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Action for the River Kennet

9 March 2026

‘Dirty Business’: sewage in the Kennet and Pang

Anyone who has watched Channel 4’s hard hitting docu-drama ‘Dirty Business’ will be rightly
horrified by the scale and frequency of the failure to protect our rivers from sewage pollution, and

the devastating consequence for both wildlife and people.

ARK have been calling out this issue for more than 20 years, highlighting the impact of sewage on
our precious chalk streams and the communities who live by them. You can add your voice to this

call by following this link https://theriverstrust.org/about-us/news/clean-water-now and writing to

your MP.

Windrush Against Sewage Pollution’s rigorous analysis of illegal sewage discharges, showcased in
‘Dirty Business’, declares the Pang to be the most ‘victimised’ river in Thames Water’s region. The
worst offending works was Hampstead Norreys, where despite a reduction in overall discharges,

there has been anincrease in the proportion which are illegal over the last five years.

On the River Lambourn (a Special Area of Conservation, giving it the highest level of environmental
protection) despite upgrades to the East Shefford sewage treatment works, illegal spills have still

occurred and WASP’s analysis raises some serious questions about the sewage treatment standards.

Meanwhile the river Kennet ranks 10t in terms of rivers suffering most from illegal spills, with
Marlborough discharging illegally 145 times, the works at Kingsclere, discharging to the Kingsclere
Brook illegally on 165 occasions, and the ill-fated Winterbourne discharging illegally 178 times to the

tiny Winterbourne stream.

The docu-drama highlights the human risk of untreated sewage in rivers and seas. We know from
testing the Pang and the Lambourn with Prof Mike Wilson, Emeritus Professor of Microbiology, that

the concentration of E.Coli and Total Coliforms present would not meet bathing water standards.
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Communities such as Aldbourne and Stanford Dingley still paddle through sewage on a daily basis in

winter, action to make these places clean and safe to live in are desperately slow, and the impacts

are not recorded in any figures.

We have a duty to protect chalk streams, and lllegal discharges of untreated sewage are
unacceptable. We need to see promised investment in sewage treatment achieved at pace and it

needs to be combined with strong regulation. Add your voice to call for ‘clean water now’ by

following this link: https://theriverstrust.org/about-us/news/clean-water-now.

Notes to editors:

The Kennet, Lambourn and Pang are chalk streams. There are only around 260 of these fragile
habitats in the world and 85% of them are in England. ARK is the Rivers Trust for the Kennet and

Pang catchments.

The three part docu-drama ‘Dirty Business’ was broadcast on Channel 4. The Windrush WASP report
is here: https://www.peter-hammond.com/TWREPORT.pdf

Event Duration Monitors allow the public to have access to sewage discharge data. This information

is published on the Sewage Map by the Rivers Trust https://theriverstrust.org/about-us/news/how-

to-use-sewage-map-river-pollution

Some discharges of untreated sewage are legal. Combined sewer overflows (CSOs) were designed to
prevent untreated sewage backing up into homes and businesses in the case of extreme weather.
Discharges that occur when there has not been heavy rainfall, and/or when companies have not
already treated the required amount of sewage, are a breach of water company permits and
therefore illegal. lllegal sewage dumps can lead to devastating consequences for the environment,
wildlife, and human health. They are often a direct result of the water industry’s failure to properly
invest in infrastructure and are unacceptable. Companies must be held accountable for any illegal
activity and bear the burden of rectifying the harm caused. The water industry needs to be
structured and regulated to ensure that a healthy, resilient environment is prioritised over profits.

For more details contact charlotte@kennetandpang.org .
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