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Executive Summary 
A survey of local river-users in Oxford prompted 1140 responses. The results show that the river is 

widely and frequently used throughout the year for swimming and other casual use (i.e. not 

supported by clubs). The results indicate that yet more people would swim and paddle in the river 

if it was clean, clear of obstacles and had easier access in and out of the water. Current users of the 

river appreciate the natural state of the river, so a full swimming-pool type development (as used 

to be the case in the past – with changing rooms and diving boards etc) is not needed or wanted by 

respondents.  

 

As a result of the survey, the local group think that a focus on renewing Longbridges as a  

safe swimming place while maintaining its natural state and supporting wildlife would enhance the 

river-use. 

 

Forward by Eleanor Blyth 
I have lived by rivers in Oxfordshire all my life. They have formed the backdrop to many adventures 

since I was a child in the 1970s: kayaking, rowing, skating on frozen flood-plains and swimming. I 

mention this because I know that our relationship with rivers, like the sea, and like the hills and 

mountains of this country, goes back a long way. But more recently, we are all becoming more 

aware of our natural surroundings, both as a source of deep pleasure and as a possible victim of 

human activities through pollution and climate change. 

 

So at the beginning of 2020, when charged by the local residents committee to think of local actions 

that could help the bigger ecological and climate crises that we are facing, my thoughts turned to 

the river. Perhaps we could turn to this wonderful resource right in the middle of our community. 

Perhaps if we nurtured a more positive relationship with the river running through Oxford, we could 

improve several things at once: we might respect and indeed love nature more, we might travel 

away less. In this way, we might pollute the world less, be more supportive and appreciative of local 

nature-rich areas.  

 

So I recruited a local group of residents to look at how we use the river for our leisure. In particular, 

swimming, which to me is the most direct, natural, cheap and pleasurable way of experiencing the 

river. I knew it was something that had dropped in popularity in recent decades, even to the extent 

of being seen as dangerous. Perhaps it was time for that perception to swing back round. Maybe it 

was time to start swimming again.  

 

By chance, the summer of 2020 changed everything in that perception. It was a hot summer and 

we were all being asked to stay at home as travel was limited due to Covid. The river in Oxford 

provided a perfect release. The banks were busy with families and groups of young and old, enjoying 

the river in the way we always used in the 1970s. It was a joy to behold. I joined in and found myself 

swimming all across Oxford: up river beyond Wolvercote, down by Sandford Lock, in and around 

Aston’s Eyot. What a pleasure it was.  



Oxford immersive river survey results, June 2021 
 

2 
 

But there were still a few sticking points. While the battle for hearts and minds was won, there were 

still a few things that could make life more pleasant. The water is known to be dirty, there are 

submersed objects: shopping trolleys, bicycles and possibly sunken boats hidden in the water waiting 

to cut your legs. And there is the difficulty of getting out of the water: there aren’t enough access 

points. Could we possibly get some of these things sorted? 

 

Before taking any actions to remedy these issues, we decided to try and ascertain what other people 

felt. And this is the result. We designed the questionnaire and launched it through social media and 

were delighted with the results. Over 1100 people took the time to fill it in. This is an extraordinary 

response. The number itself tells a story – that there are many people who use the river for casual 

use such as swimming. And the replies to the questionnaire tell us what it means to them to swim 

and paddle around in this lovely river.  

 

I would like to thank everyone who filled in the questionnaire, the friends who helped design and 

launch it. More particularly the friends who analyzed the results and wrote this report. Our next 

steps are to take action to improve the local river swimming and paddling experience: the safety 

and accessibility of the water. Meanwhile, I hope you enjoy reading this report and feel the positive 

feelings and emotions behind the responses to our questions.  
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Introduction to the survey 
This survey emerged from two groups of citizens who came together around visions to improve 

access to Oxford’s rivers, end sewage pollution and achieve bathing water status. The first group 

initiated by Eleanor Blyth comprised a group of neighbors in Iffley Fields, East Oxford who wished to 

celebrate the enjoyment and therapeutic values the river had provided during lockdown and explore 

options and interest in improving access for people wishing to swim and/or launch inflatables and 

paddle boards where ending up in the river was part of the activity.  The second group, led by Claire 

Robertson were building a campaign to end sewage pollution and achieve bathing water status for 

part or all of the rivers passing through Oxford.   

