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Summary 

Blueprint for Water welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to this Public Accounts 

Committee inquiry into water sector regulation. 

Current approaches to water management and regulation are not delivering the healthy, 

thriving water environment that is required for nature’s recovery, healthy and prosperous 

communities, and sustainable growth.  

The challenges undermining the efficacy and impact of water sector regulation are multiple. 

They include, but are not limited to: 

1. A lack of strategic steer and prioritisation from Government, meaning there is no 

clear overall vision for the water sector or for regulators. 

2. Poor implementation and governance undermining the impact of critical water 

regulation, such as the Water Framework Directive and River Basin Management 

Plans. 

3. A regulatory framework that is overwhelmingly focused on process and outputs 

rather than outcomes, meaning that actions and investments are not always those 

that will deliver the greatest environmental benefit. 

4. Significant funding and capacity gaps constraining the ability of regulators to monitor, 

advise and enforce regulation quickly and effectively.  

5. Insufficient data and monitoring of the water environment as a whole, in order to 

inform regulatory and water management decisions.  

6. Insufficient recognition and priorisation of resilience by regulators and the regulated 

water sector, both in terms of assets and infrastructure, and the natural 

environment.  

7. An insufficiently holistic approach to water management and regulation. 

https://www.wcl.org.uk/


 
If we are to not only protect but restore and enhance the water environment, a more 

holistic, outcomes-focused approach to regulation is required, supported with strategic 

oversight and adequate funding from Government.  

Blueprint for Water submitted a full response to the Independent Water Commission call for 

evidence, which covers many of these same issues. Our full response can be found here, a 

summary here, and an accompanying briefing paper on the future of the Water Framework 

Directive here.  

We would welcome the opportunity to discuss any of the points in our response to the 

Public Accounts Committee, or to the Independent Water Commission, further. 

 

1. Strategic steer and prioritisation 

1.1. There is a lack of strategic oversight, direction and prioritisation from Government at a 

national level with regards to both the regulators and the water industry. This has led to 

short-term, inconsistent and sometimes contradictory decision-making within both 

regulators and the regulated water sector. 

1.2. For example, the most recent SPS issued to Ofwat clearly named the protection and 

enhancement of the environment as the top strategic priority for the water industry. 

However, this top-level steer was not accompanied with sufficient detail to drive the 

necessary action. The SPS leaves significant discretion to Ofwat in areas of judgement that 

should make explicit reference to achieving the EIP or other targets, or that would be more 

appropriate for the Environment Agency or ministers. Guidance on prioritisation and trade-

offs is lacking, with decisions being left to individual regulators. This has led to divergent 

approaches being taken, for example with regards nature-based solutions (NbS). 

1.3. Though the SPS states that water companies should be making use of and prioritising 

the use of NbS, lack of clarification on how this should be done means that regulatory 

complications and barriers have not been resolved, and therefore that inclusion of NbS in 

business plans and water resources management plans remains very limited.1 This is further 

complicated by requirements elsewhere in legislation – for example, nutrient targets in the 

Levelling Up and Regeneration Act which effectively require companies to use traditional 

grey solutions at treatment works.  

1.4. Further examples of insufficient strategic oversight and therefore complexity, short-

termism and contradiction include the recent introduction of the growth duty to Ofwat. As 

an economic regulator, Ofwat already gives considerable focus to financial costs and benefits 

in its decision making, and thus already functions to unlock billions of pounds of private 

 
1 Blueprint for Water. (2024). ‘Achieving Environmental Ambitions’. 
WCL_Blueprint_PR24_Scorecard_Sept_2024.pdf  

https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Blueprint_Cunliffe_Call_for_Evidence_April_2025.pdf
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Blueprint_Cunliffe_Summary_April_2025.pdf
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/Briefing_The_Future_of_Water_Policy_Apr_2025.pdf
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Blueprint_PR24_Scorecard_Sept_2024.pdf


 
sector investment. Indeed, Ofwat has struggled to balance its duties to protect customers, 

and to enable the water industry to invest in and maintain resilient networks; it also 

struggles to properly assess environmental costs and benefits. The unnecessary imposition 

of the Growth Duty risks exacerbating this issue, given the Duty’s overwhelming focus on 

financial cost and neglect of natural capital in how ‘growth’ is defined.  

