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Clean Water

Recent History



2022 – increasing 
concern over sewage 
pollution

• Brading Haven Yacht Club 
joins Marine Conservation 
Society action

• Northern Ireland events 
cancelled

©Friends of the Earth



Avian Flu 2023

• Midlands clubs closed due to health 
concerns

• Big impact on rowing as well as sailing
• Offer from a consultancy to look at a 

wide range of water quality issues
• Recognition of need to balance 

messaging around risk against fear of 
participation



Water Quality Group 
set up Feb 2023
Common concern over sewage pollution

• RYA
• Angling Trust
• Triathlon
• Rowing
• Paddling
• Outdoor Swimmer 

Magazine
• Swim England



Work with Surfers 
Against Sewage July 
2023

• Members and clubs keen 
to see RYA taking action

• Others already well 
established in this space

• Accept messaging 
different from RYA’s 
historic approach

• Good response to more 
activist approach



Kite Europeans September 2023



Kite Europeans September 2023



Southampton International Boat Show 2023



(Lack of) Regulation
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Legislative Background

Where has this got us?

• No single stretch of river in England is in good overall health
• Just 15% of English river stretches reach good ecological health 

standards
• Office for Environmental Protection: “Government remains largely off 

track to meets its environmental ambitions”



Economic Regulation Environmental Regulation

Regulation



UK Situation



Focus on bathing waters

ONLY Bathing Waters are tested – and ONLY 
between May – September

Significant criteria to be designated

Before Feb 2024, only 3 inland rivers had 
bathing water status on ONE stretch 

Different protocols for inland and coastal 
waters – adds complexity for event 
organisers and sporting organisations



The Clean Water 
Sports Alliance



Full Alliance formed 
October 2023

Launch of Campaign 30th

April 2024











Comms – Who?



Comms – What and Why?





In practice

Core Alliance is divided into 3 sprint groups: 
 ASK 1: Paddle UK and Angling
 ASK 2: British Triathlon, Paddle UK and British Rowing
 ASK 3: Swim England and RYA

Actions are both policy and operationally connected: 

Policy examples: 
• Policy briefing doc for all members 
• Attended political party events: e.g. Labour Party conference, 

Launch of the Water Special Measures Bill 
• Support & create suitable policy related engagements: e.g. 

British Rowing hosting hustings with River Action ahead of 
Henley Regatta

Operational examples:
• Single water quality guidance for all alliance events 
• Data centralisation and management with wide network of 

water quality groups including CasTCo and the EA
• Engage with water companies in multiple ways



Impact



Meeting with EA 
Researchers

Interested in club 
locations for planning 

water testing
Shared data, awaiting 

results

Immediate response

Meetings with Water UK

The water company 
trade body

Working with Surfers 
Against Sewage

Specifically around 
standards for water 

quality reporting

Changing tone from 
Agencies

Defra 27 new bathing 
sites.

Referencing extending 
testing outside bathing 
season and expanding 

beyond swimming.



5th September 2024

Announcement of the 
Water (Special Measures) 
Bill and a commitment to 
“radical reform of the water 
industry” by Steve Reed, UK 
Environment Secretary

Thames Rowing Club



Southampton Boat Show 2024
Expansion of the Alliance



12th November 2024 – Launch of 
CWSA Cymru



4. Proposed Reforms. 

To meet the identified deficiencies in the current Regulations 
we are proposing three core substantive reforms that will: 

1. Remove the automatic de-designation provision from the 
Regulations. 

2. Amend the Regulations to include the feasibility of 
improving a site’s water quality to a least ‘sufficient’ 
standard as a criterion for final designation. 

3. Remove the fixed dates of the monitored bathing season 
from the Regulations.

12th November 2024 – Launch of Bathing Water Regulations Consultation

6. Wider Reforms and Call for Evidence. 

Wider reform 1 – Clarification and expansion of the definition 
of ‘bathers’ to include other water-users

Wider reform 2 – Use of multiple monitoring points at each 
bathing water site to classify water quality





9th December 2024 - Sports Journalism Awards
Winner – SJA Sport for Change Award 



8th January 2025

Emma Hardy MP, Defra Minister for Water and Flooding
Stephanie Peacock MP, DCMS Minister for Sport

Roz Savage MP, promoting the 
Climate and Nature Bill



12th March 2025



Guidance



Advice for clubs and training centres

Collect data

Long-run data will help you to understand your local water body and how it reacts to 
weather and pollution incidents.

• Keep long-run weather data records to correlate any issues with weather patterns

• Sign up for discharge alerts with your local water company

• If you do have concerns over sewage pollution, undertake water quality testing 
following storms to see how the water body responds over the following days. You 
should test for, at a minimum, coliform bacteria and E.coli.

• Record incidents of algal blooms

https://www.rya.org.uk/knowledge/environment/water-quality



Advice for clubs and training centres

Know your waters

You should include in your risk assessment your knowledge of:

• Local potential sources of pollution such as sewage (including combined storm 
water and sewage) outfalls, ditches that may channel agricultural runoff, road 
drainage and any industrial outfalls

• How your local water body responds to pollution incidents (e.g., how many days 
following a storm should you be concerned about your local combined sewer 
outfall)

• Alternative launch points should your usual location be suffering from direct 
pollution

https://www.rya.org.uk/knowledge/environment/water-quality



Advice for clubs and training centres

Apply appropriate hygiene precautions

It may seem obvious but communicating with members about good hygiene is 
important to minimise the risk of people falling ill.

All water users should thoroughly wash their hands after being on the water before 
eating. Providing suitable washdown facilities for boats and equipment will help 
minimise transfer of pathogens as well as preventing the spread of invasive species.

https://www.rya.org.uk/knowledge/environment/water-quality



Advice for clubs and training centres

Report

• Report any incidents that clearly relate to sewage pollution to your local water 
company and keep records of correspondence

• Report blooms of Blue-Green Algae to the Environment Agency or via the UK Centre 
for Ecology and Hydrology Bloomin' Algae App.

• Report any other pollution concerns to the Environment Agency.

• If you undertake water quality testing, please submit your results 
via environment@rya.org.uk so that we can assess any regional issues. The Green 
Blue is developing a citizen science portal and information will be shared on that 
system in due course

https://www.rya.org.uk/knowledge/environment/water-quality



https://www.rya.org.uk/knowledge/environment/water-quality/guidance-for-clubs-and-centres

Advice for clubs and training centres

Useful Links

Current bathing water quality, if you are sailing in such an area, is available via:

• Swimfo in England
• SEPA in Scotland
• NRW in Wales
• DAERA in Northern Ireland

A wider view of river and bathing quality is available via a service from Watershed.



https://www.rya.org.uk/knowledge/environment/water-quality/guidance-for-clubs-and-centres

Advice for clubs and training centres

Water Quality Testing

Labs offering water quality testing at an affordable rate (it takes 3-4 days for the 
result).

Rapid testing kits

Development of AI based testing

Other approaches



Latest



• Water (special measures) bill received Royal assent

• Water Commission began its formal consultation on 27th

February 

• Meeting the Water Commission 1st April

• Interest from some water companies in working with us – we are 
being cautious 

• Northern Ireland will launch their own scheme soon

• Considering other water pollution issues



Questions

phil.horton@rya.org.uk


