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About Natural Course 
 
78% of water bodies in North West England are failing to meet a good ecological status* and 
solutions are often found to be too expensive to implement.  
 
Natural Course is a collaboration of organisations in North West England from public, 
private and third sector who, together, will seek cost-effective solutions to improving water 
quality across urban and rural landscapes, sharing best practice across the UK and Europe.  
 
*Environment Agency, North West River Basin District 2015 
 
Natural Course will:  
Test and inform best practice in achieving UK and EU legislation in water quality 
 
Use the North West River Basin District as a flagship project and share best practice with the 
UK and Europe 
 
Make better use of resources, share ownership of complex issues and maximise outcomes 
through a collaborative approach of organisations from public, private and third sector.  
 
Join the conversation #NaturalCourse 
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1. Background and introduction 
 
The North West River Basin District River Basin Management Plan (2015) “Water for life and 
livelihoods” (1.) recognises that 13% of the water bodies in the River Basin District are 
affected by pollution from towns, cities and transport. These pressures on water quality are 
particularly concentrated in urban and suburban areas such as the catchment of the River 
Irwell.  
 
Meanwhile, the ability to tackle these pressures is constrained by a wide range of factors 
including: 
 
 The congested and historic infrastructure of the urban environment making it difficult to link 

potential sources of contamination with inputs to watercourses.  

 Fragmented land ownership and uncertain responsibility for tackling diffuse pollution pressures 

across a number of sectors, organisations and land use types.  

 Lack of information and evidence about the source and impact of diffuse pollution pressures and 

the opportunities to tackle these pressures.   

 
The final constraint has been addressed through a number of actions during the first two 
phases of Natural Course including commissioning an EU Water Framework Directive 
Evidence and Measures study and report for the River Irwell Management Catchment (2.), 
and the production of a Natural Capital Account and Ecosystem Services Opportunities map 
for the Irwell Catchment (3.).  
 
This project was delivered as part of Natural Course Sub-Action C3.1, integrated measures 
for addressing urban diffuse pollution, under Action C3 – managing pollution from towns, 
cities and transport. The survey focused on four EU Water Framework Directive water 
bodies in the River Irwell catchment and enabled Deliverable C3.D1 – report and maps for 
urban diffuse pollution sources in the Rivers Irk and Medlock – to be achieved. 
 
The Rivers Irk and Medlock both rise in the rural areas on the outskirts of Greater 
Manchester before passing through suburbs on their way to joining the River Irwell close to 
Manchester city centre. The rivers both face a range of water quality pressures including 
inputs from areas of livestock farming, run-off from housing estates, and drainage 
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associated with transport infrastructure and a closely-packed city centre environment. The 
water bodies surveyed were: 
 
 River Irk (Source to Wince Brook) 

 River Irk (Wince Brook to Irwell) 

 River Medlock (Lumb Brook to Irwell) 

 River Medlock (Source to Lumb Brook) 

 
Three of the water bodies were identified in the Evidence and Measures study as being 
under pressure from diffuse pollution sources. This is part of the reason why these water 
bodies are not achieving good status under the EU Water Framework Directive. The 
remaining water body, the River Medlock (Source to Lumb Brook), does not achieve good 
status for a number of reasons which do not include diffuse pollution.  
 
2. Aims and objectives  
 
This Sub-Action aimed to build on and contribute to the evidence base developed during the 
early phases of Natural Course and through other programmes. This generated information 
that Natural Course beneficiaries and members of the River Irwell Catchment Partnership 
can use to understand the potential diffuse pollution pressures within the targeted water 
bodies. The project also set out to provide data and evidence that can contribute to the 
River Irwell Catchment Management Plan and partnership story map. These resources are 
used by members of the partnership to help plan activities and interventions across the 
catchment.      
   
The specific objectives of the project were to: 
 
 Increase knowledge and understanding of on-the-ground diffuse pollution pressures within the 

catchments of the Rivers Irk and Medlock. 

 Identify locations where further water quality and ecological data collection and monitoring may 

be required as the starting point for future water quality improvement measures.  

 Build capacity within the Irwell Catchment Partnership to gather local information about the 

pressures on urban watercourses.  

 Contribute to the development of an approach and methodology that can be rolled out across 

the River Irwell catchment and the North West River Basin District during future phases of 

Natural Course and more widely.    

 
3. Methodology 
 
The outfall surveys were undertaken during the winters of 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 with 
the majority of the field survey work and data recording being carried out by local 
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volunteers. The volunteers were identified by the Irwell Catchment Partnership and the 
Greater Manchester Ecology Unit. The surveys were carried out during dry weather 
conditions and bespoke observation forms, modified from an Environment Agency original, 
were used to collect the field data.  
 
The four water bodies were split into 
survey sections.  
 
The River Irk sections were based on the 
same reaches that were used during an 
earlier habitat improvement 
opportunities survey by the River 
Restoration Centre. Groups of 
volunteers were assigned lengths of 
watercourse to survey. Health and 
safety and field recording training were 
provided by GMCA and GM Ecology Unit 
Natural Course officers.  
 
A survey form, see Annex 1, was 
completed for each outfall identified 
and at least one photograph taken. The 
surveyors recorded the location of each 
outfall and the time of the recording. 
Further details for each outfall were 
recorded under the following 
parameters: 
 
 Severity of the impact of the water 

emerging from the observed feature on 

the receiving watercourse under four 

categories: major (impact on more than 1km of the watercourse); significant (impact over more 

than 100 metres); localised and limited (impact on less than 100m of watercourse) and potential 

risk (an outfall where there is a potential 

for the transport of pollution, this 

includes outfalls that were dry and clean 

at the time of observation).  