1.5. The recent Environment Agency decision to discontinue Catchment Nutrient Balancing, 

despite the inclusion of these schemes within PR24 business plans approved by Ofwat, is a 

further example of inconsistencies between regulators and therefore barriers to long-term 

planning and delivery.2  

1.6. Government must be clearer and stronger in setting strategic direction for the water 

system, via targets with clear and measurable delivery pathways. This must include an 

overall or ‘apex’ target for water health, and outcomes-focused targets within the 

Environment Act and the Environmental Improvement Plan. The apex target should reflect 

the ambition needed to drive a step-change in action to restore the water environment, and 

increased societal expectations for clean, healthy waters. Target delivery pathways must 

include clear, time-bound measures and actions, and must demonstrate how sufficient 

funding and resourcing will be provided to achieve them. This will provide much-needed 

clarity on Government’s expectations of the water industry, and crucially, on how the water 

industry should work alongside other sectors such as agriculture and planning to deliver a 

healthy, resilient water environment and to achieve national targets.  

1.7. Government should also produce a new Strategic Policy Statement not only for Ofwat, 

but for the water system as a whole. This should clearly define what a healthy water 

environment and a clean, sustainable water supply looks like in terms that are measurable, 

and should clarify how regulators and regulated sectors will contribute to the delivery of 

environmental targets and outcomes. 

1.8. This should be further supported through Government setting a clear nature and 

climate duty on regulators to contribute to the delivery of the Environment Act 2021 and the 

Climate Change Act 2008. The Water (Special Measures) Act 2025 has made a positive first 

step in this area, with Ofwat now required to ‘have regard to the need to contribute towards 

achieving compliance … with the relevant environmental target duties’, under the Climate 

Change Act 2008 and the Environment Act 2021. Government must strengthen this 

requirement and extend it to further regulatory bodies, empowering them to take a robust 

approach to enforcing regulation. Furthermore, the duty will help ensure that nature’s 

recovery is at the heart of decision-making processes, and that investment decisions are 

made with regard to delivery of the best environmental outcomes, unlocking more low-

carbon, multi-benefit infrastructure. 

 
2 https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Letter_CNB_Jan_2025.pdf  

https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Letter_CNB_Jan_2025.pdf


 
1.9. Further to clear strategic steer, Government must also ensure that regulators have the 

necessary financial, legislative and political backing in order to take swift and robust 

enforcement action when needed. 

1.10. As the Committee warned in its 2020 report on water supply and demand 

management, England faces a serious risk of running out of water within 20 years. The 

Committee called on Defra, Ofwat and the Environment Agency to take urgent action to 

ensure a reliable water supply in the years ahead. We agree with this point; the 

recommendations we would like the Committee to consider are set out in Blueprint for 

Water member Waterwise's response to the Independent Water Commission's Call for 

Evidence. 

 

2. Implementation and governance 

2.1. Current approaches to water management and regulation are siloed and inconsistent. 

An Integrated Water Management approach is required to make sure that regulation and 

decision-making is aligned throughout the water system to deliver more effective outcomes.  

2.2. Under this approach, regulators would apportion targets at the catchment level, 

translating national targets into meaningful local objectives. An enhanced regional 

governance function would then pool and allocate budgets, and prioritise action across the 

region to maximise benefit. This would not only ensure that implementation can be more 

efficient and effective, but would also allow identification and therefore better management 

of potential synergies and trade-offs between goals. This approach should be supported by 

adequately resourced Catchment Partnerships, who can work to allocate targets across 

sectors and organisations, and to identify solutions at catchment scale.   

2.3. This Integrated Water Management approach should be further supported through 

greater alignment of planning and process across regulators. For example, Ofwat’s Price 

Review process occurs on a 5-yearly cycle, but the Environment Agency River Basin 

Management Plan process occurs 6-yearly. Greater consistency and coordination of planning 

cycles would allow companies and regulators to use these frameworks more effectively to 

implement measures and drive environmental improvement, in addition to reducing 

complexity.  

