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Section 1: Introduction 

Water resources are coming under increasing pressure as we strive to meet the needs of a growing 
population, adapt to climate change, reduce abstractions to protect and enhance our environment, 
and increase our resilience to droughts.  
 
Water Resources South East (WRSE) is developing a multi-sector, resilience plan for the South East 
of England to ensure our water supply is sustainable and resilient in the future. We are taking a 
long-term view, looking ahead to 2100, and are considering the water needs for public water 
supply, the environment and that required by all other major users in the region – this is primarily 
agriculture, electricity generators, industry (paper mills) and golf courses. 
 
Earlier this year we shared initial policy positions which we plan to use to inform our long-term, 
multi-sector plan. It was the first time the six water companies which make up WRSE had put 
forward regional policies and the first time we’d taken into account other water-using sectors. 
 
We focused on nine areas where we believe there is discretion for us, customers and stakeholders 
to make choices about our priorities and services. These policy positions will be incorporated into 
the development of our best-value plan tailored to our region.  
 
We also said if national policies are mandated by the government as we progress our plan then 
we’ll automatically adopt those. 
 
We published our draft policy positions in August 2020 and asked for your thoughts. Thank you to 
everyone who read the document and provided feedback. 
 
This report summarises the engagement we undertook to share and explain our approach to 
policies (Section 2), the feedback we received and our consideration of the main points (Section 3) 
and details of the next steps (Section 4).  
 

 

Section 2: Engagement on our draft policies 

On 4 August 2020 we published our draft policies on our engagement website 

(wrse.uk.engagementhq.com/regional-policies) and asked for feedback to help us develop our 

approach. The infographic below summarises the policy positions we consulted on. 

 

https://wrse.uk.engagementhq.com/regional-policies
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We prepared a range of information to help to communicate our approach to policies and held a 

webinar in early August. Our engagement activities comprised: 

 

• publication of a blog and film with Trevor Bishop, Organisational Director at WRSE, which 

introduced our initial policy positions. 

• publication of a summary document and infographic, outlining our nine policies, what they 

are based on, what else we need to know and who we need to engage with. 

• promotion of the policies by member water companies through their individual social media 

channels and stakeholder networks. 
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• a webinar on 10 August 2020 to present and discuss the policies in more detail and provide 

an opportunity for wider discussion. Eighteen individuals joined the webinar and nearly 40 

have already watched a recording published on our website for others to view at their 

convenience. 

• an online survey to send feedback, alternatively feedback could be sent via email. 

• discussions with regulators and other regional planning groups. 

 

We received 15 responses from organisations, one of these organisational respondents also shared 

personal views to some questions. The organisations who responded are listed in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Organisations who provided feedback on the policies 

Buckinghamshire Council 
Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation 

Fairer World Linfield, Central Sussex Climate Network 
Historic England 

Inland Waterways Association South East Region 

Kent County Council 
Natural England 

River Thames Society  

RWE Generation UK plc (RWE) 

South East Rivers Trust 

Sussex Wildlife Trust 
Water Level 

Waterwise 

Waverley Borough Council 

Wildlife Countryside Link 

 

 

Section 3: Summary of feedback and our consideration 

In this section we present a summary of the feedback we received on the policies we put forward 
and our consideration and response to the points raised. We asked 13 questions and have 
presented the feedback on a question by question basis, summarising the main issues followed by 
our consideration and response.  

Overall the feedback was positive, with majority support for many of the policies we are proposing 
to base our planning on. The organisations asked constructive questions and have encouraged us to 
explore some aspects of our thinking. We’ll take this into account as we refine our policy positions 
and apply them to define some of the key assumptions we’ll include in our regional plan. 

 

 

 



 

 

6 

Question 1: Do you agree the 50 per cent reduction in leakage by 2050 as set out in 

the Environment Agency’s National Framework is appropriate? 

 

The majority of respondents supported our ambition to align with the 50 per cent target set out in 

the Environment Agency’s National Framework as an appropriate measure, with several stating this 

should be a minimum target.  

 

A number of respondents pointed out the member water companies are starting from different 

baselines for leakage and suggested those currently with the highest rates should achieve the 

highest rates of reduction. 

 

• Sussex Wildlife Trust said there needed to be an acknowledgement that companies with 

consistently poor leakage rates may need to go further, and that progress against the target 

should be carefully monitored so reductions do not wait until nearer 2050. 

• Kent County Council noted that the approach could penalise companies which have already 

worked hard to reduce leakage and ‘bake in’ wide disparities in leakage performance 

between companies in the South East. 

• Inland Waterways Association South East Region suggested the maximum reduction should 

be achieved by those companies presently having the highest loss per kilometre of main. 

• Natural England urged WRSE to go for the most stringent leakage reduction possible. It 

suggested that as Thames Water is an outlier in leakage as a percentage in the water sector, 

the 50% target means it will reduce its leakage more in absolute terms than other 

companies, but it will remain an outlier by 2050 in terms of the percentage of their supply 

that they leak. It suggested it may be reasonable to set boundaries of percentage of water 

into supply that a company can leak by 2050, with an upper percentile based on the 

company’s expected industry average by 2050 after the 50% reduction and this could be 

added to the targets. 

• South East Rivers Trust felt the impacts of leakage reduction on some catchments are likely 

to be bigger than others and it made sense to aim for a target above the national average in 

the South East - an area of serious water stress – and that higher reductions could be 

appropriate in some catchments or water resource zones but not others. It queried WRSE’s 

level of confidence in the target being achieved.  

• Waverly Borough Council pointed out that a 50% reduction is still an average of 10% of 

drinking water lost through leakage, therefore it would support a policy which supports the 

reduction of leaks as much as possible 

• Wildlife Countryside Link states that halving leakage by 2050 is in line with the 

recommendation in the NIC’s ‘Preparing for a drier future’ report which identifies the 

economic and other benefits of investing in resilient water supplies now, to avoid the ‘tens 

of billions of pounds’ it could cost to respond to a severe drought in the UK. 

