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Clerk’s name, address, contact telephone number and e-mail plus 
date.   

 
 
Consumer Council for Water 
2nd Floor 
Bondgate House 
90 Bondgate 
Darlington 
DL3 7JY 
 
Dear Sir / Madam 

Sutton on the Forest Parish Council  
and 

Yorkshire Water 
 
I am writing on behalf of Sutton on the Forest Parish Council to complain about Yorkshire 
Water’s failure to remedy a long-standing problem of sewage overflow in our village; and its 
failure in the meantime to take reasonable action to prevent the problem becoming worse.  
As a result, raw sewage discharges on to open land, including a public highway by a bus 
stop, it pollutes farmland and it pollutes watercourses and ponds on a designated wildlife 
site.    
 
Yorkshire Water (YW) was first made aware of the problem in the mid-1990s.  Since 2017 
the Parish Council has pressed formally and repeatedly for action, to no avail.  We hope 
your intervention may bring about a resolution.  Below is (A) a brief summary of the problem, 
(B) a chronology of the Council’s dealings with YW and (C) a summary of the harm we 
believe YW’s failures have caused.      
 

A: The Problem 
1. Between 1970 and 1995 a development of around 40 houses (The Gowans) was 

added to the village.  Several builders were involved.  At some point in time over 
those 25 years, villagers became aware of sewage polluting open roads and ditches 
whenever there was heavy rainfall.  In particular: 

(i) The foul water sewer serving the new development runs to a 
connection point on Carr Lane, the main highway to the west of the 
site.  There, adjacent to the bus stop, is a manhole cover.  Whenever 
there is heavy rain, the manhole overtops spilling raw sewage over 
the paved waiting area for the bus. It spills over on to the surrounding 
grass verge and thence over the road. The polluted water and the 
chemicals used during clean up drain into the protected ponds of 
Moor End nature reserve on the opposite side of the road. Moor End 
is designated as a County Wildlife Site (also known as a Site of 
Importance for Nature Conservation).  

(ii) Separately from the above, a surface water runoff pipe laid under 
fields and discharging into an open ditch to the south of the site further 
down Carr Lane is also clearly contaminated with sewage.     

 
B: Summary of the village’s dealings with Yorkshire Water (YW) 

1990s - 2017 
2. Since the 1990s and possibly earlier, villagers have complained about sewage 

erupting from manholes adjacent to the junction of Carr Lane and The Gowans; and 
the farmer has complained about sewage in his boundary ditch and spilling from there 



 

 

on to his field.  While YW would periodically clean out the sewer on Carr Lane, it 
would never publicly acknowledge a problem, nor that it had received any complaints.  
This apparent indifference led the Parish Council to write formally to YW’s CEO on 8 
October 2017. A telephone call from the CEO’s office two days later led to a site visit 
from an engineer.  Significantly, the engineer had no record of any pipework serving 
the site including the location of the Gowans pumping station, but the Council’s 
chairman acquainted him with the relevant locations and the problems as they 
appeared on the ground. At this point a Customer Services Officer was appointed to 
liaise with the Council.  

3. On 26 October 2017 YW reported back to the Council. So far as the overtopping 
sewer on Car Lane, it said it believed it had “minimised the risk of an escape and 
pollution” but It would “continue to monitor and if there are any further escapes” it 
would “look at the possibility of a storage solution or at the possibility of removing the 
surface water.” So far as the surface water runoff polluting the farmer’s ditch was 
concerned, it said it would “check if there is a misconnection into the surface water 
sewer from the sewers or properties nearby, lift lids to visually check for signs of 
issues, carry out camera surveys on our network, test the surface water for evidence 
of foul sewage/debris.”  It would “also check the outfall.”  

4. On 29 November YW sent us a promising response so far as pollution of the ditch 
and farm land was concerned. It said it had “found there is some sewage going into 
the surface water sewer on The Gowans” and it would be going back to carry out dye 
testing.  On 15 December it told us it had found a “few properties on The Gowans 
which may have misconnections” and it said it had posted cards to those property 
owners to arrange access for dye testing.   

2018 
5. On 11 January 2018 YW told us it had had a positive dye test from one of the new 

houses and it had made the resident aware of the misconnection from his home.  
However, it said if the resident refused to take action it would have to hand the matter 
over to Environmental Health as YW had no powers of enforcement.  Over the next 
two months however, YW appeared to revise its position.  Having told us on 15 
February that it had eliminated several properties and had only one more to 
investigate, it then said (13 March) that several properties remained to be investigated 
and with some, it was still to make contact with the owners.   Moreover, the whole 
exercise could take time because “multiple toilettes require multiple technicians.”  

6. Historically, the manhole in Carr Lane that overtopped most frequently was in the 
entrance to Manor Farm (house). In 2018, a new owner of the property applied to 
Yorkshire Water to have a non-return valve fitted. The changes to the connection of 
this property moved the problem approximately 20 metres to a manhole next to the 
bus stop. 

