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“Our water system
is broken”

Foreword:

It’s a simple statement, that speaks to a vital truth,  
even though it’s taken a long time to take hold.  

But now it has, and with more than nine in 10 of our 

supporters agreeing the water industry needs to be 

completely – and radically – transformed, change is 

on the horizon.

We are a movement of Ocean Activists, bound 

together by our love of water. We have a shared 

desire to immerse ourselves and connect 

with nature as we surf, swim, dip and paddle. 

Outrageously, our coastlines, rivers and lakes are 

beings destroyed in front of our eyes, by the very 

companies we pay to keep them clean, and each of 

us runs the risk of getting sick – perhaps seriously – 

by doing the activities we love. 

This year’s Water Quality Report lays this bare.

Across the UK there were 
almost 600,000 confirmed 
sewage discharges last year, 
although the true figure is 
likely to be closer to  

1 MILLION.

But such numbers don’t tell the full story. It’s 

communities and individuals who use the water that 

suffer the consequences of systemic failure. Suzi 

Finlayson, mother of two, who became critically ill 

after developing a blood infection from swimming in 

polluted water, or Charlie Clarke who collapsed and 

was rushed to hospital after he contracted a virus 

when training for an Ironman. 

The failure of the UK water system is having terrible 

direct and immediate impacts on thousands of 

people like Suzi and Charlie, as well as ruining the 

natural environment for everyone.  

In England, the relentless focus on delivering profit 

has resulted in water companies racking up debt-

piles worth billions of pounds while failing to invest. 

Far from being held to account, their shareholders 

receive huge payouts whilst customers’ bills 

skyrocket. In Wales, rampant pollution is going 

unchecked, and in Scotland and Northern Ireland, 

the governments are content to simply sweep the 

problem under the rug. The causes of this routine 

pollution across the nations of the UK may look 

different, but they are all elements of systemic 

failure by the water industry to prioritise the health 

of people and the planet.   

This year, we have a once in a generation 

opportunity to spark deep, long-lasting change 

in the water sector in England and Wales. On the 

back of the General Election and the rising tide 

of public anger, we lobbied hard for a review of 

the water industry – and won it. An Independent 

Commission is hearing evidence now and will 

make recommendations to the UK Government 

for the future of the sector. And in the devolved 

administrations, with elections coming in 2026  

and 2027, that parties of all stripes must feel  

the pressure to get serious about ending  

sewage pollution.

The time for tinkering 
around the edges of a 
broken system is over. 
We need transformational 
reform that ends pollution 
for profit and leads to 
a fair and transparent 
system – one that prioritises 
the restoration of the 
environment, the protection 
of public health and value 
for customers. 

Our movement’s superpower is our community.  

The energy, creativity and passion of individuals and 

groups across the UK is creating waves, driving us 

towards the systemic change we urgently need to 

see. As we hand in our demands, backed by clear 

evidence, to the Independent Commission, it will 

be joined by messages from people across the UK 

explaining why this fight is personal. And on 17 May, 

record numbers of us will be paddling-out in protest. 

We will keep the pressure on. 

The water companies, regulators and the UK 

Government must know that we will not back down. 

We will end sewage pollution.

Together, for the ocean,  

Giles
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From record hours 
of sewage discharges 
to a public health 
crisis, from broken 
promises to polluting 
for profit... 
this year’s Water 
Quality Report 
highlights a litany 
of systemic failures. 
There’s no amount of tinkering that will fix this problem.  
It’s time for vital, radical transformation... 

From Life-giving  
 to Profit-snatching:
The State of 
 our Wild Waters

We love the UK’s wild waters. They invigorate and rejuvenate us, 
whether we like to swim, surf or splash in them, care about the wildlife 
they are home to or simply rely on them for our health and wellbeing. 

Our fundamentally broken water industry is ruining 

these spaces that matter so deeply to all of us. 

Every day the toxic behaviour of big business and 

government is catastrophically affecting the health 

of people and planet. Thanks to their apathy, 

inaction, and profiteering, the nations’ coastlines, 

rivers and lakes are in a shameful state.

Broken promises, pollution for profit 
and a legacy of denial
Privatised water companies in England are so fixated 

on delivering short-term financial gain that they’ve 

continually failed to invest the money needed to 

upgrade or even maintain their infrastructure. 

Over the last 35 years they’ve built up billions 

in debt, not to deliver on their well-publicised 

promises and targets to improve water quality,  

but to pay out £74.2 billion in dividends to  

profit-hungry shareholders. 

In Wales, water companies have polluted at 

staggering levels and the regulators have failed  

to hold polluters to account. 

In Scotland and Northern Ireland, there’s a 

continued policy of denial and a refusal to reveal  

the truth about the scale of sewage pollution.

We need transformational reform 
of the industry that ends pollution 
for profit and leads to a fair and 
transparent system – one that 
prioritises public health and value 
for customer money and delivers 
healthy coastlines, rivers and lakes.

More dumping ground than playground
These failures are having real world impacts. Across 

the UK there were 592,478 confirmed discharges 

last year for a total of 4,786,038 hours, but the 

actual figure is more likely closer to 994,499 

discharges. That’s equivalent to 113 every hour,  

for an entire year.

In 2024 alone, Surfers Against Sewage received 1,853 

Sickness Reports. This equates to nine years’ worth 

of sick days with a productivity hit to the economy of 

£493,200 – just from those who reported to us. The 

causes of this routine pollution across the UK may 

vary, but they’re all a result of the systemic failure by 

the UK’s water industry to do its job and keep our wild 

waters clean and safe. 

Time’s up
The solution is clear. We need transformational 

reform that ends pollution for profit and leads to a 

fair and transparent system – one that prioritises 

public health and value for customer money, and 

which delivers healthy coastlines, rivers and lakes.

In
t
r
o
d
u
c
t
io

n

02
02



98

Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25 Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25

Legal Priority to 
Protect Public and 
Environmental Health

The water companies are delivering a vital public 

service. Their priority must be to protect and 

improve public and environmental health,  

over making profit or returns for shareholders. 

Democratic  
Decision Making

Decisions about how water is managed should 

be taken on a regional and local level with the 

input of local stakeholders including waters users, 

customers, local authorities, environmental groups 

and engineers. Crucially, these stakeholders must 

have real decision-making power.

Value  
for Money

Customers must get what they pay for. A new 

system must be regulated to attract much-needed 

investment from long-term low-risk lenders 

investing over time and getting paid back once 

projects are delivered. 

Investment in innovative and effective catchment 

scale nature-based solutions should be prioritised 

to help tackle the causes of sewage pollution and 

deliver cost-effective co-benefits for biodiversity  

and climate.

Regulators must ensure finances are used 

efficiently and debt managed sustainably.

Transparency 

Water companies must reveal the truth about 

their operations across the business and provide 

the public with consistent, easily understandable 

information to protect water users’ health.

There should be complete transparency around 

the funding and rewards paid out by water 

companies to ensure no one associated with the 

business can profit from pollution.

Tough Independent 
Regulators

All regulators have a legal duty to protect public 

health and the environment.  

Regulators must enforce the law and hold  

polluters to account. In particular, preventing 

illegal discharges occurring outside of  

exceptional circumstances.

They must end pollution for profit by stopping  

all forms of financial reward for water companies, 

shareholders and creditors who break the  

law and deliver consistently poor  

environmental performance.

They must be independent and sufficiently 

resourced to carry out the monitoring, enforcement 

and prosecution that will ensure full legal compliance 

and dramatic environmental improvement.

A Fresh Vision for  
Clean & Healthy Waters 
There are five key principles a new system must  
include to End Sewage Pollution.

02
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592,478
confirmed untreated sewage discharges across the UK Lasting for a total of 4,786,038  

hours!

And when we add on projected figures 

from the data black hole in Northern 

Ireland and Scotland, we expect the 

real figure to be more like   

994,499 discha
rges!

Figure 1

Total sewage discharges 
per UK nation in 2024

Figure 2

Total annual sewage discharges and 
discharge hours 2020 - 20241

Discharges in 2025

As well as the annual reporting figures released in 

March, water companies have also been making 

some live discharge data available. We’ve been 

tracking this information and logging it onto SAS 

DATA HQ as it comes in2. And the evidence is 

undeniable: the rampant pollution is going nowhere. 

Over the first two months of 2025, a staggering 

95,141 discharges occurred.  

Although the way discharges are counted in live 

data differs from the method used in annual reports, 

our analysis shows we’re heading for yet another 

sewage-heavy year.

