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Into the deep
The problem of plastic in our oceans has been well documented but much closer to home two
friends are on a mission to protect Cumbria’s lakes from dangerous debris – as well as keeping
lake users safe and returning lost treasures to their owners
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t is a bright and chilly spring morning
on the shore of Windermere and
Declan Turner and Angus Hosking are
talking, well, rubbish. They have
already collected a bagful of discarded
cardboard beer packaging and a
disposable barbecue from the shoreline picnic
benches. It seems a relief just to have found
these items on dry land.
Miller Ground is a popular spot with
boaters, anglers, seasoned cold water
swimmers, paddle boarders and tentative
toe-dippers alike. Declan, 20 and Angus, 21,
are there to go freediving, but not just for their
own fun. They started diving together three
years ago and, in 2019, adopted the moniker
Lake District Diving on Facebook and
Instagram, harnessing the power of social
media in order to reunite lost items found on
dives with their rightful owners. Their intrepid
investigations and what they discovered in the
depths inspired them to do much more.
“I think our record for disposable
barbecues is five in one dive,” says Angus.
Struggling stoically into an already damp
and cold wetsuit, Declan adds: “Our first few

58 / JUNE 2021 / CUMBRIA LIFE

dives were really to see if there was anything
of interest down there. We saw a lot of
rubbish, so we pulled it out. It really inspired
us to clean up as much as we could, as often
as we could, in as many different locations as
we were able to reach. I guess it became a
passion.”
Declan and Angus have so far retrieved an
intriguing and at times bizarre collection of
detritus from the lakes ranging from a wedding
ring to a floor lamp and a sunken boat.
Amongst the plethora of rubbish they have
picked up, there have also been some
fascinating finds including a bottle inscribed
with ‘R & J F Hodgson Bottling Stores, Outgate
nr. Ambleside’ that is believed to be over 100
years old.
“I’ve literally got a garage full of stuff. I
keep all the interesting bits, but my partner got
sick of me bringing stuff into the house,”
laughs Angus as they prepare to take the
plunge.
The friends have reunited some very
happy holidaymakers with fully functioning
iPhones, designer sunglasses from the depths
of Coniston and, after a four-hour exploration

of Windermere’s silty bed employing the use
of a metal detector, a beloved wedding band.
Their discoveries are a mixture of accidental
losses and deliberate discards.
“We accept that people do accidentally
drop things into the lake, it happens. But when
we find copious amounts of bottles, cans and
other dangerous items, well it feels a lot more
deliberate,” says Declan.
As if to prove the point, within around 40
seconds of submersion Declan reappears at
the jetty edge, clutching an assortment of beer
bottles, soft drink cans and a child’s paddling
shoe. The real horror unfolds, however, when
a tightly tied carrier bag is procured, weighted
down with stones from the lake shore,
containing a half-empty tin of emulsion paint,
luckily rusted shut.
The pair rely on donations from those they
have helped in retrieving lost items and the
general public to maintain their equipment
and essential safety kit, and were last year
gifted a sign by a local marketing firm
informing boaters of their presence in the
water. Both are sporting new neoprene gloves
that they were able to buy using donations.
CUMBRIA LIFE / JUNE 2021 / 59

