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(at 10.31 am) 

1676 CHAIR: Good morning, and welcome back. Apologies for running 
late; that is a running theme of this Committee. Mr Cameron, before we call 

our first witness, I believe you want to speak on some of the points that were 
raised yesterday. 

1677 NEIL CAMERON: Yes, thank you very much, Sir. You asked me a 

number of questions in relation to particular clauses, and I will seek to answer 
those. You asked in particular about clause 5(2). It is the view of the 

Commissioners that clause 5(2) would not permit closure for a period in excess 
of four hours in any one 24-hour period. I hope that clarifies that point. 

1678 In relation to clause 4, some concern has been expressed about 

reciprocal enforcement. The Commissioners understand the concern. They will 
only be exercising enforcement powers in relation to the joint registration 

regime, and their view at present is that no amendment to clause 4 is required, 
but they are able to indicate that they only anticipate exercising reciprocal 
enforcement powers in relation to the joint registration regime. It will only be 

in relation to registration. 

1679 CHAIR: Will you give an undertaking in that respect? 

1680 NEIL CAMERON: I will have to take instructions on that, but I 
anticipate that an appropriate undertaking could be given in those limited 

terms. 

1681 In relation to clause 7(3), the view of the Commissioners is that the 
power granted to them to carry out those works would enable them to go on 

the land to carry out the works so far as is necessary. That, in the 
Commissioners’ view, is implied in the terms of clause 7(3), which reads “on 

a purposive construction”. 

1682 CHAIR: Would you agree, therefore, that it would not allow the 
Commissioners to enter residential premises? 

1683 NEIL CAMERON: No, it would not impose that restriction, because 
if the premises were residential and those works were necessary, then the 

power would include residential premises, but in exercising the power, regard 
would have to be had to the interference with the article 8 rights of those who 
live there. 

1684 CHAIR: It is on the record. Thank you.  

1685 NEIL CAMERON:  There are a number of amendments which the 

Promoter wishes to propose. We provided a draft to the Committee’s counsel 
and we have received some very helpful comments on them, and we intend 
to make some changes, which are being typed up at the moment. We have 

given, only shortly before the Committee sat, a copy of the proposed 
amendments to the Petitioners.  

1686 Can I indicate now, without going through the details of each 
proposal, that we would intend to seek, were the Committee so minded, an 
amendment to insert a clause to require the Commissioners to establish a 

navigation advisory committee? That would set out the persons to be 
appointed to that committee and the interests, not necessarily that they would 



 

represent, but that they would taken from, and be representative of. They 
would include the interests of individuals who use vessels on the waterways 

as their sole residence, including individuals who do not own or have access 
to a permanent mooring. That would be our intention, but we will put that 

amendment forward in due course. 

1687 Then there is a very important new clause that we would propose, 

which has been helpfully suggested to us. That would seek to protect the 
interests of boat dwellers. I will read out the substance of it:  

“In the exercise of their functions under and by virtue of this Act the 

Commissioners must have regard to— 

(a) the interests of individuals who use vessels as their sole residence 

(including individuals who do not own or have access to a permanent 
mooring); and 

(b) the desirability of safeguarding and facilitating public rights of 

navigation.”  

1688 In addition the Commissioners would be obliged to publish a report 

setting out what they had done in the fulfilment of that duty. 

1689 This would be a very significant amendment, because it would affect 
the exercise of all the functions in relation to the Act. The Commissioners 

argue that this would overcome very many, if not all, of the concerns put 
forward on behalf of boat dwellers, because in the exercise of every function—

that is, making byelaws, taking enforcement action—they would have to take 
into account specifically the rights of those individuals, and if they did not, 
they would be susceptible to judicial review and action could be taken in the 

courts.  

1690 The major benefit to boat dwellers of this is that in the exercise of all 

their functions the Commissioners would have to turn their mind to this; so 
any report to the Commissioners would have to include this issue. So it actually 
is a very practical means by which the interests of boat dwellers would have 

to be taken into account. It would not just be a tick-box exercise, because 
they would have to take it into account. If they didn’t do so, they would be 

subject to judicial review. It is a similar to what one finds in other legislation, 
where a public authority must have regard to certain matters.  

1691 On the other amendments we propose, there has been some debate 

on the definition of “waterway” in clause 2. We propose an amendment to the 
definition to exclude certain waters based on the legislation that I discussed 

with Mr Moore yesterday.  

1692 On charging, you and your fellow Committee members made plain 
that you consider that there ought to be some restriction on the ability to raise 

charges—restricted, in effect, to the costs incurred by the Commissioners. We 
will put forward an amendment to achieve that.  

1693 Although we have put forward some wording, we are still considering 
that, because one matter that we have considered—this is for the protection 

of both sides, if I can put it that way—is that, if there was a significant, annual 
one-off capital cost for providing services, we need to make provision for that 
to be spread over a number of years. Otherwise, it would allow the charges to 



 

go up considerably in any one year if that was the cost of providing services. 
Equally, from the Commissioners’ point of view, they want to be able to spread 

that over a number of years, so we are considering the wording to make sure 
that provision is made for that. 

1694 We intend to seek an amendment to clause 6 in order to give some 
teeth to the provision and to create an offence. There has been some 

considerable debate about the provisions of clause 8 and the meaning of 
“without lawful authority”, and we therefore intend to put forward a definition 
of that. It will be defined, if the amendment is accepted, as:  

“For the purpose of this section, a vessel is left or moored without lawful 
authority if— 

(a) navigation byelaws are in force requiring the vessel to be registered, 
and it is unregistered;  

(b) the position or mooring of the vessel constitutes a trespass; or  

(c) the vessel obstructs navigation in the waterways.”  

1695 We hope that that will add clarity to overcome the difficulties that 

occurred in cases such as Moore v. British Waterways. We also intend, as we 
have indicated, to expand the powers in clause 12 to make provision for 
residential use of the waterways for boat dwellers.  

1696 Some concern has also been expressed about the removal of vessels. 
We are grateful for the suggestion made by the Committee’s counsel that one 

means of dealing with this is to insert a new clause to require the 
Commissioners to prepare, publish and maintain a protocol relating to 
enforcement. Such a protocol would be drawn up in consultation with the 

navigation advisory committee. If that protocol was drawn up, particular 
circumstances, like when somebody is ill or those type of circumstances, can 

be taken into account when exercising the powers for removal. 

1697 The benefit of the protocol would be that the Commissioners would 
be expected to act in accordance with it. There might be exceptions, because 

of emergency cases or blocking of navigation or the like, but the 
Commissioners would be obliged to act in accordance with the protocol, unless 

they came within an exception. Again, that would be enforceable by judicial 
review or could be raised when seeking to resist removal, but it would be 
enforceable.  

1698 On the provisions relating to service of documents, a suggestion has 
been made that in addition, when the Commissioners have reason to believe 

a person lives on a boat, they should serve it on the person on the boat. That 
is, again, an amendment that the Commissioners propose. A suggestion has 
also been made that there should be some amendment in relation to 

revocation of registration. The Commissioners wish to consider that 
suggestion, but they anticipate that they would propose some amendment.  

1699 I have made all those points. Apologies for the length, but I hope 
that by doing that, the Petitioners are fully aware of what we are proposing. I 

hope that those proposals go a long way to meeting some of the concerns, 
particularly of those dwelling on houseboats. You and the Committee will be 
anxious, no doubt, to balance all the competing interests and not to focus just 



 

on the interests of those who quite rightly, and in accordance with their rights, 
have taken the trouble to come here. 

1700 ALEX SOBEL: You have proposed a new clause on boat dwellers’ 
rights. Are the Promoters intending, at the point of registration, to register 

boats as dwellings and separately for other purposes, so that they have a full 
list of who boat dwellers are, separately from other classes of boat—say, 

leisure boats? 

1701 NEIL CAMERON: That certainly could be done under the registration 
byelaws. I will look behind me in a moment, but my immediate reaction is that 

that would be a sensible course of action to take, so that when they exercise 
this duty, they know immediately whether it applies or not. [Interruption.] The 

answer is yes. Can I add one other thing, unless you have another question? 

1702 ALEX SOBEL: This may be a bit premature, but would the intention 
be that boat dwellers would pay the same for registration as other classes of 

user, or would there be differential fees? 

1703 NEIL CAMERON: There would be the ability to charge differential 

fees, and it is anticipated that there would be different fees for different 
classes. Boat dwellers may pay different fees, and if they were thought to use 
the waterways less often, for example, that may be reflected in the fee. 

1704 I was going to add one other thing. A concern has been expressed 
that one of the effects of the legislation and the byelaws would be to require 

boat owners to adhere to safety standards, and it might take time for them to 
modify their vessels in order to meet those safety standards. When the draft 
byelaws were promoted, it was anticipated that there would be a transitional 

period. It is the view of the Commissioners that it would be better for that 
transitional period to be in the byelaws, and that is out of fairness. You could 

have a provision in the Bill saying that within x years of Royal Assent, people 
would have time to get up to standard, but it would be better to have it in the 
byelaws, because until the byelaws are published, people do not know what 

the standards are. It is anticipated that there would be a transitional period in 
the byelaws. 

1705 CHAIR: Will you give an undertaking that there will be a transitional 
period? 

1706 NEIL CAMERON: I anticipate that we could, but again, I would need 

to look over my shoulder and check that I am not making promises on behalf 
of others. 

1707 CHAIR: Maybe you can decide by the time we sum up. 

1708 NEIL CAMERON: Yes. 

1709 CHAIR: Thank you very much. Is that everything? 

1710 NEIL CAMERON: Yes. 

1711 CHAIR: Thank you very much, Mr Cameron. Charlotte Jordon, we 

have kept you waiting; I apologise for that. I think you will agree that those 
were quite interesting developments. Thank you for appearing today. I have 

a copy of your submission here. Could you first tell the Committee about your 
interest in the matter and perhaps then move on to your amendments—why 



 

you feel they are important and what in the Bill you want to see changed? 

1712 CHARLOTTE JORDON: Thank you very much. Good morning, ladies 

and gentlemen. Recently—literally about 10 minutes ago—we received the 
amendments from the Commissioners. Much appreciated; thank you very 

much. 

1713 Ladies and gentlemen attending, my name is Charlotte Jordon and I 

live on my boat, the Motley Crew. I have no home mooring; I travel the rivers 
and canals of the UK, so the waterways are my home. We are one of the last 
travelling communities in Britain today. I am here to represent the March 

Cruising Club and the interests of boat dwellers of the Fens and the UK. 

1714 We object to this Bill on many counts. Removing ancient historic 

rights in favour of charging people for the pleasure of using them is a symptom 
of the society we live in today in the UK—profit over people. It is also a land 
grab by the MLC, who have held back funding and maintenance of the Fens 

for a long time, watching it fall into disrepair in the guise of desperately 
needing more funding from local boaters, which is simply not true. They have 

aspirations of a bigger nature. 

1715 The right of toll-free access to the Fens was bequeathed to us, the 
people of the UK, by the Earl of Bedford. It was conferred by the Nene 

Navigation Act 1753 and is also protected by Magna Carta, 1215, and many 
subsequent statutes and Royal Commissions. The legal maxim on public rights 

of way, “Once a highway, always a highway”, should be applicable to the Fens’ 
toll-free access and its standing as a licence fee-free place, due to its historic 
rights. It will be a sad day for the UK if the MLC are allowed to take our free 

access away, as the Fens are there for all UK citizens, not just a privileged 
few. 

1716 Your Petitioners are concerned about their rights and the interests of 
their property. As a club, we provide short-term moorings, facilities and 
assistance to boaters. All of us own boats with riparian rights on our deeds. 

The proposed Bill will bring down house prices, greatly affecting the local 
economy. 

1717 Locals on low incomes will also be deeply affected by the Bill, as they 
are local boaters—local people with local jobs and with family and history in 
the area. They will be forced to sell their beloved homes and fall into the 

overpriced rental market to stay close to their families and jobs. Many of these 
are marina-based and fully contribute to the local economy. The Bill will violate 

their article 8 human rights. The MLC have no provision in place to support or 
help these vital local people if this Bill is passed. They are also criminalising 
them for not having any money to buy a licence. The gold licences that have 

been spoken about are out of reach for most boaters. 

1718 The Bill, if passed, will lay open the way for the MLC to socially 

cleanse the area. A small number of boaters are extremely vulnerable human 
beings. I know a gentleman who lives on his ramshackle boat with no heating 

and no electric. He is alcohol-dependent, 65 years old and really quite ill. He 
needs proper care from local services. He is one of the very few boaters who 
is struggling now, let alone if the MLC get their way. There is no provision or 

care package in place for when the Commissioners go to evict him and charge 



 

him for the pleasure of losing all he has in the world. If this Bill is passed, the 
MLC must communicate with local services so that when they evict these 

vulnerable adults, a safe and secure care package is in place. A duty of care 
must be provided for the vulnerable few who will lose everything they own. A 

promise or guarantee must be assured by the Commissioners. 

1719 The Commissioners already get heavy funding from DEFRA, local 

landowners and taxpayers. No other waterway gets this type of funding in the 
UK. A total of £3 million each year is provided to drain land in order not to 
flood some of the most productive agricultural land in the UK—Salters Lode 

being a vital tidal defence. The Commissioners receive enough money to 
manifest their management rethink. Also, none of the facilities and 

infrastructure that are provided by water authorities are present in the Fens. 
There is no mooring space away from the limited public moorings already in 
place. There is no towpath of any description. There is one toilet, water and 

rubbish point, with no provision for recycling on the whole system, but it is 
rarely busy and even in summer it is only a short wait. 

1720 The Fens themselves, outside the small towns and villages, are a 
harsh environment to live in. The banks are 10 to 15 feet high, at a steep 
gradient, with flat fields as far as the eye can see. Very little woodland inhabits 

the Fens. It is a place of big skies with rich dark soil, unique in the UK. Mooring 
out in the fenland itself is extremely difficult—impossible for many experienced 

boaters. It is a very wild, open environment that has been left to go wild, as 
the MLC do very little work for the amount they say they spend. March Cruising 
Club is one of the largest clubs in the area, along with the Watermen’s Club, 

providing help and practical advice to boaters.  

1721 The Commissioners claim to have contacted all interested parties 

about the consultation, but we, as a club, were not aware or formally notified 
of any consultation; it was brought to our attention by a single boater at our 
monthly meeting. 

1722 The Commissioners’ assertion—that they left a telephone message to 
inform us—is quite the puzzle, as we, as a club, do not have an answerphone. 

We were contacted neither by post nor email, so MLC are not being truthful to 
us or to you as a governing body. It is my belief that the MLC contacted only 
groups, clubs and local businesses they perceived to be in favour of the Bill, 

thereby choosing to keep the matter quiet for themselves and create no 
opposition and a “too late to do anything about it” situation. Not contacting 

groups who will be adversely affected and who will oppose the Bill gives way 
to suspicion of motives of secrecy from the MLC. 

