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PRESS RELEASE

Embargoed: 00.01am, 3 April 2003

Water Bill ‘Vital Opportunity’ To Tackle Industrial Licences to Pollute

Amendments to the Government’s Water Bill to ensure licences to pollute rivers granted to industry are regularly scrutinised will be debated by a House of Lords Grand Committee today1. The amendments would give the Environment Agency both the power and responsibility to regularly review the licences granted to industry to discharge pollution to rivers.

The changes have formally been tabled, as the Government’s Water Bill reaches a crucial stage in the House of Lords, with the support of the Environmental Industries Commission, the representative body for the UK environmental technology and services industry2. 

The changes would require the Environment Agency to review the most serious licences for industry to discharge pollution to rivers at least every four years and allow the Agency to review all discharges more frequently than every four years – where necessary to protect river quality.

At present licences for industry to discharge pollution to rivers are reviewed on average less than once every ten years, dropping to less than once every thirty years in some Agency regions. 

The UK has a major challenge to meet its legal obligations, under the recent far reaching EU Water Framework Directive3, for all rivers to achieve “good surface water status”. At present 28% of our rivers are defined as only fair quality or worse and the great majority of these are likely to need upgrading, a huge task.

Yet a recent report by MPs concluded that the Government is moving far too slowly to meet these legal obligations4. The report noted that: “Government does not seem to be seized by the urgency of the task….our most urgent plea is that the Government adopt a more positive, and more active, approach to the [Water Framework] Directive”.

Reviewing the licences for industry to discharge pollution to rivers is an important step towards meeting the UK’s legal obligations to achieve good status for all rivers.

Merlin Hyman, EIC Director, noted that: “The Water Bill is a vital opportunity to put us on track to good quality rivers – the Government must give the Environment Agency the power, the responsibility and the resources to review industrial licences to pollute our rivers.”

“If the Government takes a last minute approach to implementing the Water Framework Directive it will damage not only the environment but will also push up costs for mainstream industry and damage the UK’s environmental technology and services industry. It is essential for our economy and our environment that we start work now on achieving our legal obligations to clean up all our rivers.”

-- ends --

For further information, contact Merlin Hyman,  EIC Director, on 020 7935 1675

Notes for Editors: 1. The Water Bill was introduced in the House of Lords on 19 February 2003 by Lord Whitty. It will now be examined by a Grand Committee.

2. The amendments put forwarded by the Environmental Industries Commission have been tabled by Lord Haskel, EIC Honorary President. They will be debated by a House of Lords Grand Committee on 3rd April.

3. Directive 2000/60/EC, known as the Water Framework Directive, requires all rivers, subject to limited exemptions to achieve “good surface water status” by 2015. Although the definition of ‘good’ has not yet been finalised it is likely that the great majority of UK rivers currently rated as ‘fair’ or below will have to be upgraded and some currently rated as ‘good’ may also have to be upgraded.

4. The House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee report “The Water Framework Directive” was published on 19 March 2003. It can be downloaded from www.parliament.uk
5. The Environmental Industries Commission’s mission is to provide a strong and effective voice for the UK's environmental technology and services industry. It was launched in 1995 and has grown rapidly to over 225 Member companies.
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