
Securing a clean river for 
people and the environment.

Ilkley Clean River Group: Prof Rebecca Malby



Local Context for the last year
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Yorkshire Water Performance
ÅLast year Yorkshire Water was found to have mis-managed wastewater 

treatment works and wider sewer networks including their operation of 
storm overflows. Currently subject to a £40m (reduced from 47m) redress 
package, 
Å£150,000 for polluting the River Don, 
Å£19.85m for missing targets on customer satisfaction, supply interruption 

and drinking water, and 
Å£1.6m for polluting a Bradford watercourse. 

ÅYorkshire Water is also still under criminal investigation by the Environment 
Agency. 

ÅYW serious pollution incidents almost tripled in 2024, totalling one fifth of 
the national incidents. 

ÅYorkshire Water was responsible for at least 68164 sewage overflows in 
2024, On average 186.8 times a day. These lasted for 430,262 hours That's 
49.8 years! Affecting 1,949 different locations across their service areaô 
(https://top-of-the-poops.org/company/yorkshire-water). 
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ÅThe EFRA committee notes that "In July, the Environment 
Agency downgraded Yorkshire Water from three stars to two. It 
pointed out an unacceptable and disappointing record." 
(Hansard February 2025).

ÅAt the same time Ms Shaw appeared in front of the EFRA 
Committee with the Director of Finance, stating that Yorkshire 
Water's asset health is poor, whilst Yorkshire Water reports that 
in the previous PR19 Yorkshire Water underspent its allowance 
by 31%, but had also been recording profits year on year.

ÅYW Yorkshire Water currently leaks 260m litres of water a 
day and its recent drought permit was to extract 120m litres of 
water a day



Yorkshire Water 2024 Environment Act 
Storm Overflow Report

In 2024 number of spills in Yorkshire was 68,164 with a total hour 
spill of 430,263 hours. 

84.4% were attributed to 'hydraulic capacity failures' (insufficient 
capacity in the network i.e. spills not from 'exceptional 
circumstances' nor 'asset maintenanceô). 

This means there is not enough conveyance or storage capacity 
in the sewage network to cope with wastewater and typical 
rainfall.



Of those that spilt over SOAF thresholds of >60x in 
one year, what % due to hydraulic capacity reasons?

Note in 2024 Yorkshire Water is 
the highest of all WCs the next 
one is  Northumbria at 66.7
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YW impact

From correspondence:

ÅWe reduced leakage by 15% between 2020 and 2025 and are 
targeting a further 12% reduction by 2030. The target is a 
reduction of 30% 2032. 

Note.

ÅYW Customers use on av 125.7 litres pppd (nat av 140 litres 
pppd ï Europe best case is 80 litres pppd)





Nicola Shaw salary 2023-24
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The money

ÅThat water companies have accrued £70 
billion debt since privatisation and that we 
pay on average 30% of our bill towards 
servicing water company debt. 

ÅWater companies have been paying CEOs 
over £1.5 million in salaries per head (see 
our Rich List), 

ÅWater industry has paid out £80+bn 
dividends since paying dividends since 
privatization. 

ÅBills continue to rise as does water poverty

ÅProfit-oriented water utilities have failed to 
invest adequately in sewage infrastructure, 
and there is widespread law-breaking by 
water industry

ÅNo other industry in the UK has been so 
lapse. 

https://ilkleycleanriver.uk/the-water-company-rich-list/


YW Chair commitments

As a result of the exposure of the £1.5m additional pay to the CEO the 
Chair has committed this:

ÅWe will disclose the value of Kelda payments to the CEO and CFO 
in Yorkshire Waterôs accounts alongside their core pay.

ÅWe will align our reporting on executive pay with the standards 
required of UK-listed companies.

ÅWe will introduce regular, twice-yearly performance reports to 
provide a clear picture of progress.

ÅWe will expand opportunities for stakeholders to engage directly with 
Board members.