 

The outcomes sought by both groups were highly compatible and, at the first zoom meeting, it was 

decided that a good first step would be to conduct a survey of this informal group of river users. The 

aim of the survey would be to understand more about people’s use of the river and to solicit interest 

in volunteering to help with the #endsewagepollution and bathing water campaigns.  The survey 

was launched on 12 February 2021 and closed on 7 April 2021 and attracted 1,140 responses. This 

report presents the findings of the survey and while many appear clear, it should be noted that this 

is a community survey, developed, administered and analysed by busy people in their spare time 

during a national lockdown. Further, it is a survey of a particular user-group who are neither 

representative of all river users nor the wider Oxford citizenry.  Despites its limitations, which are 

specified below, the survey findings demonstrate the well-being value many citizens gain from the 

value and offer a compelling case for investment to improve the quality of the rivers and restore 

traditional river bathing areas. We hope it will inspire citizens elsewhere to initiate similar surveys 

and offer a model that can be replicated and improved upon. 

 

Oxford Rivers and their use 
The name Oxford derives from shallow river crossings suitable for cattle (oxon). Over the centuries 

the rivers and its channels have been engineered to reduce risks of flooding, enable milling and 

navigation and support recreational use.  The ‘main’ channel of the river Thames, known locally as 

the Isis,  passes through the city and has four distinct ‘sections’: in north Oxford it flows by Port 

Meadow – an old common – where it  is wider with more natural, sandy banks.  This stretch is hugely 

popular for dog walking, picnicking, swimming, gatherings of young people and is used by a sailing 

and school rowing club.  The river then enters a more canalized stretch and between Osney lock and 

Folly Bridge passed by Oxford City centre where it is more built up with fewer access areas. The 

river then enters its busiest stretch for river users as it flows south to Iffley lock. Here, the eastern 

banks are lined with college rowing club houses and the western banks by residential river boats.  

The river is used by sporting and recreational rowers & kayakers, canoers, cruise boats, anglers as 

well as swimmers, paddle boarders, and people messing about in inflatables.  Between Iffley and 

Sandford lock it opens out into meadows and is quieter but popular with swimmers and picnicers. 
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The River Cherwell joins the Thames 

between Folly Bridge and Iffley lock. It is too 

narrow for rowing sculls and is the main 

punting river. Compared to the Thames, 

public access points to this river are limited. 

Away from these main rivers are a number 

of branches of the Thames that are quieter 

and where some historic bathing pools are 

located.  Members of the river group created 

a map of historic and present-day bathing 

places to include in the survey.  In response 

to the survey, A PhD student at a London 

college studying historic bathing areas and 

culture in Oxford contacted and joined the 

group, adding depth and insight that enables 

the survey findings to be placed in a rich 

historic context.  In brief, there is a 150 year 

history of river bathing and Oxford and 

during its heyday (~1880 – 1970) formal  

bathing areas with screens, diving boards 

and changing rooms were created. Of these only one, Tumbling Bay on a side channel of the Thames 

is still functional but not maintained, a second Longbridges is badly dilapidated but still popular and 

the old infrastructure of a third, Parson’s Pleasure and Dames Delight on the Cherwell is barely 

visible and the site unused. 

 

Survey Approach and Limitations 
The group recognized that a ‘full river user survey would be a major undertaking and so decided to 

focus on river users who go into the water either as their main purpose (swimmers) or as a frequent 

consequence of their river use (falling off paddle boards, messing about on inflatables).  In an effort 

to make the survey target audience clear we used the word ‘immerse’ in the title and specified who 

it was aimed at in the strapline. 

 

An initial outline of questions was prepared by the river access groups and developed as a google 

forms survey by Paul Jepson.  This survey platform was chosen for ease of development and sharing 

and because it is free. The survey comprised four question sets i) frequency of river users and 

preferred access points ii) other activities combined with immersive river activities, iii) physical and 

perceptual barriers to using the river, iv) what going in the river means to respondents and v) 

respondent characteristics and interest in volunteering to help the #endsewagepollution campaign.   

The draft questions were further developed and refined at a group meeting and limited pilot of 

twenty family and friends conducted. A standard email/post containing the survey link was prepared 

launched via the Iffley Fields Residents Association Facebook group and #endsewagecampiagn 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1FPHmeAXUBAbRJrt8NDq9HjL-W_3Av9EGVYaRITZkASM/prefill
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website and distributed via Facebook groups, email lists and personal contacts.  In addition, the 

secretary of IFRA sent it to other Oxford residents associations with the request that they circulate 

it to their members.  The survey link quickly spread among the wider swimmer community.  In an 

effort to reach beyond these networks, twenty five A5 posters were placed on railings, notice boards, 

fence posts close to public access points along the rivers. 

