
 

 

RESTORING OUR RIVERS TASK GROUP REPORT 
 

July 2022 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1. In September 2020, Motion 864 - Restoring our rivers was referred from 

Gloucestershire County Council’s (GCC) full council meeting to be considered by the 
Environment Scrutiny Committee (minutes of the full Council meeting can be found 
here). Members of the Committee, supported by the proposer and seconder of the 
motion, requested the formation of a task group to further explore this issue. This 
was also supported by the Cabinet Member responsible (minutes of the 
Environment Scrutiny Committee can be found here). 
 

1.2. Following this, in March 2021, Environment Scrutiny Committee approved a one-
page strategy request to establish a task group. The ambitions for the task group 
review were as follows: 

 

• To work with partners, NGOs and water treatment operators to understand the 
extent and derivation of pollution present in the county’s rivers. 

• To understand the extent of the damage this pollution is having on the 
ecosystems within our rivers. 

• To understand the legal context of permissible sewage dumps and whether this is 
being followed in the county. 

• To invite water treatment operators and other polluters to meet with officers and 
councillors to scrutinise their performance.  

• To explore the extent of wild swimming in Gloucestershire and the possibility of 
establishing a designated bathing area, as promoted by the Rivers Trust’s 
“Together for Rivers” campaign. 

 
(Copy of the full one-page strategy at Annex 1) 
 

1.3. Membership 
 
Councillors: Phil Awford, Cate Cody, Stephen Hirst, Paul Hodgkinson, Nicholas 
Housden, Graham Morgan, Dominic Morris, Susan Williams and David Willingham. 
 
Councillor Phil Awford was appointed as Chair. 
 
Supported by Democratic Services. 

 
1.4. Meetings  

 
1.4.1. The group first met on 10 August 2021 where they discussed an outline of the 

areas they would like to address. It was noted that the issue of river pollution 
was not one within GCC’s control or responsibility. The Group’s research and 
resulting recommendations would therefore be focused on external 
organisations. 
 

1.4.2. Members wanted to explore speaking to the following list of organisations:  

• Environment Agency  

• Ofwat 

• Gloucestershire water companies (Severn Trent, Thames, Wessex Water) 

• Windrush Against Sewage Pollution (WASP) 

• Save the Wye and The Friends of the Lower Wye 

https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=333&MId=9405&Ver=4
https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/documents/g10188/Printed%20minutes%20Wednesday%2009-Dec-2020%2010.00%20Environment%20Scrutiny%20Committee.pdf?T=1


 

 

• Surfers Against Sewage  

• Rivers Trust 

• District partners  

• GCC flood team 

• Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust 

• City of Bradford Metropolitan District Council 

• Agriculture sector 
 

1.4.3. Members agreed due to the subject of this task group, as much as possible 
should be held in public session but understood there may be a need for 
private session to allow organisations to speak more freely. This would be 
decided on a meeting-by-meeting basis. 

 
2. RESEARCH AND DISCUSSION  

 
The following section summarises the Group’s findings meeting by meeting, which were 
a mixture of face to face and virtual. 
 
2.1. Evidence Gathering Session  
 

2.1.1. This meeting was a Q&A session to act as evidence gathering prior to the 
Group’s meeting with the water companies. The session was attended by 
representatives from Gloucester City Council, WASP, National Water Quality 
Scientist at Canal & River Trust, Surfers Against Sewage, Save The Wye and 
Friends on the Lower Wye and GCC. The key learning points were as follows. 
 

2.1.2. There was so much evidence indicating that rivers nationally were severely 
polluted, the pollution in the Wye specifically was a mixture between 
agriculture, sewage, climate change and planning. One of the most noticeable 
changes and resulting negative impacts for the Wye was the increase of 
poultry units. It was suggested that upper and lower catchments planning 
departments needed to discuss the number of approved applications. 

 
2.1.3. Water companies had permits which allowed them to spill untreated sewage 

into rivers in certain circumstances. For example, if there is heavy rainfall, the 
sewage systems have storm overflow units where they can store beyond 
capacity. When these get full, the permits for the companies allow them to 
spill into the river. The level of untreated spills from water companies into the 
rivers was beyond legal limits in many areas, some had been spilling for days 
and months without stopping, but this was happening unchecked by the 
regulators.  

 
2.1.4. It was suggested that the key would be to start charging water companies per 

litre for the untreated sewage that they spill into the rivers, which would bring 
market forces into the issue and make it more financially beneficial for water 
companies to treat rivers with respect. It was suggested that the fines as they 
existed did not act as enough of a deterrent. 

 
2.1.5. Due to the level of housing being built across the country in recent years, 

many of the new developments were being linked into existing, leaking, and 
ill-maintained sewage systems which were not adequate to begin with, let 
alone after adding 1000s of new houses onto them. 

 
2.1.6. It was highlighted that during Covid especially, there was an increase in 

residents going wild swimming. There was a wild swimming app which could 



 

 

be used to locate places to swim, but the reality of the water quality on arrival 
was very different to that shown on the app. Representatives at the meeting 
reported being unwell after swimming in some of these recommended areas. 
It was likely there was also a misunderstanding amongst the general public 
that these rivers were naturally meant to be the colours that they were, when 
in reality a lot of the colour was due to pollution. 

 
2.1.7. It was added that it tended to be more effective to campaign on something 

that was a harm to human health, as opposed to the damage being done to 
the environment or nature. 

 
2.1.8. Whilst the Group were disappointed that the Environment Agency had not 

been able to attend this meeting, it was noted that the organisation was often 
trying its best to tackle these issues but may be stifled by legislation and its 
own capacity/funding. 

 
2.1.9. The Group noted that whilst they have no legal powers to recommend or 

request action, they had influence locally and that was what they hoped to use 
during this piece of work. 

 
2.2. Environment Agency  
 
This meeting was a member led Q&A with a representative from the Environment 
Agency (EA). The EA provided initial written responses to the Task Group (Annex 2) and 
answered supplementary questions at the meeting. The key points were as follows. 
 

2.2.1. Fines 

• It was clarified that there had recently been a change from the 
Sentencing Council to make fines more proportionate to the turnover of 
the company. Water companies essentially had budgets for fines which 
they expected each year. The money from these fines would go straight 
to the Treasury and therefore would not necessarily feed directly back 
into environmental projects. 

• The EA’s focus was on compliance and enforcement. The EA’s job was 
to bring the company or organisation to court, present the evidence and 
seek to gain a conviction. It was then the responsibility of the court to 
decide on the punishment. However, it was noted that Ofwat (Water 
Services Regulation Authority) could enforce penalties directly as a 
financial regulator which the EA could not. 

• Enforcement undertaking was an example of an alternative action that 
could be taken, instead of court proceedings, where water companies 
could pay a sum of money to a third-party e.g., a charity or organisation 
to do environmental good. 
 

2.2.2. Convictions 

• It was confirmed that in theory, individuals (such as chief executives) 
involved with water companies could be held accountable and prosecuted 
however, this would require specific evidence of deliberate wrongdoing 
which was hard to prove. 

• Case study examples were given which highlighted the considerable time 
it had taken in the past to convict water companies e.g., Southern Water 
Service were fined £126m fine in July 2021, however the whole process 
took 11 years before conviction.  

• Barriers to EA investigative efforts laid within a reduction in resources and 
funding. 

 

https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/


 

 

2.2.3. Behaviour change 

• Even though the level of fines had gone up because of the change in 
sentencing rules, the EA had not seen a reduction in the need for 
enforcement. There were places across the region that had improved, but 
Gloucestershire was at the lower end of that improvement scale. 

• The Environment Act meant there was now a requirement for 
Government to publish plans to reduce sewage discharges from the 
storm overflows by September 2022 and to report progress to Parliament. 
It was noted however that Ofwat already did this, they released 5-year 
plans and associated budget.  

• The EA officer noted that any budget would need be radically different to 
bring about any real change, but this could end up resulting in higher 
water prices for the consumer.  

 
2.2.4. Monitoring by EA 

• The EA did a lot of automatic monitoring and analysing water samples, as 
well as comparing the water company data with environmental data. The 
process that the EA carried out for assessment was quite complicated 
and to decide whether a water body met environmental standard, 
involved multiple different determinations of content. 

• There were some citizen science packages available from the EA which 
Councillors could utilise to investigate water quality.  
 

2.2.5. Designated bathing water status 

• There was a huge difference between ‘bathing water status’ and ‘good 
ecological status’ (the latter was the level the EA had been working 
towards for 25 years). Bathing water status was another level up. Good 
ecological status worked towards improving the life in the rivers and 
would not be suitable for humans to swim in.  

