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Industrial Lyme: Paper 16 – Sewerage in the Lim Valley – Lyme Regis 
Corporation and Axminster Rural District Council then South West 
Water 
© Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum 
 

See Paper 11 for details of the Water Supply Industry in the Lim Valley and 
the general background on South West Water. 

 

Sewage disposal is a topic where old records are sparse, so any pre-1900 
information you may come across would be helpful. Please get in touch with 
either Ken Gollop or myself at the Museum.  

 

 Gun Cliff Pumping Station 
part of Lyme Regis’s high tech sewerage system installed in 1992-5 by South West Water 

 
Sewage Disposal and Sewerage Works - Summary 
The history of sewage in Lyme Regis is a story characteristic of many coastal 
towns in the West Country: inaction by the local authority despite mounting 
pressure following the Public Health Act of 1875 for proper disposal, followed 
by limited works involving very short sea outfalls of crude sewage.  
 
Local official recognition that this was entirely incompatible with the promotion 
of a seaside resort did not come for another hundred years, by which time the 
means of treatment, disposal and the works required became expensive and 
highly contentious, although the need to do something urgently was not 
disputed and in any case modernisation was required by legislation.  
 
An attempt by the Borough to improve the existing treatment by chlorination 
and a short extension to the main outfall was refused consent in 1973. A 
modern system of disposal did not come until 1995, in the form of primary and 
secondary treatment and a long sea outfall. In 2010 Church Beach still 
records the occasional bathing water sample rated good rather than excellent, 
but things are now quite different from the unhygienic pre-1995 situation. 
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Axminster RDC provided a sewerage works with full treatment for Uplyme, 
now overtaken by the joint scheme with Lyme. The limited capacity of the 
Uplyme works resulted in a development embargo in the village in the late 20th 
century.  
 
Lyme’s Ancient Sewers 
Of the ancient sewers, little is known, even if there were any. This is not a 
subject likely to receive mention from 18th and early 19th century writers, 
unless there was a serious and obvious problem. The hygiene standards of 
today did not apply then, and without doubt the main sewer of Lyme until 1903 
was the River Lim.  
 
Into the river would have been poured or tipped all manner of noxious 
substances, including waste from closets emptying directly into it, cess pit 
overflow, vegetable and culinary waste, the contents of street gutters, 
drainage from slaughterhouses, byres and stables, the contents of chamber 
pots, effluent from dye vats employed in the woollen industry and probably the 
corpses of small animals. Through the town the river would likely have to have 
been devoid of oxygen, foetid and stinking, although flushed by regular 
openings of the hatches, or sluices, at the Old Factory, Millgreen. Old 
photographs often show privies jettied out over the river: a simple hole in the 
floor sufficed. It is known that the river could be quite evil: the smell was 
particularly nasty when occasionally a shingle ridge developed to block the 
river’s mouth at the Buddle, the ridge having to be removed manually. 
 
This open sewer ran through the poorest parts of town, yet people probably 
used this water for washing, cooking, brewing, bathing and watering livestock 
when it was nearer or more convenient than the nearest “pot” water channel, 
trough, fountain, tap, spring or well.  
 
Broad Street and Church Street are known to have had flowing water 
channels down both sides, flushed in the case of Broad Street by the St 
Andrew’s Spring. They would have looked like the present street water 
channels in Beer, Truro, Frome and Wells. Lyme’s channels were for water 
supply, being called the “pot” water, and had dipping places for collection of 
water by the poor people. In the 1835 Parliamentary Municipal Corporations 
Report the pot water was regarded as all right for culinary and general 
purposes, but not for drinking without boiling. At that time most water was 
drunk was in the form of beer or later, tea and coffee – all boiled. Cider and 
wine were also bacteriologically safe. 
 
These pot water channels must have been separate in some way from street 
drainage gutters, but it is difficult to see how horse faeces and urine would 
have been excluded, if not the contents of chamber pots etc. At Beer and 
Wells there were conduits (stone tanks with spouts) for spring water; the water 
channel took away the overflow and flushed the streets. Lyme does not 
appear to have had conduits. A street gutter drained the Shambles market 
place – which stood opposite the Royal Lion Hotel – and the pot water 
channel ran separately by the footpath above it. It can be seen in a 1850s 
photograph, shortly before it was piped away.  
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The story of the slaughter of a pig over a pot water supply channel in Church 
Street in 1770 (see Paper 11) illustrates the likely level of care at the time, 
although the Water Bailiff did seek to indict the culprit.  
 
Thanks, Mr Crapper, you just made the problem a lot worse! 
Earth closets would have been used in the privies and proper use of the 
nightsoil as a fertiliser would at least delay or arrest the spread of pathogens 
from access to watercourses, which later water closets would not have done. 
Water closets had been around since Tudor time, but it was Thomas Crapper 
who made them fashionable and available. Without doubt WCs are cleaner 
inside the house, but where did it go when the chain was pulled? 
 