7. During 2018 there were at least five significant flooding incidents (31/3; 21/5; 2/6; 27/7 
and 7/11) each one of which was reported to YW.  On one occasion sewage escaping 
from the manhole by the bus stop created a fountain 30cms high and on other 
occasions, pressure on the system lifted another manhole cover outside No 2 The 
Gowans on the opposite side of Carr Lane from the bus stop, spilling sewage, 
including solid waste on to the highway, grass verge and ultimately into Moor Lane 
nature reserve.   

8. Responding on 9 August to one of our reports, YW assured us it would institute some 
solution if it found its sewers overloaded. On 30 August it confirmed the sewers were 
overloaded and it was now “looking at the possibility of replacing the sewers in the 
area” although neither promises nor timescales were given.   

9. Then on 7 November, events took a more serious turn.  Following heavy rainfall, the 
metre square hard-standing by the bus stop was awash with sewage including solid 
human excrement, much of which had spilled on to the surrounding grass verge 
where passengers had been forced to move.   A photograph taken by one of those 
passengers was sent to YW which offered nothing beyond a sympathetic response 



 

 

and a vague suggestion about asking residents to install water butts to divert some of 
the surface water runoff.     

2019 
10. The Council did not press YW in the early part of 2019 because it believed YW was 

working to resolve the problem.  However, after another significant flooding incident in 
October, the Council asked YW what progress had been made. The answer was that 
investigations were continuing and options were still being considered.  In effect, 
nothing had been achieved.   

2020 
11. At the beginning of 2020 YW told us it had discovered two properties were 

discharging sewage into the surface water system polluting the farmer’s field. It had a 
possible solution but first wanted to consider other options.   
So far as the problem at the Carr Lane bus stop was concerned, no progress 
appeared to have been made and, when the manhole surcharged again in February, 
YW simply did the usual clean up. Later in February, it blamed bad weather for its 
lack of progress and then the Covid-19 lockdown.  In July the Council sent 
photographs showing the extent of pollution in the farmer’s ditch.  Overall, the year 
can best be summarised by extrapolating a line from one of YW’s many ‘holding’ 
communications: “Internally the misconnections and our next steps are still 
progressing.”  Whatever was happening internally, there was absolutely nothing at our 
end to show for it. Twenty years after the problem was first drawn to its attention and 
three years since the Parish Council raised formal objections, raw sewage continues 
to flow round the bus stop; raw sewage continues to pollute the ponds and 
watercourses in the nature reserve; raw sewage continues to pollute the farmer’s 
ditch and field.  

12. Throughout all our dealings with YW, no-one seems to have mapped the entire 
drainage system, fair and foul, and considered whether the two problems might be 
connected. There is one exception. A relatively junior member of staff was recently 
charged with supervising one of the clean-up operations. When the Parish Council 
chairman discussed the problems with him, he got out his laptop, identified the known 
routes of the foul and surface water sewers and stated firmly this could only happen if 
there was a cross connection somewhere on the estate. He said this was a common 
mistake.   
 

C: The harm caused 
13.  Aside from the fact the person responsible for the misconnections has committed an 

offence under Section 106(2)(b) of the Water Industry Act 1992, standing in raw 
sewage while waiting for a bus or, worse, being sprayed by raw sewage from other 
passing vehicles is thoroughly unpleasant and has to be a risk to public health. As 
short intense rainfall events increase, so do the risks of material harm being caused.      

14. The Parish Council is funding a significant project to improve the habitats in the 
nature reserve adjacent to the overtopping sewer. The reserve has been proved by 
survey to contain one protected species (great crested newts) and two European 
threatened aquatic species. Our consultant ecologist has advised us not to waste 
money on one of the two medium sized ponds (the closest to the overtopping sewer), 
at this time, due to the impact of the ongoing pollution events. Is YW in breach of its 
statutory obligations?  

15. While these complaints have been alive and under investigation, YW has been 
consulted by the local planning authority about further development which would 
discharge to the Carr Lane sewer. It offered no comment in response.  We accept all 
new houses have a statutory right to connect foul water to the public sewer where one 
exists but planning conditions can require the diversion of surface water runoff 
elsewhere.  However, in the absence of representations from statutory consultees 
such as YW, the planning authority is powerless to impose such conditions on the 



 

 

development. We respectfully ask you to consider whether YW has been negligent in 
this respect.  

 
 
 
 
We do not dispute YW’s right to prioritise its workload but its responses to date call into 
question whether we are even on its list.  Can you please investigate our complaint and tell 
us: 

• what YW has done so far to identify the cause of the two problems; 

• what, if any, action it has taken so far to mitigate and/or resolve those 
problems;  

• whether, pending resolution, YW could and should recommend surface water 
runoff conditions for further development involving this sewer; and    

• whether, in your view, YW has done all that could reasonably be expected; 
and, if not, what it should do now.   

Yours faithfully 
 
 
 
 
Sue Bracewell 
Clerk to the Parish Council.   
  