2.4. The Water Framework Directive is a key example of how poor implementation and 

governance is undermining the success of critical water regulation.3 This is driven by 

insufficient investment, gaps in monitoring, and River Basin Management Plans that lack 

 
3 As the OEP set out in their 2024 report, the WFD regulations are strong and should be maintained; it is poor 
governance and implementation challenges that are undermining their efficacy: OEP finds ‘deeply concerning’ 
issues with how the laws in place to protect England’s rivers, lakes and coastal waters are being put into 
practice | Office for Environmental Protection 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmpubacc/378/37802.htm
https://database.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/waterwise-response-call-for-evidence-independent-commission-into-the-water-sector-regulatory-system/
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/oep-finds-deeply-concerning-issues-how-laws-place-protect-englands-rivers-lakes-and-coastal
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/oep-finds-deeply-concerning-issues-how-laws-place-protect-englands-rivers-lakes-and-coastal
https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/oep-finds-deeply-concerning-issues-how-laws-place-protect-englands-rivers-lakes-and-coastal


 
specific, time-bound measures. Improvements can and should be made to WFD to address 

these implementation gaps; however, any reform of the regulations must not be to push 

back or water down targets, nor to lose critical components such as ‘one out, all out’ and the 

no deterioration principle.  

2.5. Blueprint for Water has set out how WFD can be improved in this briefing paper.4 In 

summary, positive reform to WFD should include: 

• River Basin Management Plan Programmes of Measures to be specific, time-bound, 

and to demonstrate with certainty how objectives will be met. 

• WFD is extended to incorporate the whole water environment, in particular small 

standing waters and headwaters. Small waters are essential components of the wider 

landscape, making up around 75% of England’s freshwaters. Pollution in headwaters 

has a disproportionate impact on the water quality and ecological status of 

waterbodies downstream.5 

• Greater incorporation of amenity and social value, to better reflect the expectations 

and values of communities, and to help capture the social benefits of improving 

water health. 

• Strengthened targets and objectives, with post-2027 targets reflecting increased 

ambition and the scale of need. 

• Greater nuance and transparency in reporting incremental progress via ‘elements 

improved’, in addition to one out all out. 

 

3. Outcomes-based regulation 

3.1. The current regulatory framework for water is overwhelmingly focused on processes, or 

‘outputs’. This siloed approach to regulation is not sufficient to drive the ambitious, holistic 

action that is required to restore nature. It also constrains the use of low carbon, multi-

benefit catchment and nature-based solutions.6  

3.2. This is exemplified by current requirements regarding phosphorus pollution reduction. 

Under the Environment Act, water industry is required to reduce phosphorus from treated 

wastewater by 80% by 2038, relative to a 2020 baseline. However, the target’s focus on the 

‘output’ of volume of P emissions has unintended consequences. The target means that 

water industry is incentivised to drive investment at large-scale treatment works, rather than 

 
4 Further detail also available here: WCL_Blueprint_WFD_Position_Paper_July_2024.pdf 
5 For further detail, please see our ‘Charter for Small Waters’: 
https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Small_Waters_Charter_2024.pdf  
6 For further detail on the benefits of nature-based solutions: 
WCL_Briefing_Nature_Based_Solutions_Water_December_2023.pdf 

https://wcl.org.uk/docs/Briefing_The_Future_of_Water_Policy_Apr_2025.pdf
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Blueprint_WFD_Position_Paper_July_2024.pdf
https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Small_Waters_Charter_2024.pdf
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Briefing_Nature_Based_Solutions_Water_December_2023.pdf


 
identifying where reduced P emissions would deliver the greatest environmental benefit – 

for example, at smaller treatment works in headwaters and at chalk streams.  

3.3. A more outcomes-based regulatory framework is required to manage the water 

environment. Focusing on achieving environmental outcomes rather than on specific actions 

and process would allow the most efficient and cost-effective solutions – including green, 

grey and hybrid - to be implemented in the right places, contributing to the delivery of water 

environment goals and Government’s wider aspirations for nature and society. 

3.4. For example, a more outcomes-based approach in regulation would allow pressures 

impacting the water environment to be addressed closer to or at source, where it may be 

more effective or efficient to implement measures. This could be through mandating 

sustainable drainage systems to reduce surface run-off and therefore pressure on sewage 

infrastructure, as opposed to solely focusing on ‘end of pipe’ measures at treatment works. 

Under an outcomes-based approach, the goal is not to ‘build storage tanks’, but rather to 

‘reduce water pollution’, through whichever measures are most suitable and impactful in 

that context.  