• Fairer World Linfield, Central Sussex Climate Network felt the 50% reduction by 2050 was 

not a sufficiently clear objective without a better understanding of the baseline position. 

• Buckinghamshire Council and an individual respondent highlighted that this would 

necessitate investment to renew the network. 



 

 

7 

• Buckinghamshire Council also recognised the role leakage played in contributing to 

increased run off in urban areas, therefore it would also support flood risk management. 

• Water Level recognised the broad support of customers and stakeholders to reduce leakage, 

despite other resource option being less costly. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation suggested a reduction in 

downstream leakage was beneficial and flagged the significant cost/disruption of reducing 

leakage in London. 

 

 

WRSE’s consideration and response: 

 

We welcome the broad support for this policy and, given the standing commitment to achieving a 

50 per cent reduction in leakage by 2050 by the water sector, alongside the expectations of 

regulators and Government, we will continue with this ambition.  

 

We recognise the point made by a number of respondents that there are currently different 

baselines between the individual company members, depending on how you assess relative 

performance.  

 

While this is predominately an issue between the companies, their customers’ preferences and 

regulators, we will explore how the leakage policy of a 50 per cent reduction in the regional 

planning process could help to achieve more even performance.  

 

The draft Water Resources Planning Guideline states that the 2017-18 actual leakage value 

reported for 2017 should form the base year for the 50% reduction (using the new best practice 

consistent method metric). A consultation on the draft planning guideline has recently concluded 

and we will confirm if this base year remains when the final guidance becomes available. 

 

We will evidence the costs associated with this policy and consider alternatively reporting the 

leakage as a percentage of distribution input. 

 

 

Question 2: Do you agree leakage reduction after 2050 should be based on best 

value in the regional plan? 

 
A majority of respondents also supported our position on basing leakage reduction post 2050 on 

best value and agreed it was a reasonable position to take. A few said appropriate metrics should 

be developed for a target more intelligent than percentage reduction and almost all agreed there 

would need to be close evaluation of progress and climate change impacts nearer the time to make 

a more informed choice, supported by further consultation. 
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• Fairer World Linfield, Central Sussex Climate Network and the Company of proprietors of 

the Stroudwater Navigation called for intelligent metrics to be established 

• Wildlife Countryside Link suggested future targets could again be a national target, or more 

challenging targets at a regional level to reflect the scale of leakage in different areas. 

• Natural England agreed with the uncertainty around predictions beyond 2050 and stressed 

if some companies remained an outlier in leakage at that point it would become increasingly 

unsustainable. They stressed the views of ‘future’ water customers are of particular 

importance when making decisions from 2050 onwards and noted the perceived and 

economic value of water may shift significantly between now and then, so what is modelled 

as best value now may change. 

• RWE suggested where there is excessive need for water supply options to support avoidable 

leakage rates, the excess supply options could represent significant opportunity cost to 

other sectors and the environment when water is scarce. 

 

WRSE’s consideration and response: 

 

Based on this positive feedback, we will use an evidence-based approach to set targets for leakage 

reduction in our plan post 2050. As a minimum, we will make sure absolute leakage levels do not 

rise. This would still amount to a slight decrease in leakage levels per kilometre of mains or 

properties connected.  

 

 

Q3. Do you agree progress on reducing water use should be based on best value for 

customers and the environment? 

 

While there was broad support for our approach on reducing water use based on best value, 

particularly in relation to the environment, many respondents were disappointed not to see a 

specific target for Per Capita Consumption (PCC), with many suggesting a target of 110 litres of 

water per person per day as a maximum. The inclusion of non-household water use was welcomed, 

albeit some respondents would like to see more emphasis on this area, and we heard strong 

support for inclusion of options around white goods labelling and building regulation controls. 

 

• Waterwise supports the best value approach but asks that the analysis of demand 
management options in a best-value approach include the energy, carbon and water savings 
realised by household customers and businesses and the benefits of leaving additional 
water in the environment, alongside the option delivery costs and benefits seen directly by 
the companies.  

• Waterwise and the South East Rivers Trust both suggest our policy could say more about the 
need for greater effort to reduce non household water use, which Waterwise says 
comprises over 20% of demand from public water supplies and 30% of consumption. 
Waterwise stressed that our multi-sector plan presents a key route to deliver greater water 
efficiency in the business sector, with collaboration on targeted actions. It potentially sees a 
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separate policy for this area. The South East Rivers Trust says non-household demand and 
retailers need to be pushed much more on water efficiency, with water stewardship and 
awareness raising at the forefront. 

• Waterwise, along with Natural England and the Sussex Wildlife Trust, were surprised not to 
see a long-term target to reduce PCC along the lines of the 110 litres per person per day set 
out in the Environment Agency’s National Framework. Waterwise stressed this would mean 
missing out on an opportunity to realise extra gains through regional collaboration. It states 
that WRSE companies have widely varying programmes and varying success in reducing PCC 
to date, indicating there is significant additional potential benefit to working regionally to 
help “level up”. Waterwise suggests WRSE could set a shared minimum % reduction 
ambition – e.g. a 25% reduction by 2050 – with a review in 2022 when there may be more 
clarity on supportive policy actions. 

• Natural England stated that duties to protect the environment are not met under current 

climate conditions and they cannot be achieved in the face of growth and climate change 

without much more stringent demand management measures. They referenced the strong 

national ambition to aim for a tight Per Capita Consumption around 110 litres per person 

per day on average. They suggested that a tighter target than this should be customer led 

and mechanisms which could lead to this, including variable tariffs, should be explored with 

customers.  