1723 The Fens need bringing into the 21st century, but forcing local 

boaters, the majority of whom are on low incomes, to pay extra fees is not 
the way forward. It is all really quite cruel, as many are already struggling to 

keep their lives afloat in this time of austerity. I believe the MLC will say 
anything to get the Bill passed, as it is about money and control, not working 

to make the Fens a better place for boaters or anyone who wishes to enjoy 
the wide open spaces of the Fens.  

1724 The Commissioners had no intention of building new moorings and 

facilities before we received the new amendments this morning, so what would 
our licence fee moneys have gone on? Top new executive jobs for the boys 



 

and a new car to go with the six-figure salary and pension. How many top jobs 
will be created, and how high will their salary and pensions be? 

1725 On enforcement, in clauses 3, 4, 11 and 13, your Petitioners object 
to the clauses because the Bill contains no protection at all for boat dwellers, 

putting boaters at risk of draconian or unlawful enforcement actions, as seen 
with other navigation authorities. Giving the Commissioners rights to use local 

contractors—independent operators—to evict and remove boat dwellers 
absolves them of any responsibility for the care and welfare of boaters who 
live on the Fens. Contractors will basically be used as hired heavies to do the 

MLC’s dirty work.  

1726 For instance, if a boater has a heart attack while being roughed up 

during an eviction, the MLC are absolved of any due care and attention, laying 
the blame solely on the contractors. Also, the Bill would give the MLC powers 
to use local contractors to carry out any enforcement action passed to them 

from other navigation authorities, amounting to harassment and persecution 
of the boater, so not bringing the MLC into disrepute. That thought leaves a 

bad taste in the mouth when understood: it is hounding people down who 
have fallen on hard times. 

1727 When it comes to actually managing the boats that are on the Middle 

Level, the Middle Level Commissioners are fully equipped to deal with sunken 
or abandoned boats, or any boat that does not carry the correct paperwork—

they just choose not to. That creates a situation in which it looks like they 
cannot do anything, because boaters do not pay, when in fact the MLC already 
have byelaw powers, under the Middle Level Act 1874, that are fully adequate 

to deal with these issues.  

1728 The draft byelaws could be used to exclude boat dwellers from the 

MLC. The definition of “houseboat” and the use of the term appears to prevent 
and criminalise the residential use of vessels that are also used for navigation 
and transport. That would lead to an arbitrary and draconian interpretation of 

whether the boat is used for transport or not. Do you mind if I have a drink of 
water? 

1729 CHAIR: No, take your time. 

1730 CHARLOTTE JORDON: On the third parties in clause 11, your 
Petitioners object to the clause because it would violate the rights of boat 

dwellers under the Data Protection Act and under article 8 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights. Why do the MLC want to give personal details 

to a third party? Other waterway authorities do not have that party and do not 
seek it.  

1731 If the Bill is passed and this amendment taken into consideration, an 

optional tick box to agree or disagree must be used, giving the boat dweller a 
choice in the matter, as information and personal data are bought and sold for 

high prices to unsavoury agencies in this day and age. It is a big worry, and 
the Commissioners should never be allowed to share personal details with 

outside sources. 

1732 On notice by post in clause 15, your Petitioners object to the clause 
because serving enforcement notices by post will disadvantage boat dwellers 

who struggle to find a postal address, only receiving mail every two or three 



 

weeks at a time. It would be a waste of time, paper and money, and would 
also intimidate people who live in a different way from house dwellers. Most 

constant cruisers—people with no home mooring—get inventive when it comes 
to post and are lucky to receive post once a week.  

1733 Fixed and enforced mooring time limits do not reflect the reality of 
boat life. Living on a boat is no different from living in a house when it comes 

to life’s up and downs. People get sick, need sustained medical treatment, 
have to care for elderly relatives and go through pregnancy, not counting the 
stressful mechanical breakdowns and break-ins that are occurring all too often 

on the waterways today. It is obvious that the MLC need a more effective 
method of serving notices. 

1734 Your Petitioners also object to clause 12, as the Bill holds no promise 
or guarantee of new facilities. To quote Kevin Foster, the Conservative MP for 
Torbay, the Bill “is about the framework for the management of the levels and 

the waterways, rather than specific developments or projects”, which they 
already get funding for. This is the Achilles’ heel of the Bill. They offer nothing 

in return for a licence fee. Surely that cannot be correct. If the Bill is passed, 
the MLC must be made to change their stance and provide new facilities before 
any moneys are paid. The very nature of this process is fraught with setbacks, 

broken agreements and inevitable overspending, frustrating a large, already 
under pressure local community of boaters who are valuable members of the 

community. 

1735 This is a new amendment passed to us yesterday. This new clause 
needs to be entered into the Middle Level Bill:  

“The Commissioners must, within 12 months of the day on which the Act 
comes into force:  

(a) provide facilities at Stanground Lock and Salters Lode Lock including 
a toilet, a fresh water point, bins for the disposal of refuse, an elsan/toilet 
emptying point and at least 10 moorings each for the period of 7 days at 

any one time and which can accommodate a 50’ (15.25 M) length boat.  

(b) provide facilities within the town of March, including a toilet, a coin 

operated water shower, a fresh water point, bins for the disposal of refuse, 
an elsan point, a toilet pump-out point and at least 10 moorings each for 
the period of 7 days at any one time and which can accommodate a 50’ 

(15.25 M) length boat.  

And access to the said facilities and moorings to be by a boater key system 

which is to be operated by the Commissioners. Keys to be paid for by boaters 
for a nominal fee, in line with neighbouring navigation key purchase charges.  

And in the event the said facilities and moorings have not been provided as 

aforesaid or any of them have ceased to be provided by reason of disrepair or 
failure to maintain in proper working order or for any reason whatsoever, no 

boater is to be required to pay any charges under section 3 herein until such 
facilities have been provided or restored.”  

1736 If the MLC are able to charge boaters to use the system for 
navigation, it is essential that boater facilities are introduced and maintained 
as a minimum standard for the ability of the MLC to charge boaters. 



 

1737 The next amendment is, in clause 3(2), page 4, line 39, after “classes 
of case”, insert,  

“save that such charges will not increase above the rate of inflation as 
defined by the Consumer Price Index”.  

1738 To enable boaters to plan their finances from one year to the next, it 
is important for charges and fees to rise no faster than the consumer price 

index. 

1739 This is a new clause that needs to be entered into the Middle Level 
Bill: 

“The Commissioners must ensure that the depth of water in the waterways 
is maintained to a minimum of 3 feet in depth across two-thirds of the width 

of any defined navigable waterway.”  

1740 It is essential that the MLC remove soil and silt, which is regularly 
pumped into the system by the MLC, and in a timely manner, to maintain an 

adequate depth of water for navigation. 

1741 The Commissioners need to communicate with all interested and 

affected parties, not just a user panel group. They have amended that with 
their navigation advisory committee, which is interesting. It will be made up 
entirely of people in favour of the Bill as it is now. Surely the Commissioners 

realise that it is bad practice to try to charge people for non-existent services 
while rearranging the framework of management, at a cost to locals who will 

see no benefit. That shows a blatant disregard for people who live on their 
boats. I suspect that they will use money taken from some of the poorest in 
society to pat themselves on the back and make a few new six-figure-salary 

jobs with nice, healthy pensions. That is blatant capitalist behaviour. Can I ask 
the Commissioners how many top-end executive jobs will be created by the 

Bill if passed? 

1742 “And in the event the said facilities and moorings have not been 
provided”—as promised by the MLC—“or…failure to maintain in proper working 

order or for any reason whatsoever, no boater is to be required to pay any 
charges under section 3”. We have covered the amendment; I will get on to 

the development of waterways. This is clause 12.  

1743 As a boater who has lived out in the wilds of the Fens, their 
preservation as a flourishing environment is close to my heart, as, I am sure, 

to yours. The Fens are home to 25% of Britain’s rarest wildlife, and 13 globally 
rare species, all included in the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

red list of threatened species.  

1744 Kingfishers, which are burrowing birds, are in high numbers in our 
fenlands, as are marshland and reed-dwelling birds. Migratory swifts and 

swallows, along with many others, travel many hundreds of miles to breed 
and feed in the open spaces they provide. Red kites are becoming a common 

site above the fields, along with the rare marsh harrier: a total haven for 
birdlife globally.  

1745 These fenlands are also home to many rare grass snakes, 
dragonflies, water beetles and hoverflies. Large pike and zander, along with 
European eel—listed as critically endangered—live in the depths of the water 



 

and along the well established reed beds that the Fens are so famous for.  

1746 Otters have also been seen in several places, one of them just outside 

March, where works or developments may occur. Understandably, otters are 
extremely wary of humans, so will just disappear from the area after many 

years of locals and nationwide groups trying to increase their population, using 
otter-cams to catch any activity. A huge increase in otter numbers has been 

found since the last survey, especially along the old course of the River Nene, 
the Old Nene, the North Level main drain and Twenty Foot River. In 2002 there 
was only one otter site in this area. In 2007 the survey by the wildlife trust 

found evidence of 13 sites. I have been lucky enough to see them myself on 
the outskirts of March—it is a true honour to watch them, for anyone. 

1747 As the Commissioners have done very little to no work to manage or 
improve the Fens for human recreation, many places are untouched by man 
for many years, so they bathe in their natural beauty and thrive away from 

human interference, creating some of the UK’s most abundant wild 
environments—something we must treasure and protect for future 

generations, and for the love our world. What may seem flat and boring to 
most is in fact a wild haven we should be proud of as UK citizens. This wild, 
flat open space is for all of us to enjoy, and not just the privileged few as the 

Commissioners wish for this public natural wonder, which is enjoyed by many 
enthusiastic groups, clubs and individuals who appreciate their surroundings.  

1748 Evidence of human settlement in the Fens goes back to megalithic 
times. Some of the best-preserved bronze age dwellings ever found in Britain 
are in Fenland. Due to its high peat levels and constant erosion many new 

finds are being added to our history. Excavations at Flag Fen and Must Farm 
Quarry have uncovered exceptionally well preserved bronze age settlements 

dating from 1200 to 800 BC, providing an insight into the lives of the people 
of the time. The bronze age layer is 2 metres below the modern ground surface 
at these sites, to give you an idea of how deep archaeology from the bronze 

age lies.  

1749 As a resident of the UK and someone who wishes to see the natural 

world flourish in this unstable time for our climate, I think protection of the 
rich diversity of the fenlands, so that they still thrive into future generations 
for many years to come, is on our shoulders. I humbly ask this Committee and 

the MLC to consult and actually bring in an expert on fenland management, 
and consult local archaeological groups, to make a proper risk assessment if 

any groundwork or dredging is to take place.  

1750 Can the MLC promise and guarantee that the environment and 
history will be taken into consideration before any works are done? It is 

obvious that the MLC do not respect our history, or we would not be here 
today trying to stop them making profit from the environment, rearranging 

management, removing ancient rights of way and turning the environment 
into a profitable cash cow.  

1751 I would like to make the point that all are skirting around. This Bill 
has come to pass because of pressure from locals about a minority of boaters 
who are overstaying in the March area. Pressure from locals will be constant; 

I myself have been accused of overstaying by locals, on a 36-hour mooring. 
It is going to happen. Any time I have needed to overstay due to family 



 

emergency and a medical situation I have contacted the local council by email 
and kept in constant contact with them about any situation. We are talking 

about nine or 10 boats in the March area, at most, out of the thousand that 
the IWA says come through the Fens.  

1752 The IWA spokesperson is fully aware of its stance on constant 
cruisers, and I do not believe that a major player in the IWA doesn’t know that 

it has a hard-line stance towards constant cruisers, as it is common 
knowledge. Please do not be fooled by them. It is a well-known fact.  

1753 It is my deepest wish that this Committee and the MLC will respect 

and consider the environment in all things related to the Fens. The MLC need 
to get on with their management issues, which they already have funding for, 

and then come back to the table when they have clear plans for actual 
management of the Fens for human recreation and habitation, as suggested 
by my fellow Petitioners, presenting transparent plans in detail to all affected 

parties.  

1754 Thank you very much for letting me speak on behalf of the March 

Cruising Club, boat dwellers of the Fens and myself, who dearly love our 
natural spaces in the UK and can call the Fens home.  

1755 CHAIR: Thank you very much—and breathe.  

1756 CHARLOTTE JORDON: Thank you.  

1757 CHAIR: And you were very clear, so thank you for that. Mr Cameron, 

would you like to ask any questions?  

1758 NEIL CAMERON: No thank you, Sir.  

1759 CHAIR: I have a couple of questions. The picture you were painting 

was very evocative and very telling, actually. But there was one point where 
you mentioned recycling, saying there is one recycling point.  

1760 CHARLOTTE JORDON: There’s no recycling.  

1761 CHAIR: None at all?  

1762 CHARLOTTE JORDON: No. Even on most of the Canal and River 

Trust’s property, there are no recycling facilities at all.  

1763 CHAIR: Right. So what happens then? Everything just goes in the— 

1764 CHARLOTTE JORDON: It gets fly-tipped, or dumped, or you get 
inventive and start going for walks off into the council estates and find bins. 
There are no facilities for recycling whatsoever. And what happens a lot as 

well is that a lot of detritus gets dropped on to the towpath, either by passing 
boats or walkers—all sorts of different people, whoever goes down there. And 

it gets blown into the water. It blocks weirs, and all sorts of things. Plastic 
bottles cause a massive problem.  

1765 CHAIR: And it’s difficult as well, because you also talked about the 

otters—the return of the otters—and obviously that’s— 

1766 CHARLOTTE JORDON: Yes. They have been spotted outside of 

March; I’ve seen them myself. And people go down there quite regularly, to 
try and see them. Absolutely, yes.  



 

1767 CHAIR: With the March Cruising Club, I wonder if you could just give 
me a very brief description of basically who you are the make-up of your 

membership.  

1768 CHARLOTTE JORDON: We have 55 members and we have a small 

piece of land and a clubhouse. We provide facilities: water, a small slipway, 
some moorings, electric hook-up and that type of thing. We have a bar next 

to the clubhouse. Local boats and also passing boaters can pull in. They can 
join the club if they want. It’s predominantly more for club members, but the 
facilities are there for others.  

1769 CHAIR: Is it, as you say, a club for everyone, or is it more made up 
of boat dwellers? 

1770 CHARLOTTE JORDON: It is boat dwellers, yes. Absolutely. The 
majority of the people who are in there all own boats and have boats on their 
land, with riparian rights.  

1771 CHAIR: And the relationship with the local community, between 
the— 

1772 CHARLOTTE JORDON: They are part of the local community; they 
are local people. The Fens are a local place. They are not a holiday destination. 
It is a really quite harsh, barren environment. It’s not the pretty Somerset 

Levels. It’s a hard, agricultural area. So it’s a local place for local people. I 
encourage them and wish them well in bringing tourism to the Fens, but it 

ain’t gonna happen. It’s a through route to the River Cam and to cross the 
Wash; that’s what boaters use it for. They can get passing trade and that’ll be 
it.    

1773 CHAIR: Thank you very much for that. 

1774 TULIP SIDDIQ: Thank you very much for your evidence. I wanted 

to ask a question similar to one the Chair has asked about the recycling and 
the lack of sanitation; also, the nature of the evictions. I’ll ask about the first 
bit. Do you think a Bill like this would actually help when it comes to regulating 

recycling, including more sanitation provisions?  