Figure 3

Sewage 
discharges per 

water company  
during January & 

February 2025

Explore water quality 

deeper dives at our  

Data HQ and see what’s 

happening right now with  

our live sewage map.

Explore more  
at Data HQ
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England 

450,398

Nort
hern

 

Irela
nd 

2,697

Scotland 

24,398

Wales 
114,985

Sewage pollution is 
choking our coastlines, 
rivers and lakes.  
In 2024, the stench 
of water industry 
mismanagement  
was worse than ever.

Snapshot

https://datahq.sas.org.uk/
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Most impacted bathing waters

England:
Same Slop, Different Day 

Despite new laws, the tide of sewage across England remains 
stubbornly high. And every water company has muck on its hands.

Water companies in England have blamed this 

shameful outcome on exceptional weather, but 

we disagree. Those providers have been warned 

for decades to prepare for changes to our climate. 

Their response? Next to nothing.

Instead, we’re left to watch 
the places we love to swim, 
surf, and play in be ruined  
by pollution.  

Figure 4

FRESH VISION: What Needs to Happen

Water users and the environment are paying the 

price for water companies profiteering from pollution.  

We need transformational reform that ends pollution 

for profit and leads to a fair and transparent system.

We’re demanding:  
A fresh vision  
A new approach to ending sewage pollution 

needs to be framed around our five key 

principles for clean and healthy water  

(see p8).
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https://sascampaigns.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/sidebar/index.html?appid=0d443eeca3304eef93a897eb0074ef0a
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Aiming Low

In 2024, Dŵr Cymru Welsh Water discharged  
sewage 118,276 times, for a total of 968,340 hours.

Dŵr Cymru Welsh Water does not publish a single, 

summarised total of sewage discharges. To give 

a fuller picture, we have combined all available 

datasets, including data on both unpermitted 

overflows and emergency overflows. 

Emergency overflows should only operate in 

rare, critical situations but some are currently 

discharging like regular storm overflows. 

Unpermitted overflows, meanwhile, are releasing 

sewage without the appropriate environmental 

permits. These sites are under review and may 

either be brought into the permitting system or 

removed entirely.

The 2024 figure is slightly down on 2023, which 

seems like promising news. But when you look at 

the number of discharges from each overflow, the 

picture is much bleaker.

Dŵr Cymru Welsh Water’s discharges per overflow 

hit 47. The company is aiming to reduce discharges 

to 30 per overflow by 20303. The average discharge 

reduction target in England and Wales is 21. Their 

lack of ambition is truly unacceptable.

Another day another discharge
There wasn’t a single day in January, February 

or March 2025 where Dŵr Cymru/ Welsh Water 

weren’t discharged somewhere in Wales.5

We are seeing history repeat itself already in Wales.  

In the first three months of 2025 we have already 

recorded 11,910 discharges.

Figure 6

The top ten impacted 
Welsh locations on the 
Safer Seas and Rivers 
Service in 2024

Figure 7

Daily sewage discharges in Wales during January - March 2025
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Wales’ most impacted  
day so far in 2025 was  
23rd February with a  
whopping 1,595 hours  
of sewage discharged.A Lame Duck Regulator

Dŵr Cymru Welsh Water has all the data it needs 

to find and deal with pollution. It’s also a not-for-

profit company with no shareholders, meaning it 

can reinvest money back into the system instead 

of worrying about dividends. And yet, Dŵr Cymru 

Welsh Water has been routinely dumping sewage 

day after day and getting away with it. 

This is because Natural Resource Wales (NRW),  

the environmental regulator which should be putting 

a stop to this pollution, is an absolute shambles.

Last year the Welsh Government had to settle a 

£19 million tax bill following an investigation by HM 

Revenue and Customs into how NRW was hiring 

contractors. The regulator is now slashing costs to 

try and repay the debt. 

256 jobs at the regulator have been axed already 

and a huge number of vacancies remain unfilled. 

Now operating on a shoestring budget, NRW have 

promised a rough 12 months. And water users and 

the environment will end up paying the price.4

That’s
 over

  

110 ye
ars  

of se
wage!

Wales:
03
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Case study

Sick of it:

A family holiday should be about spending 

quality time together. And it often means saving 

up every hard-earned penny to do so. But 

with today’s scandalous sewage crisis, not all 

memories can be treasured. 

Alice’s experience was so traumatic, she never 

wants to go on a beach holiday ever again. 

And thanks to the waterborne illness they 

caught, her children now feel the same. It’s 

unacceptable that polluters are making people 

who love the water and so value its benefits feel 

this way.

“We were all very excited to have this break and 

decided to go swimming,” Alice says. “Following 

the day out at the beach, we got back to the 

caravan and all quickly became quite poorly. The 

kids were coughing and being sick and my asthma 

was playing up.”

 

Everyone in the group had a temperature. Back 

at home, the doctors gave them antibiotics for 

chest infections, and Alice was put on steroids 

for her asthma. 

But the full damning diagnosis only became 

clear later.   

 

“I found out after that there was a sewage leak in the 

area we were staying in,” Alice recalls. “We all feel 

very traumatised by this situation.”

The Family Holiday

Gronant Beach:  
North Wales

FRESH VISION: What Needs to Happen

Welsh coastline, rivers and lakes have been being 

polluted for far too long. And the whole system is to 

blame. Dŵr Cyrmu Welsh Water has been polluting 

regularly, a shambolic regulator has let them get 

away with it and the Government are asleep at the 

wheel. It’s time for change. With an election rapidly 

approaching, politicians in Wales need to stop stalling 

and start acting to get a grip on the broken system. 

We’re demanding:  
Regulation that works 
A tough independent regulator  

is needed to enforce the law and ensure  

that sewage discharges only ever occur  

in exceptional circumstances.

Hidden Truths, Dirty Dealings

In 2024, Northern Ireland Water recorded 2,967 discharges. And it 
gets worse, fast. Shockingly, just 122 of the country’s 2,806 CSOs  
are actually monitored. That’s only 4.3% of their entire network.

Based on the average number of discharges for 

the 122 CSOs we know about, the true number of 

discharges could be 61,732.6 

The real scale of pollution across Northern  

Ireland has been hidden from us by the  

Northern Ireland Executive who are not only  

burying their heads in the sand but actively  

breaking their own promises to act.

Northern 

Ireland Water 

only monitor 

4.3% of their 

network!

Figure 8

Locations of Northern 
Ireland’s monitored and 
unmonitored CSOs

Monitored CSO

Unmonitored CSO

Most impacted 
bathing waters 
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“We were swimming in  

  human faeces. That’s 

caused our health –  

  mentally, emotionally 

and physically – to  

     go downhill.”

Northern  
    Ireland

03
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Running from the nation’s capital 
to the Irish sea, Belfast Lough is  
a much-loved and valued stretch  
of water. 

From bathing spots like Helen’s Bay and 

Groomsport, which support budding swimming 

communities, to the buoyant shellfish industry, 

which provides vital jobs to the area, thousands 

of peoples’ happiness, wellbeing and livelihoods 

depend on it. 

Despite all this, not only has sewage been  

pumping into the lough for decades, but a plan  

to save it has just been shelved by the Northern 

Irish Government, condemning the lough  

to endure this filth for years to come.

Levels of bacteria at 
popular swimming spots 
are more than three times 
higher than permitted for 
bathing waters – putting 
water users at unacceptable 
levels of risk.

Poisoned by sewage
In 2024, Northern Ireland Water discharged sewage 

into Belfast Lough 1,148 times, lasting a total 

of 3,967 hours. There are 122 overflows listed 

as discharging into Belfast Lough, but only 36 

(30%) have monitoring in place. If the remaining 86 

unmonitored overflows discharge at the same rate, the 

real total could be around 3,890 discharges a year - 

that’s more than 10 discharges every single day.

The average spill per CSO for Northern Ireland Water 

overflows is 22, but for those around Belfast Lough 

it’s 45% higher with an average of 31.9. 

Visible brown trails
The huge volume of pollution flooding into the 

lough is having a dire impact. Levels of bacteria 

at popular swimming spots are more than three 

times higher than permitted for bathing waters – 

putting water users at unacceptable levels of risk 

for getting ill.7

 
 

Helen Armstrong, a Surfers Against Sewage 

member, told the BBC last year. “Even on good 

sunny days I’ve been swimming, and a sanitary pad 

has drifted past me... We shouldn’t be swimming  

in shit.”

