
 

 
  

Future Trend: Low River Flows 
 

 
 

Trend de'nition and relevance to DWMP 
 

River flows, and consequently water levels, are strongly influenced by both short-term and seasonal rainfall patterns. As 
a result of climate change and associated rainfall changes, rivers are expected to experience low-flow conditions more 
frequently and more severely. With low river flow, there is less dilution of pollutants entering the environment, including 
those from treated and untreated wastewater discharges. This increases the risk of harm to the river environment. The 
low-flow statistic is therefore a critical component of water quality planning, helping to estimate the potential ecological 
impact of discharges on water quality. 

Responding to the trend within the DWMP is likely to require increased investment in both sewage treatment and 
wastewater network capacity. These measures will mitigate the risk of water quality deterioration by improving effluent 
quality and reducing the frequency of spills from storm overflows. 

 

Trend description, uncertainty and potential impact on our region 
 

 

 

• A commonly applied low-flow statistic, the 95-percentile low flow1, is widely used in a variety 
of water quality planning contexts to assess the impacts of discharges from storm overflows 
and sewage treatment works. The forecasts available in the eFLAG dataset enable this trend 
to be considered in the DWMP1. 
 

• As illustrated in the 'gure1, the 95-percentile low river flows are projected to decline between 
30% and 60% by 2055, with an average reduction of 35.4% across rivers receiving treated 
effluent within the Thames Water region. 
 

• The reduction in river low flows due to climate change reduces the dilution provided to 
discharges (especially in summer months) from storm overflows and sewage treatment 
works resulting in water quality deterioration unless this is compensated for with fewer 
overflow discharges and higher-quality effluent from sewage treatment works (STW). 

 

• The extent to which rivers are affected by this trend varies according to local catchment 
characteristics, particularly underlying geology and the relative contribution of groundwater 
and surface water to river flows. 
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