Interview: Mersey People: Diane Walker 


DW
I think as a regulator, going back to the National Rivers Authority’s Day, you do take ownership of your patch, so if you do get a pollution incident that results in fish kills or you know damage to the aquatic environment, you take it very personal that that’s happened to your river, so obviously the tribs that I’ve worked on, you know I think that I own them, if you like. 


It’s had a massive impact on my personal life and the condition of the National Rivers Authority was that you actually lived on your patch. So it’s affected where I live, where my children have been brought up. I’ve got two children and we enjoy walking along the river from the source really, right down to Liverpool. I remember when I first took my oldest son on the Mersey Ferry across to Liverpool he thought he was in France!


I’ve always worked on the upper reaches, as they say, the Thame and the Medlock and then the Mersey round Stockport and I’ve never really worked downstream of Lymm really so to me the upper reaches are the Mersey. I know it goes to Liverpool and I’ve enjoyed going on the Mersey boats etc but to me it is the Stockport end. 


I’ve worked mainly on the River Tame and the Medlock initially, then I moved onto the Weaver. In ’99 I became an Environment Officer and I had moved onto the Manchester Ship Canal and parts of the River Mersey. Again doing a lot of the same thing, incident investigation, pollution prevention visits. In the Environment Agency South Area we have eight Environment Management Teams, focusing on the whole range of activities from inspecting waste management facilities, to hazardous waste, packaging, producer responsibility. Two or three people per team will specialise in water quality, a lot of those people who work for the National Rivers Authority and even from the water companies before that. We also have monitoring teams and they do all the routine sampling of the rivers, of the tribs, of the consented discharges. We also have fisheries officers who deal with obviously rod licensing inspections, restocking after pollution incidents, progress of the fish stocks in the rivers. Because of all the discharges that do go in the Mersey, the tribs and the canals which obviously feed into the Mersey, we get a lot of dissolved oxygen problems in the summer which results in quite large fish kills on occasions and that’s very sad to see and I think when you first deal with a fish kill it does haunt you. You see all the fish gasping and a lot dead and that’s definitely a characteristic of the urban rivers. 


In the big urban areas, you tend to have a lot of culverts so if you have got a pollution incident it’s very hard to trace because you might end up having to lift manholes in big industrial estates so it can be like looking for a needle in a haystack, but I’m very persistent. Traffic is always a problem, if you’ve got a pollution incident, we’re not a blue light organisation so if you get a major incident kicking off, you get stuck on the gridlock on the M60 the same as everybody else. 


When I first started, when I was working on the River Tame we had a styrene pollution and styrene obviously stinks to high heaven. Fortunately it didn’t happen but there could have been a risk of it catching fire or exploding. When I formal sampled this styrene I thought it was water with a little bit of styrene but it turned out to be the other way. it stunk the lab out to high heaven so they weren’t very impressed, but also one of the sample drivers managed to drop the sample and it managed to damage the tarmac on the car park. So that was, I think that’s why it sticks in my mind. And we used to have tags, individual numbers on formal samples so it could obviously be traced too and it actually dissolved that number off as well. So that’s probably the worst one that I’ve dealt with. 


It’s definitely improved with the ship canal, I think, a big improvement, it happened in around about 1999 when they opened the tertiary treatment at ((Davyhulme?)) and you could literally see, if you look at the sample results over time, you can almost identify the day that that came on line, because there is such a dramatic drop. There’s been lots of improvements at all the sewage works in the catchment. Something that I like to see is removal of the sewage derived litter, which I think is important to the general public, they’re perhaps not too interested in how many milligrams per litre of ammonia there are but they don’t like to see sewage litter strung from the trees. 


For a lot of people the river is out of sight, out of mind, so they don’t think too carefully about what they put down the drains and where those drains eventually lead to. Personally I think I’d like to continue educating people that basically what they put down their toilet can still end up in a river. So when you see like these adverts for things that can be you know disposed of down the toilet that just makes me cringe and I just want to get in there and tell people that hat’s not the best way to dispose of these kind of products. 
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