
The Sussex Ouse
A Vision for the 21st Century



The Ouse in Lewes is a sadly neglected waterway. In places it is little more than 

an eyesore. When the tide is out there are ugly mud flats; when the tide is in it is 

a brown, brackish expanse with little use or beauty. It becomes a threat to the

community in times of flood. Yet it could be so much more. 

The Sussex Ouse plays an important part in the history of Sussex. Returning the

river to public view, access and use will greatly enhance appreciation of the

waterway as part of our local heritage. But our Vision goes beyond mere restoration

of an Ouse of 200 years ago. We have a Vision which looks at the future.

Rivers in other parts of the country are cherished, are valued

environmental amenities and provide positive leisure experiences.

Compare the ÔotherÕRiver Ouse at York. With a tidal barrage in place

downstream of Lewes, the Sussex Ouse could also enjoy a similar

thriving waterfront in its county town.

Throughout the rest of its course the Ouse is a priceless 

asset, a quality environment within Sussex and

especially its local communities. However we believe it 

is an asset that is undervalued. Our Vision will change

that, providing the foundation from which will grow an

enhanced appreciation of the river and an understanding

of the benefits it can provide. At the same time

conservation and the improvement of its special

environment will be ensured.

Rivers in other 
parts of the country

are cherished

River Ouse waterfront, York

Sussex Ouse Restoration Trust
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The tidal River Ouse in Lewes

The Sussex Ouse south of Isfield



The current sense of remoteness, peace and tranquillity

must be maintained; at the same time the flora and

fauna of the river, its banks and environs have to be

protected, promoted and managed.

Further upstream from Lewes, existing footpaths can be

improved and perhaps more created, opening up access

to the river. Existing navigation structures could be

restored and new ones built. Improved water depth would

restore  water meadows, boost fishing opportunities and

allow boats to return to the upper reaches of the Ouse

for the first time in more than a century. A sympathetic

and well-managed reinstatement of the navigation would

enhance ecology and biodiversity whilst alleviating

floods with additional upstream storage.

The Sussex Ouse Restoration Trust is committed to

bringing these improvements to fruition, for the benefit

of all those who love the river and the Sussex

countryside through which it flows. This is our Vision. 

With your help this Vision 
can become a reality.
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The Sussex Ouse near Barcombe Mills

Canoeing on the Sussex Ouse near the Anchor Inn, Isfield



Our Vision

Improved boating facilities

Restoring navigation to the Sussex Ouse will once more make it possible for

suitably sized boats of all types to use the river from Newhaven to Lindfield.

Slipways will be provided at strategic locations to allow the launching and

recovery of canoes, rowing boats, skiffs and trailable powered craft. New

moorings will be constructed to allow for powered craft to be permanently based

at suitable locations on the non-tidal river.

Improved access for walkers and cyclists

The Sussex Ouse Restoration Trust was wholly supportive and

assisted with the creation of the new long distance footpath,

the Sussex Ouse Valley Way.

Developed by ÔPer-RambulationsÕwith the support of both

East and West Sussex County Councils and the Sussex Downs

Conservation Board (as it then was), the 42 mile path runs

from Lower Beeding in West Sussex to Seaford Bay on the

East Sussex coast. The route follows the river from its source

to the sea and utilises existing rights of way. It was officially

opened in the spring of 2005, with an accompanying

guidebook that explores some of the historic and industrial

background of the river.

During the development of the Way many of the footpaths were cleared

with gates, stiles and fingerposts being either replaced or repaired,

improving access to the river for walkers. The Sussex Ouse Valley Way 

is clearly way-marked along its entire route.

Improved angling facilities

To retain water for navigation, weirs will be provided or restored. These weirs

will be designed and constructed to include fish passes to allow migratory

fish to ascend the river to spawn.  The retained water will provide a suitable

habitat for coarse fish. Consequently, both coarse and game fishing will be

improved by the restoration of navigation to the river.
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Walking the Sussex Ouse Valley Way
north of Barcombe Mills

Fly fishing on the Sussex Ouse



Educational opportunities

Many educational opportunities will accrue from

the restoration of navigation on the river. These

will range from historical study of the navigation

structures and past users, through ecological

studies of flora and fauna to the science of

hydrology, and sporting uses.

Ecological enhancement

A full environmental analysis will be undertaken prior to any major works being undertaken on the river, as a precursor

to a full feasibility study for the restoration of navigation. This will identify all existing important flora and fauna

habitats, that could be positively or adversely affected by the restoration and increased use of the waterway. The

environmental analysis report will be referenced during restoration or conservation works to ensure that existing

habitats are improved, protected or extended. Restoration will provide a greater water area in the reaches above

Sheffield Park. Improved water depth will allow for the reintroduction of riverside meadows in the upstream reaches

where water levels have been dropped and where the channel is now steep-sided. 