It’s not just water users who are feeling the impact 

of this lack of investment. It’s also having a huge 

impact on wider society. The lack of wastewater 

infrastructure in Northern Ireland is holding up 

development and economic growth throughout the 

region, impacting some of the most in need. 

Despite a backlog of 48,000 households waiting for 

housing, the complete lack of sewage infrastructure 

means the creation of thousands of social homes 

simply can’t go ahead.8 

Just useless words
In 2015 the Government in Northern Ireland 

recognised the plight of Belfast Lough. The Living 

with Water Programme was supposed to drive the 

Department for Infrastructure, Local Stakeholders 

and Northern Ireland Water to take actions that 

would clean up the lough, including investing 

in eight major sewage projects. This plan was 

approved by the Northern Ireland Executive and 

money allocated by the regulator. Planning of the 

major infrastructure was also in full flow with teams 

of engineers in the midst of preparing work on the 

first major infrastructure projects.9

However, at the start of 2025 the Department for 

Infrastructure shelved the formal programme and 

constrained the funding that would be allocated to 

Northern Ireland Water. As a result, the desperately 

needed infrastructure projects which would have 

protected water users, the environment and the 

economy of Northern Ireland will now no longer 

take place. In its place a shoestring budget will put 

a sticking plaster over a woefully under capacity 

sewage system, fixing nothing.10

This is a scandal of epic proportions. Belfast Lough 

is being let down. Governments must allocate the 

funding needed to ensure the lough is clean and 

safe for the people who rely on it to thrive.

 Belfast Lough:  
A scandal of epic  
 proportions

Be
lf

as
t L

ou
gh

Figure 9

Locations of sewage 
oveflows in and around 

Belfast Lough

Sewage discharge 

Sewage 
  spotlight

Water users at risk
The failure to deliver on promises is a familiar trend 

with the Water System in Northern Ireland. The 

country is the last place in the UK without real-

time sewage alerts, leaving water users to risk their 

health when entering its coastline, rivers and loughs. 

For the last year, Surfers Against Sewage has been 

trying to engage with Northern Ireland Water to help it 

deliver on its promise to pilot the provision of real-time 

sewage alerts at one of Northern Ireland’s best surf 

spots, Portrush. Despite there being 65 discharges 

there this year we’ve had nothing but radio silence. 

So, for the last year, water 
users have been put at risk 
without even knowing. 

While Northern Ireland is miles behind the rest 

of the UK in terms of pollution data, it looked like 

Northern Ireland Water was finally making progress, 

with its plans for massive infrastructure projects and 

promises to start to provide real-time information. 

Turns out they were just spewing spin.

“	You can see the visible  
  brown trails whenever  
there has been a discharge,”

03
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Scotland’s water industry perfectly illustrates the baffling  
and infuriating nonsense of our water companies.

The top line
In 2024, Scottish Water recorded 23,498 

discharges for a total of 208,377 hours,  

but these figures are from only 6.7% of  

their total network.

Scotland has the highest average  

discharge rate per CSO of any water  

company at a whopping 89.3. So the 

 real number of discharges could be  

as high as 364,629.

The true scale of  
Scotland’s sewage  
crisis remains hidden  
behind a wall of missing 
data and weak regulations. 

The first glimpse of the truth 
At the end of 2024, Scottish Water finally published 

its first public sewage overflow data. It was a step 

forward, but that’s only opened another chapter in 

this sorry saga. 

Scottish Water admits to having around 4,080 

overflows. Yet just 1,116 appear on their sewage 

discharge map. That means they failed to report 

73% of discharges in real-time, which could have 

seriously affected human health. 

A Sorry Saga

FRESH VISION:  
What Needs  
to Happen

We need change and we need it now. Northern 

Ireland Water is owned by the Northern Ireland 

Executive and the country’s taxpayers. 

It’s time they delivered for the people of Northern 

Ireland by stepping up to our fresh vision for  

clean water.

“Fuelled by insufficient action, poor investment and 

weakening regulation, we demand that Northern 

Ireland Water, and the Northern Ireland Executive 

take meaningful action this year.”

“In Northern Ireland not a single water body meets 

a good chemical standard - with 12% of species 

risking extinction here, many of which are marine 

and freshwater species, this must change.”   

“But poor water quality isn’t just causing 

unimaginable harm to wildlife, it’s affecting us too. 

Expert water sampling found levels of bacteria at 

popular swimming spots to be more than three 

times higher than what’s permitted for bathing 

waters. I myself have been violently unwell after 

surfing areas that are prone to sewage discharges. 

I am unable to see live Event Duration Monitoring 

(EDM) data on the Safer Seas and River Service 

(SSRS) app – because the water companies don’t 

make this data available. Those who are meant to 

be protecting us, are neglecting us.” 

We’re demanding: 
The truth 
Northern Ireland Water must 

finally become transparent about 

the scale of pollution across the country and 

provide real-time sewage alerts to keep water 

users safe. The Northern Ireland Executive must 

reverse its decision to cut the Living With Water 

Programme and deliver its planned investments 

to protect water users of Belfast Lough and 

around Northern Ireland. This means securing 

the long-term investment needed from public or 

private finance to deliver these projects.

Case study

Figure 9

Locations of Scotland’s monitored 
and unmonitored CSOs

Monitored CSO

Unmonitored CSO

Sick of it:
 Ruby Free, Campaigner, 
Surfer, Writer 

Northern 
Ireland

Scotland
03
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2025

In 2025 the trend looks similar. Since 3 February, 

Surfers Against Sewage has been logging Scottish 

Water’s discharges in real time. We found 1,535 

discharges in just one month, impacting the 

coastline, rivers and lochs all over Scotland. 

And we only have data on 
27% of overflows. The full 
picture is likely to be even 
more appalling. 

Forth Estuary

River Clyde

River Tweed

Clyde Estuary

River Dee

River Nith

River North Esk

River Leven

Loch Linnhe

River Tay

Impacted waterway#

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

129

76

61

46

43

42

37

33

31
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Discharges

Case study

Belhaven,  
east Lothian

After a swim to celebrate a friend’s birthday 

with her fellow Salty Sisters, Shelley Sim woke 

up with stomach pains and fatigue. Her GP told 

her it was urgent: she had to get to the hospital. 

Shelley ended up staying for five days because 

of severe gastroenteritis and dehydration.

After weeks of endless appointments, hours 

of commuting to the hospital, and even a 

move to an infectious disease unit, Shelley 

was finally diagnosed with cryptosporidium, a 

diarrheal disease contracted by swimming in 

contaminated water. 

Until then, Shelley had swum every single day 

as part of her daily ritual. Now she couldn’t get 

back in the water for nine whole weeks. 

And Shelley wasn’t the only one affected. Her 

fellow swimmers, friends, and family were too.

“I’m no longer swimming every day, and I’m more 

cautious about getting into the water,” Shelley told 

us. “The sea is where I go for my mental health, to 

get away from stress of being a carer. The first thing 

I do now is check outfalls. That’s good, but it comes 

from a place of fear. I shouldn’t be doing this. I 

should be checking the tide, not when was it heavy 

rain and if there were any spills.”

“It impacted my son’s mental health,” she said. “He 

has OCD, ADHD and autism and I’m his carer. My 

illness caused a lot of anxieties and stress.”

Plugging the 
Gap: What we 
Now Know About 
Scottish Water 

From the available 2024 data we 

have found that water users and the 

environment are suffering the cost of 

Scottish Water’s Pollution. 

The second highest month of discharges 

in Scotland was August, when the vast 

majority of people are using the water. 

One of the worst performing overflows 

was Perth Waste Water Treatment works 

which discharged into the River Tay 240 

times in 2024 for a total of 13,177 hours.

In 2024, there were no real-time sewage 

alerts in Scotland. Instead, the Scottish 

Environment Protection Agency (SEPA) 

issued 800 pollution risk alerts during 

the bathing season – June to September 

in Scotland. These alerts warn water 

users when there may be reduced water 

quality. But they are just predictions and 

do not warn water users when sewage 

has been discharged.  

FRESH VISION: What Needs to Happen

With an election coming up in 2026, politicians in Scotland must finally get to grip with the Scottish sewage 

scandal and stop pointing the finger elsewhere. 

We’re demanding: Full transparency
We need 100% monitoring of sewage discharges in Scotland to keep people 

safe when they use the water. We need the Government to prioritise public and 

environmental health, and to end sewage pollution in Scotland by 2030. It must hold 

Scottish Water to account for delivering on the targets it sets.

