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T h e  R ive r  T am e is 55 m iles  (91.5 km s) 
lo n g  a n d  d ra in s  568  square  m iles  (1,470 
sq k m s)  o f  the  d e n se ly  p o p u la te d  a n d  
in d u s t r ia l  area o f  th e  West M id la n d s .
It rises, via several a rm s, in th e  Black 
C o u n t r y  c o n u r b a t i o n  a n d  f lo w s  
th r o u g h  B i rm in g h a m  befo re  reac h in g
o p e n  c o u n t r y s i d e  a n d  f lo w in g  Wy,ley  t  Essingt.n 
o n  t h r o u g h  T a m w o rth  to  
th e  R ive r  T ren t  — 
o f  w h ic h  
th e  T am e  
is a m a jo r  
t r ibu ta ry .
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W A T E R  Q U A L I T Y

In  its  u p p e r  re a c h e s  th e  
T am e  is p o l lu te d  by  sewage a n d  
in d u s t r i a l  e f f l u e n t  a n d ,  u n d e r  
s to rm  c o n d i t io n s ,  also  receives large 
a m o u n t s  o f  p o l lu te d  r u n - o f f  f rom  
s u r r o u n d i n g  l a n d ,  ro a d s  a n d  p a v e 
m e n ts .  H ere ,  it is o f te n  grossly  p o l lu te d  

— a class 4 river. In its low er  reaches  
th e  T am e greatly  im p ro v e s  a n d ,  af ter  
t r e a tm e n t  in o u r  o n - l in e  p u r i f ic a t io n  
lake sy s tem , s u p p o r t s  a coarse  f ishery  
fo r  th e  first t im e  in o v e r  a cen tury .

The Oldbury arm o f  th e  Tam e is class 
4 a n d  rises a t  R o w le y  R egis . It 
i m m e d i a t e l y  rece iv es  c o n t a m i n a t e d  
g ro u n d w a te r  f ro m  a fo rm e r  ch e m ic a l  
t ip  as well as e f f lu e n t  f ro m  O ld b u r y  
sew age works. T ip to n  B roo k  is th e  
m a in  t r ibu ta ry  o f  th is  a rm  a n d  ad d s  to

Griffins

Brook

the  p ro b le m  since its flow is a lm ost 
entire ly  sewage eff luent.

The Wolverhampton arm o f  the river is 
also class 4 and  rises in an area o f  
W o lv e rha m pto n  r idd led  with o ld  m ine 
workings a n d  therefore  suffers from 
meta ls  co n ta m in a t io n .  Leachate from 
areas previously  used for disposal o f  
acidic industria l wastes makes the 
p ro b le m  worse. T he  derelict Bentley 
Mill Lane tip discharges high c o n c e n 
tra t ions  o f  nickel and  copper in to  the

system. In dry weather the river consists 
a lm ost  entire ly  o f  sewage effluent. 
T h e  closure o f  sewage works in W adden 
B ro o k  a n d  D a r la s to n  B rook  have 
im p ro v e d  th e  q u a l i ty  in tho se  
tributaries, a l though  they are b o th  still 
po l lu ted , particularly  in wet weather. 
Perm anen t  co n t inu o us  water quality 
m o n i to rs  have been  installed o n  bo th  
th e  W o lv e rh a m p to n  an d  O ld b u ry  
arms, as well as at a n u m b e r  o f  points  
dow nstream , to help  us unders tand  the 
quality  p rob lem s during  storms.



At Bescot the two main arms o f  the  River 
Tame and  the  Ford Brook join together. 
Ford Brook contains sewage eff luent 
and  is also class 4, a l though  o f  be tte r  
quality  th a n  the  two m ain  arms o f  the 
Tame. Ford Brook is close to  achieving 
its river quali ty  objective o f  just being 
able to su pp o rt  fish (class 3). In this 
area o f  the Tame, the abandoned  Slacky 
Lane Tip discharges high c o nc en tra 
t ions o f  nickel and copper  in to  the 
river via the Ford Brook.

