
 

  
Coventry Car Wash Campaign             Tackling Urban Diffuse Pollution March 2014 

 

One of a series of case studies highlighting how we are working with 
others to tackle diffuse pollution and deliver environmental improvements.  

Summary 

The Environment Agency is working in partnership with the Car Wash Association, Severn Trent Water 

Limited and Coventry City Council to educate operators of commercial car washes and where 

necessary, undertake enforcement action to minimise their impact on the water environment.  

The Issue  

Commercial car washing can be a significant source of Urban Diffuse Pollution. Polluted water from car 

washing can flow directly into rivers if discharged via a surface water sewer. In recent years the 

number of these businesses in Coventry has increased considerably. We estimate that there are over 

50 operations and suspect that many have little understanding of the fate of their trade effluent.  

Coventry is a flat urban catchment with large stretches of culverted rivers in and around the city centre. 

The two main waterbodies, the River Sherbourne and River Sowe, are both failing Water Framework 

Directive standards for parameters including invertebrates, fish, ammonia and phosphates. 

Pollution from the urban environment comes from mis-use of the sewer system, mis-connections and 

road runoff. The heavily modified nature of many rivers and brooks mean that they are out of sight and 

therefore to many, out of mind. Tracing sources of diffuse pollution can be extremely labour intensive. 

Our approach  

To investigate all of the car washes would be very resource intensive for one organisation. Working in 

collaboration allows us to share intelligence and workload between partners and utilise a range of 

enforcement powers. 

Initially we met with the Car Wash Association (CWA) which operates an accreditation system called 

WashMark. To gain accreditation, an operator must comply with standards for all aspects of the car 

wash operation from insurance and planning consents to chemical handling and management of wash 

water. The CWA is keen to work with authorities to promote the WashMark and to improve the 

performance of poor operators for the benefit of customers, the wider society and the environment.  

Together with the CWA we identified and wrote to all known car wash sites across the city. Our letter 

summarised the correct ways of operating and invited operators to join CWA for free and work towards 

the WashMark scheme in order to prevent future visits by the enforcement agencies.  

http://www.carwashassociation.co.uk/


 

A disappointing response to this approach means that we will have to visit all sites. We therefore met 

with Severn Trent Water (STW), Coventry City Council (CCC) and the CWA to identify the enforcement 

tools available to each organisation. Importantly we learnt that the CCC has powers to rectify drainage 

if it is running onto the public highway, plus powers in relation to planning and advertising signage. 

Coventry has now been divided into priority areas, and guidance and enforcement visits have 

commenced. We are focussing on confirming drainage arrangements and compliance with planning 

controls. If a site's drainage is found to be non-complaint, we issue a letter of intent to serve a notice 

on the day using templates agreed by our legal advisors. An Anti-Pollution Works Notice (APWN) is 

then served at a later date if the operator does not undertake the work required. Under an APWN the 

operator is compelled, by law, to take action to fix the problem. CCC will use their powers to enforce 

planning controls. Information on the status of each site is being shared between partners via a joint 

spreadsheet. 

                         

           Location of hand car wash operation.              Non-Toxic dye tracing of the site drains. 

                                                        

                                      Confirmation of the connection between site and brook. 

Results/Solutions   

As of March 2014, the teams have visited 19 sites. Of those, 3 sites have been confirmed to connect to 

the surface water sewer and have received letters of intent to serve a notice. 3 other sites require 

further investigations and the remaining have been found to connect to the foul sewer.   

The work we have carried out so far has created a new partnership with CWA and strengthened our 

relationship with STW and CCC. In the coming months, this approach will be expanded to cover the 

whole of Warwickshire and parts of Worcestershire and Solihull. We are also keen that the approach is 

repeated elsewhere across the country.  



 

Next Steps  

We will continue to visit the car washes in Coventry in this multi-agency format. 

We also plan to highlight the issue of diffuse pollution through a joint media campaign (with CCC, STW 

& CWA). We specifically want to promote the WashMark scheme so that members of the public can 

seek out accredited sites in order to prevent harm to the environment.    

Partner Endorsement  

“We hope that this project will be a forerunner of closer cooperation between public and private sectors 

and will serve as a valuable template for reducing pollution from the vehicle washing sector in towns 

and cities across the UK.”  - Car Wash Association. 

                                   

Contacts 

For more information contact the Environment Agency Project Manager Richard Silver or Project 

Executive Colin Sully. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Notes 

The European Water Framework Directive (WFD) became part of UK law in December 2003. It 

provides an opportunity to plan and deliver a better water environment, through river basin 

management planning. 

The WFD will help protect and enhance the quality of surface freshwater (including lakes, streams and 

rivers), groundwaters, groundwater dependant ecosystems, estuaries and coastal waters. 

Diffuse pollution is ultimately linked to land use and arises from sites and activities in both the rural and 

urban environments including; forestry, agriculture, unregulated industrial activities and incidents, 

domestic and municipal development and transport infrastructure.  The activities are generally not 

directly regulated by the Environment Agency. 
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