• The Sussex Wildlife Trust felt the question was leading and left out fundamental parts of 

the policy position listed. The trust supports a plan that considers other water users and 

allows for an ambitious and consistent target – a maximum of 110 litres per person per day. 

The trust stressed that driving down demand should be a fundamental priority for all 

companies and could be approached through measures such as lobbying government for 

policies such as strong mandatory targets, different use-based pricing structures and water 

labelling. It mentions Southern Water’s Target 100 as an example of an ambitious target 

not being reliant on Government policy. 

• Buckinghamshire Council’s view is the policy needs to be more ambitious and specific – 

aligned as a minimum, with the targets set in the Building Regulations (125 l/p/d; or 110 in 

an area of water stress), with many of its own local plans stipulating 100 litres. 

• Waverly Borough Council says policy in local plans should be taken into account – they also 

specify a target of 110 litres per person per day for new developments. 

• The South East Rivers Trust sees the best value for the environment as a crucial component 

which needs to be emphasised. The trust says value for the customer has been the focus for 

a long time, leading to lower water bills, high usage and a general lack of awareness around 

the value of water. They say a consistent target would improve communication across 

regional and national campaigns. 

• The individual respondent also believed greater importance should be given to the natural 
environment and biodiversity. 

• Kent County Council calls for greater clarity on the weighting given to each need and 
supports the inclusion of non-household consumption. 

• Fairer World Linfield, Central Sussex Climate Network supports the principle and suggests 
the policy should include investigating strategies to meet non-potable elements of demand, 
such as rainwater harvesting and water re-use. 
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• Water Level also welcomes a broader approach which considers rainfall capture and 
wastewater recycling, as well as the benefits of reduced sewer flows. 

• Inland Waterways Association South East Region believes reductions should be focused on 
areas with the most environmentally sensitive abstractions. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation says while the ambition is 
worthy, it’s unpredictable, with trends such as power showers and swimming pools able to 
undo initiatives. 

• In general comments on water use, RWE says in the thermal power sector an appropriate 

goal is water use optimisation rather than water use minimisation or continuous reduction, 

since reducing some forms of water use can have adverse consequences (e.g. decreased 

thermal efficiency, increasing chemical use and emissions, increased fuel use, increased 

emissions to air etc, increased costs of energy supply and reduction in some forms of power 

system resilience). It says that while national, legal targets for water use reduction would 

need to be adopted, the consequences of water use reduction proposals should be 

considered carefully before adoption as a regional approach in the power/energy sector. 

 
 

WRSE’s consideration and response: 

 

We welcome those areas of support for the best-value approach and also those views outlining 

alternative approaches, including a target-based policy for PCC, such as the 110 litres per person 

per day target outlined in the Environment Agency’s National Framework. 

 

On balance, we feel it’s most appropriate at this stage to continue with the best-value approach, as 

regulators and the Government have set out a process which requires the investment that drives 

bills to be derived through best-value planning, as well as supported by engagement with the 

customers who will be paying the bill. We will, therefore, need to continue with this approach 

unless the Government sets a binding target which will override best value and customer choice.   

 

We do recognise this differs from the target setting approach we’ve adopted for leakage. In that 

case, we have conformed to a nationally agreed target and at this current time we don’t have this 

for PCC.  

 

We agree with the need to proactively lobby Government to introduce mandatory labelling of 

white goods and tighter building regulations for water efficient appliances as key steps to reduce 

personal water use. Government interventions such as this will likely be required if a PCC of 110 

litres per person per day is mandated. 

 

We’ll explore a range of demand management scenarios, with and without intervention, to 

demonstrate and better understand how far companies can go without external support. 
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We also agree with the point raised by Waterwise regarding the consideration of carbon in the best 

value evaluation and the points made on non-household use. We’ll make sure we take account of 

these in the plan. 

 

In terms of planning authorities’ targets for new housing at 110 litres per person per day, for clarity, 

WRSE’s stated ambitions combines new households and existing households and is based on an 

average. 

 

 
Q4. Do you agree customers should have a choice on the level of demand 

management they are prepared to pay for and how different policies will impact their 

water use in the home? 

 

Feedback to this question was mixed. Overall respondents considered that mechanisms are already 

in place and are being utilised to determine customer preference and the level of choice should be 

set within overall parameters. 

 

• Waverley Borough Council says engagement and gaining co-operation of users will be key to 

delivering targets and policies. 

• Kent County Council stated that as there is currently no price signal for customers to 

indicate the scarcity of water in the South East and the value of water for the environment, 

their willingness to pay for demand management would require a high level of 

understanding of the implications. Only given that understanding, should customer choice 

be a factor. 

• Natural England agrees customers should be provided with full and easy to understand 

information on the environmental impacts of their choices and suites of options, as well as 

the impact on their bills and lives. Given that, they agree customers should be given a choice 

– except where statutory requirements need to be met. 

• RWE also agrees customers should understand the consequence, in terms of costs and 

wider effects on the environment and other sectors, of the different levels of demand 

management available to them.   

• Waterwise points out that customer preferences are already taken into account but need to 

be considered alongside other factors such as the needs of future generations and those of 

wider society, the economy and the environment. Again it stresses cost information shared 

with customers should also include potential savings on energy and the wider value for 

environment and economy. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation questions whether there will be 

sufficient unanimity between customers to give a clear direction. 

• Inland Waterways Association South East Region says psychology should be applied to 

nudge/steer customers towards lower use. 

• Sussex Wildlife Trust says as a broad principle people or businesses who use a lot of water 

should have to pay for it, given its societal and environmental value. Its preference is for a 
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tariff-based system with an affordable level of water use for all and steep increases in costs 

as use increases, taking into account special individual needs. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link states current Government policy does not effectively drive water 

efficiency and Blueprint members support a framework of water labelling, stringent 

standards for new homes and targets for household and non-household water use (e.g. 100 

litres per person by 2050) with customers having a choice in how these targets are reached. 