Below Bescot there is a m ajor  discharge 
o f  sewage effluent into the Tame before 
it flows past a nature  reserve and  
recreational park at Sandwell Valley 
which was created as part o f  f lood  
contro l  im provem ents .  It then  enters 
the  n or the rn  suburbs o f  B irm ingham  
and, under  the  elevated motorway, is 
jo ined  by the  class 3 River Rea. This 
drains the south-west o f  the city and  
is po llu ted  by surface water run-off. 
T he  last three miles (5 kms) o f  the 
Rea is main ly  culverted (boxed-in).

Between Birmingham and Lea Marston, the
five mile (8 kms) stretch o f  the Tame 
receives sewage e f f lu e n t  f rom  
M inw orth  and  Coleshill sewage works 
with an average flow o f  123 m illion  
gallons (558 million litres) a day.

Above Lea Marston the clean rivers Blythe 
and  Bourne join the Tame. However, 
the Blythe has deteriorated throughout 
its length in recent years. In its u pp e r  
reaches th e  Blythe suffers f rom  
agricu l tu ra l  p o l lu t io n  a n d  fu r th e r  
dow nstream  receives the effluent from 
Barston sewage works, via Eastcote 
Brook. In dry weather up to  35 p e rc e n t  
o f  the flow downstream o f  Barston is 
sewage effluent.

The N a t io n a l  Rivers A u th o r i t y  
T he  Blythe and  B ourne are both  
im por tan t  water supply  rivers a n d  are 
closely m o n i to re d  — particularly  for |  
nitrate. Despite these cleaner rivers, the 
Tame is still class 4 because up to  90 per 
cen t  o f  the  flow can be from effluents.
T h e  use o f  u rea fo r  de-ic ing  the 
m o to rw a ys  also ad d s  to  a m m o n ia  
levels during  the winter.

At Lea Marston the Tame flows th rough  
o u r  purification  lake system .This slows 
dow n  the flow o f  the  river and allows 
the suspended  solids to  settle o n  the 
bed o f  the lake. W h e n  the  river leaves 
the system it has improved from class 4 
to  a lm ost class 2.

At Tamworth, som e six miles (10 kms) 
dow nstream , the  river is joined by the 
River Anker which varies in quality  
from class IB to  class 3 because o f  Wem 
Brook and Sketchley Brook (bo th  class 
3) an d  effluent from N u nea ton  Sewage 
works. Both brooks are affected by 
sewage effluent and  the  class 2 River 
Sence , a m a jo r  tr ibu ta ry ,  receives 
m inewater a n d  colliery effluent.
Apart  from Tam w orth  sewage works, 
which has little effect, there are no  
more major discharges to, or tributaries 
join ing , the Tame before it joins the 
River Trent. In this 12 miles (20 kms) 
the Tame is close to achieving its class 2 
objective.

R I V E R  W A T E R  Q U A L I T Y  

C L A S S I F I C A T I O N

Class 1A Water o f  h igh  quali ty  suitable 
for  potable supp ly  abs trac t ions  and  
capable o f  su p p o r t in g  gam e o r  o th e r  
h igh class fisheries.

Class IB Water o f  less h igh  qual i ty  than  
the  class 1A b u t  usable for  substantia l ly  
the  same purpose .

Class 2 Water su itable  for potab le  
supp ly  after adva nce d  t re a tm e n t  and  
capable of  su p p o r t in g  reasonably  good  
coarse fisheries.

Class 3 Water w hich  is po l lu ted  to  such 
an  extent tha t  fish are ab sen t  o r  only  
sporadically present. M ay be used  for 
low grade industr ia l  abstrac tion .

Class 4 Water w hich is grossly p o l lu ted  
and  likely to  cause a nuisance.

