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The Context
• That water companies poured raw sewage into rivers and seas 372,544 times in 2021, for 2.6m 

hours; 301,000 times in 2022 for 1.75m hours (drought year
• Public concern about our rivers being treated as open sewers
• We (the public) thought we were paying for our sewage to be treated!
• All of our rivers are polluted, with only 16% meeting the criteria for good ecological status and none 

meeting the criteria for achieving good chemical status
• The target date for 75% of English rivers to be rated as good is now 2063 - that’s 40 years away
• Water company rationale is that ‘spilling’ sewage into rivers stops household flooding
• Often they refer to the Victorian sewage system
• That’s OK for extreme weather but not day to day practice, and we believe it is illegal 
• Britain has repeatedly been non-compliant with legislation since privitasation

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/oct/01/environment-agency-sewage-dumped-england-rivers-leak


Public Action
• The thousands of people making and signing petitions: Make reducing sewage pollution a legal 

requirement (155,606 people signed in 2023); Ban raw sewage discharges (111,428 in 2021); End 
sewage Pollution (44,689 in 2021); Stop dumping sewage into rivers (77,500) along with many local 
petitions e.g. To United Utilities to top dumping raw sewage 33,290; Brighton and Hove to Southern 
Water ‘Stop the dump’ 1,648, River Usk 1612, River Avon at Bristol 5,257, Save Windamere
260,000. Renationalise the Water Industry, currently 208,000

• The hundreds of self-funded communities that are testing and monitoring the quality of the 
water using citizen science, including 120 angling clubs covering 85 rivers across 38 catchments; 
communities along the whole stretch of the Wharfe;  22 sites on the River Yeam; the river Kent from 
Staveley to Sedgwick; The Big Windamere Survey; 23 rivers with volunteers testing in Smart River 
Hubs.

• The 2 local communities who secured Bathing Status for their Rivers in 2021, the 6 who applied in 
2022, the 24 (so far) who are applying this year, and the 50+ who are planning to apply next year



The money
• That water companies have accrued £54 billion debt since privatisation

and that we pay on average 20% of our bill towards servicing water
company debt and rewarding shareholders

• Water companies have been paying CEOs over £1.5 million in salaries 
per head, paying dividends internally and externally, servicing huge debts, 
and not investing enough in the sewage system to upgrade from a 
Victorian system to a 21C system. No other industry in the UK has been so 
lapse. 

Water Industry Dividends since 
privatization =  £72 billion



The Story in Ilkley



It starts with children being sick and 
multiple sightings and reporting of foul 
discharge into the river



The Problem

And the limit at which this discharge is legal was set 20 years 
ago for storm conditions

Raw sewage 
is being 

discharged 
into the 

river when it 
rains 

Because of the 
volume of 

water coming 
into the sewage 

works

Or because the 
‘storm tanks’ 

are full

Rainfall Building 
Runoff

More 
people

Climate 
change

Closure 
Addingham 
plant



Raw Sewage Discharges every 3 days (data 
from Yorkshire Water) – so they knew…….

2019 - 114 
days of 
sewage 
discharges

Figure 4.1: 2018 Regional rainfall as 
percentage of long term average (1961-1990 
LTA)

2018 - 123 days of 
sewage discharges 2020 – 120 + 

days of 
sewage 
discharges

2021-22 
1252.75 
hours over 
146 days of 
the year



Ilkley Clean River 
Group 
3 Objectives

* Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive

Stop YW Pumping solids into the river Stop

Stop sewage discharge outside Storm 
conditions (UWWTD*)Stop

Upgrade our sewage system to cope with our 
population and climate changeUpgrade



Timeline

Reporting Incidents

Citizen Science Testing at 
Ilkley
Get the media interested

Hold agencies to account in 
Town Meetings with media 
present
Decide to apply for bathing 
status

More Testing and meet with 
national EA CEO James 
Bevan  to show the data
He says we are right – the 
problem is proven and needs 
action
Apply for BS (counting 
summer 2019, application 
submitted Sept 2019)

Collaborate on understanding 
sources of pollution – iWharfe 
set up with YW, Rivers Trust, 
EA, Addingham Environment 
Group

3rd Town Meeting Feb 2020
National  consultation on our 
BS application

Bathing Status application –
awarded December 2020. The 
first BS river in England

National 
Media

Local 
Media

2018

2019

2020
2nd Town 
Meeting July 
2019 



Timeline

EA tests at Cromwheel – 
only one section of our 
application 
Bathing Status First Year 
Count shows no additional 
visitors as a result of BS

Citizen Science Testing at 
Spicey Beck – to show 
source of pollution
Appear at Ofwat Board 
Seminar. 
Appear at multiple agency 
Conferences

Visit by Ofwat CEO and 
Chair, EA Chair. 
Meeting between YW, 
Ofwat, EA, our MP, Town 
Council to agree way 
forward including upgrades 
to CSO in BS area

Agree Signage to go up 
warning of pollution (it didn’t 
so ICRG put it up) Agreed to 
act across whole Bathing 
Application Area