Sick of it:
 Hospitalised with 
Cryptosporidium

Figure 10

Locations of Scotland’s  
PRF alerts during 2024
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in a broken 
industry,  

you learn 
not to trust 

companies  
to deliver  

on their 
promises...

04
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Broken system

Broken    
 promises,

The stench of the sewage scandal has become a fixture of the 
mainstream news in the last few years, with water companies making 
promise after promise to deliver record investments and hit all kinds of 
glittering targets. But can we ever truly believe them? 

Water companies in England and Wales are 

regulated by multiple bodies, including Ofwat, which 

oversees their finances and operations. Every five 

years, each company has to submit investment 

plans to Ofwat through a process called the price 

review (PR). 

PR plans show us what each water company 

is promising to deliver, the level of investment 

needed; and how much customers will have to pay 

in bills over the course of the five years the PR plan 

runs for. 

In a functional system, that makes total sense. 

But in a broken industry, you learn not to trust 

companies to deliver on their promises. Or the 

regulator to hold them accountable. 

Why are the new proposals 
welcomed into the room so 
warmly, when all the unmet 
promises from the previous 
plan are still sat there in 
plain sight?

In 2025, PR19 ended, and PR24 began. We took the 

opportunity to examine the past five years of PR19 

(2020-2025), to see whether water companies got 

anywhere near achieving what they’d pledged.

Assessing the “industry leaders”
In its initial assessment of PR19 plans, Ofwat 

identified three companies that stood out: South 

West Water, Severn Trent and United Utilities. 

According to the regulator, this trio offered 

ambitious plans that set a new standard for the 

water sector. So, it awarded them fast-track status. 

In exchange for promising to trailblaze on positive 

outcomes for both customers and the environment, 

these companies were heralded as industry leaders; 

given a head start on other companies to get 

working on their big plans, and millions in financial 

rewards.11 But what standard were they really 

setting for the industry?
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In April 2022, SWW’s Plan for Healthy Rivers and 

Seas14 contained a pledge to cut storm overflow 

discharges to an average of 20 per year by 2025. 

In 2024 their average discharges per overflow was 

41.3, which is more than double the target. And 

2025 isn’t looking much better. According to our 

live reporting data from Data HQ, 21% of SWW 

overflows surpassed this annual target by March.

Target: Reduce Overflow 
discharges to 20 a year

SWW states that it wants to “maintain excellent 

bathing water quality standards all year round, 

so everyone can enjoy our 860 miles of coastline, 

whatever the time of year”. 

Last year, 3,168 sewage 
alerts were issued at 
bathing waters within  
South West Water’s region.

These alerts were throughout the year, with 541 

alerts issued during the bathing season – May to 

September in England - and 2,627 alerts during the 

rest of the year. With such rampant pollution, we 

highly doubt the water quality will be anything close 

to excellent year-round.

Target: Maintain excellent 
bathing water quality 
standards all year round

The future for South West Water: a grim tide 
After five years of SWW failing to meet targets, 

Ofwat has again dished out a reward for SWW’s 

next set of plans. This time it’s worth an equivalent 

to £36 million. 

One of those goals for the next 5 years will be 

familiar from last time: “The company will improve 

its environmental performance by achieving 4* 

Environmental Performance Assessment (EPA) 

status by 2028.”

SWW also announced in February 2025 that it will 

be investing more than £700 million to reduce 

storm overflows across the region in the next  

five-year period. 

The aim is to make SWW the first water company  

to meet the Government’s target of fewer than 10 

discharges per year – an impressive 10 years ahead  

of deadline.

SWW has a huge mountain to climb. 872 of its 

combined sewage overflows (CSOs) discharged  

over 10 times in 2024 (64% of their total overflows). 

And as it’s failed time and again 
to meet environmental targets 
over the past five years, how are 
we supposed to trust them now?

Part of this reward was allocated because SWW 

promised to deliver on its proposed sector leading 

outcomes, like improving its environmental ratings 

and reducing sewer blockages. 

However we’ve been digging into SWW’s 

performance when it comes to sewage pollution 

over the last five years and they do not look like a 

water company performing exceptionally.12 

South West Water (SWW) 
received a financial reward  
worth £6.7 million for its  
2019 plans. 

SWW pledged to reduce pollution incidents to 19.5 

incidents13 per 10,000 km of sewers by 2024-25. 

So far, it’s failed miserably. In fact, between 2022 

and 2023, pollution incidents on its patch shot up 

by 80%.

We can’t access official data on pollution incident 

reports until July 2025, but we have received 

unverified data from the Environment Agency 

through a Freedom of Information request. 

This data shows that there 
were 188 pollution incidents 
in 2024. 

Assuming the length of the sewer network remained 

the same as the year before, this equates to 107.8 

pollution incidents per 10,000 km of pipe. While 

this number may change once the final figures are 

released, our investigation suggests that South West 

Water is on track to fail its target – with five times 

more pollution incidents than they were aiming for. 

Target: Cut pollution 
incidents to 19.5 per 
10,000 km of sewer 

Figure 11

Number of pollution 
incidents 2020 –2024

Figure 12

SWW EPA ratings 2020-2024

In its PR19 plans, SWW boasted it would achieve a 

4-star environmental performance rating, this was 

one of the key performance outcomes Ofwat cited 

as the reason that SWW would receive a financial 

reward. By 2023, the latest figures we had at the 

time of writing, it had only managed to hit 2 stars.

Target: Achieve 4-star 
environmental performance
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Pollution incidents per 10,000km of sewers

Total pollution incidents 

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024i

2020    Requires improvement

2021    Poor performing

2022    Requires improvement

2023    Requires improvement

2024 TBC TBC

i	 Information obtained via a freedom of information request it is unverified by the EA and subject to change. Contains public sector information 
licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0
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UU was the only “industry leader” that looked to be 

on the right track and remained so for several years. 

Until 2023, when it saw the number of pollution 

incidents shoot up by 71%, which UU blames on an 

exceptionally wet year and an increase in monitoring. 

Sadly though, it seems this downward trend is 

continuing. A freedom of information (FOI) response 

from the Environment Agency shows UU pollution 

incidents rose to 352 and discharges increased to 

45 per 10,000km of pipe in 2024. That’s well over 

double the company’s target.

In its Roadmap to Better River Health, UU pledged 

to cut storm overflow spills by at least 33% 

between 2020 and 2025. And in 2024 they nearly 

hit this target by reducing discharges by 32%. 

But before we get too carried away, UU’s discharges 

in 2020 were the highest of any English water 

company this decade, by far. It was responsible for 

discharging 113,940 times, nearly double its nearest 

rival Yorkshire Water, who discharged 65,083.

According to the latest data, ST has failed to meet 

this target every year to date, and 2024 looks to be 

no different, with pollution incidents still on the rise.

In its Get River Positive document, ST stated that 

its operations will not be the reason for unhealthy 

rivers by 2030. To reach that goal, it said it would 

work to reduce spills from storm overflows to an 

average of 20 per year by 2025.18

It’s missed that target, too.  

The company’s 2024 data shows the average 

number of discharges per CSO was 25.4. In total, 

1,118 overflows discharged more than 20 times 

in 2024, with the five worst-performing sites 

accounting for 1,014 spills between them. 

In addition, analysis of overflows discharging 

through the NSOH19 reveals that 1,313 overflows 

were active in January and February 2025, with 60 

already exceeding 20 discharges.19 

One of ST’s worst-performing sites is the Snarestone 

overflow, which recorded 168 discharges totalling 

over 1,000 hours in just the first two months of 

2025. In 2024, Snarestone Sewage Treatment 

Works discharged into the River Mease 208 times, 

accumulating a staggering 3,780 hours.

The future for Severn Trent
Despite missing key targets in its PR19 plan, Severn 

Trent still received a massive reward from Ofwat 

– equivalent to £93 million – for its “outstanding” 

PR24 plans. 

The future for United Utilities: flush with profit
UU’s next set of plans are only receiving “standard” 

classification, meaning they are adequate overall 

and meet the minimum expectations, but are not 

exceptional. Regardless, the company will still 

pocket a reward equivalent to £16 million and its 

shareholders will keep reaping the benefits, while its 

customers suffer. 

UU paid out about £320 million to investors in 

2023-24, and then announced it would increase 

its dividends in line with inflation, while UU’s 

customers will pay 32% more in bills.16

*but only just

United Utilities (UU) was given 
a hefty £24 million for its PR19 
plans, including a high-quality, 
five-year road map and sector-
leading proposal to make bills 
affordable and provide support 
for vulnerable customers.15

They’ve very nearly hit PR19 
targets set to reduce discharge 
numbers, but unfortunately 
they’re going in the wrong 
direction for pollution incidents.