The spread of WCs after Thomas Crapper’s show at the Great Exhibition in 
1851 made the problem much worse, causing what had been dry cess pits to 
overflow. The dry pits had been emptied by the nightsoil men and the contents 
spread as a fertiliser, but emptying wet pits that then re-filled very quickly and 
overflowed again was quite another matter.  
 
However, can you be sure that the hospital had good arrangements? 
Even as late as 1873 the founding committee of Lyme Regis Cottage Hospital 
considered it adequate to set up the new hospital in a poor cottage in 
Providence Place (behind Sherborne Lane), with nothing more than an 
outside closet - whether earth or water we are not told. The sewerage 
arrangements for this were said to be adequate; that implies a WC connected 
to a sewer. There was one commode for each ward, both fitted with patent 
pans, for the use of patients too ill to go outdoors.  This is despite Dr Skinner, 
a latter Medical Officer of Health for the Borough, being a member of this 
committee (Lyme Regis Hospital 1973). 
 
Why didn’t they use septic tanks? 
Septic tanks were not available in Britain until 1895. The septic tank, to 
replace the cess pit, is a late 19th century French solution to the problem of 
the wet waste from WCs. It breaks down faeces using inherently friendly 
bacteria, like the soil bacteria in the earth used in the earth closet, by passing 
the waste over trays or weirs. Treated properly, it will not overflow with 
anything except clear liquid which should be led to a proper soakaway. 
Overflow indicates that something has failed or it has eventually become full 
of sediment. Septic tanks and are not normally used in urban areas, although 
they are common in the rural parts of Lyme and Uplyme parishes away from 
main drainage. 
 
No, just connect to the WC to the river, it’ll all flush away 
To solve problem of overflowing cess pits some WCs were directly connected 
to the river or to the early sewers which ran into it. Pre- and post-1903 
photographs illustrate these connections from the houses on either side of the 
Lim by Bridge Street. Privies can be seen jettied out over the river - a hole in 
the floor or a short pipe sufficed. Post-1903 these little extensions are clearly 
connected by soil pipes to the public sewer, which runs under the river. 
Jordan Cottage, north of Millgreen, demolished as unfit for human habitation 
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in the 1920s, is infamous in Lyme for having a lavatory which flushed straight 
into the river at a place where children played in the water. 
 
The Early sewers are constructed 
Gradually houses would have been connected to street sewers under the 
streets and the effluent piped away, mostly to the river or to the sea – and 
forgotten until problems arose. The older sewers might have been made in 
Lias stone or brick, egg-shaped or circular in section, with the newer ones 
made using iron or sanitary ware (salt-glazed earthenware) pipes. Martin 
Roundell Greene (pers.com) tells me that the oldest sewers in Crewkerne are 
well made in slabby Ham Stone, laid like monastic watercourses in the form of 
a box in cross section.  
 
The requirement by the Mayor in 1849, that servants should flush a 
pennyworth calcium chloride as a disinfectant down water closets at 11 am 
each day, shows that the connection between poor sewerage arrangements, 
water supply and ill health were recognised, but even then it was not yet fully 
established that the likes of cholera and typhoid were actually water-borne 
diseases rather than air-borne miasmas. Although the injunction could only 
have been followed in the posher parts of town with then rare WCs, it was 
remarkably far-sighted, calcium chloride is a disinfectant and such a 
concentration as might suddenly occur in the sewers just after 11 am can 
have done no harm (except to the river) and maybe a great deal of good (for 
human health). This was well before Lord Lister of Lyme Regis promoted the 
antiseptic properties of another disinfectant, phenol or carbolic acid, for use in 
surgery.    
 

 
 
In those early sewers no thought was given to separating sewage from street 
and roof drainage water. Indeed the additional flow might have been 
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necessary to flush everything away. Such are now called combined sewers, 
whereas today in new build it is a requirement to keep the foul (FW) and storm 
flows (SW) separate to reduce the volume of foul water which needs to be 
treated – and the huge problems that arise from overflowing combined sewers 
during violent rainstorms.  
 
Lyme still has a combined system – short of re-sewering the town it would be 
impossible to separate its street drainage system from its sewage system. In 
most areas now roof and street drainage, the storm flow, is led to soakaways, 
watercourses or stilling ponds, but in Lyme there is another imperative: to 
actively stop as much water as possible from soaking into the ground to 
reduce the potential for land slipping. The pre-1903 system had at least 13 
everyday sewers ending in the Lim, reduced to one storm outfall for extreme 
events in 1995, and that virtually into the sea at the river’s mouth.  
 
A letter in The Builder of 1876 (p. 769) complains about Lyme in particular: the 
inadequacy of its sewerage system, with no “stench traps” (now called u-
traps) in street gullies ( generally called “drains”) where street drainage enters 
the system and no ventilators for sewer gas, of which it said the resultant 
smells were “very offensive”. The writer stated that one fifth of the population 
of Lyme was forced to use the river for disposal of their sewage as well as for 
the disposal of vegetable waste and refuse and that the river had to bear the 
load of several closets and drains. Moreover, in the lower parts of the town the 
poorer people had to make do without any piped water supply.  
 