1775 CHARLOTTE JORDON: Absolutely. It would go a huge way. Over a 

hundred miles of navigable water, with—I’m not entirely sure how many boats 
are on the Fens, or how many boats come through. I mean, the IWA 
mentioned a thousand boats coming through the Fens a year. There is one 

toilet and one rubbish bin on the whole system, and it’s been that way for a 
long time. And they wonder why there’s—to be honest, the Fens are pretty 

clean, considering.  

1776 TULIP SIDDIQ: But I am asking, would a Bill like this help? 

1777 CHARLOTTE JORDON: Absolutely—of course it would help. 

1778 TULIP SIDDIQ: Okay. The nature of the evictions that you have 
described sounds horrific. Do you think it will help if a protocol for removal of 

vessels is laid out? 

1779 CHARLOTTE JORDON: I think it has to be. If they contract it out, 

God forbid, to whoever—G4S, say—these guys are basically hired heavies. It 
is a minority of boaters who are in a really vulnerable place. I do not know 



 

how aware the Commissioners are, and I don’t think they have any provision 
in place or have contacted any local social services to be there once these 

people are evicted. They will go in hard and evict them, and people are not 
going to leave their beloved boats that easily. They will go with a fight. A lot 

of these are elderly gentlemen, and a lot of them have health problems. A lot 
can go wrong, and I don’t think they are fully prepared for what would happen 

if it went wrong, which could happen very easily. 

1780 ALEX SOBEL: Towards the beginning of your testimony, you said 
that the Middle Level Commissioners had greater ambitions. 

1781 CHARLOTTE JORDON: They do. 

1782 ALEX SOBEL: Could you specify what you think those are? 

1783 CHARLOTTE JORDON: Yes. 

1784 ALEX SOBEL: Not at great length. 

1785 CHARLOTTE JORDON: I don’t need a lot of time for that one. 

Basically, the Middle Level Commissioners are a drainage and conservation 
group, as they said yesterday. As an example, my boat is on CRT river, and I 

pay my moneys to CRT. They remove my rubbish, provide my water and give 
me a space to put my boat. I consider them my landlords, because I pay my 
rent to them. I pay my licence fee in exchange for services and facilities 

provided, which is what the Commissioners would like to have. I personally do 
not think that the Commissioners are fully prepared to be a landlord to boaters 

when they have openly admitted that not one of them owns a boat and none 
of them are interested in the boat living and dwelling side of it. How can they 
possibly begin to think about being a landlord? 

1786 ALEX SOBEL: To follow up on Tulip’s question, in terms of vulnerable 
boaters, do you think the Middle Level Commissioners should have a duty of 

care to involve local authorities if it comes to the point where people have to 
leave their boats for health reasons or other reasons? 

1787 CHARLOTTE JORDON: I understand the weight of the words “duty 

of care”. I do not think it needs to be provided for—that is a tough question. 
For the really vulnerable people, it absolutely does. When a section 8 notice—

it is section 6 with CRT—is served on a boat, it is scary. Everything is taken 
from you. Your whole world is ripped from you. It really is frightening. 
Gratefully, I have never witnessed one, but it does happen. CRT are one of 

the bigger river authorities. It is the very, very last resort when they remove 
a boat from people. It also costs a hell of a lot of money to remove a boat, 

and that elderly gentleman will also be charged for the removal of the boat 
and all the bits that go with it, which runs into the thousands of pounds. The 
man is lucky to be able to buy a loaf of bread and a tin of beans—for real. 

1788 CHAIR: Thank you very much, Ms Jordon. Can we have Mr Taylor? 

1789 Mr Taylor, I understand you wish to call a witness. 

1790 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: No, that was suggested, but I do not feel 
I need one. That makes it simpler. Thank you for having me. I am probably 

going to need about an hour, if that is okay. 

1791 CHAIR: That’s fine. 



 

1792 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Lovely. There are five points I would like 
to make today: that free navigation must remain; that the claim of navigation 

expenditure of £275,000 for 2015-16, which seems to be the year everyone 
is using, is vastly overestimated; that I probably did more to notify interested 

parties about the Bill than anyone else, including the Promoters; that Well 
Creek should not be treated any differently for financial assessment; and that 

the Bill is unnecessary, both in terms of the funding requirements and its 
byelaw-making powers and new legislation. 

1793 I do not know if you can see my presentation; it is in section 23. 

1794 CHAIR: Are we referring to the map? 

1795 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: No, we will come back to that later; that 

is just a last-minute sketch that I managed to do last night. I thought it might 
show how things work a little bit better. 

1796 Where my presentation is highlighted with a large number, like 

number 6, in the first instance, that is just the first extract from my initial— 

1797 CHAIR: Sorry, Mr Taylor, are you referring to your petition? 

1798 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Yes. 

1799 CHAIR: Thank you. 

1800 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: If you look at page 1, section 23, headed 

“Middle Level Bill – Christopher Taylor – Select Hearing Document”, the first 
part in the slightly different text, highlighted as number 6, is where I have 

referred to the Bill in my petition. I will quickly go through that: 

1801 “Your Petitioner objects to the Bill because it removes an historical 
Public Right of Navigation. When the Fens were drained in the 17th century to 

provide agricultural land, it destroyed a way of life for local people who relied 
on boats as their traditional form of transportation between the hundreds of 

small islands. The Earl of Bedford, who was responsible for the drainage 
project, therefore gave rights of access to private citizens to use their boats 
on the new canals and drains as long as they did not transport goods or 

merchandise. Essentially pleasure boats were allowed free of charge.” A 
historian told me that he felt that people in the area used boats in the same 

way that people in other parts of Great Britain used the roads—as a way of 
getting around.  

1802 “These rights were conferred by the Nene Navigation Act—” I 

originally put 1684, but I can correct that to 1753. Unfortunately, as you 
probably know, we did not have a lot of time to put our petitions together; it 

was about a week, in fact, so we made a few errors. I said: “Pleasure boats 
have had free navigational access to the Old River Nene, which forms a large 
navigational section of the Middle Level, from before 1215 protected by Magna 

Carta and many subsequent statutes and Royal Commissions. There are even 
Roman transcripts describing navigation along the Old River Nene as early as 

the 4th Century during the Roman occupation. The Old River Nene is a natural 
river and a Public Right of Navigation has existed since Time Immemorial and 

was first codified in the Magna Carta of 1215.” 

1803 That is the hard bit out of the way. As I have said, there is a 



 

correction to the 1684 date used; it was actually 1753. The Magna Carta does 
not actually mention the River Nene, but it extends to all English rivers, so the 

River Nene is covered. A number of Magna Carta’s core principles are still 
fundamental to English law, but the majority of the charter’s clauses in 1215 

dealt with specific medieval rights and customs. 

1804 If you want to read the bit below, Professor Nicholas Vincent goes 

into a lot of detail about the fish weirs that were cleared and how we have to 
protect navigation, effectively.  

1805 If we go over the page, it shows a detailed map I found by historian 

Matthew Paris from the 13th century. It is one the earliest surviving detailed 
maps. You can see the large map on the left, which is figure 2, and where I 

have zoomed in, which is figure 3. You can actually see where the River Nene 
and the Great Ouse are. They are clearly defined as historic rivers and 
obviously need to be protected.  

1806 The Promoters gave me some feedback following a meeting. They 
said that hardly any of the pre-existing rivers still exist, but that is not relevant 

because rivers, by their very nature, can change course and direction, and 
draining the Fens in the 17th century will of course have had a huge impact 
on water volumes, forcing natural rivers to adjust accordingly.  

1807 The Middle Level Commissioners are incorrect in law. If the river 
changes course naturally or artificially, the public right of navigation follows, 

where it is possible to navigate. There have been a number of cases, which I 
have quoted here, such as Rowland v. The Environment Agency and Rex v. 
Betts. There is some more information about that. Essentially, there is a right 

of navigation. It doesn’t really matter that the river may have changed course 
a little bit or that new artificial parts have been added to it—it is still a right of 

navigation. I think that has been accepted by the panel and the House earlier 
in the week—that there is a public right of navigation there and it still exists 
today.  

1808 Moving on to page 3, before the Fens were drained in the 17th 
century the area was a large inland sea/wetland with a number of settled 

communities effectively living on islands. The Romans first attempted to drain 
the Fens during their occupation between 50 BC to 450 AD, but their works 
fell out of repair after their occupation was over.  

1809 There is an illustration—I wouldn’t call it a map—of just how wet the 
Fens were before it was drained. You can see the blue areas, which are all 

under water, pretty much, and the deeper channels where the rivers obviously 
were. This was all navigable. One just had to jump in one’s boat and one could 
go to any other part of that system. So no locks required.  

1810 It is important to note that because of the high water levels at the 
time, boats could freely navigate the rivers without the need of any physical 

structures. No locks were required. In fact, the great Gothic cathedral of 
Peterborough was built between 1118 and 1237 with limestone that was from 

and carried by boat from Ely to the port of Peterborough, just two miles away 
from the cathedral, an area currently known as Stanground. So it was a very 
important area to navigate through and no locks were required.  

1811 In 1630 a group of wealthy landowners, the “Gentleman 



 

Adventurers”, headed by the Earl of Bedford, set out to drain the Fens so that 
the peat soils could be used for summer cultivation and to prevent serious 

winter flooding. The Adventurers would be repaid for their investment by a 
grant of land. They hired the Dutch engineer, Cornelius Vermuyden, to 

mastermind the drainage scheme using drains and wind power.  

1812 The local villagers fiercely opposed the drainage, believing it would 

deprive them of their traditional means of livelihood from wildfowling, fishing 
and reed cutting, and would replace the fenland with arable land owned by 
strangers.  

1813 A group of locals, calling themselves the “Fen Tigers” tore down 
dykes, ditches and sluices that had been built and set the reed beds on fire, 

so stopping the work. They were really opposed to this. They really were not 
happy at all about their environment being ripped from underneath them.  

1814 The Earl of Bedford understood that Fenland citizens used boats to 

get around, as I mentioned earlier—as transportation. In trying to appease 
the locals, he agreed to allow them to continue to use the rivers, new drains 

and creeks free from tolls and charges. This was a hard-fought and hard-won 
part of the Act. It wasn’t something that was an oversight, or a loophole that 
was forgotten to be added. This was a concession.  

1815 There were no tolls so long as no goods or merchandise were carried, 
with the exception of certain items such as manure and compost of course, 

because a lot of these people were still farming the land themselves.  

1816 As I have said, it is therefore no accident that pleasure boats were 
included in the Act and exempted from tolls. This is not a loophole. The right 

of navigation was a hard-won and hard-fought right and, while the new 
landowners got to keep their land forever, they agreed to pay a levy forever.  

1817 This funding allows the Middle Level Commissioners to carry out all 
their duties of statute, which includes ensuring the system is navigable. It is 
the Middle Level Commissioners that are attempting to separate water 

management from navigation duties. They should be seen and considered as 
both sides of the same coin. No one is asking for the farmers to give up their 

land, but boaters are now being asked to give up their rights of navigation. 

1818 In my former life I was an aircraft engineer for the Air Force. Then I 
became a process manager and project manager for Pearl Assurance. 

Following the closure of Pearl Assurance, I became an estate agent and set up 
my own business. I would like to give an example to try to show that these 

things are two sides of the same coin. In property, a landowner may agree to 
have a block of flats built on his land—indeed, he may build the block of flats 
himself as a freeholder—and choose a 999-year lease. That is very common 

out there. Once the flats are sold, the owners of those new flats would agree 
to pay a ground rent for 999 years to the freeholder, who may walk away and 

not even live there, and he will receive the income for ever and a day. The 
people living in those flats do not see it like they are not getting something 

back in return. After all, they are using this gentleman’s land.  

1819 In the same vein, these citizens of East Anglian fenland effectively 
gave up their land and their way of life, and their small payment for doing that 

is the right of freely navigable access on those rivers and waterways. The 



 

landowners who are paying for these channels where the water is pumped 
into—these drains and creeks that after all serve them, too, because they are 

a flood defence—should understand that the reason why these boats are 
navigating on these channels for free is because they have given up so much. 

That is a very important point to make. 

1820 The next figure, figure 6, shows what we have already seen from the 

promoters, which is that the Nene Navigation Act 1753 states: “Provided 
always, and it be enacted, That this act shall not extend to restrain any person 
from keeping a pleasure-boat, for the purpose of rowing or sailing upon the 

said rivers, creek or drains, as he or she shall think fit; nor shall any toll or 
duty be demanded upon account of such pleasure boat, so as no goods or 

merchandize be carried therein.” I do not need to read the rest of figure 6.  

1821 Figure 6 clearly mentions sailing and rowing, and the Commissioners 
would argue that a lot of the boats that are using the system are not falling 

within that, because they are engine-driven and so on. Steam power would 
also require permission, as was mentioned on the first day. I think that is a 

bit of a red herring. First, steam was approved and therefore anything else 
that follows was also approved by them. The spirit of the legislation refers to 
pleasure boats. That is the sub-heading of that part. At the time, only rowing 

boats and sailing boats were available to the citizens. They could not foresee 
what the power drive of pleasure boats might be in the future, but they could 

certainly understand the difference of people enjoying their boats for non-
commercial purposes. That is an important point. 

1822 All the lock structures used by boats on the Middle Level are only 

there as a consequence of draining the Fens. We did not ask for the locks to 
be put in. If we imagine the Fens as a bowl, were you to drain all the water 

out, you would need to step the water down and up again to be able to have 
channels to pump the water into for it then to be pumped out of the system. 
Those locks and weirs are there as a consequence of the draining. The Middle 

Level Commissioners have a statutory duty to provide a navigation. If we have 
gates for locks or we use a weir, it is still a concrete structure and it still 

requires equipment to control the water level. Whether we have some sluice 
gates or some locks instead, it is neither here nor there—it is a slight additional 
cost, perhaps. 

1823 I would also like to point out that the Middle Level Commissioners 
also use their own boats for maintenance and weed cutting and so on. While 

they might complain and say, “Yes we could put some pipework in and get rid 
of all these locks,” the fact is that they do not have that. Secondly, they benefit 
themselves from the lock structures that are in place. 

1824 Paragraph 7 states: “Your Petitioner objects to Clause 2 because the 
interpretation of ‘waterways’ as it seeks to extend the Commissioners’ powers 

to all adjacent waters including private waters over which the Commissioners 
do not have jurisdiction.” 

1825 It is not possible to own water within a private marina, simply 
because the water can flow from the main navigation into it. In fact, two of 
the main marinas—Fox’s marina and Bill Fen marina, which you can see at 

figures 7 and 8—have narrow entrance channels, which can be closed off to 
navigation, rendering them fully independent. It would then be up to the 



 

marina owners to decide whether boaters require insurance, et cetera, or 
whether they are covered under a single marina insurance policy. As these 

marinas can be sealed off, should a flood event or pollution take place, the 
marinas can operate independently from the navigation. In fact, they can also 

be filled independently from run-off rain water, boreholes, et cetera, so there 
is no need for them to be topped up from the navigation. 

