
 

 

Minutes 
ColneCAN Water Quality Working Group Meeting 

Monday 2nd December 2024                                                               
1:00pm-3:30pm                         

the Sampler Room, Affinity Water  
 

Attendees: 

 Adam Asquith 
Sandy Belloni 
Tony Booker (Chair) 
Lara Clements 
Megan Gawith 
Dr Robert Grabowski 
David Harding 
Kate Heppell 
Alister Leggatt 
Dr Thomas Miller 
Jack Radford 
Rachael Sargent 
Sue Seagroatt (minutes) 
Martin Van Heerden 

Groundwork East 
Community Connections Projects CIC (Watford in the Water) 
ColneCAN Partnership Manager & CVFC 
Colne Valley Regional Park/Groundwork South 
Environment Agency 
Cranfield University 
Thames Water 
Chilterns National Landscape 
Affinity Water 
Brunel University 
Environment Agency 
Thames Water 
Colne Valley Regional Park/Groundwork South 
Environment Agency 
 

AA 
SB 
TB 
LC 
MG 
RG 
DH 
KH 
AL 
TM 
JR 
RS 
SS 
MVH 

Apologies: 

 Stephen Barry 
Allen Beechey 
Danny Coffey 
Joanna Hewitson 
Paul Jennings 
John Thurlow 
 

Thames Water 
Chiltern Chalk Streams 
Affinity Water 
Three Rivers Council 
River Chess Association 
Environment Agency 
 

 

Item:  Action  

1 Welcome and Introductions -Tony/All      
 

 

 TB welcomed everyone and thanked AL for providing the room.  
 

 

2 General update and any outstanding actions  

 Refer to documents circulated with agenda which were: 

• ColneCAN Project Sample Results TW. 

• COLNECAN GCMS samples completed by Affinity - Raw data only. 

• Chemicals of Emerging Concern in the Rivers Chess & Crane – Imperial College. 

• COLNECAN GCMS samples 300524 Dr Sue Stark and Anthony Johns 

• Watford Water Quality Forum Meeting Minutes Oct 24 
 

 
 
 
 

3 Watford Water Quality Working Group – Adam Asquith  

 There is a separate Watford water quality forum, which has an action to exchange minutes with 
this group, please find attached the minutes of their October meeting. 
SB has been collecting water samples which are then analysed by Thames Water. The results will 

be fed into next year’s Watford Water Quality report. Citizen science: volunteers have been doing 

riverfly surveys more regularly as water levels have allowed. The aim is to set these volunteers up 

to be more independent. They are thinking of a legacy for project, to make a self-sustaining 

volunteer group; perhaps sharing via a Facebook group/ repository of information to hold results. 

Groundwork East organise quarterly coffee meetings with volunteers, the next one is on 11/12/24. 

TB suggested coordinating with the River Chess citizen science group, who he has been very 

impressed by and said are proactive. 

Action: KH will circulate links of where to find information on their website and offered to 

meet with AA.  

Action: SB will talk to Ian Stotesbury to learn about his discussions with the University of 

Herts about sondes, lidar etc. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
KH 
 
SB 

4 Brief review of analysis results to date from the 21 Catchment sites - Tom Miller/All  

 Understanding the quantification in Affinity results. 

Please refer to the spreadsheets:  

 
 



 

 

‘ColneCAN project sample results TW’ and  
‘COLNECAN GCMS samples completed by Affinity - Raw data only’ which includes a 
list of the locations of the sample sites. 

 

TB and volunteers went out on 20th May to 21 sites to collect water samples for analysis by Affinity 

Water, Thames Water and TM at Brunel. TM has been doing liquid chromatography – mass 

spectrometry (LCMS) analysis of the chemicals. He has run the pharmaceuticals, and nearly 

finished the parasiticides run. The analysis of PFAS has been delayed, he has had issues but 

aims to do this before the Christmas break. 