The Public Health Act and the Medical Officers of Health 
Help was at hand, in the shape of the Public Health Act of 1875. It became a 
duty of the Borough, the designated Urban Sanitary Authority under the Act, to 
appoint a Sanitary Inspector, an Inspector of Nuisances and to form a 
Sanitary Committee. The good work of Dr Spurr, as a later Medical Officer of 
Health, is mentioned in Paper 11 in advocating changes to water supply, but it 
was Dr Bangay before him as Inspector of Nuisances that caused several 
cases of poor sanitation to be dealt with, usually by legal notice requiring the 
landlord or occupier to install a water supply and water closets and connect 
them to the sewer. But it took 15-20 years for the 1875 Act to be properly 
enforced in Lyme, and meanwhile more and more flushing toilets were placing 
ever more strain on the inadequate sewers and the water supply. Borough 
Surveyors usually combined the role of Sanitary Inspector with their own. 
Blank copies of compliance forms issued by the Borough requiring houses to 
be connected to the sewers (printed with the proforma date 189-), requiring a 
house to be supplied with water (189-) and to rectify an insuffiency of water 
closets in a house (190-) are in the Museum’s collection.  
 
1903 – The Borough awakes – Lyme’s first comprehensive sewer system 
In 1900-3 a comprehensive combined sewerage system was installed by the 
Borough. This was 42 years after London’s Great Stink of 1858, which directly 
resulted in the Public Health Act. London’s stink was remedied by Joseph 
Bazalgette’s Southern and Northern Interceptor Sewers, which from 1865 
disposed crude sewage on the outgoing tide in the Thames well below the 
capital. Unfortunately many Thames tributaries, such as the Fleet River, were 
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so bad that they were confined in brick walls and covered over as sewers, 
their contents led away, still out of sight and out of mind to most Londoners 
and politicians. At least they no longer directly open into the Thames! 
 
Lyme’s scheme was better: it cleared up the Lim by taking the effluent direct 
to the sea. Sea water and sunlight do have some powers of disinfection. The 
main sewer was put under the river bed, and from the under the mouth of the 
river the sewage was piped to Broad Ledge, as crude sewage, to an outfall 
just below the low water mark. It had taken 25 years since the Public Health 
Act, Lyme’s own Great Stink and a typhoid outbreak in Church Street traced 
to poor drains, to get action and the scheme underway. 
 
This gravity disposal scheme still had problems, the outfall backed up when 
high tide, storm surges and rainstorms coincided. Then sewage still 
overflowed into the river, having nowhere else to go. The main sewer 
connected the thirteen or more existing street sewers before their outfalls and 
various private drains, which previously entered the river directly. A glance 
now from either side of the bridge in Bridge Street shows various private and 
public foul drainage pipes dropping below the river bed to connect with the 
main sewer.  
 
At the Cobb a separate system was provided in 1903. An outfall was provided 
by the western wall of the Cobb, which is still in use as a storm overflow. In 
the 1990s South West Water put the flow at 90% to the Broad Ledge outfall, 
10% to Cobb. 
 
The main sewer still runs from Millgreen to the mouth of the river. It had to run 
at the lowest point to intercept the existing sewers, and short of a tunnel or a 
deep trench along Coombe Street, there was no other route available. No 
photographs exist showing the pipe being laid in the river. The trench would 
been cut by pick and shovel, in places through beds of Blue Lias limestones, 
each up to a foot or so thick between softer mudstones. The foundations of 
the supporting arches of buildings and bridges which span the river would 
have had to have been protected. At that time sheet steel piling was not yet 
available, but steam or oil engine pumps were available. Along the Lynch 
section the whole flow could have easily been diverted along the Town Mill 
leat with nothing more than a few sandbags and boards, but downstream from 
that the work would have been more difficult.  

 
The bed of River Lim under Leper’s Well Bridge, showing the sewer trench cut 
sharply through a Blue Lias limestone bed and backfilled with concrete.  
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The Buddle before 1903 – note privy with no obvious plumbing  

and other soil pipes discharging directly into the river 
 

 
The Buddle after 1903 – soil pipes connected to the main sewer  

under the river, Bridge House demolished and road widened 
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The dirty flow of the river could have been diverted into a pipe laid on one side 
of the river bed, leaving the other half of the bed dry for trenching, or it would 
have been possible to block out half the flow with wooden shuttering, the 
bottom of the timbers sealed with puddle clay. At the mouth of the river a 
timber coffer dam would have stopped the tide flowing into the workings. A dry 
summer would have been helpful, but the occasional storm flow would have 
just had to be tolerated, with the workings pumped out and then the 
accumulated silt, sand and stones removed by hand shovelling. After the pipe 
had been installed, the trench was concreted over, and the cut through Lias 
and the concrete back fill can be seen (photograph above) in the river bed 
from the bridge from the Lynch to Leper’s Well. 
 