• It was advised that a designated bathing water project would be difficult 
and expensive. Rivers worked very differently to lakes and ponds, where 
you could control what was going into the water. Likewise with upland 
rivers, it would be more possible to control inputs as there was little 
activity around them that could cause pollution. It would be essential to 
prove the socio-economic benefit for the entire area of the required 
bathing water status and once it was achieved, it would require significant 
monitoring. 

• Achieving a good standard quality of water for humans to swim in would 
impact the ecology of the rivers, as it would result in the level of nutrients 
changing and therefore the levels of plant and life could change.  
 

2.3. Water Companies 
 
Members met with each water company separately in turn (Thames Water, Severn 
Trent, and Wessex Water), each supplied a set of written answers prior to the 
meeting (Annex 3 (to follow), 4 and 5) and supplementary/additional questions were 
asked at the meeting. The key points from all three sessions were as follows. 

 
2.3.1. Fines 

• Thames Water explained they did not find fines useful, as this took away 
money from what they could spend on customers. Even though fines 
were a driver for companies to ‘do the right thing’, this was not the most 
important driver. Doing the good thing as a business, for communities 
and local rivers formed a much bigger driver for the business and their 
shareholders were invested in this belief.  



 

 

• Wessex Water noted that fines resonated with shareholders and the 
executive. They had more recently worked to promote environmental 
enforcement undertakings rather than fines, as they believed that this 
was a better solution, and it ensured that the money went back to the 
environment, rather than the Treasury. This had challenged Wessex 
Water to work with local groups and the environment where they had 
caused impact to give a positive environmental result. 
 

2.3.2. Targets 

• Thames Water aimed to have zero pollution by 2050. 
 

• Severn Trent  
▪ In terms of the timescale to eliminate sewage outflows, they did not 

want to make a zero promise in terms of spills as it relied on huge 
investments that may not be the best overall thing for the 
environment or economy. 

▪ They were committed to achieving net zero on carbon emissions by 
2030 and to become a carbon negative business by 2040. 

▪ Severn Trent were also looking to resolve all the reasons for not 
achieving a good RNAG status by 2030, using the current investment 
period and the following 5-year. 
 

• Wessex Water 
▪ Wessex Water stated that they had not specified a target for 

eliminating sewage overflows by a particular time frame, noting that 
this would involve a collaborative approach working with local 
authorities to understand where they all had a part to play.  

▪ They were committed to the target of net zero operational carbon 
emissions by 2030 and full de-carbonisation of all aspects of work by 
2040. 
 

2.3.3. Dividends 

• Thames Water stated that they did not pay dividends and had not for the 
past 4 years. Any profit the company made was reinvested to fix issues. 

• Severn Trent confirmed that the dividend payment last year to 
shareholders was £64 million and over a five year average the dividend 
payment was £187 million. They invested more than their TOTEX 
allowance and would continue to invest effectively for their infrastructure 
network to implement major changes. They hope to invest more following 
the Environment Bill and a clear steer from Government. 

• Wessex Water explained that their profit after tax in 2020 was £68.8 
million. Their shareholders were investing huge amounts within their 
region, therefore the profits from Wessex Water were repurposed and 
used as part of that housing and economic regeneration in local area e.g., 
in North Bristol, Filton air strip. 

 

2.3.4. Contribution to public awareness 

• It was suggested that local planning authorities could do more to enforce 
driveway changes e.g., paving over front garden which caused more 
surface water run off. 

• Severn Trent had set up a ‘Network Protection Team’ to go out and talk to 
community groups and on doorsteps in areas where there were blocked 
drain problems e.g., with wet wipes. 

 
2.4. City of Bradford Metropolitan District Council  



 

 

 
Members learnt through their initial research that the River Wharfe in Ilkley had the 
first, and only, designated bathing area in the UK. The Group were keen to 
understand the reality of the application process and implementation of this status. 
The key points were as follows. 
 

2.4.1. The process was difficult and involved a lot of intricacies to achieve. 
 

2.4.2. One of the biggest challenges was people understanding what the 
designation meant and how quickly improvements would be made. Just 
because the area of water was ‘designated for bathing’ did not mean that it 
was suitable for humans to swim in. 
 

2.4.3. The designation meant that the EA would regularly test the water quality, and 
the results of this testing determined whether it is safe to swim or not: Ilkley 
River Wharfe bathing site gets 'poor' water quality rating - BBC News. 
 

2.4.4. The community group (Clean River Group) was very proactive in its efforts to 
improve the water quality, and in achieving the bathing status, the process of 
which was as follows: 
• The council were approached by the Clean River Group.  

• The Group submitted the application, and the council provided a letter of 

support. The group provided information on facilities available at the site 

and number of swimmers (swimmer counts for a 30-day period of bathing 

season).  

• Each year the EA carried out water quality monitoring from May to 

September and the output of that testing would then define the status of 

the bathing water for the following year. In terms of responsibility, the local 

authority was the landowner, the EA were responsible for monitoring the 

water quality and Yorkshire Water were responsible for keeping 

discharges within their permitted levels. 

• As the local authority, the council had to commission a water safety 

strategy for the district which determined all the areas where people had 

access to water to swim. Moreover, the responsibilities of the council as a 

landowner were to ensure appropriate signage was made available to 

show the status of the water quality. If there was a major pollution 

incident, the EA would deal with this, but the council would be required to 

put this information out to the public through designated signs at the site, 

council websites and social media etc.  

• The EA did not carry out any monitoring in 2020 due to the pandemic and 

therefore, 2021 was the first official year that the water quality had been 

monitored.  

• The officer noted that despite receiving a poor water rating quality in 2021, 

the project had sparked other investments into the area from e.g. 

Yorkshire Water: 

o Installation of a bypass sewer (£6-8 million) 

o Upgrading of sewage treatment works 

o Infiltration to reduce surface water  

• A good working relationship with Rivers Trust, the EA and community 

groups was very important when starting this process, as well as a 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-leeds-60044492
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-leeds-60044492


 

 

collaborative approach between these groups. The officer noted that for 

Gloucestershire, the relationship with Severn Trent would be important. 

 

2.5. Agriculture 
 

This meeting was a member led Q&A with a representative from the National 

Farmers Union (NFU) and the Rural Estates Manager at GCC. The following key 

points were highlighted. 

 

2.5.1. There were a number of pressures on the farming community at the moment, 
be that the changes due to Brexit, trading arrangements, financially or 
environmentally.  
 

2.5.2. The UK had high environmental standards. A number of those standards were 
underpinned by insurance schemes and regulations. In terms of water quality:   
• Farmers are required by law to not cause or knowingly pollute any water 

course (Water Resources Act 1991).  

• SSAFO (Storing Silage, Slurry and Agricultural Fuel Oil Order): A 

Regulation whereby farmers were required to keep their infrastructure at a 

standard that would not cause a significant risk to the environment. 

Farmers must get permission from the EA for any new infrastructure. 

• Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (NVZ): There were a number of areas in 

Gloucestershire that would be covered by NVZ. These areas were 

identified where the water courses had more than 11.3 milligrams of 

nitrate per litre. There was evidence to show that agriculture had a part to 

play in this.  

• Farming Rules for Water (or The Reduction and Prevention of Agricultural 

Diffuse Pollution (England) Regulations)  

 

2.5.3. One of the most important Regulations was Rule 1 – Application of organic 
manures and manufactured fertiliser, which was to ensure farmers met the 
requirements for nutrient levels in where they were growing crops. This was 
having a profound effect across the sector in adjusting to meet these 
requirements. 
 

2.5.4. It was important to work with farmers to provide an individual holistic service. 
Looking at their individual businesses to see what could be done to help them 
meet the regulatory requirements and other things they could deliver in terms 
of environmental services to promote a profitable and viable business. 

 
2.5.5. There had been some funding opportunities e.g., free advice sessions that 

some farmers had attended to look at ways to transition their farms from BPS 
to ELMS. However, even the most efficient farmers may not survive through 
all the changes at play. Farmers were looking at new ways to farm and alter 
their traditional practices e.g., reducing their use of fertilizer and using manure 
more effectively. However, changes were not always possible or appropriate 
for all farms as individual farms had individual capabilities and constraints.   

 

2.6. OFWAT 
 

This meeting was a member led Q&A with a representative from Ofwat, following a 

review of pre-submitted papers (Annex 6). The following key points were highlighted. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1991/57/contents
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/storing-silage-slurry-and-agricultural-fuel-oil
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/nitrate-vulnerable-zones
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/151/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2018/151/contents/made


 

 

 

2.6.1. Ofwat were the economic regulator of water and sewage companies, formed 
by the Water Industry Act 1991 and governed through a Strategic Priority 
Statement set by DEFRA and the Welsh Government, which gave Ofwat 
guidance on how to operate and the power to create secondary legislation. 
They remained independent from Government. 
 