• The South East Rivers Trust agrees customer choice should be set within the limitations of a 

strong ambition to reduce demand and the need to enable an educated and informed 

choice. This would include a regional target based on need and evidence and include 

innovative tariff measures such as stepped charging, coupled with investment in awareness 

raising to reflect water’s value and connection to the environment. 

• Fairer World Linfield, Central Sussex Climate Network suggests individual customer choice 

will inevitably be very limited as there is little option but to protect the environment and 

water sources, but deviations from ‘normal practice’ should be opened to political debate. 

• Water Level stresses informed customers views are important as they will be picking up the 

cost and most directly affected. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 
We are committed to engaging and taking into account the views of customers views in respect of 

all the key choices in the plan, including reductions in water use. We do, however, recognise the 

limitations and challenges associated with this process and we’ve already taken steps to make sure 

the input from customers is well informed and can take account of wider intergenerational issues 

and Government policy objectives. In addition, we have brought together a customer 

representative group with representatives from the water companies’ Customer Challenge Groups 

and CCW to support our engagement with customers for the multi-sector, regional resilience plan 

to make sure it is meaningful and reflected in the final outputs. 

 

WRSE member companies will continue to explore how stronger signals can be used to help 

manage water use and these will be assessed, as options, within the plan. We’ll also include local 

planning policy on PCC targets where it has been developed and approved by the authorities.   

 

 

Q5. Do you agree we should explore a different metric for reducing demand in the 

long term – one linked more directly to sustainable abstraction? 

 
There was strong support from most respondents for exploring a different metric for reducing 

demand, with a number of suggestions that the measure should be more closely related to 

‘absolute’ abstraction rather than ‘water into supply’. 
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• Waterwise supports the position, having joined eNGOs and Water UK in writing to Defra on 

this issue recently. They expect WRSE to work with the Government and others to identify 

an appropriate level for a ‘Distribution Input’ type target by October 2022 and have actions 

in place for how it will be reduced. 

• Sussex Wildlife Trust would like to understand what evidence would be used to determine 

sustainable abstraction. The trust would support a commitment to measuring 

environmental footprints , assuming this relates to the Natural Capital valuation 

methodology committed to in the Environment Agency’s National Framework. 

• Kent County Council and Wildlife Countryside Link were both concerned a water into supply 

metric would miss out on opportunities to improve the efficiency in other areas, such as 

treatment processes – with absolute abstraction a better metric – weighted towards the 

quantitative condition of catchments. WCL warned a narrower target could create a 

perverse incentive to focus on areas which may not deliver the greatest abstraction 

reductions for a given level of investment – and ultimately be environmentally detrimental. 

• RWE says the metric should not be confined to environmental considerations, but also 

recognise the societal benefits of reduction. 

• Natural England was somewhat less supportive, suggesting that moving away from specific 

targets for PCC and business could lead to inadvertent impacts on the environment. The 

regulator suggested a sustainable abstraction metric is unlikely to capture all the aspects of 

abstraction on the environment and believes measuring water use would remain more 

effective. 

• The River Thames Society Council supports a plan to use a metric linked more directly to 

sustainable abstraction. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

Based on these responses and overall support, we will continue to explore new metrics to help 

measure the key outcome objective of environmental sustainability. We will ensure our work links 

to similar work being undertaken by Government and others.  

 

 

Q6. Do you agree the regional plan should take an evidence-based approach to 

define best value for the environment, in combination with the views of customers 

and stakeholders and underpinned by legislative drivers? 

 

While many respondents were in principle supportive of this approach, there was a general 

consensus that much more information was required on what evidence would be used in its 

application and whether this would be sufficient to achieve the stated ambition. There was concern 

the best-value approach could be overruled by customer and stakeholder views. Natural England 

felt WRSE needed to more clearly set out all the environmental legislation which would underpin 

WRSE’s approach. 
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• Natural England’s view was that statutory and policy objectives for environmental 

protection were significantly lacking in the current policy. It states the Water Framework 

Directive is only one of the statutory environmental drivers for sustainability and while it 

should be properly implemented this must not be to the exclusion of other legal 

requirements to improve the water environment, including the Government’s 25-year 

Environment Plan. They also suggested allowance for qualitative information and locally 

specific information on nationally important water dependant wildlife is made in the 

decision making. 

• The Sussex Wildlife Trust supports an evidence-based approach, depending on the evidence 

being used. The trust is concerned that the environmental ambition currently articulated 

doesn’t commit to anything concrete and says ambitious targets need to be set and 

adopted. SWT would like to see a commitment to net gains in biodiversity for all plans and 

projects, preferably with a minimum percentage gain. It also advocates commitment across 

WRSE to catchment-based approaches and a preference for natural solutions. 

• The South East Rivers Trust stresses that the quantification and assessment of 

environmental need is crucial and that the actual environmental need must be represented 

accurately and not outweighed by customer preference. It again calls for catchment 

partnerships to be used as a key delivery mechanism. 

• The Wildlife Countryside Link suggests Natural Capital approaches to cost-benefit analysis 

could be helpful to ensure the wider benefits including ecosystem services and a naturally 

resilient environment (less susceptible to damage and more easily able to recover from 

stress) should be adequately taken into account. 

• Kent County Council also argues that, while valuable, defining best value does not guarantee 

environmental protection, enhancement and adaptation unless there is perfect evidence, 

which there is far from being currently. Therefore stronger evidence gathering is required. 

Waterwise supports this point and agrees that with the current evidence available the policy 

will prove challenging. 

