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1. Announcement of 2014 bathing water results 

Dan Rogerson, the Minister for water, welcomed delegates to the Forum and announced 
the 2014 bathing water results, which will be the final set under the original Bathing Water 
Directive.  99.5% complied with mandatory standard and 79.6% with guideline standard.  
The driest September on record has been a contributory factor but we have still come a 
long way since 1982, when only nine of the 27 bathing waters that were then designated 
met mandatory standard.  The assessments of compliance with the revised Directive show 
that there are 20 fewer “poor” projections that in 2013.  

The Minister stressed the importance of the shellfish industry to the economy of coastal 
communities and encouraged delegates to participate in the consultation on River Basin 
Management Plans to help to create opportunities for local priorities. 

Questions were invited from the floor: 

Andy Cummins asked whether there are any plans to extend the bathing season to cover 
October half term.  

Peter Hampson referred to the 2013 report by Sheffield Hallam University on employment 
in seaside towns. It has been suggested that the research may provide evidence to inform 
future investment.  Representing the Turning Tides partnership, he asked if Defra would 
look at advice and grants to the farming industry to help them to improve water quality.    

David Jarrad commented that the shellfish industry has been poorly supported in 
comparison with agriculture.  He asked if a compliance list for shellfish waters could be 
published, comparable with the bathing water results.   

 

 

2. Bathing waters at risk  Dr Andrzej Nowosielski, Environment 
Agency 

Andrzej explained the challenges involved in meeting tighter water quality standards. 
There are different influences at all 23 waters that are still at risk of a Poor classification 
and plans have been made for tackling known problems. In some cases diffuse pollution 
and small sources such as septic tanks make the task complex.  The weather also has an 
impact, as rainfall washes diffuse pollution to watercourses and beaches and lack of 
sunshine reduces the amount of UV available to kill bacteria. 

Concerns about bathing waters classified as Poor are twofold: the effect on public health 
and the impact of signs advising against bathing during the following year’s bathing 
season.  Market research has indicated that between 5% and 15% of beach visitors would 
not go to a beach with an “advice against bathing” sign.  A Poor classification would also 
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mean that samples taken during a predicted short term pollution event would not be 
eligible for discounting. 

The assessment of 23 Poor bathing waters in 2015 is a precautionary figure which the 
Environment Agency (EA) is aiming to reduce. The plans for some will not take effect in 
time for next year and a small number are unlikely to reach Sufficient classification.  The 
strategy at each site is targeted at the main sources of pollution whilst taking others into 
account.  Problems are being addressed collaboratively with water companies and local 
partnerships such as Turning Tides, Love My Beach and the Yorkshire bathing water 
partnership and a range of innovative local actions are being carried out.  

Stephen Bird asked whether the number of Poor assessments would be lower if the data 
from the wet summer of 2012 were removed, as the low results from that year may 
suggest that more work is needed than is really the case.   

Peter Hampson commented that it would be helpful to know the quantum rather than the 
averages.   

Amy Pryor commented that the Thames Estuary Partnership has worked with the EA and 
Southend Council to engage the public on bathing water quality and the individual actions 
that can contribute to improvement.  Bathing water quality is important for tourism and the 
local economy but is still seen as an environmentally driven project and communications 
are not supported by the existing funding framework.  We discussed how Defra can help 
communicate and it was felt that messages from the third sector can have more impact 
than those from the regulator. 

Cllr Jackson commented that it is important for local authorities to receive all the relevant 
information about improvements.   

Kevin Good asked whether any changes to sampling are planned.  No changes are 

planned for 2015. 

Nancy Corbin asked whether pie charts showing pollution sources are available for all 
bathing waters but they have only been prepared for those that have specific issues.   
 

 

3. The importance of good bathing waters to local communities  
Dave McAleavy, Sefton Council and UK Beach Managers Forum 

Dave showed the impact of the new standards for beaches such as Southport and 
Ainsdale that had previously complied with the original Directive, even achieving guideline 
standard, but had received lower assessments under the revised Directive. He 
emphasised the economic significance of tourism for the North West and the severe 
impact that “advice against bathing” notices would have, even though they do not reflect 
the cleanliness of beaches. One of the objectives of the Turning Tides partnership in the 
North West is to change perceptions around bathing water quality.  The Combined Sewer 
Overflow text alert system is very valuable, but it would be constructive to let people know 
when water quality is good or excellent.   