Severn Trent (ST) received 
a reward worth £18 million 
from the regulator for its plan 
which included a number of 
ambitious, innovative and sector-
leading proposals to make bills 
affordable and provide support 
for vulnerable customers. 

But when it comes to dealing with 
pollution, ST has failed to meet 
its targets every year so far.17

Target: Reduce pollution 
incidents to 19.5 per 
10,000 km of sewer by 
2024-25

Target: Reduce pollution 
incidents to 19.5 per 
10,000 km of sewer by 
2024-25

Target: Reduce overflow 
discharges by 33%

Target: Reduce overflow 
discharges to 20 per year

Pollution incidents per 10,000km of sewers

Total pollution incidents 
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Figure 13

Number of pollution 
incidents 2020 –2024

Figure 14

Number of pollution incidents 2020 –2024

i	 Information obtained via a freedom of information request it is 
unverified by the EA and subject to change. Contains public sector 
information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0
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Where does the money go?
Dig deeper into the pipework behind the water 

industry and you’ll see more and more examples of 

companies failing to deliver on their commitments.

Going back to the 2015-2020 investment cycle, 

water and sewerage companies actually underspent 

by 5% on their wastewater facilities compared to 

promised spend.22

Between 2020 and 2022, eight companies 

underspent their budget for improving their 

wastewater network. Yorkshire Water spent just 20% 

of the budget set aside for improvements to sewage 

works; South West Water spent only 39%. We need 

faster improvements, not slower. 

Delays or under delivery means a broken system 

that continues to fail the people it’s supposed to 

serve, and sewage pollution continuing to destroy 

the UK’s coastline, rivers and lakes at the alarming 

rate we see today.

Thames Water set aside  
£474 million for environmental 
improvements. Five years later, 
it’s being investigated for 
failing to deliver these 
schemes, which customers  
have already paid for.

We’re being asked to believe  
that the next five years will  
be different... 

That those same companies, being watched over by 

those same regulators, will take all that investment 

and use it to achieve their targets this time around. 

We simply don’t buy that. 

How can 
 we trust  
them?

FRESH VISION:  
What Needs  
to Happen

We need transformational reform of the sector. The 

water companies are taking us for a ride, promising 

us they will change but delivering next to nothing. 

And our regulators stand idly by while the same 

patterns repeat themselves again and again. 

We’re demanding:  
Tough independent regulation 

Regulators should have a clear, 

legal duty to protect public health 

and the environment so they make 

decisions in the public interest. They must be 

empowered to stand up to and punish the water 

companies when they fall so painfully short – 

instead of rewarding them for doing so. 

Where leaders fail

Our so-called “industry leaders” are failing to 

deliver on their promises. Are the rest doing any 

better? Ofwat stated that, “the sector committed to 

reducing total pollution incidents by 30% over the 

2020-25 period.”20

Our analysis of FOI data from the Environment 

Agency reveals that, whichever way you do 

the maths, water companies in England have 

collectively failed to deliver on this promise. 

Pollution Incidents per 10,000km of pipe have 

increased by 23% from 2020 to the start of 2025. 

And total pollution Incidents have increased by 45%. 

Not only have water companies in England failed 

to deliver their own promises, they have failed to 

deliver the target set by the Environment Agency to 

reduce total pollution incidents by 40% from 2016 

levels between 2020-2025. With pollution incidents 

in 2024 up by 30% from 2016 levels.21 

Anglian
Water
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+100%

+200%

+300%

Northumbrian
Water

Severn
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Thames
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United
Utilities

Wessex
Water
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Percentage increase/decrease in 
pollution incidents since 2020

Percentage increase/decrease in 
pollution incidents per 10,000km since 2020

Southern
Water

Figure 15

Percentage change in total pollution incidents 
and pollution incidents per 10,000km 2020-24 
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Water companies are routinely polluting our coastlines, rivers  
and lakes and despite rising bills, they consistently fail to deliver  
on their promises. Why? Because in England they are ruthlessly  
driven by profit, prioritising pay-outs to shareholders, over investing.

In 1989, the water industry in England and Wales 

was privatised and its debt wiped clean, in a bid to 

attract much-needed investment. 

Several decades on, water companies have racked 

up £69.2 billion in debt and paid out £74.2 billion  

to shareholders. 

Recent research has shown that over decades 

shareholders have taken out more money from the 

water industry than they put in. 

When the industry was privatised, new shareholders 

injected £3.6 billion, equating to £8.2 billion in 

2023 prices. However, in March 2023 the amount 

shareholders invested in water companies was 

just £3.4 billion. In real terms this means the 

shareholders have withdrawn £4.8 billion, almost 

60% of the original shareholder capital.23

And what do we have to 
show for it? 450,398 sewage 
discharges into England’s 
wild waters, in 2024 alone.

Spending  
Money  
like Water: 
 the Leaks,  
Detected

Company Dividends (2023-2024) Dividends (1990-2023)

Severn Trent £301.4m £12.1bn

Thames Water £195.8m £10.6bn 

United Utilities £320m £13bn 

Northumbrian Water £108m £4.2bn 

Yorkshire Water £84.1m £7.7bn

Anglian Water £79.9m £12.7bn 

Wessex Water £66.5m £4.3bn 

South West Water £45m £4.6bn 

Southern Water 0 £2.3bn

Dŵr Cyrmu 0 £2.7bn

Total £1.2 bn £74.2 bn
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In 2024, water company 
shareholders continued to  
pull money from the system,  
with dividends totalling  
£1.2 billion – much of which  
will have left the UK water  
industry completely.

Where is  
 it going?

Figure 16

Water companies’ largest shareholder locations 
and amount paid to them in dividends in 2024. 
See appendix for full details.
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Money Down the Drain 
Government suggests it could cost up to £63 billion 

to deal with the worst of the UK’s sewage pollution 

(although there are ways it could be done for much 

less), but that sum falls far short of the outrageous 

£74.2 billion paid out to shareholders in the past 

few decades.24

Had that money been reinvested to maintain and 

upgrade the existing water network, it would have 

stopped millions of litres of raw sewage entering our 

coastlines, rivers and lakes. 

The money being pocketed 
by investment bankers 
and hedge fund managers 
should have been invested 
back into the water system 
for the sake of people and 
the planet.

The recently completed Thames Tideway Tunnel25  

– a super sewer designed to tackle pollution – cost 

£5 billion to build. According to Thames Water, 

the new system may cut sewage discharges into 

the Thames by around 95%, holding back nearly 

640 Olympic swimming pools of sewage and 

stormwater at any one time. 

£74.2 billion could have built 14.8 more ‘super 

sewers’ like the Thames Tideway Tunnel and 

stopped roughly 9,544 Olympic swimming pools 

of sewage and stormwater from entering our 

coastlines, rivers and lakes at any one time.

Nature knows best
 ‘Grey’ infrastructure – like super sewers – is 

favoured by water companies, however investing in 

catchment scale ‘green’ or nature-based solutions 

could achieve even greater results. 

This approach is being adopted across the world 

at a fraction of the cost of massive engineering 

projects, while also increasing biodiversity and 

resilience in the face of climate change. 

For example, Philadelphia’s Green City, Clean Waters 

program is reducing the volume of stormwater 

entering combined sewers using green infrastructure, 

while expanding stormwater treatment capacity with 

traditional infrastructure improvements.26

Why is this happening? The perils  
of short term thinking
Water Companies in England are driven by the need 

to deliver short-term profit for shareholders, with 

environmental considerations just an afterthought.

This has become especially apparent over the past 

few years, as the type of shareholder investing in 

water companies has changed. Investors seeking 

low-risk, stable and sustainable rewards – where 

keeping delivery on track is critical to deliver long-

term profit – have been replaced by those seeking 

short-term gains. 

Having made a quick profit, 
shareholders can jump ship 
– leaving the companies to 
wallow in the debt they 
raised to deliver their 
dividends.

These shareholders are pushing for more dividends, 

faster. Water companies take on debt to make 

pay-outs to them, and then, having made a quick 

profit, shareholders can jump ship – leaving the 

companies to wallow in the debt they raised to 

deliver their dividends.