• RWE agrees that all aspects of WRSE planning should be evidence-based and meet legal 

obligations and it stresses the full range of societal costs and benefits should be explored. It 

urges WRSE’s approach to extend beyond public water supply and the environment to 

include considerations such as power and farming. This includes understanding the impact 

of any reductions in water resource availability to others (through more stringent 

designations) and exploring potential trade-offs. 

• Fairer World Lindfield, Central Sussex Climate Network agrees the regional plan should 

evaluate and support best value external to the water industry, such as in housing 

developments. 

• Waverley Borough Council says the regional plan should aim to address specific regional 

issues, in addition to those led by national policy. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation says the definition of 

environment should not be limited to only preserving the natural environment, but also 

take account of people’s wellbeing, recreation and wider environment opportunities, as 

endorsed in the Government’s 25-year Environment Plan. 
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• Historic England makes the point that hydrological conditions of soils and water saturation 

levels can impact on the condition and survival of historic assets, e.g. buried archaeology, 

therefore, water companies' policies and actions should be based on a sound understanding 

of the effects of activities on the historic, as well as the natural environment. 

• The individual respondent also sought more detail and suggests the views of customers and 

stakeholders may not align with evidence. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

A number of valid points are raised in relation to this policy. Based on the responses overall, we will 

continue to use the best-value approach, as set out by UKWIR in its recently published framework 

for water resources planning and in regulatory guidance, to support setting of our long-term 

environmental ambition. 

 

We will, however, build upon our approach based on these responses, and: 

 

• better integrate the objectives and measures of the Government’s 25-year Environment 

Plan 

• ensure all relevant legislation is taken into account  

• continue to work with stakeholders through our advisory groups to make sure we can 

access the most up-to-date and relevant information 

• ensure best value takes account of wider social and public value 

• make sure natural capital and net gain approaches are included. (The draft Water Resources 

Planning Guideline states a biodiversity net gain of 10% should be delivered and we expect 

the regional plan to deliver this as a minimum.) 

We’ll incorporate these suggestions into our policy and our environmental ambition method 

statement. 

 

 

Q7: Do you agree increasing resilience to one in 500 years on average for emergency 

drought restrictions is appropriate? 

 

The majority of respondents supported the principle of a move to a greater level of drought 

resilience, albeit some commenting that it is an ambitious target and further evidence is required to 

determine how achievable it is. A couple of respondents raised the possibility that by reducing the 

likelihood of emergency drought restrictions it would also reduce consumers’ motivation to 

become more considerate of their water use. Additional comments included: 

 

• South East Rivers Trust questioned how realistic the aim is, saying climate change means we 

have a poor understanding of a one-in-500 year drought. The trust says the use of 
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restrictions on non-essential use is an important tool with huge communication value and 

essential to enabling people to understand the scarcity of the resource they are using. 

• Water Level also believes there could be an inherent risk in that consumers may see the 

likelihood of emergency restrictions as such a remote possibility that they can ignore it. It 

also suggests changing weather patterns may make extreme events “the norm”. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link would like to see an agreed definition and metrics that can be used 

to define and measure resilience across sectors – saying at present there is no consistent 

measurable approach. It also says we need to move towards a more ‘naturally resilient’ 

system – recognising the importance of the natural environment and the role it can play to 

reduce the impact of drought.  

• Natural England says emergency drought restrictions are a matter for the Environment 

Agency, however, it says planning for more frequent droughts in climate change should help 

companies better protect the environment and is in line with the Government’s 25-year 

Environment Plan’s ambitions on protecting people from environmental hazards such as 

flood and drought. It states a standard target between companies allows fair comparison of 

the frequency of application for potentially environmentally harmful drought order and 

permits and is therefore supported. 

• The individual respondent said the policy sounded ambitious and as in other sectors, 

collaboration is now the “name of the game” to achieve outcomes. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

Based on the majority support for this policy position, and the direction received from regulators 

and the Government, WRSE will use the one-in-500 year scenario as part of our planning approach. 

However, we will also: 

 

• recognise that a one-in-500 year event is only an indicative measure for severe drought 

restrictions. We’ll use our resilience framework to help ensure a balanced and rounded 

approach to risks to resilience for public water supply, other sectors, the environment and 

wider social and economic concerns. 

• Use scenarios to test alternatives and options. 

 

 

Q8: Do you agree standards for other areas of resilience for public water supply, 

non-public supplies and the environment should be developed through our 

resilience framework? 

 

Again, the vast majority of respondents fully supported this policy approach. Additional comments 

included: 
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• Kent County Council supported the policy but stressed that non-public supplies are very 

diverse so the development of standards for these would be more difficult. 

• RWE said whether or not formal ‘standards’ are the appropriate means to reflect the 

resilience of non-public water supplies and the environment still remained to be established 

through WRSE’s work programme. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link reiterated the importance of agreeing a sector-wide definition and 

metrics and reviewing best practice case studies on the role the natural environment could 

play. 

• Natural England also said the resilience framework needed to be linked more closely to the 

state of the natural environment and the natural capital assets underpinning it. It would like 

to see more emphasis placed on restoring the base level of resilience of the environment by 

improving the environmental health linked to the relevant duties and policies. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation said many non-public water 

supplies may be affected by the actions of public water supply companies, so the more 

flexibility they have to manage the water they take, and from where, the greater the chance 

of being able to lessen the impact on other water users and the environment. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

Based on the support we have heard, we’ll continue to develop standards for other areas of 

resilience for public water supply, non-public supplies and the environment through our resilience 

framework, also taking into account the feedback we heard during the consultation we held on this 

earlier in the year. 

 
 

Q9: Do you agree that WRSE companies should aim for a common level of service 

for TUBs and NEU bans across the South East? 