1826 I had a telephone conversation with a gentleman called Nigel Long 
on 3 January 2018. Nigel Long was one of the original architects of the Middle 
Level Bill, and he worked with Mr Smith, so I thought it would be a good idea 

to have a chat with him. He no longer works for the company and was not 
aware that it was about to go back before a Bill, but we had a long chat about 

it, especially the adjacent waters piece. He said, “We can’t have boaters hiding 
in marinas free of any charges, only to pop out on to the navigation whenever 
they feel like it and disappear back in without paying a penny to the Middle 

Level Commissioners.” 

1827 I think that really sums up where we are and why the Middle Level 

Commissioners are intending to extend their jurisdiction into these adjacent 
waters: because they do not want to miss out on the potential income. The 
other thing is that approximately 80% of the boats on the Middle Level are 

held in two main marinas, so there is a risk that they might not get very much 
at all if they are relying on the 100 boats that Mr Smith believes are hiding in 

the other parts of the Middle Level. On that basis, I must conclude that the 
only reason for this clause is to ensure that boaters have nowhere to hide, and 
that it has nothing to do with boat safety or third party insurance, which are 

little more than a smokescreen. 

1828 The UK’s largest navigational authority, the Canal and River Trust, 

does not have powers over all adjacent waters. An example of this is the 
Crooke Road marina in Wigan, where my boat was once moored. The Canal 
and River Trust is the largest navigational authority in the UK, and it does not 

have a right to adjacent waters, so I believe the Middle Level Commissioners 
are attempting to extend their powers beyond what is considered normal in 

other parts of the UK. 

1829 I will not go into the Transport and Works Act, which was mentioned 
yesterday, because that was done to death by one of my fellow Petitioners. 

Suffice it to say that in the past the Environment Agency has also tried to 
obtain rights over adjacent waters. 

1830 Paragraph 8 states: “Your Petitioner objects to Clause 3(1) because 
the Commissioners already have the power to charge boats for the use of their 
waterways, except for pleasure boats. This clause would extinguish the ancient 

right to use boats not used for the carriage of goods without payment of toll...I 
object to the erosion of my rights to freely access the Middle Level for non-

commercial purposes. These rights were bequeathed to us, the people of 
Britain, hundreds of years ago and under no circumstances should they be 

extinguished.” 

1831 I refer to my earlier statement about why that is, with all the maps 
of ancient rivers and so on. 

1832 The Middle Level Commissioners are required under statute to ensure 



 

that the Middle Level Navigation is navigable for commercial vessels, so the 
few structures that require navigation must remain in place and be 

serviceable. They have the right to charge commercial vessels, but according 
to a freedom of information request, they have made no attempt to do so. 

1833 Again, they are talking about pipes and how they get rid of locks and 
all the rest of it, but they cannot get rid of the locks, because they are required 

for commercial boats. There are commercial boats on the system, so these 
structures have to be there and they have to fund them irrespective of whether 
pleasure boats use them as well. That is neither here nor there—they have to 

be in place and, as I mentioned, they use it for themselves as well. 

1834 I have done a freedom of information request, and for the years 2013 

to 2017, the response from the Middle Level Commissioners was: “The total 
amount collected in licence fees by the Middle Level Commissioners from 
commercial operators and non-pleasure boats for the years requested is nil 

for all years.” They already have the ability to collect money from commercial 
vessels, and there are commercial vessels. I will talk about that in a minute. 

1835 Yesterday, Mr Smith was asked, “If you’re not going to collect enough 
money from pleasure boaters to even cover the costs of running your 
operation, what is the point?” He said, “Yes, but over 100 years—” The same 

argument could be made here for these boats. They might not get much from 
them, but they could be getting something, and over a long period of time it 

is going to fund the situation.  

1836 The following companies operate commercial vessels on the Middle 
Level. Drake Towage is a commercial enterprise that deals with pilings, river 

bank protection, moorings, jetties, pontoons, quays and gates, and they even 
help with wind farms. They use floating hoppers to move debris—dredging, 

predominantly—and concrete around.  

1837 CHAIR: Sorry, Mr Taylor, but what is a hopper? 

1838 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: It is basically a floating skip.  

1839 CHAIR: Right. It sounds lovely.  

1840 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: The reason for mentioning that is that the 

Middle Level Commissioners said that they have to charge per tonne of 
merchandise moved. There is evidently tonnes of debris being moved around 
at the moment. 

1841 The following companies operate commercial vessels: Drake Towage, 
ABC Leisure boats, Fox’s hire boats and Narrow Waters Luxury Cruises. The 

vessels used by Fox’s hire boats and ABC Leisure boats are among the most 
active of all vessels on the navigation, as they tend to be cruising constantly 
between March and September—March is the time of the year, obviously, not 

the place—placing more wear and tear on the navigational structures than any 
other vessels, yet they pay nothing. The ability to charge appears to be 

available to the Middle Level Commissioners. On what grounds have they given 
an exemption to those vessels? The Middle Level Commissioners also use 

boats for weed removal, et cetera. 

1842 Furthermore, commercial use of the navigation has slowed over the 
last 100 years, but that does not mean that that will always be the case. 



 

Navigation must be kept open and serviceable for the generations to come. 
We do not know what the future is going to look like, in terms of the internal 

combustion engine. Are we going over to electric? It might be very useful for 
goods—particularly farm produce—to be moved by electric-driven boats. 

Batteries are quite heavy, but that is not really a problem for boating. It could 
all start up again—we don’t know. 

1843 I have made a little note here. I mentioned Fox’s hire boats. They 
have a boat called Silver Fox—it is just one of their fleet. I did some 
calculations, and there is more information on page 17 if anyone is interested. 

Silver Fox—a single boat—can earn £39,000 a year alone. It is doing very well 
for the company, Fox’s hire boats, and yet they pay nothing for its use, and 

contribute nothing for its high wear and tear of the system.  

1844 To enable boaters to plan their finances from one year to the next—
I think Charlotte mentioned this—it is important that charges and fees do not 

rise faster than the consumer price index if the Bill is successful. Inflation is a 
hot topic at the moment, given that it is running quite high. If fees are likely 

to rise—if the Bill comes in, so they should, obviously—I believe they should 
be restrained by at least CPI. There is more information on that in section 26. 
If you would like to read the details of that later or now, that is up to you.  

1845 To keep within the original spirit of the Nene Navigation Act 1753—
we said earlier that canoes, rowing boats and sailing boats were specifically 

mentioned—I believe that there should be an amendment to the Bill that 
exempts dinghies, rowing boats and canoes. In a conversation I had with the 
Middle Level Commissioners several months ago, they said that it would 

probably be a good thing to put that in, because they are a headache to 
manage and keep an eye on. They appear in the water for a few hours and 

then go again, on the back of someone’s car, so it is a headache to manage. 
If nothing else, this is an important amendment, because it can only be for 
pleasure and leisure usage. We talked about the rights of ice skating 

yesterday. Let’s have some boats on there as well. 

1846 Part 8 of my petition says: “In losing my right of navigation, I would 

also be prevented from freely using my pleasure boat, which prevents my 
peaceful enjoyment of my possessions. This is protected under Protocol 1 
Article 1 of the European Convention on Human Rights.” That protocol reads: 

“Every natural or legal person is entitled to the peaceful enjoyment of his 
possessions. No one shall be deprived of his possessions except in the public 

interest and subject to the conditions provided for by law and by the general 
principles of international law.” 

1847 If I am forced to pay registration and licensing fees and I am unable 

to cover these costs, I would be contravening the Act by using my boat, 
especially if the licence fees are disproportionate. I will have little choice but 

to pay the fees or sell my boat. There is a potential that I could be forced to 
sell my boat, which I do not currently need to pay any licence fee for at the 

moment. I have bought a boat. I have heavily invested in a lovely steel 
narrowboat, but I am not currently working, through illness. I am a type 1 
diabetic with coronary artery disease, so I am very limited. I live in a house 

and have, fortunately, a pleasure boat, on which my wife and I can get some 
quality time together. It would be an absolute travesty if I had to sell my boat 



 

because I simply could not afford the additional licence fees. 

1848 My petition states: “Your Petitioner also objects to assertions that the 

navigation is subsidised by funds held for flood risk management. There are a 
mere 6-locks to maintain on the Middle Level, all of which are required to 

control the water levels with a secondary function to allow boats to navigate 
to the next water level.” In fact, there are actually only five, because the sixth 

lock is the Horseway lock, and the channel behind it is dry. It is an EA canal. 
It has a porous base. It is only 2 miles long, but the Environment Agency have 
not done anything to maintain its navigation. There is no point going up to the 

Horseway lock, because you just go up, open the doors and find there is 
nothing behind it, so you have to go back down again. I think that that has 

been added because it makes it look like they have a lot to look after, but they 
only really have five. 

1849 While it is true that the locks could be substituted by a weir, the 

Commissioners are required under statute to provide navigational access for 
all vessels, including those carrying goods and water taxis, and to the benefit 

of the Commissioners’ own vessels—I did mention that, didn’t I? One of the 
six locks is needed to prevent tidal seawater from flooding the land and 
another for sluicing to allow water in for crop irrigation. DEFRA funds the area 

with taxpayers’ money as part of the UK’s flood strategy, so maintenance of 
the small number of locks, which are also required for flood protection, is the 

correct use of DEFRA funding. 

1850 The drains are also funded by landowners, who collectively pay over 
£3 million each year to have their land drained, because without drainage, 

their land would be swamp and their crops destroyed. This is some of the most 
productive farmland in the UK. No other waterway in the UK has this kind of 

funding, but equally, the Middle Level is no ordinary navigation in the sense 
that other waterways are. It is a network of navigable drains. There are no 
boater facilities, no moorings and no towpaths for the Commissioners to fund, 

so apart from the locks, which provide a dual role, the Commissioners’ 
navigation duties are extremely limited—they are tiny. People earn more in a 

year than they have to pay, but I will come back to that in a minute. The 
Middle Level Commissioners’ view is that while it is true that landowners 
directly benefit from the Middle Level drainage, boat owners also benefit, and 

it is therefore only fair that boat owners pay towards that system. 

1851 The Middle Level Commissioners state that the total navigation 

expenditure for 2015-16 is a whopping £275,473.28. Following a freedom of 
information request, I have obtained a full breakdown of how they have come 
to those figures, and I would like to go through that. 

1852 After studying the management accounts and the two separate 
spreadsheets provided by the Middle Level Commissioners, I conclude that 

only £38,777.13 can be classed as accurate costs associated with navigation 
duties. That is a difference of £236,696.15. 

1853 Can we please turn to the financial report and the breakdown of 
costs, and my rationale behind those figures, in section 25 of the green 
bundle? 

1854 CHAIR: It is 24, I think. 



 

1855 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Is it 24? Sorry, my mistake. 

1856 CHAIR: I will need my microscope, won’t I? 

1857 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I know, it is really terrible. Have you got 
your reading glasses, Sir? You are okay? Good. The bits I am really interested 

in is where it is highlighted in red with some notes. The white column going 
all the way down is the year I have been studying, because it was the year 

mentioned on Second Reading and quoted during the debate. 

1858 If we look at 2015-16, the top one there is lock-keeper duties. There 
was a figure in that box of £43,697; I apologise that it is not there now, 

because I started doing my totals. That is what they class as lock-keeper 
duties. I have obviously turned that back down to zero. I will actually go over 

the page and tell you why I have put that down to zero.  

1859 Lock-keepers are not required for navigation. Boaters have the skills 
to operate locks and other complex structures. The lock-keeper at Salters Lode 

is there because “Boaters can't be trusted to close the gates behind them.’” 
That is a quote from the Salters Lode lock-keeper, Paul, who is a nice chap.  

1860 However, interlocks are a common way and a cheap solution used by 
navigation authorities all over Britain to ensure that lock gates are left in a 
certain position when the boater leaves. Interlocks are basically padlocks that 

have been welded on to the structure. You have to put your boater’s key in to 
unlock the padlock, which then allows you to either move a gate open or to 

operate a control panel. There is then obviously a list of things you have to 
do. If they are electronic locks, it might say to first push the green button and 
then push the red button when the light comes on, or that sort of thing. It is 

very easy to follow.  

1861 Interlocks are the cheapest solution because they are simply a steel 

bar with a lock on the end of it that connects to a gate. It ensures that you 
have to make sure that the gate is closed again when you have gone through 
the lock, and then you have to reattach the padlock in position and you can 

then withdraw your key. It is a very simple system. It ensures that locks are 
kept in the correct position to avoid any complications or problems later on. 

That also goes for lift bridges and swing bridges all over the UK network.  

1862 Some of the main highway bridges in the Canal and River Trust are 
very complicated indeed. They require traffic lights to first go red, to prevent 

vehicles from coming across the bridge. The barriers then drop down and you 
can then rotate the bridge so it is clear for navigation, and then you take your 

boat through. You then have to reverse the whole process, ensuring that the 
bridge is back in place, the barriers are back up again and the traffic lights are 
green. You can appreciate that it is a very important role and not something 

you want to get wrong. You have to follow that process before you can recover 
your key, so you can’t just leave it open.  

1863 Salters Lode lock also has a hydraulic-powered flood gate. There is a 
system out there called SCADA, which is used all over the system. It is 

basically the push-button system that allows boaters to literally push a button 
and then wait for the green light to go on before they can do the next part of 
the puzzle. Because Salters Lode has that very new equipment there, there is 

no reason why SCADA telemetry couldn’t be used to ensure that—because it 



 

is tidal on the other side of Salters Lode—the floodgates only open when the 
tidal conditions allow, meaning when the water on the other side of the lock is 

high enough at the right tide level, and is not too high or too low. It is 
something easy to get around.  

1864 I have made a note that the River Nene—a neighbouring stretch of 
water for navigation—has 40 locks. Most of them are electric, and almost all 

of them have gate sensors on them to ensure that the front gates are closed 
again before the electric floodgate opens or closes. This is something that is 
already out there. It doesn’t require a lock-keeper, because they are all 

unmanned.  

1865 I know the Promoters are going to say, “Yeah, but Salters Lode is 

tidal; we can’t take risks with tides.” I would like to draw attention to the 
Grand Union Brentford lock, at the base of the Grand Union Canal, which is 
also on to the River Thames. It is tidal and it is unmanned, so there is a 

precedent already out there for this kind of thing.  

1866 I would like to say that, certainly in the case of Salters Lode, there is 

no need for the lock-keeper. If we go back to the first page and scroll down 
almost to the bottom, it says, “Relief lock-keeper duties”. Where it says zero, 
under note 2, it did read £6,595 for relief lock-keeper duties. I have changed 

that to zero because I don’t believe you need a lock-keeper there. He is there—
I have made a note of this—essentially as part of a flood risk management 

programme. They should be seen as flood management resource, in the same 
way that Forestry Commission fire wardens are employed to ensure that fires 
do not break out when a member of the public drops a cigarette. They are 

there for the protection of the flood defences. If the Middle Level feel more 
comfortable having someone there, fine—it is their choice—but please do not 

levy that as a navigational cost.  