In the future there will be further cuts to local authority funding and it will become more 
difficult to maintain services such as beach cleaning and dog wardens.   

Ian Rayner asked about Sefton’s experience of short term pollution forecasts, which has 
been positive.  
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There was discussion of cuts to local authority funding, which have led to operational 
budgets being substantially reduced.  We also discussed the season length and criteria for 
designation, which may not be suitable for the North West. 
 
 

4. Turning the tide on marine litter  Dr Laura Foster, Marine 

Conservation Society 

Laura emphasised that the Marine Conservation Society (MCS) wants the Marine Litter 
Action Network to be an active group.  The greatest need is to effect behavioural change 
to stop the input of litter.  Marine litter has doubled over the last 20 years, with plastics 
playing a significant part. The Marine Strategy Framework Directive is a step in the right 
direction and MCS would like to see a quantified value included in its “good environmental 
status” criterion for marine litter. Marine litter has an impact on people’s perception of 
water quality at beaches and costs local authorities £14-15 million per year to clean up.  
Enough evidence is available to take action now, although there will be a legacy effect 
from litter already in the marine environment. 

MCS uses a standard methodology which has demonstrated that the increase is mainly 
due to plastics, which degrade into very small pieces and are largely generated by single 
use disposable items. Weight is not an accurate reflection of the amount of litter cleared 
because plastics are very light.  

 Andy Cummins commented that marketing has led to packaging being seen as attractive 
and adding value to products. 

There was discussion about whether telling the public that there is a lot of litter in the 
marine environment reinforces poor behaviour by normalising its presence.  MCS is 
obliged to publish the results of its surveys but at the same time tells people what they can 
do about the problem. Volunteers on beach cleans understand the problem because they 
see it at first hand.   

We discussed whether local authorities have any issues with their beaches being selected 
for beach cleans and whether the provision of litter bins influences people’s behaviour.  On 
long stretches of coast there has been confusion about where individual named beaches 
begin and end so the wrong name may be attributed to the beach that has been cleaned.  
It was felt that it was important to support local authorities and their residents in keeping 
beaches clean. 
 
 

5. Water quality – impact on food safety  Beverley Kuster, Food 
Standards Agency 

EU Regulation 854/2004 sets requirements for sanitary surveys, monitoring of toxins and 
assessment of chemical contaminants in shellfish harvesting areas, which are classified as 
Class A, B or C based on the level of E.coli in shellfish flesh. Harvesting is prohibited if the 
level of E.coli is above 46,000 per 100g.  Discussions are ongoing within the European 
Union on the criteria for Class A. 

There are 375 shellfish beds in England and Wales. Currently the majority (317) are class 
B and only one is Class A.  Sources of contamination that have been identified in sanitary 
surveys include boat discharges, septic tanks, wildlife and discharges from Combined 
Sewer Overflows. 
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Several beds have been downgraded during 2014 and the FSA is working with local 
authorities and the shellfish industry to mitigate the impact of the downgrades.  Short term 
options are reviewing sampling methods, reassessing boundaries to reflect where the 
shellfish are located (rather than sampling over a wide area that could contain more 
pollution sources) and using relay areas to remove contamination naturally.  Longer term 
options are: achieving consistent incident handling; reviewing the processes involved, 
including the roles and responsibilities of Local Action Groups and clarifying the 
Environment Agency’s wet weather waiver criteria; flexible purification to enable food 
business operators to play a more active role, including shellfish flesh sampling; improved 
communications and more proactive management.  Food business operators involved in 
sampling would be trained and supervised by local authorities and would work to the same 
protocols; they would have contracts setting out the times and dates for sampling and their 
samples would be clearly flagged in the data set. 

Stephen Bird asked whether there had been any work on the economic value of the 
industry in terms of tourism and cultural benefits.  Costs and benefits are addressed in the 
river basin management plans (RBMPs) and work is being carried out with the industry to 
establish the non-monetised benefits.  The FSA encourages local authorities to participate 
in the RBMP consultation.   

David Jarrad commented that shellfish add environmental benefits in cleaning the water in 
estuaries and the ecosystem services benefits of shellfish beds and reefs should be 
recognised. 