 

Respondents supported this policy position, particularly in relation to the clarity it would bring to 

communications around water use and improving consistency across the region as more cross-

company water transfers are developed. There was concern such a move should not allow for any 

reduction in service levels. Additional comments included: 

 

• Sussex Wildlife Trust supported the position, particularly given that water transfers are likely 

to increase across company boundaries, and that it’s likely to improve efficiency in terms of 

messaging and the resource required to advertise and enforce restrictions. 

• Kent County Council seconded how important this was given the increasing 

interconnectedness of water companies and increasing dependency on water transfers. 

• South East Rivers Trust cautioned against the approach leading to overexploitation of 

resources in any one region. 

https://wrse.uk.engagementhq.com/resilience
https://wrse.uk.engagementhq.com/resilience
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• Natural England caveated its support with the proviso such a transition didn’t result in an 

increase in use of potentially damaging permits or orders or result in difficulties in achieving 

the Government’s 25-year Environment Plan policies and statutory duties. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link said that while a common approach across WRSE members would 

have benefits, there was a risk the use made of TUBs would then be dictated by the ‘lowest 

common denominator’. It expressed concerns that plans to use TUBs across the WRSE 

companies could be significantly curtailed due to concerns held by a few individual 

members, while Blueprint members see TUBs and NEU bans as an important part of the 

‘toolkit’ to use in managing water supplies and risks to the environment.  

• It adds that Blueprint for Water members have concerns about the suggestion of relying 

solely on water efficiency communications before moving to drought orders. It says that 

avoiding using TUBs in drought situations, relying on communications and then moving 

directly to the use of environmentally-damaging drought orders, risks undermining 

messages about the importance of a green recovery, and the gains made in helping 

consumers understand how fragile water resources and the water environment really are. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

Based on this high level of support, we’ll continue to explore the possibility of aligning service levels 

for TUBs across the South East. Within this assessment, we’ll address the concerns raised related to 

any potential for local reductions in service standards and any enhanced risk of the need to utilise 

potentially damaging drought orders and permits. We anticipate the use of drought permits and 

orders will reduce as we review these with the Environment Agency and only allow the use of those 

which the Environment Agency considers would not cause unnecessary environmental damage in a 

1 in 500 year drought. 

 

 

Q10: Do you agree on our approach to align with the Environment Agency’s National 

Framework and to only rely on the use of drought permits and orders to improve 

levels of service and drought resilience if it is clear they won’t unnecessarily harm 

the environment? 

 

On the whole respondents were supportive of this policy position, however, many are keen to 

understand what would constitute a definition of ‘unnecessary harm’ in order to determine what 

would be acceptable for the environment. Further comments include: 

 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation asks why drought orders and 

permits would not be set at a threshold where no harm would occur to the environment. 

• Waverley Borough Council supports the move to a consistent approach but thinks further 

evidence is required to assess what is achievable. 

• Natural England agrees permits and orders should be used as a last resort but would like the 

definition of unnecessary harm to the environment linked to legislative and policy tests. 
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• Sussex Wildlife Trust also supports a reduction in the use of drought permits and orders, but 

says it is not clear what “won’t unnecessarily harm the environment” means in practice. It 

says the Environment Agency’s National Framework shows a large additional water need in 

the South East for environmental improvement, indicating the current situation results in 

environmental harm. The trust asks what sustainability tests would be used to demonstrate 

harm. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link says the approach is welcome and suggests WRSE’s environment 

subgroup could play a role in determining the sustainability criteria to be applied in order to 

determine whether a particular drought order or permit should be considered acceptable.  

It suggests one such criteria could be the timescales during which a permit or order could be 

available to be drawn upon, for example while alternative sources of supply are developed 

and brought online. 

• South East Rivers Trust agrees overall with the position, stressing the importance of risk 

classifications being transparent and the value of using local knowledge to assess options 

and confirm which are unacceptable to the environment. 

• RWE suggests making use of the fundamental differences between different sectors through 

water sharing agreements of various kinds could be a way to achieve the target resilience in 

a preferable way. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 
Based on the overall support for this policy and the level of direction and expectation from 

regulators and the Government in this area, we’ll continue to only rely on the use of drought 

permits and orders to improve levels of service and drought resilience if it is clear they won’t 

unnecessarily harm the environment. Given the comments received, however, we will work with 

 

• regulators to ensure a clear and consistent definition of ‘unnecessarily harm’, in particular 

engaging with the Environment Agency to ensure there is consistency across the South East 

• our Environmental Advisory Group to test our approach. 

 

 

Q11: Do you agree our regional plan should make provision to support private water 

supplies during a severe drought where public health and animal welfare may be at 

risk? 

 

There was overwhelming support for this policy position, with a number of respondents stressing 

the recipients of the support should be expected to contribute financially in an equitable manner. 

Further comments included: 

 

• Sussex Wildlife Trust said that without this inclusion, the overall sustainability of the plan 

could not be relied upon. 
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• Wildlife Countryside Link suggested provision of alternative supplies during drought need 

not be the only means of support. Alternative approaches to increase resilience of resources 

could include supporting the creation of on-farm water storage or practical and technical 

support around gaining planning permission or supporting policy changes to enable 

interventions. 

• Water Level recommends existing stranded assets of the regional water companies are 

publicly registered and available to the market so alternative provisions could be developed 

by third parties. 

• Natural England qualified their support – they would like to see the supply mechanisms fully 

assessed for their environmental acceptability to the same standards as public water supply. 

• The South East Rivers Trusts agreed the impact of limiting supplies could have more severe 

consequences than restricting household use and so they should be supported as part of a 

regional plan. The trust says private supplies make up a high proportion of demand in the 

South East, so they think it’s key these abstractions are not damaging the environment. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation asked if this position should be 

extended beyond just health and animal welfare. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

Given the strong support for this policy, we’ll work with the Environment Agency, Drinking Water 

Inspectorate and relevant councils to identify where the potential demand for additional water 

might be within the region during different severities of drought and link this into our wider work 

on resilience and multi-sector planning. 

