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How did this Happen? 

The Wear Rivers Trust supports the national campaign to remove raw sewage discharges into our streams, rivers and 

coastal waters, which would clearly be of great benefit to human and ecological health. It does seem bizarre now that 

it ever seemed to be a good idea to use our rivers as storm overflows, in effect turning them into open sewers. To 

make sense of the situation as it now stands we need to recall the business and community mindset of the past. This 

mindset has only begun to change relatively recently as the public has become more aware of the cumulative 

environmental degradation suffered from what were routine business and industrial practices. 

A Brief History 

In the past Nature was seen as a resource to be exploited, controlled and managed in the human interest. It was not 

appreciated that the cumulative destruction of our natural assets could in time threaten human society’s ability to 

sustain itself. The industrial revolution and its aftermath has resulted in the UK being one of the least biodiverse 

countries on the planet. 

The current combined sewer system used in the UK was designed and originally constructed by the Victorians as a 

“Public Good” and was instrumental in transforming human health through the eradication of cholera. Under this 

combined system, sewage and surface water drainage are jointly treated through sewage treatment works as a single 

effluent flow.    

Under heavy rainfall conditions the volume of dilute raw sewage has the potential to overwhelm sewage treatment 

works. The discharge of effluent into rivers acts as a pressure release.   Well over a century later we are still using this 

Victorian approach. This must change if we are to support the recovery of Nature from its existing very low base and 

to fulfil the requirements and clear expectations of our modern society.   

What Should Happen Now? 

It is no longer acceptable to use rivers as sewer overflows. Water companies, which had been public utilities, have 

made excess profits which have been repatriated, often to international investors. Those profits must be retained and 

re-invested back into our communities through the sewage network. 

It is not a case of “improving” the system. The sewage network requires fundamental redesign to separate clean 

rainwater from sewage. Sewage treatment works should not have to cope with excess effluent volumes at times of 

heavy rainfall, requiring emergency discharge into rivers to avoid sewage flooding back into peoples’ homes.   

The Problem of Misconnections 

However, the separation of clean and dirty water will further sharpen the need to resolve the existing and growing 

problem of misconnections. This is where industrial processes or household appliances, for example hot tubs and 

washing machines, discharge into surface water drains, which in turn transport untreated dirty water illegally into the 

river.  

The separation of clean and dirty water is very likely to worsen untreated discharges through misconnections. Any 

drain not connected to a sewage treatment works is literally a direct route into a stream, the wider river network, 

ending up in the sea. Hand car washes in supermarket carparks and highway drains are common examples of this 

problem. 



 
Solutions 

The greater use of Sustainable Drainage Systems (or SuDS) is required. This is where rainwater is not immediately 

piped away but is held temporarily in constructed features, for example grassy hollows and channels where water can 

be slowly discharged or allowed to infiltrate to the ground. The Wear Rivers Trust is a partner in an innovative project 

in Stanley looking at community SuDS design and management.  

The increasingly common heavy rainfall events, brought about by climate change, are putting the existing combined 

sewer system under ever greater pressure. This pressure can be managed at the landscape scale through whole 

catchment Natural Flood Management (or NFM). This where the whole urban and rural landscape is utilised to manage 

water and to slow flows into the piped drainage network, slowing reactive rises in river levels, reducing flood risk.  

The use of SuDS and NFM reduces flood risk and improves water quality, not just through taking pressure off the 

sewage treatment works put also interrupting dirty water run-off into rivers from a range of other sources, particularly 

farm infrastructure, agricultural land and highway drainage. The management of agricultural land and its ability to 

infiltrate water (and to absorb carbon) is the single biggest factor in improving river water quality and reducing flood 

risk. 

Water companies must urgently invest excess profits in removing sewage from our rivers and coastal waters. The 

context and history of the current, unacceptable, situation must be recognised, as must the fact that we need to 

manage factors beyond sewage management if we wish to restore river habitats and biodiversity more fully. 

 

What is the Wear Rivers Trust Doing About Water Quality? 

The Wear Rivers Trust works across the whole catchment from the river source in the high North Pennines to the sea 

at Sunderland, including tributary river systems and coastal streams, an area of 1080 square kilometres or 417 square 

miles.   

The Trust works to improve river water quality by helping farmers to mitigate agricultural run-off. The discharge of 

contaminated legacy mining industrial sediments and other pollutants into the river is reduced by interrupting 

pollution pathways, including the use of SuDS and NFM techniques. Pollution and flood risk reduction works often 

include measures delivering wider environmental benefits around habitat improvement, supporting biodiversity 

and/or public access, for example tree planting and invasive species control. 

The Trust monitors fish and invertebrate populations with volunteers and schools. A crash in invertebrate species and 

numbers is often the first indicator that a pollution event has occurred.  

 

How Can You Help? 

The Wear Rivers Trust is a small organisation tackling global environmental issues at the local scale. Financial support 

will enable us to employ more people and increase the impact we can achieve in restoring and protecting the Wear 

catchment. 

Volunteering with the Trust is an opportunity to have fun getting down and dirty in the river increasing our capacity 

to get things done. If you wish to register as a volunteer please email us at Admin@wear-rivers-trust.org.uk   
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