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The services that Southern Water 
delivers for customers are essential 
to everyday life. The way that these 
services are delivered can make a 
huge difference to the quality of the 
environment and the local economy. 
So, it is crucial that Southern Water 
understands what its customers and 
stakeholders need and want and 
deliver what it has promised. This is 
what will build trust and confidence 
between the communities in the South 
East and their supplier of essential 
water and sewerage services.

The Customer Challenge Group1 or CCG 
helps to ensure that this happens. We are 
independent of Southern Water and are a group 
of experts who can advise and challenge on the 
way the company understands customer and 
stakeholder needs and the work it does to  
meet them.

This is our third annual report and it falls into 
two parts. Firstly, it covers the work we have 
been doing to monitor delivery of the promises 
the company made to its customers between 
2015 and 2020. Secondly, it reports on work 
that is underway to ensure the company’s next 
business plan, for the period 2020–2025, 
reflects customers’ priorities and needs. 

This year, the company has a mixed record of 
delivery against its promises to customers. 
Overall, performance has been maintained in 
three of the priority areas ‘a constant supply of 
high-quality drinking water’, ‘affordable bills’ 
and ‘removing waste water effectively’. The 
company has made good progress in reducing 
the number of internal flooding incidents and, 
through its financial assistance schemes, is also 
helping more customers who are genuinely 
struggling to pay their bills.

Progress in other areas has been limited, and 
significant work will be needed to deliver all 
the promises by 2020. Although the company 
has improved its SIM score – the regulator’s 
measure of customer satisfaction - and has 
continued to reduce complaints, this has not 
been enough to make progress against the 
‘responsive customer service’ priority. Both 
‘better information and advice’ and ‘looking 
after the environment’ also require further 
improvement, as set out in the monitoring 
review below.

In addition, over the last year, the company has 
been addressing some areas of historic poor 
performance, in collaboration with the Drinking 
Water Inspectorate (DWI) and the Environment 
Agency (EA).

The last year has seen some challenging 
weather. The South East region experienced a 
dry year which left Bewl Water, the company’s 
largest reservoir, only a third full at the start of 
the year. Despite this, and due to a late winter 
surge in rainfall, no restrictions on customers’ 
water use were introduced. However, in March, 
a severe weather event occurred when freezing 
temperatures were followed by a rapid thaw. 
Around 11,000 customers (1%) were directly 
affected, 251 of whom lost their water supplies 
for between two and three days. This event 
resulted in the company missing its targets on 
a number of promises, which it had previously 
been on course to meet. 

Events such as these may happen more often 
and could become increasingly severe, which is 
why there is an increasing focus in the sector on 
long-term resilience and a need for companies 
to adapt to address factors such as climate 
change and extreme weather variability.

The company’s engagement with customers 
shows that customers understand and accept 
these risks, but they expect Southern Water to 
be ready to deal with such events, to minimise 
their impact and get services up and running 
again as soon as possible.

Customers also have a right to expect excellent 
communications and advice during both short 
and longer-running incidents, so they know 
what is happening, where they can get help 
and what they can do to manage the situation. 

Chair’s overview

1  The CCG was formerly called the Customer Advisory Panel
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Southern Water has been identified by the 
regulator as one of four companies that need 
to improve the way they handle such events. 
The company is reviewing its response and 
developing a strategy to manage events better. 
We look forward to discussing these plans with 
the company as they develop.

In relation to 2015–2020 overall, it is clear that 
the company will need to make a significant 
effort in some key areas if it is to deliver its 
promises for the period. We are now focused on 
the areas where the company needs to make 
most progress if it is to do so. 

A failure to deliver promises made to customers 
will have significant consequences on the trust 
and confidence they have in the company and 
on the opening position for the next five-year 
business plan. In some cases, not meeting its 
promises will also result in the company paying 
financial penalties which will take the effect 
of bill reductions from 2020. For example, the 
company incurred penalties of £294,000 this 
year for interruptions to customers’ supplies. 
The maximum penalty the company could pay 
for missing its targets in this five-year period is  
£66 million per annum and the maximum reward 
if it exceeds all of its targets is £7.4 million. 

During the year there has been increasing 
focus on the public’s trust and confidence in 
water companies. This is an issue we have 
taken an interest in for some time. In February 
2016, we encouraged Southern Water to gather 
insight from its customers and stakeholders 
about the way it approached communicating 
about its finances and understand what would 
build public trust and confidence. This issue has 
now become a priority for the Secretary of State 
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and 
the economic regulator, Ofwat, and we have 
recently refreshed our challenge. The company 
is in the process of making some changes and 

is carrying out research to inform its next steps.

We have spent a lot of time this year advising 
on the customer and stakeholder engagement 
that the company has been carrying out to 
inform its next business plan for 2020–25,  
that the company will submit to Ofwat in  
September 2018.