Witness at Environment 
Audit Committee UK 
parliament to give evidence 
and submission

Ilkley River assessed as 
Poor Water Quality 
upstream of STW
EA promises a permit 
review by December (it 
never happens)

Environment Bill - our MP 
votes with the government 
and against our advise. We 
write to all MPs providing a 
briefing. Our MP stops 
communications with Ilkley 
Clean River Group and we 
have to write to Rebecca 
Pow to sort it out

2021

2021

Jack and Patrick walk Ilkley to 
London Litter picking and 
fundraising for ICRG



Timeline

Bathing Status 
Classification Poor. 
Signs changed to 
include reference to 
sewage pollution

Signs finally go up that 
sat there is sewage in 
the river

YW puts in new grills 
at the upstream CSO 
and publishes plans to 
improve upstream 
CSOs

YW provides plans for 
new large sewer to 
take sewage away 
from the upstream BS 
section and starts work 
in early 2023 at the 
cost of £11M

Town meeting to 
review progress and 
hold agencies to 
account

EA has still not 
provided a permit 
review for Ilkley STW

The Ilkley group 
supports multiple 
bathing site 
applications 
collaborating with 
SAS, and supports 
campaign groups with 
water testing. 

2022

2022



Timeline

Work starts on the ‘super 
sewer’ for Ilkley to clean up 
the upstream section of the 
bathing site. 

Our Troubled River 
Documentary features the 
Ilkley campaign

Application goes in in March 
2023 for Ofwat accelerator to 
secure no more than 10 
sewage discharges into the 
bathing site.  In principle this 
is approved at £71M upgrade 
of STW at Ilkley and storage 
capacity at Addingham

Philanthropic funding secured 
to support campaign groups 
nationally with the costs of lab 
testing. All groups use the 
ICRG water testing protocol 
and are supported by ICRG in 
terms of their strategy

Public Declaration published 
with a coalition of leading 
campaign groups

FOIs submitted on h=behalf 
of all failed applicants for 
bathing Status to secure 
better guidance and clarity of 
decision-making from Defra

Member of the group are 
receiving national awards for 
their work leading the river 
campaign,.

Defra issues new BS 
guidance. At last the 
threshold is known 

100+ local campaign groups 
are now being supported by 
ICRG in collaboration with 
Wild Fish, Windrush Against 
Sewage, Save Windermere, 
Whitstable SOS, Surfers 
against sewage, River Action

Multiple Universities now 
working with us to test the 
source of and impact of 
pollution in the Wharfe  - 
microplastics, nutrients and 
impact of treated sewage

2023



What we have 
achieved
Bathing Status

Seminars and support for 100 campaign groups applying for bathing status

Investment to clean up basic (was it legal?) pollution

Publicity for the problem

Signs to warn the public

Regular EA water testing published

First River in UK to secure Bathing Status



Our Bathing 
Application 
demonstrated that 
on hot sunny days 
over 1000 people 
use the river at Ilkley 
for recreation

The Bathing Season 15 May to 30 
September. 
 



Ilkley Bathing Designation
Testing 1: 
Cromwheel

Testing 2: Stepping 
Stones below the 
designation. 

Note the EA has 
always had 
(investigation) in its 
title for this site to 
make it clear it is not a 
classification point. 
Even though our 
application for 
designation was for 
the whole stretch, and 
our agreement 
(chaired by Ofwat) in 
June 2020 was that 
the whole stretch 
would be approached 
in the spirit of the 
application.

Section 1

Section 2

Note: Bathing Status Application 
was for 2 sections. The award of 
Bathing Status by Defra is for the 
whole 1-mile stretch



Wharfe at Ilkley Bathing Status Section One
Main Bridge to the Swing Bridge
‘Cromwheel’ testing site

Wharfe at Ilkley Bathing Status Section Two
Swing Bridge to Beanlands Island
‘Stepping Stones’ testing site

Note Sufficient water quality for paddling, playing and swimming id 900cfus (red line on graphs)

Section 1 data (Cromwheel)
https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/profile.html?_sear
ch=Ilkley&site=uke1200-08901

Section 2 data for Beanlands 
here https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/
profile.html?_search=Ilkley&site=uke1200-08902
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Bathing Status Data 2021

https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/profile.html?_search=Ilkley&site=uke1200-08901
https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/profile.html?_search=Ilkley&site=uke1200-08901
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https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/profile.html?_search=Ilkley&site=uke1200-08902


Wharfe at Ilkley Bathing Status Section One
Main Bridge to the Swing Bridge
‘Cromwheel’ testing site

Wharfe at Ilkley Bathing Status Section Two
Swing Bridge to Beanlands Island
‘Stepping Stones’ testing site

Note Sufficient water quality for paddling, playing and swimming id 900cfus (red line on graphs)

Section 1 data (Cromwheel) 
https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/profile.html?_sear
ch=Ilkley&site=uke4100-08901

Section 2 data for 
Beanlands https://environment.data.gov.uk/bwq/profiles/
profile.html?_search=Ilkley&site=uke4100-08902

Bathing Status Data 2022
19th June. 8 
kids sick. 2 

hospitalized. 
2 missed 
GCSEs.
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Note scale to 12,000
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Note re stepping stones

“This site is not a designated bathing water and will not be given 
a water quality classification. Samples are being collected to 
provide water quality information to the public.”



