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Blueprint for Water welcomes the publication of the interim report of the Independent 

Water Commission. 

The report rightly acknowledges that the current regulatory framework is failing to manage 

and mitigate the numerous pressures contributing to the poor state of the water 

environment, to the detriment of both people and wildlife. Delivering meaningful change 

will require bold, ambitious and holistic action across Government departments and sectors, 

with clear recognition of the need for a healthy, resilient water environment at the centre.  

We welcome the direction of travel set out in this interim report, and are pleased to see 

many of our recommendations acknowledged in the document. In particular, we welcome 

the Commission’s recognition of the need to look beyond just the water industry, and the 

emerging recommendations for enhanced regional governance to help drive this cross-

sectoral approach. Also welcome is the clear recognition that stricter controls are necessary 

to ensure that water companies work in the public interest, and cannot profit at the expense 

of the environment. We look forward to seeing specific recommendations to address these 

points outlined in the final report.  

However, we note that some significant elements mentioned in the call for evidence 

document are missing from this interim report, such as the importance of bringing small 

waters into the regulatory framework, and the role of monitoring. Whilst the suggestions for 

enhanced regional governance are positive, the interim report does not make the next step 

through to implementation and delivery at local and catchment scale, and the mandate and 

resource this requires. 

Furthermore, the critical importance of healthy and resilient nature – upon which the entire 

water system, industry and regulatory framework depends – is missing from the report. This 

could be better reflected within key sections, for example by considering the role of natural 

infrastructure in relation to asset health, as well as more generally throughout the 

Commission's thinking.  

https://www.wcl.org.uk/
https://wcl.org.uk/docs/WCL_Blueprint_Cunliffe_Call_for_Evidence_April_2025.pdf


 
It is understandable that the interim report does not yet set out the full and final 

recommendations for Government, particularly where further evidence is needed; Blueprint 

for Water members would be very pleased to offer further evidence to the Commission, and 

to discuss any of these topics further. 

However, it is essential that the final report captures the urgency and scale of the reform 

required to fix regulatory failings and to restore the water environment, and is clear in 

setting specific recommendations to Government in how to achieve this. This should include 

identifying where action can be taken straight away for earlier achievement of positive 

environmental outcomes, in addition to actions for PR29, and those that will require 

legislation. 

We would be pleased to discuss anything in our original call for evidence submission or in 

this document further.  

 

Strategic direction and planning 

We welcome the interim report’s recognition of the need for greater strategic direction and 

planning at the national level, and the suggestion that new Government-led, long-term 

national water strategies could provide a channel for setting out the vision for the water 

sector with greater clarity. We also agree that the provision of guiding principles and 

strategic steer – perhaps via a Strategic Policy Statement, or some other vehicle – should be 

extended beyond just Ofwat to include other water regulators. This holistic approach is 

required in order to manage the interconnected water system as a whole.  

Blueprint for Water highlighted in our evidence submission that this vision-setting exercise 

must include setting a legally-binding apex target for water within legislation. Long-term 

national water strategies could set out interim targets, milestones and time-bound actions 

towards achieving this apex target. This is particularly important given the 2027 deadline for 

the Water Framework Directive target, current uncertainty about what will come next, and 

that targets under the Environment Act – including to halt species decline by 2030 - cannot 

be achieved without a healthy water environment.  

We welcome the interim report’s conclusion that there is a strong case for systems planning 

to be carried out by ‘better and stronger regional water system planning arrangements’, 

involving all sectors impacting the quality and quantity of water. It is extremely positive that 

the interim report recognises the importance of looking beyond just the water industry, and 

that cross-sectoral approaches will be necessary to drive the action and change required. 

This messaging must remain strong in the final report.  

We strongly agree with the Commission’s assertion that in order to be successful, this 

regional governance and planning function must hold agency and authority within the 

system; we assert that sufficient funding will also be critical. However, we urge the 



 
Commission to go further in the final report, looking beyond just governance and planning 

to recognise the importance of delivery at local and catchment scale, and the mandate and 

resource that will be required to do this. For example, through better funding and resourcing 

of CaBA and the catchment partnerships. The report rightly acknowledges the benefits of 

connection and local ownership that catchment-based working can bring; the final report 

must go further to acknowledge the environmental and economic benefits of this approach.    

We welcome indications that the Commission is considering mapping water system planning 

to hydrological boundaries, such as river basins, and agree that local authorities' planning 

and economic responsibilities are key to implementing such plans. The final report must go 

further, to include the responsibility of sectors including agriculture and development to 

reduce their impact on the water environment. 