A key development was the company’s 
response to an advice note we submitted to 
the Southern Water Board of Directors at the 
end of the last reporting year. This called for 
a more strategic approach to its customer 
and stakeholder engagement. Southern 
Water subsequently refreshed its approach, 
developing a new and more integrated plan for 
its engagement, with the establishment of a 
new senior position within the organisation to 
lead on customer and stakeholder insight. The 
benefits have been evident.

We have provided ongoing advice and 
challenge to help improve the quality, scope 
and reach of the company’s engagement and 
insight programme. To help us in this work,  
CCG members have observed many of the 
customer and stakeholder engagement 
activities the company has undertaken 
during the year. This has given us first-hand 
experience of the quality, quantity and diversity 
of the insight programme.

The next phase of our work will be to look at 
how the customer and stakeholder insight has 
been used to shape the Five -year Business 
Plan for 2020 to 2025 so it delivers more of 
what matters most to customers.

Anna Bradley

Independent Chair 
Southern Water Customer Challenge Group

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18
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In its Five-year Business Plan for 2015 
to 2020, Southern Water made 30 
promises to its customers under six 
priority areas. The CCG looks at one 
of the six priorities in depth at each 
of our regular meetings. We also 
receive updates on the company’s 
performance against the promises, 
which we review with the Chief 
Executive and his team, and the CCG 
Chair regularly has the opportunity 
to report directly to the Board.

The Southern Water Annual Report & Financial 
Statements 2017 – 2018 provides a complete 
narrative of the company’s performance across 
all six priority areas. It includes a high-level 
report card, which we have reproduced on 
pages 18-19. The report card uses red, amber 
and green indicators to show whether the 
company has failed to meet its performance 
commitment, is at risk of missing the target or 
has met or improved on the commitment.    

Overall, this year’s results are mixed and show 
there is still some significant work to be done by 
the company if it is to deliver all it has promised 
by 2020. Of the 30 commitments made, 14 
have been maintained and one has improved 
to green, but nine have stayed at amber or red, 
and six have got worse. One of these, ‘minutes 
lost to supply’, has dropped directly from green 
into red as a result of a single severe weather 
event. Below, we cover the issues in relation to 
each promise within the six priority areas.

A responsive customer service

This priority has been a challenging area for 
Southern Water for some time. We welcome 
the effort that has gone into fundamentally 
changing the way services are delivered in 
an effort to improve performance. This was 
essential to shift performance from near bottom 
of the water industry league table – a position 
the company has held for several years.

Over the last year the company recorded its 
best historic result for customer satisfaction 
(SIM), moving from 16th to 15th out of 18 in the 
water industry league table. However, this is not 
enough to change the indicator which remains 
at amber and significant progress needs to be 
made if it is going to achieve a higher position. 

A key contributor to the SIM score is the 
company’s record on complaints. Southern 
Water remained at the bottom of the Consumer 
Council for Water (CCW) complaints league 
table last year, and is likely to remain at the 
bottom of their comparative tables when they 
publish their next report this autumn. However, 
a continuing focus on this area by the company 
means that written complaints have reduced by 
21% this year, following a reduction of 47% in  
the previous year; improving more than any 
other company.  

Related to this measure are two others – 
‘unwanted contacts in relation to bill queries’, 
reported on under ‘better Information and 
advice’, and the ‘percentage of customers who 
have their problems resolved the first time they 
contact the company’ – first time resolution. 
The target for the latter is 80%, but this year 
only 67% was achieved.

Monitoring the delivery of the promises  
in the 2015–20 business plan 

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18
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Another dimension of ‘responsive customer 
service’ is the number of payments made by 
the company as compensation for poor service 
under the Guaranteed Standards Scheme 
(GSS). Performance between April 2017 and 
February 2018 was well within target, but the 
severe weather in March resulted in the number 
of payments quadrupling and, by the end of the 
year, the company had made 9,374 payments 
against a target of 2,538. To its credit, Southern 
Water was the first water company to publish 
details of the payments it would make and the 
process if would follow, and 5,000 additional 
payments were made as a gesture of goodwill. 
However, the company needs to do more to 
manage such events in the future to minimise 
disruption. Financial reparation is not the right 
answer - see ‘a constant supply of safe drinking 
water’ below.

In summary, we are concerned about Southern 
Water’s ability to deliver the promises it has 
made to customers in this core aspect of 
customer service. This would be very damaging 
to the company’s reputation. It will also be a 
difficult starting point for the plan for 2020– 
2025, because the measures Ofwat will use for 
comparing the customer service performance 
of all water companies in the next period will be 
much more challenging. We will be monitoring 
this area closely over the next year.

A constant supply of high 
quality drinking water

Customers expect a constant supply of high 
quality drinking water and Southern Water’s 
performance on the four promises relating to 
water quality has continued to be good.