Macquarie masquerade
The poster child for this behaviour is Macquarie 

Asset Management, Thames Water’s biggest 

shareholder for a decade. For five of those years, 

dividends exceeded the amount of profit Thames 

Water was making. As a result, the company’s debt 

more than quadrupled, from £2.5 billion to over £10 

billion.27 But rather than triggering the Government 

and Ofwat to investigate the damage this was 

doing to our water industry, Macquarie was simply 

allowed to move on. It became a majority owner in 

Southern Water instead.

Shareholders’ dividends  could have been spent building 14.8 more ‘super sewers’

£5bn
cost of one  
‘super sewer’

£74.2 bn
Shareholders’ dividends 1990-2023
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Customers Pay the Price
It’s not just Thames Water. Spiralling debt, soaring 

bills, and streams of pollution are a problem for all of 

England’s water companies.

In 2024, water companies on the whole were 

paying dividends at an average of 11% of their total 

revenue. Severn Trent paid out dividends worth 

215% of profit after tax. Yorkshire Water paid out 

dividends worth 124% of profit after tax. 

What’s more, companies that weren’t even 

profitable were also doling out the cash, with South 

West Water’s owners making a loss, yet still paying 

out millions to shareholders.  

Water companies have enough money from 

customer bills to provide their service and fund the 

bare minimum investment in the water system.28

It’s catering for profit-hungry shareholders’ appetites 

for dividends that have led them to borrow – and 

struggle to repay – vast amounts of money.29

This has a huge impact on customers. Analysis  

by leading experts has shown that in 2023-4 the  

10 water companies had revenues of almost  

£14 billion but shelled out £3.7 billion on finance 

costs and over £1 billion on dividends. This means on 

average, 35p in every pound of customers’ bills was 

being used to pay back debts and finance dividends 

rather than fix the broken sewerage system.30

In 2023 on average, 35p in 
every pound of customers’ 
bills was being used to 
pay back debts and finance 
dividends rather than fix 
the broken sewerage system.

The average water bill is set to rise 36% by 2030.31 The 

average customer will be paying £160 more in bills in 

2030 than they paid in 2024.32 And water companies 

are trying to mislead customers about what’s 

happening and where the bill increases are going.

In 2024, Thames Water claimed that just 3% of 

customer bills went to paying lenders back. In fact, 

the average Thames Water customer was paying 

28% of their bill to tackle the company’s £18 billion 

debt.33 Attempts to turn the tide have led nowhere. 

Vast quantities of sewage are still polluting our 

waters. And water companies keep failing to deliver 

on their promises.

Even well-intentioned interventions have failed, 

because the incentives are stacked in the wrong 

way, prioritising profit for shareholders over fixes 

that are urgently needed.

If things stay this way, 
history will keep repeating 
itself. We will keep hurtling 
down the plug hole of debt, 
while a deluge of discharges 
contaminates our oceans.

FRESH VISION: What Needs to Happen

We can change things, if we change the way our 

system is run. Across the globe, the norm is to 

manage water at a local level through a mixture of 

public, private and not-for-profit ownership rather 

than the 100% private ownership model in England. 

We’re demanding: a full reset 

The priorities of the entire water sector need 

to change completely to end pollution for 

profit and establish a fair and transparent 

system – one that prioritises public health and 

value for customer money and delivers healthy 

coastlines, rivers and lakes.

£64.4 billion

£74.2 billion

debt

dividends
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Sewage
Sickening

We’re living through an escalating public health disaster. The UK’s 
population and natural environment are being exposed to a potentially 
lethal concoction of human faeces and toxic wastewater – full 
of harmful pathogens and viruses, chemicals, heavy metals, and 
microplastics. It has to stop. 

11.6 million adults took part in some form of 

outdoor water sports in 2023, continuing a year-

on-year trend of more people reaping the vast 

mental and physical benefits of getting into the 

UK’s wild waters.

These blue spaces are where people dip, paddle, 

surf and swim. They’ve become the heart of entire 

communities. People get in coastal waters, rivers and 

lakes to forget about their problems, connect with 

friends, exercise, and simply feel a sense of release. 

But the pollution of these 
spaces is making people sick.

Poisoning our communities
For the past six years, we’ve been collating 

Sickness Reports through our Safer Seas and 

River Service (SSRS), to discover exactly what 

effect sewage pollution is having on the health and 

wellbeing of water users across the UK. 

Since 2020, we’ve received 
a total of 6,053 reports, 
from over 1,000 different 
locations, with 1,853 
submitted in 2024 alone. 

These aren’t just statistics. They tell the story of 

thousands of human lives put needlessly at risk.

Minimising ingestion of human 
faecal pathogens bacteria, viruses 
and parasites- remains a public 
health priority. Whilst sewage 
effluent has undergone treatment 
processes which significantly 
reduce the risk, it still can contain 
viable human bacteria and viruses 
which have the potential to cause 
serious disease if ingested.” 

Chief Medical Officer for England
Chris Witty

Deep Dive into 2024 data

million 
11.6 

1,853 4 days

79% 

3,425 

331 £493,200  

people took part  
in outdoor water 
sports in 2023 

Sickness reports
avg. sick leave

Attributed their 
sickness to  
sewage pollution

were submitted  
to us. That’s an 
average of 5 people 
getting sick every day 
for a year – that we 
know of. 

On average, people who 
had to take time off work 
used 4 days of sick leave. 

of them said their doctor

From these reports alone,  
people had to take a total of 

of productivity was lost  
due to sick days. 

Sick days off work

People had 
to see a 
doctor
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Gastroenteritis

Eye infection

Ear, nose & throat

Respiratory

Non-specific viral

skin infection

Catch 
of the  

   day
The most common 

waterborne sicknesses  
in 2024.

74 cases

119 cases

208 cases

1,390 cases

90 cases

66 cases

Sea swimming offers a huge range of health 

benefits, from quality cardio exercise to 

immune system-boosting wellness. But when 

water quality is shamefully neglected, it’s an 

activity that can make you extremely sick 

rather than keep you healthy. 

Suzi Finlayson told us how she first started 

feeling unwell in December 2023, but that it 

wasn’t until 14th January 2024 that it became 

clear why: she had a blood infection that had 

led to endocarditis, an inflammation of the 

inner layer of her heart. No prizes for guessing 

the root cause. 

 

 

“Sewage dumping at Aldwick Beach was rife, but I 

wasn’t aware of how serious it was at the time,”  

Suzi explained. 

“When I later looked at the reports, I was shocked.  

I had been sea swimming there about three times  

a week, all year round, since 2019.”

Taking a deeper dive into Suzi’s case, we 

found that one sewage overflow from 

Southern Water in December 2023, into the 

waters of Aldwick, had lasted 343 hours. 

That’s 14 straight days of raw sewage pollution 

being pumped into Suzi’s swimming spot. 

I became critically ill and spent six weeks in hospital 

care, including intensive care, followed by six 

months of recovery from open-heart surgery for a 

mitral valve replacement,” said Suzi. “I required 

weekly hospital visits for blood tests, rehabilitation, 

and ongoing follow-ups. My business, focused on 

mental health and wellbeing life coaching with 

valuable council and NHS contracts, had to close 

as a result. I’m working towards rebuilding but can’t 

work in the same way as before. I tire easily and 

can’t commit to contract hours anymore.”

Suzi went on to explain how the illness affected 

not just her business, but every aspect of her 

life, including her home and family. For six 

months, she couldn’t walk her dogs, drive,  

or manage her house. 

It’s unacceptable that illegally-dumped 

sewage has had such a detrimental impact on 

Suzi’s life. And she’s not the only one. Across 

the country, everyday people are struggling 

with the fall out of sewage pollution just like 

Suzi. And we’re all sick of it.

Case study

“I became critically 
ill and spent six 
weeks in hospital...”

Aldwick,  
West Sussex 

Sick of it:
The Wellbeing  
  Coach

06

Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25



45

Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25

44

Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

Total sickness reports 

Sick days taken

We’re Paying for This

Twice

Staithes Chalet and Caravan Park is a privately-

owned site deep in the ravine. During heavy 

rain, three sewer inspection hatches on the 

land have been bursting and sending untreated 

sewer effluent into Staithes Beck. For 12 years.

John Reeve, a Surfers Against Sewage rep, was 

approached in August 2024 to help the site 

owner, Kim, because the issue had been going 

on so long – with nothing more than a series of 

patch-ups and promises from Yorkshire Water 

that it was addressing, instead of the complex 

wider issues. In all that time, Kim has been 

unable to develop the camping field. The 

commercial value of the property has shot 

down, while flood damage to the riverbank and 

site bridge support has cost Kim over £10,000 

in repairs. 

