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On the pebbled shores of Tankerton beach in Whitstable, Kent, the summer sun draws
families to the coast, their laughter mingling with the sound of waves. Yet, beneath this
idyllic scene lies a growing concern: the persistent dumping of untreated sewage into
Britain’s seas. For locals like Chris Stanley, an 82-year-old pensioner and regular swimmer,
the issue has reached a breaking point. “They released sewage water last week on Friday,
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Sunday night, and on Monday, the beach was declared unsafe for swimming,” Stanley said in
a recent interview with AFP, his frustration palpable from his home overlooking the sea.

Stanley’s anger led him to take drastic action four years ago, refusing to pay the sewage
treatment portion of his water bill from Southern Water, a company serving 2.6 million
customers. He argues the company fails to deliver on its promises, a sentiment echoed by
many across the UK. Last month, a court ordered Stanley to pay the outstanding amount,
with the judge ruling that water companies can claim fees regardless of their performance.
“It’s a bitter pill,” Stanley remarked wryly.

The issue extends far beyond Whitstable. In 2023, England recorded 3.6 million hours of
sewage discharges into its waterways, a record high according to the Environment Agency.
Serious pollution incidents surged by 60% in a single year, highlighting what campaigners
call a systemic failure. Environmental watchdogs Unearthed and DeSmog revealed that
10,000 water quality tests were abandoned between May and July due to staffing shortages
at the Environment Agency, further undermining efforts to monitor the crisis.

Public outrage has fuelled movements like the “Boycott Water Bills” campaign, with citizens
refusing to fund what they see as corporate negligence. Southern Water, one of the worst
offenders, faced a £90 million fine in 2021 for 7,000 illegal discharges between 2010 and
2015, yet the problem persists. In Whitstable, the local oyster farm was forced to close that
same year after contamination, and the charity Surfers Against Sewage reported 1,850
cases of illness linked to swimming in polluted waters in 2023.

Elane Heffernan, a volunteer with SOS Whitstable, knows the consequences firsthand. After
falling ill from swimming near a sewage spill in 2021, she has become a vocal advocate for
renationalising the water industry. “Privatisation has failed us for over 30 years,” she told
AFP. “These companies prioritise profits over infrastructure, and it’s destroying our
environment.” Her group’s petition for renationalisation has garnered over 280,000
signatures, reflecting widespread discontent.

Southern Water defends its actions, claiming discharges are necessary during heavy rainfall
to prevent network overload. A spokesperson told AFP they have a £1.5 billion plan to
reduce spills by 2035, with £965 million invested last year alone. However, critics argue this
is too little, too late. The National Audit Office estimates the water sector requires £290
billion over the next 25 years to modernise its crumbling infrastructure, a burden likely to fall
on consumers through higher bills.



On Tankerton beach, holidaymakers like Lisa Lawton, a 41-year-old yoga instructor from
London, are often unaware of the risks. “They released sewage last night? I had no idea,” she
told AFP, her two daughters splashing nearby. Emily Winstone, 42, another mother visiting
Whitstable, reflected on changing times: “As kids, we never worried about the water. Now, it’s
the first thing you check.” Surfers Against Sewage’s app, which monitors water quality at UK
beaches, has become a vital tool for families navigating these risks.

The government’s response has drawn criticism for its timidity. A recent review by the
Independent Water Commission exposed deep flaws in the privatised water sector, yet the
Labour government’s decision to abolish the regulator Ofwat and introduce a new oversight
body has been met with scepticism. Campaigners argue that without addressing the root
issue, private ownership, the crisis will persist. The commission’s refusal to consider
renationalisation, citing costs of over £100 billion, has further inflamed groups like Surfers
Against Sewage, who called the reforms “lipstick on a pig.”

As Britain’s coastal communities grapple with polluted waters, the fight for accountability
continues. For Stanley, Heffernan, and thousands of others, the battle is not just about clean
seas but about a system that puts public welfare before corporate gain.


