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Pollution - What’s in our Harbour Water? 
Research Proposal 
There is great concern about pollution in Langstone and Chichester Harbours - local demonstrations 
and sewage discharges have even made the National News. The bottom line is that no-one can 
explain the extent to which poor water quality maybe putting public health and the environment at 
risk, so local interest groups are coming together to help shine a light on this murky situation.  
 
These groups have formed the Clean Harbours Partnership (CHP) to establish facts and are 
commissioning a scientific research study to investigate ‘What’s in our Harbour Water?’. The study 
will be the largest water sampling exercise ever undertaken around our harbours. 
 
This paper summarises why there is cause for concern; the main components of the scientific 
research study; and how the community can help to bring the study alive. To date, the study has 
support from several interest groups with membership in excess of 25,000 individuals. 
 

Is There a Pollution Problem?  
A number of recent truths underscore concerns:  

1. Brighton University Microplastics Study (2019) – observing “an incredible” 10,000 plastic 
fibres in a litre of harbour water, plus fibreglass deposits in the oyster population. 

2. Natural England’s SSSI Review of Chichester Harbour (2021) – concluding 40 years of 
decline and categorising the harbour as ‘Unfavourable – Declining’.  

3. Southern Water (2021) – criminal conviction for illegally dumping raw sewage into both 
Langstone and Chichester Harbours (to save costs) up to the end of 2015. This leaves an 
open question about the past 6yrs. The worst environmental crime in the EA’s 25yr history. 

4. Environment Agency testing (2019) – downgrading of harbour water quality to its lowest 
classification due to high levels of substances including mercury & flame retardant. 

5. Southern Water ‘permitted discharges’ – over 200 untreated sewage releases into both 
harbours in 2020. A pattern that continues this year with over 125,000 minutes (86 days 
continual) recorded up to the end of October 2021. 

6. Portsmouth University Research – observing the impact of pharmaceuticals in harbour 
water including the feminisation (estrogen) and change in behaviour (anti-depressants) of 
shrimps.  

 
In many ways, Southern Water (as the worst performer in their sector) has become the ‘lightning 
conductor’ for public outcry. However, if the issue is to be tackled seriously, the other main 
polluters must not be forgotten – agriculture, highway run-off, landfill and water users. Without 
knowledge of ‘what’s in the water’ there can be little understanding of the real risks to public 
health and the environment. 
 

Information Gap – ‘You only find what you test for’: 
Chichester Harbour Conservancy historically test Chichester Harbour two-weekly during the bathing 
season, and monthly outside the season, but only for two types of bacteria (with an average 6% 
failure rate) and there are some new efforts to measure nitrate levels. As mentioned above, the 
Environment Agency test for 40 hazardous chemicals but we believe this was last undertaken two 
years ago. Havant Borough Council stopped testing Langstone Harbour in 2015 due to budget 
constraints.  
 

http://cleanharbourspartnership.co.uk/


 
 

http://cleanharbourspartnership.co.uk 
info@cleanharbourspartnership.co.uk 

  
Facebook: @cleanharbourspartnership 

LinkedIn: @cleanharbourspartnership 

 

Find us at http://cleanharbourspartnership.co.uk 
Email us on info@cleanharbourspartnership.co.uk 

 

Against this background, national research suggests over 30,000 chemicals come through sewage 
works alone, plus those from other sources such as agricultural flow, landfill leeching and highway 
run off. Despite being a ‘gold standard’ environmentally protected environment, our harbours 
experience very limited water testing.  
 

The Proposal – ‘Project Spotlight’: 
As a result, CHP is commissioning a scientific study by Professor Alex Ford of Portsmouth University 
and Dr Tom Miller at Brunel University to identify what’s in our water and the potential effects. 
Both are experts in their field to ensure scientific rigour and efficacy. They will be using their 
combined knowledge, together with advances in analytical techniques, to establish the extent and 
likely effect of some 200 chemicals that might be present in our harbour water, originating from 
substances such as pesticides, insecticides, pharmaceuticals and pathogens. 
 
Project Spotlight will be undertaken in spring 2022 and has 3 main components. A large part will 
include Citizens Science to bring involvement of local communities and keep costs down.  

1. Biopsies - of 5 harbour species. 
2. Water Sampling – over 5 days at 17 locations around both harbours by volunteers. 
3. eDNA Testing - of the water to assess the biodiversity (scientific measure of water health). 

 

How you can help - Funding Request:  
Project Spotlight has been costed jointly by Portsmouth and Brunel Universities. Both 
establishments are subsidising part themselves. However, a further £25,000 needs to be raised.  
 
Funding has just commenced, and a number of parties have started to pledge monies to make it 
happen. These include: Emsworth Sailing Club; Hayling Island SC; Emsworth Residents Association; 
SOSCA; Itchenor SC & Hayling Health Society. The pledge amount is at each party’s discretion and 
results will be presented first-hand to sponsors by the scientists in spring 2022. 
 
Knowledge from the project will be used as a positive force for improvement by identifying 
priorities and bringing more accountability to the polluters.  
 
More information on the impact of chemicals on our local environment can be seen in Professor 
Ford’s recent seminar: 
https://vimeo.com/641947702?fbclid=IwAR3rouAo-
umR6N3CyVzRhw6aDZFfUL_x6YMeCmkSHmxrCFVez1lMa7-PuVg 
 
and a reminder of what is being released in our harbour can be seen here: 
https://news.sky.com/video/video-drone-video-shows-sewage-outflows-into-langstone-harbour-
12445147 
 
 

About: The Clean Harbours Partnership (CHP) is a collaboration of local harbour interest groups. It has 
been founded by the Final Straw Foundation, local sailing clubs, The Andrew Simpson Centre and Hayling 

Sewage Watch. CHP aims to bring together and leverage the influence of fragmented interest groups 
across both interconnected harbours, under the common objective of ‘Investigating the facts; Informing 

the community; and Improving the harbour environment’. It adopts a scientific, evidence-based 
approach to the issue of pollution. 
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