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Sewage Treatment
Urban wastewater from 
homes & businesses is 
collected, treated and 
discharged. 
In England & Wales:
• >570,000kms sewers
• Nearly 26M properties
• 6,320 STWs
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Large items 
like nappies, 
and even 
bricks!

Settlement tanks 
separate solids 
(sludge) and liquids 
(for further treatment)

Aeration supports 
‘good bacteria’ to 
break down harmful 
bacteria 

Tertiary treatment, 
e.g. to remove 
phosphate, EDCs, 
etc. UV, chemical, 
Filtration. 

Sludge can be used to generate 
power (e.g. via anaerobic 
digestion, creating biogas) or is 
recycled to agricultural land.

Treated wastewater is returned 
to the environment.



© Southern Water



State of Our Rivers

• 14% of rivers are in good ecological health
• No rivers are in good chemical health
• No rivers are in good overall health

https://theriverstrust.org/key-issues/state-of-our-rivers



Phosphate in England’s waters

73%

27%

Phosphate Standards: Lake waterbodies

Fail Pass

55%

45%

Phosphate Standards: River Waterbodies

Fail Pass

Data Source: Environment Agency (2019) Phosphorus and Freshwater Eutrophication Pressure Narrative



What does Phosphate do?



Eutrophication
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http://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/6638


Where does Phosphate come from?



Wastewater 
Treatment 
Works

Private 
Sewerage

Storm Overflows



Types of Private Sewerage

• These are both ‘Small Sewage Discharges’. 



• Private Sewerage – where?





General Binding Rules 
https://www.gov.uk/permits-you-need-for-septic-tanks

Existing Discharges (pre ‘15)
2) <5m3 discharge (to water)
3) Domestic only
4) Must not cause pollution 
6) Septic tanks discharging to water 
➔ Foul sewer / replace with SSTP / 
drainage field to ground. Upgrade on 
sale. 
9) Meet British Standard
10) Capacity

11) Regular maintenance
12) Regular emptying
13) Tell when you sell

New Discharges – also:
15) Connect to a foul sewer (in 30m)
16) Distance from protected sites & 
chalkstreams
19) Streams to have year-round flow

https://www.gov.uk/permits-you-need-for-septic-tanks


• When do non-compliant 
septic tanks need to be 
upgraded by? 

• Levelling Up & 
Regeneration Bill – likely 
establishment of a  
register.





• 10 Top Tips (flowchart) (5 slides? 10?)





• The rules are 
aimed at 
preventing 
pollution –
check for: 
sewage smells, 
overflowing 
sludge, white 
scum / foam on 
the water. 



• British Water 
have a list of 
accredited 
service 
engineers



• 10 Top Tips (flowchart) (5 slides? 10?)

Companies disposing of waste must be registered waste carriers – ask to see 
their registered waste carriers certificate





Phosphates in domestic 
cleaning products

Eco products? Chlorine 
bleaches, plastics and 
polymers, toxic chemicals…
Ethical Consumer
Dishwasher Detergent review 





• 10 Top Tips (flowchart) (5 slides? 10?)



“ Dear Diary,…”?





• Familiarise yourself 
with the General 
Binding Rules

• If you don’t comply, 
consider 
improvements, or 
apply for a permit 

• Contact the 
Environment 
Agency 

• Follow the best 
practice guidelines: 
Be nice to your 
tank!
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