National Context for the last 
year



The Context

Environment Agency predicts

Dame Julia King,

Watershed investigations

All our rivers are polluted, and 
all our chalk streams are in poor 

health. 14% of our rivers 
(England) are in Good 

Ecological Status (EU WFD) 
and none are in Good Chemical 

Status. 

Untreated sewage was 
discharged in English 

waterways 464,056 times for 
over 3.6 million hours in 2024, 

which is 1,233 discharges a day 
ï thatôs the equivalent of 

sewage flowing nonstop for 412 
years. 

The target date for 75% of 
English rivers to be rated as 
good is now 2063 - thatôs 40 

years away 

We could run out of water. The 
Environment Agency predicts 

that demand for water in 
southern England may outstrip 
supply in the next 20 years. 5 

billion litres more water per day 
is needed by 2050.

By 2050 water companies will 
be overseeing shortages of 4bn 
litres of water per day. Currently 
leakage is circa 3bn a day, and 

no water company is on track for 
2050 targets. (Dame Julia King, 

Watershed investigations)

Every water companyôs average 
sewage discharges per asset 

has gone up since 2020. 

Britain has repeatedly been 
non-compliant with legislation 

since privatisation

https://nic.org.uk/app/uploads/NIC-Preparing-for-a-Drier-Future-26-April-2018.pdf
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/hung-out-to-dry/id1695875655?i=1000625421179
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/hung-out-to-dry/id1695875655?i=1000625421179


Public Action
ÅThe 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 óStop the dumpô 1,648, River Usk 
1612, River Avon at Bristol 5,257, Save Windermere 260,000. Renationalise the Water 
Industry, currently 208,000

ÅThe 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 Windemere Survey; 23 rivers with 
volunteers testing in Smart River Hubs.

ÅThe 15 local communities who secured Bathing Status for their Rivers in the last 5 years, 
and the 50+ who applied last year year.





The Money
ÅThat water companies have accrued £70 billion 

debt since privatisation and that we pay on 
average 30% of our bill towards servicing 
water company debt. 

ÅWater companies have been paying CEOs 
over £1.5 million in salaries per head (see our 
Rich List), 

ÅWater industry has paid out £80+bn dividends 
since paying dividends since privatization. 

ÅBills continue to rise as does water poverty

ÅProfit-oriented water utilities have failed to 
invest adequately in sewage infrastructure, and 
there is widespread law-breaking by water 
industry

ÅNo other industry in the UK has been so lapse. 

https://ilkleycleanriver.uk/the-water-company-rich-list/
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Cunliffe Commission

FOI Cost of the Independent 

Water Commission and its 

engagement with 

campaigners 

(EIR2025/11183)



The Clean Up at Ilkley



The Strategy

Have an end-
point (an 
ambition/ 

clear goal) ï 
the purpose of 

your 
campaign

Know whatôs 
going on now 

(your 
baseline) ï 
data and 
stories.

Make this 
visible to the 

public (media/ 
bathing 
status)

Make it 
impossible to 

walk away 
from the 

extent of the 
pollution and 

the public 
outrage. 

Hold the 
agencies to 
account and 
deliver their 

responsibility 
to them 
(bathing 
statusé)

Collaborate 
with local 
groups. 



Key Principles
Focus

Data

Localism
Turn Up the 

Heat

Collaborate

3 clear 

priorities

Check out whatôs 

really happening ï 

water quality, number 

of spills, public 

opinion, the Law

Check the Law.

Hold to Account in 

Public Meetings.

Work with the 

Press to secure 
action in agencies

Engage from 

diversity of Town; 

local politicians 

and leaders.

