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Thank you!
Thank you to everyone who took part in this Spring’s Thames WaterBlitz – it was one of our most
successful to date. We hope you enjoyed collecting your water sample(s) and have produced this
short report to share the results and give suggestions of how you can continue to take action for
fresh water in the Thames Valley.

474
samples
taken

>90
sub-catchments
sampled

338
volunteers
taking part

At 215 miles long, the Thames is the second longest river in the UK. It has a catchment area of nearly
5,000 square miles, including 50 named tributaries as well as an estimated 30,000 ponds and 1500
lakes 1. If we want to manage these waterbodies effectively, we need to understand where fresh water
habitats are at risk and where wildlife is thriving. However, in many places there isn’t enough data to
give a clear picture of water quality. Only 342 of these waterbodies are regularly monitored by the
Environment Agency – there simply aren’t enough scientists to go around.
This WaterBlitz was the eighth water quality survey in the Thames Valley since the first event in
Autumn 2015. Thanks to WaterBlitz volunteers, we are starting to build a much more detailed picture
of water quality in the Thames Valley.

Who took part?
Top county:

Oxfordshire
(225 samples taken)

Cleanest catchment:

Oxon Ray
(45% samples rated
low pollution)

Explore the data from your area further on our interactive map.

Why are we measuring?
In 1858, the amount of raw sewage and industrial effluent in the Thames created a smell so bad that
parliament was forced to close down. In 1957, the Natural History Museum declared the Thames
biologically dead. Since then, huge improvements have been made to water quality in the Thames 2.
However, the extent of these improvements is unknown because thousands of waterbodies in the
catchment are not regularly monitored. The WaterBlitz data you collected is being used a) to locate
clean waterbodies that we need to protect, and b) to identify pollution hotspots where action needs
to be taken.
Pollutants can enter waterbodies from a variety of sources, but by far the most common are runoff
from fertilised farmlands, which contains nitrates, and domestic sewage inputs, which contain
phosphates. Pollution from these two nutrients is a particular problem in the Thames catchment,
where dense urban populations and intensive farming dominate the landscape. Clean waterbodies in
this region are therefore particularly precious.
In polluted waterbodies, excess nutrients can cause algae and certain species of plants to grow very
quickly. These plants and algal blooms can outcompete other plants for resources such as light,
leading to a reduction in biodiversity. Algal blooms and their decay also reduce the amount of oxygen
present in the water - in extreme cases, this leads fish and invertebrates to suffocate.
In recent years there has been a combined effort to reduce nutrient concentrations throughout the
Thames. Thames Water, for example, are working to identify and fix sewage misconnections across
their network with positive results.

What do our results show?
Over the last 4 years, our WaterBlitz data has shown a significant decrease in the proportion of
waterbodies in the Thames Valley with high levels of phosphate. In fact, in this WaterBlitz 71% of
samples had low levels of phosphate (less than 0.05mg/l). This is really encouraging and we hope to
see this trend continue over the next few years. Unfortunately, nitrate levels have remained high with
no signs of improvement since 2015. In this WaterBlitz 68% samples still had high levels of nitrate
(more than 2.0mg/l).

Plastic and litter
In this WaterBlitz, litter was recorded at nearly 13% of sites.
Litter in ponds, lakes, rivers, and wetlands is not only
detrimental to animals using the water, but can also easily find
its way to the ocean, where it can remain for hundreds of years.
As awareness of the problem of plastic pollution continues to
grow, we hope to start to see a reversal of this trend. Earthwatch
has been leading research in freshwater plastics and recently
released a report on the top 10 plastics found in European rivers
along with the top actions consumers can take to reduce plastic
pollution. For more information, visit Earthwatch’s website
where you can also make your My Plastic Pledge.