 

Legislative framework 

We note that there is very little detail in the interim report on specific recommendations for 

or indeed the direction of travel regarding the future and / or reform of the Water 

Framework Directive, other than that it should be in scope for a further review to rationalise 

and update legislation. 

Given the fundamental importance of WFD to the water system, and the fast-approaching 

target deadline of 2027, it is disappointing that the Commission has not thus far provided 

further detail.  

As a minimum, the Commission should set out the principles for this further review in the 

final report: 

• That WFD must be retained and strengthened in line with public expectation and the 

scale of need; that the goalposts must not be moved, or requirements watered 

down. Reducing administrative burden must not come at the cost of environmental 

ambition, rigorous standards, or safeguards.  

• That WFD must be broadened, to bring the whole freshwater environment into 

scope; particularly small standing waters and headwaters, given their ecological 

importance and sensitivity to pollution and other pressures. 

• That the nuance of reporting progress can be improved through enhanced 

communication of individual elements, whilst the important backstop of ‘one out, all 

out’ is maintained.  

• That the key challenge undermining the impact and efficacy of WFD is not the 

regulation itself, but rather poor implementation and governance, and lack of 

funding. This was clearly identified by the OEP in their 2024 investigation and report.  

https://www.theoep.org.uk/report/oep-finds-deeply-concerning-issues-how-laws-place-protect-englands-rivers-lakes-and-coastal


 
As part of our evidence submission, Blueprint for Water shared a policy briefing on the 

future of the Water Framework Directive, including recommendations for action in the short 

and long term. We would be pleased to discuss this further with the Commission.   

We are disappointed that despite their inclusion within the call for evidence document, 

small waters are not included within the interim report. As set out in our evidence 

submission, small waters are critical components of the water environment, and hold 

significant potential in terms of driving nature’s restoration and recovery. The final report 

should include specific recommendations for the protection, restoration and monitoring of 

small waters, particularly small standing waters and headwaters, including to bring them 

into the scope of WFD.  

 

Regulatory reform 

It is welcome that the interim report acknowledges the scale of public frustration and 

mistrust in the regulatory system, and that the ability of the environmental regulators to 

enforce compliance with standards has been compromised by capacity, capability and 

cultural challenges. We strongly agree with the report’s assertion that ‘a stable and 

consistent approach to funding’ is required in order to provide certainty and build 

confidence.  

The final report will come after the Spending Review decisions have been announced; we 

therefore urge the Commission to go further in calling for resource and budgetary gaps for 

regulators to be addressed as a matter of urgency in the final report.  

We note the inclusion of recent statistics in the interim report that Environment Agency 

criminal investigations launched against water companies have increased by 145% since July 

2024 due to new funding and powers for inspections. Whilst increased enforcement capacity 

is undoubtedly welcome, it is concerning that this is uncovering more and more cases of 

non-compliance; the ultimate goal of enforcement action must be to stop environmental 

harm in the first place and improve compliance.   

A significant piece of the regulatory picture – monitoring – is almost entirely missing from 

the interim report, mentioned only within the context of operator self-monitoring, where 

the Commission states they are ‘considering the case and options for reform’, and the 

potential of ‘digital monitoring’ to help improve efficiency. Also not mentioned is the role of 

citizen science. This is concerning, given that an expanded monitoring effort reporting on 

both the state of the water environment and progress made on measures to improve it will 

be essential to delivering the enhanced regional governance and clearer national strategic 

direction set out by the Commission. For example, through relating delivery of catchment 

scale objectives to national targets such as WFD and those under the Environment Act. A 

https://www.wcl.org.uk/docs/Briefing_The_Future_of_Water_Policy_Apr_2025.pdf


 
comprehensive, rigorous monitoring regime is central to regulator’s ability to enforce and to 

improve compliance.  

Furthermore, increased monitoring efforts will be essential to unlocking innovation and a 

more outcomes-based approach to regulation. For example, comprehensive monitoring will 

be required to test and trial greater use of nature-based and hybrid solutions, to ensure that 

these can be developed and implemented using best available evidence, to improve cost-

benefit assessments and decision making, and to ensure that regulators can assess and 

permit them appropriately.  

The final report must set out recommendations for a comprehensive monitoring regime, 

with greater coverage across the whole water environment and the full range of pollutants 

and pressures acting upon it. The Commission should explicitly address the resource and 

capacity required for regulators to deliver this, including with increased frequency of 

reporting, and should reflect on learnings from collaborative monitoring approaches such as 

CaSTCo to explore how citizen science can be upscaled to support.   