J National Rivers Authority 
information Centre 
Haad Office
Class No____ ________
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N I T R A T E S
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P O L L U T I O N  F R O M  O L D  

T I P  S I T E S

Seepages  c o n ta in in g  h igh  c o n c e n t r a 
t io n s  o f  heavy  m e ta ls ,  m a in ly  c o p p e r  
a n d  n ickel, f low  in to  th e  R iver Tame 
sy s tem  f ro m  th e  area o f  th e  fo rm e r  
Slacky L ane T ip  at G o s c o te  a n d  f rom  
c o n ta m in a t e d  la n d  a t  B en t ley  Mill  
L a n e ,  D a r l a s to n .  T h e s e  se e p a g e s  
a c c o u n t  fo r  30  p e r  c e n t  o f  th e  heavy  
m e ta ls  in  th e  Tam e.

Slacky Lane. T h e  m e ta l l i c  see p a g e s  
d ra in  d irec t ly  in to  th e  R o ug h  Brook. 
T h e y  are  t h o u g h t  to  re s u l t  f r o m  
g ro u n d w a te r  c o n t a m in a t e d  by  s ludges  
d e p o s i te d ,  in  th e  past ,  o n  th e  t ip  i tse lf  
a n d  f ro m  th e  n o w  a b a n d o n e d  p rem ises  
o f  a c o p p e r  re f ine ry  sited  o n  la n d  to  
th e  west o f  th e  tip .

Bentley Mill Lane. These  seepages are 
th o u g h t  to  be as a result o f  acidic 
m inew aters  f rom  a n u m b e r  of disused 
coal w o rk ing s  f lu sh in g  th ro u g h  
co n ta m in a te d  land  areas. They affect 
b o th  th e  S n e y d  B roo k  and th e  
W o lv e r h a m p to n  a rm  o f  the Tam e. 
T he  c o n ta m in a te d  waters come from  
areas w hich  have been  either used for 
waste d isposal o r  are still active for 
storage.
T he  actual  source o f  the  metals has 
n o t  b een  established  w ith  any certain ty  
bu t  is cu rren t ly  the  subject o f  N R A  
studies w hich a im  to  identify any  
rem edial  m easures necessary to limit 
the p o l lu t io n  from  b o th  sites a n d  so 
im prove  the  quali ty  o f  the Tame.

The B ourne  Brook, togethe r  with the  
River Blythe, is used as a water supply 
river for  N u n e a to n  and Bedworth areas. 
Due to  the  high levels o f  nitrate from  
agricultural run -o ff  the  ca tchm ent  has 
been targeted as an area where farmers 
will be advised by the  M inistry  o f  
Agriculture, Fisheries and  Food on  the 
best ways o f  m anag ing  the ir  land in 
o rder  to  reduce the  a m o u n t  o f  nitrate 
d ra in ing  in to  the  streams.

L OW F L O W S

We are inves t iga t ing  a n u m b e r  o f  
rivers  w here  p ro b le m s  o f  reduced  
flows could  be caused by groundw ater  
abstractions. A small rural tributary 
o f  the  River Tame, the Black Brook, 
is o n e  o f  these being looked  at with a 
view to  any possible rem edial measures 
w hich could  be taken.



G R O U N D W A T E R  L E V E L S  I N 

B I R M I N G H A M

Rising g ro u n d w a te r  levels in 
B irm ingham  are causing some concern  
to  p ro p e r ty  ow ners .  B i rm in g h a m ’s 
industrial water supply used to  be 
largely d e p e n d e n t  o n  wells an d  
boreholes sunk  in to  the sands tone 
aq u ife r  b e low  the  City. Indus tr ia l  
d e v e lo p m e n t  s ign if ican tly  low ered  
water levels in the aquifer, particularly 
in the 1940’s and  early 1950’s. M any  
buildings were therefore construc ted  
w hen  water levels were below their  
foundat ions .  U nderg round  services 
and  tunne ls  were also built in these 
dry conditions .
Following the changes in the prevailing 
industries, abstraction  rates from the 
aquifer are now less than a third  o f  
those in the 1960’s. They are also less 
than  the natural recharge and  leakage 
from water supply  pipelines and  sewers 
in to  the  aquifer, so water levels are 
rising. In some areas they are as m uch  
as 65 feet (20 m) higher tha n  in the 
1960’s and early 1970’s. In the low-lying 
Aston and  W itton  areas some f looding  
o f  basem ents and  service tunne ls  has 
occurred  because o f  the h igh g ro u n d 
water levels.
Below waste sites and  derelict land, 
g roundw ater  can become c o n ta m i
nated, and possibly corrosive, as it rises. 
Pollution can spread from the  m o ve
m en t  o f  con tam ina ted  groundw ater  
in to  nea rby  a b s t rac t ion s  and  
watercourses. The  N RA  is involved 
in a s tudy o f  these problems.