From the 1930s – awareness grows that the system was not right 
That all was not quite right with the 1903 system is shown that by 1933 it was 
still necessary to flush the river twice a week in summer, using the Millgreen 
sluices to avoid smells. This was at a time when the sewerage system was 
supposed to be working and in a season when storm overflows should have 
been limited (Draper 2007).  
 
The Cobb outfall plume would have drifted east into and around the Cobb and 
onto the main beach. To an extent the rough conditions around the Western 
Wall of the Cobb would have oxygenated and dissipated the material, as it 
was a smaller outfall. In 1935 a resident complained about smelly sewage at 
the Cobb. At first the Borough Surveyor blamed on rotting seaweed, but the 
smell persisted after removal of the weed (Draper 2007).  
 
In the middle 1950s I remember that the yellow sand on the main beach was 
only a few inches thick in places – and digging up dark, de-oxygenated foetid 
sand from just below to make smelly, variegated sandcastles!  
 
From 1903 the sewers were repaired in a piecemeal fashion, but they 
received many more connections as Lyme developed, slum clearance 
resulted in new houses with modern facilities and householders previously 
away from the system gave up their cess pits and were connected to main 
drainage. The sewage load would have gone up from 2095 resident persons 
(many of whom lived in houses not connected) in 1901 to 5,000 by 1995, with 
possibly another 10,000 in August, including staying and day visitors. 
 
The Broad Ledge outfall sent a plume of pollution across the beaches towards 
Charmouth. It certainly could be visibly very messy below Church Cliffs in the 
early 1990s, depending on weather conditions, with all sorts of nasties caught 
up in the seaweed or in the rock pools. At that time this effluent would have 
had no treatment, not even screening to remove the things people flush down 
toilets, nor any disinfection.  
 
Whilst the 1903 main sewer system essentially remains in use, augmented 
with some re-sewering, it is now connected to an interceptor sewer which 
takes the effluent to a modern treatment works before being pumped to a long 
sea outfall.  
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1966 - Something Must Be Done; the Borough Awakes with an Inland 
Scheme 
The Borough Council took many years to react to complaints, but by 1966 it 
was sufficiently concerned to commission a technical report from engineers 
Mouchels, published the following year. From this report the Borough 
developed a scheme for disposal at an inland treatment works, but it met with 
much local opposition and was dropped.  
 
1972 – Try again – disinfected crude disposal to sea 
This time, instead of treatment inland, the Borough merely wanted to move 
the Broad Ledge outfall 200 yards further out to sea and add a contact 
stabilisation tank, which would have allowed time for chlorine to disinfect the 
sewage before discharge. This scheme was costed £200,000, a snip 
compared with what it eventually cost to solve the problem. 
 
The decision was called in by the Secretary of State and a public inquiry held 
in 1972, after which the discharge consent was withheld because the 
Secretary of State considered that the disposal of sewage sludge, disinfected 
or not, only 200 yards from the low water mark was inadequate. This 
complicated things, because going back to inland treatment would have 
encountered the previous objections, none the least that of the Devon River 
Board which had objected to inland disposal of even the clean outfall water 
that comes from a modern sewage treatment works. 
 
1974 South West Water to the Rescue  
On 1st April 1974 the Borough was no more, done away with by the Local 
Government Act 1972, following a white paper on local government. Small 
local authorities were amalgamated into larger district councils, ending for 
Lyme 600 years of independence, during which the Borough had been 
responsible for all local services, other than those which the county council 
delivered during the last hundred. Responsibility for local government below 
county level was split between the new West Dorset District Council and the 
successor Lyme Regis Town Council which kept its mayor and traditions, but 
not its status. Neither was given responsibility for sewage disposal and water 
supply.  
 
The Borough had already been given water supply up to the East Devon 
Water Board in 1960, where it now joined sewage disposal in the new South 
West Water Authority, also formed on 1st April 1974, which at a stroke created 
an organisation with greater expertise and resources on hand than the smaller 
boroughs ever had, even taken collectively.  
 
The new water authority was targeted with improving the poor legacy of 
sewerage provision in the West of England’s coastal boroughs. Unlike these 
boroughs, which could only raise money through the local rates, from the 
Government, or by borrowing, the new authority could charge all the water 
rate and sewerage payers in the south west, rather than the whole cost of any 
scheme having to fall locally. Moreover, its finances were directly controlled by 
the Treasury through the Department of the Environment with grant-in-aid as 
a public body where necessary – or bleeding away profit back to the centre 
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through an element called the “K” factor. The authority therefore had an 
incentive to spend rather than save money, or watch it be clawed back 
through the application of “K”. And it would be prosecuted if it failed in the 
clean up, although initially it was to an extent its own environmental regulator 
until the National Rivers Authority was set up in 1989 to replace the Devon 
River Board.  
 