 

This approach is likely to generate responses from people who already value the river and/or are 

concerned about pollution issues.  It is therefore not representative of the wider attitudes to going 

in the river.  Importantly, our survey did not reach communities in Oxford who might wish to go in 

the rivers but who are disconnected from it for reasons of distance, culture, and free time.  In 

addition, due to lockdown we were not able to reach Oxford’s university and college student body 

and lacked access to social media used by Oxford’s teenagers, many of whom bathe in the river 

during the summer months. 

 

The survey data was analyzed by CG and duplicate records, those from outside Oxford and from 

non-immersive (or aspiring immersive) river users were discarded from future analysis. 
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Results  

 

Profile of respondents 

The survey received 1,140 valid responses: an additional 92 duplicate responses were removed. The 

modal age group was 45-54 (25.0%) and almost half were aged 35-54 (45.2%). The vast majority 

of respondents were of white background (94.5%) and living in Oxford’s central postcode districts - 

OX1, OX2, OX3, and OX4 (78.1%). A further 14.7% of respondents reported other Oxfordshire 

postcodes, with 1.8% reporting postcodes outside of Oxfordshire. Postcode information was missing 

for 5.4% of respondents.  

 

Figure 1: Histogram of respondent age groups 

 
 

Figure 2: Histogram of respondent postcodes 
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The majority (83%) of respondents were regular river swimmers. Around one in five (21%) were 

regular paddle boarders and 17% regularly canoed or kayaked in their own boat. There was some 

evidence of variation in types of activity by age groups.  

 

Table 1: Regular activities by age group of respondents 

Age 
group 

River 
swimming 

Paddle 
boarding 

Canoeing / 
kayaking 
(with own 
vessel) 

Splashing 
and 
paddling 
about 

Messing 
about in 
inflatables 

Other 

18-24 89.4% 9.4% 26.3% 61.9% 20.0% 10.0% 

25-34 85.6% 17.8% 33.9% 49.4% 15.0% 13.3% 

35-44 80.9% 21.7% 35.2% 57.8% 16.1% 11.7% 

45-55 85.6% 34.0% 43.5% 41.4% 17.9% 10.2% 

55-64 79.4% 12.7% 33.9% 15.2% 5.5% 19.4% 

65-74 73.8% 7.5% 31.3% 16.3% 5.0% 28.8% 

Note: the 12-17 and 75+ age groups are excluded due to low numbers of responses. Percentages are based on 

respondents: percentages in rows sum to more than 100% as many respondents regularly undertook more than 

one type of activity.  

 

Two thirds (67.1%) of respondents reported that they had been going in the river for years and 21% 

said they went in for the first time during 2020. One in nine (11.4%) of respondents said that they 

would like to go in the river but don’t feel confident to do so. 

 

Younger respondents were more likely to say that they entered the river for the first time in 2020, 

as shown in figure 3, below. New river users were significantly less likely to report regular kayaking 

or canoeing in their own vessels1 (23.5% vs 41.5%; t(452.2)=5.46, p<0.001) and reported 

significantly fewer regular river activities per person compared with people who said they had been 

using the river for years (t(1001) = 4.073, p<0.001), but the difference was small (a mean of 2.26 

vs 1.93 for each group). 

  

                                                
1 Note. During lockdown UK Government and British Canoeing guidance restricted club-based kayaking and 
canoeing. 
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Figure 3: Percentage of respondents per age group who were new river users in 2020 

 
 

Naturally, respondents combined their river activities with other activities. Respondents were asked 

to rate the frequency with which they combined other activities with going in the river on a four 

point Likert scale where 1 = “Never” and 4 = “Most times”. As shown in table 2, below, the most 

frequent were meeting friends, going for a walk, cycle, or jog, and picnicing. Almost half of all 

respondents (49.2%) said they combined going in the river with meeting friends “most times”. 

 

Table 2: Activities frequently combined with going in the river 

How often do you combine the following activities with 
going in the river?  

Number of 
responses 

Mean 
(1-4) 

Std. Deviation 

Meeting friends  1122 3.28 0.830 

A walk, jog, or cycle 1122 2.80 1.021 

Picnicing 1121 2.72 0.959 

Getting out with the kids (if applicable) 834 2.34 1.205 

Sun-bathing 1124 2.26 1.097 

Ball and other games 1117 1.66 0.873 
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Figure 4: Which of these activities do you regularly do in our rivers and lakes? 

 
Note: respondents were able to select multiple activity types. The figures above are based on the number of 

respondents: for example, 82.6% of people responding to the survey said that they regularly swam in rivers or 

lakes.  