1867 I would accept that there are some repairs that need to take place 
on the Salters Lode, so I have allowed a figure of £6,370.30 for Salters Lode 

repairs. That would have said £12,965, so there is a significant drop there.  

1868 Over the page is Stanground lock. This is another manned lock and I 

have also made that lock-keeper zero. It did say— 

1869 CHAIR: Do these lock-keepers know that you are making them zero?  

1870 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Yes, they do. Tina is very fearful, but she 

knows that she is carrying out a very important function. I will come on to in 
a minute what she does for the flood, drainage and irrigation side of things—

sluicing and so on.  

1871 I have made Tina redundant as far as the navigation is concerned. 
She was being paid £14,626 a year. That is now zero as a navigational cost. 

However, we do accept that the Stanground lock has a dual purpose in this 
instance. Obviously, it is used for boats to come on and off the water, but it 

has also, and probably more so in fairness, a drainage or irrigation function.  

1872 I will read from note 4. The Stanground lock is the water point of 

entry into the system. Water is abstracted by farmers and Anglia Water all 
year round to refill their water storage reservoirs for irrigation in the summer 
months. The lock-keeper makes daily checks of the water levels on both sides 



 

of the lock and balances the water levels between the River Nene and the 
Middle Level by opening and closing the lock gate paddles. That is important 

because the lock gate paddles are part of the lock gates. They are effectively 
a shutter within the gates. They control the water coming into the system by 

using the lock paddles and the lock gates.  

1873 These movements are recorded on gauge sheets. Irrespective of 

whether any boat movements take place on that day or that week, this role is 
performed daily. Because the lock structure is used to control the water levels 
through the lock gates as opposed to other valve or pipe structures, and 

because of the frequency of this operation, the Stanground lock must be 
deemed to be a joint-use structure between navigation and water 

management. Therefore the cost of the maintenance has been halved. 

1874 You can see below, in figure 16, that there are three examples of the 
gauge sheets that are completed every day by Tina as part of her role as the 

lock-keeper, for the management of water levels in the system.  

1875 Going back to my spreadsheet, I have reduced the cost of £21,685, 

which includes the lock-keeper and the maintenance cost, by two. That comes 
to a figure of £3,529.28. So we can see there is a navigational cost of 
maintenance there.  

1876 The next ones are going to make you laugh, I think; they certainly 
made me smile. If we go down the spreadsheet to note 5, it is about Mullicourt 

bridge. I was shocked when I saw this, because Mullicourt bridge is not for 
navigation; it is for cars to drive over the river. I don’t understand why that is 
even in there. That is a bridge that has no benefit whatsoever to boaters. In 

fact, it was only put in place because the Middle Level Commissioners decided 
to build the main drain across a number of roads in order to pump the water 

out to St Germans, which you will see in a minute on my wonderful sketch. 
Because they drove that new drain through, they cut those roads in half and 
had to build some bridges. This is one of them. I have no idea why it is even 

here, so I have just put that straight down to zero. The figure in there was 
£4,482, but I have just crossed it off completely. The next one down is 

Turningtree bridge. Same story—another bridge. Thankfully it was only £303, 
but again—what has it got to do with us? 

1877 Taking all that into account, I have reduced their original figure of 

£91,963.85, which you can just see written down above note 8 and below note 
7, near the bottom in red, down to £18,729.07. From £91,000 to £18,000 is 

quite a drastic drop, I’d say. We are talking small beer overall, in the scheme 
of £3 million a year, but I think it is important that the figures that they have 
been giving us have been exaggerated, and I am trying to address that. 

1878 If we turn over the page, I will now talk about the more general 
navigational functions. That was just looking at the structures, but there are 

other things that the Middle Level have to do. If you look at the graph below, 
it is a spreadsheet that I was given under a freedom of information request by 

the Middle Level Commissioners. All I have done is create a pink column, in 
which I have put some of my own figures. Everything else is exactly the same; 
no figures have been altered. 

1879 The first heading, in line 8, is “Structures - (operation and 



 

maintenance)”. Obviously, that said £91,963, but I have just shown that in 
reality it should only read £18,729. I have not really disputed the next two or 

three lines. I have left them the same, because it was too difficult to 
understand why they have another category there called “Navigation”. I asked 

a couple of questions about why they have another column, listed as 
“Navigation”, and could not really get to the bottom of it. It was not answered 

in my first email, so I have just left it as it was, and thought, “Okay. Well, 
some of the others are recoveries, so that’s fine.” 

1880 Line 15 is headed “Lock refurbishment programme”. There seems to 

be quite a lot of activity between 2014 and 2017, but nothing is predicted for 
2018, on the right of the chart, and there was nothing previously in 2013-14, 

so this is a bulk of work that has gone in. I do not believe that it should be 
reflected in that one year. We are talking about the replacement of lock gates 
that will probably last 25 years or more, because the traffic is very low. To be 

fair to the Commissioners, I have added up all the lines from 2014. As you can 
see in line 16, “Salters Lode”, I have included the £97,880 that was mentioned 

as an expense for 2014-15. I have included the £14,206 next to note 2, added 
those together, and divided that number by 25 years, which has given me a 
figure of £4,483.50. I believe that a fair figure on that line should not be 

£14,206, but £4,483.50. Hopefully, you can follow me on that. 

1881 I have done the same with Ashline overspill and Marmont Priory. I 

think it is misleading to put them all in one year. It is a capital expenditure 
refurbishment programme. It should be divvied up by 25 years—the life of 
those flood or lock gates. 

1882 We will now look at Well Creek. The next notes—5, 6, 7 and 8—talk 
about the dredging of Well Creek, flail mowing of Well Creek, mechanical weed 

control of Well Creek, and bush and tree cutting of Well Creek. Why is Well 
Creek treated differently? I thought that was quite interesting. One of the 
reasons which I have been given by the Commissioners is that it offers no 

drainage function or flood protection; it is simply a navigational area that is 
only benefiting boaters. I had a problem with that. The main reason is that 

people who live along Well Creek are all expected to pay drainage levies and 
tolls. They all pay through their council tax. That was the first alarm bell that 
I heard.  

1883 If we want to have a look at this wonderful sketch that I did in the 
B&B I was staying in last night—apologies for the scruffy handwriting; it was 

all done rather late—I draw your attention to the top, where it has the Wash 
and King’s Lynn. The red/pink shaded area is the Great Ouse, which is tidal. 
On the bottom right-hand side, you will see an orange highlighted area that is 

called the Old Bedford river. That is under Environmental Agency control. 
Normally when the tidal conditions are favourable, water will flow out of the 

gate at the end into the red section at the top there, which is very close to 
Salters Lode lock, and it will naturally discharge out into the Great Ouse and 

will not be a problem. However, as you know we have spring tides and high 
tides and high rainfall occasionally. A number of times a year the Old Bedford 
river becomes flooded. It is very close to the top of its banks, and water cannot 

discharge into the Great Ouse when the tide is high. With the water behind 
the gates, if we open the gates it will come back in, not go out.  



 

1884 What is in place at the moment—I will show some photographs of it 
later—is something called an overspill. You can see that it joins between the 

Old Bedford river and Well Creek. The lock-keeper is asked by central office 
or the EA, “Can you open the overspill please, because we need to get rid of 

the water?” He will walk across—it is only about 100 metres from his house—
and open the spillway. Water can then flow from the Old Bedford river into 

Well Creek. It then flows along—I have highlighted it in orange—to Nordelph, 
where you can see there is a weir. The water runs down this weir on to a 
section of water called Old Pophams Eau. It then joins the Main Drain, in green, 

where the water is then pumped out of the top at St Germans pumping station 
straight out into the Wash. 

1885 In the first instance, I want to say that this area has a drainage 
function. Hopefully my scribbling made sense. Well Creek is an area that 
should not be treated any differently, basically. If we carry on down the 

spreadsheet a little further, I made all those things zero, because they are not 
costs in other parts of the system, so why should they be included in Well 

Creek and Salters Lode? 

1886 Then we get on to the subject of dredging. This is mentioned on the 
spreadsheet. It is note 9. With system dredging, I have changed all those 

figures on the left to zeroes. Why did I do that? Dredging is a flood defence. 
The entire system has been created for land drainage. Rainfall that falls on to 

land is pumped mechanically into the drains, rivers and creeks before flowing 
out to sea, or being pumped out to sea in the case of St Germans. The water 
contains particles of sand and soil. The silt that has been dredged up and 

removed is a direct result of the drainage function of the system. Boats do not 
drop thousands of cubic metres of silt as they go along. Nor do they create 

enough wash to erode the banks, thus creating silt. There is insufficient 
navigational traffic to cause the amount of silt in the system.  

1887 Silt also tends to form around the inflow points where rainwater flows 

in or the water is pumped in from the surrounding fields, giving a clear 
indication of where the silt comes from. Furthermore, boaters solve a lot of 

the silting-up issues by spreading the silt where it enters the system along the 
bottom of the riverbed to evenly distribute it, allowing the free flow of water. 

1888 If you turn the page over, I have made a little PaintShop Pro slide 

there, which is figure 18. That highlights how boats help avoid dredging so 
early on. In slide 1 of figure 18, you have Mr Narrowboat—it is not my boat, 

because mine has three portholes in the side—and you can see where the 
water is being pumped in and it is forming a rise in the bed. Often, when I am 
cruising along the Middle Level, I will suddenly feel my boat slow down, and I 

know I have hit another part of the bottom of the river. I hopefully continue 
at full throttle, and in slide 2, you can see me pushing this sand and silt along 

the bottom of the bed. In slide 3, you can see how I have pushed it along a 
wider area. I am actually making it less urgent for the Middle Level 

Commissioners to need to dredge that section, because I am spreading it 
across the bottom. It is not my fault that it is there. I am helping them, at the 
end of the day. Hopefully at some point they will take all that sand and silt 

out.  

1889 Going back to my spreadsheet, dredging is not a navigational cost. 



 

It is a removal of sand and silt that has come from the fields and the area. I 
would also like to draw attention to figure 17, which talks about the Somerset 

Levels. Those levels were in the headlines a few years ago, and the flooding 
there was because dredging had not taken place. 

1890 If we go back over the page to figure 18, Craig Woolhouse, deputy 
director of flood incident management at the Environment Agency, said that 

the agency had removed 130,000 cubic meters of silt during the dredging 
project near Burrowbridge at a cost of £6 million. He said that it will help 
reduce the likelihood and duration of flooding on Curry Moor and North Moor, 

on the A361 and the west coast main line. Peter Maltby, chairman of the 
Somerset Drainage Boards Consortium, states in a letter to Westminster on 

26 February 2013: “The damage caused by flooding to communities, the 
economy, farmland and the environment is directly related to the duration, 
depth and frequency of a flood event. We now know that, had the Tone and 

Parrett been dredged in accordance with the scheme which the EA is now 
proposing, Curry Moor would have been under water for weeks, rather than 

months, the A361 closed for days, rather than weeks, and the flooding risk to 
properties in Moorland avoided altogether. The disruption to people's lives, the 
damage to the local economy and the consequences for farming and the 

environment would have been vastly less serious had the rivers been dredged. 
Reduced flood damages across the wider Parrett catchment would also have 

been achieved through the ability to operate flood risk assets sooner and for 
longer.” 

1891 What I am getting at is that dredging is very expensive, and it is 

almost always the boat owners who scream foul, because we cannot move any 
more; we are on the bottom, and we cannot navigate. It is often seen as a 

navigational cost, for that reason, but we are not putting the silt there. It is 
getting there through the dredging and draining of the navigation. If anything, 
we are helping the problem, not causing it. I actually think we should be paid 

for helping them to deal with less dredging. I have removed that. 

1892 Note 6 goes back to Well Creek. I said that they should not be treated 

any differently, but I would like to mention flail mowing. Flail mowing is cutting 
the grass banks of the rivers, creeks and drains. We cannot step on those 
banks. We cannot get off anywhere. There are no moorings. In fact, the banks 

block our views. Why were boaters even being considered as a cost of cutting 
the banks? It is beyond belief. 

1893 Note 7 is on mechanical weed control on Well Creek, which is 
necessary to ensure the free flow of water in the system. Without removal of 
the weeds, the waterways would become a mat of vegetation that would cause 

major difficulties for water management. I mentioned that the Middle Level 
also use boats. That is an interesting point. The St Germans pumping station, 

which is the second largest in Europe, as the Promoters were telling us, is a 
fantastic bit of kit. It can pump out so many Olympic swimming pools per 

second. It is incredible, but with the weeds in the rivers, drains and creeks, 
when they turn those machines on and start pulling all the water out, if that 
water cannot flow freely and quickly to the pumping station, it drains the Main 

Drain—the drain is completely emptied. They need these weeds to be out of 
the waters anyway, because otherwise there is a drainage problem for them. 



 

1894 Bush and tree cutting is also mentioned in the Well Creek section. 
They are not clearing the trees for boaters’ benefit. The reason they are 

clearing these trees is because the roots can damage the banks. They virtually, 
in some areas, completely destroy the trees: the trees are cut down to stumps 

or are cut down into totem poles, so there is not much left of them at all. 
Again, I do not see why that even came into the idea of being a navigational 

cost. I just wanted to point that out. 

1895 If we go back to the final point of our spreadsheet and we take all 
these points—the zeroes, the shared cost over 25 years for the lock 

refurbishment programme—instead of coming down to £275,473.28, we 
actually come to £38,777.13. I think that my rationale has explained why I 

have brought that figure down to that level. When we start to look at £38,777 
for annual navigation costs, I start to wonder why we are here. 

1896 Another thing to mention is that, while I was going through the 

finances—I have not got a copy of it here, but this is an interesting point—I 
found that this massive pumping station at St Germans, which is an incredible 

investment, has been capitalised and amortised on their balance sheets; 
however, none of the lock-gates or locks have. That is all hardware, and it is 
all a capital asset to the system, so why have they even put them in the 

refurbishment programme in the first place? That should be part of their 
capital management, so I do not really understand why it is an annual cost. 

So the figure could potentially be a lot less than £38,000. 

1897 That concludes the financial bit. If we would like to pop back to finish 
off the rest of my presentation, we will go back to page 7, line 25. 

1898 CHAIR: Sorry, page 7, line 25? Where are we? 

1899 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: This is back in section 24. 

1900 I must remind the Promoters that the whole region was lost to the 
native people 300 years ago. The wealthy land owners obtained huge areas of 
extra fertile land, in which they are able to generate huge amounts of annual 

income. It is unfair that local people are now being asked to contribute to 
ancient rivers that are protected by the Nene Navigation Act 1753 and codified 

in Magna Carta, while landowners are still able to keep their land. Like with a 
public footpath through an ancient wood, it is unfair to lose those rights and 
be forced to pay for something that technically belongs to us anyway. I just 

draw that comparison to ancient woodland and public rights of access around 
other parts of Britain. 

1901 What also needs to be emphasised is that any restriction on public 
rights, such as tolls, have always historically been required to directly assist 
the funding of improvements to the navigation. That is, specific works have 

been contemplated and costed for benefiting the navigation, and the 
Government has seen the justice of a quid pro quo. That works both ways. It 

is not simply enough to say, “It is about time we were able to tap into more 
sources of income and, if we are allowed to do that, we will just consider some 

minor provision of facilities as and when they become identified.” 

