Ouse 
catchment, 96% of the homes and 92% of the businesses are connected to our sewerage system. 
Remote rural properties are often not connected to sewerage systems and therefore rely upon a 
septic tank within their property to collect wastewater before it is periodically emptied by tankers 
and the wastewater is taken to a WTWs to be recycled. 
 
 
 
  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSrgPLkvP8Q&feature=youtu.be
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Figure 2:  Map of the Adur and Ouse Catchment showing the sewer catchment areas (in blue) and locations of the WTWs 
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