Clean waterbodies

Pollution hotspots

(Nitrate < 0.5 mg/l, phosphate < 0.05 mg/l)

(Nitrate > 2.0 mg/l, phosphate > 0.1 mg/l)

16% of samples

61% of these

14% of samples

64% of these

had low phosphate
and nitrate

were small ponds
and streams

had high phosphate
and nitrate

waterbodies were
rivers

Ponds and small streams often have small
catchments, meaning that they collect rain
water from a small area of land. This means
there is less opportunity for pollutants to be
washed into the waterbody. However, due to
their size, ponds and small streams can be
particularly vulnerable to smaller, localised
pollution events. This point pollution is
relatively easy to manage once the source of
pollution has been identified.
Clean waterbodies with low levels of nutrient
pollution are more likely to be biodiverse. The
variety of plant life will help create a range of
habitats to support a greater diversity of
invertebrates and fish.

Since last year, the percentage of clean
waterbodies has increased slightly. This is
largely due to a large increase in the
percentage
of
waterbodies with low
phosphates. If we want this trend to continue, it
is important that we identify and protect clean
waterbodies.

Rivers often have larger drainage basins,
meaning they collect rain water from large
areas of land. As the rain water drains to the
river it can wash pollutants into the water such
as nutrients (nitrate and phosphate) and plastic.
As well as point pollution, rivers are exposed to
diffuse pollution- pollution from widespread
activities with no single clear source. Diffuse
pollution can be particularly difficult to manage
as it is the result of several activities throughout
the catchment.
Pollution hotspots with high nutrient
concentrations are less likely to be biodiverse.
Submerged plants will be replaced by algae,
reducing the number of complex habitats where
plants and fish thrive.

Since last year, the percentage of polluted
waterbodies has decreased. This is mostly due
to decreased phosphate concentrations – there
remains a large percentage of waterbodies with
high nitrates. Many schemes to reduce both
phosphates and nitrates exist across the
Thames Valley, and it is important that we keep
monitoring water quality as these progress.

How can you help?
Everyone has a role to play in improving water quality in the Thames Valley, whether that be by
volunteering to protect and restore clean water habitats, reducing pollution, or simply collecting
more data:

Volunteer
Volunteers from Wild Oxfordshire have been taking part
in the WaterBlitz since the first event in 2015. Over time,
they have shown that phosphates and nitrates in the
River Evenlode are consistently high. Wild Oxfordshire
now host the Evenlode Catchment Partnership, who are
working to restore sections of the river to good health.
Farmers in the catchment have installed nutrient
retention ponds, Thames Water have committed to
improving their treatment works, and volunteers have
restored Woodstock water meadows.
A new project has now started to monitor whether these activities have helped to improve water
quality in the catchment. On the weekend of the WaterBlitz a session was held to train a group of
volunteers to take regular FreshWater Watch samples at a number of sites along the Evenlode. The
project will last for a year and we hope to start seeing positive results very soon!
Volunteers across the Thames are working on similar projects. If you’re interested in getting involved
you can learn more about your local rivers trust here.

Reduce pollution
In the Thames Valley, much of our sewerage
system dates back to the Victorian era and
struggles with modern volumes of wastewater.
Mistreatment of the drains can block the pipes,
causing raw sewage to flow directly into the
river. This can cause serious damage to
freshwater ecosystems.
You can take action today by following these
simple tips to avoid blocked drains in the
bathroom and kitchen.
You can also be aware of nutrients in products
you may use. Many household detergents (e.g.
for washing cars) and garden fertilisers contain
phosphates and nitrates. Try to minimise your
use of these products and allowing these to flow
down outside drains should be avoided.

Collect data

Thanks to your continued support, we are
beginning to build up a detailed picture of water
quality in the Thames catchment. The success
of the Thames WaterBlitz has prompted
interest from other researchers and water
managers and in September we will launch our
first European WaterBlitz with events in three
new cities – Dublin, Luxembourg, and Paris.
These events will run concurrently to the
Thames WaterBlitz, providing an exciting
opportunity to compare water quality across
different countries and fresh water systems.
We would love you to take part and will be in
touch soon with details of how to register.