Over the last year, however, there have been 
some local variations in water quality which the 
Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) has raised 
with the company. The DWI samples drinking 
water regularly to ensure it complies with the 
2016 Water Quality Regulations. At a recent 
CCG meeting they reported concerns about 
some pockets in the region – the Isle of Wight, 
Crawley and Hastings – where they were 
seeing a higher number of complaints related to 
water quality issues. The company has agreed 
a number of ‘transformation programmes’ with 
the DWI, which stretch across the next five-year 
period and which are designed to tackle the 
issues. We will monitor progress of this work 
over the coming year. 

The freezing temperatures and rapid thaw 
in February/March 2018 caused disruption 
to water supplies in some areas, particularly 
affected were Hastings, Crawley and 
Sittingbourne. This had a significant impact on 
‘customer minutes lost supply’ and ‘leakage’ 
performance. As a result, the company ended 
the year at almost double the promised limit of 
minutes lost to supply, dropping directly from 
green into red, despite the fact that for the first 
six months of the year it was beating the target. 
Failure to keep supplies flowing during the 
freeze thaw event will result in penalties that 
will mean a bill reduction for customers in the 
next five-year period. 

The CCG had some discussion with the 
company about their handling of this event and 
were concerned enough to ask to see the full 
freeze-thaw ‘lessons learnt’ report, and the plan 
for ‘uncertain futures’ management that is being 
prepared to guide actions in future severe 
weather events and ensure the company has 
climate change, the environment and resilience 
at the heart of its planning for the next five-year 
period. Subsequently, the regulator published 
its review of the industry’s response to the 
events in February and identified Southern 
Water as one of four companies that will be 
required to report back to it on their future 
approach. We will want to work with the 
company as it develops its response to  
the regulator.

The company is on target to achieve its five-
year ‘leakage’ promise and is top of the industry 
league table for the least leakage. However, 
because the company is planning a more 
extensive programme of leakage reduction 
over the next five years (2020 to 2025), it is 
ramping up its work on leakage for the last 
two years of the current plan. In particular, it 
is now devoting more resources to identifying 
and mending leaks in the final two years of this 
five-year period. This includes reinstating a 
policy to repair customer’s supply pipes if they 
are found to be leaking. This is clearly of real 
value to customers in terms of affordability and 
resilience. The company is also running pilots 
of ‘smart networks’ which will monitor and show 
where pressure-calming measures are needed 
to minimise major bursts. The lessons from this 
will allow a more widespread roll-out through 
2020–2025.

Despite the region experiencing a dry year 
in 2017–18, no customers were affected by 
temporary use bans.

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18
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Overall, this core priority remains broadly on 
track but there are some remaining challenges 
that the company must address relating to 
consistency of high-quality water right across 
the region and the management of weather-
related events. Given that the company 
is increasing its investment in a range of 
measures, it should end the period in a good 
position and be able to accelerate progress 
from 2020 to 2025.

Removing wastewater effectively

Delivery of this promise has been better than 
last year, which also showed an improvement, 
and all promises are showing green. Southern 
Water has exceeded its target to reduce 
internal flooding incidents, making significant 
progress since last year and moving from 
amber to green. This is excellent news for 
those customers who have been saved 
from experiencing such a distressing event. 
It is good to see the company using new 
technology to help it understand the root cause 
of flooding issues and targeting its activity to 
achieve real improvements for customers.

The company has also beaten its target for 
external flooding incidents, with nearly  
1,000 less events this year than in 2016–17 
– a considerable reduction. The ‘number of 
sewer blockages per km’ also fell, exceeding 
the target for the year. Again, the use of more 

innovative mapping tools to help understand 
the network combined with customer 
engagement has had a real impact.

The number of customer complaints in relation 
to odours from wastewater treatment works has 
increased in the last year in a few areas of the 
region, although it remains under the promised 
limit. The company is currently implementing 
odour control schemes in a few areas that are 
already delivering improvements and should 
ensure there will be a reduction in complaints 
by the end of the five-year period.

We welcome the strong performance in this 
area and are confident that the company will 
continue to meet if not exceed its targets.

Looking after the environment

Performance in relation to environmental 
customer promises has been mixed over the 
last year. The company has maintained good 
performance on pollution incidents of all types, 
beating its target for less serious (category 3) 
incidents, but other promises have not  
been met.

Southern Water has remained amber in relation 
to compliance at wastewater treatment works, 
achieving 98.38% compliance, in the top 
quarter of all water companies, against an 
aspirational target of 100%. The environmental 
regulators (the Environment Agency and 

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18
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Natural England) have assessed Southern 
Water’s performance as average, albeit 
travelling in the right direction. The company’s 
explanation lies in some local issues, such as 
increased ammonia concentrations due to hot 
weather or flash rain causing sediments in the 
tanks to be discharged to local rivers. 

The amount of water the company puts into 
the water supply system, or takes out of the 
environment, is called the distribution input 
(DI). The company has been successfully 
driving DI down over many years, even 
though the population in the area has been 
increasing, with the result that it sits second 
in the water company league table. However, 
notwithstanding this, the company has missed 
this year’s target by some way and performance 
has moved from amber to red.

