
THE PROBLEM OF 
GREY WATER



BLACKWATER REGULATION

• Sewage effluent from craft must not be discharged from onshore installations into controlled waters without the consent of the 
Environment Agency. Discharges to British Waterways canals will also require British Waterways consent. 

• Sewage discharges from vessels to rivers, canals and lakes are regulated by the navigation authorities through bye-laws, and 
discharges from sanitation systems are not generally permitted. For tidal and coastal waters, reference should be made to local 
harbour authority by-laws. Under Schedule 21 of the Environmental Permitting Regulations a permit is not required if the 
discharge is of trade effluent or sewage effluent from a vessel.

• In some cases harbour byelaws state that sewage cannot be discharged if the vessel has a sewage holding tank and if reasonable 
facilities exist for pumping out into a suitable disposal system. Therefore byelaws can sometimes be used to regulate sewage 
discharge.

• Regulations for the prevention of pollution by sewage at sea are contained in Annex IV of MARPOL but apply only to ships of 400 
gross tonnage and above engaged in international voyages or certified to carry more than 15 persons. Small recreational and 
fishing craft for example are unregulated.
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GREYWATER COMPOSITION

• High volume, low strength wastewater with high potential for reuse.

• Contains high concentrations of easily biodegradable organic materials, nutrients such as nitrates and phosphates, pharmaceuticals, health 
and beauty products, aerosols, pigments, and toxic heavy metals such as Pb, Ni Cd, Cu, Hg and Cr.

• High temperatures may favour microbiological growth and may also cause precipitation of certain carbonates such as CaCO3 and other 
inorganic salts which become less soluble at high temperatures.

• Grey water contributes significantly to wastewater parameters such as biochemical oxygen demand (BOD), chemical oxygen demand
(COD), total suspended solids (TSS).

• There has been a gradual increase in the level of complexity in the composition of greywater.

• Daily greywater production is approximately 98 L per person per day and accounts for 70–75% of total household wastewater production 
(135 L per person per day).
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THE CASE OF 
HOUSEBOATS 
IN GENERAL

• There are no greywater discharge regulations even 
where blackwater is covered by local byelaws (for 
example Thames).

• Planning requirements are confusing and inconsistent. 
Houseboats often fall outside of planning control unless 
moored for so long in the same place that they can be 
regarded as bringing about a material change of use of 
land. 

• In designated habitats (for example intertidal SSSIs), 
consent from Natural England may be required for some 
operational activities (‘potentially damaging 
operations’).

• In summary, little is clear or prescribed and the delivery 
of sustainability goals is largely dependent on best 
practice case by case rather than a supporting policy 
framework.



THE CASE OF 
BEMBRIDGE IN 
PARTICULAR

• The use of a part of the harbour for houseboats was 
regularised through the issue of a Lawful Development 
Certificate in 2018.

• This covers the area shown in red, comprising 25 plots.



THE CASE OF 
BEMBRIDGE IN 
PARTICULAR

• Where onboard sewage treatment equipment is required 
through new planning applications, for example for 
replacement vessels (such as plots 3 and 4 in 2019/20), 
an agreement exists whereby an equivalent installation 
will be made in an existing houseboat lacking such 
facilities. This is not formalised via s106 or legal 
agreement and is therefore voluntary.

• Onboard systems are capable of dealing with combined 
black and grey water but grey is largely scoped out as 
insignificant to harbour nutrient loading (EA monitoring 
data) and remains a voluntary control, both in planning 
and in harbour operations.

• There are no pump-out facilities in Bembridge Harbour. 
There are only 3 Solent marinas providing this service. 
Each houseboat is responsible for its own wastewater 
collection and disposal. The assumption is that most 
visiting recreational boats are therefore likely to be 
discharging untreated or partly treated black and grey 
water into the Solent.



ACTIONS FOR 
BEMBRIDGE 
HARBOUR

• Clear information on the impacts of both black and grey 
water discharge to be provided to every houseboat and 
made available to all visiting boats via the website and 
the harbour office. This information should also make a 
connection with the harbour's own bye-laws, specifically 
no. 31.

• Links to The Green Blue via harbour website and 
prominent sharing of information on product options for 
reduced impact including local suppliers.

• Links to best practice examples in practice, such as Adur. 

• Links to document library providing information on 
current work on Solent nutrient neutrality, other Solent 
Forum projects.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Include grey water inputs from vessels in the Solent ‘nutrient neutrality’ discussion.

• Work with Solent local authorities, ports and harbours and regulators to create a 
code of conduct focussed on UN Sustainable Development Goal 14 with a 2030 
deadline. Use the Isle of Wight Biosphere designation (which covers the whole 
Solent) to support this campaign.

• Work with Solent local authorities, ports and harbours and regulators to review 
maritime development plans, LDOs and site allocations to improve supporting 
infrastructure for black and grey water controls.

• Support the work of The Green Blue to develop a detailed Solent facilities portal 
https://thegreenblue.org.uk/resources/boat-user-resources/marine-facilities/


