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Parishes facilitated high levels of local participation in early modern England. Between the rise of the parish and the flourishing of the ‘monarchical republic’ of the later sixteenth century, parishes became important territorial, administrative and communal units that regulated and facilitated everyday life. The rise of the parish, the growth of its offices and the consequent increase in local participation that this entailed has largely been studied in relation to the parish’s various social, economic and religious functions. Historians have studied churchwardens, overseers of the poor, constables and members of the vestry to build up a rich picture of the ‘participatory society’ of early modern England. This was a society that actively and often enthusiastically participated in the administration and management of a variety of local concerns, from communally-owned property and church fabric, to poor relief and the maintenance of law and order. This paper argues that parishes also gained important roles in local environmental regulation in early modern England. Looking in particular depth at the roles parish officers played in water management, this paper shows that the parish proved a meaningful administrative unit for a variety of water management schemes and institutions from the second half of the sixteenth century. The new environmental roles created for parishes facilitated increased participation from parishioners acting as overseers, rate collectors, labourers and jurors. 
	To understand the role of the parish in water management, this paper draws on the records of Commissions of Sewers. Commissions of Sewers were local authorities which administered drainage and flood defence. Their powers dated back to at least the eleventh century, but the most comprehensive statement of their scope and purpose came with the 1532 Statute of Sewers. While this legislation provided no particular role for parishes, they soon became essential to the functioning of new forms of environmental regulation across the sixteenth century. The parish became central to the organisation of drainage and flood defence through the Commissions of Sewers because it was a robust, communally-meaningful, territorially-bounded and often geographically coherent unit with pre-existing fiscal responsibilities. The demands placed on parish officers by Commissions of Sewers could be onerous. Officeholders were often required to invest significant amounts of time and money, and needed to be able to mobilise and manage relatively large labour forces at short notice. Such pressures could expose officeholders to potentially fractious parish politics and personal financial insecurity. This paper thus explores some of the consequences of the expansion of parochial responsibility into water management for both parishes and Commissions of Sewers. 
	The paper concludes with a reflection on the continuing significance of the parish in water management from the eighteenth century to the present day. Parishes were at the heart of the development of new water management institutions in the mid-eighteenth century, known as ‘drainage districts’, and continued to shape the landscape of local drainage legislation across the century. The parish remains a meaningful environmental unit in twenty-first century England. Government agencies, such as the Environment Agency, and multi-stakeholder partnerships, like the Avalon Marshes project on the Somerset Levels, routinely draw on the parish council as a way of consulting local people and involving local participation in decision making on a variety of schemes. 
	Together, these reflections on parochial water management make the case for English parishes as meaningful environmental units. These new environmental roles were only possible thanks to the (mostly enthusiastic) participation of parishioners in the management of their water resources from the sixteenth century onwards.
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