3.5. Greater focus on outcomes will also help enable cross-sectoral working at catchment 

scale to restore the health of the whole water environment, rather than solely focusing on 

pollutant emissions to the main river channel. Catchment-scale, partnership approaches can 

unlock new private and blended finance options to support implementation, and can deliver 

multiple environmental and societal benefits. Unlocking this approach will require improved 

monitoring across all waterbodies and all pressures, and more consistent regulation and 

enforcement action across sectors to ensure that all stakeholders are playing their part in 

water management. This must include enforcement of agricultural regulations, to address 

issues of non-compliance that are preventing effective partnership working between the 

water industry and farmers.  

3.6. A transition towards a more outcomes-based regulatory framework must be 

accompanied by greater incorporation of natural capital into regulatory processes and 

decision-making, particularly cost-benefit analyses and ‘value added’ assessments. This will 

help to further unlock and facilitate the use of low-carbon, multi-benefit catchment and 

nature-based solutions, which when used appropriately can maximise the efficacy and 

efficiency of spending through delivering multiple positive outcomes. Current regulatory 

approaches, including the Price Review, do not sufficiently facilitate or encourage the use of 

NbS compared to more traditional approaches, in part because wider societal and 

environmental benefits are not captured through the assessment process.   

3.7. Ofwat must also build on positive first steps taken in PR24 to incorporate greater 

flexibility in the Price Review process, to allow water companies to move from ‘grey’ to 

‘green’ solutions within the AMP.   

 



 
4. Funding and capacity 

4.1. Significant funding, resource and capacity gaps mean that regulators are struggling to 

advise, monitor and enforce regulations intended to protect the water environment. 

Addressing these gaps is critical; reform to the regulatory framework will have limited 

impact in terms of outcomes for the water environment and for customers unless regulators 

can effectively implement it.  

4.2. It is well evidenced that the Environment Agency has struggled to respond to pollution 

incidents due to capacity constraints. In 2021, it was reported that Agency staff had been 

instructed to ‘shut down and ignore’ low-impact pollution events due to lack of funding, 

with Agency leaders telling Government that ‘you get the environment you pay for’.7 In 

2022, reports showed that EA had downgraded 93% of prosecutions for serious pollution 

incidents in the period April 2016 – December 2020, despite investigators recommending 

prosecution in all cases.8 A 2024 investigation by Unearthed showed that the Agency had 

missed its own response time targets for 75% of England’s worst pollution incidents.9 

4.3. Analysis from 2022 has shown that the Environment Agency’s budget has been cut by 

over 50% over the past decade.10 From 2013-2019, the number of water quality samples 

taken by the Agency fell by 45%, and the number of sampling points by nearly 40%.11 Nearly 

6% fewer river stretches have received health classifications in the latest round of reporting, 

compared with 2019.12 43% of river catchments had no water quality samples taken by the 

Environment Agency at all in 2023.13 Between 2009-2015, testing and reporting was 

conducted annually; from 2016, the publication of WFD results was reduced to every three 

years, and in 2023 it was reported that the next full dataset will be published in 2025. This 

means that the publication of WFD results has been further reduced to a six-yearly 

frequency. 

4.4. Enforcement data shows significant rates of non-compliance within the water sector, 

and therefore the need for robust monitoring and enforcement of regulation. Of 4,284 

inspections carried out at water company assets by the EA in 2025, 24% of sites were found 

 
7 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/jan/10/ignore-low-impact-pollution-events-environment-
agency-staff  
8 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/02/environment-agency-england-downgrading-
prosecutions-serious-pollution-leaked-report  
9 Environment Agency late to three-quarters of the worst pollution incidents Environment Agency late to three-
quarters of worst pollution incidents - Unearthed  
10 https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/water-pollution-sewage-environmentagency-funding-
b2154848.html  
11 https://www.unchecked.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2020/11/The-UKs-Enforcement-Gap-2020.pdf  
12 https://theriverstrust.org/rivers-report-2024  
13 https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/01fca71e37544465b45491345c09978c  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/jan/10/ignore-low-impact-pollution-events-environment-agency-staff
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/jan/10/ignore-low-impact-pollution-events-environment-agency-staff
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/02/environment-agency-england-downgrading-prosecutions-serious-pollution-leaked-report
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/02/environment-agency-england-downgrading-prosecutions-serious-pollution-leaked-report
https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2024/06/20/environment-agency-late-response-pollution-cuts/
https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2024/06/20/environment-agency-late-response-pollution-cuts/
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/water-pollution-sewage-environmentagency-funding-b2154848.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/water-pollution-sewage-environmentagency-funding-b2154848.html
https://www.unchecked.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2020/11/The-UKs-Enforcement-Gap-2020.pdf
https://theriverstrust.org/rivers-report-2024
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/01fca71e37544465b45491345c09978c