1902 I have not given you a copy of this, but I will just give you a flavour 
of it. In the 1753 Act, which the Promoters do have copies of because it 

governs them in their duties, part of it says, “and it is become necessary to 



 

clean, depthen, widen and scour the said rivers, creeks and drains…And, for 
defraying the necessary expenses of putting this act in execution, and of 

carrying on and completing the said navigations, be it further enacted” that 
each sluice—blah, blah, blah—“there shall be paid…collectors”. In other words, 

they were introducing costs and they gave an example of why and what they 
were going to use those costs for. They clearly said that they were going to 

widen those rivers and depthen them to allow larger boats to come in and 
navigate, for example. Even for the Act that is the primary legislation at the 
moment, it was necessary for the Promoters of that Bill to highlight actual 

things that they were going to be doing and that they were getting this money 
for. 

1903 Then we go to section 10 of my petition, line 37: “Your Petitioner also 
objects to Clause 4(1) because it will put boaters at risk of draconian or 
unlawful enforcement action carried out by another navigation authority being 

passed on to the Commissioners to enforce, amounting to harassment and 
persecution of the boater and bringing the Commissioners into disrepute.” 

1904 I know that the Commissioners said yesterday that they will not 
enforce another navigation authority’s licences and they will not enforce ours, 
so that falls away somewhat. However, it must be pointed out that the 

requiring of personal data for third-party authorities adds greater risk to data 
protection, which is outside the control of the Commissioners. There should 

be no sharing of personal data with third parties by default; if a boater does 
not intend to travel into neighbouring waterways, their personal data should 
not be shared by the Middle Level Commissioners.  

1905 I contacted the Information Commissioner's Office in London, which 
gave me this statement: “Personal data must not be disclosed to unauthorised 

third parties. Unauthorised third parties includes another individual or 
organisation, family members, friends, local authorities, government bodies, 
and the police where the individual has not consented to the transfer unless 

disclosure is exempted by the 1998 Act, or by other legislation. There is no 
general legal requirement to disclose information to the police.” The source of 

that is the Data Protection Act 1998.  

1906 Under no circumstances can they give boaters’ personal data to other 
third parties, including neighbouring authorities or the police, without the 

express permission of the individual to whom the data belongs.  

1907 Section 11 states: “Your Petitioner also objects to Clause 4(2) 

because the Commissioners have no control over other navigation authorities’ 
registration and charging arrangements and are not in a position to provide 
this in return for the proposed charges.” We are talking about reciprocal 

registration and licensing. It cannot be promised, so why is it in the Bill? They 
have no control and no say over what other navigation authorities will offer 

us.  

1908 There is only one example of reciprocal registration on the inland 

waterways, namely the Canal and River Trust and the Environment Agency 
waters gold licence. There are at least 21 navigation authorities, but there are 
no comparable examples of reciprocal powers as sought by Middle Level 

Commissioners. It is such a good idea, but very few people want it, and the 
Commissioners are chasing a dream because they cannot promise it anyway. 



 

They are unable to offer something in this Bill that they have no control over. 
It is therefore out of scope, in my opinion. Furthermore, it is sold as a benefit 

to boaters, as justification for the introduction of fees. What a great idea, but 
for boaters that never leave the Middle Level, it offers nothing. Why are we 

making a big thing out of this? 

1909 Section 12 of my petition states: “Your Petitioner also objects to 

Clauses 5 and 6 because they would put my rights of navigation during certain 
times of the year at risk. It would be unfair for the Commissioners to charge 
boat owners to use the waterways and then close the waterways for the benefit 

of other, non-navigational activities. There is no provision for any moorings to 
be erected to enable boaters to tie up and wait for the navigation to be 

reopened.” 

1910 As we discussed earlier, “8 half hour periods in any 24-hour period 
equates to 4-hours a day and this could make navigation challenging when 

attempting to make allotted…times at Salters Lode”, which is tidal and can be 
opened only at certain times of the day, otherwise you have to wait another 

eight hours for the tide to turn. 

1911 If the Middle Level Commissioners seek to close off the navigation at 
Well Creek to allow ice skating to take place, they should provide moorings 

and toilet, shower, and rubbish disposal facilities at each end of the closure to 
allow boats to wait for the navigation to re-open. If the Bill is passed, I submit 

amendment 3, which requires the Middle Level Commissioners to put in 
mooring, shower, rubbish and toilet facilities at each end.  

1912 Fortunately, the area that they are talking about is Well Creek. It has 

already been suggested that we would like facilities to be put in at Well Creek 
anyway; there is quite a good piece of land and there are moorings already 

there, so that will be quite easy. The other end of Well Creek is Marmont Priory 
lock, and there is already power, mooring and land there to put all those things 
in.  

1913 In my amendment, I suggest that it should also be the case that 
moorings are put in there for people to wait, because if the ice freezes over—

certainly thick enough to be skated on—you will not go anywhere in your boat 
for potentially a month, or even two or three months. In a hard winter, you 
could be stuck there for a long time, and once you are stuck, you are stuck. If 

they want to close off the navigation to people who are not paying for it—for 
traditions, for example—great, but we need somewhere to tie up. I am not 

going to be travelling a day’s journey back to March or further just to find 
somewhere to moor up. Hopefully that covers that one. 

1914 Notifications of closures by local newspaper are insufficient with the 

very low current readership, especially by boaters just passing through. If the 
Bill is passed, large visible signage should be displayed at various key boating 

locations to avoid boaters travelling long boating distances. I know we 
sometimes talk about 16 miles, but that is a day’s journey. You don’t want to 

drive 16 miles and then find out when you get there that the lock is closed 
because it might freeze over and you cannot continue any further. I am 
suggesting that they also look to put some signs up at key points, maybe as 

you leave March or at some of the junctions. The use of internet should also 
be considered. 



 

1915 Paragraph 13 states: “Your Petitioner objects to Clause 8 because 
the Commissioners already have powers to remove…sunken boats 

and…recover the costs…see Article 17 of the Middle Level Navigation Byelaws 
1875 and Middle Level Commissioners v. Marner (2006). The ability to make 

new bylaws would be an open door to allow the Commissioners the freedom 
to make laws on a wide range of matters as they see fit, without community 

consensus, review or redress mechanisms. ‘Lawful Authority’ would provide 
the Commissioners with authority to remove any boat that has not complied 
with new registration and licensing”—I know they said that they don’t intend 

to use it for that. 

1916 Paragraph 13 continues: “The owner of such vessel may be out of 

the country, in hospital or worse and without their knowledge, their buoyant 
vessel, considered abandoned or there without lawful authority, is removed 
without their or their family's consent. Furthermore having the ability to 

stipulate the engine size, power, type or fuel used”—I believe that goes too 
far as well; it does not reflect the reality—“Circumstances such as flood; high 

winds; mechanical breakdown; illness…mean that boaters may need to stay 
longer than a given time limit. They need to be able to do so… The…byelaws 
would be repugnant to the general law as they would prevent vessels mooring 

for temporary periods in the course of navigation, ‘temporary’ being 
dependent on factors such as the circumstances of the boat, river conditions 

and weather.” 

1917 Could the promoters clarify whether “without lawful authority” relates 
to unregistered or unlicensed vessels that are legally moored with the land 

owner’s consent? I think they said that it does not go that far and they do not 
intend to use it for that, but if that is the case, should other wording be used? 

1918 Cicely Mary was destroyed while the gentleman who owned it was in 
North Yorkshire with his family—his dog required an operation. Arsonists 
torched his boat. A report from August 2015 reads: “Arsonists left a former 

youth worker”—Peter Demkiw—“homeless and penniless after they burgled 
his house boat and returned a day later to burn it down…To cap it all Middle 

Level Commissioners hoisted the shell of the burnt-out boat from the river at 
Kings Dyke, near Whittlesey and billed him £5,800 clearance charges…Iain 
Smith, Middle Level chief executive, said the boat had to be removed as it was 

an obstruction that needed to be dealt with quickly. He said: ‘We contacted 
the owner who said he was in Yorkshire and couldn’t do anything about it 

immediately so we had to remove it.’” 

1919 Mr Demkiw had been in Yorkshire with his family while his Jack 
Russell terrier was undergoing surgery and was not able to do anything 

quickly. He said: “If they had given me another 24 hours I could’ve arranged 
for a friend to tow it away”. 

1920 You can see from the photographs that the boat was not causing an 
obstruction—it had been moored there, but because it had sunk, that suddenly 

gave them the powers to get rid of it. When they sold the boat, it did not even 
sell for the £5,800 charges they imposed for moving it, so it left him owing 
money. He lost all his possessions, lost his boat, was now in debt and had 

nowhere to live—and all he had done was go up to Leeds to get his dog treated 
by the local vet. I think that was quite harsh, personally, but I will move on.  



 

1921 “Your Petitioner also objects to Clauses 9 & 10 because the 
Commissioners already have byelaw making powers under the Middle Level 

Act 1874 and these powers are adequate.” The Promoters argue that that Act 
does not give them the full range of powers necessary to regulate the 

waterways effectively, as they are exercisable elsewhere.  

1922 Take the need for a boat safety certificate, for example. In the first 

section of the Middle Level navigation notes, the Middle Level Commissioners 
state, "The vessel’s Boat Safety Certificate will need to be available for 
inspection upon entering the system." I think we have found out already that 

that was actually a bit of a fib. They do not have any requirement for a boat 
safety certificate as things stand. Ironically, most of us, myself included, have 

boat safety certificates. I actually have two on my boat, because I was not 
happy with the two years remaining when I bought it—it only had two years 
of use. I wanted a brand new MOT certificate when I bought my boat, so I 

insisted that it had another one to make sure that it was all right and that I 
was not being sold a dud. It passed as well, so I have two on mine—that is 

still running—and insurance, I hasten to add.  

1923 If this is a requirement of the new navigation notes, it is potentially 
some kind of bluff. I have used these locks many times over several years and 

I have not once been asked to show my safety certificate, nor have any of my 
boating acquaintances. It is mentioned in the navigation notes that they want 

to see it, but in reality, how much do they really care? The lock-keeper, Tina—
lovely girl—will take a note of your name and boat number when you come 
through, but she will not ask to see any certification or anything else. They 

make a big thing out of it, but I wonder how seriously they care. 

1924 Line 29, section 14, states: “There are ongoing disputes with land 

owners and owners of residential properties with moorings as to whether the 
land and moorings belong to the Commissioners or not. This could give the 
Commissioners authority to close moorings that have existed for decades, 

effecting property owners with moorings, the value/resale of their land and 
properties.” 

1925 Page 10—I have a statement from Mr Hodges, who was one of the 
original Petitioners. He dropped out because he was having hearing difficulties 
and has some medical issues—he is in his 80s now, bless him.  

1926 Mr and Mrs J Hodges bought their home, 129A West End, March in 
1997 with a 38-foot mooring. They have moored there ever since, but have 

nothing in writing to allow them to moor the family boat there. They have 
since learned that other home owners along the same bank have been refused 
permission to erect moorings on their land and are now very fearful that their 

moorings could be forcibly removed. 

1927 There is ambiguity around which banks the Middle Level 

Commissioners own within property title plans, and the extent of their 
responsibility over those banks. Many older properties have not been 

registered, so there is little by way of evidence to support future disputes. 
That could become a serious problem.  

1928 Line 9, section 14, states: “Access to a person's boat/ home in the 

case of boat dwellers by the Commissioners to facilitate an inspection is 



 

excessive and could contravene the Forcible Entry Act of 1381. Presenting a 
Boat Safety Certificate to the Salters Lode & Stanground lock keepers should 

be sufficient as the only two entry and exit points.” 

1929 I have since learned that the Forcible Entry Act has been repealed, 

but that now falls under article 8 of the European Convention of Human Rights, 
which clearly provides a right to be free of unlawful searches. The Middle Level 

Commissioners believe that they can simply demand to see a boat safety 
certificate, but there is no obligation for the boater to open the door, especially 
if they fear for their own safety. Figure 11 is an extract of article 8, if anyone 

is questioning its wording. 

1930 Line 18, section 14, states: “In making the person in charge of the 

vessel, responsible for the actions of his passengers and be required to provide 
details of those passengers on request, is contrary to the Right of Silence 
under Article 6 of the European Convention on Human Rights and the Human 

Rights Act 1998. It should not be the defence of a person charged of an offence 
to prove anything. Enshrined in law the Human Rights Act 1998 places the 

burden of proof on those that are alleging a crime. ‘Innocent until proven 
guilty.’” 

1931 I understand, after talking to the Promoters, that they are seeking 

an amendment on this because it clearly violates these Acts and the rights 
enshrined in many of our laws. The burden of proof is on those alleging the 

crime. We are innocent until proven guilty, and that should not be challenged.  

1932 Page 4 of the Bill says that in the view of the Commissioners, the 
provisions of the Bill are compatible with the European convention on human 

rights.  Clearly, this proves that the Bill will not be compatible with the 
European convention on human rights, unless it is amended. On page 11, I 

show article 6 and wording from the Human Rights Act 1998, which is very 
clear. See figures 12 and 13.  

1933 Continuing with paragraph 14 of my petition, “The proposed byelaws 

would also criminalise boat owners who through no fault of their own could 
not afford to pay for registration. Boaters would have the risk of being refused 

a licence and having to take the Commissioners to a Magistrates Court to 
appeal their decision, which would be time-consuming, stressful and incur 
court costs. This could open the door to victimisation and clearance of the 

waterways of any boats that the Commissioners do not like.” 

1934 Think about this for a minute. Why would a member of the public 

have to take the Middle Level Commissioners to court to appeal a decision 
made by them? Do you not think that sounds crazy? I am not a poor person—
I have a few pounds in the bank—but I speak to a lot of these boaters, and 

they survive on a meagre existence. Imagine them being turned down for a 
boat licence; their only option to get a licence would be to go through a court 

to pay for registration. I don’t know if you guys know how much it costs—I am 
sure you do know—for a lawyer these days. I look to the man on my left. 

1935 NEIL CAMERON: Great value for money. 

1936 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: They all say that. 

1937 CHAIR:  And will charge you for so saying! 



 

1938 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I just think it is crazy that we will have 
legislation in place whereby the boaters would have to go to court to challenge 

the refusal of a licence. 

1939 Sharing information with emergency services was given to me as an 

example of why the Commissioners want to share information. It sounds very 
noble indeed, but when is this likely to ever happen? Does the council need to 

know the details of every person visiting their area in case there is a need to 
inform the emergency services? Of course not. As for our personal details 
being obtained by every person who believes it would be useful to have them, 

that is no justification for them to have them. A need-to-know basis is 
something that was drummed into me when I was in the forces. There is no 

general legal right or requirement to disclose information to the police, either. 
That has already been mentioned in the Data Protection Act 1998.  

1940 The right to a private life under article 8 includes respect for an 

individual’s private and confidential information, and particularly the storing 
and sharing of data; the right not to be subject to unlawful searches or 

surveillance; and the right to control the spreading of information about your 
private life, including photographs taken covertly. Again, some of these 
powers are extreme.  

