
8/1/20 

Dear Liv Garfield. 

 

Ref. Petition concerning raw sewage pollution and connected “avian botulism” outbreak at 

Smethwick Hall Park.  

I am writing this letter with the enclosed petition to give you a first-hand account of the misery 

that has been caused at Smethwick Hall Park, off Londonderry Lane, Smethwick, West Midlands.  

I am a wildfowl rescuer, who along with other local people and residents have witnessed the 

illness and deaths of many birds at this lake, a suffering which has also now spread to two other 

parks in the area because the situation has failed to be dealt with adequately.  

The deaths of wildfowl following a confirmed raw sewage pollution incident directly involves your 

company, yet it appears up until now, Severn Trent Water PLC have failed to recognise this and 

offer suitable reimbursement to the local authority, Sandwell Council, for remedial action to 

prevent further suffering.  

Direct evidence of poor monitoring of this site and assets of STW by your employees was observed 

in NIRS reports which I obtained from The Environment Agency under the Freedom of Information 

Act.  

https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/589199/response/1399687/attach/9/Copy%20of%2

0NIRS.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1 

 

As you can see, these incidents go back to at least 2006, and though these involve some so called 

“misconnections”, in January of 2019, an incident EA REF 01672260 06/01/2019   ,which I 

myself reported, sewage was observed by your own employees to be a problem. 
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There is however a discrepancy into what exactly caused this, and moreover for how long this raw 

sewage had been entering the lake without being detected. Having attended a meeting involving 

STW employees and SMBC amongst other interested parties, a STW team leader stated that this 

was an “unmapped asset” which had overflowed, yet a long time former parks employee of SMBC 

at the meeting stated that this combined sewer had been known about for many years when 

SMBC drainage officers were in control of the system.  

Your employee further attempted to downplay the amount of sewage and timescale as to how 

long it had been occurring by stating that the sewage would only have been entering the water 

“for a few days”. I am afraid this is a disingenuous statement, and quite unbelievable given that 

your company cannot possibly know for how long an “unmapped asset” had been overflowing. It 

is also clear that it was only after I along with other local residents had reported another incident 

in April, EA REF  01696951, that a blockage was found and Severn Trent then attempted to pump 

fresh water into the site.  

http://www.saveoursandwellcanadageese.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/shp14.png


 

 

 

“30/04/2019  

  

P.Mullard and B.Baily attended the Smethwick Hall Pool finding the pool 

containing grey water and solid sewage. P.M and B.B collected water samples 

and sent them to the lab for analysis. Tom reported Severn Trent had attended 

on the 28/04/19 and not found a blockage. 

http://www.saveoursandwellcanadageese.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/shp3.png


WHY WAS A BLOCKAGE NOT FOUND AT THE FIRST REPORT OF THE INCIDENT? AND 

FURTHERMORE, DOES THIS NOT PROVE THAT THESE TWO INCIDENTS FROM JANUARY AND APRIL 

ARE LINKED BY STW INCOMPETENCE TO TRACE ITS OWN POLLUTION?  

Following Sandwell council’s poor management of this site over many years, they decided to 

unblock the grid outfall at the site in conjunction with your company’s raw sewage pollution. This 

undoubtedly led to a “perfect storm” and incubator for botulism related conditions in the hot 

weather; the smell I can tell you was absolutely foul, and this pool was turned into an “oxidation 

pool” sewage bed. 

The deaths of the birds then started to occur at the site. We have lost over 100 birds, at this site 

and also West Smethwick Park and Victoria Park Smethwick. As birds regained flight after the 

moult, they moved with the illness to the other parks and started to die off there. 

My self and others, and a rescue centre have had to deal with many of the ill birds, and the stress 

that this has caused and cost issues for treatment and care have all been met by the voluntary 

sector.  

