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2: Starting up - Why Form a Trust?

The trigger

In the history of almost every trust to date, there has been a key trigger leading to their formation.  As one might expect, the most common is a growing awareness of the wider environment or concern over the decline of certain key indicator species.

In some cases, following a pollution event where a successful claim has been made or compensation becomes available because of another environmental reason, a decision to form a new trust (by whatever name) is often seen as a most appropriate and effective way forward to begin the restoration of the river.

Although the reduced runs of salmon since the 1960s have been commonly the specific trigger, it is evident that rivers trusts are not just about “fish”.  Salmon are but one indicator species and even where the initial emphasis is placed on reversing their decline the remit of rivers trusts quickly expands to encompass the wider environment because of the interaction between the myriad of factors that make up river catchment ecosystems.  

The benefits of an effective river association

Although it may seem superficially strange to be recommending a river association before considering a rivers trust, we believe that an effective river association provides a strong local nucleus, from which a rivers trust can emerge and flourish in the longer term, working in parallel with the river association.

A riparian owners association or group, including land owners, angling clubs and the like, has a vested interest in the river, particularly in the fishing.  Its role is effectively to bring together those people able to identify the problems that may exist on the river and in a co-ordinated manner be a powerful and influential lobbying and campaigning group.  River Associations can also join together to provide economies of scale on problems that extend across various catchments.  For example, the South West Rivers Association, representing 17 of the major salmonid rivers in the South West of England has grown into a highly respected and very professional group.

Reasons for a river association

We advocate a local river association first because:

· It is by definition local and provides the foundation for a bottom up approach, which is fundamental to sustain the success of rivers trusts.

· Through its members it provides ready access to many parts of the river for research, demonstration sites and habitat improvement work.

· Members can also assist in making introductions to other land managers.

· Its members are able to highlight and identify problems throughout substantial parts of the catchment

· As a body routinely consulted by the Environment Agency in its initiatives, it allows those problems to be publicised in a co-ordinated and effective manner.

· Working with the Environment Agency, it can generally sort out smaller and discreet issues that may well fall short of clear public benefit and set the scene for partnership working.

· It is an ideal lobbying and campaigning group to raise the profile of wider environmental problems and the need for action.

Identifying - solving - implementing; evolution of a rivers trust

Identifying the problems that exist on a river is often reasonably well understood.  Solutions are often more difficult to agree, and implementation against the constraint of limited resources an even harder task.

· Environmental problems can be more complex than at first meets the eye, with the interaction of factors and implications of solving one problem without creating another.

· The Environment Agency is committed to the precautionary principle and the need to consult their various departments, which inevitably creates institutional delay.

· Sound science is normally needed to support the work being proposed and to measure effectiveness.

· Often neither the Environment Agency, with its other priorities, nor the River Association has the resources or time to spend on rectifying the problems, even if the root cause is known and agreed.

· Solutions often have a wider public benefit and can qualify for public grant funding.

· A dedicated and independent organisation working objectively for the public benefit to pull these issues together and to deliver improvements on the ground becomes a need: evolving as a rivers trust to achieve these goals. 

Why a rivers trust?

As an independent organisation working for the public benefit, a rivers trust can justifiably expect to gain charitable status, which confers several important benefits, not always available to public bodies or vested interest groups.

The key is the public benefit, which can easily be demonstrated for larger catchments but may not be accepted for smaller rivers and catchments where a few riparian interests may be considered to derive disproportionate benefits from a trust.

Benefits of a rivers trust

The benefits of a rivers trust with charitable status are broadly:

· It enables the rivers trust to display its charitable credentials, and not for commercial gain, so helping it to become a credible organisation worthy of attracting funds.  Indeed many funding streams are limited to, or directed towards, charitable organisations.

· Charities are well placed to attract public funding grants. Further, private contributions to charitable organisations can be used as matched funding to lever down extra funding through grant aid, which can significantly add to the total amounts available to undertake environmental improvements. On a simple 50% match funding basis, every £1 in grant couples with £1 from other sources to double the amount to be spent on the project. 

· It is exempt from income/corporation tax, and can therefore make full use of its income.

· Exemption is also available on capital gains tax and stamp duty on conveyances.

· There is mandatory 80% relief on non-domestic rates for property used by the charity, with the possibility of up to a further 20% discretionary relief.

· To be able to take advantage of tax concessions on donations made under Gift Aid.  Additionally, donors do not generally pay inheritance tax on legacies or capital gains tax on assets donated to the charity.
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