 
to have permit breaches; 35 were classed as serious non-compliance.14 A Government press 

release in May 2025 has revealed that a record 81 criminal investigations have been 

launched in England since the election, which marks a 145% increase.15 Though the increase 

in enforcement activity is welcome, it is concerning that increased enforcement effort is 

simply finding more and more non-compliance. Ofwat has active enforcement cases open 

against all 11 of the water and wastewater companies in England and Wales.16 Ofwat’s latest 

industry performance report shows that companies are failing to deliver against a number of 

targets, with CEO David Black stating that “there has never been a stronger case for a culture 

change in the water sector”.17 

4.5. Similarly, whilst recent increases in staffing levels are welcome, it is unclear whether 

these levels will be maintained. Funding provision must be sufficient that regulators can hire 

and retain the necessary staff with the expertise to fulfill their duties. For example, 

environmental expertise is poorly represented across all levels in Ofwat, including at Board 

level.  

4.6. Sufficient capacity within regulators is also required such that Operator Self-Monitoring 

(OSM) can be phased out and monitoring tasks returned to the control of the EA. In 2022, it 

was reported that self-monitoring by water companies was a hundred times less likely to 

detect breaches than testing by the Environment Agency.18 Analysis reported in October 

2024 suggests that thousands of pollution tests under OSM may have never been 

conducted.19 

 

5. Data and monitoring 

5.1. Comprehensive, accurate data is required to inform regulatory activity and water 

management decisions; to prioritise action where it will have the greatest impact, to guide 

advisory and enforcement functions, to keep track of progress being made towards targets 

(and to facilitate swift intervention if progress is not on track), and to evaluate the success of 

different measures and interventions in restoring the water environment.  

 
14 https://www.endsreport.com/article/1910878/almost-one-quarter-inspected-water-company-sites-record-
permit-breaches-past-year & https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2025/03/17/4000-inspections-and-
counting-how-were-driving-water-industry-performance/   
15 Record 81 criminal investigations launched into water companies under Government crackdown - GOV.UK  
16 https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/ofwat-announces-enforcement-cases-against-four-more-companies-in-
wastewater-treatment-investigation/  
17 Ofwat. (2024). https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/WCPR-23-24.pdf  
18 Engineering and Technology. (2022). ‘MPs demand action as data calls into question water company self-
monitoring'. https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2022/09/mps-demand-action-as-data-calls-
intoquestion-water-company-self-monitoring/  
19 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/oct/26/water-firms-england-passed-pollution-tests-never-
carried-out-self-monitoring  

https://www.endsreport.com/article/1910878/almost-one-quarter-inspected-water-company-sites-record-permit-breaches-past-year?utm_medium=EMAIL&utm_campaign=eNews%20Bulletin&utm_source=20250320&utm_content=ENDS%20Report%20Breakfast%20Briefing%20(62)::&email_hash=
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1910878/almost-one-quarter-inspected-water-company-sites-record-permit-breaches-past-year?utm_medium=EMAIL&utm_campaign=eNews%20Bulletin&utm_source=20250320&utm_content=ENDS%20Report%20Breakfast%20Briefing%20(62)::&email_hash=
https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2025/03/17/4000-inspections-and-counting-how-were-driving-water-industry-performance/
https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2025/03/17/4000-inspections-and-counting-how-were-driving-water-industry-performance/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/record-81-criminal-investigations-launched-into-water-companies-under-government-crackdown
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/ofwat-announces-enforcement-cases-against-four-more-companies-in-wastewater-treatment-investigation/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/ofwat-announces-enforcement-cases-against-four-more-companies-in-wastewater-treatment-investigation/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/WCPR-23-24.pdf
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2022/09/mps-demand-action-as-data-calls-intoquestion-water-company-self-monitoring/
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2022/09/mps-demand-action-as-data-calls-intoquestion-water-company-self-monitoring/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/oct/26/water-firms-england-passed-pollution-tests-never-carried-out-self-monitoring
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/oct/26/water-firms-england-passed-pollution-tests-never-carried-out-self-monitoring


 
5.2. However, funding and capacity gaps have undermined the ability of regulators to deliver 

a comprehensive and robust monitoring regime. For example, funding and capacity gaps 

have impacted the frequency of WFD reporting, with full datasets now only published every 

6 years. This limits stakeholder understanding and opportunities for scrutiny, and constrains 

the use of up-to-date evidence to inform decision making. 