The N a t io n a l  Rivers Au thor i ty
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F L O O D  D E F E N C E
T h e  R iver  Tam e im p r o v e m e n t  sch em e  
was b e g u n  in 1979 a n d  was c o m p le te d  
in  1991. O v e r  2 ,0 0 0  h o m e s  a n d  
b us in esse s  have  b e e n  p ro te c te d  f rom  
H o o d i n g  at  a c o s t  o f  £15 m i l l i o n

(£20 m il l ion  at to d a y ’s prices) and 
38 separate contrac ts  will have been 
co m ple ted .
Heavy  rainfall o n  the  u rban  area gives 
p a r t ic u la r  p ro b le m s  o f  “ f la sh ” 
flood ing . Five f loo d  balancing areas 
have been  cons tru c ted  to  trap these 
peak flows a n d  approxim ately  18 miles 
(28 kms) o f  river channel im prove
m e n ts  done .  M odif ica t ion  to many 
o f  the  26 road, 8 canal and 14 railway 
crossings a long  the  rou te  have also 
been  done .
C o n tra c ts  have ranged  in value from 
£ 2 0 ,0 0 0  to  £3.5  m ill ion . Work at  Park 
Lane, O ld b u ry  was the  largest con trac t  
a n d  in v o lv e d  b u i ld in g  505 yards 
(462 m ) o f  13ft x 6.5ft (4m x 2 m) 
box  culverts. T he  culverts have been 
su r ro u n d e d  with a special protection

system because the site is an old 
chemical tip and the  g round  is 
co n tam ina ted .  This will also reduce 
the  po l lu t ion  by preven ting  it from 
en tering  the river. Work passed beneath  
the  M5 m otorw ay  and  a bu i lder’s 
supp ly  c o m p a n y  had to  be tem porarily  
re-sited because culverts were cons truc
ted th rough  the  c o m p a n y ’s yard.

S A N D W E L L  V A L L E Y

As part  o f  o u r  flood  defence works on  
the  River Tame, a p e rm an en t  lake was 
created w hich  is used for canoeing, 
w in d su rf in g  and  sailing. D u r in g  
storm s, the lake provides storage for 
the  flood flows and  so helps p revent 
flooding.
T he  area was carefully landscaped and 
p lan ted  to  provide wildlife habita t  
w hich, in co -opera tion  with the RSPB, 
includes a wetland bird reserve. Just 
five years after creation  it has becom e 
a na tiona lly  recognised site.

T A M E  P U R I F I C A T I O N  L A K E S

T h e  River Tame flows th ro u g h  the 
p u r i f ic a t io n  lakes at Lea M a rs to n ,  
which have been converted  from  old 
gravel pits. This  slows the river’s flow 
a nd  allows the  po l lu ted  sedim ents to 
settle out. A dredger is perm anen tly  
s i ted  o n  the  lake to  rem ov e  
accum ula ted  silt. T h e  m u d  is p u m p e d  
to  our  ow n  on-site trea tm en t  works 
w here  it  goes th r o u g h  c lea n ing  
p rocesses  befo re  th e  e f f lu e n t  is 
re turned  to  the  river. Tonnes o f  rubbish  
f lo a t in g  d o w n  th e  river are also 
rem oved  every week.
T he  area has recently  been landscaped 
and  p lan ted , provid ing  a m ajo r  a ttrac
t ion  for wildfowl and  o th e r  animals.



