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Catchment information  

This is a summary document about the River 

Cuckmere catchment. Please contact us if you need 

any more information. 

 

 

Overview 
The River Cuckmere catchment is approximately 140 square kilometres, with the main river rising in the west of the 

catchment near Heathfield at 130m above sea level and flowing south to join its principal tributary, the Bull River at 

the village of Hellingly.  

In the north, the river’s tributaries originate on the hills of the High Weald, draining this area of mixed agriculture, 

woodlands and heathlands southwards into the Low Weald. The High Weald is characterised by rolling hills often 

comprised of sandstone ridges, heavy clay soils in the valleys and a high proportion of ancient woodlands bisected 

by gill streams. In the Lower Weald, clay soils and their associated poor drainage lead to an abundance of small 

streams and water courses and areas of wet woodland. 

The tributaries of the River Cuckmere rise predominantly from the Ashdown Sands aquifer, which provides 

comparatively high baseflow contributions. This, coupled with the steepness of the catchment, the dominance of 
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clay in the mid-catchment and the deeply cut nature of the gill streams causes the river to have a rather “flashy” 

character. The urban and suburban areas of the catchment include Heathfield. 

Water quality monitoring 
Prior to 2012 there were four catchment monitoring locations in the River Cuckmere. Water quality sampling was 

undertaken on a sporadic basis. In September 2012, metaldehyde sampling commenced at the initial sample 

points between September and January. In 2013, seven new sample points were added to the monitoring 

programme.  

An additional seven ad-hoc sample points were included to help narrow down high spikes in metaldehyde following 

heavy rainfall. In May 2015, the National Environment Programme monitoring was introduced at five of the 

catchment sample points – Grove Hill, Hellingly Station Road, EA Station Hellingly, Michelham Priory and High 

Barns in addition to monitoring at the abstraction point. In April 2016, Hazeldene sample point was added to the 

National Environment Programme monitoring. 

Support available 
Metaldehyde is the active ingredient in slug pellets. Metaldehyde is of particular concern in relation to Arlington 

Reservoir. Abstraction can only take place under certain criteria including flow conditions measured at Sherman 

Bridge. River flow exceeds abstraction threshold (0.1 microgram per litre (μg/l)) during the autumn at the same time 

as high levels of metaldehyde are seen in the raw water following heavy rainfall. 

Although we use complex water treatment processes to keep drinking water clean, metaldehyde is particularly 

difficult to remove. Within the River Cuckmere catchment, we are currently running a metaldehyde mitigation 

scheme, as well as various sampling and monitoring trials which are designed to support farmers in reducing the 

amount of metaldehyde reaching watercourses. This includes: 

 free 1-1 Catchment Officer visit 

 events 

 PA1 training 

 PA4s Training 

 slug pelleter calibrations 

 Maize Management Scheme 

 specialist advice services 

 Countryside Stewardship advice and support 

 Capital Grants Scheme 

 

If you would like more information about the advice and support we offer please contact our River 

Cuckmere Catchment Advisor, Anne Blokhus – anne.blokhus@southeastwater.co.uk. 

Designations 
The Environment Agency identifies Safeguard Zones for Drinking Water Protection Areas ‘at risk’ of not meeting 

Water Framework Directive (WFD) drinking water objectives. Safeguard Zones are non-statutory areas where land 

use, management practices and other activities may affect the quality of the raw water. Measures to prevent 

pollution are targeted within these zones. 

In 2015 South East Water and the Environment Agency agreed the Drinking Water Protection Area Safeguard 

Zone (DWPASZ) designation for the River Cuckmere. 

 

DWPASZ ID: SWSGZ 4004  

River Basin District: South East 

Management Catchment:  

Cuckmere and Pevensey Levels 

 

The current active of concern is metaldeyhde. 

If you want to find out if an area is situated in a Safeguard Zone, enter the postcode in either of the following links:  

Environment Agency: https://environment.data.gov.uk/farmers/  

DEFRA: https://magic.defra.gov.uk/MagicMap.aspx   
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