5.3. This is further compounded by the siloed, process-led focus of the current regulatory 

framework, which means that the majority of the water environment is unmonitored, and 

that metrics are focused on outputs rather than outcomes. For example, Blueprint for 

Water’s analysis of the PR24 draft business plans and the subsequent draft and final 

determinations from the regulator Ofwat highlighted that much reporting of actions was 

focused on levels of spending and process, rather than anticipated outcomes or delivery. For 

example, it was impossible to tell from the plans what the proposed levels of investment 

would mean in terms of numbers of SSSIs improved, contribution made to furthering the 

purposes of Protected Landscapes, or estimated benefits to customers and society in terms 

of carbon, biodiversity, and other ecosystem services.20  

5.4. A coherent and nested monitoring and evaluation framework is required. This should 

report on both the state of the water environment, and actions taken and progress made in 

improving it. To support an Integrated Water Management approach, this framework should 

relate local and catchment scale monitoring and objectives to national targets, including the 

EIP, WFD, and Environment Act targets.  

5.5. This enhanced monitoring and reporting framework would allow regulators to better 

capture and communicate incremental progress being made to improve waterbodies, 

particularly if the overall status of that waterbody is not yet changing. For example, this 

would be of particular benefit with regards to chemical pollution, where the long recovery 

time associated with persistent chemicals may obscure action – or indeed, the need for 

action – to tackle other chemicals pollutants. This would also address concerns raised 

regarding the ‘one out, all out’ approach in WFD, allowing regulators to analyse and share 

data with greater nuance and transparency whilst also maintaining high standards and 

safeguards.  

5.6. Monitoring must expand to cover the whole water environment, including small 

standing waters and headwaters; where monitoring at individual waterbody level is not 

feasible, monitoring should occur at network level. Monitoring must also be expanded to 

cover the full range of pollutants and pressures impacting the water environment, including 

chemical pollutants and emerging contaminants such as PFAS and microplastics.  

5.7. The role of citizen science should be upscaled in order to support regulators in this 

expanded monitoring effort. This should build on and learn from collaborative monitoring 

 
20 Blueprint for Water. (2024). ‘Achieving Environmental Ambitions’. 
WCL_Blueprint_PR24_Scorecard_Sept_2024.pdf  

https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Blueprint_PR24_Scorecard_Sept_2024.pdf


 
initiatives such as Freshwater Habitat Trust’s ‘PondNet’21, the Angling Trust’s Water Quality 

Monitoring Network,22 and The Rivers Trust’s CaSTCo23 to bring together more diverse 

sources of data and to increase coverage across the water environment.  

5.8. Regulators have flagged that a significant barrier to unlocking greater use of multi-

benefit, nature-based solutions is a lack of adequate evidence to guide implementation, and 

to effectively permit and regulate these approaches. Regulators, water companies and wider 

delivery partners such as landowners and eNGOs must work collaboratively to help address 

this gap and build the evidence base. This must be done methodically and strategically. To do 

this, regulators must work with industry to test and trial these approaches, with 

comprehensive monitoring. Pioneer catchments could be selected in order to develop and 

test different approaches.  

 

6. Resilience 

6.1. Regulatory process and decision making have afforded insufficient weight to resilience, 

both in terms of industry assets and infrastructure, and in terms of the natural environment. 

Resilience has also therefore been lacking in water companies’ own plans and decision 

making. Decades of inaction and failure to invest mean we now face a ‘perfect storm’, with a 

suffering water environment at the centre.   

6.2. It is vital that customers are protected from inefficient and unnecessary spending. 

However, the Price Review process has focused overwhelmingly on keeping bills low, whilst 

failing to drive long-term preparedness and sufficient investment in asset health, new 

infrastructure and the state of the water environment. This means that the water industry is 

not resilient, and that infrastructure and services are not fit for purpose or able to withstand 

the growing pressures of climate change and population growth.  