We note that whilst the report discusses the roles of the Environment Agency and Ofwat in 

detail, the role of Natural England in water regulation and in maintaining our freshwater 

ecosystems and the services they provide is missing. Natural England plays a key role in the 

regulation and management of the water system, and in the protection and restoration of 

our aquatic nature, including protected sites. This should be reflected within the final report.  

 

Company structures, ownership, governance and management 

Blueprint for Water made no direct comment on the function of private versus public 

ownership in response to the call for evidence, but echoed points raised by member 

organisations regarding: 

• The importance of transparency and responsiveness. 

• The need to draw learnings from the positive outcomes and features of models 

focused on public purpose and / or reinvestment. 

It is important that water company structures, ownership, governance and management 

prioritise and drive meaningful action for the health of both the water environment, and 

communities. Companies must work in the public interest, with robust tests in place to 

ensure that this is the case, and with civil society and environmental voices meaningfully 

included within decision-making processes. Fundamentally, it must not continue to be 

profitable for companies to pollute and harm the environment. These key tests must 

underpin any recommendations set out in the final report.  

The interim report states that the Commission will return to issues including ‘the 

attractiveness of the sector to stable, long-term investors’ in the final report, that a more 



 
positive public and political narrative will be required to achieve this, and that this will 

require water companies to improve performance and rebuild trust. This messaging from 

the Commission is welcome but must be significantly strengthened in the final report; the 

economic resilience of the water industry is fundamentally dependent on a healthy, thriving 

water environment.   

This should be fully reflected across the Commission’s recommendations in this section, and 

should ultimately be at the heart of reforms to water industry performance and culture. For 

example, with regards to ensuring that companies have ‘the right leadership’ and can attract 

and retain ‘high calibre’ senior managers, the Commission should clearly state that water 

company leaders and managers must hold relevant knowledge and understanding of the 

environmental duties and obligations that the company has to deliver. 

 

Infrastructure and asset health 

The interim report states that ‘The resilience of water industry infrastructure is essential to 

ensuring the ongoing provision of safe drinking water and effective wastewater 

management.’ However, it fails to acknowledge that natural resilience underpins and is 

critical to ensuring the ongoing provision of this service. As highlighted in our evidence 

submission, the resilience of the water industry and the resilience of the water environment 

are co-dependent.  

There is no mention of climate adaptation within the interim report recommendations, 

despite the report’s acknowledgement that the impacts of increasingly frequent extreme 

weather events and climate-related conditions are already and will continue to place further 

strain on already outdated sewerage and water resources infrastructure, and will likely 

increase the size of the future water deficit. 

Though the report does make reference to the current drought conditions experienced in 

England, and the need for long-term Government-led strategies for managing water supply 

needs, it does not explore the role that water companies should play in nature’s recovery 

and restoration in order to build natural resilience to drought, nor does it recognise this as 

an integral part of building and protecting infrastructural and asset resilience. Even now, it 

remains opaque how well water and sewerage companies (and the water sector as a whole) 

are contributing to Environment Act targets and nature recovery aims year on year. 

We urge the Commission to address these significant gaps in the final report. The 

interdependence of the environment and the water industry must be a strong and 

consistent message throughout the document, and recommendations on resilience must be 

broadened to include the health and resilience of the water environment. Indeed, the 

Commission could identify actions and measures that would benefit both infrastructural and 

environmental resilience. For example, the potential for multi-benefit nature-based 



 
solutions within the catchment to store and slow the flow of water, thereby reducing surface 

run-off and subsequent pressure on sewage systems, whilst also delivering wider 

biodiversity and climate benefits.  

Furthermore, whilst the Commission's remit is to focus on changes needed to ensure better 

outcomes from future Price Reviews, it would be helpful to clarify that not all of the changes 

recommended need wait until PR29 or beyond for implementation, and not all require 

legislative changes to enable their implementation. Indeed, earlier uptake where possible 

could see water environment improvements delivered sooner. As such, the Commission 

should identify in its final report where it sees scope for action now that would support 

earlier achievement of positive environmental outcomes.    

 

Further reflections 

As part of our evidence submission, Blueprint for Water included a policy paper on the 

impacts of invasive non-native species (INNS) on the freshwater environment. The impacts 

of INNS were not referenced in the original call for evidence document, and do not feature 

in the interim report. This should be addressed in the final report.  
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