
In the 1970s the Lilleaa river system, 

which is situated close to Aarhus, the 

second largest city in Denmark, was 

strongly polluted by wastewater from 

industry, agriculture, fish farming and 

households.

Parts of the river had been changed 

into a dead drainage canal and a large 

number of dams made it impossible for 

migrating fish to move freely. So, the 

Lilleaa river system was a worst-case 

reality in every respect.

Three steps for change
The first part of the solution was to 

purify wastewater. Stricter regulatory 

requirements on the level of allowed 

discharge over time led to the construc-

tion of new and advanced purification 

facilities.

Also, fish farms along the river intro-

duced new clean technologies, includ-

ing new types of feeding technology 

and new technologies to treat effluent. 

These technologies helped clean up the 

The Lilleaa river system – from ugly duckling 
to beautiful swan

A river system in Denmark with high levels of pollution, where fish had nowhere to go changed over 30 years 

into what today is one of the best living habitats for sea trout and a popular recreational area.
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river and reduce the discharge of nutri-

ents, even though fish farmers could still 

increase their production.

Finally, the physical layout of the river 

was changed in order to make the river 

more attractive to fish and other fauna. 

Among other things, by-passes were 

built around the dams so as to allow 

better passage for fish.

Today, the coin has flipped. The general 

state of the Lilleaa river system is very 

good; the water is clean. The environ-

mental objectives have been fulfilled. 

The Lilleaa river system has become 

one of the best habitats for sea trout in 

Denmark and the river system is now an 

attractive recreational area.

» The story of the Lilleaa river system in Denmark is almost like 
the famous fairy tale by Danish writer Hans Christian Andersen 
about the ugly duckling, which turned into a beautiful swan.
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