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Introduction

1.1 British Canoeing is the National Governing Body for paddlesports in the UK, ranging
from the recreational participant to the international athlete and is the membership
body for England, responsible for developing the sport within England. The purpose of
British Canoeing is to inspire people to pursue a passion for paddling for health,
enjoyment and friendship, challenge and achievement. We are committed to protecting
the places we paddle and promoting the interests of all paddlers.

1.2 There is now clear evidence to support just how important blue spaces are for our
mental and physical wellbeing.

1.3 Participation in paddlesports during the Covid-19 pandemic has seen a dramatic
increase. British Canoeing membership rose from 38,500 pre-pandemic to over
92,000. Participation in paddlesports is estimated at 5.2 million people annually*. We
have seen significant increases in females and families taking to paddlesport during
the Pandemic.

1.4 Pollution in our waterways is putting the health of all recreational waterway users at
risk. The transmission of viruses carried in raw untreated sewage frequently causes
sickness in paddlers to swimmers, rowers to sailors

1.5 In 2021, untreated sewage was released from storm overflows for over 2.6 million
hours on 372,533 occasions in England. Given that Storm Overflows are only meant to
be used only during extreme rainfall events, this is absolutely unacceptable. The
Environment Act requires the production of a Storm Overflow Discharge plan for the
purposes of reducing the adverse impacts of those discharges on public health. The
current plan fails to protect a large proportion of the public who enjoy paddlesports on
our inland waters.

*Watersports Participation Survey (Nov 2020) -Arkenford



2. Response to DEFRA’s questions:

2.1 (6) Do you agree or disagree with the level of ambition of the ecology target?

Disagree

2.1.2 British Canoeing welcomes the ambition to protect our most treasured and biodiverse
waters. We firmly believe that the industry must go further, faster to eliminate the
discharge of sewage into our waters

2.1.3 In her evidence at the Environmental audit committee, Dr Michelle Jackson Associate
Professor of Freshwater Marine Biology at the University of Oxford warned of
pressures to the freshwater environment including exposure to ‘rapidly diversifying
chemical cocktail’ of antibacterial disinfectants, preservatives, insecticides, herbicides,
antibiotics and fungicides. British Canoeing is also concerned about the impact of such
chemicals not only on the environment but on public health. Therefore the definition
that is set out for ‘local adverse ecological impact’ is far too limited, it does not take
into account harm caused from plastics and chemicals.

2.2 (7) Do you agree or disagree with the level of ambition of the public health in
designated bathing waters target?
Strongly Disagree
2.2.1 We are pleased to see that there are targets included for reducing sewage discharges

into bathing waters, which will be of particular benefit to coastal paddlers. However, the
targets set out only cover a fraction of waters enjoyed by paddlers.

2.2.2 Currently, there are only two classified bathing waters designated on rivers where
water quality is officially monitored for harmful bacteria, impacting children and adults.
Yet there are 42,700 miles of inland waterways in England. Whilst the plan
acknowledges that the number of bathing waters is likely to increase, it fails to set a
target. British Canoeing would support clear targets to increase the number of inland
bathing waters, to ensure the same level of protection of public health whether
paddling on the coast or inland.

2.2.3 The proposed target of 70% reduction by 2035, fails to recognise the threat to public
health posed by the discharge of untreated sewage pollution. The timescale to improve
all bathing waters by 2050 would see the children of today who are paddling in rivers
where sewage is discharged, then have to witness their children in the future doing the
same.

2.2.4 The targets set out to reduce sewage discharges to a maximum of 3 per outlet on
coastal sites, will only apply during the May-September bathing season. Water based
activities, such as paddlesport is popular all year round and the public should be
offered the same level of protection regardless of the season.

2.2.5 We would encourage the Environment Agency to raise the bar of existing spill
standards, given the current system allows sewage outlets near bathing waters
classified as excellent to discharge twice during a bathing season.



2.2.6 It is disappointing that the spill standards being published by the Environment Agency
for rivers have not been confirmed ahead of this consultation.

2.2.7 Reform of the bathing water designation process to ensure evidence of use by people
enjoying paddle sports carries sufficient weight to qualify for bathing water status, to
protect the health of those participating in paddle sports would be welcomed. 

2.2.8 As part of the bathing waters designation process, British Canoeing should be added
to the list of Defra consultees and local consultation should include canoe clubs in the
area. 

2.3 (8) Do you agree or disagree with the level of ambition of the rainfall target?

Strongly Disagree

2.3.1 The majority of inland paddling activity will be taking place on this category of water,
putting the health of paddlers at risk. Given the lack of designated inland bathing
waters and the time it will take for the number to increase due to the process, a target
date of 2050 for Storm Overflow’s to not discharge above an average of 10 rainfall
events per year is not a reflection of the government’s commitment to protect public
health. This leaves many more generations of children paddling in untreated sewage,
this would not be happening on school football pitches, urgent action is required to
stop it happening in the rivers in which our children paddle and play.

2.3.2 Storm Overflows should only be allowed to discharge in ‘exceptional rainfall events’.
Allowing an average of 10 rainfall events by 2050 effectively gives water companies
consent to continue to discharge. Based on there being 21,500 storm overflows, if
every storm overflow discharged sewage 10 times a year, that would be 215,000
legally permitted discharges still taking place by 2050. This is not protecting the health
of the public.

2.4 (9) Do you agree that this package of targets as a whole addresses the key issues
associated with Storm Overflows?

Strongly Disagree

2.5 (10) Can you explain why you do not agree?

2.5.1 The timeline for action should be much more ambitious, it is out of step with other
proposed government environment targets on pollution reduction and fails to protect
public health. Under the plan half of Storm Overflows would still be spilling untreated
sewage in 2040, clearly this is not acceptable. British Canoeing want to see targets set
for water companies, with a higher and more immediate action to reduce harm by
2030.

2.5.2 The scope of the plan should be much broader with clear targets to address wider
issues including:



● under-investment in sewage infrastructure (financial regulation / corporate
governance) by water companies;

● lack of enforcement of existing regulations by the Environment Agency and by
OfWat;

● blockages caused by Fats Oils and Greases (FOGs), plus wet wipes and other
‘un-flushables’;

● the lack of options to separate waste water and the automatic ‘right to connect’
to sewers;

● the lack of uptake of sustainable urban drainage (SuDs) designs by Local
Authorities, Highway Authorities and developers to help slow the flow of
stormwater into sewers

2.5.3 The plan should include targets for the government to implement enabling legislation
and regulations as recommended by MPs on the Environmental Audit Committee
(EAC) and by the Defra Taskforce on Storm Overflows

2.5.4 The plan should include targets for government action outlining how different
government departments will implement the plan in an integrated way.

2.5.5 British Canoeing want to see a clear plan for the implementation of water companies’
duties to publicly report on discharges in near real-time and to share the results of
water quality monitoring upstream and downstream of discharge points (storm
overflows and sewage treatment works);

2.5.6 British Canoeing want to see an assessment of the recommendations of the EAC
report and responses with targets.

2.6 (11) Would you be willing to pay more in your monthly water bill in order for water
companies to tackle sewage discharges as outlined in this consultation?

N/A

2.6.1 The cost of cleaning up our rivers should not fall on the consumer, a historical
underinvestment by water companies has led to a system that is not fit for purpose.
Whilst we recognise water is currently undervalued and it is inevitable bills will
increase, shareholder dividends and executive pay & bonuses must be linked to
stopping pollution in our rivers, particularly given the number of permit breaches, to
bring about the urgent change that is needed.
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