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Introduction
The Safer Seas Service is the first and only national real-time water quality app that protects
all water users from pollution. This pioneering free service alerts water users when sewer
overflows discharge untreated human sewage and storm water into the sea and when water
quality is reduced by diffuse pollution at beaches across England and Wales. This
information keeps recreational water users safe, allowing them to make an informed decision
about how, when and where they use the sea.
The Safer Seas Service is an enhanced version of SAS’s Sewage Alert Service which was
launched in summer 2010 with an App launched 2013. In 2014 the Safer Seas Service issues
real-time alerts for 323 beaches around England and Wales on Combined Sewer Overflows
(CSOs) discharges and Pollution Risk Forecasting’s (PRFs), provided by Water Companies
and the Environment Agency respectively.
The Safer Seas Service is a free to use service that can be accessed through iOS (Apple) and
Android (Google) platforms – smart phones, tablets and iPods and is also available via an
interactive map and SMS service.

	
  	
  

As well as providing real-time information on pollution incidents, the service also
incorporates information regarding the risks associated in mixing with raw sewage and
diffuse pollution, and provides a medical response form allowing SAS to collate data from
people that have suffered illness following exposure to polluted water. The service can be
found via Surfers Against Sewage website (www.sas.org.uk/safer-seas-service) as well as
through iTunes and the Google Play Store. The text messaging service, for non-smartphone
users provides users with subscriptions to individual beach locations available through a
form on the SAS website.
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Facts and figures

63 Beaches with
no pollution
events 2014 bathing
season

14, 129

23.06% increase
in user numbers and a

As of 21st October
there are 14,129
users of the Safer
Seas Service

57.8% increase in

so far in 2014

19 PRF warning at worst
*PRF Warnings effective within the service from 29/07/2014

Number

of

PRF warnings issued
to beach included in
the Safer Seas Service

212,772

Safer Seas Service:
Platform
breakdown
Text,
2696

performing beach during 2014
bathing season*

	
  

Android: 2,383
(20.9%)

beach subscriptions
compared to 2013

33 CSO events at a single beach

771

iOS: 9,050 (79.1%)

Android,
2383

IOS,
9050

786 the total number of CSO
events across England and Wales in
2014 bathing season

Free, real-time pollution warnings
sent in the 2014 bathing season
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2014 Bathing Season
The Safer Seas Service was able to warn users of 1,496 pollution events across 323 beaches in
the UK. The 2014 bathing season was one of relatively average weather with a number of
significant low pressure events. While rainfall was slightly above average, the total was 259
mm, which is 108% of the 1981-2010 average; Sunshine (588 hours, which 116% of the 19812010 average) and temperature (14.8 °C, which is 0.5 °C above the 1981-2010 average) were
also above average.
Since the re-branding of the service (29th July 2014) there has been a 12% increase in beach
subscriptions which highlights the demand for data on a greater number of beaches. The rebranding of the service included an increased number of beaches accommodating for 164
Pollution Risk Forecasting beaches with data provided by the Environment Agency. SAS
regularly receive requests for Safer Seas Service users to include a wider number of beaches.
There has been a 23% increase in users of the service this year and this is steadily increasing
as bathing water users are becoming more and more aware of the threats mixing with
polluted bathing waters. SAS are pleased to announce that 63 beaches included within the
Safer Seas Service received no pollution incidents during the 2014 bathing season.

Godrevy - case study
A key success story from the Safer Seas Service can be expressed by the events that took
place at Godrevy Beach, Cornwall in June of this year. A CSO event was triggered on the
morning of 28th June, at the same time a surf contest was being run by the National Trust.
Due to the Safer Seas Services informing local life guards and competitors via text and the
app the contest was postponed due to the health risks of mixing with the polluted water. The
event was well documented in local and national press due to the circumstances surrounding
it and the pictures captured by a number of visitors to the beach.

As well as an example of how the Safer Seas Service can be effective in a real life situation it
also highlights problems with the current bathing water sampling methods and the risk that
bathing water users are unaware they are exposed to. Godrevy is a beach that frequently
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achieves a higher rating during bathing water sampling yet was subject to 6 pollution events
this bathing season. The pollution events can affect part of the beach with effluent being
carried out to sea rather than along the beach toward the Environment Agency sampling
spot. So while a pollution event could be taking place at one end of the beach, the other
(approx. 300m away) can provide clean bathing water reading. This has been confirmed by
2014 SAS research where testing has taken place across the beach profile during a pollution
event. The results from this research also reaffirm research carried out by Cornwall County
Council, the Environment Agency, South West Water and Surfers Against Sewage in 2009.
The Safer Seas Service received a ‘spike’ in downloads following this event with around 2,500
extra users downloading the app across the two platforms. This has been the largest
download event outside of the launch of the app.

