
Scotland’s rivers 
& seas need action.
Scotland's rivers and seas 
are our neighbours. We live
beside them, work, walk and
swim in these beautiful places
that are also home to nature.

But they need
action to tackle
pollution. Let’s
start with sewage.



We want to Clean Up
Scotland’s Sewage.
It's a dirty secret that Scotland's waters are routinely polluted
with sewage. Sewer overflows were designed as a failsafe, but
now spill billions of litres of untreated sewage each year.

Safe water is part of our human right to a healthy environment.
Concerned communities across Scotland have felt ignored, and
are struggling to get local rivers and beaches cleaned up.

This must change
to protect our
health and nature.

Sewage litter (e.g. sanitary towels) at
River Almond, Lothian. Photo: RAAG.

Sewage spill from a sewer overflow in the
Water of Leith, Edinburgh. Photo: SOSLeith.

Protecting rivers and
seas matters to people
in Scotland and

OVER 80%OVER 80%
agree that the next
Scottish Government
should tackle pollution.

Diffley Partnership (Oct 2025) Scottish
Environment LINK: Measuring public
attitudes in Scotland

https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/
https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/
https://www.scotlink.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Scottish-Environment-LINK-Measuring-Public-Attitudes-in-Scotland-October-2025.pdf
https://www.scotlink.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Scottish-Environment-LINK-Measuring-Public-Attitudes-in-Scotland-October-2025.pdf
https://www.scotlink.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Scottish-Environment-LINK-Measuring-Public-Attitudes-in-Scotland-October-2025.pdf


Pollution from  
sewer overflows 

Why do sewer overflows 
cause pollution?

What are sewer 
overflows?

Sewer overflows in Scotland discharged over 30 billion litres 
of sewage in 2024 – more than 12,000 Olympic swimming 
pools. In 2025, half of the designated swimming sites had at 
least one test showing unsafe levels of faecal bacteria.

Sewage spills have increased by a quarter 
since 2022. Sewer overflows spill more 
often because of ageing infrastructure, a 
growing population and climate change, 
with 20% classified as unsatisfactory. 80% 
of overflows do not have screens to  
collect sewage litter like 
sanitary towels.

Much of Scotland’s urban 
areas have a sewer system that 
collects sewage and rainwater. 
To prevent flooding from heavy 
rainfall, sewage is discharged 
into waterways through 
overflows. There are 4,226 
sewer overflows in Scotland. 

Pollution from  
sewer overflows 
FAQ

In 2024,  Scottish Water recorded 24,398 spills. This covered only  6.5% of overflows, so the true number is likely higher.

March 2026



Can sewage 
pollution affect 
my health?

Can sewage 
spills be 
reduced?

Does it 
harm the 
environment?

SAFE AND 
SUFFICIENT 
WATER.

What is the 
Scottish 
Government 
doing about 
sewage 
pollution?

Yes. Bacteria and viruses 
in sewage can cause 
illnesses and infections. 
Sewage can contaminate 
water, plastic litter, beach 
sand and seafood. 

Yes. Maintaining sewer 
infrastructure and 
building more capacity will 
reduce spills. Blue-green 
infrastructure, like rain 
gardens and sustainable 
drainage systems, absorb 
rainfall and reduce 
pressure on sewers.

Yes. Although 87% of 
Scotland’s waters are 
classified as having good 
or better water quality, 
many pollutants are not 
monitored and wildlife 
can also be harmed by 
eating litter in sewage. 
In 2024, Beachwatch 
volunteers picked 
22,332 wet wipes from 
Scottish beaches.

Scottish Water is publicly 
owned and regulated by 
the Scottish Environment 
Protection Agency 
(SEPA). Environmental 
Standards Scotland has 
recommended actions to 
address pollution from 
sewer overflows.

The Scottish Government 
elected in May 2026 will 
set priorities for the water 
industry to 2033 and must 
keep pace with the EU in 
regulating sewage.

What can I do if I have a concern? 
Contact our free legal advice service at www.ercs.scot/get-advice

ercs.scot     ercscot     environmental rights centre for scotland     ercscot.bsky.social

ERCS is the Environmental Rights Centre for Scotland. Registered Charity No: SC050257

Take action and join the campaign  
to Clean Up Scotland’s Sewage

All data is accurate in March 2026, for a full set of references contact admin@ercs.scot

We all have the right to

https://www.ercs.scot/get-advice/
https://www.ercs.scot/
https://www.instagram.com/ercscot/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/environmental-rights-centre-for-scotland/
https://bsky.app/profile/ercscot.bsky.social
www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage
mailto:admin@ercs.scot


What are the solutions?

Introduce 100% monitoring
of all sewer overflows so
that we know how often
our waterways are being
polluted.

Review the resources and
enforcement of our current
regulations to give public
bodies the tools to protect
our waterways.

Match EU standards for
water quality and
wastewater treatment to
safeguard human and
environmental health.

Stop 
routine
pollution2

Hold
polluters
to account3

Set interim targets for
2030 to invest in blue-
green infrastructure to
reduce sewage spills.

Build 
in 
resilience4

Make 
pollution
visible1

Read more: ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage

https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/


Take action

www.ercs.scotEnvironmental Rights Centre for Scotland (ERCS) is a Scottish
Charitable Incorporated Organisation (SCIO) SC050257.

We work with community activists and
local groups who are leading the fight
against sewage pollution.

Running up to the Holyrood elections in
May 2026, we are turning up the pressure
to make clean water a priority.

2. Contact your MSP

3. Sign the petition

1. Write a postcard to 
the Scottish Government

https://www.instagram.com/ercscot/
https://bsky.app/profile/ercscot.bsky.social
https://www.linkedin.com/company/environmental-rights-centre-for-scotland/
https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/take-action/#g506a1b846929
https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/petition/
https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/take-action/#postcard
https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/take-action/#postcard
https://www.ercs.scot/clean-up-scotlands-sewage/take-action/#postcard
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