Introduction to Healing Waters project and BFER
I spent all summer in my local river when I was a child. Over recent years I have been rediscovering swimming in rivers and lakes in Breckland and East Anglia. 

So why have I set up a project about outdoor swimming? 
A couple of years ago I heard about the scheme to bring together projects about the rivers and other waters of Breckland. There would be projects on history, conservation and river recreation in the area, and I knew that I wanted to get outdoor swimming included.

When I'm swimming people often stop and chat, and I find that everyone has stories about getting in the water. They tell me with great enthusiasm about when they used to swim or where they or their kids swim now. 
Many of these stories are from the past. It used to be seen as much more normal to swim outdoors than it is now. Many decades ago people were driven to indoor pools by concerns about polluted rivers. Or they were tempted by warm water on cheap holidays abroad. Or they have stopped swimming altogether – except perhaps at the seaside in summer. 
Because of this, there are generations of people that don't do it or haven't learnt from their own parents how to do it. And they don't know how to teach their children. Some don't do it because they hear people say it isn't safe or it isn't clean, and they don't feel confident to have a go. 
Outdoor swimming is not risk-free. But it is actually no more dangerous than many other outdoor activities. And it is probably less dangerous for health generally than spending all your time sitting on a sofa or at a computer. 

And the risks can be minimised by following some simple bits of advice. Most people are pretty sensible and use their common sense when getting into the water. But because of this loss of experience over the generations we might need to give people information about keeping themselves safe. 
Not everyone has turned away from swimming outdoors. Young people and families might not be able to afford or they don't want to travel distances or swim indoors in the summer. People have come to the area from Eastern Europe and other places with a strong tradition of swimming outdoors in rivers and lakes.

Over recent years outdoor swimming has become more popular. The Outdoor Swimming Society has 100,000 members. Sport England report that 7.5 million adults and young people swim outdoors. And the sports of open water swimming and triathlon are growing fast, too. You now see articles about 'wild swimming' – as it's often called – in newspapers and magazines and on radio and TV, and it has become trendy. 
But it's more than just a fad. Many who have read about it or heard about it decide to have a go. And often they are hooked, and take up swimming all year, even through the winter. There are networks of swimmers around the country, with local Facebook groups bringing people together to meet and swim (including one in Breckland), and we'll hear from some local swimmers later. 
Every summer at popular spots you can see crowds of people picnicking and in the water. I would like to see if there could be access to more swimming places. This could spread the load from those spots, and at the same time meet the rising demand as it is becoming more popular and there will be more people because of all the extra housing planned for the area.
I want everyone to see the benefits of outdoor swimming. We will hear more about these from swimmers later this morning. It is healthy and it's fun, and it's a good way to get children and young people active outdoors. It's more affordable and it's more environmentally friendly than driving to the coast or getting on a plane to Spain or wherever. It has a low impact on the environment. It can bring people closer to nature and help them care about their own place. And there can be economic benefits as well. 
So what will the project do? The plan is 

· To train people – of all ages but particularly young people – about assessing risks at the rivers and other places. We will give training on safety, and we will emphasise being careful of the environment 
· We will train young people in life saving and in lifeguarding

· We will run a small scale swim event so that local people can have a taste of this popular sport

and 
· We want to do a survey of the rivers and other waters to consider places that might be suitable for swimming – which would need careful discussion of all the issues, of course

· We want to involve landowners and local authorities in looking at access to swimming places, and the idea of the project is that we would work together to minimise any negative impacts, by educating people on safety and on caring for their environment, so that we can see positive outcomes for everyone. I hope that today's discussion can be the start of this.
The Healing Waters project fits into a wider set of projects –  The Brecks Fen Edge & Rivers Landscape Partnership Scheme (BFER), supported by the National Lottery Heritage Fund (NHLF).
Many of these projects will be interesting to landowners and local authorities. 

One will give advice on managing land to help the environment. Several are about river restoration, access and conservation. Others are on river history, including Industrious Rivers about navigation, and Tales from the River about the history of river swimming and other recreation. There will be opportunities to volunteer to get involved in many of these.
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So, in conclusion, there is a long history of swimming in our rivers, 
many people enjoy it now, and I'd like to see outdoor swimming 
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thriving into the future. 
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