 

 

I turn then in contrast to the profits of Severn Trent Water in 2018. A reported £525 million, with 

you yourself raking in a salary of £2.45 million in 2017 according to a Guardian article published 

last year. https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/jun/05/water-companies-pay-national-

scandal-gmb-union-says 

This is unfortunately the reality of private sector water company management, but it is noted that 

your environmental performance as a company is in direct freefall, and it is not hard to find many 

examples of your company’s negative environmental damage in the press. Take for example your 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/jun/05/water-companies-pay-national-scandal-gmb-union-says
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/jun/05/water-companies-pay-national-scandal-gmb-union-says


pollution at Sutton Park- a comparable raw sewage event to the one at Smethwick, and a 

£500,000 fine, yet at Smethwick unfortunately no action taken.  

https://www.birminghammail.co.uk/news/midlands-news/severn-trent-fined-500000-after-

16013510 

“The company acted "recklessly" in not carrying out proper regime of monitoring Sutton Park and 

then poorly managing the clear up…. 

It was reported to Severn Trent the following day and the sewage was finally blocked in the 
afternoon.” 

"By that time thousands of gallons of raw sewage had been discharged into the park and 
had spread," said Judge Simon Drew QC. Judge Drew said the company had three previous 
convictions in the last four years and that in 2006 there had been another serious discharge 
of sewage into Sutton Park, which showed it was not an isolated incident. 

That, he said, should have served to underline the risks involved but Severn Trent had failed 
to put in place or enforce a system to avoid another offence being committed. 

There was no regime, he said, to monitor or inspect the network of pipes and no plan to 
rectify any damage caused by pollution which showed how "reckless" the company had been 

He said there had been "significant" harm caused to flora within the area.” 

Statements made on your 2018 strategic report claim the following. 

 

 

I have to inform you, that you are NOT a “trusted water company” or showing any form of 
environmental “leadership”.  This is shown also by the fact that you were demoted a star by the 
EA last year for such pollution incidents. Dave Throup, EA manager for H/W said in a tweet 

“Generally woeful environmental performance by English water companies during 
2018 highlighted in our annual report. Our local company @stwater performance has 
deteriorated and it failed to meet targets on discharges or ceilings on pollutions.” 
 

Unfortunately, the officers of your company that I and others have so far dealt with and the 

comments made in public confirm Mr Throup’s statement, as well as demonstrating the exact 

https://www.birminghammail.co.uk/news/midlands-news/severn-trent-fined-500000-after-16013510
https://www.birminghammail.co.uk/news/midlands-news/severn-trent-fined-500000-after-16013510
https://twitter.com/stwater


“reckless” behaviour described in exactly the same way described as at the incident in Sutton 

Park, whilst proving your company’s statements to be a fraudulent pack of lies and waffle.  

Take this for example from an Express and Star article following the deaths of birds.  

 

“We’re confident the quality of the pool is much improved as a result and that these bird 

deaths are unconnected.” 

This is a disingenuous statement and it is fairly clear that it is a disgusting attempt to try to 

extricate your company from blame, and divorce and disconnect the confirmed raw sewage 

incompetence with the bird deaths. We are not going to allow this, and here is proof that the two 

issues are directly connected.  

In July, I was present at a meeting where your employees falsely stated that water quality was 

“improving” at the pool, they gave figures of ammonia, which when retested by the Environment 

agency on the same day were found to be discredited. The EA also took samples to undertake 

testing for the human faecal matter in the pool and silt water. 

This was found, and I again obtained these using the FOIA.  

https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/601986/response/1443549/attach/4/Sediment%20

Samples.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1 

https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/601986/response/1443549/attach/3/WQ%20Sampl

es.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1 

This therefore rubbishes your PR statement in The Express and Star that the raw sewage is 

“unconnected” to the bird deaths. The contamination with raw sewage, caused by your company 

IS STILL THERE! 