The main causes were the freeze-thaw event 
and a general increase in non-household 
consumption. Southern Water no longer deals 
directly with non-household customers; they 
are served by separate retail companies. 
The CCG has challenged Southern Water to 
improve its understanding of non-household 
and business customer water usage, so it can 
establish appropriate programmes with water 
retailers and non-household consumers to 
improve water efficiency.

The company is delivering an extensive 
programme of work to improve bathing waters. 
As a result, for the first time in several years 
and since the introduction of more stringent 
quality standards, each of the 83 designated 
bathing waters in the region achieved the 
minimum regulatory standards. Beyond this, 
the company has promised to maintain 54 
beaches at ‘excellent’ every year. Last year, 

53 reached ‘excellent’ status which means the 
target remained amber. However, it is on track 
to achieve the promise by the end of the  
five-year period.

During the year, Southern Water announced 
that seven additional bathing waters will 
receive investment as part of its Bathing Water 
Enhancement Programme to bring them up to 
‘excellent’, making a total of 61 by 2019–20. 
Work has started with detailed design and 
monitoring and the active engagement of 
local, multi-agency steering groups. The first 
monitoring reports are expected in September/
October 2018. The company expects this 
work to improve the quality of beaches for 
local beach users, as well as support local 
economies through tourism, and ultimately, 
benefit the environment. 

The company has exceeded its promise on 
renewable energy usage and the recent 
installation of solar panels at many of its sites 
will reduce its carbon emissions further.

Overall, the CCG is very conscious that Ofwat 
is expecting the company to use the current 
customer promises as the baseline for its next  
(2020–2025) business plan. This makes their 
fulfilment even more critical and so we will be 
watching carefully during the rest of this year. 

Affordable bills

The company’s performance on delivering 
support for customers in genuine hardship 
is significantly better than the target. This is 
excellent news for all those customers who  
are now able to pay or make a contribution to 
their bills.

We have continued to challenge Southern 
Water in a number of areas throughout the year. 
In particular, we have asked it to adopt more 
of a partnership, ‘multi-agency’ approach by 
working with the third sector and local councils 
to identify those who are in circumstances that 
make or might make them vulnerable. We have 
also encouraged the company to learn from 
others, in and outside the water sector. We are 
pleased that the company has increased its 
engagement with external agencies and has 
established a Vulnerability Steering Group to 
help inform its work in this important area.

This work is not just crucial for individuals who 
are having difficulties paying their bills, but for 
every customer since, ultimately, everyone 
pays for the ‘bad debt’ that results from 
unpaid bills. So, we have also been pleased 

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18



Page 9

to see a programme of work to reduce bad 
debt considerably, from almost £40 million in 
2016–17 to just over £20 million this year. The 
company has focused on those who can pay 
but have not paid, as distinct from those who 
have genuine problems paying for water.

Southern Water’s approach to affordability 
and vulnerability has developed during the 
year with a dedicated programme – Reach and 
Support – being progressed. We are confident 
this will have a knock-on effect on the quality 
and content of the work that is taken through 
into the next five-year period.

The target for the year for the percentage of 
customers who feel the company provides 
value for money has not been met but, as we 
have reported in the past, there have been 
ongoing difficulties with this and several 
other measures that relate to customers’ 
attitudes and knowledge, see below – ‘better 
information and advice’.

Better information and advice

Overall, this is the area in which progress 
is most disappointing – with two of the five 
promises at risk and another, to reduce 
‘unwanted billing queries’, missing the year-
end target by a considerable way. As reported 
under ‘a responsive customer service’ above, 
unwanted billing queries contribute to the  
SIM score.

There is a significant disparity between the 
target to reduce the number of unwanted billing 
queries from 49,000 to 25,000 over the five-
year period and the end of year count which 
was 181,361. Last year, the company introduced 
a new way of recording these contacts, which 
it believes presents a much more sensitive and 

accurate picture, but which caused a dramatic 
increase in the numbers and meant that this 
was showing red at the end of the year.

Progress has since been made in driving 
down the numbers. There has been a new 
commitment to investigating issues, identifying 
remedies and applying them rapidly and 
this is delivering benefits for customers and 
reducing complaints and unwanted contacts. It 
represents a change in culture which was much 
needed and is welcomed. For example, the 
majority of complaints received during 2017–18 
were customers questioning consumption 
levels. The company investigated the root 
cause and found that irregular billing cycles 
resulted in bills that were sometimes low and 
sometimes high, leading to the high volume 
of customer complaints. As a result, Southern 
Water has changed the billing process to 
ensure regularity and so more consistency in 
bill size.

The company has also begun a programme 
of joint billing with South East Water, so 
these customers now get just one bill for 
both services (water and wastewater). This 
programme has been very popular with 
customers and the company aims to roll it  
out to other water companies in the Southern 
Water area.