6.3. This is exacerbated by a lack of incentive to invest in resilience from Government and 

regulators. For example, Government has still not set a flood resilience target, despite 

recommendations from the National Infrastructure Commission, Climate Change Committee 

and the National Flood Forum. Furthermore, Ofwat did not identify ‘resilience’ as one of 

four key ambitions in the PR24 methodology, despite eNGO pushback.24 Indeed, political 

steer and messaging has actively deprioritised resilience, exemplified by the events of 

summer 2023 when the then Secretary of State for the Environment Therese Coffey 

 
21 PondNet eDNA surveys - Projects - Freshwater Habitats Trust  
22 Another year of anglers' data reveals another year of rampant river pollution - Angling Trust 
23 The Catchment Systems Thinking Cooperative - CaSTCo | The Rivers Trust  
24 WCL_PR24_Methodology_Consultation_Response_08_09_2022.pdf  

https://freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/projects/pondnet-edna-surveys/
https://anglingtrust.net/2025/05/20/wqmn-2nd-annual-report/
https://anglingtrust.net/2025/05/20/wqmn-2nd-annual-report/
https://theriverstrust.org/our-work/our-projects/castco-catchment-systems-thinking-cooperative
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_PR24_Methodology_Consultation_Response_08_09_2022.pdf


 
instructed the water industry - via the EA – to explore using low climate change scenarios in 

water resources planning in order to ‘protect your customers from adverse bill impacts’.25 

6.4. As the impacts of sewage pollution, unacceptable leakage rates, and lack of 

preparedness for drought clearly demonstrate, this short-termism is a false economy. 

Analysis conducted by eNGOs in 2021 suggested that the water industry was facing a £10 

billion investment funding gap over 10 years, the consequences of which would lead to 

significantly larger costs in the long term.26  

6.5. Indeed, building a resilient water sector and securing the resilience of the water 

environment are together essential to ensure that customers receive good service. In 2024, 

only one-third of customers were satisfied with how much their water company does to 

protect the environment.27 Data shows that customers are in fact willing to pay (more) for 

their water, if they can see that the water industry is delivering on their obligations.28 29 This 

societal expectation for ambitious action and better outcomes for the environment must be 

better reflected and incorporated into regulatory decision-making processes, including 

spending and investment determinations via the Price Review. 

 

7. Holistic approach 

7.1. Current approaches to regulating the water industry are siloed and sector-specific. 

Political and public pressure regarding the dire state of the water environment has focused 

overwhelmingly on the water industry, with a particular focus on the impacts of wastewater 

and pollution from sewage. However, water industry activities are far from the only 

pressures acting on the water environment. Regulation and management of water must look 

across freshwater, terrestrial and marine systems.  

7.2. Similarly, Government must take a cross-departmental approach to water; this must not 

be the responsibility and remit of Defra alone.   

7.3. The benefits of a more holistic approach to water management are well evidenced by 

the challenge of securing more resilient long-term water supplies, whilst also mitigating the 

impacts of flooding and extreme weather events. Currently, flood and drought risk are 

managed and regulated separately; therefore, opportunities to effectively and efficiently 

mitigate risk and build resilience to both are being missed. Working with nature at 
 

25 https://www.thetimes.com/uk/environment/article/water-firms-urged-to-save-money-by-using-low-climate-
change-scenario-clean-it-up-c5clpsbn0 & 
https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Letter_Secretary_of_State_PR24_Ambition_10_08_2023.pdf  
26 Time to Fix the Broken Water Sector’. (2021). https://anglingtrust.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/STC-AT-
%E2%80%93-OFWAT-Report-final-draft.pdf   
27 https://www.ccw.org.uk/app/uploads/2024/05/Water-Matters-2024-Data-Report.pdf  
28 https://www.ccw.org.uk/publication/keen-to-go-green-customer-preferences-and-priorities-for-waste-water-
solutions/  
29 https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Ofwat-introductory-submission-to-the-CMA.pdf  