 

The majority of respondents (75.7%) reported going in rivers or lakes at least once a week during 

the summer months, with almost half (45.3%) doing this more than once a week. Respondents went 

in rivers or lakes less often during the colder months, with less than a quarter (24.0%) going in 

weekly or more often. Around two fifths (39.1%) did not use rivers and lakes during the colder 

months.  A quarter (23.6%) of respondents said they went in rivers or lakes once a week or more 

all year round and, as illustrated in figure 5, below, there was an association between age group 

and regular all-year-round usage (r(1,079)=0.149, p<0.001). 

 



Oxford immersive river survey results, June 2021 
 

10 
 

Figure 5: Proportion of respondents by age group going in rivers or lakes at least weekly 

in both the warmer and colder months. 

 
 

Figure 6. Histogram comparing frequency of respondents going in the river in warmer and 

in colder months 
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River bathing and access points 

Respondents were invited to locate where they most commonly entered the river. Written responses 

were grouped into 48 coded areas with a range of one to 394 responses per area. The named areas 

were then grouped into six stretches of river with more than 60 responses each: 81.9% of all 

responses could be attributed to these six stretches. The number of respondents per stretch is shown 

in table 3, below, with the full table of responses presented as an appendix.  

 

Port Meadow was by far the most popular place to enter the river.  However, this is a long (xx km) 

stretch with open access along its eastern bank.  Counted together bathing places between Folly 

Bridge and Sandford Lock were popular.   

 

Table 3: Most popular stretches for entering the river 

Stretch Frequency Percent 

Port Meadow 394 34.6 

Cherwell River 64 5.6 

Aston's Eyot to Iffley 244 21.4 

Iffley to Sandford 96 8.4 

Hinksey 61 5.4 

Wolvercote 75 6.6 

Subtotal 934 81.9 

Other stretches & missing data 206 18.1 

Total 1140 100.0 

 

Although Oxford has a number of historic outdoor bathing areas, including Longbridges, Tumbling 

Bay, Parson’s Pleasure, and Dame’s Delight, these were relatively rarely identified by respondents 

as their preferred places to enter the river today. Less than one in six respondents (14.0%) indicated 

a historic bathing place as where they typically enter the water.  

 

Tumbling Bay – the best maintained of 

Oxford’s historic river bathing pools 
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Table 4: Proportion of respondents naming a historic bathing place as their usual place of 

entering the river.  

Place Frequency Percent 

Longbridges 66 5.8 

Tumbling Bay 19 1.7 

Wolvercote 75 6.6 

Hinksey Lake 59 5.2 

Subtotal 219 19.2 

Other places and missing data 921 80.8 

 Total 1140 100.0 

 

What going in the river means to participants 

A single open (free text) question asked ‘what does going in the river mean to you - what benefits 

do you gain?  The responses were read by PJ, CG and HF and a set of common concepts identified 

(Figure 7 below). Well-being captures the overarching benefit and the figure reported in the 

histogram below refers to responses that specifically mention either this word or health.   

 

Figure 7: Reported benefits of immersive river use 

 
Note: respondents reported benefits in their own words. Multiple codes could be assigned to individual 

comments.  
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The following collection of answer responses illustrates both the range and the consistent message 

of the responses. 

 

“It's like a factory reset.  Excellent for mind body & spirit” 

“It gives me a well being buzz unlike any other form of exercise.” 

“Happiness, relaxation, mental health and wellbeing. Joy!” 

“Euphoric rush of joy connecting with nature”  

“It's life enhancing and fun, and I like it because it's local” 

“It's pure heaven. Helps with anxiety, makes me feel rejuvenated and joyful!” 

“The River has been an amazing discovery this Lockdown and has certainly kept me sain.  I love being in the water 
both cold and warmer “ 

“Good for exercise and fitness. Good for mental health. Inspiration. Closeness to Nature.” 

“Fitness and fun” 

“Beauty, escape, calm, friendship, exercise” 

“Really different recreation than any other available in the city” 

“Positive feeling.. Place in wider world” 

“Relaxing, enjoy nature, holiday at home”. 

“Its the lifeline of living in Oxford” 

“Everything. No more suicidal ideations. A place to be me. A place to meet friends.” 

“Amazing mental & physical health benefits of being in nature.” 

“It's been incredible for my mental health over the pandemic - it's given me energy and a real boost each time.” 

“Health, joy, community, nature, challenge.” 

“Freedom in Nature”  

“I like the old school aspect of it, it feels freeing. It's great that we can do so in an uncontrolled way.” 