2.6.2. The Act outlined very specific powers for the regulator. Their primary role was 
to work with the water companies to set their 5-yearly targets. They also had 
some dispute resolution powers – e.g., they had recently fined Thames Water 
£100m for not meeting their leakage targets. 

 
2.6.3. However, if they were able to in the circumstance, Ofwat tended to avoid 

issuing fines as any money received went straight back to the Treasury. What 
they preferred to do was gain a section 19 undertaking instead which meant 
the company did not get a criminal prosecution but were required to undertake 
something to mitigate their wrongdoing e.g., something in the interest of their 
customers/environment.  

 
2.6.4. Their secondary duties included water supply licences, resilience, and price 

fixing/charges. Ofwat were the customer voice to the water companies, 
making sure they delivered what their customers expected. 

 
2.6.5. Ofwat had a 5-year rolling cycle business plan and they had just entered AMP 

7 (7th cycle since privatisation in 1989). They believed that 5 years was the 
right cycle for the water sector, reaching a good balance between reacting to 
customers, economic market, Covid etc. but also allowing water companies 
chance to implement their longer-term commitments. 

 
2.6.6. It was explained that if a problem arose within the 5-year cycle (meaning the 

funding was fixed and allocated for that period) companies had two options, 
they could use an IDoK request where they would need to demonstrate that 
something substantial had happened since the business plan was put in 
place, and there was therefore a need to reopen the process. There was also 
the WINEP (Water Industry National Environment Programme) which offered 
separate funding from the EA for delivery of environmental schemes. 

 
2.6.7. Each 5-year plan for Ofwat went through a consultation process, the Group 

voiced that they would want to respond to the next consultation. 
 

2.6.8. Water companies were obliged to report properties at risk of foul flooding and 
what they planned to do to mitigate this risk. They had done a lot of work to 
reduce the number of properties at risk in recent years and it was considered 
a very serious issue by the water companies. 

 

2.7. Save the Wye and The Friends of the Lower Wye 
 

This session gave members an insight into the most current work by Save the Wye 

and The Friends of the lower Wye groups. The following key points were highlighted. 

 

2.7.1. Save the Wye was formed about 18 months ago and work closely with 
Friends of the Lugg, Witham, Upper Wye and Lower Wye.  
 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1991/56/contents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strategic-policy-statement-to-ofwat-incorporating-social-and-environmental-guidance/february-2022-the-governments-strategic-priorities-for-ofwat
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strategic-policy-statement-to-ofwat-incorporating-social-and-environmental-guidance/february-2022-the-governments-strategic-priorities-for-ofwat


 

 

2.7.2. Results showed that pollution problems (particularly in the lower Wye) derived 
60% from agricultural practices, 30% from sewer waste and 10% from other 
waste.  

 
2.7.3. River Action recently published a group of demands, and Save the Wye were 

supportive of these. They confirmed that the pollution levels in the Wye 
warranted an emergency situation and the Group estimated that they had two 
years to save the Wye. Their specific calls for action were as follows: 

 
1. Stop new intensive poultry units 
2. Stop polluting catchment with manure  
3. Develop river friendly farming  
4. Create a water protection zone if needed 
5. Create cross boarder task force empowered with enabling to deliver 

actions on the ground. 
 

2.7.4. The groups had begun to engage with local MPs.  
 

2.7.5. The recently published Environment Audit Committee report, ‘Water quality in 
rivers’, stated that a ‘cocktail of sewage, slurry and plastic’ was polluting all 
English rivers. This was because of insufficient investment, ineffective 
monitoring, inadequate reporting, weak regulation, and enforcement which 
was putting public health at risk and also leading to a fresh water eco system 
collapse. 

 
3. RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Point to note: Throughout the Group’s research, they noted that there was a fundamental 
issue of connectivity and information sharing between the different parties who had 
responsibilities for river pollution. The disconnect made it very difficult to understand who 
was accountable for what area. There was also a major issue of underfunding in this area, 
particularly for the Environment Agency. 

 
1. GCC to encourage their rural estate farmers to engage with relevant expert 

organisations such as the Environment Agency, and to adopt agricultural practices 

that address river pollution and improve water quality. GCC to advise and signpost its 

tenants to appropriate training opportunities being provided by third parties to help 

further their understanding of water quality and biodiversity matters. 

 

(Responsibility of Rural Estates at GCC) 
 

2. To identify and write to local organisations and individuals in the county already 

undertaking Citizen Science Data Collection on river pollution levels, to link them up 

with the Environment Agency and local water companies who may be able to assist 

in providing data collection equipment.  

 
(Responsibility of the Task Group/Democratic Services) 
 

3. To share the final report with all six Gloucestershire MPs and request a meeting to 

discuss the recommendations, the current law on sewage spills into the rivers, 

funding for the Environment Agency and the idea of taxing water company profits per 

discharge event, which would then be used to fund environmental pollution clean 

ups, rather than going back directly to the Treasury.  

 
(Responsibility of the Task Group/Democratic Services) 

https://riveractionuk.com/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8460/documents/88412/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8460/documents/88412/default/


 

 

 
4. To identify ‘hot spot’ river areas (one in each district) to focus initial investigation, 

investments, and efforts and to then use these as a guide for future improvements in 

other river areas. 

 

The Task Group envisage that the above investigation and investment would 

eventually lead to applications for bathing water status in some areas of the county 

(further detail on the process for designation can be found here). 

 
(Responsibility of the Task Group/Democratic Services) 
 

5. To reconvene after 6 months to check progress on the recommendations, with a view 

of considering regular 6-monthly monitoring meetings going forward. These meetings 

could also be used to stay in contact and up to date with local pressure groups who 

have helped inform this piece of work. 

 
(Responsibility of Corporate Scrutiny to approve and then the Task 
Group/Democratic Services) 
 

6. To respond to Ofwat’s consultation on their draft methodology for the 2024 price 

review via the Environment Scrutiny with officer support. 

 
(Responsibility of the Task Group/Democratic Services) 
 

7. Communications and Sustainability teams at GCC to approach local water 

companies to offer support on environmental awareness campaigns and messaging 

to help amplify and share their content by linking up with the Greener Gloucestershire 

website, newsletter, and corporate social media account.  

 
(Responsibility of Communications/Sustainability) 
 

8. To share the Task Group’s report with the six district council Planning Committee’s 

and to request that more weight be given to mitigating river pollution incidents when 

considering planning applications.   

 
(Responsibility of the Task Group/Democratic Services) 

 
Cllr Phil Awford 
Cllr Cate Cody 
Cllr Stephen Hirst 
Cllr Paul Hodgkinson 
Cllr Nicholas Housden 
Cllr Graham Morgan 
Cllr Dominic Morris 
Cllr Susan Williams 
Cllr David Willingham 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/bathing-waters-apply-for-designation-or-de-designation


SCRUTINY REVIEW – ONE PAGE STRATEGY 

Broad topic area Environment 

Specific topic area Pollution in Gloucestershire’s Rivers 

Ambitions for the 

review 

 

 

 

 

 

 To work with partners, NGOs and water treatment operators to 

understand the extent and derivation of pollution present in the 

county’s rivers 

 To understand the extent of the damage this pollution is having on 

the ecosystems within our rivers 

 To understand the legal context of permissible sewage dumps and 

whether this is being followed in the county. 

 To invite water treatment operators and other polluters to meet with 

officers and councillors to scrutinise their performance.  

 To explore the extent of wild swimming in Gloucestershire and the 

possibility of establishing a designated bathing area, as promoted by 

the Rivers Trust’s “Together for Rivers” campaign 

How do we 

perform at the 

moment? 

 

 In 2019 water treatment operators discharged raw sewage into 

English rivers on more than a combined 55,000 occasions, totalling 

nearly 400,000 hours.   

 While discharges are legally permitted in exceptional circumstances, 

operators have been accused of routinely resorting to such 

measures.   

 Members of the public are concerned by this threat to public health. 

 Gloucestershire has just one designated outdoor bathing water spot 

in Gloucestershire, at the Cotswold Country Park and Beach. 

Who and how 

should we consult? 

 Environment Agency 

 Water operators: Severn Trent, Thames Water and Wessex Water 

 District Councils 

 NGOs including Windrush Against Sewage Pollution 

 The Rivers Trust 

 And any other relevant evidence providers. 

Background 

information 

In September 2020, a motion was referred from full Council to be 

considered by the Environment Scrutiny Committee on this topic.  

(Minutes of the full Council meeting can be found here: 

https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=333&

MId=9405&Ver=4) 

 

Members of the Committee, supported by the proposer and seconder of 

the motion, requested the formation of a task group to further explore this 

issue. This was also supported by the Cabinet Member responsible. 