That’s where this becomes a story of can-do 

spirit and democratic decision-making. John 

and Kim pulled together an action group, 

to meet on-site with representatives from 

Yorkshire Water, National Parks UK and a local 

councillor to diagnose and fix the problem.

“Yorkshire Water attempted minor changes and 

system cleansing initially, but we saw further 

flooding and inadequate repair jobs,” says John. 

“There is now a major catchment-wide investigation 

underway, because with every failure we just turned 

around and said: ‘You still haven’t done anything’ 

and reinforce that with ‘no change to the system, 

results in no change to the problem’.”

Thanks to pressure from the local community, 

Yorkshire Water eventually accepted culpability 

for the damage to the bank at the bridge 

location and has now reimbursed Kim for the 

costs. Yet issues are still evident on the site.    

“We’re monitoring and reporting every failure, while 

Yorkshire Water formulates a permanent solution,” 

says John. “Something they have failed to commit 

to finding for the previous decade.”

John tells us that, while a permanent solution 

may be elusive, his collaboration with 

sympathetic organisations like the National 

Parks UK has been instrumental in delivering 

action on the ground. 

This is more proof that decisions around water 

management shouldn’t be left to executives in 

distant boardrooms who have shareholders to 

please. They should be taken democratically, 

with the people and organisations who are 

invested in the issue having a proper say.

Case study

Staithes,  
North Yorkshire 

Figure 17

Sickness reports and sick days 
taken since 2020 

Based on the average UK salary of £37,43035, the economic hit from taking 
time off work with sewage sickness in 2024 reached £493,200 – just taking into 
account the sick days recorded in our reports. 

But the true economic impact of sewage pollution 

in the UK is still unknown. As sewage spills are 

on the rise, so too are GP visits, medical bills, sick 

days off work, and cancellations of community and 

sporting events. 

That may be the biggest insult. Communities across 

the UK wind up paying for this. Not just financially, 

but with our health too.

Sick of it:
The Caravan  
  Park Owner 

“There is now a  

  major catchment-wide 

investigation underway...”
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Not what the doctor ordered 
In 2024, people made 331 doctor appointments because they’d fallen 
ill after swimming in polluted waters in the UK. 15 people reported 
being hospitalised.

We don’t yet have the granular data to establish just 

how much sewage pollution is costing the health 

service, but we are starting to see growing trends. 

Figures revealed last year showed hospital 

admissions for waterborne diseases in England 

were up 60% between 2010 and 202334. One 

study found individuals engaging in sea bathing 

had a 29% higher likelihood of reporting 

gastrointestinal illnesses; while official 

stats tell us that gastrointestinal diseases place  

a staggering financial burden on the NHS:  

£1.3 billion each year.36 

In short, water 
pollution adds even 
more dead weight to 
a health care system 
that’s already fighting 
to stay afloat. 

Case study

Godrevy, Cornwall 

“The diagnosis significantly impacted my life,” 

Charles told us. “I couldn’t raise my heart rate 

during recovery, making everyday tasks, like 

commuting by bike, challenging. My main social 

activity is sport, which was put on hold for months, 

affecting my confidence and isolating me.”

“Sewage pollution has created a perception of 

inaccessibility in our community when talking 

about sea swimming and wild swimming,” he said. 

“Coastal communities are suffering hugely – their 

natural asset is losing its value rapidly.” 

Case study

“My main social  
 activity is sport,  
  which was put  
on hold for  
 months, affecting  
my confidence...”

“Some of my patients 
had their appointments 
cancelled, which wasn’t  
 fair on them.”

Clevedon,  
Somerset  

In September 2023, Charles went to swim at 

the Marine Lake in Clevedon, a place ideal for 

practising open water swimming and train for 

an upcoming Ironman event. The following 

day, he collapsed, hitting his head and losing 

consciousness.

After being rushed to hospital, tests revealed 

heart attack-like symptoms. Over the next 

four months, further tests showed that a virus 

contracted while swimming had caused a drop 

in blood pressure, leading to a minor heart 

episode and damage to the pericardium, the 

heart’s outer lining. Charles was quick to stress that he’s far from 

alone here. The health impact of polluted 

waters affects whole swathes of society.  

Sick of it:

Sick of it:

The NHS Mental Health Worker 

The Athlete

Miriam Oates, a mental health worker for NHS 

Cornwall, told us how she had two bouts of 

sickness after entering the water in 2024: 

one after surfing at Newquay’s Great Western 

beach, and one following a swim further down 

the coast at Godrevy. 

Miriam is fortunate enough to get paid sick 

days, so the illness didn’t affect her financially. 

However, it did have an impact on her work.

“I took time off work for both episodes,” she told us. 

“I was then put on a formal sickness review. In total, 

I had six days off work and was also unwell during 

the weekend.”
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Fed up with getting sick from sewage spills, 

residents and businesses in Exmouth are 

resisting the tide and fighting for their health 

and principles. In a UK first, they’re taking 

South West Water to court for treating the 

places they love to swim, surf, and play in  

like a sewer. 

“We’re at the end of an estuary, and there are 

hundreds of sewage outflows in the catchment 

of the River Exe,” said Nicky Nicholls, who is 

coordinating the legal action.

“Last year, one had this massive burst, which went 

straight into the bathing waters in the middle of 

August. We rely on our tourism. The red flags went 

up on the beach.”

Nicky recalls how she walked the length of 

the sea front, canvassing opinion from the 26 

businesses there. The anger was unanimous. 

“Some of them were literally crying about losing 30% 

of their business that week, and how they couldn’t 

afford to keep trading if it kept going on,” she 

says. “The impact is absolutely huge. And it ripples 

through the community.” 

Teaming up with law firm Leigh Day to take 

South West Water to court37 for the public 

nuisance it has caused, the community is 

hopeful they can turn the tide, and show how 

people power can shape better environments.

“As a community, we get stronger by doing this,” says 

Nicky. “We’re going to come out of it with a cleaner 

and greener beach. And hopefully other people will 

see that Exmouth won a case and do the same thing 

in their towns.”

Case study

Exmouth,  
Devon

Wildly Unhealthy 

All this pollution isn’t just harming  
human health. 

When sewage contaminates our wild waters, it 

wreaks havoc on entire ecosystems. The 

ecological impact of raw sewage in our water 

ranges from disease and poisoning in animals, to 

reproductive issues, food chain contamination and 

habitat destruction. 

In 2019, only 16% of England’s waterbodies – 

rivers, canals, lakes, estuaries and coastal waters 

– were in high or good status. The effects of 

sewage on each of these individual waterbodies 

can be severe, with both immediate and long-

term impacts. But to make matters worse, the 

interconnected nature of our world means sewage-

polluted waters in the UK are having an effect on a 

global scale. 

A recent report found that sewage pollution is 

turning seagrass, a vital yet rapidly declining ocean 

habitat, from a valuable carbon sink into a 

dangerous carbon source.38

So, while water company bosses and shareholders 

are busy lining their pockets, our planet and 

precious wildlife is dying as a result.

Sewage polluted waters 

  in the UK is having  

 an effect on a

Global scale.

Sick of it:
The Community  
   Strikes Back

“We rely on tour
ism. 

  The red flags went 

up on the beac
h.”
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What are Bathing Waters? 

Officially designated bathing 
waters are our most popular 
bathing spots and the only place 
where water quality is regularly 
monitored by regulators, with 
legal obligations placed on 
polluters to clean up their act. 

What’s going wrong?
This year, the UK Government will be changing the 

rules on how bathing water designation and testing 

work. One of these changes creates more barriers 

to improving water quality in England and Wales.

The new change states that a “feasibility test” will 

be required for a proposed bathing water. This step 

could mean that sites deemed too polluted risk 

being immediately denied this designation, and 

therefore unable to receive the monitoring and 

investment needed to make blue spaces cleaner 

and safer for the communities that swim, surf, 

paddle or kayak there.  

If this legislation was in place in 2020 there would 

be 20 official bathing sites that may have never 

been granted bathing water status as they received 

a ‘poor’ classification. This means people who use 

the water would have no tools to stay safe or to 

improve their water quality.

 

The reform will directly benefit the polluters by 

giving water companies a way to argue that it’s too 

expensive to stop polluting a site that people swim in.  

What needs to happen?
The UK Government needs to immediately scrap 

this planned change. Instead, it needs to make 

changes that protect water users, including:

1	 Testing water quality all year round.

2	 Counting all recreational water users when  

deciding whether to designate a bathing site. 