 

 

6. Marine Strategy Framework Directive and transitional waters 

Dominic Pattinson, Defra 

The Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) is being implemented in stages 
between 2010 and 2020. Targets and indicators were defined in 2012, monitoring 
programmes have been established in 2014, and in 2016 the Programmes of Measures 
(the actions to progress towards good environmental status) will come into effect. These 
take account of other policies and measures, such as the Water Framework Directive 
(WFD) and will not propose additional work for areas already covered.  In estuaries the 
boundary between areas covered by MSFD and WFD is the seaward limit of “transitional 
waters” as defined by the WFD (except for chemical status, where the boundary of WFD 
extends to 12 miles). 

There are key differences between the two Directives:  

 MSFD covers more components and pressures, such as noise, litter and aspects of 
biodiversity. These are the elements that will apply in coastal waters because they 
are not included in WFD. 

 Different assessment scales are used.  MSFD applies at the level of subregions 
(the North Sea and Celtic Sea) while WFD covers individual water bodies. 

 There are different approaches to assessment.  WFD bases the overall assessment 
of environmental status on the quality of the worst element of the ecosystem, 
whereas MSFD focuses on all 11 descriptors.  

The targets and indicators for Good Environmental Status are aligned as far as possible 
with existing WFD assessment tools and criteria. 

Andy Mears commented on actions that are already being taken to tackle marine litter, e.g. 
Fishing For Litter, beach cleans and other terrestrial litter programmes.  Defra will be 
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looking for input from stakeholders on what measures are needed to achieve marine litter 
targets. 

Laura asked whether suggestions made by MCS and Surfers Against Sewage will be 
taken into account.  Defra will need evidence to support any measures being put in place 
to address marine litter. 
 
 

7. River Basin Management Plan consultation   Clare Blacklidge, 

Environment Agency 

Clare explained the process of River Basin Management planning cycles.  The 
Environment Agency is required by WFD to review its plans for managing the water 
environment at 6-yearly intervals.  The first plans were published in 2009 and the second 
cycle of planning is now underway for completion in 2015. The objectives of RBMPs are: 
to prevent deterioration from the current status; to achieve objectives and standards for 
protected areas; and to improve as many water bodies as possible towards good status.  
Public consultation is a key element and economic appraisal is important in assessing 
what benefits can be achieved under different funding scenarios.  The 2013 “Challenges 
and Choices” consultation identified significant issues for river basin districts and a 
consultation on the draft RBMPs for 2015 is open until April 2015 asking stakeholders to 
consider the issues, the current and possible future actions to protect and improve the 
water environment, and what outcomes are worth achieving.   

Estuaries and coasts are classified as having high, good, moderate, poor or bad 
environmental status.  Microbiology is not an element of WFD but additional 
microbiological parameters apply at specific protected areas, such as shellfish and bathing 
waters.  There is some overlap with other legislation, notably MSFD and the Marine and 
Coastal Access Act, which provides for Marine Conservation Zones.   

The WFD has superseded the mandatory standards of the repealed Shellfish Waters 
Directive, although its guideline standard is being maintained in national law.   

Designated shellfish waters now form part of the RBMP review process. There are action 
plans for all shellfish waters covering information about the catchment and compliance, 
pollution management and work being carried out with the water and agriculture industries.  
Clare encouraged everyone to respond to the consultation: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/update-to-the-draft-river-basin-management-
plans 

Amy Pryor asked whether there is any overlap with work on surface water run-off, which is 
covered in a forthcoming Thames Estuary Partnership consultation.  There is no significant 
overlap although responses won’t be looked at in isolation and work will be carried out with 
colleagues in EA Flood Risk Management. 
 
 

8. Summary and final Q&A session – Ed Beard and Elaine Connolly, 

Defra 

There was brief discussion on the forthcoming consultation on a proposal to dedesignate 
12 bathing waters, which it is hoped will be ready to launch during the next few weeks.   

Elaine asked everyone to consider the future of the Forum.  Next November there will be 
the first announcement of the classifications under the revised Directive and there will also 
be a joint UK administrations bathing water conference in Scotland, so it may be difficult to 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/update-to-the-draft-river-basin-management-plans
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/update-to-the-draft-river-basin-management-plans
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hold a Cleaner Seas Forum at the same time.  The monthly teleconferences on bathing 
waters will continue during the 2015 bathing season and it may be suitable to hold a 
workshop session on shellfish waters, if shellfish harvesters are willing to participate.  
Workstreams meetings will be held in February or March 2015. Please let Elaine know 
your views. 

Andy Cummins reminded everyone that there will be a meeting of the Surfers Against 
Sewage All Party Parliamentary Group in February 2015. 

 

 

 

 
 
 