Support 

 

 Democratic Services 

 Other specialist GCC officers and teams as required 

How long will it 

take? 

6 months (post the May 2021 election) 

Outcomes  A greater understanding of the levels of pollution in our rivers 

 A plan of action for dealing with river pollution  

 A action plan to achieving bathing water status for our rivers 

 

https://www.theriverstrust.org/together-for-rivers/
https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=333&MId=9405&Ver=4
https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=333&MId=9405&Ver=4
sbenfield
Typewritten Text
ANNEX 1



ANNEX 2 

QUESTION RESPONSES FROM THE ENVIRONMENT AGENCY 
 

1. What punishments are available for the EA to use against water companies? 
 

The Environment Agency does not punish anyone that is a matter for the courts.  I attach 
a link to our policy on how we go about responding to non-compliance which, in some 
cases, leads to prosecution where the courts impose sanctions.  You will note in my 
response to the next bullet that OFWAT has a different status and can impose penalties 
directly. 

 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environment-agency-enforcement-and-
sanctions-policy 

 
2. What examples have they got of securing convictions for those breaking the rules? 

 
You can search for these online following the link here: 

 
https://environment.data.gov.uk/public-register/view/search-enforcement-action 

 
Recent example: 
Southern Water Services has been handed a £90 million fine after pleading guilty to 
polluting rivers and coastal waters in Kent, Hampshire and Sussex. 
 
The illegal sewage discharges took place across seventeen sites between 2010-2015, 
causing harm to marine protected areas, conservations sites and oyster beds. The 
combined total time of these discharges across the 17 sites was equivalent to one pipe 
discharging sewage continually for 7 years. 
 
The Environment Agency’s five-year criminal investigation began after monitoring 
showed water quality around shellfish beds was continuously deteriorating across the 
three counties. 
 
During their investigations, officers uncovered deliberate activity by Southern Water to 
redirect raw sewage away from their treatment works and into the environment. This 
created a misleading picture of compliance with Environment Agency and Ofwat 
regulations. 
 
Ofwat’s subsequent investigation into the financial aspects of the case led to Southern 
Water being obliged to pay £126m in penalties and payments to customers in October 
2019. 
 
We then took Southern Water to court on the environmental damage aspects of the 
case. When the prosecution commenced Southern Water Services pleaded guilty to 51 
charges at Maidstone Crown Court in March 2020. 
 
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the sentencing was postponed until 8 July 2021. 

 
3. What evidence do they have that water companies have subsequently changed their 

behaviour? 
 

I don’t have an analysis of changing behaviour that I can comment on. 
 

4. What powers does the EA have to demand improvements to water systems? 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environment-agency-enforcement-and-sanctions-policy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environment-agency-enforcement-and-sanctions-policy
https://environment.data.gov.uk/public-register/view/search-enforcement-action
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Through the Asset Management Programmes that are implemented by the companies 
with agreed budgets from OFWAT as the financial regulator.  We can also enforce the 
conditions in the permits that we issue to individual sites.  I refer to the Sanctions Policy 
above 

 
5. What power does the EA have to stop millions in dividends being paid out? 

 
None at all.  We are an environmental regulator. OFWAT is the government body that 
regulates investment and profit in the Water Sector. 

 
6. What monitoring does the EA undertake of the rivers? 

 
We operate an extensive monitoring regime both automatic and routine spot samples. 
These are processed through our National Laboratory Service and the data is available 
online. https://environment.data.gov.uk/water-quality/view/landing. The information is 
used to assess whether the water bodies are reaching their designated quality standard 
under the Water Framework Directive (WFD). 

 
Good Environmental Status is defined:   

 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2015/1623/pdfs/uksiod_20151623_en_auto.pdf 

 
7. Has the water quality improved or deteriorated in the last 5 and 10 years? 

 
It has plateaued in the last 5 years with only 14% of rivers meeting “Good” status in 
2016. There have been improvements over the last 25 years, for example wastewater 
treatment works put 60% less phosphate and 70% less ammonia into the water 
environment than they did in 1995, but the general upward trend has not continued. 

 
8. What level of pollutants is acceptable to the EA? 

 
Good Status for the Water Framework Directive.   

 
9. What level of pollutants is detrimental to the ecology? 

 
Good Ecological Status: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2017/407/contents/made 
 
10. What do we need to do to eradicate CSOs once and for all? 

 
To avoid them would require either separate foul/surface water systems nationally or 
significant storage to cope with storm surge flows. 

 

https://environment.data.gov.uk/water-quality/view/landing
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2015/1623/pdfs/uksiod_20151623_en_auto.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2017/407/contents/made


1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gloucestershire County 

Council  

Restoring our Rivers Group 

ANNEX 4 



2 

Thames Water pre-reading  

Question: The amount of rivers under their control in the county 
As a Water and Sewage undertaker we do not have rivers under our control. We are responsible for 

providing clean water for and wastewater services which will include abstracting from the environment for 

cleanwater production and discharge treated/partially treated sewage effluent back into the Evenlode, 

Windrush and Upper Thames river catchments. 

 

 
Gloucestershire covers part of our Thames Valley region cutting across the most western stretch through  

 

 
 

Thames Water 
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Question: The context of discharges into rivers – why they do so 
We are absolutely committed to protecting and enhancing our rivers and the communities who love them. 

Putting untreated sewage into rivers is unacceptable to us, to our customers and to the environment. 

Sewers carry high volumes of water, but occasionally rainfall is so severe or prolonged it can overwhelm 

the system forcing wastewater up through manholes in streets and gardens or discharge into rivers via 

consented overflows. This is, of course, undesirable but it’s necessary when our sewer capacity becomes 

overloaded. It is also the way the system was originally designed to operate and we’re investing now and 

in the future to try and reduce the frequency of these discharges.  

 

All discharges from sewage treatment works are regulated by the Environment Agency who issue 

bespoke discharge consents to ensure the volume and quality of the treated sewage effluent does not 

impact on the water quality of the receiving water body. We recently begun monitor spills from sewage 

treatment works (STW) and this data is uploaded annually onto our website. Using Event Duration 

monitors (EDMs) we have been learning more about how frequently our overflows are used and this will 

help us prioritise investment in the future. This data is being collected over a long period of time (multiple 

years as weather patterns are varied) to understand the impact surface water is having and if a STW 

needs to treat more flow it will be studied and upgraded.  

  

We're working hard to make discharges unnecessary, with the help of the government, Ofwat and the 

Environment Agency. Our business plan, spanning 2020-2025, will deliver environmental improvements 

to 745km of rivers including large scale investment into a number of catchments across the 

Gloucestershire region. For example Cirencester sewage treatment works (STW) is due to be upgraded 

over the next couple of years to increase the volume of flow its able to treat and also increase the storm 

tank capacity on site, we also have similar plans at Fairford STW & Ampney St Peter and Moreton in the 

Marsh. 

 

It’s not always the answer to keep upgrading treatment works, the more sustainable approach is to 

reduce flows coming into the treatment works. We recognise more work needs to be done in this space, 

particularly when it comes to infiltration. Infiltration occurs predominantly during winter/spring months 

when groundwater levels are high resulting in clean water infiltrating into the sewer network eating up 

capacity. A number of catchments across the Gloucestershire region suffer from this seasonal infiltration, 

and this affects the sewer network at the same time placing significant pressure on STWs. We are 

working to tackle some of the root causes and in the short term our operational teams have been working 

hard carrying out lift and look surveys & CCTV investigations to identify sources of water ingress. As a 

result, we have repaired sections of high risk sewers and sealed a number of manhole covers. 

Long term we are developing a Groundwater Impacted System Management Plan (GISMP) for 56 

sewerage systems across the Thames Valley. GISMPs are agreed by the Environment Agency and 

published on our website. They outline the short, medium and long term interventions to tackling 

infiltration in the sewerage system. Details can be found here for specific catchments 

https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/regulation/drainage-plans. We are building evidence for a more 

strategic wholesale approach to sewer lining to line large portions of the network in the high-risk 

groundwater areas of the network for each system. We are not funded to deliver this level of lining in this 

funding period (2020-25), however, where interventions can be undertaken as part of routine sewer 

maintenance activities these will be communicated and progressed separately. 

 

Eliminating discharges is not going to be quick, easy, or inexpensive and we welcome the continued 

support of our customers and regulators, who are equally passionate about this topic, as well as 

extensive collaboration with local communities and other stakeholders, to achieve cleaner rivers.   

  

We absolutely want to go further, invest more, and play our part in helping the environment to thrive. 

There is a long way to go – and we certainly can’t do it on our own – but the ambition is clear. 