“Healthy family exercise close to nature. Freedom. Quality time with kids.” 

“Sense of peace and calm, at one with nature, viewing the world from a different perspective.”  

“Peace and tranquility.” 

“Mental health benefits when colder, treasured family fun in warmer months.” 

“Health and happiness, tranquility, appreciation of nature.”  

“It feels good,  it's fun, its beautiful.” 

“Sanity and serenity.” 

 “Relaxing body and mind, unwinding, letting go.” 

“Move, breathe, listen, watch the river birds, reduce anxiety, gain perspective.”  

“Freedom. Blast of peace. Nature.” 

“Well being, fitness, socializing.” 

“Enjoying nature, physical and mental health.” 
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Features that would increase respondent’s enjoyment and/or ability to go in Oxford’s 

rivers and lakes. 

Respondents were asked what one change would most enhance their enjoyment of Oxford’s rivers 

and lakes. The results here were very clear: 57.4% of respondents cited cleaner water, with the 

next most requested enhancement being more information about where to access the water (7.9%).  

 

Discussion and Conclusions 
This survey focused on informal river user groups, primarily the rising numbers of river swimmers 

but also the growing number of paddle boarders. It makes visible the large number of citizens who 

make use of the river for these purposes and the depth and breadth of well-being benefits they gain 

from swimming, messing about our paddling on the river.  It indicated that this use group would be 

larger if worries of sewage pollution and underground objects were addressed. 

 

Currently, recreational infrastructure and management favours formal club-based recreations such 

as rowing, sailing and kayaking and licenced recreations such as river cruising and angling.  This 

survey helps make visible this other important river user group which currently is not provided for 

in terms of access/bathing infrastructure and representation and river management decision making. 

 

The process of conducting this survey generated new insight on the 150 year old history of bathing 

in Oxford and the historic bathing areas that up until the 1970s had well developed infrastructure of 

changing rooms , hard sides and ladders, diving boards and perimeter screens.  Only Tumbling Bay 

is (partially) functional.  Restoring some of these sites in a manner suited to the 21st century could 

extend the benefits citizens gain from river swimming and reduce potential conflicts with rowers, 

boaters and kayakers.  The restoration of Longbridges on side channel off the busiest rowing stretch 

between Folly Bridge and Iffley Lock would seem to make sense, 

 

When thinking about how to improve access for swimmers, paddle boarders and other informal river 

users it should be kept in mind that a large proportion of respondents associated different forms of 

connecting with nature with the well-being benefits they derived from immersive river use.  Any 

development should take care to protect and enhance the natural beauty and ambience of the river. 
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Appendix 1 : Places where people enter the river 

 

Place Frequency Valid Percent 

Abingdon 5 0.4 

Angel & Greyhound Meadow/ St Clements 1 0.1 

Angel & Greyhound Meadows 1 0.1 

Appleford 2 0.2 

Appleton 1 0.1 

Aston's Eyot 43 3.8 

Bablock Hythe 3 0.3 

Cherwell Boathouse 5 0.4 

Cholsey 6 0.5 

Christchurch Meadows 2 0.2 

Clifton Hampden 8 0.7 

Cutteslowe 11 1.0 

Donnington Bridge 89 7.8 

Duxford 1 0.1 

Eynsham Lock 14 1.2 

Farmoor 4 0.4 

Fiddler's Elbow 9 0.8 

Godstow 8 0.7 

Hinksey Lake 59 5.2 

Hinksey stream 2 0.2 

Iffley Meadows 46 4.0 

Islip 2 0.2 

Kennington Meadows & Rose Isle 77 6.8 

King's Weir 33 2.9 

Lechlade 4 0.4 
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Longbridges 66 5.8 

Magdalen 3 0.3 

Minster Lovell 1 0.1 

New Bridge 2 0.2 

None 22 1.9 

Osney bridge 5 0.4 

Parson's Pleasure & Dame's Delight 26 2.3 

Port Meadow 394 34.6 

River Evenlode 2 0.2 

Rivermead nature reserve 7 0.6 

Sandford Pool 19 1.7 

Shillingford 2 0.2 

St Clement's 6 0.5 

St Ebbe's 8 0.7 

Sunnymead 7 0.6 

Sutton Courtenay 3 0.3 

Tackley 1 0.1 

Thrupp 3 0.3 

Tumbling Bay 19 1.7 

Unknown 12 1.1 

Victoria Arms 20 1.8 

Wallingford Bridge 1 0.1 

Wolvercote 75 6.6 

Total 1140 100.0 
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