 

There is no date set for resampling at these sits as it was agreed to start focusing on PFAS, which 

will be led by further discussion with Affinity and Brunel. Repeating resampling is likely to give 

similarly poor results from river analysis but this would not be funded nor inform much other on 

than the diabolical state of the rivers. A huge piece of work would be needed for that data to really 

quantify what risk exists for the environment and public health. 

 

5 Any new outcomes from the Brunel analysis - Tom Miller 15  

 TM talked us through some of the 67 pharmaceuticals and the concentrations in which they were 

found at particular sites. He will have more detail once he has done more analysis. 

Some examples he had were of anti-epileptic drugs, drugs for diabetes eg metformin which is 

generally found at quite high levels and diclofinac an anti inflamatory drug. 

LC had collected the sample downstream of Gerards Cross sewage works. 

Another example was fipronil a pet parasiticide. Another chemical imidacloprid, is a neonicotinoid 

which is no longer approved for agriculture but is used for domestic pets, data suggests it is 

coming through sewage treatment works (STWs) not from pets directly. 

 

TB has also been sending samples from Munden estate to Isla Thorpe at University of York for 

specific study of pet parasiticides. 

KH said these results are similar to those on the Chess, saying STWs are not set up to remove 

these compounds effectively.  

TB would be interested to compare these results to those from the Gas Chromatography mass 

spectrometry (GMS), as opposed to the liquid that TM has been doing. In essence Gas gives you 

a broad-spectrum search and liquid a more focused: what are you actually looking for approach. 

Please refer also to the spreadsheet ‘COLNECAN GCMS samples 300524 Dr Sue Stark and 
Anthony Johns’. 
 
Action: TM to speak to Matt Rawlinson at Affinity Water re. scale of sampling and analysis. 

The predominance of chemicals found are pharmaceuticals. 

AL wants to compare surface water data with groundwater and discover if there is a build-up of 

chemicals. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TM 

6 Imperial College chemicals of emerging concern river Chess and Crane - Kate Heppell   

 Please refer to the presentation: Emerging contaminants of concern, Imperial College – 

which KH has kindly agreed to share. 

The site closest to the STW downstream had the highest concentrations, and they had found 

seasonality in their results. 

Citizen scientists decided to produce a leaflet of the chemical of most concern, as it was found in 

the largest concentration: acetamiprid explaining where it comes from – possibly aphid spray and 

what you can do about it. 

How much of the medicines are metabolised – ie entering system via waste? 

Does tertiary treatment remove any of these chemicals? 

We don’t know if chemicals are metabolised the analysis just looks for parent compounds. 

It is a risk-based approach: first work out those most risky to the aquatic environment, then look 

further. 

Refer also to sediment sampling in Sue Stark micropollutant study. 

There was a discussion about the source of the chemicals found. The view was that the public 

think a toilet can be used for general waste disposal – wipes, chemicals, medicines etc. There has 

been some publicity on taking unused prescriptions back to a chemist for safe disposal, but it does 

 
 
 



 

 

not appear to be being heard. Apparently, it is common to put things down to toilet – there could 

be room for education to discourage this.  

 

7 Smartwater project – Megan Gawith 

 

 

 Megan Gawith, Manager, Research Hub, Chief Scientist’s Group at the Environment Agency – 
presented to us over Teams. 
Please refer to her presentation: ‘Smartwater Project Overview’, which she has kindly agreed 

to share. Note: It is a confusing coincidence that their project has same name as the Smarter 

water catchment 

 

• The SMARTWATER project is led by the University of Birmingham. Environment Agency 
involvement is through their National Research team (not operational teams). They are talking 
to the local Area team and making sure both know what the other is doing. 

• They’re leading one component (work package) of the project, which is to learn from local 
experts in 3 study sites (one of which is the Chess) about how their catchments work. 

• They are also interested in how to gather local catchment expertise. 

• Input will help answer questions about how catchments work now and in the future. 
 
Action: Meet to discuss MG studying a wider area of the Colne catchment. Share data 

including PhD on pet parasiticides.  