 

 

Levels of discharge over time – have they increased / decreased 
As mentioned above we have only recently begun monitoring these discharges. We have 2019 and 2020 

data uploaded onto our website and we need a number of years’ worth of data to understand trends and 

buffer out weather patterns. Having said that we are actively investigating the worst offending discharge 

https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/performance/river-health
https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/regulation/drainage-plans
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locations now, understanding whether we can fund or reprioritise investment to those locations now or 

ask for additional funding in future business plans (2025-2030). 

 

Any plans to reduce discharges 
There is no single fixed solution for tackling sewage discharges, it’s a complex issue and our roadmap 

towards reducing discharges includes a number of activities aimed at improving the resilience of the 

sewerage system by reducing the connectivity and impact from rainfall and groundwater on our pipes and 

treatment works. 

Some of the works to tackle sewer discharges include: 

• Increasing the treatment and storage capacity of many of our sewage treatment works – 

delivered through the WINEP. 

• Improving our sewer network in areas where it is most affected by groundwater flowing into it – 

see our drainage plans. 

• Further rollout of EDMs to monitor and prioritise worst performing sewer systems alongside 

trialling a live notification system for inland rivers.  

• Surface water management programme targeted at rerouting roofs, hardstanding areas and land 

drainage away from entering our sewer system or attenuate it to provide a slower response.  

• Deliver the industry’s first approach at long term planning for wastewater assets. Drainage and 

Wastewater Management Plans (DWMPs) will produce a range of options focused on managing 

the long term affects of growth, climate change and urban creep on the sewer system up to 

2050.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/regulation/drainage-plans
https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/regulation/drainage-and-wastewater-management
https://www.thameswater.co.uk/about-us/regulation/drainage-and-wastewater-management
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Gloucestershire County Council: Pollution in Gloucestershire’s Rivers Wessex Water 
Update 

15th November 2021 

Introduction 

Wessex Water is a regional water and sewerage business serving 2.8 million customers 
across the south west of England including Dorset, Somerset, Bristol, most of Wiltshire and 
parts of Gloucestershire and Hampshire. 

The Bristol and Bath area in the north west has a population of around 750,000 and in the 
south east the Bournemouth and Poole area has about 300,000 residents. 

The region’s landscape is varied, ranging from the Mendip Hills and the levels of Somerset 
to the cliffs of Dorset and Wiltshire’s Salisbury Plain. The two coastlines have a number of 
popular holiday resorts such as Weston super Mare and Minehead on the north coast and 
Bournemouth, Poole and Weymouth on the south coast. 

Since May 2002 we have been owned by YTL Power International of Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia. YTL has demonstrated a long-term commitment to us, enabling us to develop and 
continue to provide a first class service to our customers. 

Water Recycling Centres  

Gloucestershire is at the northern most part of Wessex Water’s sewerage area, serving a 
small number of customers.   

The table below identifies the waterbodies within Wessex Water’s operational area and their 
most recent classification status under the Water Framework Directive, as determined by the 
Environment Agency. 

Waterbody Overall 
class 

Ecological 
class 

Chemical 
class 

Chemical 
status 

Sherston Avon Poor Poor Fail Uncertain 
Tetbury Avon - unnamed trib to conf 
Sherston Avon 

Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 

Little Avon R - source to conf 
Ozleworth Bk 

Poor Poor Fail Uncertain 

Tortworth Bk - source to conf R LIttle 
Avon 

Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 

Little Avon - Ozleworth Bk to conf 
Tortworth Bk 

Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 

Ozleworth Bk - source to conf Little 
Avon R 

Moderate Good Fail Uncertain 

Little Avon - conf Tortworth Bk to 
mouth 

Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 

Doverte Brook Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 
Oldbury Naite Rhine Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 
Shire Bourne Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 
Tetbury Avon - source to conf 
unnamed trib 

Moderate Moderate Fail Uncertain 

Table 1: Water Framework classification of waterbodies in the Wessex Area (Glos CC) 

This illustrates that according to EA data (National and publicly available data), all 
waterbodies fail for chemical status, with 9 waterbodies at moderate overall status and 2 

http://www.ytlpowerinternational.com/
https://environment.data.gov.uk/catchment-planning/
sbenfield
Typewritten Text
ANNEX 5



only achieving poor status.  There will be many factors and sectors which contribute towards 
these classifications.   

All these waterbodies fail due to the presence of the following chemicals: mercury and its 
compounds; Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE), whilst one waterbody also additionally 
fails for Perfluorooctane sulphonate (PFOS).   These chemicals are widespread across the 
UK and are ubiquitous.  The Environment Agency’s guidance on the subject1 notes that 
“mercury and two Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs), polybrominated diphenylether 
(PBDE; used as flame retardants) and perfluorooctane sulphonic acid (PFOS; a textile stain 
repellent and fire-fighting chemical) are often found at elevated levels. Although these 
substances are now banned or restricted in the UK, they break down very slowly so can 
remain in the environment for decades”. 

Further EA data identifies the ‘Reasons for not achieving good’ status, the table below 
highlights those which are attributes to the water industry and specifically wastewater assets: 

Water Body Classification 
Status 

Classification 
Element 

Business 
Sector 

Activity 

Little Avon R - source to 
conf Ozleworth Bk 

Poor Phosphate Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Tortworth Bk - source to 
conf R LIttle Avon 

Poor Phosphate Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Little Avon - conf 
Tortworth Bk to mouth 

Poor Phosphate Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Tortworth Bk - source to 
conf R LIttle Avon 

Moderate Macrophytes and 
Phytobenthos 
Combined 

Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Little Avon R - source to 
conf Ozleworth Bk 

Poor Macrophytes and 
Phytobenthos 
Combined 

Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Doverte Brook Moderate Phosphate Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Little Avon - Ozleworth Bk 
to conf Tortworth Bk 

Poor Phosphate Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Doverte Brook Moderate Macrophytes and 
Phytobenthos 
Combined 

Waste water 
treatment 

Sewage 
discharge 
(continuous) 

Table 2: Reasons for Not Achieving Good (RNAG) relating to wastewater assets 

All of these waterbodies are within the Little Avon catchment and are related to phosphorus 
discharges from water recycling centres, either causing elevated phosphorus concentrations 
in the watercourse or impacting ecology (macrophytes and phytobenthos).  There are no 
storm overflow discharges listed as contributing to failing to achieve good ecological 
status. 

The contributions of phosphorus from these water recycling centres has been recognised by 
Wessex Water and investment is planned in this Asset Management Plan (AMP), as 
illustrated by the map in Appendix 1, and summarised in the table below: 

 
1 Chemicals: challenges for the water environment, Environment Agency, October 2021  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/chemicals-challenges-for-the-water-environment


Site Installation Year Approx cost (£K) Approx Phosphorus 
removed (kg/yr) 

Charfield 2024 1,100 3,100 
Leyhill 2024 850 500 
North Nibley 2024 850 700 
Wickwar 2024 1,500 700 
Wootton Under Edge 2024 1,000 2,200 
 TOTAL 5,300 7,200 

Table 3: Water Recycling Centre phosphorus removal 

Storm Overflows 

Within this area there are 11 storm overflows, all of which are permitted by the Environment 
Agency.  The map in Appendix 2 provides the location of these overflows, the spill frequency 
and duration in hours, during 2020.   

The reason storm overflows exist is because many sewers were laid at a time when drains 
carried both rainwater and sewage (these are called combined sewers). They should only 
operate during periods of intense rainfall, where they act as relief valves to allow excess 
stormwater to be released to rivers or the sea. This protects properties from flooding and 
prevents sewage backing up into streets and homes during heavy storm events. They were 
designed to operate in such a way as to have no environmental impact. Existing datasets 
(above) support this outcome.  

10 of the overflows currently have Event Duration Monitoring (EDM) which monitors the 
frequency and duration of overflow operation.  The final storm overflow (Tetbury, 
Springfields) will have EDM installed by March 2023. This data is reported annually to the 
Environment Agency and available on the Wessex Water website, under our Drainage & 
Wastewater Management Plan portal: Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan 
(arcgis.com) – storm overflow and performance tabs link to a spreadsheet with overflow spill 
data. 

A number of these overflows operate frequently, particularly in the upper reaches of the 
Bristol Avon, around Tetbury.  These overflows have not been identified as contributing 
towards the relevant waterbodies failing to achieve good ecological status and internal 
ecological monitoring suggested that these assets do not cause a deterioration in water 
quality. 

Tetbury WRC serves Tetbury and Shipton Moyne, neither town/village has a significant 
separate surface water system – only the newer estates on the outskirts of Tetbury have a 
separate system.  This means a large volume of rainwater drains from property roofs, 
hardstanding and the road network into the foul system, causing it to be inundated and spill 
via permitted overflows.  Didmarton is similar, but takes flows from 3 villages, two of which 
have no surface water networks. 