A speed limit will prevent the wash from boats from 

damaging the river banks.  All these measures will result 

in new, more diverse habitats for plants and animals.
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Top lock remains at Barcombe Mills



Our Vision

One aim of the Trust is to promote and lobby for the provision of a tidal barrage south of Lewes. The proposed

barrage would provide an upstream termination for any flood bank-raising scheme from Newhaven to Lewes and

thereby prevent tidal flooding. The use of a barrage to exclude tidal water would also allow freshwater flooding

from upstream of Lewes to pass at a lower level. The low level outlet for the floodwater could be provided by

diverting it to the existing marshes in the Rodmell area. This water could then be returned to the river at low tide

via new sluices. Subject to detailed hydraulic analysis, this could provide additional protection for Lewes from

freshwater flooding caused or aggravated by tidal surges.

Economic Improvement

The Trust foresees improved or new trading opportunities at a number of sites along

the river, such as Lindfield Wharf, at the upper end of the proposed restoration;

at Sheffield Bridge, adjacent to the Bluebell Railway and Sheffield Park

Gardens; at Isfield near the Lavender Line and in Lewes, where a tidal barrage

further down the river would allow for water levels to be maintained and where

new moorings could be built. At the moment the Ouse at Lewes is a neglected

resource, of little benefit to the town. However, with sensitive development 

it could become a lively and attractive central feature of the town, attracting

visitors from a considerable distance, who would then visit other local 

sites of interest and make use of other facilities. A considerable number of new jobs

would be created directly and indirectly associated with the above.

Flood alleviation

Restoring the river navigation will entail the building of

replacement weirs where these have been lost and the

repair of existing weirs to maintain a navigable depth.

These works will improve water flow control throughout the

length of the non-tidal river. The increase in depth will also

improve the capacity of the river to store water in times of

flood. Balancing ponds may be built in the upper reaches,

or else the natural flooding of meadows at times of high

flow will be reinstated. All of these measures should lead to

an alleviation of the flooding further down the river towards

Lewes that has occurred periodically in recent years.
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Flooding in Lewes,
October 2000



Partnership
Full restoration of the Sussex Ouse Navigation will require a strategic approach involving all interested parties in a

Restoration Partnership. Progress will only be possible on such a large and complex project if all the organisations

involved are united with common aims. With full co-operation any challenge can be overcome.

This Partnership should ideally include:

¥County Councils

¥District and Borough Councils

¥The Environment Agency

¥Natural England 

¥Parish Councils

¥Wildlife Trusts

¥Water Supply Companies

¥Country Landowners Association

¥Council for the Preservation of Rural England

¥National Farmers Union

¥Other Local Conservation Societies

¥Anglers Associations

¥Inland Waterways Association

¥British Canoe Union

Funding will be required for the production of a full 

feasibility study, environmental analysis reports, the

actual restoration and possible associated projects.

Sources could include:

¥Lottery funding

¥Landfill tax credits

¥Local businesses

¥Private sources

¥Inland Waterways Association

¥Local authorities

¥Government grants

¥European funding

¥The Environment Agency

¥The Wildlife Trusts

¥Other interested groups.

The next steps to be taken to move the restoration
project forward can be broadly categorised as:

Create the Restoration Partnership
Make initial contact with all interested parties that
can be identified and invite them to join us in a
Restoration Partnership

Stakeholder buy-in
Make presentations to all members of the
Restoration Partnership such that they fully commit
to the concept of restoration of the Sussex Ouse
Navigation

Build a funding partnership
Identify and approach those members of the
Restoration Partnership that are potential funding
sources for any stage of the restoration effort.
Identify and make initial contacts with other
possible sources of funding

Undertake a full feasibility study
Once funding partners have been identified, 
a full feasibility study for the restoration will be
undertaken.

Next steps

Funding

Progress will only be 
possible with partnership

and co-operation
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Each navigation structure will be surveyed in detail as part of a full feasibility study prior to any major works being
started. However, some general guidelines as to the overall approach being considered are as follows:

Restoration
Where there are 

sufficient remains, locks 
will be restored

The target draught for the waterway will be 
1.5 metres, with a minimum draught of 1.2 metres.

Minimum air draught will be 2.8 metres.

Overall lock dimensions will be retained at the 
original specification of 52'6" by 12'4" (16m by 3.76m).

All locks above Lewes where there are sufficient remains
still in existence will be restored or reconstructed as 
far as possible to their original specification. This would
include the use of masonry, brick or brick-faced steel 
lock walls and abutments as appropriate to the visual
appearance of each lock. Poured concrete in shuttering
will be used behind all new facing materials.
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Excavating the tail of Isfield Lock



In a number of locations, navigation structures have deteriorated to such a degree that they will have to be completely
rebuilt. In other places they have been obliterated or their old locations are adversely affected by newer, water-control
structures built by the Environment Agency (EA). At these sites, there is no option other than to build anew. These
locations include Goldbridge, near Newick. The original lock here was located to the north of the modern A272. 
However, the EA have built a water-control sluice south of the bridge, raising the water level at this point. A new lock 
will therefore be needed at this location. An outline sketch of a suitable structure is given on this page.