Science cannot be sidetracked by blaming smells on rotting seaweed!  
It was the National Rivers Authority (NRA) that exposed the situation, with the 
regular publication of regular test results of water samples from designated 
bathing waters. What had been the occasional bad smell blamed on sea weed 
or so-called seaside ozone was now hard bacteriological fact. Everyone could 
see which of the designated bathing waters was polluted and how badly. 
Some revelations shocked, such as one of Blackpool’s beaches, but Lyme’s 
didn’t lag far behind in the league tables. I was a member of the NRA’s 
Conservation & Recreation Panel at that time: we received regular reports on 
bathing water quality and South West Water’s clean-up programme, known as 
Clean Sweep.  
 
The NRA’s designated bathing beaches were known as Cobb Beach (ie, main 
beach or Town Beach) and Church Beach (ie, East Beach, the beach just east 
of the Marine Theatre). Water samples were collected weekly, and still are 
collected, at about the same time on the same day each week. The samples 
are graded, according to their faecal coliform and strepococci bacterial counts, 
as “excellent”, “good” or “poor”. In the 1980s Church Beach regularly failed, 
placing Lyme in the list of the dirtiest beaches in Britain – not good for tourism 
and forcing action. Cobb Beach’s last recorded “poor” was in 1992, before the 
new works were started, and has been recorded as good or excellent since, 
although anything less than “excellent” does not satisfy the Marine 
Conservation Society’s Good Beach Guide or lead to the award of the coveted 
Blue Flag.  
 
But no published measure recorded the gross failure east of Church Beach 
east of the outfall on Broad Ledge. Here the failure was obvious to anyone 
who paddled through the rock pools and kelp beds. Lyme’s reputation as the 
Pearl of Dorset was in danger, and so was its rightful desire to meet Blue Flag 
standards for bathing waters. Imagine the situation if crude sewage was still 
discharged at Broad Ledge with the current popularity of fossil hunting! 
 
Church Beach still occasionally returns samples which are “good” rather than 
“excellent”, although the standards today are very high and getting higher. 
Now the problem is different and probably complex: not one of daily doses of 
raw sewage at the low water mark. Mud from landslips causing turbidity, 
occasional storm-water overflows, possible leakage from sewers and farm 
effluent running into the river Lim are all potential reasons for the rare lapse.  
South West Water are videoing their sewers internally to target a repair 
programme, expecting to spend £140,000 on repairs to fix leaks.  
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South West Water’s Clean Sweep Programme 
To meet the problem South West Water developed its Clean Sweep 
Programme, which involved replacing 225 crude sea outfalls around the 
coasts of Devon and Cornwall (and the two more Dorset ones in Lyme) 
through a total of 33 schemes, costing £900M. For example, disposal of 
sewage sludge from Exeter by ship was stopped and Penzance sewage was 
routed to St Ives Bay, because better dispersal was available in the Atlantic 
than in shallow Mounts Bay, to the consternation of surfers and the 
indignation of St Ives folk.  
 
The European Bathing Water Directive of 1976 was the first imperative, but 
ultimately the standards were raised by the Urban Waste Water Directive 
1991 and by a new Bathing Water Directive in 2006, gradually tightening the 
screw. Pressure to meet these directives comes not just from the regulator, 
partly South West Water itself to 1989, later from the National Rivers Authority 
and now from the Environment Agency, but also from the Blue Flag Awards of 
the Marine Conservation Society (for clean beaches) and the campaigns of 
Surfers Against Sewage (SAS). Surfers ingest more water than other contact 
sports, and in the South West frequently suffered from stomach problems as a 
result. 
 
The Clean Sweep Programme will be completed in 2010, with the last of the 
33 schemes, at Polperro in Cornwall. In parallel Wessex Water set about 
improving Charmouth’s provision and both settlements ended up with long 
sea outfalls, as did most other south west coastal towns. 
 
Throughout the south west these long sea outfalls proved very contentious, 
arguments were raised about whether the sea could take the load, about 
whether it would come back on shore and even about the chronic waste of 
resources in disposing of potentially valuable fertiliser in that way. In Lyme 
arguments were as much about West Dorset District Council’s coast 
protection scheme, which eventually had to be worked-up in tandem with the 
sewage disposal scheme, as the new pumping station and storage tank would 
have to be on the heritage sea front, because it was the lowest point in the 
system. These items would have to complement the listed sea walls and 
require protection from the sea.  
 
South West Water also inherited Axminster Rural District Council’s Uplyme 
Sewage Treatment Works at Sleech Wood, which was so overloaded. South 
West Water would naturally think catchment-wide, so it could not ignore the 
needs of Uplyme in planning new provision for Lyme and it had duties to 
remove sewage and unsatisfactory storm water discharges to rivers as well as 
to beaches, or be prosecuted. 
 