Sewage in water - a growing public health 
problem
“storm overflows act as a safety release valve but were intended only for 
exceptional circumstances when the public would be unlikely to be using rivers.
After the Environment Agency required the water industry to install monitors on 
overflows, data shows that their use is now not exceptional. In some cases, up to 
200 discharges a year are occurring. This is obviously unacceptable on public 
health grounds. Whilst zero discharges are technically achievable the cost of this 
may not be justified; to reduce the frequency down to genuine storms should 
however be a minimum expectation. It certainly is the expectation of the great 
majority of the public, including those who do not themselves use rivers 
recreationally as measured by polling data. Nobody wants a child to ingest human 
faeces.”

A joint opinion piece from Professor Chris Whitty, Chief Medical Officer for 
England, Jonson Cox, Ofwat chair and Emma Howard Boyd, Environment 
Agency chair.



Signs
• The section of the river located downstream of the suspension bridge is 

currently contaminated with sewage, and Bathing Water compliance 
monitoring is not carried out along this section. This part of the river is 
located downstream of regular untreated discharges from Ilkley Sewage 
Treatment Works. You are advised not to enter the river for any reason, 
e.g. paddling, swimming etc, until further notice.

And also to put up signs downstream of the river up to Beanlands island with 
similar wording:

• This part of the river is located downstream of regular untreated 
discharges from Ilkley Sewage Treatment Works. You are advised not to 
enter the river for any reason.





What We Have 
Achieved
Water Testing

The most tested river in England with multiple University 
projects now in progress from microplastics to nutrients

Supporting campaign groups with testing and securing 
funding for 10 new campaigns

Citizen lead investigation of pollution sources to drive the 
solutions at Ilkley

Full picture of water quality at Ilkley and first whole river 
source to end water testing. 

Citizen Science Protocol for River water testing (EA 
approved)
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32 popular bathing
beaches, were included
in the sampling
programme.

On the day in
question most had
concentrations of
faecal bacteria above 
the limit considered
safe for swimming

Kettlewell
Burnsall

Bolton
Abbey

Ilkley

Wetherby



Kettlewell
Burnsall

Bolton
Abbey

Ilkley

Wetherby







What we have 
achieved
Accountability

Changes to the Ofwat regulatory process in part 
as a result of our campaign with more 

engagement of local communities

Publicity to continue that accountability, 
including presenting evidence at Environment 

Select Committee 2021

Town Meetings to deliver accountability to our 
regulators (EA, Ofwat) our providers (YW) and 

our representatives (Cllrs and MP)

Visits from Ofwat Chair and CEO, EA Chairs  



Make it Public



Defra Webinar on 
Bathing Status 
Policy for Rivers

Supporting 40 local campaign 
groups testing and applying for 
bathing Status

Working in a national coalition with 
the key campaign organisations 
and groups

Awarded Funding from Esmee 
Fairburn Foundation to support 
Media and Comms across the UK

Environment Audit Committee 
2021



In the Build up - 2020In the Local and National Press



December 2020 – 
August 2021



2021-2022

Environment Bill - our MP 
votes with the government 
and against our advise. We 
write to all MPs providing a 
briefing. Our MP stops 
communications with Ilkely 
Clean River Group and we 
have to write to Rebecca Pow 
to sort it out

Environment Bill - our MP 
votes with the government 
and against our advise. We 
write to all MPs providing a 
briefing. Our MP stops 
communications with Ilkely 
Clean River Group and we 
have to write to Rebecca Pow 
to sort it out



The regulators come 
and visit





Seeking Compensation

In 2021-22 Yorkshire Water discharged sewage and household 
water into the river at Ilkley for 1252.75 hours over 146 days of 
the year. In previous years this has been 2018 – 123 days, and 
2019 -114, 2020- 120. For over 1/3rd of the year untreated 
sewage is being discharged into the Wharfe at Ilkley. For that 
duration Ilkley residents have been paying for sewerage that was 
not being provided 
14% x 4 years = 50% of one year’s Sewerage bill



Seeking Compensation

A Yorkshire Water spokesman said: "We understand the growing 
interest in our network in Ilkley, particularly due to the newly 
designated bathing water in the town, and have committed £13m 
to help improve water quality. Our networks in Ilkley operate in 
line with environmental permits set out by the Environment 
Agency. We will not be issuing refunds to customers in the town.”



What we have 
achieved
Solutions!

Proposals to upgrade the STW to clean 
up the river at Ilkley and downstream at 

circa £71M now being progressed 
through Ofwat Accelerator – spades in 

ground 2026

£11 M Investment from Yorkshire Water 
to clean up upstream of the STW



What We Have 
Achieved
National Network of 
Campaign Groups all 
calling for the same change




