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Improving the River Lea 

in Luton for  

the local economy, 

society and  

environment 

Tim Brewer & Hayley Shaw 

Jim Harris, Paul Burgess, Tim 

Farewell, Andy Gill, Jenny Mant, 

Sue White  

+ Luton Borough Council and the 

Environment Agency 

The context 

Photographs taken in 

July 2012 

Aim 

• to develop tools, methods and protocols for designing 

and implementing a PES scheme in a complex urban 

setting 

• via a case study for the river Lea from its source 

through Luton 

• to address many of the strategic objectives of Luton 

Borough Council and the regional office of the 

Environment Agency 

• they will become the key custodians of the PES 

scheme developed during the study 

Resources utilised 

MSc thesis project 

Achievements to date 

Our vision: 

Life for the Lea in Luton 

Visitors 

Businesses 

Wildlife 

Continue to fund engagement activities amongst stakeholders regarding the River Lea 1 

Illustrate and communicate the vision via a range of public and stakeholder engagement activities. 2 

Develop an “outdoor classroom” along the river and install information boards with scientific and historical 

information about the Lea. 3 

Improve connectivity between communities either side of the river. 4 

Organise litter picking days around the river.  5 

Distribute water quality test strips to houses/ businesses along the river for regular testing. Request that 

people submit their results periodically.  6 

Initiate regular biodiversity monitoring walks for the public. 7 

Develop a “big river survey” app to collect data in Luton and elsewhere 8 

Install new SUDS and replace ineffective ones, adding buffer zones around car parks and roads. 9 

Initiate a bank management scheme.  10 

Deculvert key sections of the river to improve accessibility.  11 

Develop green roof projects.  12 

De-silt the Luton Hoo lakes 13 

Conduct further investigations into possible pollution at the Luton Hoo lakes in order to make improved 

recommendations.  14 

Initiate a scheme to improve to species diversity along the river.  15 

Tackle invasive non-native plant species (perhaps via an “outdoor gym” scheme) 16 

Liaise with Bride Hall developers to get the best possible outcome at this site.  17 

Liaise with the Central Beds Houghton North Development to get the best possible outcome at this site. 18 

Liaise with the Power Court development to get the best possible outcome at this site. 19 

Develop an information “pack” for developers and planners which describes the vision, how they can 

contribute, and what LBC is likely to accept.  20 

Introduce an eco-plumber scheme to proactively resolve misconnections.  21 

Employ a ‘misconnections’ officer at LBC to follow cases through to resolution. 22 

Develop a scheme that requires developers to “offset” environmental impacts to the river.  23 

Introduce a long-term water quality and species diversity monitoring programme throughout the river Lea to 

identify the levels, sources and impacts of pollution on the river surrounding ecosystem. 24 

Re-invest in the “green spaces database” which holds information on the use of UK green spaces, to assist in 

the valuation of cultural ecosystem services.  25 

Vision summary 

Defining 

feature of the 

town 

Downstream 

benefits  

Improved 

riparian habitats 

and landscapes 

Improved 

water 

quality 

Safe 

healthy 

recreation 

Creates a 

‘necklace of 

jewels’ 

Reconnects communities 

with each other, Luton’s 

heritage and the river 

Becomes a 

visitor attraction 

Town environment 

attracts commerce 

The river integrates 

activities in Luton and 

 the wider landscape – 

socially, economically  

and environmentally 
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Where next? 
Continue to fund engagement activities amongst stakeholders regarding the River Lea 1 

Illustrate and communicate the vision via a range of public and stakeholder engagement activities. 2 

Develop an “outdoor classroom” along the river and install information boards with scientific and historical 

information about the Lea. 3 

Improve connectivity between communities either side of the river. 4 

Organise litter picking days around the river.  5 

Distribute water quality test strips to houses/ businesses along the river for regular testing. Request that 

people submit their results periodically.  6 

Initiate regular biodiversity monitoring walks for the public. 7 

Develop a “big river survey” app to collect data in Luton and elsewhere 8 

Install new SUDS and replace ineffective ones, adding buffer zones around car parks and roads. 9 

Initiate a bank management scheme.  10 

Deculvert key sections of the river to improve accessibility.  11 

Develop green roof projects.  12 

De-silt the Luton Hoo lakes 13 

Conduct further investigations into possible pollution at the Luton Hoo lakes in order to make improved 

recommendations.  14 

Initiate a scheme to improve to species diversity along the river.  15 

Tackle invasive non-native plant species (perhaps via an “outdoor gym” scheme) 16 

Liaise with Bride Hall developers to get the best possible outcome at this site.  17 

Liaise with the Central Beds Houghton North Development to get the best possible outcome at this site. 18 

Liaise with the Power Court development to get the best possible outcome at this site. 19 

Develop an information “pack” for developers and planners which describes the vision, how they can 

contribute, and what LBC is likely to accept.  20 

Introduce an eco-plumber scheme to proactively resolve misconnections.  21 

Employ a ‘misconnections’ officer at LBC to follow cases through to resolution. 22 

Develop a scheme that requires developers to “offset” environmental impacts to the river.  23 

Introduce a long-term water quality and species diversity monitoring programme throughout the river Lea to 

identify the levels, sources and impacts of pollution on the river surrounding ecosystem. 24 

Re-invest in the “green spaces database” which holds information on the use of UK green spaces, to assist in 

the valuation of cultural ecosystem services.  25 

Potential projects arising from 
workshop discussions 

Embedding vision 
within development 

planning 

Trial eco-plumber concept 
to resolve misconnections 

Perceived cost impact analysis 
to help inform project selection 

Challenges faced 

• Ensuring broad spectrum stakeholder participation in 

workshops 

• Identifying the right people within organisations who 

are able to provide inputs into PES projects 

• Framing viable options within the context of local 

authority planning and budgetary constraints 

• Engaging local businesses, but in a better position to 

do that now than earlier in the project 

• Selecting initiatives to take forward that can be 

framed as PES projects 

Summary 

• The project partners have worked well together 

• All workshops have been well attended indicating a 

strong desire to see positive outcomes from the work 

• It is only now that potential implementation options 

are becoming apparent 

• Vision ‘buy in’ is seen as being critical to successful 

catchment scale implementation of a series of PES 

projects that will develop over the next 10 – 20 years 

A visionary mayor (Lee Myung Bak) and Professor 

(Kee Yeon Hwang) in  Seoul,  South Korea 
© www.infrastructurist.com 

It CAN be done!!! 