1941 On page 12, figures 11 and 14 give examples of article 8 of the 
European convention on human rights and your right to a private life. If a 

boater remains on the Middle Level, why should the Middle Level 
Commissioners provide personal information to the Environment Agency? 
Which of the article 8 exceptions below would apply? Let’s think about it. If I 

want to give my information to the Environment Agency, is that necessary in 
the interests of national security? I don’t think so. Public safety? I cannot see 

that being a reason, either. Economic wellbeing of the country? No. For the 
prevention of disorder or crime? Not really. For the protection of health or 
morals? I do not see that, either. Or for the protection of the rights and 

freedoms of others? I do not see why my details have to be provided to the 
Environment Agency. If my details were ever collected, I would certainly like 

the option to tick a box and say, “I ain’t going anywhere. Don’t bother giving 
my details out to anyone else. Thank you very much.” That is something 
essential that needs to be in the Bill. 

1942 Your Petitioner objects to clause 13 because subcontracting 
enforcement of byelaws to third parties would open the door to harassment 

and intimidation by third-party security and enforcement companies. The 
response from the Middle Level Commissioners was: “This provision is 
intended to ensure that Commissioners do not have to carry out enforcement 

activities personally, but can delegate to appropriate officers. The 
Commissioners would remain responsible for their actions.” That is great. I 

will come to my own experiences in a minute.  

1943 The Middle Level Commission, as a navigation authority, has 

responsibility for its own enforcement. It is generally accepted that while 
enforcement is executed under contract by a private sector actor, the scope 
of the contract will exclude a form of compliance-driven decision-making. In 

other words, those people are pretty much on time and have time limits to get 
the job done. They are external people, like G4S, Mitie and others. This 



 

precludes wholesale subcontracting by the Middle Level Commissioners to a 
private sector contactor. I go on to mention that executing court orders and 

the seizure of vessels are being upheld correctly—bailiffs and so on.  

1944 As an estate agent, I was often there during a repossession of 

property. I am pleased to say that the bailiffs are under the county council 
and the sheriffs and so on, and they are not on time limits. They know that it 

is important to get the job done accurately and without any mistakes being 
incurred whatsoever. We have a locksmith on site, and sometimes we have 
the police in attendance. These things have to be done very carefully, because 

essentially we are taking people out of their homes.  

1945 In the case of boat dwellers, it is important that that is not 

subcontracted and that the enforcement action is carried out by people who 
are employees of the Middle Level Commissioners. Only in that way can we 
ensure that it is carried out to the letter. 

1946 Paragraph 17: “Your Petitioner also objects to Clause 15 because 
serving enforcement notices by post would disadvantage boaters who do not 

enjoy a residential postal service, to the extent that their rights under Article 
6 of the European Convention on Human Rights would be violated.”  

1947 A lot of people have already mentioned this—unfortunately, I was not 

privy to what they were going to type, so some of these things are coming up 
again and again. But I have written here, on the right to due process, that it 

should be standard practice to serve notices by post, if an address can be 
ascertained and—this is in block capitals and underlined—affix a notice to a 
vessel. Very often, postal addresses given earlier in the year can fall into 

disuse—they can be PO boxes, for example—or be rarely checked, and a letter 
or notice can get lost in the postal system.  

1948 Also, leaving a notice in the hands of a person appearing to be a 
resident or employed on the vessel is unacceptable. It should be established 
that the master of the vessel is in receipt of that notice. I will give an example. 

I have got a very nice boat and my parents are still alive, thank goodness, so 
they use opportunities in the summer to go down to my boat and spend a few 

hours on it, sitting there, drinking coffee. They do not go anywhere on the 
boat, but they enjoy it. Mum always says, “I’ll give the boat a clean for you.” 
But unfortunately she is now in her 80s and struggling with memory problems. 

I would hate to think that she would be given a notice, on the assumption that 
she is the skipper of the vessel, because it would probably be cleaned away 

with all the other stuff when she does her cleaning and I would never find out 
about it. It is important that if notices are being given out, the person doing 
so needs to be sure that the person they are giving them to is the skipper—

and they should probably get a signature from the person they left it with.  

1949 I move on to page 13—we are getting through it; not many to go. 

“Your Petitioner objects because the Bill contains no obligations under which 
the Commissioners would be duty bound to provide an adequate depth of 

water for navigation; dredging; maintenance or any toilet/shower facilities, 
refuse or sewage disposal facilities, moorings or towpaths in return for 
navigation charges, as are normally provided on other waterways where fees 

are payable.” 



 

1950 Essentially, boaters would notice nothing positive, but would be 
subject to legislation that would force them to pay a fee to register, and to 

pay an annual licence fee. It would be a criminal offence to use the navigation 
without a licence. They would be forced to display a registration number. They 

would have restricted access during certain times of the year, and the risk of 
being refused a licence and having to appeal the decision through magistrates 

court. There are no advantages for boaters in return. This will destroy Middle 
Level navigation and the local boating community.  

1951 We have to think about that a little bit. We, the boaters, are not being 

given anything. All we have been promised is that some people will sit down 
around a table. We have come up with some ideas of what they can 

implement, but that does not bind them in law. Yes, they might build moorings 
and they might put in a few taps and a few things here and there, but when 
they fall into disrepair, there will be nothing holding the Middle Level 

Commissioners to repair them and put them back into use again. The whole 
point of the Bill should be to ensure that there are facilities in place. They have 

also said, “We are going to get a user group to discuss what facilities we need.”  

1952 It is quite interesting, because the Middle Level Commissioners have 
been working on this Bill since the early 2000s. They say in the Bill that they 

have consulted interested parties. They have the IWA on board and they 
brought one of their chairmen here on Monday. They know there is a minimum 

standard for facilities that the IWA supports. They have consulted all 
interested parties. They have a very close connection with club members—
members of the Middle Level Watermen’s Club and so on. So why have they 

not come up with a list of facilities that they want to put into the Bill? Quite 
frankly, they don’t want to be held to a duty under legislation to introduce and 

maintain the facilities. That is what it boils down to. They want this Bill to be 
passed whereby they have a free hand to put in facilities as and when they 
see fit. 

1953 The Commissioners will set up a users panel—great. We are getting 
some assurances that they will be able to bring in advisory groups to advise 

them on what things they need to bring in. But considering the amount of time 
they have had, they should have worked this out. Why are we leaving it till 
after the Bill has been passed? They could just propose a few taps, or a wheelie 

bin or whatever—and that is after the Bill has been passed. We can’t do 
anything about that. They could put in a mooring somewhere, but as they 

haven’t put in any moorings whatever and have provided no facilities, no 
towpaths and so on, they clearly don’t have a lot of interest in the navigational 
aspect. 

1954 It is essential that boater facilities be introduced and maintained as 
a minimum standard for the right to charge pleasure boaters if the Bill is 

passed. If the Bill is successful, I submit amendment 4. Amendment 4 is 
similar—indeed, almost identical—to the March Cruising Club amendment, in 

that it lists a number of moorings that they would like put in at various sites, 
and some taps and toilets and things like that. I managed to sit down with the 
March Cruising Club. We had a meeting about this. There were about 30 

members there, and between us we worked out what they wanted as a boating 
group, what they felt was necessary as a minimum standard. That is why we 

have put this amendment in.  



 

1955 The boaters have said to me, and the March Cruising Club, “If we 
have to pay a fee, we want something in return. We want these facilities and 

we want them to be enshrined in the Act, so that the Commissioners can’t get 
out of it; they can’t let these things fall into disrepair.” The current Promoters 

might be lovely people and very genuine, but we don’t know what their 
successors are going to look like, and any Bill that is passed will become an 

Act that will go on for the next 200 or 300 years before it is, maybe, updated 
again, so we need to think about the Commissioners who are alive and around 
in the years to come. 

1956 I will go on to lines 22 and 23. It is essential that the Middle Level 
Commissioners remove soil and silt pumped into the system, in a timely 

manner, to maintain an adequate depth of water for navigation if the Bill is 
passed. I have lost count of the number of times I have got stuck on the 
bottom of these creeks and drains, especially at the top end, near Stanground; 

it is very shallow in that area. An extra-long boating pole is required whenever 
I go anywhere on my boat, because I will always get stuck. I think it is only 

right and proper, if we are going to charge boaters to use the navigation, that 
we at least give them some certainty that they will be able to move around. 
My amendment 5 suggests a minimum depth of water of 3 feet across two 

thirds of any river, drain or creek. We would like that amendment put into the 
Bill if the Bill is successful. 

1957 “Your Petitioner objects because the Commissioners claim that it is 
necessary to update existing legal framework which governs the 
Commissioners’ navigation function, as it is considered to be out of date and 

does not align with modern requirements or the statutory framework 
applicable to other navigation authorities.” That’s really interesting. I sat down 

with the National Bargee Travellers Association and we looked at—we 
discussed this yesterday—a list of all the requirements and what jurisdiction 
the Commissioners have already. With the exception of clause 2, to extend 

jurisdiction to adjacent waters, clause 3, to fix and recover charges and set 
terms and conditions for use of the waterways, services and facilities, and 

clause 4, on reciprocal registration and enforcement, the Middle Level 
Commissioners already have sufficient powers or byelaw-making powers to 
govern the Middle Level navigation. I accept that in three areas—clauses 2, 3 

and 4—they do not have those powers, and I argue that they should not have 
them in the first place, which would make the Bill null and void. If it is decided 

that they should have those powers, then that should obviously go through.  

1958 The second part of page 19, on line 31, suggests that there is another 
agenda in the background, and that the main purpose of the Bill is to enable 

other authorities to take control of the Middle Level navigation and collect fees 
without any obligation to provide facilities and services.  

1959 I mentioned the River Amstel. I am half Dutch; my wife is Dutch, and 
we spend quite a lot of time in Holland. We enjoy Amsterdam and the Amstel 

very much. It is arguably the most modern and successful waterway in Europe. 
It is managed by a Dutch authority called Waternet, and it might interest you 
to know that there are no requirements for pleasure boats to pay licence fees 

to use the waterways, although mooring fees are required. That attracts 
pleasure boats to the waterway, increases tourism, and adds to the vibrancy 

of the region. The proposed Bill would introduce licence fees, which would have 



 

the opposite effect and drive boaters away—I have put a little note to remind 
myself: “Build it and they will come”. 

1960 On page 14 there is a small extract—I have made it larger on page 
19—that clearly states that “A special licence is only necessary for boats bigger 

than 15 metres or capable of speeds faster than 20 kph.” I wish my boat would 
go that fast. “If you are planning to pilot something smaller, or slower than 

that, you are already good to go.” I think Chris Howes mentioned this in one 
of the newspaper articles, and he said, “We want to be a great tourist 
destination like Holland, for example”. I thought, “Well, you know, let’s bring 

out something about Holland: they don’t have any fees for pleasure boats.”  

1961 For those of you who know anything about politics—[Laughter.]—

well, you will know that Hong Kong was once one of our own areas. I visited 
it; I was there between ’76 and ’78 as a child. The reason it became so 
successful was because it had a light-touch approach to taxation. It allowed 

people to reinvest in their own businesses, and it grew. I am trying to say that 
if we start taxing everything that moves, we will end up with a country that is 

overtaxed, over-burdened, over-legislated, and that will work against us—I 
just wanted to throw that in there. 

1962 Section 20 of my petition states: “Your Petitioner objects because the 

Commissioners claim to have consulted all interested parties and that the 
substantial majority were in favour of the proposed changes. First of all the 

Consultation also took place during the month of the UK referendum, arguably 
the largest constitutional event since 1973, so public focus was preoccupied 
with the Brexit vote.” I wouldn’t even have known the consultation was going 

on had someone not told me about it, because everything on the television 
was Brexit this and Brexit that. Crikey—talk about trying to hide it so that no 

one knew about it by picking the busiest week of the year. To be fair to the 
Promoters, the consultation also went on in the weeks preceding the 
referendum, but that was the deadline.  

1963 My petition continues, “The Commissioners made no attempt to 
notify hundreds of homeowners with moorings, who are directly affected and 

had they done so, I would have certainly learned of it, rather than through the 
grape vine. Apart from a small ad in a local paper, they did little to notify 
boaters, which could have been done easily through local boating clubs. The 

March Cruising Club, a stone’s throw from the Commissioners offices”—it 
literally is. It is about half a mile away; it is so close that you can almost see 

it. The March Cruising Club is one of the largest boating clubs on the Middle 
Level, and it was not made aware of the consultation—I will return to that in 
a minute. 

1964 “I attended the recent club AGM where the members were asked to 
vote on the proposed Bill.” That was actually about eight months after the 

consultation ended, and I was shocked that no one was contesting it. I went 
to the AGM, and at the end of the business I mentioned the Bill. Everyone was 

shocked—it was unanimous. About 52 boaters were in the room, and they 
were shocked that this had even happened. They were not aware that the 
consultation had taken place, let alone that it would have a huge effect on 

them going forward.    

1965 There was a lack of general awareness back in July 2016. I decided 



 

to create an online petition. I produced 500 business cards that I sent out. I 
will let you have a copy. I went to Vistaprint and printed off a load for a tenner, 

and then I went round to all the boat yards and put them on boats. I set up 
an online petition as well, and there is a link on the business cards to that. 

Before the petition was submitted to the House of Commons on 25 January 
2017, which was pretty much the deadline for objecting to the Bill, I already 

had 487 signatures from people objecting to losing their right of navigation. I 
also put it on a boaters forum on Facebook. There are some petitioners who 
have voted against the Bill, but they are, in fairness, not from round here—

not from the Middle Level area—though they are boaters none the less. 

1966 On the suggestion that the number of signatures might be small, I 

would like to point out that most of the boats on the Middle Level are moored 
up in the three marinas. Those three marinas hold a total of 360 boats, so 487 
objecting signatures represents a large percentage of the boating community 

on the Middle Level. Those boaters had no way of putting a petition forward, 
but they were certainly behind the idea of opposing the Bill. I do not agree 

that the Promoters have overwhelming support. I have a copy of my 496 
signatures, which is what it was in the end, on tab 26. If you are interested, 
you can see the entire printout of the people who voted against the Bill and 

have given their email address. I think the address shown is where they are 
connected via the internet. A lot of them come from Cambridge and 

Northampton. There were nearly 500 signatures. 

1967 It is my belief that the Middle Level Commissioners contacted the 
other boating groups in the area, instead of the March Cruising Club, because 

they either were not aware of the March Cruising Club or felt that it might 
object to the Bill. The two boating clubs in March come from very distinct 

subsets of the boater community. The Watermen’s Club is made up 
predominantly of people who are ex-councillors, landowners, the town crier 
and the chairman of this and councillor of that, so they have a slightly different 

view. I would certainly say that they have a low opinion of boat dwellers, who 
are often referred to as the water Gypsies. They are people from slightly better 

backgrounds, I think it is safe to say. I am not saying they are all like that, 
but it is a general rule. 

