Clean Water Quest

A catchment wide survey of water quality (May - June 2018)
Clean Water Quest is a catchment wide survey of water quality in the River Thame and it’s surrounding
waterbodies, from the tiniest trickles, pools and streams to vast lakes and the meandering River Thame.
Volunteers used quick kits to measure the levels of two widespread nutrient pollutants, nitrate and phosphate,
in all types of freshwater habitats; ponds, streams, ditches, lakes, the river and more. The survey ran between
the 1st May and the 30th June.
Clean Water Quest aims:
 To find clean water, places free from both nitrate and phosphate pollution, where wildlife can thrive.
 To reveal the extent of nutrient pollution affecting the freshwater wildlife of the Thame Catchment.
 To raise awareness of the widespread issues of nutrient pollution

What is clean water and why is it
important?

River Thame

Clean water is defined as water that
would be both biologically and
chemically typical for a given area in the
absence of human disturbance. For the
vast
majority of freshwater habitats
this would be very low levels of
nutrients. For this survey water was
defined as clean if it was below 0.5mg/L
for nitrate (NO3) and 0.05mg/L for
phosphate (PO4). This level is
comparable to ‘high’ status in the Water
Framework Directive and un-impacted
habitats according to current scientific
literature.

Clean water!

Some pollution

Highly polluted

If there are no
other issues, these
clean water
habitats will
support diverse
and rich plant and
animal communities, including
many of our now
rarest species.

Even at these
levels waterbodies will be
impacted and
almost half the
species that
should be
present could
have been lost.

These levels of nutrients
are far too high for most
wildlife, even the toughest
species may find it hard to
survive. All sensitive
species will have been
lost and algal blooms are
likely to occur.

Freshwater wildlife has evolved for
millions of years in low nutrient
conditions and so requires these
conditions
to
survive,
especially
sensitive and many of our now rarest
wetland plants and animals. When
nutrients are added they act like
fertilizer, causing fast growing and
vigorous species, such as algae, to
outcompete slower growing and more
sensitive species. In extreme cases the
water can turn green and smelly.
However the effects can be much more
subtle than this, so even if water looks
clear, it doesn’t necessary mean it is
un-impacted by pollution.

This survey is funded by
Thames Water.
Resources are adapted
from the Clean Water for
Wildlife survey, held by
Freshwater Habitats Trust.

www.riverthame.org
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The River Thame Catchment
The catchment covers 684km2 and is quite typical of lowland English countryside on a predominantly clay
base. Largely rural in character, the landscape is now predominantly intensively farmed and grazed, with small
towns and villages dotted throughout. As a tributary of the River Thames, the River Thame and it’s catchment
have a long and intriguing history. Due to farming practices, mills, land drainage and settlements most of the
streams and the river have been modified through the centuries. As a result there are few areas of seminatural habitat remaining. The largest settlement is Aylesbury with over 50,000 people calling it home.
The results
Over 430 water samples were
collected from ponds, ditches,
lakes and streams across the
catchment as well as from the
one and only River Thame.
17% of waterbodies tested
were found to be free from
pollution. Of these unpolluted
sites, almost three quarters
were ponds. No rivers and few
streams were free from
pollution.
Where is the clean water?

What do these results mean?

Table 1. Level of
nutrient pollution:

High levels of both nitrate and phosphate were found across all
types of freshwater habitats, running and standing waters.
Despite the many pressures on the catchment, clean, unpolluted
water could still be found. This clean water is concentrated in the
smaller waters, in particular the ponds. Ponds typically have small
drainage catchments and so can drain from locally clean sources.
Whereas streams and rivers drain water from much larger areas with
multiple sources of pollution. Clean water can be found in the
running waters, but it is concentrated in the headwaters, particularly
where they rise in semi-natural habitat, such as woodland. A key
example of this was Bernwood Forest, which had many clean water
ponds and a clean stream.
These results highlight the importance of smaller waters in this
landscape to provide clean, unpolluted habitats for wildlife, and how
vital it is to put more clean water back into catchment.

Clean
Some
(unpolluted) pollution

Highly
polluted

Pond

54

13

49

Lake

3

1

1

Ditch

7

9

67

Stream

12

15

151

River

0

2

36

Total

75

42

313

Smaller waters
providing clean water
havens for wildlife.
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