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Environment Agency Failing To Control Industrial Water Pollution

New research, providing for the first time a snapshot from the frontline of water pollution control, has revealed that the Environment Agency (EA) is failing to consistently implement the UK's water pollution control laws. Poor and patchy enforcement and weak emission limits are damaging the environment and public health, undermining law abiding companies by allowing their competitors to pollute for free, and damaging the commercial interests of water pollution control companies.

In 1989, when the water industry was privatised, the Government set out a system of River Quality Objectives to act as a basic measure of the quality of our rivers. Ten years later 1 in 5  rivers still do not comply with these standards and only 69% of trade effluent discharges comply with their consents.

A new report, "Remedying the Failures of Industrial Water Pollution Control"1, published today by the Environmental Industries Commission (EIC), details the experience of water pollution control companies with the EA's regulation of the many thousands of discharges into our rivers and estuaries. It reveals that: 

· 9 out of 10 water pollution control companies are concerned about failures of legislation and enforcement in the water pollution control sector;

· of these, 44% believe that lack of enforcement by the EA is damaging the environment, many cited actual examples where infringement of legislation has occurred with no apparent action by the regulatory authorities;

One water pollution company, for example, said: "although legislation is being introduced many organisations treat these as negotiable. Unless there is a 'High Profile' incident the regulators are not always enforcing the regulations".
EIC has, therefore, today launched a major political campaign targeting a range of politicians, regulators and civil servants. EIC's Member companies want, inter alia:

· The EA to set a target for the number of prosecutions compared to the number of pollution incidents.

· A public record to be kept setting out clearly the specific reasons if EA decide not to take enforcement action.
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· The EA to review discharge consent limits for processes after four years wherever a discharge includes "Red List" substances or where there are problems meeting River Quality Objectives. 

· Continuous on-line monitoring to be developed of effluent streams to replace random sampling.

· Ministers to deliver on their commitments to increase the level of fines for environmental offences.

EIC Deputy Director, Merlin Hyman said "The daily experiences of EIC Members with the Water Pollution Control regime is deeply worrying. No one is better placed to assess the situation. They report, from the frontline of pollution control, that there is an inconsistent and lacklustre approach to enforcement. And although the water industry itself achieves 99% compliance with water discharge consents, the rest of industry only achieves 65% compliance. The Environment Agency must start to properly manage all companies discharging into our rivers. Zero tolerance should apply to pollution crimes."
"The failure to enforce legislation damages those mainstream companies which recognise that better regulation is good for business - they want a level playing field so that their polluting competitors do not gain a "free ride". Furthermore, many companies now recognise the potential cost savings and improved competitiveness that comes from resource efficiency and reduced environmental impact."
Britain's emerging environmental technology industry offers to create jobs, profits and exports. The market for water pollution control technology is set for substantial growth: the European market for water and wastewater treatment equipment alone was worth $4.97 billion in 1996 and is predicted to grow to $7.39 billion by the year 2003. But British environmental technology companies face stiff competition from other European companies who have already established their technology in countries where pollution control laws are enforced.

For further information: please contact Merlin Hyman, EIC Deputy Director, on Tel: 0171 935 1675.

Notes to Editors: 1. "Remedying the Failures of Industrial Water Pollution Control" is available from EIC, priced at £25

2. The Environmental Industries Commission was launched in April 1995 to provide an effective voice with Government for the U.K.'s environmental technology and services industry. It now has over 225 member companies.

