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FAQ: THE RIVERS TRUST AND POLLUTERS 

The Rivers Trust movement is often asked why it works with water companies and other 
organisations that have played a role in polluting rivers.  We understand that this can cause concerns 
given our dedication to help rivers recover – so we have set out some answers to frequently asked 
questions below: 

Q: Why do you receive funding from water companies when they are responsible for 
causing so much of the country’s river pollution? 
We receive different types of funding from water companies.  Some is in the form of Enforcement 
Undertakings after pollution incidents, and we also receive grants to deliver habitat improvements 
and education projects.  We are also increasingly building partnership projects in which the water 
company is one of several partners.  

We know that, second only to farming, treated effluent and raw sewage are two of the main causes 
of pollution and they mainly come from water company sewers and treatment works.  We have 
highlighted this problem for many years by publishing a map of sewer overflows, our State of Our 
Rivers Report and campaigning for more investment, tighter standards, and more enforcement.  
Some companies have been guilty of deliberate and misleading behaviour which is completely 
unacceptable.  However, this is a complex industry and there is a lot of interplay with water 
companies, regulators, and the rest of society, for example in the design of housing developments 
and the way surface water is managed in urban areas. 

The River Trust movement is focussed on delivering collaborative solutions to restore rivers to good 
health, with a particular focus on nature-based solutions, which can help tackle this problem.  Water 
companies have to invest in new infrastructure, and we want part of that to be green infrastructure 
or nature based.  We think that they have to be part of the solution, along with other funders, if we 
are to see our rivers recovering across the nation.  

Q: How can you campaign against river pollution when you receive some funding from 
the very organisations who are causing the problem? Doesn’t this create a conflict of 
interest for the Rivers Trust Movement?   
We will never hesitate to speak out about pollution, who is polluting and what the impacts are on 
river health.  We know that the UK needs to improve the quality of our rivers by stopping and 
preventing sources of pollution, plus improving, and properly enforcing environmental regulations.  
We include clauses in our contracts with water companies stating that there must be no restrictions 
on our public statements as a result of our relationships.  Our primary objectives are to protect, 
conserve and improve UK rivers as well as improving the public’s understanding of what’s happening 
in our rivers.  We will always strive to achieve that.  And sometimes we can achieve that by working 
with water companies.  

Our campaigning approach is always evidence-based (such as our sewage map) and solutions-
focused.   

Q: Are you aware that the work being done with water companies by Rivers Trusts has 
been used in their marketing materials and could provide endorsing content for 
greenwash? 
We are not happy with the way our relationship with water companies has sometimes been 
portrayed to imply endorsement of all their other activities.  This is not the case and is not 
acceptable.  Accordingly, we are now asking all water companies and other organisations we work 
with to seek our explicit approval before they make any public statement around any partnerships.  
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We will not hesitate to refuse such permission if we have any concerns around the Rivers Trusts’ 
work being inadvertently used as corporate greenwash.  Working in partnership with us does not 
mean that we endorse all the activities of a partner organisation. 
 
Q: Why have you let water companies talk at recent Rivers Trust events? 
Given that water companies are a major part of the problem of water pollution it is critical that they 
acknowledge that they must be part of the solution.  So, in principle, we have no issue in sharing any 
public platform that communicates how water companies must play their part in stepping up to 
restore rivers.  However, we also acknowledge that our willingness to include all key players in the 
conversation, has sometimes been taken advantage of.  Speakers have been able to make 
statements that have not been subject to sufficient challenge at the event.  We have learnt from 
these lessons and will not be giving any polluter a public voice without proper scrutiny and 
challenge. 
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