We take the view that this fresh approach could 
still bring the company much closer to its target 
by the end of the five-year period, but have 
advised Southern Water that the target for  
2020 was probably over-ambitious. The 
company has now said it is working to a 
less stretching and more realistic target for 
unwanted contacts for this period. We will be 
monitoring progress carefully.

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18
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The region that Southern Water serves is the 
most severely water-stressed in the UK. As 
a result, the company promised to reduce 
per capita consumption (PCC) to an average 
of 133.7 litres per person per day over the 
five-year period. This target has been beaten 
and that puts the company well on the way to 
achieving the five-year target, and a reward  
of £6.875 million. This level of PCC will  
provide a commendable jumping off point  
for some of its more ambitious plans for  
2020–2025 (see the following section of this 
report below).

The three remaining promises in this priority 
area are about customer awareness. These are 
all calculated as the percentages of customers 
who are aware of 1) the cause of blocked drains, 
2) how to deal with hard water, and 3) what their 
money is spent on.

Only the first, the cause of blocked drains, has 
bettered its target. This is undoubtedly due to 
customers changing their behaviours as a result 
of Southern Water’s FOG (fat, oil and grease) 
and Chartered Institute of Public Relations’ 
award-winning Unflushables campaigns. The 
FOG team has also done some excellent work 
in targeting areas of high food outlet density 
and high blockage hotspots. The company‘s 
investment of £1.4 million in its five-year 
blockage reduction programme is paying 
dividends and is changing behaviour across 
the region. We have been very supportive and 
interested in this programme and are keen to 
see that the lessons learnt from this early phase 
are used to develop the 2020–2025 plan.

The remaining two awareness targets have 
barely moved, and this is probably because 
very little has been done to try to actively 
raise customer awareness in these areas. 
The company has recently asked customers 
whether it is content for these targets to be 
dropped in favour of others for the 2020–2025 
period and there has been broad agreement 
that this should be done.

However, there are some concerns which 
underlie these promises relating to the 
relationship between customers, the wider 
public, stakeholders and water companies.  
These issues of trust and confidence have 
very much come to the fore of late and are  
dealt with next.

Trust and confidence

Corporate transparency is increasingly a 
key issue for customers, UK citizens and 
stakeholders in many markets, including other 
utility services such as energy. This is why 
we have consistently brought this topic to 
the attention of the Southern Water Board. In 
our previous annual report for 2016 – 17, we 
challenged the company on the transparency 
and comprehensibility of its annual report and 
accounts, particularly in relation to company 
structures, tax and shareholder dividends. We 
suggested the company needed to develop an 
approach to reporting corporate information 
that is both transparent and easily understood 
by customers, perhaps by developing the 
format with customers themselves. This year, 
the government and Ofwat have taken a 
particular interest in the issue and we have 
again challenged the company to develop 
a realistic understanding of what gives 
customers’ trust and confidence in a company 
and what leads to it being lost.

In the final months of this reporting year, we 
have been working closely with Southern Water 
on the best ways to gather customer insight on 
these key topics and are pleased to report that 
plans are now in place for a series of customer 
workshops, focus groups and an online survey. 
We expect the findings will help the company 
take action to build and maintain trust and 
confidence, and to help shape customer-
friendly materials that clearly describe the 
company’s corporate and financial structures in 
an accessible and transparent way.

In the meantime, the company is already 
implementing some changes, including 
winding-up its off-shore finance subsidiary 
company, making its financial structure and 
tax status more transparent and easier to 
understand, and gaining insight into how its 
customers perceive it and how much trust  
they have in the company. We will continue  
to challenge and advise the company on  
this area.

Southern Water Customer Challenge Group Report 2017–18
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The role of the Southern Water 
Customer Challenge Group (CCG) 
is to advise and challenge Southern 
Water as it develops the promises it 
makes to customers and stakeholders 
in the new business plan for 2020 
– 25 which will be submitted to 
Ofwat in early September 2018. 

Ofwat looks to the CCG to provide independent 
assurance on three elements of Southern 
Water’s work:

•  The quality of the engagement work the 
company has undertaken with its customers 
and stakeholders.

•  The extent to which the findings from the 
engagement activities have influenced the 
proposals in the business plan.

•  An assessment of how Southern Water 
is actively involving its customers and 
stakeholders in co-imagining, co-creating 
and co-delivering its schemes and proposals 
over the next five-year period and beyond.

We will submit an independent report to Ofwat 
in September, which forms part of Ofwat’s 
assessment of the company’s plan.

In order to provide Ofwat with this assurance, 
we need to be fully satisfied that the company 
has conducted extensive, high-quality 
research to understand what its customers and 
stakeholders care about and want to see in the 
next five-year plan.