New lock under construction at 
Loxwood on the Wey and Arun Canal

Sketch plan of possible new lock structure
at Goldbridge, near Newick

Where completely new locks or other structures 
are required standard materials and methods 

will be used. These will include steel piling sides 
and abutments, poured concrete floors and 

cills, concrete coping and walkways, and steel or
concrete bollards to lock sides.

New build
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The restoration of a river navigation that has been

abandoned for over 130 years will undoubtedly present a

number of engineering and political challenges, but none

that have not been overcome on other river navigations

now in use around the country. The most notable issues

and requirements will be:

The co-operation of all riparian landowners along the

course of the river.

¥ to give access for the restoration or new build of the

necessary navigation structures

¥ to allow where possible for permissive footpaths to be

created alongside the river where public rights of way

do not already exist.

Landowners together with the Environment Agency will

need to agree the creation of balancing ponds or the

reinstatement of flood meadows in the upper reaches of

the river, to store flood water to be released back into

the river under control. This will help prevent the type of

heavy flooding of Uckfield and Lewes that happened in

the year 2000.

Bridges that have been lowered to cater for increased

road traffic will need to be raised. These are believed to

be limited to:

¥ A farm service bridge at the Anchor Inn, Isfield

¥The twin bridges at Sharpsbridge (one of which used

to be a lifting bridge)

¥ Freshfield Bridge, next to The Sloop Inn

¥The bridge at East Mascalls. This could be bypassed by

diverting the navigation via the Lindfield stream which

flows beside the river at this point.

A full feasibility study into the restoration of the

navigation will show whether the original locks at East

Mascalls and Henfield Wood should be reinstated in 

their original forms.

Constraints

Reinstatement of the 
traditional flood meadows will

help prevent recurrence of 
the 2000 flooding  

At Aston on the Montgomery Canal, rare flora and flora had to be protected
during and after renovation of the canal and locks. Two new side pounds
were constructed into which the threatened plants and animals were moved
prior to any construction work being started. As can been seen in this
photograph of the lower pound, these have now naturalised beautifully and
enhance the ecological importance of the site. Works like this would be an
integral part of any restoration of the Sussex Ouse Navigation should the
need for them be dictated by a full ecological survey.
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As the 18th century passion for creating inland navigations spread

from the major arteries to more local projects, rivers such as the

Sussex Ouse started to be considered for improvement. In 1787

Thomas Pelham MPsuggested that advantages could be gained for

the Ouse valley by improving the river above Lewes, the river below

Lewes having already been improved 

River and canal engineer William Jessop surveyed the 

Upper Ouse in 1787, proposing 27 wooden locks and minimal 

engineering works in order to reduce costs. The first Upper Ouse

Navigation Act was passed on 28 April 1790 but the navigation

company opted for masonry rather than wooden locks, reducing he

final number of locks to 19. The terminus of the navigation was at

Upper Ryelands Bridge on the Haywards Heath to Balcombe road.

The 23-mile Upper Ouse Navigation took until 1812 to complete and

this prolonged period of construction, together with the debt it

incurred, was to cost the Company dearly in the years to come. 

Chalk, lime and some coal were the main cargoes. All revenue raised

had to be set against operating costs and the servicing of the huge

debt (£39,000) acquired during construction. However, the navigation

settled down serving local trade in the Ouse Valley and revenue just

covered operational costs including the interest on the debt. 

In 1841 the railway reached Brighton, passing on its way right

beside the navigationÕs terminus. The railway, together with vastly

improved local roads, led to a decline in trade on the river. In 1868

the last regular river trade ceased and by the 1870s most of the

locks had become unworkable. Trade continued below Lewes until

the early 1960s. 

There is no record of the three Upper Ouse Navigation Acts of 

1790, 1806 and 1814 ever having been repealed or succeeded by an

Act of Abandonment.

History of the 
Navigation 
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ÒWe hope that you have found the content of our Vision interesting and stimulating. If you share our Vision and want 

to know more, want to join the Trust or help us to set up our Restoration Partnership, then please get in touch with us

using any of the contact methods given below. There are exciting times ahead.Ó
Bob Draper, Chairman, Sussex Ouse Restoration Trust

General Enquiries: The Secretary, Sussex Ouse Restoration Trust, 
4 Farm Cottages, Parkfield Way, Bolnore, Haywards Heath, Sussex RH16 4TB. e-mail: info@sxouse.org.uk

Membership Details: Membership Secretary, Sussex Ouse Restoration Trust, 
56 Fairlawn Drive, East Grinstead, Sussex RH19 1NT.  e-mail: membership@sxouse.org.uk

www.sxouse.org.uk

Produced with financial assistance from the Inland Waterways Association.
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