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Angela Jones has lived with and loved the River Wye her 
whole adult life. But the river is dying – and the authorities 
will not listen, she tells Karen Thomas

ME AND MY RIVER
Wild woman of the Wye Angela Jones

YOU’VE SWUM IN THE RIVER WYE FOR DECADES; 
WHAT DOES THE RIVER MEAN TO YOU? 
We spend the first nine months of our 
lives in water. But I’ve swum in this river 
all my life. It’s always been part of me. 
It’s a place I know like my own home. 

You get in tune with the river, its 
surroundings, the tastes and textures of 
the water, the local wildlife. It feels more 
familiar than anything else in my life; it’s 
who I am and what I do. 

There’s never been an ulterior motive 
to drop into the Wye but to embrace the 
river above and below its surface, to 

sleep out on the riverbank or watch the 
wildlife. I just feel privileged to enjoy this 
natural resource. Our rivers should be 
part of us; like family or a friend. 

HOW HAS THE WYE CHANGED SINCE YOU 
STARTED SWIMMING? 
What I remember is the little elvers 
that used to cover the stones below 
the surface. Thirty years ago, when my 
children were little, they’d run screaming 
that they’d seen snakes in the river. We 
used to watch salmon jumping. 

But my favourite thing was always 

being below the surface, among the water 
crowfoot, a plant that used to blanket huge 
sections of the Wye in trails up to 20ft long. 

Water crowfoot is a beautiful aquatic 
plant that only lives in clean rivers. It feeds 
swans and Canada geese. Fish hide in it for 
protection. It supports whole ecosystems. 

I used to grip the stones on the 
riverbed and let the water crowfoot 
caress my skin. I’d watch the fish swim 
through it – there were larvae in it. It was 
a magical feeling. 

You can be prosecuted for removing 
water crowfoot; it’s a protected plant. But 
pollution has killed most of the crowfoot 
in the Wye. In a year I’ve seen just one 
cygnet born on the Wye. It’s two or three 
years since I saw an elver.

Angela Jones filimg Rivercide with George Monbiot
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HOW AND WHY HAS THE RIVER CHANGED? 
The water quality started to change in 
the last ten years, getting worse in the 
last five and going over a cliff-edge in the 
last three. Pollution has increased due 
to poultry farming. More than 20 million 
chickens are farmed along the Wye. 

The number of farms has gone up from 
three units to more than 100. Phosphates 
from chicken manure wash into straight 
into our protected river. 

On top of that, the water companies 
are spewing raw sewage from combined 
sewer overflows. Pollution is coming from 
all angles. We’ve overloaded this natural 
resource. The Wye is supposedly a highly 
protected ecosystem. We are decimating it. 

WHAT’S IN THE WATER? 
Testing the river water reveals levels of 
phosphates in the river between two and 
four times above the safety limit. The 
Environment Agency has admitted that 
Herefordshire, Shropshire and Powys 
produce more than a quarter of a billion 
chickens a year – a number that has 
doubled in a decade.

When I surveyed the riverbed from Hay 
to Glasbury in autumn 2021, there was no 
sign of life below water – no salmon, no 
fish, no water crowfoot, no fresh growth 
among the gravel. Just thick, brown slime 
coating the stones below the surface. 

That section of the river has a huge 
poultry farm, that has just had permission 
to extend, and a sewage-treatment plant. 

WHAT JOY HAVE YOU HAD REPORTING  
THE POLLUTION? 
I’ve had meetings with my MP, with 
Welsh Water. I’ve reported it to the 
regulators, who say they’re concerned 
about the environment but do not act. 
So the polluters continue to pollute. And 
in parliament last year, 265 Conservative 
MPs agreed to continue to spew sewage 
into our rivers. 

I’ve talked to officials at Natural 
Resources Wales. Welsh Water has 
admitted to pumping sewage into the 
Usk and the Wye, so why is NRW not 
fining the polluters?

At least a dozen officials have 
contacted me unofficially, telling me to 
keep going. So many are disheartened. If 
we’re not prepared to fine them, there’s 
nothing to deter polluters from using our 
rivers as open sewers.

WHAT DID YOU DECIDE TO DO NEXT? 
I’m dyslexic and run my business off 
a little old-fashioned phone, but I’ve 
gathered weeks’ worth of video footage 
over the years, taken photos and gathered 
evidence. I’ve written articles to bring 
attention to the river’s plight.

It’s been overwhelming trying to 
persuade people even to test the water. I 
couldn’t understand why nobody would 
listen to me about what I was seeing, 
below and above the surface. 

It made me feel bereaved, watching the 
wildlife and the river die. So I started to 
campaign with a coffin, towing it down 
the river, taking it to the Senedd in Cardiff. 
Creating that visual effect has raised 
awareness from the media and the public. 

WHAT MOTIVATES YOU TO CAMPAIGN? 
We call the Wye our nation’s favourite 
river. But as it has deteriorated, people 
have told me to keep quiet, saying I’ll 
ruin tourism and local businesses. But 
when you see something wrong, you 
should draw attention to it.

Nature is screaming out for help. I’m 
just somebody who wants to enjoy nature’s 
beauty and to let it be. I will always be 
nature’s guardian. We can’t take it for 
granted. We must respect and protect it.

SO MANY UK RIVER GROUPS REPORT ILLEGAL 
SEWAGE DUMPING, NATURE LOSS AND WATER 
POLLUTION. WHERE DOES THE BUCK STOP? 
We’ve been let down in so many areas. 
The government agencies aren’t out there 

finding and punishing polluters. Instead 
of investing, the water companies blame 
Victorian pipelines for a problem they’ve 
known about decades. 

The water companies set money aside 
to pay water-quality fines, because 
that’s cheaper than fixing the problem. 
Meanwhile, their chief executives 
continue to get their pensions and huge 
bonuses – that’s not right. This needs to 
go right up to the top.

Natural Resources Wales is allowing 
more houses and poultry farms to 
be built. It says poultry farming isn’t 
affecting water quality in the River Wye. 
Meanwhile, all the big UK retailers buy 
eggs and poultry from these farms. 

We need legislation to control what’s 
happening – not everyone blaming 
everyone else. Because when you look 
deeper, it’s all about money.

CAN WE SAVE THE RIVER WYE? 
What we’re doing to the environment is 
diabolical – the Wye is balanced on the 
edge of a point of no return. 

Experts say the river may already be 70 
per cent dead, ecologically. If we stopped 
tomorrow, it would take at least ten years 
to get decent water quality back. And 
we’re not going to stop tomorrow. 

My goal now is to bring a test 
prosecution, which also costs money. I feel 
I’m letting my river down. Nature doesn’t 
have a voice. So it isn’t an option to stop.

The Wye is my own little patch of the 
world. It’s a natural resource that belongs 
to all of us – that opens its big, wide arms 
to welcome all of us in. o

Angela Jones campaigns on and off 
social media as the Wild Woman  
of the Wye. Find out more:  
https://www.swimwildwye.co.uk/ 

The water companies set money 
aside to pay water-quality fines, 
because that’s cheaper than fixing 
the problem

Angela Jones takes her campaign to government
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