Action: AL to share groundwater data with MH. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MG 
KH 
TB 
AL 
 

8 Biofilm analysis as indicator of water quality - Bob Grabowski 

 

 

 BG from the University of Cranfield gave a fascinating presentation entitled ‘Integrated 

assessment of river health’, which he has kindly agreed to share. 

Some additional points raised: 

• There should be more research of sediment. 

• There has been less sewage fungus since the introduction of tertiary treatment by STWs, 

except around airports. 

• It is under reported as there is no statutory requirement to report. 

• Sewage fungus is an obvious biofilm. 

• Heathrow de-icer (Glycol) causes sewage fungus.  

• They have studied the area of the river crane that Heathrow drains to. 

• Biofilm is super responsive. 

• There was a big use of de icer for the ‘Beast from the East’, this use did not violate any 

discharge rules. 

• Heathrow’s view is that the river is in such a poor state geographically, which is the main 

problem, the river is in concrete tunnels. 

• Another main problem is pollution from the built environment. 

• If funding could be found it would be good to progress this work to the Colne catchment. 

 

 
 

9 PFAS groundwater/Affinity Water update - Alister Leggatt study project 20 

 

 

 AL gave a presentation which he had also presented to the Colnecan steering group in May. 

Some points: 

• 36 or 38 bore holes in the catchment are impacted by PFAS. Affinity Water expected to 

prove treatment solutions. 

• There is also a strong requirement to understand sources and pathways. Is it 

historic/ongoing, an enormous undertaking. 

• Possibility of collaboration with this group when investigating.  

• Affinity are keen to work in partnership with the ColneCAN water quality group to 

investigate the issues in the Colne in more detail. 

• AL does not have access to a lab where dirty water samples can be analysed, Affinity labs 

will only process clean water.  

• There is no engagement with industry to prevent PFAS coming into the water 

environment. The only regulation is ‘polluter pays’. This begs a lot of political questions. 

 

 



 

 

10 What next for this Group – Tony/ All 

 

 

 TB’s position as ColneCAN co-host expires in mid Feb 25. But he would be willing to stay on in a 

specific Water Quality role. He is intending to do mobile water sampling in future himself. The 

whole aim of his work has been to get ready for Smarter water catchment funding, but there is no 

real possibility it will happen until the next AMP. Final determinations from Ofwat are expected 

around Christmas. 

The Catchment Programme and Partnership Manager role is currently being advertised. 

 

There was a discussion on what this group wants to focus on ongoing, some points were: 

• How can the group assist AL’s PFAS investigations. 

• Agreed: there is a benefit with continuing some form of monitoring. Funding will 

determine to what degree but an opportunity exists for TB to continue with a mobile 

monitoring role looking for hotspots. Working in partnership with the Smartwater 

project is an obvious, already funded, route if we can agree that. 

• It makes sense to look at PFAS. TM is happy to take dirty water samples for AL. 

• It is key that this group exists so these discussions can be had. It helps build up the 

complex picture for one of the most complex catchments and is also useful for 

disseminating information. 

• TB’s knowledge and understanding of catchment is key, he knows some of what’s in the 

landfill and where they are, some  are not mapped. 

• Action: TB to meet with MG and discuss a way forward. The River Colne is good 

middle scale between the Chess and Thames and offers mix of urban and 

countryside environment. Aim to coordinate more in depth discussion early next 

year. 

• The Leverhulme project mentioned by BG, which includes a social science element, may 

be able to supply PhD students. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TB 
MG 

 AOB 

 

 

 Engagement 

SB has been putting articles into local papers. He has also given local vets information on 

parasiticides and talked to Tescos about their catchment and local Watford councillors. 

TB has written an article recently for the ColneCAN website : When it comes to solving river 

problems, nothing is ever simple 

Action: SB will write an article on his water quality work for the ColneCAN website, 

including riverfly results. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
SB 

 

https://www.colnecan.org.uk/index.php/all-news/708-how-to-solve-the-problems-our-rivers-face-its-complicated
https://www.colnecan.org.uk/index.php/all-news/708-how-to-solve-the-problems-our-rivers-face-its-complicated