Find Common 

Ground and 

Collaborate e.g. 

infiltration/ whole 

river testing/ 
bathing status



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 change

Upgrade
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Note Bathing Status ósafeô level is 900cfu



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
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Wharfe at Ilkley Bathing Status Section One

Main Bridge to the Swing Bridge

óCromwheelô testing site

Wharfe at Ilkley Bathing Status Section Two

Swing Bridge to Beanlands Island ó- Stepping Stonesô 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/doc/bathing-water-quality/in-
season/bathing-water/uke4100-08901.html?_page=4

Bathing Status Data 2024

Note scale to 8,000
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This Yearôs Science



Studies this year

SPICEY BECK: Our testing shows strong faecal contamination at 
the Riverside with the source a. misconnected sewer pipe under 
the road. However this does not contribute significantly to overall 
pollution

ECOMIX: chemicals ï wharfe amongst the highest for Metformin, 
Caffeine and Nicotine

PET PARASITICIDES used for flea and tick treatment



The State of 
English Rivers

ÅOne in ten freshwater and wetland species in England are threatened with extinction and two 
thirds of existing freshwater species are in decline 

ÅOnly 16% of Englandôs surface water bodies having good ecological status 

Å All English rivers monitored for compliance with the Water Framework Directive (WFD) currently 
fail to meet the criteria for good chemical status 

ÅAround 40% of English rivers are under pressure from pollution from rural activities, 36% from 
wastewater emissions and 3% from emissions from abandoned mines

Åñrivers in England are in a mess. A óchemical cocktailô of sewage, agricultural waste, and plastic 
is polluting the waters of many of the countryôs riversò



Over 350 000 chemicals and mixtures 
of chemicals have been registered for 

production and use. 

Around 2000 new chemicals are 
added each year.



Å4000 chemicals in a typical 
UK household

Å500 approved pesticides

Å600 approved veterinary 
medicines

Å410 chemicals in an average 
car tyre

> олΣллл ŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭǎ ŘŜǘŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¸ƻǊƪǎƘƛǊŜΩǎ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ



Yorkshire Water Progress



Pictures Yorkshire Water









New Integrated Constructed Wetland





Evaluation Impact on

ÅWater Quality

ÅOur Environment and Wildlife

ÅOur Town and People



Hold the Agencies to 
Account



The regulators come 

and visit again!! 2025



National Campaigning



National Conference



What We Have 
Achieved

National Network of 
Campaign Groups all 
calling for the same change



THE PEOPLEôS COMMISSION 
ON THE WATER SECTOR

FINAL REPORT LAUNCH

https://www.thepeoplescommissiononthewatersector.co.
uk/

https://www.thepeoplescommissiononthewatersector.co.uk/
https://www.thepeoplescommissiononthewatersector.co.uk/


1 Trillion Litres of 
water leaked last year ï 
currently 3 billion Litres per 
day
Raw sewage dumped for 

over 4 Million Hours in 
2024

1/3rd of water bills  
allocated to water company 
finance costs

UK bathing waters the 5th worst  
in Europe

NO rivers meet good chemical 
status

Every water company in England 
is under criminal investigation for 

illegal pollution. Current EA 
Costs for this are £5.9m

Shortfall of nearly five 
billion litres of water 
per day  is expected by 2050

Current consumption is 140 
litres per person per day 
(pppd) but it is possible to live 
comfortably with 80 litres pppd 
(CIWEM 2024).



The Peopleõs Commission on the Water Sector

Our 
Focus

Solution Focused - devising policy options for a 
sustainable, equitable and effective water system. 

Exploring alternative models of water provision

and Innovations for the future

In public and with the public 

Learning together

Contact: peoplescommissionwater@gmail.com



The Peopleôs Commission on the Water 
Sector 2025

¢ƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ 
undertook its Inquiry on the 
solutions to achieving the vision 
in public over a series of four 
days. The Inquiry sessions and 
report are available for the 
government commission to 
utilise



Countries are addressing the challenges through 

innovations in three domains:

1. Water Conservation

2. Water Protection and Efficiency

3. Water Conscious Society with 
active participation

Where Countries are Focusing Effort



Some Problems are Well Rehearsed



Some Problems are Well Rehearsed and Others Not