In addition to discussing progress in regular 
meetings, CCG members have observed and/
or participated in a wide variety of Southern 
Water’s customer and stakeholder engagement 
activities, including those with its staff. By 
taking part, members have heard directly 
from customers and stakeholders and this has 
helped to assure us of the quality of research 
and hear first-hand what has been said. Where 
necessary, more detailed investigation into 
key areas of work has been conducted, for 
example, on the environment and community 
engagement. This has allowed the company 
to take advantage of our expertise and 
knowledge in the development of its business 
plan proposals.  

Ofwat’s first question for the CCG is about 
quality: has the company fully engaged with, 

and listened to, its customers and stakeholders 
to understand their views on how and where 
their money should be spent over the 2020 – 
25 period?

Initially, we were concerned that the approach 
Southern Water was taking to engagement was 
piecemeal so we issued an Advice Note to the 
Board at the end of the 2016–2017 reporting 
year. This brought together our thoughts on 
the insight and engagement programme to 
date and advised the company on the work 
we thought was still necessary to build solid 
foundations for the 2020 to 2025 business 
plan. We suggested the company should 
consider its strategic approach to engagement 
and the resources it devoted to understanding 
customers’ and stakeholders’ views.

This year, we received a formal response from 
the Southern Water Board Chairman, Bill Tame, 
which accepted the advice. Southern Water 
responded by appointing a dedicated Head 
of Strategic Customer Insight and developing 
a Customer Engagement Framework to help 
ensure all segments of its customer base are 
actively engaged. We welcomed the way our 
advice was embraced by the company.

During this year, we have continued to help 
shape the engagement framework, ensuring it 
captures the full range of engagement activities 
across insight, communications, listening 
and customer experience, to community, 
behaviour and culture change. We focused 
on some key areas of comparative weakness, 
covered below. We encouraged the company 
to populate the framework with the information 
gathered from its business as usual activities 

Setting new promises as part of the  
Five-year Business Plan for 2020 to 2025
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as well as the insight gathered from willingness 
to pay and other types of research, and to 
triangulate the findings where there were 
disparities. This has ensured Southern Water 
has a rich and deep resource on which to build 
its plans.

Meanwhile, the new Head of Strategic 
Customer Insight is leading the development 
of a forward-looking strategy for customer and 
stakeholder engagement which we are also 
advising on. The company intends to build a 
plan that will deliver a company-wide culture 
change that puts customers and stakeholders 
at the heart of its planning through ‘co-
imagining, co-creating and co-delivering a 
resilient future for water across the region’.

The environment

During the year, a recurring issue for the 
CCG has been whether the company’s 
environmental improvement programme 
for 2020–25 would be consistent with the 
significant expectations of customers and the 
aspirations of non-governmental organisations’ 
stakeholders expressed through the 
Blueprint for Water coalition. The company’s 
environmental programme is driven primarily 
through WINEP (Water Industry National 
Environment Programme) which is set by 
the Environment Agency and will cost in the 
region of £750 million to deliver its statutory 
obligations, and WISER (Water Industry 
Strategic Environmental Requirements), set 

by the Environment Agency and Natural 
England. A key question for the CCG was 
how the company was planning to respond 
to all these aspirations and whether its plans 
would go beyond statutory obligations. We 
have consistently challenged the company 
to take up the mantle of guardianship for the 
water environment, enhancing it for future 
generations, as requested by customers  
and stakeholders.

At the request of the CCG, a dedicated 
session on the environment involving the 
company and its regulators was held. Southern 
Water explained there are explicit statutory 
obligations it must meet in both WISER and 
WINEP and Ofwat’s five-year settlement will 
determine how much investment is allowed to 
deliver these as well as the funding to go above 
and beyond the minimum.

The meeting covered in some depth the 
Catchment First programme for agricultural 
areas. This will be delivered through 
partnerships with farmers and landowners, 
and SuDS (sustainable drainage systems) that 
can slow the flow of water thereby minimising 
the risk of flooding and treat pollutants in 
urban and rural run-off. Reusing wastewater 
for watering public parks or creating rain 
gardens to ensure less water is taken out of 
the environment for these purposes, managing 
privately-owned cesspools and septic tanks 
to ensure leaks are prevented, the quality 
of bathing waters, transferral of water from 
water-rich to water-poor catchments, and 
making sure all households have water meters 
were also discussed. Maps indicated the 
extensive geographic coverage of the various 
schemes across the region, and the anticipated 
timescales and the expected delivery 
partnerships were included.

We concluded that the range of programmes 
demonstrated that the company was being 
ambitious in the environmental arena and going 
above and beyond the statutory minimum. We 
further challenged the company to: invest in 
developing more partnerships, particularly in 
relation to co-delivering natural management 
solutions; to scale up environmental 
programmes from pilot and research initiatives: 
to develop wide-scale activity in order to 
deliver the programmes within the timescales 
required; and to ensure that improving the 
environment, and not just protecting it, remains 
core to its planning and operations.’ 
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Resilience 

In an era when weather-related climate 
impacts are becoming more frequent and 
unpredictable, the need for long-term 
resilience of water resources is taking centre 
stage. This is especially the case in the South 
East which is the most water-stressed region  
in the country. Indeed, resilience is a core 
theme determined by Ofwat for the  
2020–25 business plan. 