3	 Testing for emerging pollutants.

protectingwildwaters.org.uk

A word on 
 bathing waters

Fresh vision: What 
needs to happen?

We are living through a sewage-induced public 

health nightmare. It’s time for a fresh vision that 

puts public and environmental health first and  

gives local people a say in how water is managed.

We’re demanding: 
Legal prioritisation 
Water companies must have a clear, legal 

priority to protect and improve public and 

environmental health. This means they should put first 

any action that protects the health of millions of water 

users, wherever they swim, surf and play.

Democratic decision making  
Water should be managed at a regional 

and local level, with the input of local 

stakeholders including waters users, 

customers, local authorities, environmental groups 

and engineers. Crucially, these stakeholders must 

have real decision-making power.

It's time to  
 put public and 
environmental  
 health first. 

We are  
amid a  
sewage 
induced  
public 
health 
crisis.

Water  
Made  
You Ill? 
Tell us
We’re collecting sickness case 

studies to build up a bank 

of evidence so we can hold 

water companies and the UK 

Government accountable. 

Report your sickness to the 

Safer Seas and River Service 

(SSRS) app.

Sewage 
  spotlight
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The UK water industry is broken. Despite new plans, laws,  
and regulation appearing over the past few years, the sewage  
pollution problem is just getting worse – and so is the public health 
crisis it’s causing.

There were 592,478 confirmed discharges in 2024 

for a total of 4,786,038 hours. If we compensate 

for the data black hole in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland, we expect the figure to be more  

like 994,499 discharges. 

Last year alone, SAS received 1,853 Sickness 

Reports. They detail the equivalent of nine years-

worth of sick days, with a productivity hit to the 

economy of £493,200 – just from those who 

reported to us.  

In Scotland and Northern Ireland, governments 

are sweeping the pollution problem under the 

rug, while pointing the finger at everyone else. But 

this veil of secrecy is lifting, as people become 

more aware of what water companies are up to. In 

Wales, ineffective regulation and an incompetent 

water company means sewage was released daily 

in first two months of 2025. In England, water 

companies are driven by a need to pay out billions 

to profit-hungry short-term investors. They’ve 

consistently failed to improve, or even maintain, 

their infrastructure. 

The result: broken promises, 
missed targets and widespread 
environmental harm. 

In 2024, water companies in England paid out  

£1.2 billion in dividends – bringing the grand 

total paid to shareholders since privatisation to a 

whopping £74.2 billion. All while our bills keep 

shooting up to service the ever-growing debt pile 

being used to pay shareholders. 

It’s a dirty mess that leads 
us to a very clear conclusion: 
We can’t trust the water 
companies. And we can’t trust 
the system as it stands. 

We need transformational reform of the industry,  

a shift that ends pollution for profit and delivers 

a fair and transparent service that prioritises  

public health and value for customer money,  

while ensuring a healthy coastline, rivers  

and lakes.

The good news is we have a clear opportunity to create change,  
thanks to several positive developments…

Independent Water Commission
In 2025, the Independent Water Commission will 

look at how to reform the water sector in England 

and Wales, with recommendations for the UK and 

Welsh government to act on. This has the potential 

to be a historic turning point, starting the 

restoration of our coastline, rivers and lakes for the 

good of people and the planet. 

But it requires the Commission to be ambitious and 

consider all the available evidence. It can’t simply 

bow to pressure from vested interests.

Devolved elections 
Over the next three years, people in the devolved 

nations will be heading to the polls to elect their 

next set of representatives. In the 2024 UK General 

Election we saw the strength of feeling about the 

state of our waterways and how that played a crucial 

role in shaping people’s votes. The same thing 

will happen here. We need all parties to adopt our 

fresh vision for water in their manifestos, to ensure 

everyone in the UK is protected from the scourge of 

sewage pollution.

New systems
We need a whole new water system – one that’s 

fair and transparent, which ends pollution for profit, 

prioritises public health and value for customer money 

and delivers a healthy coastline, rivers and lakes.

That new system must be built on the five key 

principles of a fresh vision for clean and healthy 

water we’ve laid out throughout this report: 

for clean,  
  healthy water

fresh  
 thinking
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The state of the UK water industry makes for a 
sobering read that sparks intense feelings in all 
of us. Luckily there is a way to put that rage to 
good use and use your power and voice to do 
something about it. 

Here are four simple ways to get started…

Grab your gear, head to 
the water and show the 
polluters that we’ve had 

enough of their lies.

17.5.25

Join the

amazed?

Appalled?
Frustrated?

Become an SAS member 

and help drive the 
campaign to  

end sewage 
pollution

Fuel  
the  

fight  
back

Say your bit 
and sign 
your name
Respond to our 
survey and get your 
voice heard by  
the Independent 
Water Commission:

Ta
k
e
 a

c
t
io

n

08 get  
the  
free  
app
Download our free Safer Seas 

and Rivers Service app to 

instantly check if your local 

bathing water is polluted with 

sewage. If it is, don’t wait—

send an email to your local MP 

or water company CEO and 

demand change.

Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25Surfers Against Sewage    Water Quality Report ‘25

https://datahq.sas.org.uk/sewage-data-hq/is-it-safe-to-swim/
https://www.sas.org.uk/take-action/become-a-member/
https://www.sas.org.uk/water-quality/our-water-quality-campaigns/dear-jon
https://www.sas.org.uk/water-quality/our-water-quality-campaigns/paddleoutprotest/paddle-out-protest-sign-up/
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into a single event. Official statistics use the 12/24 discharge count method, which we don’t apply. This 
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https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/projects/thames-tideway-tunnel
https://water.phila.gov/green-city
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cw4478wnjdpo
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http://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Overview-of-Dwr-Cymrus-PR24-Final-Determination.pdf
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http://www.niwater.com/major-infrastructure-detail/10034/The-Living-with-Water-Programme-LWWP
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31 Water bills to rise by average of 36% over next five years, says water regulator Ofwat. Available from: 

https://news.sky.com/story/water-bills-to-rise-by-average-of-36-over-next-five-years-says-water-

regulator-ofwat-13276002  

32 Breakdown of water companies’ bill increases 2025-30. Available from: https://www.ccw.org.uk/our-

work/price-review/how-much-will-my-water-and-sewerage-bills-increase-by-2030/breakdown-of-water-

companies-bill-increases-2025-30/

33 Thames Water accused of ‘misleading’ customers over level of debt payments Available from: https://

www.theguardian.com/business/2024/mar/12/thames-water-customers-debt-payments-bills

34 Hospital admissions for waterborne diseases in England up 60%, report shows. Available from: https://

www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/mar/29/hospital-admissions-for-waterborne-diseases-in-

england-up-60-report-shows

35 Employee earnings in the UK: 2024. Available from: https://www.ons.gov.uk/

employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/annualsurveyofh

oursandearnings/2024#:~:text=Median%20gross%20annual%20earnings%20for,%2C%20an%20

increase%20of%206.9%25.

36 Gold-standard research shapes the NHS’ digestive disorder guidelines. Available from: https://www.ucl.

ac.uk/healthcare-engineering/case-studies/2018/sep/gold-standard-research-shapes-nhs-digestive-

disorder-guidelines

37 Exmouth sewage pollution claim. Available from: https://www.leighday.co.uk/our-services/group-claims/

exmouth-sewage-pollution-claim/

38 Seagrass vs. Water Quality: How the current crisis is damaging our ability to fight climate change. 

Available from: https://www.sas.org.uk/updates/seagrass-vs-water-quality-report-launch/

References & Footnotes (continued) Shareholder data

Water companies’ largest shareholder locations and amount 
paid to them in dividends in 2024. 

Water Company Main Shareholder Dividends for Main 

Shareholder 2024

Severn Trent Qatar Investment Authority 

(Qatar)

£36m dividend

Thames Water Ontario Municipal Employees 

Retirement System (Canada)

£0 paid to shareholder but 

£195.8m paid to parent 

companies

United Utilities Blackrock Investment 

Management Limited (New 

York, USA)

£5.67m dividend

Northumbrian Water CK Hutchinson Holdings (Hong 

Kong)

£49.35m dividend

Yorkshire Water GIC Special Investments 

(Singapore)

£28.59m dividend

Anglian Water Canada Pension Plan 

Investment Board (Canada) 

£26.29m dividend

Wessex Water YTL (Malaysia) £66.5m dividend

South West Water Lazzard Asset Management 

LLC (USA)

£4.05m dividend

Southern Water Macquarie Asset Management 

(Australia)

£0m dividend
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