Out of season
The Safer Seas Service will continue to provide real time pollution alerts for 90 beaches
outside of the bathing season. This is only possible due to the continued support from
Northumbrian Water, Wessex Water, Yorkshire Water, Welsh Water and South West
Water*. Thanks to water companies committing to continue to provide data on CSO events
outside of the bathing season we are able to inform users throughout the year of potential
risks to their health. The significance of this continued data supply can be seen when looking
at how surfers continue to use the sea year round.
*South West Water is continuing to provide CSO data at 10 beaches until 4th January, after which data
will cease. Southern Water, Anglian Water and United Utilities stopped CSO data on Oct1st.	
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Average times surfing per month (UK) from SAS report: The economic impact of domestic
surfing on the United Kingdom

The above graph shows that seasons make only a small difference to the amount of times a
surfer will surf each month, with technological advancements in wetsuits and the desire to
surf in ‘cold-water’ conditions, difference in seasons is expected to level out. Cold Water
Surfing is developing as a ‘brand’ with increased interest and following. Cold water surfers (a
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UK based surf society/ culture website) have received over 11,000 likes on Facebook since
starting in September 2013 (this is over 3,500 more likes than all of the coastal water
companies in England and Wales combined). The interest in surfing throughout the year is
increasing on an existing number of people using the sea for recreational purposes outside
the bathing season. The image below was taken at the Trevauance Cove bathing water on the
first day of October half term 2014. There were 37 people in the water, a mixture of surfers,
body boarders and swimmers; this was a typical representation of beaches across the South
West of England during the half term week.

	
  
Trevaunance Cove, St. Agnes, Cornwall, 27th October 2014, 15:00 - 37 people in the water a
mixture of surfers, body boarders and swimmers.

Recommended actions and measures
The Safer Seas Service is an ongoing project. Whilst the service is operating as intended,
there is opportunity to expand with potential improvements to be made. Surfers Against
Sewage is working to develop the interface and the ease of access to the service attempting to
reach as many bathing water users as possible. Below we set out a number of
recommendations that would allow the service to develop. Following confirmation from the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency the Safer Seas Service in 2015 can potentially include
data for beaches in Northern Ireland. There has also been positive progress in Scottish
coverage following talks with the Scottish Government and Scottish Environment Protection
Agency who have asked for a list of recommended beaches to be included in an expanded
service.

Surfers Against Sewage is calling for:

Increased bathing season
An increased bathing season to consider bathers and sea users such as surfers, sailors,
kayakers that use the sea year round, would provide significant value to the Safer Seas
Service and increase safety. Ideally, a year round bathing season would allow maximum
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safety, however an extended season to include Easter and October holiday weeks would
incorporate the busiest ‘out-of-season’ bathing.

Increased CSO data coverage – geographically and
seasonally
Surfers Against Sewage are calling for the year round provision of real-time data relating to
water quality to become mandatory requirement at all recreational waters and bathing
waters. The Safer Seas Service currently reports on a significant number of beaches affected
by pollution risk. Complete coverage (to incorporate all CSOs and PRFs that have the
potential to impact bathing waters) would ensure the safety of all coastal bathing water users
with regards to terrestrial pollution events.

National standard for ‘significant’ spill
Surfers Against Sewage are ready to support the Environment Agency and water companies
in establishing an adaptable level of significance for individual sites. With an established
level of risk all water companies would effectively be warning about the same level at the
same time. This would add increased value to the end user making it easier to understand
alerts issued for individual beaches.

Increased platform coverage to include Windows
mobile
SAS are aware of the increasing number of users to mobile platforms other than Android and
iOS. While these two platforms have the vast majority of the smartphone market (60.6%
Android and 28.1% iOS) we receive increasing number of requests from members to include
an App on the Windows platform which currently accounts for 7.5% of the UK smartphone
market. The Safer Seas Service currently provides a free SMS and Interactive Map service to
non-Android and iOS smartphone users; however we are open to Windows development,
dependant on funding to ensure all smartphone users can take advantage of the Safer Seas
Service App.

Continue positive working relationship with water
companies
Surfers Against Sewage would welcome the opportunity to work with water companies to
continue to provide data for the Safer Seas Service throughout the year, we are aware of the
need to carry out maintenance work and have developed a ‘holding icon’ (Under
Maintenance) for whenever work is being carried out at given sites. This allows users to be
aware as the exact status of their beaches regarding potential pollution incidents and gives
them confidence if they have received no alerts for their local beaches. Having this function
also allows water companies confidence that we can make users aware of the status of CSO
data and that water companies are carrying out improvements/ maintenance when
applicable. We share the goals of water companies to ensure that the data being provided to
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the Safer Seas Service is robust and reliable and understand that essential works are best
carried out, outside the current bathing season window.
The call to increase CSO monitoring coverage is in line with recommendations by the former
Minister for Natural Environment and Fisheries, Richard Benyon in 2013, and would go a
substantial way to improving the safety of users when deciding if to enter the sea or not.
Having discussed with water companies the impact of continuing to make data available to
the Safer Seas Service outside the bathing season; we understand that in most cases it is
easier to continue data than to switch it off.
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