 Land use around the outfall. Options that were frequently encountered in the valleys of the 

Rivers Irk & Medlock include: “tall herb or rank vegetation” and “suburban or urban 

development”.  

Figure 1: Survey sections on the River Irk  
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 The bank where the observation was identified and recorded alongside features that spanned 

the whole channel or were observed on both banks. For example, poaching by livestock.  

 Additional information about the type of outfall or feature. For example, was the (potential) 

pressure caused by poaching at a feeding station in a livestock field or by a pipe identified in an 

urban setting?   

 

 
 
Photo 1: An active outfall feature on the River Irk 
 
After completing the initial sections of the River Irk survey and encountering larger numbers 
of outfalls the surveyors modified their approach slightly and recorded stretches of 
riverbank, or “reaches”, that contained a number of similar outfalls rather than creating a 
unique record for each outfall observed.  
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Photo 2: An outfall reach on the River Irk 
   
Following the field survey, the data captured on the recording sheets and the photographs 
of the outfalls were added to a national Environment Agency database. The information 
assembled in the database enabled the following outputs to be generated:  
 
 A spreadsheet for each water body that summarised all of the field data gathered.  

 A catalogue of the outfall photographs. 

 GIS layers showing the location of each outfall or reach recorded.   

 
4. Results 
 
The surveys of the water bodies in the River Irk and Medlock catchments were supported by 
18 volunteers – 11 for the River Irk and 7 for the Medlock – who contributed a total of 43.5 
volunteer days – 33.5 for the River Irk and 10 for the Medlock. The results of the survey are 
summarised by water body in the table below.  
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Water Body No. of 
observation 
points 

Single 
point 
records 

No. of 
reaches 

 
Severity 

Potential 
Risk 

Localised 
& Limited 

Significant 
 

Major 
 

Irk, Source to 
Wince 

228 216 12 176 46 3 0 

Irk, Wince to 
Irwell 

221 221 0 194 23 4 0 

Medlock, 
Source to 
Lumb Brook 

46 44 2 32 11 1 2 

Medlock, 
Lumb Brook 
to Irwell 

48 48 0 30 15 3 0 
 

Total 543 529 14 432 95 11 2 

 
The locations of the outfalls recorded are shown in the water body maps below.  
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Map 1: River Irk – Source to Wince Brook 
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Map 2: River Irk – Wince Brook to the Irwell 
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Map 3: river Medlock – Lumb Brook to Irwell 
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Map 4: River Medlock – Source to Lumb Brook 
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At a catchment or water body level, the data recorded show: 
 
 Many more features were observed on the River Irk water bodies than those on the River 

Medlock (449 against 94).  

 The vast majority of the features observed only posed a potential risk to water quality. In other 

words, they were dry or clean at the time of observation: 432 of 543 features recorded, roughly 

80%.  

 Only 108 of the 543 features recorded were discharging to a receiving water body at the time of 

the survey, equalling roughly 20%.  

 The impact of those features that were recorded as active was overwhelmingly local, or less 

than 100m – 95 of 108 outfalls recorded, or almost 90%.  

 
5. Conclusions 
 
The following conclusions can be drawn from the outfall surveys of the Rivers Irk & 
Medlock: 
 
 Working with volunteers, identified through members of the River Irwell Catchment Partnership, 

is an effective way of collecting local information about the potential pressures on water quality 

in the Irwell catchment. The use of a relatively large pool of volunteers enabled very localised 

data to be gathered efficiently at a water body and catchment scale.   

 The fine-grained field data gathered during the survey complements and supports the evidence 

base assembled during the early phases of Natural Course and other programmes.  

 The survey showed that the rivers face diffuse pressures and potential pressures on water 

quality at all stages from the pressures associated with livestock in the more rural headwaters, 

through to run-off from housing areas in the suburban and peri-urban areas, and eventually to 

the pressures associated with the industrial heritage and dense urban fabric of the city centre.  

 The surveys, and especially the photographs, highlight the multiple EU Water Framework 

Directive challenges faced by the Rivers Irk and Medlock. For example, large numbers of the 

photos show pipes emerging from brick-lined, and therefore classed as heavily modified under 

the Water Framework Directive, channels underlining the fact that these water bodies are not 

achieving Good Status for a broad number of reasons.        
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6. Next steps 
 
Now that the field survey has been completed and the data added to the Environment 
Agency database, the project partners can move on to looking at how the survey 
information is used to help address diffuse pollution pressures across the catchments of the 
Rivers Irk and Medlock. The next steps for the project will include: 
 
 Supplying the survey data and GIS layers to the Irwell Catchment Partnership for inclusion in the 

catchment management plan and partnership story map. 

 Reviewing the data gathered, as part of the wider Natural Course evidence base, to identify 

trends and to select potential sites for water quality sampling and testing in connection with the 

delivery of other projects.  

 Feeding the project information into the development of parallel initiatives such as the Bringing 

the River Irk to Life (BRIL) Natural Course Phase 3 Action which is being taken forward by the 

Environment Agency.      

 Identifying other locations within the River Irwell catchment, and in other parts of the North 

West River Basin District, where the approach and methodology can be replicated.  
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Annex 1: Outfall survey observation form – River Medlock: 
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