F I S H E R I E S C O N S E R V A T I O N  A N D  

R E C R E A T I O NBefore the last war the River Tame was 
fishless and by 1946 the po l lu t ion  was 
such that the River Trent was fishless 
for several miles dow nstream  o f  the  
conf luence  w ith  the Tame. C o nd it io ns  
have im proved  so m uch  tha t  there is 
now  a coarse fishery on  the Tame for 
the first time in more tha n  a century. 
T he  fish p op u la t ion  consists m ostly  
o f  roach, chub  and  dace.
Below the purification  lakes, the fish 
popu la t ions  have im proved  steadily 
since m o n i to r in g  began  in 1977. 
However, the status o f  the  fishery is 
p o o r  w hen  c o m p a re d  w ith  o th er ,  
“c lean” rivers in the Trent ca tchm ent  
w h ich  have a grea ter  d iversi ty  o f  
species.
Fish have slowly m oved  up  river to  
‘Spaghetti  J u n c t io n ’ and  the  Sandwell 
Valley a l though  the  existence o f  the  
fish popu la t ion  is precarious with fish 
often dying in s to rm  conditions .
M any  o f  the larger fish in the Tame 
may have m igrated  from elsewhere in 
the c a tc h m e n t .T h e  variation in growth 
indicates tha t  fish in the lower reaches 
may have m igrated  from the River 
Anker o r  the River Trent or, during  
floods, from Kingsbury Water Park near 
the purification  lakes. In the  upper 
reaches the fish m ain ly  com e from the 
River Blythe.
Large n u m b e rs  o f  fry have  b een  
observed in the margins o f  the Tame 
in th e  m id d le  a n d  low er reaches , 
in d ic a t in g  th a t  n a tu ra l  r e c ru i tm e n t  
does n ow  occur. U nfortunately , these 
fish are h ighly susceptible to  po llu tion  
as the ir  size prevents  them  avoiding 
it whereas larger fish can escape by 
sw im m ing to  unpo l lu ted  tributaries.

T h e  River Tame is o f  m a jo r  
c o n s e rv a t io n  value to  the  West 
M id lands co nu rba t io n  and  provides 
a p r im e  c o r r id o r  for  c o n se rv a t io n  
and  recreation o pp ortun i t ie s  th ro ug h  
the  u rb an  areas o f  Sandw ell  an d  
Birm ingham .
From  the outskirts o f  B irm ingham  to 
the  conf luence  with the  River Trent, 
the  Tame Valley is o f  n a t io n a l  
im portance  particularly  with regard 
to  wildfowl. O u r  Lea M a rs to n  
purification  lakes provide im p or tan t  
h a b i ta t s  fo r  o ve rw in te r ing  a n d  
b re e d in g  b ird s ,  as d o es  n e a rb y  
Kingsbury Water Park. Gravel workings 
a long  the valley provide addit ional  
areas for  w ildfowl. We are c o 
o rd in a t in g  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  a 
conservation  m a nag em e n t  plan for 
the w hole  o f  the  Tame Valley corridor.
A long the River C ole  we have assisted 
the C i ty  C ounc i l  with financial a n d  
practical help for Project Kingfisher, 
a m ajor conservation scheme involving 
the local com m unity .  We are also f u n d 
ing the  p ro duc t ion  o f  a m a n ag em e n t  
plan fo r  Project Kingfisher.
Because the Tam e’s headwaters are 
set in the  Black C o u n try  c o n u rb a t io n ,  
the N R A  faces a m ajor challenge in 
p ro tec ting  the im p rov em e nts  already 
achieved, as well as making  further  
progress to  p rovide a be t te r  en v iro n 
m e n t  a n d  am enity  for the  people o f  
the West M idlands.
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