What can be done about storm overflows? 

The Government has established a storm overflows taskforce, of which we are a member, to 
consider how best to ensure that overflows do not cause harm.  Eliminating storm overflows 
across England and Wales will require several decades of sustained increased investment 
and would cost between £300bn and £600bn, so the immediate focus is to identify those 
overflows that will potentially cause environmental or public health harm, addressing those 
and then progressively working through the others.  

https://wessexwater.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=e371301c24ca4228b36db3a3a6ba8560
https://wessexwater.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=e371301c24ca4228b36db3a3a6ba8560
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/taskforce-sets-goal-to-end-pollution-from-storm-overflows


There are only two possible approaches to eliminating intermittent overflows; separation to 
stop stormwater entering the combined sewer, or constructing large storage tanks, which 
would have significant carbon consequences, cost billions and would be hugely disruptive. 

We need Government to change legislation so developers cannot connect surface water to 
combined sewers which is making the matter worse. There is also the need for water 
companies to be able to release rainwater only directly into a watercourse and build local 
soakaways to enable rainwater to discharge to ground as close to where it lands. Powers to 
construct these solutions do not currently exist. 

Ofwat, the economic regulator, needs to prioritise investment, which it tightly controls to keep 
bills down, so water companies can solve the problem. But often the solution will be to 
address the source of the problem – which is actually on privately owned pipes as the point 
where rainwater mixes with foul water is within the property boundary. This makes storm 
overflows a societal problem – rather than just a water company one. 

We are using the EDM data to determine where storm overflows are not operating as we 
would expect and investigating them through the Storm Overflow Assessment Framework. 
This provides a framework in which to identify storm overflows which discharge frequently 
and address the issues they cause through improvements.   

Since 2000 we have invested £181 million on upgrading 582 storm overflows across our 
region, with a further £150 million set aside for improvements between 2020 and 2025. 

Our plans for tackling overflows will in the future be documented in our Drainage and 
Wastewater Management Plans – which can be found 
at https://www.wessexwater.co.uk/environment/drainage-and-wastewater-management-
plan.     

 

 

http://www.water.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/SOAF.pdf
https://www.wessexwater.co.uk/environment/drainage-and-wastewater-management-plan
https://www.wessexwater.co.uk/environment/drainage-and-wastewater-management-plan


Appendix 1: Water Recycling Centre investment 2020-25 

 



Appendix 2: Storm Overflow location and 2020 spill data 

 



FOR YOU. FOR LIFE.

why they exist 
and what impact 

they have



Storm overflows are part of an older type of sewer 
system (pre-1960s) when most properties were 
built with drains that carry together in one pipe, both 
surface water (run-off from roof gutters, patios, 
driveways and some highways) and foul water from 
homes and industry. This is called a combined sewer 
system.

The combined sewage is then transported to a water 
recycling centre for treatment and safe return to the 
environment.

During a storm, heavy or prolonged rainfall can rapidly 
increase the flow in a combined sewer and cause it 
to become overwhelmed as the capacity of the pipe 
is exceeded. Storm overflows are designed to release 
excess storm water into rivers or the sea when this 
happens. They act as relief valves and are only used 
during heavy rainstorms to protect properties from 
flooding and to prevent sewage from backing up and 
overflowing into streets and homes.

Most towns and cities in the UK have combined sewer 
systems and consequently all have storm overflows to 
protect properties from flooding during heavy rainfall. 
There are about 15,000 storm overflows in England – 
1,289 of them are in Wessex Water’s area.

Separate sewer systems have been built in the UK 
since the 1960s. The more modern system has one 
pipe for foul water from homes and industry, and a 
separate pipe for surface water. The foul water is 
transported to water recycling centres for treatment 
and the surface water is discharged to a watercourse, 
the sea or into permeable ground.

The diagram below shows how a typical combined 
sewer system and storm overflow operates.

Pressures on the sewerage network
The sewerage network and the frequency of 
discharges from storm overflows is under increasing 
pressure:
•  Despite separate sewer systems, property 

developers still have the right to connect surface 
water drainage pipes to the combined sewerage 
network. This passes the cost and problem 
further down the network, resulting in increases 
in overflow operation where overflows exist or a 
flooding risk where they don’t. Sewerage legislation 
requires an urgent rethink to resolve many of the 
issues sewer overflows are causing.

•  ‘Urban Creep’ and the growth of impermeable 
surfaces, leading to more surface water entering 
the system.

•  Climate change giving rise to more extreme 
weather events and rainfall patterns

•  In wet winters, the level of water in water-bearing 
rocks, can reach the ground and cause flooding. 
Even before it reaches this level, groundwater will 
be above the level of the sewers and can often 
flow into and flood drains, sewers and inspection 
chambers for weeks at a time and add to the 
volume of water discharged from storm overflows. 

•  Misuse of the sewerage network. The biggest 
scourge of them all is sewer blockages caused 
by wet wipes and fat being flushed down the loo 
or poured down the sink. These instances alone 
account for 75% of pollution incidents in our area. 
We clear around 13,000 blocked sewers each year. 
Reducing blockages improves the operation of the 
network and helps to reduce the frequency of spills 
from storm overflows.

What are storm overflows and why do 
we have them? 

roof
run-o�

Domestic
sewage

Road
run-o�

Industrial
waste

Over�ow to
watercourse/sea

To water
recycling centre



Improvements to storm overflows

Between 2000 and 2020, we invested £181 million 
on upgrading 582 storm overflows across our region. 
That’s around 45% of the storm overflows we manage. 
Between 2020 and 2025 we will invest a further £150 
million on improvements. This will include carrying out 
54 investigations into frequently spilling overflows and 
completing improvements to at least a further 13.

We will also increase the capacity of waste water that 
can be treated at 13 water recycling centres and 
increase storm tank storage capacity at 18 other 
centres. In addition, two sites are being improved to 
further benefit bathing water quality at Christchurch 
and Poole Harbour. These measures will reduce the 
frequency of discharges from improved sites.

Monitoring storm overflows
By March 2023 all of our storm overflows will 
have been fitted with a monitoring device. They 
are providing valuable data and a consistent way 
of monitoring how often and for how long storm 
overflows operate and their potential impact on river 
and bathing water quality. 

The data helps us to plan for improvement works 
where storm overflows are not operating as we 
would expect. Information from the monitoring 
programme is reported annually and is publicly 
available. 

The map of our region below shows where 971 
monitors have been installed (dark blue), and where 
318 monitors will be installed (light blue) by March 
2023.



In August 2020 the Government set up a Storm 
Overflows Taskforce in response to sustained pressure 
from groups, individuals and the media about the 
operation of storm overflows. The revelation through 
the release of data from the monitoring programme, 
showing the frequency of spills from overflows, 
has coincided with a national surge in river use by 
swimmers and paddle-boarders who have drawn 
attention to water quality issues in some areas.

The Taskforce is made up of Defra, the Environment 
Agency, Ofwat, the Consumer Council for Water, 
Blueprint for Water and Water UK. It was established 
to:

“Develop proposals to significantly 
reduce the frequency and impact of 

sewage discharges from storm overflows 
with a range of ambitions from reducing 

spills to phasing out overflows.”

The work of the Taskforce is likely to result in 
legislation and include the long term goal to eliminate 
‘harm’ from storm overflows. Measuring harm and the 
causes is multi-faceted. 

Supporting the work
Wessex Water is supporting the work of the Taskforce 
by taking an active part in its discussions and by 
seconding an experienced member of staff to the team 
at Defra. We support the ambition to reduce impacts 
from storm overflows. 

In an ideal world we wouldn’t have a combined sewer 
system, but many sewers were laid hundreds of years 
ago with areas, including town centres, built on top of 
the network of pipes. To upgrade the entire system 
is simply not feasible without massive and long-term 
roadworks disruption. In our region it would cost 
around £10 billion and increase customer sewerage 
bills by at least 100%.

Storm overflows Taskforce



As storm overflows normally only operate during 
periods of intense rainfall, any foul water released 
from them will be very dilute because of the large 
volumes of rainwater within the system. Rarely is 
a pollution caused by storm overflows operating 
correctly as there is no significant environmental 
impact in terms of ammonia, suspended solids and 
biochemical oxygen demand. 

Impact on rivers 
Storm overflows have an extremely small impact 
on rivers. Publicly available information on the 
Government’s Catchment Data Explorer, shows that 
storm overflows have a very small environmental 
impact, contributing to less than 4% of environmental 
river water quality problems.