 

 

Q12: Do you agree WRSE should adopt national best practice to deliver its part in the 

national water industry commitment of reaching net zero carbon by 2030? 

 

Respondents support the water industry commitment of reaching net zero operational carbon 

emissions by 2030 and in principle through national best practice when more detail is available. 

Several respondents made recommendations on additional approaches to consider for carbon 

reduction and the need to be more innovative and imaginative. 

 

• RWE has concerns that while achieving net zero in the UK by 2050 requires action from all 

energy users, a 2030 net zero target for WRSE could lead to less than optimal outcomes in 

the long-term. It suggests it may be preferable to let the power/energy sector manage the 

net zero position, making full use of the national power/energy networks and assets which 

already exist and will be developed further along the net zero 2050 trajectory. It suggests 

UKWIR interacts with the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) to 

make sure the proposed water sector Best Practice Guidance is consistent with the wider 

national net zero trajectory. 
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• Waterwise would like to see greater recognition of the carbon footprint of water used in 

homes and by businesses. It says how we use the water supplied has a far greater carbon 

impact than how supply companies process and pump it. The organisation wants to see the 

policy commitment extended to include working with Government and other sectors to 

reduce the carbon footprint of heating water in the home. 

• This is backed up by the South East Rivers Trust, which agrees water efficiency should be 

made a key part (outside of operational costs) as most energy is used when water is heated 

in the home. 

• While supporting the target, Sussex Wildlife Trust says it cannot judge the suitability of using 

national best practice until this is set out. The trust says reducing carbon emissions 

significantly requires commitment, innovation and action and WRSE should actively work 

towards this, not just wait for national guidance. It stresses any target must specifically 

commit to reduction of emissions as far as possible before there is any consideration of 

offsetting. The trust quotes a Natural England figure that nature-based solutions (increasing 

natural sequestration) have the potential for a maximum of only 30% of the UK carbon 

emissions so these cannot be relied upon to achieve net zero and WRSE must commit to 

prioritising massive reductions. The trust says after 2030 there should be an ambition for 

actual zero i.e. no carbon emissions and ambition is required to drive innovation and 

behaviour change. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link says as well as following best practice, WRSE should look for 

opportunities to go beyond this, particularly where opportunities may not feature in 

national best practice but may be particularly relevant to the South East’s circumstances. It 

says WRSE should in particular consider the role of nature-based solutions which are 

typically much lower in both financial and carbon costs than traditional capital investments 

but may not be as certain in their outcomes. The group should agree a framework for such 

approaches being used in at least all ‘no regrets’ situations and look to work with regulators 

and others to resolve barriers. 

• Natural England also says WRSE should look to any assessment methods for options for 

supply that include nature based solutions so multiple outcomes are delivered. 

• Kent County Council agrees that embodied carbon is important and has very significant 

implications for new infrastructure and therefore for the assessment of what constitutes 

'best value'. 

• Water Level says all large infrastructure projects required for growth should be tested by a 

gateway question to identify whether local community infrastructure would serve best or 

further development of regional schemes. It says in the case of the former, the local 

solution should be open to the market, including access to existing industry cross subsidies.  

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation suggests a lot more imagination 

and innovation could be built into schemes to achieve this. They say during their experience 

of the WRMP process, they have seen limited interest to minimise energy use and/or offset 

that needed using green energy generation. 

• Fairer World Linfield, Central Sussex Climate Network suggested the target would not be 

achievable if energy intensive desalination is required to support future water demand. 

• Waverly Borough Council says the policy supports its position of having recently declared a 

climate emergency. 
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WRSE’s consideration: 

 
Based on the responses we’ve heard and the level of direction and expectation from the wider 

sector, regulators and the Government we’ll continue with this policy to adopt best practice to 

achieve net zero operational carbon emissions by 2030 for the water sector. We will, however, also: 

 

• clearly set out the process once it’s available from Water UK, who are leading the net zero 

work on behalf of the wider sector. 

• work with stakeholders, particularly the energy sector, to ensure our approach is optimised. 

• work with regulators and the Government on the expectation and approach to embodied 

carbon and the carbon associated with hot water use in the home. 

 

 

Q13: Do you agree that any water which is imported into the South East region 

should comply with the same standards set in our regional plan? 

 

Again, we heard strong support for this policy position, with the caveat from some parties that the 

highest level of standards should be adopted, whether they were in the donor region or the 

receiving region. Additional comments included: 

 

• Natural England suggested the policy may be better worded to say, “at least the same 

standards as set in our regional plan”, as other regions may have justification for setting 

higher standards. 

• Wildlife Countryside Link pointed to potential complexities in the approach, saying if the 

standards adopted by other regional groups fall short of those adopted by WRSE, significant 

additional investment by the supplying company would be needed in order to meet the 

requirements of WRSE’s supply and such investment would be unlikely to be permitted by 

Ofwat unless it is reflected in the price of water supplied, which could result in a high unit 

cost to WRSE companies, and could jeopardise customer support for environmental 

protection, (particularly since the benefits would occur ‘out of area’). In this scenario, WRSE 

companies would in effect be paying to deliver environmental improvements that go 

beyond the commitments of the source company. It suggests a more equitable approach 

may be to offer a unit price that goes halfway to meeting the ‘additional’ environmental 

need with the source company meeting the other half of the investment. 