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/environment/article/water-firms-urged-to-save-money-by-using-low-climate-change-scenario-clean-it-up-c5clpsbn0
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/environment/article/water-firms-urged-to-save-money-by-using-low-climate-change-scenario-clean-it-up-c5clpsbn0
https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Letter_Secretary_of_State_PR24_Ambition_10_08_2023.pdf
https://anglingtrust.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/STC-AT-%E2%80%93-OFWAT-Report-final-draft.pdf
https://anglingtrust.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/STC-AT-%E2%80%93-OFWAT-Report-final-draft.pdf
https://www.ccw.org.uk/app/uploads/2024/05/Water-Matters-2024-Data-Report.pdf
https://www.ccw.org.uk/publication/keen-to-go-green-customer-preferences-and-priorities-for-waste-water-solutions/
https://www.ccw.org.uk/publication/keen-to-go-green-customer-preferences-and-priorities-for-waste-water-solutions/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Ofwat-introductory-submission-to-the-CMA.pdf


 
catchment scale to implement natural flood management to slow the flow of water and 

increase natural storage presents the opportunity to tackle both issues simultaneously; 

reducing the impact of floods, whilst also allowing the environment to hold more water and 

therefore increase resilience to drought.30 

7.4. It will not be possible to achieve this through the work of the water industry alone. 

Resilient, long-term supplies of water depend on an integrated approach to land and water 

management as a whole, for example through the Land Use Framework, and through 

integrated catchment management and governance. Land management decisions and 

changes will have significant impacts on water resources, for example through cropping 

choices and abstraction, with actions such as water-friendly farming and reducing chemicals 

also being vital to ensure long-term supplies of healthy drinking water. 

7.5. The impact of agricultural diffuse pollution on the health of the water environment has 

been neglected in comparison to the impacts of industry wastewater and sewage. 40% of all 

water bodies in England are affected by pollution from rural areas (the majority of which is 

agricultural diffuse pollution), with estimates that 50% of nitrate pollution, 25% of 

phosphorus in the water environment and 75% of sediment pollution comes from 

agriculture.31 The Farming Rules for Water are notorious for low levels of compliance, 

difficulties in implementation, and potentially illegal statutory guidance.32 It will not be 

possible to achieve legally-binding targets under the Environment Act, including to halt the 

decline of nature by 2030, or to bring waterbodies to ‘good’ status without tackling this.  

 

8. Further issues 

8.1. As discussed, insufficient strategic oversight and steer from Government has led to 

inconsistencies, contradictions and gaps within legislation, regulation, and policy steers. This 

also means that some aspects of the water environment are under-regulated; issues 

including treated effluent, septic tanks, chemical pollution, microplastics, sewage sludge, 

urban runoff, and legacy physical modification. 

8.2. Some legislation and regulations are also out of date, having failed to keep pace with 

new scientific evidence and innovation. For example, the Urban Wastewater Treatment 

Regulations 1994; the regs have not been subject to the same review and update process as 

their EU counterpart, which has incorporated stricter water treatment standards, more 

actions to remove microplastics, and new monitoring requirements. A similar example can 

 
30 For greater detail on the need to and benefits of managing both flooding and drought holistically, to boost 
resilience and manage risk in ways that are efficient and effective, please see our response to the recent EAC 
inquiry into ‘Flood Resilience in England’: 
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_EAC_Flood_Resilience_Inquiry_Response_Jan_2025.pdf  
31 https://consult.defra.gov.uk/natural-environment-policy/consultation-on-environmental-
targets/supporting_documents/Water%20targets%20%20Detailed%20Evidence%20report.pdf  
32 WCL_Response_FRfW_Statutory_Guidance_Review_Nov_2024.pdf 

https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_EAC_Flood_Resilience_Inquiry_Response_Jan_2025.pdf
https://consult.defra.gov.uk/natural-environment-policy/consultation-on-environmental-targets/supporting_documents/Water%20targets%20%20Detailed%20Evidence%20report.pdf
https://consult.defra.gov.uk/natural-environment-policy/consultation-on-environmental-targets/supporting_documents/Water%20targets%20%20Detailed%20Evidence%20report.pdf
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Response_FRfW_Statutory_Guidance_Review_Nov_2024.pdf


 
be found in the Sludge (Use in Agriculture) Regulations 1989, which do not incorporate the 

most up-to-date knowledge on the composition of sewage sludge and biosolids, and the 

findings from studies that show the accumulation of PFAS and microplastics in soils and 

entering waterbodies when applied on agricultural land.  
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