Hydrographic modelling was undertaken to select the best outfall termination, 
but often objectors often focussed on the lengths of the outfalls as insufficient 
to disperse crude sewage, despite the modelling. Sewage clearly must not 
come back on shore, or the whole task would be a failure and yet the cost of 
tunnelling and pipelines means that a delicate balance had to be maintained 
between cost and effectiveness. In Lyme’s case the outfall was successively 
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lengthened and then shortened after more intensive treatment was specified, 
because of ever tightening European Directives and Government intervention. 
Locally, departure from the original idea of dumping crude sewage was 
welcomed. Objectors in Lyme concentrated more on the physical appearance 
of the works and the form of coast protection and won important concessions 
and joint working with West Dorset District Council to ensure a combined 
scheme and only two years of construction upheaval. 
 
The 1984 Proposal 
In Lyme the objections to South West Water’s first scheme, which failed to get 
planning permission in 1984, were as much about the required works and 
where it would be put, as anything else. Always the problem in linking up the 
sewers of an established coastal town is that the plant needs to be 
somewhere on the shoreline, preferably the lowest point to allow for 
gravitation along the interceptor sewers. In Lyme the existing sewer was 
already under the river, around mean sea level at the Buddle, the river’s 
mouth. 
 
South West Water consulted the public on a number of alternative sites for the 
plant building – Chippel Bay, off the Cobb Wall, Cobb Gate, by the Marine 
Theatre, Sleech Wood and near Middle Mill Farm. It settled on Cobb Gate, the 
car park below Bell Cliff. Here there would have been a stone-built pumping 
station under a slate roof on the site of the old Assembly Rooms, changing 
and partly blocking the view from Bell Cliff, as the Assembly Rooms had 
before. But South West Water had not reckoned on the strong opposition led 
by the likes of the Lyme Regis Society, the redoubtable museum curator John 
Fowles and Muriel Arber, to name just a few.  
 
The scheme was rejected, but later that year John Fowles predicted a scheme 
more like the one that was opened in 1995; that is a treatment works at 
Sleech Wood to take Uplyme sewage by gravity and to which Lyme sewage 
would be pumped. Sea-front works would function as a receiving tank for all 
the sewage intercepted from various arms of the Lyme system before it was 
pumped to Sleech Wood. There it would be screened, filtered, de-sludged and 
disinfected with ultra violet light, with remaining liquid flowing under gravity in 
a tunnel/buried sewer to Lyme,  where it would be pumped out to sea.  
 
But it took a few hiccoughs before the scheme now in operation could be 
opened. 
 
The 1988 Proposal 
Next, in 1988, a 1km long crude outfall was proposed, but recommended for 
refusal of a discharge licence by the Inspectorate of Pollution (now part of the 
Environment Agency), as coupled with the Charmouth outfall, it would result in 
too great a concentration of crude sewage in the bay. 
 
The 1989 Variation and a Town Poll 
In 1989 a 1750m outfall scheme was granted a discharge consent by the 
Department of the Environment, but with conditions that it must be extended 
to 2.4km and a 1,500 cubic metre storm water storage tank be provided after 
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Government concern that crude sewage should be was taken well out into the 
bay and so that storm water flows could be dealt with properly.  
 
But in that year protest erupted at West Dorset District Council’s proposal to 
build three stone pile breakwaters parallel to the main beach, as part of Phase 
1 of the Lyme Regis coast protection scheme (similar piles were built at 
Sidmouth). Inevitably the South West Water’s scheme became enmeshed in 
the public concern, since it depended on coast protection. 
 
A town poll held on 16th August 1989 resulted in 97% of the electorate on a 
56.9% turnout rejecting the whole combined schemes, saying no to the rock 
breakwaters, beach refurbishment, sewerage headworks and harbour 
enclosure. As a result of the poll, WDDC and SWA agreed to work together on 
a joint scheme and set up a consultative panel of Lyme people to guide the 
design of an acceptable scheme. 
 
The 1991 Combined Sewerage and Coast Protection Scheme  
In May 1991 a model of a new combined sewerage and coast protection 
scheme was shown in Lyme. Offshore breakers were not included; instead the 
pumping station and tank were built into new sea walls. Treatment to urban 
waste water directive standards was included: that is primary sedimentation 
and sludge removal.  
 

 
The model which was shown (photo South West Water) 

 
Planning permission for the coastal elements was soon granted, in July 1991, 
but the scheme was amended to include secondary as well as primary 
treatment, with a shorter outfall. This would provide for higher water quality 
standards and was welcomed by South West Water’s most vociferous and 
critical pressure group, Surfers Against Sewage, who campaign for clean sea 
water everywhere, not just on designated bathing beaches. It was also 
welcomed by people in Lyme, who were pleased to loose the idea of ugly 
stone piles in the bay and gain new stone-faced sea walls, a walkway, and a 
mock-fort like structure to house the pumping station at Gun Cliff, with a broad 
high-level terrace next to the Theatre on its roof, despite loosing a part of 
Church Beach. 
 