We were concerned that the company had 
not encouraged its customers to think broadly 
enough about their long-term priorities 
regarding water supply and operational 
resilience, and advised that this was a gap in 
insight in our Advice Note 1 to the Southern 
Water Board at the end of last year. 

The company responded to the challenge 
and resilience became a key issue in 
the consultation on the Water Resource 
Management Plan (WRMP) and Drought Plan, 
both of which feed into the 2020 – 25 business 
plan proposals. Through a formal consultation, 
an online YouGov survey, regional and local 
stakeholder panel workshops and customer 
focus groups, the company is collecting 
significant insight into its customer and 
stakeholder views and preferences regarding 
the long-term options and priorities for 
maintaining robust and reliable water supplies 
into the future. We look forward to seeing what 
customers and stakeholders think about these 
vital issues and how the company responds as 
it prepares its business plan for submission to 
Ofwat in September 2018.  

Water efficiency 

Water is a scarce resource in the region and  
the company is already an industry leader in 
water efficiency and metering. It is therefore  
in a unique position to set the standard for 
demand reduction. It plans to set a bold, new 
and industry-leading demand reduction  
target – Target 100 – to reduce per capita 
consumption to 100 litres per person per day 
across the region by 2040 in its 2020 to 2025 
business plan.

We are enthusiastic about this initiative 
because customers and stakeholders see 
it as a priority. We were concerned that to 
achieve this plan, a considerable degree of 
development would be required ahead of 
2020. As a result we decided to bring together 
our thoughts on water efficiency programmes 
into a second Advice Note to the Southern 
Water Board of Directors in March 2018.

The note explains the CCG’s support for the 
Target 100 programme and encourages the 
company to put more resources behind it and 
scale up across the region. Moving from the 
current small scale pilots to a major cross-
organisational programme will be a significant 
challenge for Southern Water. The CCG Advice 
Note therefore asks for a thorough plan, based 
on learning to date, as would be prepared for 
a major capital project. As ever, we will make 
ourselves available to support the company as 
it develops this programme.
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Community engagement

Another area of focus for the CCG was the 
way in which the company engaged with 
communities. The activities initially presented 
in our regular meetings were positioned as 
‘Community’ but comprised roadshows at local/
regional events and fairs, social and digital 
media, all focused on one-way information 
dissemination. While of value, we were 
clear that this type of activity sat within the 
‘communications and dialogue’ pillar of the 
company’s engagement framework, rather  
than in active ‘community’ engagement. 

We advised that our understanding of 
community engagement was for Southern 
Water to develop partnerships with customers 
and stakeholders by helping to build networks 
of engaged customer and community groups 
who were willing to invest time and energy in 
co-imagining, co-creating and co-delivering 
schemes.

We held a dedicated meeting to create a 
shared understanding with the company. 
We asked Southern Water to come prepared 
with a number of schemes it was proposing 
to implement during the 2020–25 business 
plan so that we could work out together what 
method of robust, active partnership would 
work in each case.

Three schemes were discussed in detail:

•  How to increase community access to 
the countryside which was frequently 
problematic – particularly where it crossed 
private land.

•   The best options for engaging a whole 
community in a scheme that would only 
benefit a small proportion of residents.

•   How to engage an urban community in an 
incentivised scheme that would deliver a 
necessary statutory obligation on behalf of 
the company.

We drew together generic advice that could be 
applicable to most situations. This highlighted 
the need to focus on helping customers 
understand the wider benefits that could be 
achieved from a programme of work, alongside 
articulating the narrower individual interest. 
It also advised that having customer interest 
groups at the table from the outset is key to 
success. Most crucially, the company should 
recognise that customers are not all the same 
and do not all hold the same views, so a range 
of softer, non-technical approaches are needed 
to reach, connect with, and truly engage 
with communities as delivery partners. The 
company has confirmed that it will use  
our advice as it plans and develops its future 
work programmes.
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Communications 

We have frequently observed that Southern 
Water has a number of industry-leading 
programmes, such as universal metering 
and water efficiency. We have advised it to 
capitalise on these successes and, using a  
full media-mix, raise its profile with customers 
and build credibility and relationships for  
future collaboration.

Beyond this, we have, on a number of 
occasions, challenged the company to institute 
continuous, two-way conversations with its 
customers and stakeholders, including with 
its own staff. The aim would be to capture 
feedback as part of its business as usual 
activities and ensure this is incorporated into 
the evidence it uses as it develops the next 
business plan for 2020–25.

Another area of challenge was to ensure 
information is communicated in the places 
and through the channels where customers 
will see it, in language customers can easily 
understand, and that opportunities for 
continuous feedback and two-way dialogue 
become standard practice. There has been 
a significant shift in this respect as part of 
the consultation activity around the business 
plan, including a company presence at a 
wide variety of community and other events 
and the introduction of a range of innovative 
engagement tools to talk about water issues 
with customers.