The Environment Agency regulates intermittent 
discharges from storm overflows through 
environmental permits. The main polluting load of 
the contents of a sewer should flow to the treatment 
centre, allowing very dilute sewage to overflow when 
the sewer capacity is exceeded.

Flows are further diluted by the receiving 
watercourses that will also be swollen by the same 
heavy rain. Many storm overflows are fitted with 
screens or scum boards that prevent debris entering 
the watercourse. However, there are occasions where 
prolonged discharges can have an environmental 
impact, for example, the growth of sewage related 
fungus. Reducing biological loads is usually achieved 
through a biological process (such as that used at 
water recycling centres) and requires space and often 
energy and chemicals to facilitate the growth of the 
bacteria required to break down the passing organic 
material. 

Since most overflows are in urban areas, there is 
generally insufficient space for biological treatment. 
In situations where there is an environmental impact, 
these have usually been addressed through reducing 
spill frequency rather than additional treatment. 

Environmental impact of storm overflows



Wessex Water has been working with the Environment 
Agency, local councils, landowners and internal 
drainage boards (IDBs) to find ways to make our 
bathing waters as clean as possible.

Between 2010 and 2014 we carried out an 
investigation, which studied the outputs from our 
water recycling centres and evaluated the quality of 
the waters from the rivers Brue, Tone, Parrett and 
Cannington Brook, all of which could affect the water 
quality at Burnham Jetty bathing water. We wanted to 
see how different forms of treatment (ultraviolet (UV) 
disinfection or conventional treatment) worked in the 
different river environments. The sewer network was 
investigated to look for potential causes of pollution 
from external sources such as surface water overflows, 
misconnections and CSOs.

Between 2015 and 2020, and based on the outcomes 
of this investigation, Wessex Water invested £38m to 
improve Burnham Jetty bathing water. This work was 
part of our regulatory requirements. Cannington and 
Combwich water recycling centres were combined and 
upgraded with ultraviolet (UV) disinfection process. 

We increased the storm storage capacity at storm 
overflows in Bridgwater to reduce the number of 
discharges into the rivers at times of high rainfall and 

also delivered improvements at Dunball water recycling 
centre, while trialling a different disinfection process at 
Highbridge storm tanks.

Unfortunately, despite this investment, Burnham Jetty 
bathing water was de-designated at the end of 2019 
following four years of failing to achieve the required 
‘sufficient’ standard.  This is due to the complex nature 
of the catchment and wide range of often quite small 
inputs, primarily from diffuse sources, which contribute 
to the bacteriological quality of the bathing water.

Bathing waters

For more information about Storm overflows please contact:
Wessex Water Claverton Down, Bath BA27WW
operational.enquires@wessexwater.co.uk
0345 600 4 600
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ANNEX 6 

 

Ofwat  
 

Background Reading for Gloucestershire CC  
'Restoring our Rivers' Task Group 

 
28 January 2022 

 

Introduction 
 
We have provided this document in advance of the Q&A Session on 28 January 2022  
 
Below we set out the areas of planned focus and provide some links to some optional 
pre-reading to aid understanding of the sessions.  
 
In the session we will provide an overview of: 

• the regulatory framework, our legal duties and powers;  
• the price review process; and  
• our plans at the last price review and our emerging thinking on incentives aimed 

at achieving good environmental outcomes 
 
1. Regulatory framework, our legal duties and powers  

You may find the following documents useful  
 
Our duties 
 
Strategic Position Statement (England) 
 
Strategic Position Statement (Wales) 
 
Ofwat SPS consultation 
 

2. The price review process 
You may find the following document useful  
 
PR24 and Beyond 

 
3. Incentives and achieving good environmental outcomes  

 
Background to Outcomes and Incentives 

 

https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/about-us/our-duties/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/about-us/our-duties/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/661803/sps-ofwat-2017.pdf
https://senedd.wales/laid%20documents/gen-ld11283/gen-ld11283-e.pdf
https://consult.defra.gov.uk/water-services/government-new-sps-consultation/supporting_documents/newstrategicpolicystatementofwatdraftforconsultation.pdf
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/PR24-and-Beyond-Creating-tomorrow-together.pdf
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/regulated-companies/company-obligations/outcomes/


Introduction to 
• Ofwat’s role and duties
• Price Reviews and 
• Performance Commitments

January 2022



Structure of the water industry: role of Secretary of State/Welsh Ministers

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and Welsh 

Government 

• Set the policy framework and issue statements of strategic priorities and 
objectives (SPSs - note revised SPSs are expected in 2022):

UK Government’s strategic priorities and objectives for Ofwat
Welsh Government’s strategic priorities and objectives statement to 
Ofwat

• Can give us guidance which we must have regard to, for example in 
relation to charging rules and social tariffs.

• Make secondary legislation, for example on drinking water standards and 
the content of charges schemes.

• Enforce some of the statutory duties on undertakers.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strategic-policy-statement-to-ofwat-incorporating-social-and-environmental-guidance
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/water-priorities-for-ofwat-2017.pdf
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Ofwat’s role, functions and duties – overview 

Who we are

Ofwat is the economic regulator of water and sewerage companies in England and 
Wales.

We are created by statute – so we have certain limitations and requirements we 
must adhere to when carrying out our work. 

Our functions and duties are primarily set out in the Water Industry Act 1991.

Our strategy

In our 2019 strategy, Time to Act, Together, we set out our ambition for the water 
sector, and the role we will play in achieving it. We set three strategic goals for the 
over the coming years:

• To transform water companies’ performance for customers
• To drive water companies to meet long-term challenges through increased 

collaboration and partnerships
• For water companies to serve a wider public purpose, delivering more for 

customers, society and the environment.

https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Time-to-act-together-Ofwats-strategy-1.pdf


Ofwat’s role, functions and duties – overview 

Functions

Our functions include both mandatory and discretionary activities. Some examples of 
our functions include:
• Making price control determinations; 
• Making modifications to company licences;
• Taking enforcement action, including imposing enforcement orders and financial 

penalties. Ofwat also has certain concurrent powers with the Competition and 
Markets Authority (CMA) in relation to the water and sewerage sector in England and 
Wales; 

• Determining certain disputes or appeals under the WIA 91;
• Issuing statutory Rules and Codes under the WIA 91.

Statutory duties

We must exercise most of our functions in the manner which we consider is best 
calculated to meet our statutory duties (section 2 WIA 91). 

Strategic policy statements

When carrying out most of our functions, we are required to act in accordance with 
each strategic policy statement (SPS) produced by the Welsh and UK Governments 
respectively (sections 2A and 2B WIA 91). 
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Primary and secondary duties 

Promoting 
economy and 
efficiency

Ensuring no 
undue 
preference/ 
discrimination in 
the fixing of 
charges

Contributing to 
the achievement 
of sustainable 
development  

Ensuring no 
undue 
preference/ 
discrimination is 
shown by 
companies in 
relation to the 
provision of 
services by 
themselves or 
other regulated 
companies

Further the consumer objective to protect the interests of 
consumers*, wherever appropriate by promoting effective 
competition (*existing and future consumers, and their interests 
as consumers of water etc., having regard to the interests of 
particular vulnerable groups)

Secure water companies can finance 
the proper carrying out of their 
statutory functions, in particular by 
securing reasonable returns on their 
capital

Secure that 
water 
companies 
properly carry 
out their 
statutory 
functions

Secure that water supply licensees & 
sewerage licensees properly carry out 
their licensed activities and statutory 
functions

Further the resilience objective to secure the long-term resilience 
of water companies’ water supply and wastewater systems; and to 
secure that they take steps to enable them, in the long term, to 
meet the need for water supplies and wastewater services

Primary duties

Secondary duties

Ensuring 
consumers’ 
interests 
protected in 
relation to any 
unregulated 
activities of water 
companies

Securing 
consumers’ 
interests are 
protected on sale 
of land
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General environmental and recreational duties (section 3 of WIA91)

Subject to the duties above, we also have duties, when formulating or 
considering any proposals relating to any functions of a relevant undertaker, to:
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Structure of the water industry: role of other public bodies and regulators

The regulatory framework for the water sector in England and Wales 

includes other regulatory bodies, particularly the Environment Agency 

(EA) in England, Natural Resources Wales (NRW) in Wales, and the 

Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI):

• EA and NRW are responsible for making sure that the undertakers do 

not breach environmental standards, for example via their abstraction 

licence and environmental permit frameworks.

• DWI is responsible for making sure that the water provided by 

undertakers meets drinking water standards;

We need to act in a complementary fashion – a decision by one regulator 

may affect the decisions made by the others.



The price review: the 
process for setting price 
controls
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The basics of price controls

We publish guidance on what we expect to see in the business plans.   This 
guidance reflects views of society and emerging needs.