“To begin with we didn’t have anything to
protect our hands, and when you’re dealing
with broken glass and mangled metal from
instant barbecues it can be pretty dangerous.
These keep us much warmer too,” Angus
explains.
From their time spent scouring beneath the
surface, the duo has witnessed first-hand the
detrimental effects of sunken rubbish on the
lakes’ wildlife.
“It’s saddening to see the effects on these
ecosystems. We see fish eggs growing inside
beer bottles and fish living in rusting tin cans
or discarded instant barbecues,” says Declan.
“It’s like life down there is just adapting to the
presence of the rubbish that is infiltrating its
environment, it’s pretty upsetting.”
To the everyday environmentalist, litter
picking may be nothing new. Declan and
Angus are some of the latest recruits to a
long-standing movement of Cumbria residents
playing their part in combating litter in the
Lakes, and, in the case of Lake District Diving,
quite literally in the lakes. Last year they
teamed up with the British Mountaineering
Council, National Trust and fellow grassroots
organisation, the Lakes Plastic Collective, in
organising a mass land and water-based litter
pick as part of World Cleanup Day. The event
was postponed in accordance with COVID-19
restrictions on group gatherings, yet the pair
remain optimistic that it will happen in 2021.
It could be timely, with the Lake District
anticipating a boom in tourism over the
coming months, and fears among local people
of a repeat of 2020’s scenes of litter and
rubbish discarded by visitors.
The antisocial behaviour, littering and other
contraventions of the Countryside Code
perpetrated by a minority were seen as a call
to arms by the next generation of litter-picking
locals, who took to social media to share
photos of their collections under hashtags
such as #TrashFreeTrails, #LeaveNoTrace and
the cheekily apt #DontBeATosser. Among
more official channels, it prompted a refresh of
the Countryside Code, the first in over a
decade.
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Whilst most litter-pickers remained safely
on dry land, Declan and Angus put on their
wetsuits and took to the water. The pair
strongly refute the old adage that out of sight
means out of mind and want to highlight the
fact that the litter most of us sees encroaching
on wild spaces, in hedgerows and scattered
on the sides of country roads isn’t the only
problem.
“The worst thing is that because what we
find is out of sight for a lot of people, it is very
much out of mind. We both feel strongly about
that. Just because you can’t see it, it doesn’t
mean it isn’t a major issue,” says Declan, after
he and Angus emerge from the water for a
brief rest.
The water temperature at nine metres (the
depth around the jetty end) is about four
degrees, and they will typically hold their
breath for up to two minutes at a time. They
haul onto the jetty another knotted and
weighted carrier bag which Declan opens with
a knife to reveal what looks like electrical
components from a car. The brightly coloured
wires and gleaming metals are added to the
growing pile of debris on the end of the jetty.
A little girl of around three observes the
assortment of items on the jetty with her
mother, who explains that it is all rubbish that
was found in the lake. The little girl seems
perplexed, she asks if they can return to the
shore and look for rubbish to put in the bin
too.
“That’s exactly the effect we want,
education is so important,” says Angus, before
heading back under the water.
During lockdown, Lake District Diving took
a step back from the water in compliance with
the stay at home guidelines and in consideration of healthcare and emergency services,
but were invited to take part in a Q&A session
at Kendal Mountain Film Festival’s online
event and appeared on Channel 4’s Yorkshire
Dales and The Lakes series.

With lockdown over, they plan to ramp up
their environmental endeavours as soon as it
is safe and responsible. “We would like to get
more involved in our community and
encourage locals and those further afield to
clean up rubbish in the Lake District and
beyond,” says Declan.
They firmly believe that education plays a
fundamental role in the preservation of wild
spaces and that improvements in infrastructure may need to be made in areas where
litter is a continuous problem.
“We both feel that the best way to get the
point across is through education, to tell
people it is not right to dump rubbish in the
lake or on land and that it’s actually an offence
that you can be fined for. In some instances,
more bins and signage in rubbish hot spots
are needed, but ultimately education is key,”
says Declan.
Angus snaps photos of today’s haul to
share with their Instagram following. In just
five one-minute dives, they have recovered a
remarkable assortment of trash and some
dubious treasures. Amongst the bottles and
other items destined for the bin are a Cyrillic
coin, rainbow umbrella and a VHS tape
recording of a Pavarotti performance.
They sort the recyclables and pack up to
leave as the shores start to fill up with
animated day trippers and locals out enjoying
the sun. Passers-by observe the conspicuous
collection.
Declan adds: “We hope that showing
people how bad the problem is on the lake
bed will positively impact how people think
and act in the Lake District and beyond. It’s
something that could even be implemented in
schools to educate the future generation. Until
then, we’ll keep diving and looking after the
lakes in the best way we can.”
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