The Uplyme part of the works caused local concern in the village about lorry 
movements on single track roads. South West Water’s solution was to buy 
Middle Mill Farm and make a new road connection from the proposed site at 
Sleech Wood to Colway Lane. Eventually South West Water sold the farm 
without significant overall financial loss.  
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With all the consents in place work started on 26th January 1993, with Mayor 
Owen Lovell, West Dorset Chairman Cllr Jean Cockerill and South West 
Water’s Director of Engineering Bob Baty lifting the first coping stone from the 
old sea wall at Cobb Gate. The combined works and sea defence scheme 
was to cost £17.4M 
 
The Scheme in Detail 
The scheme provides a storm storage tank and pumping station at Gun Cliff, 
by the Marine Theatre, disguised as a fortification, with a 3m diameter tunnel, 
214m long to a 20m deep by 5m diameter shaft in the Anning Road playing 
field.  

  
(Photo South West Water) 

 
Inside the tunnel to Anning Road Playing Field (photo South West Water) 
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Inside the Gun Cliff Pumping Station – the tunnel and pipes leading  

to Anning Road can be seen on the right (photo South West Water) 

 
The lowest point in the 21m diameter pumping station is 8m below sea level, 
and to go through the double doors below the Theatre to see the works is like 
visiting another world – of space and high tech instrumentation – and no 
readily detectable odour. The pumping station and storm tank are maintained 
at less than atmospheric pressure to retain any sewer gas within the building. 
Air pumped from the building is scrubbed, through first hydrogen peroxide 
solution (a powerful oxidising agent), then through caustic soda solution, 
before being vented to the atmosphere through the exhaust stack, an elliptical 
tower clad in Blue Lias. The 1876 warning in The Builder quoted above is now 
heeded: now no malodours can be detected on Theatre Square, as the roof of 
the pumping station is called. 
 
The tunnel was dug by a “Roadheader” mining shield through Blue Lias 
limestones and lined with concrete segments. The final breakthrough occurred 
as a clean cut through the old sea wall. The spoil was used to fill the old 
gasholder foundations in Poole’s Court.  
 

 
photo South West Water 



Industrial Lyme: Paper 16 – Sewerage © Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum   16 

Leading to the pumping station is a 2000 cubic metre storm water storage 
tank into which the existing sewers under Broad Street, from the Cobb and 
under the River Lim feed. The tank is built into the new promenade and sea 
wall in front of the Museum.  

 
The Pumping Station under construction from the old Gun Cliff  

Muriel Arber collection, Lyme Regis Museum 

 

 
The river diverted into a pipe, with its bed being reinstated in “rip-rap” stone over 
the sub-river sewer, the new bridge and storm water tank in position. Taken from 

Bridge Street bridge. Muriel Arber collection/Lyme Regis Museum 
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A coffer dam to exclude the sea was built at the mouth of the river, using two 
rows of sheet steel piling braced together, the intervening space filled with 
gravel. Behind this the storm water tank, the sea walls and the promenade 
and its bridge were built with suitably deep foundations, the excavation kept 
dry by confining the river to a pipe and pumping out any sea water that came 
under or over the coffer dam. With the river piped the connection to the old 
sub-river bed sewer was made in the dry, its contents temporarily diverted. 
Storms did little to trouble the coffer dam in the time it was there. 
 
The Cobb interceptor is pumped along to Gun Cliff by a small pumping station 
situated at the Cobb, adjacent to the Monmouth Breach toilets. Both the Cobb 
pumping station and the storm water tanks have to have an overflow 
arrangement in case the system is overwhelmed by storm greater than the 
capacity of the tank or the pumps, or in case of pump, power or back-up 
failure. Once the tank is full, raw sewage will overflow into the Buddle between 
the tide marks under the promenade bridge or run out through the 1903 outfall 
by the Western Wall of the Cobb. But the thirteen previous storm outfalls were 
reduced to two. 
 
From Gun Cliff the crude sewage is pumped to the Sleech Wood Treatment 
Works on the Uplyme boundary, which separates the solids from the liquids. 
The pump rate from Gun Cliff is 651l/second to a height of 56metres through a 
300mm ductile iron pumping main. 
 

 
The Sleech Wood Treatment Works (photo South West Water) 

 
At Sleech Wood primary treatment is by screening to remove grit and the 
things people dispose of, such as cotton buds, and then in circular scraper 
tanks, which remove the solid sewage sludge for removal by tanker for 
disposal at inland works. Secondary treatment of the liquid is by Biologically 
Aerated Flooded Filters (BAFF) and by passing it through a channel lit by 84 
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low pressure mercury ultraviolet light lamps (UV), for viral and bacterial 
reduction. The treated and disinfected fluids flow back to the pumping station 
under gravity through a 400mm concrete pipe laid in a joint trench with the 
pumping main from Sleech Wood to the Anning Road shaft, then in the tunnel 
to the Gun Cliff Pumping Station. Two equipment chambers can be found on 
the route of the buried pipes, one at Colway the other at the junction of Anning 
Road and Woodhouse Road.  
 
