Pollution ‘Spot-Check’ on the Blyth
Last week saw the trial run of Wilder Wenhaston River Group’s ‘spot check’ for the whole of the Blyth catchment. This was made possible by the addition of several welcome volunteers from Laxfield, Huntingfield, Holton, and Blythburgh, as well as newcomers to our original Wenhaston team, enabling the group to cover the Blyth from source to sea, and its tributaries.
The test day was preceded by a full-day training workshop with talks by representatives from the Environment Agency and the Deben 4-Rivers Restoration project, with whom we are pooling data and expertise.
River samples were taken from 24 points on April 25th, ensuring the same weather and      river flow conditions. We  tested the water samples for pH, conductivity and dissolved solids, concentrations of ammonia, nitrate and phosphate, and number of bacterial E. coli colonies. 
The results, illustrated in the accompanying charts for nitrate (a plant nutrient pollutant) and E. coli (faecal contamination indicator) show a worrying degree of pollution across most of the non-tidal Blyth and its tributaries. Only the tidal estuary had acceptable low levels of pollution. This is not surprising, as the large tidal flow of saltwater in the estuary effectively dilutes and washes out the pollutants from the river.
E. coli contamination was very high downstream from the sewage overflow at Laxfield, close to the source of the Blyth, and below the sewage treatment works at Halesworth, Wenhaston and Wangford.  Although E. coli is an inevitable component of effluent from our outdated sewage treatment works, the high-level at Laxfield – pumping station overflow - is alarmingainfall in the area ha been minimal for several weeks 
Also, extremely
  concerning are the high levels of E. coli pollution in the Holton tributary and upstream from the treatment works on the river Wang.  Possible sources of faecal pollution in these parts of the rivers are a) leakage from the mains sewer network, b) overflow from septic tanks, or c) animal livestock.  Clearly, further work is required to identify them.
The nitrate ‘hot-spots’ along the Blyth and Wang, other than downstream from treatment works, are likely to have come from similar sources, and/or nitrate fertilisers via run-off into ditches and streams.


     So, what do we make of this?  
1. Are these results a one-off exception?  No, they fit the pattern that our river group has observed over the last three years of testing.
2. Should we be worried?  Yes, apart from the immorality of polluting our vital water courses, pollution has a detrimental effect on the river system’s plants and animals. Faecal/sewage pollution is a health risk to animals and humans coming into contact with river water.
3. What can we do about it?

· Increase public and political awareness to press for improvements.
· Reduce our domestic waste pollution (Eco-friendly cleaning products and proper disposal of potentially damaging waste such as medicines)

We plan to repeat this ‘spot-check’ testing each month to October to build up a picture of pollution changes through the year, and to use the data to press the EA and Anglian water for improvement to our waste-treatment infrastructure.
Also, we will use these results to help track down unauthorized sources of pollution and press those responsible to ensure they are remedied.
And finally, the DNA from the E. coli in our samples will be analysed at the University of Suffolk using cutting-edge technology to see how virulent they are, and if they are capable of spreading antibiotic resistance to other bacteria!
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