We create incentives to the companies to give us their best business plans first 
time

In reaching our ‘Final Determination’

• We set the service level companies need to deliver

• We set efficient expenditure allowance needed to deliver

• We set efficient financing costs

We do this every five years – we can only do this when 
we can see all companies’ plans so that we can 
compare them
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Efficiency is not just relative to other water companies

We use a statistical process 
called econometric 
benchmarking to assess 
efficient costs

Ensuring each company is efficient 
(catch-up efficiency challenge)

Ensuring the sector 
continues to be efficient 
(frontier shift)
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Outcomes are the high level objectives valued by customers and society
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We define outcomes and incentives to deliver them

Outcome delivery incentives are the incentives
attached to PCs. These take the form of 
reputational effects or underperformance and 
outperformance payments dependent on how a 
company performs relative to the PC level

Not all PCs have a financial ODI attached to 
them – those that do not have reputational 
ODIs

Enhanced ODIs refer to increased 
rewards/penalties for companies that achieve 
sector leading and unprecedented 
performance levels

Customer engagement plays a key part in the entire Outcomes process. 
Companies use customer research to determine the outcomes customers 
want, propose the expected performance levels and the associated 
rewards/penalties.

Performance commitments are minimum 
standards of service that companies are 
expected to attain e.g. 15% reduction in 
leakage

We impose a requirement on all companies to 
adopt certain measures, called common 
performance commitments

Companies can also propose bespoke 
performance commitments for outcomes that 
their customers deem important

For all PCs we ensure that they are subject to 
an appropriate degree of stretch

Performance Commitments (PCs) Outcome Delivery Incentives (ODIs)



Common Performance Commitments

Source: Ofwat Methodology, December 2017
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Base and 
growth costs
benchmarking 

assessment 
(econometric 

models)

Enhancement 
costs

benchmarking 
assessment or 

deep/shallow dive

Cost 
Adjustments
e.g. for unique 
circumstances

Efficient 
totex 

allowance

Base costs (c. £38 billion)
Routine, year-on-year costs, which 
companies incur in the normal
running of the business to provide a 
base level of service to customers.

Growth costs (c. £4 billion)
Costs driven by population growth, 
such as the laying of onsite 
connection and offsite 
reinforcement assets.

Enhancement costs (c. £11 billion)
Investment to enhance the capacity or quality of 
service beyond a base level. It may be driven by new 
statutory obligations (eg environmental outcomes as 
set by the environment regulators).

Efficiency challenge 

We use different approaches to assess costs of different types
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Customer bills are also affected by other revenue drivers

Total 
expenditure

(“depreciation” + 
“pay as you go”)

Outcome 
delivery 

incentives

Financing 
costs 

(WACC)

Revenue 
allowance

How much 
companies 

spend

How much 
financing 

costs

Impact on 
customer 
bills now 

and in 
future

How well 
companies 

deliver
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Timeline for PR24



Performance Commitments
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•Excellent service to customers
•Environment
•Asset health and operational resilience

Common PCs

•Major schemes
•Programmes of work

Price control 
deliverables 

•Focused on customer views and circumstances unique to the 
company

•Limited in number
Bespoke PCs

•Vulnerability and affordability 
•ResilienceKey metrics

•Gaps and voids 
•Further asset health and operational resilience metrics

Monitoring 
metrics

Set as 
part of 
price 
review 
and 
financial

Defined as 
part of 
annual 
monitoring

In Consultation for the Next Price Review

Current thinking, but 
subject to change
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Potential scope of Environmental PCs
How a water company regulated business is carried out can have an impact on:

- River water quality
- Bathing water quality
- Greenhouse gas emissions
- Biodiversity
- Recreation and amenity
- Health and well being
- Air pollution
- Wider food risk (ie not sewer flooding)
- Heat
- Noise

We may want to measure these factors for: 
1. decisions of companies take account of this;
2. informing customers and stakeholders of company actions; and 
3. financially incentivise greater benefits, beyond those which would otherwise arise, 

where supported by a wide range of customers. 

The benefits of doing so need to be weighed against the costs (including the opportunity 
costs).
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Criteria for how we use the metric

Common PCs Shows progress towards an outcome that is likely to endure over a number of 
price review periods for which there is a
• Statutory requirement to deliver; and/or 
• Support from a wide range of customers;
And 
Financial incentive is likely to lead to overall greater net benefits for customers 
over the long term.
And
Affects a majority of companies

Key metrics Where the metric measures progress that is of high importance to customers 
and stakeholders of all water companies, but where a financial incentive is 
unlikely to lead to greater net benefits to customers. 

Monitoring metrics Metrics where it is helpful to understand comparable performance, but where 
the metric in isolation is not the most pertinent to assess performance that 
matters most to customers and stakeholders.

Bespoke PC Shows progress towards an outcome that is likely to endure over a number of 
price review periods for which there is a
• Statutory requirement to deliver; and/or 
• Support from a wide range of customers;
And 
Financial incentive is likely to lead to overall greater net benefits for customers 
over the long term.
And
Customer views and/or circumstances not present/relevant for the majority of 
companies.

Individual company 
reporting (eg on its 
website)

In the absence of the above, but where a factor has importance with some 
customers or stakeholders.
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Issues

No standardised methodology. The existence of multiple approaches to ecosystem/ natural/ social capital valuation.

Diverse benefits. There is a risk of excluding important ecosystem/ natural/ social capital benefits and costs as it is rarely 
possible to quantify or monetise each and every ecosystem value.

Difficulty of measurement. Upstream and downstream impacts can be very large and are often hard to assess, especially if 
the impact lies beyond an organisation’s geographical control. Some valuation models are highly complex and time 
consuming to complete. Their complexity may also require the use of external experts, increasing the costs involved. Can 
model predictions be sufficient to claim delivery/incentive payments. 

Temporal variability - for example a new reservoir damages natural capital during construction, but then provides natural 
capital once built.  There can also be a time lag between implementing a natural capital based solution (eg: tree planting) and 
the value being delivered (the trees becoming mature enough to deliver their ecosystem services). How to deal with 
maintenance of natural capital (i.e. where investment is needed to avoid loss)
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Possible approach

Absolute measurement  
across the company

Incremental
improvement (could be 
modelled or measured)

Benefit of improvement 
(ie monetarised net 
benefit)

Examples of areas for 
which it might be most 
suitable

- Bathing waters
- Emissions

- Biodiversity
- River water quality

-Recreation and amenity
-Health and well being
-Air pollution / heat / 
noise
-Wider flood risk

Where measures are robust 
and the costs of the 
measurement are justified.

Where it is not practical to 
measure the factor across the 
company area, but it is of 
sufficient importance to have 
an individual measure that 
can be applied on a more 
targeted basis.

Where measurement of the 
individual factors is not 
justified and/or providing 
companies with greater 
flexibility to target the most 
appropriate benefits to 
provide.

There are a range of approaches that we could ask companies to take in reporting 
environmental PCs 

The approach will depend on a number of factors including:

- Interpretation of legal duties
- Government views and targets
- WINEP methodology

As shown in Annex A there was a reasonable level of coverage across companies and many bespoke PCs 
could be replaced by common PCs.

If we introduce Price Control Deliverables that ensure delivery of specific investment  as raised in the May 
paper PCs it may allow PCs to have a different focus, potentially measuring actual benefits. 
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Possible options for PR24 Environmental PCs
Comments

A Narrow
interpretation 
of duties

1) Leakage
2) PCC
3) Pollution incidents
4) Spills that cause harm*
5) Treatment works compliance
6) AIM (we plan to consider effectiveness of AIM in summer 

2021)

*This would need to be 
defined as there is no 
metric yet to measure 
spills that harm the 
environment 

B Pure 
Outcomes
Approach

1) % Rivers ≥good status
2) % Bathing water ≥good status
3) Average biodiversity level of company land
4) Annualised net emissions per capita

Unaware if there are 
approaches to annualise 
embedded carbon

C Maximising 
wider benefits 
(assuming 
supported by 
customers)

As A plus
7) Reduction in phosphorus entering rivers
8) % Bathing water ≥good status
9) Improvement in biodiversity
10) Operational Carbon
11) Embedded Carbon
12) Environmental Value (monetarisation of benefits not 

captured by other PCs of innovative schemes measured 
against a conventional counterfactual – see next slide)

We would need to test 
company views.

D Streamlined
Maximising 
wider benefits 

1) Star rating of EPA (incorporates pollution incidents, 
compliance, WINEP delivery and SDBI(water resources)

2) Distribution input per capita
3) Improved river lengths (measurement not modelled)
4) Improved bathing waters (measurement not modelled)
5) Environmental Value (see next slide)

We would need to define 
what constituted an 
improvement and how we 
measure lengths of 
rivers.
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