Furthermore, here is published evidence that raw sewage pollution is directly connected to the 

conditions that cause “avian botulism”, and it is clear to anyone with an ounce of intelligence that 

https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/601986/response/1443549/attach/4/Sediment%20Samples.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1
https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/601986/response/1443549/attach/4/Sediment%20Samples.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1
https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/601986/response/1443549/attach/3/WQ%20Samples.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1
https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/601986/response/1443549/attach/3/WQ%20Samples.pdf?cookie_passthrough=1


it is connected at the site in Smethwick. To suggest otherwise and attempt to divorce your actions 

from the effect insults my intelligence, and that of the local affected community.  

http://wildpro.twycrosszoo.org/S/00Ref/bookref36_fieldmanualofwildlifediseases/38/chapter38.

htm 

“In addition to permissive environmental conditions, C. botulinum also requires an 
energy source for growth and multiplication. Because it lacks the ability to 
synthesize certain essential amino acids, the bacterium requires a high protein 
substrate; it is essentially a “meat lover.” The most important substrates for toxin 
production in natural wetlands have never been identified, but there are many 
possibilities, including decaying organic matter or any other protein particulates. 
Decomposing carcasses, both vertebrate and invertebrate, are well known to 
support toxin production. Human activities can also increase the available 
substrate for toxin production in wetlands (Table 38.2). For example, wetland 
flooding and draining, pesticides, and other agricultural pollutants may kill 

aquatic life, thereby providing more substrate for toxin production. Raw 
sewage and rotting vegetation are other potential 
sources of energy.” 
 

 

“ACTION Raw sewage discharges into wetlands.  CONSEQUENCES OF 

ACTION – Nutrient enhancement resulting in “boom and bust” invertebrate 

populations and oxygen depletion causing deaths of aquatic and plant life.” 

 

“Invertebrates are unaffected by the toxin and, because they feed on decaying matter, they 

can effectively act to concentrate toxin.” 

It is clear that daphnia in the pool have increased in the dire conditions in the lake, and that the 

raw sewage, which your company cannot accurately claim to know for how long has been entering 

the site, due to the “unmapped asset” has provided energy for the botulism to thrive.  

Furthermore a report from Paul Holmes of the APHA where many of the bird were taken states  

“Environmental changes resulting in eutrophic (with low dissolved oxygen) 

water conditions, linked with suitable substrate, can promote toxin 

production by the bacteria. For example, raised ambient temperatures, poor 

water quality, fluctuating water levels leading to shallow stagnant areas and 

warming of the soil and sediment can promote toxin production….” 

It is therefore clear that the raw sewage incident, which is still present in the lake has served to 

increase toxin production in the lake as a source of energy, and allowed eutrophic conditions to 

increase due to the high levels of ammonia.  

I therefore implore you to show personal leadership and direct intervention as CEO in this 

situation. Please address and admit that your company have played a significant part in the deaths 

http://wildpro.twycrosszoo.org/S/00Ref/bookref36_fieldmanualofwildlifediseases/38/chapter38.htm
http://wildpro.twycrosszoo.org/S/00Ref/bookref36_fieldmanualofwildlifediseases/38/chapter38.htm
http://wildpro.twycrosszoo.org/S/00Ref/bookref36_fieldmanualofwildlifediseases/glossary/glossary.htm
http://wildpro.twycrosszoo.org/S/00Ref/bookref36_fieldmanualofwildlifediseases/38/chapter38.htm#Table38.2
http://www.saveoursandwellcanadageese.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/rawsewagecausesavianbotulism.png


of these birds and that you are committed to showing some “environmental leadership” to 

prevent this from reoccurring.  

I would request a meeting with you and Sandwell council to discuss a way forward with this 

matter, but stress that this involves your company committing to serious financial investment at 

this pool to correct your mistakes and put right your pollution, which is still there. Only a full 

desilting of this pool will prevent further issues, and SMBC have already appeared to state that 

they cannot fund this themselves. I believe that it is your corporate duty to put right the damage 

that your company has caused to this lake, and the consequences of Severn Trent failing to do this, 

in the light of vast profits will show what type of company STW really are. 

I look forward to your response, on behalf of those who have signed this petition and call for 

action, but please, no further denials that the raw sewage issue is not connected to the deaths of 

wildfowl, because it is obvious that the two are directly connected. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Ian Carroll, Swanwatch.  

 

CC Councillor Maria Crompton, Cabinet member for Safer Communities Sandwell Council 

Councillor Wasim Ali , Cabinet member for Resources and Core Services Sandwell council.  