1968 The March Cruising Club was formed about five or six years ago 

because views of the two subsets of boaters were opposing on a number of 
fronts. I can now confirm the reason why the March Cruising Club was not 

notified. I noticed yesterday the list of names given for the people contacted, 
and for the March Cruising Club, the Commissioners notified a gentleman 
called John Gowing to tell him about the proposed Bill. Unfortunately, John 

Gowing is a councillor for Fenland District Council. He is also a March town 
councillor and an active member of the Middle Level Watermen’s Club. 

1969 CHAIR: I think we are perhaps going off the plot, so to speak. Be 
aware that you have been speaking for close to an hour and a half. 

1970 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I’m on the last little bit. 

1971 CHAIR: That’s fine. I want to hear what you want to say, but can 
you stick to the matters at hand rather than internal politics of different 

groups? 



 

1972 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Point taken, Sir. My final point is that 
there was every possibility for the Middle Level Commissioners to make the 

marina owners make their customers aware. They could have just said, “Could 
we pass this information on to the boats in your marinas?”, but no attempt 

was made at that. Even today, a number of properties along the Middle Level 
are not aware that this Bill is going through today. Even today, it is not noticed. 

1973 I would like to finally turn to page 16, where I can end. Myself and 
one of the other Petitioners—you may recognise him, Derek Paice, a lovely 
chap—decided a few weeks ago to take a drive up to Well Creek, because it is 

strongly denied that Well Creek has anything to do with the drainage function. 
I have already pointed out about the spillway as a flood defence for the old 

river and how that works. I would also like to point out a number of discharge 
pipes from the highway drains into the river. So drainage is clearly a function 
in that area.  

1974 If you look at figure E, it shows you some quite fresh scrape marks 
in the bank there next to the road. Essentially that is the way that allows water 

to run off the road and down into the river below. So we are talking about 
dredging. These are farm roads, often covered in mud, and the rainwater has 
to go somewhere, so it takes the mud down the banks and into Well Creek, 

and actually taking part of the bank with it as well as it goes. So there is a lot 
of dredging required at Well Creek, and that is why—it does perform a 

drainage function. I think we are pretty much good. The other thing I would 
like to mention on why I believe this Bill is not necessarily required is that the 
amount of money required to perform the navigational functions is so small, 

it is less than 0.5% of what the Middle Level Commissioners generate in terms 
of income. The cost is negligible. 

1975 CHAIR: I think the figure you put up was £38,000, wasn’t it? 

1976 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: £38,000, that is correct.  

1977 CHAIR: And there is a budget of £3 million. 

1978 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: That’s correct. 

1979 CHAIR: So it is just about 1%. 

1980 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Sorry, my mistake. They actually brought 
in nearly £4 million at one time. But it is a very small percentage.  

1981 I am a strong believer in indirect taxation, because the Middle Level 

Commissioners do own quite a lot of land and some of it is quite well 
maintained, especially in front of their own building and offices. They own 

quite a lot of bank there, nicely piled at the edges, very easy to put moorings 
against. They obviously have facilities inside—toilet etc. So I do not 
understand why there was no desire to start generating an income. There is 

clearly a need, as Mr Paice acknowledged yesterday. He found it very difficult 
to find a mooring. Moorings in the marinas can attract £1,000 a year per boat. 

A simple way of avoiding this would be to slowly, over time, build some 
moorings on the land they already have, give some access to the facilities, 

and people will happily pay at least £1,000 per boat, per year. Forty boats—
that is all we are talking about—would cover the entire cost of all the running 
of the navigation. Everyone would be really happy about paying this money, 



 

because they would be getting something for it. The Middle Level 
Commissioners would be offering just somewhere to park their boat. They 

could call them permanent moorings or short term moorings, whatever they 
want to do. They could create an income. It is not going to hurt anyone. No 

one is going to lose their rights of navigation. No one is going to be forced to 
pay fees that they do not currently have to pay. I see that as a solution. 

1982 CHAIR: Thank you very much for your testimony and your evidence. 
Mr Cameron. 

1983 NEIL CAMERON: Thank you, Sir. I do have some questions, but I 

am conscious of the time and the Committee programme. It would be helpful 
to me, but may not be to anybody else, if you just gave an indication of your 

future sitting arrangements, because I do not want to, in effect, take up my 
time on questions, when I need enough time to close. 

1984 CHAIR: That is fine. What we are going to do is, after we have had 

questions of the witness, adjourn for 30 or 40 minutes, and then we will return, 
where we will have your summing up, and then we will meet in private. 

1985 NEIL CAMERON: Thank you, sir. Mr Taylor, I am going to ask you 
what I hope will be brief questions. I am not going to cover every point—just 
one or two. I am going to start, if I may, with the expenditure point. You have 

arrived at an expenditure of £38,000 a year on navigation, and you have 
explained how you got to that. Just one point on this: if you go to divider 24, 

please, and to the fourth and fifth pages, and the heading “Middle Level 
Navigation—Full Financial Expenditure”—I am not going into every one, I am 
just taking this as an example—one of the steps you have taken to arrive at 

your £38,000 is to say it is not right to put expenditure on structures into one 
year, but it should be divided over 25 years. Is that right?  

1986 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I think with a refurbishment programme 
where we are replacing items of that structure, which is due to last a lifetime 
at least of 25 years, the cost of that refurbishment should also be shared out 

between the 25 years. It is not fair to say that in that one year—  

1987 NEIL CAMERON:  I am just confirming. The question was whether 

that is what you have done, and the answer is yes. The next question is, if it 
is fair to take that approach—to divide it over 25 years—surely you would have 
to include expenditure on other locks that occurs over that 25-year period and 

apportion it to this year. Do you agree? 

1988 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I do.  

1989 NEIL CAMERON:  And that would increase the £38,000. 

1990 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Possibly. 

1991 NEIL CAMERON:  Thank you. On charges, now—these are, I hope, 

short questions—you refer to the fact that commercial vessels use the Middle 
Level. Fox’s hire, I think you referred to.  

1992 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: One of them. 

1993 NEIL CAMERON:  One of them. Just an example. And you referred 

to the fact that the Commissioners do not charge those commercial vessels. 
Would you be in favour of a charge being levied on commercial vessels? 



 

1994 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I think there is already that right and 
privilege for the Commissioners to charge on commercial vessels. 

1995 NEIL CAMERON:  Would you be in favour of, for example, Fox’s—
not Fox’s in particular, but any hire company—being charged? 

1996 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I think because the Middle Level 
Commissioners feel that they need to claw back costs of navigation, they 

should first seek the places they already have lawful authority to do so; and 
as they are not doing that then I can only assume it is not of high enough 
importance for them. 

1997 NEIL CAMERON: That comes to the question that I want to ask you. 
I do not want to chase through this volume. My question should be where I 

find the lawful authority, but I am going to put it in a different way. Is it right 
that the Commissioners’ statutory powers to make charges are to charge for 
the carrying of specific goods and to levy tolls in relation to specific goods? 

Therefore, what power do they have to charge these commercial vessels? 

1998 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I understand that there is a requirement 

to pay per tonnage, and I can give you an example, possibly not with Fox’s—
I am not sure Fox’s hire boats fall into that category, but certainly Drake 
Towage does.  

1999 NEIL CAMERON: In terms of the hire boats, you say you are not 
sure that they fall into that category. The Nene Navigation Act 1753, on which 

you and others rely means that it is free for pleasure boats. But the charges—
it is on page 433 of this volume, and I will just pass it across so we can both 
read it—are for “for every chalder of coals, Lynn measure; measure, for every 

hundred of battens” etc., not for carrying people on a pleasure vessel, a power 
vessel, and taking them about.  

2000 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Without going through the entire chapter 
and verse, I can’t say. I can see from your example that I wouldn’t even be 
included in holidaymakers—members of the public being carried on holiday—

but I can certainly see that the removal of coal, concrete and silt for dredging 
by Drakes Towage would fall under the Act. At present, I understand that they 

are not being charged, so I would like to know why they are being exempted.  

2001 NEIL CAMERON: Just so that it is not unfair, there is also section 
220 of the Middle Level Act 1844, page 93. The charge there is threepence a 

tonne.  

2002 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Right, okay. I think that is a very fair 

amount! 

2003 NEIL CAMERON: I’ll note that down.  

2004 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: It all adds up if you look after the pennies. 

2005 NEIL CAMERON: Do you agree that, were it not for a statutory duty 
to maintain Well Creek to a navigable depth, which is imposed by section 58 

of the Middle Level Act 1848, the expenditure would be lower if it were for 
drainage only? 

2006 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Could you repeat the question? 

2007 NEIL CAMERON: Yes; it wasn’t a very clear question. I apologise. 



 

Do you agree that it is more expensive for the Commissioners to maintain Well 
Creek as a channel for navigation than it would be to maintain Well Creek 

purely for drainage—that is, drainage being run off from the roads, as you 
have referred to, and as a potential overflow in very limited circumstances?  

2008 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: The way I see it is that Well Creek should 
be treated no differently from any other part of the system, even though it 

doesn’t have a pumping station pumping water into it. They still charge people 
living in that area a drainage levy. It still operates a drainage function. I just 
see the amount of water that drains into it being less than other parts of the 

system, but I don’t think it fundamentally changes the nature of what the 
channel is for.  

2009 NEIL CAMERON: That wasn’t the question. The question was, do 
you agree that the Commissioners’ expenditure on Well Creek would be lower 
if it was used for drainage only and not used for navigation? 

2010 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I don’t think that comes into it. There is 
no point in talking about this, because they have to provide a duty of 

navigation. Indeed, they use the navigation themselves for their own boats. 
They have to provide it for commercial vessels. It must be maintained for 
navigation. The very fact that it has a dual purpose—as I have shown, it is for 

drainage as well—makes no difference, other than the fact that less water has 
drained into it. How do the Middle Level Commissioners argue that they should 

take money from the people in the area? You are asking the questions, I’m 
sorry. 

2011 NEIL CAMERON: I asked the question. I am going to note that you 

haven’t answered it. You have given an answer to a different question.  

2012 CHAIR: I think we can note that, Mr Cameron.  

2013 NEIL CAMERON: Thank you. Can I ask about facilities now? 

2014 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Sure.  

2015 NEIL CAMERON: Would you agree that different people—in 

particular, different users of the waterways—are going to have different views 
as to the particular facilities that ought to be provided? 

2016 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Yes. 

2017 NEIL CAMERON: And do you agree that, in order to determine the 
facilities that are to be provided, it would be a good idea to ask a range of 

users, such as the proposed navigation panel? 

2018 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I agree. 

2019 NEIL CAMERON: And if that is the case, would it not be better for 
the decision as to which particular facilities are to be provided to be made after 
that panel has met and deliberated, rather than inserting them in the Bill? 

2020 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: No. Can I give you my reason? 

2021 NEIL CAMERON: Of course. 

2022 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: First of all, this Bill has been worked on 
since, I believe, 2003, so we have had about seven years now. I believe that 

the promoters have had plenty of time in which to consult those user groups 



 

before they put the Bill forward. I believe that they don’t want to put them in 
the Bill because they don’t want to be held legally responsible for ensuring 

those facilities are maintained forever and a day, as long as they can continue 
charging boaters.  

2023 Furthermore, I believe that there are well-established minimum 
standards, as defined by the Inland Waterways Association, and I don’t see 

any reason why the minimum standards of today could not be written into the 
Bill. They are already identified. If the Middle Level Commissioners wish to 
bring in extra facilities that suit other users, I have not got a problem with 

that. 

2024 NEIL CAMERON: Do you welcome the indication given by the 

Commissioners that they intend to provide facilities in accordance with the 
IWA standards? 

2025 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Can we have those written down and put 

into the Bill, please? 

2026 NEIL CAMERON: But do you welcome the fact that they have stated 

that intention? Would that be a good thing? 

2027 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: I welcome the fact that they are going to 
put facilities in place, yes, but I still believe that it should be legally binding. 

2028 NEIL CAMERON: Those are all the questions that I need to ask you. 
I am going to resist the temptation to ask you about your petition. 

2029 CHAIR: Thank you very much, Mr Cameron. I have a couple, and 
then I will open it up to other members. In your submission you made regular 
reference to boaters now being asked to give up their rights of navigation. Do 

you mean by that to give up their rights of free navigation? 

2030 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: Free navigation, yes. 

2031 CHAIR: That’s fine. What do you think about the provision for all 
vessels to pay, rather than just commercial vessels? 

2032 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: My position, Sir, is that I believe that the 

entire drainage function of the Middle Level is only there because the land and 
the way of life was given up by my ancestors. I believe that we have given 

enough to provide all this rich, fertile land free of charge to all the farmers, 
who are making millions of pounds every year from their produce and the 
factories and buildings that are on there. I think that we have paid our toll 

already. Most of these channels and drains have to be there. They have to be 
there for commercial vessels and they have to be there for the Middle Level’s 

own vessels.  

2033 We are talking about such a small number of structures that are 
required. It is tiny. There are 2,000 locks on the Canal & River Trust. On just 

the River Nene to Peterborough, which I travel up to get to the Middle Level, 
I have to go through 41 locks. There was a lock every mile. Then when you 

get to the Middle Level there are six, and that’s it. You can go for days without 
seeing a lock, whereas on the Canal and River Trust you drive 15 minutes and 

you find another lock—one every mile. With the amount of resources that they 
need to provide boaters, and the fact that they offer nothing by way of 



 

facilities—there are no towpaths, no water taps and you have nowhere to get 
rid of your rubbish or your waste; there is nothing—how have they got the 

audacity to come to us, ask us to pay and then say, “Oh, we might put 
something in for you”? If you are going to bring this Bill in, I want to know 

what you are putting in straightaway, now, that you can be held to and tied 
to forever and a day. That is so that I know there is always going to be 

somewhere to moor when I go to March and that I will always have somewhere 
to refill my water tank. If I am going to pay for those facilities, I want free 
access to water, the ability to get rid of my rubbish and recycle it accordingly 

and everything else. 

2034 I do not believe that there is a need for a fee. I do not believe that 

there is any necessary requirement to pay any further charges. I used to have 
my own business, and the businessperson in me says, “Build some facilities, 
and charge for that if you want to. If you want to bring a return in, build a 

couple of rings in the ground, let someone moor up there and take £1,000 off 
them. Ching, ching! Do that 40 times and you have covered your costs of 

navigation.” 

2035 CHAIR: Do any other Members wish to ask any questions? 

2036 GILES WATLING: One quick one. You covered the history 

thoroughly from pretty much Roman times on. There have been many 
attempts to drain the area over the years, people made a living going 

backwards and forwards between islands around the area. There was one 
attempt to drain and then they used one waterway, and then, as you rightly 
said, the Duke of Bedford came along. It is interesting, but didn’t the local 

population gain better employment by the drainage and the creation of rich 
farmland, as well as the Duke of Bedford and his team of adventurers? 

2037 CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR: A comparison could be said for the 
Aborigines or the Red Indians. They lost a way of life. Did they get a job at 
the end of it? Yes, I am sure they did. But would they rather it went back to 

how it was? I think that they probably would. 

2038 GILES WATLING: We can’t ask them, but thank you very much. 

2039 CHAIR: Thank you very much for your evidence, Mr Taylor. We are 
now adjourned until 2pm. 

 