The final effluent has a biological oxygen demand (BOD, a measure of the 
amount of biodegradable organic matter left in the water) of 20mg/l, with a 4-
log reduction in coliform bacteria from the crude sewage. This is suitable for 
marine disposal: the ready supply of chloride and oxygen ions in seawater 
together with the action of UV in sunlight will quickly disinfect and degrade any 
remaining material. From Gun Cliff the effluent is pumped to the sea outfall. 
 
When first opened, the outfall was not ready and the disinfected liquid had to 
go to the old outfall on Broad Ledge, but by 1996 a 315mm pipe was installed 
in a directionally-drilled borehole from a “Maxi” rig installed near Church Cliff 
Jetty, the hole directionally drilled by Royal Volker Stevin, a Dutch company. 
The Museum has the broken parts of a cross-tree drilling bit from this task. 
This hole swoops under the beach and underwater ledges and comes up to 
the sea bed in the deeper water beyond. 
 
The position of the outfall on the seabed coincides with the North Cardinal 
Buoy, the large navigational buoy in the bay. It emerges just beyond the edge 
of the underwater extension of the ledges, where the seabed drops away so 
that it is never less than 8m deep. It is fitted with a “Tideflex” non-return valve 
normally kept open by pump, but there to prevent ingress of fish, gravel or sea 
water if the pressure dropped. The fact that seagulls do not hang around this 
spot indicates that it is of no interest to them: the outfall water is clean  
 

 
The North Cardinal Buoy coincides with the outfall 

 

In all 15,000 tons of Irish basalt and some Mendip Carboniferous Limestone 
rock armour protects the works, which contain 20,000 tons of concrete. The 
basalt came by sea in a handful of barge loads, the latter had to come by 
road. There is some syenite, but out of sight, and some blocks of larvikite, 
both rock types from Larvik in Norway, the later perhaps left over from 
previous rock armour. The new promenade and pumping station is in a variety 
of natural stones, including Blue Lias from Somerset and matching Lias-grey 
Portuguese granite, with massive copings of Portland Roach and brushed 
concrete. Over the bridge, French polished Carboniferous Limestone has 
been used for the parapet coping. Purbeck Stone is used for paving setts, 
steps and some other coping stones.  
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The new sea walls, the rock armour and the breakwaters protect the old sea 
walls, which are partly buried. These walls are listed, but despite their listing 
significant works would have been required in any case. Some chert was used 
in the restoration of these walls and with brushed concrete coping was also 
used like for like, as parts of the listed walls contain those materials. The 
scheme removed the threat that the sea made to the Museum, Guildhall and 
Rock Point Inn areas, which seemed so precariously sited when storm waves 
used to break right over the buildings. 
 

 
The finished bridge over the river Lim, promenade over storm water storage tank and 

sea walls. Gun Cliff pumping station with vent stack behind (Photo South West Water) 

 
Despite the outfall pipe not being ready, the Sewage Scheme and Phase I of 
the Coast Protection Scheme were opened jointly on 28th January 1995 with a 
ceremonial replacing of the first coping stone removed by the Mayor, Barbara 
Austin, Chairman of WDDC, Jean Cockerill and the Chairman of South West 
Water, Keith Court, 2 years and 2 days after it had been lifted. The silver 
trowel used was presented by the main contractor to Keith Court. A small 
bronze plaque on this coping stone, which can be found near the bridge and 
the ship’s anchor, records the facts and states that the combined scheme was 
built by Costains, with design by Rendel Geotechnics.  
 



Industrial Lyme: Paper 16 – Sewerage © Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum   20 

Public opinion now seems entirely turned around; people seemed pleased 
with the outcome and the interesting blend of modern design and traditional 
design in the exterior of the pumping station, the sea walls and the new 
promenade, which fits in well with the old. Out of objection to unsatisfactory 
schemes, Lyme gained a handsome award-winning addition to its townscape 
and a solution to one of its long-standing problems. The ward was a first for 
environmental excellence given at the British Construction Industry Awards in 
1995 by John Gummer, Secretary of State for the Environment. No longer 
would “Slime Regis” be an appropriate tag. 
 
What to see 
The Sleech Wood Treatment works is not open to the public but can be 
glimpsed at close hand from the footpath from the Old Thatched Mill, Uplyme, 
to Dragons Hill. The Gun Cliff pumping station is not open either, but the 
exterior is fully accessible, as is the walkway and the new sea walls. The gash 
cut across Broad Ledge for the old outfall can be seen at low tide and outfall 
position noted. The new outfall lies near the North Cardinal Buoy, which is 
occasionally exchanged for fresh buoy by ship. The Cobb outfall is visible at 
low tide from the beach or the western wall of the Cobb. The most instructive 
view is of that of the old and new connections from buildings in the Buddle 
seen from both bridge parapets. 
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