• WCL also says that conversely, if other regional groups have set more challenging 

environmental aspirations, or have differing policies that reflect local priorities, the water 

they export should not be allowed to be ‘produced’ to a lower standard. This suggests that 

the environmental standards of both source and receiving company should be included as a 

‘baseline’ assumption, with the more stringent being applied wherever there are 

differences.  
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• WCL concludes with noting that the Environment Agency’s National Framework predicts 

that >50% of the additional national need by 2050 will be in the South East, meaning here 

more than elsewhere, imports and joint infrastructure will be necessary to avoid local 

shortfalls and environmental damage. It is therefore important that WRSE takes an industry-

leading approach to the assessment of out-of-area investment, as it is likely to be the 

regional group that has the most scope to achieve benefit (or harm) through its approach. 

•  Sussex Wildlife Trust says the policy should encapsulate environmental ambition and 

carbon reduction targets. 

• The Company of proprietors of the Stroudwater Navigation says the policy should include 

social and public value, both with the region and beyond it, particularly at the options 

appraisal stages. 

• RWE agrees the consequences of the donor and receptor ends of transfers should be 

considered in comparison with alternative options and notes transfers into the region could 

have adverse societal consequences beyond environmental ones, through denial of water to 

other users. 

• RWE also says it believes there are innovative cross-sector collaborations which could lead 

to water sharing agreements which deliver solutions to extremely low probability drought 

events at better public value than the traditional infrastructure asset-based approaches 

used to date within the water industry.  It suggests it may be necessary to develop new 

approaches to assessing 'value' in order to appreciate the advantage of these type of 

innovative 'insurance' arrangements, which should be considered in relation to utilisation of 

an ‘asset’ rather than simply capacity of an ‘asset’, noting that the ‘asset’ may not be 

physical. RWE says it is keen to work with WRSE to explore the range of opportunities for 

this type of initiative. 

• Inland Waterways Association South East Region’s view is it would be better if the standards 

applied are those applicable in the region from which the water is sourced. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

Based on these responses and their support, we’ll continue to develop this policy for inclusion. We 

will: 

 

• work with members on the suggestion the wording be changed to “at least the same as set 

in our region”. 

• engage with other regions and regulators on the complexities this could involve 

• engage with other water-using sectors to explore the impacts and opportunities around 

resource sharing across regions, including innovative cross-sector collaborations. 
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Other comments 

 

RWE shared a number of further comments not directly related to the questions outlined above, 

including: 

 

1. Reference WRSE’s intention to take account of the policies of other water-using sectors 

RWE says policies of 'other water-using sectors' is quite a difficult concept, not least because for 

non-public water supply sectors there may not be a statutory plan, especially for sectors which are 

strongly market-driven, and in particular where considerations of competition law may preclude 

collaboration on other than high-level principles.  

 

It says various agents within a given sector may have very different aspirations, risk appetite, 

reward expectations and it is possible that some sectors may not have identifiable policies in this 

sense, although for power/energy they have endeavoured to produce public facing information 

(e.g. through JEP/Energy UK).  

 

RWE says while public water supply develops around a five-year investment cycle, this is not 

present in other sectors where individual players make investment decisions on water-dependent 

assets with development times of five to 10 years and lifetimes of 20-60 years, based on 

perceptions of markets and their individual circumstances.  

 

A key feature is that in order to allow investment the would-be investor needs to have sufficient 

confidence in the reliability of sufficient quantities of water when required. Thus the water 

resources regional framework needs to be able to provide that confidence or at least not 

undermine it.   

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

We recognise the challenge highlighted by RWE that different sectors have different planning and 
investment models, which will not always align. While regulators and the Government may wish to 
consider opportunities to better align planning and investment approaches across sectors, our role 
currently means we need to work within the limits of these constraints. Our aim is therefore to 
achieve the best outcomes for multiple sectors we can through collaboration and partnership as we 
develop the plan. 
 

2. Reference WRSE’s description of policy based on best value 

RWE says a key consideration is the meaning of “our” in the 'best value' box. It asks if the “our” is 

water companies or the public water sector’s interests of water company customers or whether it 

includes the complete set of interests of water company customers (including power, energy, food 

etc etc) or complete societal interest (including non-water company customers interest (e.g. power 

companies, farmers etc) for a water company zone as it relates to choices made within the plan. 
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WRSE’s consideration: 

 

The best-value framework is public water supply only. However, our plan is multi-sector and 
therefore our adoption of the best-value framework will be applied, where it is relevant, to other 
sectors through the planning approach we take. 
 

 

3. Reference WRSE’s Environment Advisory Panel 

RWE notes the environment advisory panel does not include representation of water users and says 

it is vital the WRSE environmental ambition is established only through a process which includes full 

participation of other WRSE interested parties. 

 

WRSE’s consideration: 

 

We recognise that not all water users are represented on WRSE’s environment advisory panel. 
However, all key water use sectors are represented on the main advisory group, which the 
environment advisor panel reports to and there is an established multi-sector subgroup working in 
parallel with the environment panel through which environmental ambition will be considered. 

 

Section 4: Next steps 

Defining policy positions for the region is a new approach for Water Resources South East and 

we’ll continue to engage as we refine them and apply them in the development of our plan. This 

consultation was one part of our wider engagement programme with customers and 

stakeholders. 

 

The next steps on the development and application of our policy positions are to:  

 

• revise our policy positions, taking into account the feedback we’ve received through this 

consultation; from our stakeholder sub-groups and our ongoing conversations with water 

companies, regulators, customers and stakeholders 

• finalise our policy positions in October to inform the first phase of modelling for our plan 

• continue to track progress on national policies which may be mandated by Government to 

incorporate them into our plan as it develops 

• develop costed scenarios around our policy positions to help customers, stakeholders and 

regulators make informed choices about their preferences 

• continue our conversations with customers and their representatives (Customer Challenge 

Groups and CCW), other sectors, environmental groups, businesses and other abstractors 

and the other water resource groups in England and Wales. 

 

Thank you again for taking the time to read and contribute to the development of these important 

policy positions and the development of a multi-sector, resilience plan for the South East. 
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