Non-household and business users 

The CCG identified that engagement with the 
non-household and business sectors was a 
specific and important gap in Southern Water’s 
customer segmentation and engagement 
framework. Non-household and business use 
accounts for approximately a quarter of the 
water consumption in the region. Although the 
company had a good view of generic concerns, 
it did not have strong insight regarding the 
different views of specific segments, for 
example, of the farming community.

A key difficulty in this area is that non-
household and business users no-longer 
receive retail services from Southern Water. 
Instead the retail needs of these groups of 
customers are served by a variety of retail 
providers. Understanding their needs better is 
therefore something that will require working 
with and through the retailers, as well as 
reaching out directly to non-household and 

business users. We have challenged the 
company to find new ways of working to ensure 
it strengthens its understanding of this part of 
the market.

This work will be important to delivering the 
company’s ambitious plans for reducing water 
usage across the region. We will therefore want 
to hear more about the plans for developing 
a mature non-household engagement 
programme, in the build up to implementation 
of the 2020–25 plan.

Affordability and Vulnerability 

The South East is generally thought to be 
relatively affluent but there are areas of real 
deprivation and hardship and where life 
opportunities are limited. The company has 
made strides this year in gaining the insight it 
needs to understand how to support bill-payers 
and their families who are in circumstances that 
make them financially vulnerable. Southern 
Water is developing a ‘reach and support’ 
strategy and the CCG has suggested a number 
of areas where the proposals can be enhanced.

One important area of focus is how the 
company supports customers in vulnerable 
circumstances during weather-related and/
or operational events. The freeze-thaw event 
in March 2018 highlighted this as an area that 
needs urgent attention as the company was not 
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in a position to support all those that needed 
it. We have urged the company to do more to 
build a comprehensive register of customers 
with special service needs so the appropriate 
levels of support and advice can be provided in 
future situations.

We also advised the company to differentiate 
between affordability and vulnerability issues 
as they were not the same and had different 
root causes. The nature of the vulnerability 
could be health, financial, or other, and of 
a transient or permanent nature, and so 
this work should cover each of these types 
of vulnerability. Southern Water needs to 
understand how to identify and help prevent 
potential affordability and vulnerability issues 
and to develop a range of different support 
mechanisms that could prevent further 
difficulties.

A key challenge we made on a number of 
occasions is to have a plan for sharing the 
data of customers in vulnerable circumstances 
between water companies and other agencies, 
with an agreed process for working together to 
minimise the contacts that could distress these 
customers. We understand these plans are 
underway and will continue to scrutinise them 
as they develop.

Customers of the future and 
intergenerational equity 

Southern Water has undertaken some good 
research with people under 18, who are not 
otherwise included in research samples. The 
CCG welcomed this work, but was concerned 
that this should not be seen as the total sum of 
work being done with ‘customers of the future’ 
We asked for a more holistic and richer picture 
to be developed, drawing together all the work 
done by the company with younger people, 
including those aged between 18 and 25 years. 

More generally and for future iterations of 
engagement the CCG advised the company 
to be more creative in its interactions with 
younger people to gain better traction with 
them. For example, we suggested that 
Southern Water could create a Young Persons’ 
Advisory Panel to develop routes and channels 
that would reach out to a wider demographic, 
including young people who still lived at home 
and were not yet bill-payers. This should 
underpin the integration of their views and 
wishes into future plans, programmes  
and schemes. 
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We also encouraged the company to do more 
work in future to understand the attitudes 
of young people to intergenerational equity 
and the extent to which the funding of today’s 
improvements is appropriately deferred to 
future generations. The CCG suggested that 
fresh research could also explore the extent to 
which there are variations in views depending 
on where individuals lived and the communities 
they lived in. We also suggested comparing 
and contrasting the views, trends and priorities 
of this research with that conducted by other 
water companies and utilities. 

Conclusions 

Southern Water has maintained its performance 
in many areas this year, particularly in relation 
to drinking water quality and removing 
wastewater. At the same time it has failed to 
achieve improvements in others, particularly in 
relation to customer service, better information 
and advice and the environment. The coming 
year will determine whether the company can 
fulfil the promises it has made to customers  
and stakeholders for the period 2015–20. 

During 2018–19 we will focus our attention on 
those areas that seem to be most ‘at risk’ and 
will continue to challenge and advise Southern 
Water to achieve the best for its customers and 
stakeholders as it cares for all aspects of our 
water environment. 

In relation to plans for the future, we are content 
that the company has responded to our advice 
and challenge. As a result, we are confident 
that the quality, depth and breadth of Southern 
Water’s insight and engagement is high and  
has delivered a rich resource of customer  
and stakeholder views and preferences to  
help shape the business plan for the  
2020–25 period.  

As we arrive at the end of the reporting year, 
Southern Water is developing in detail the 2020 
– 25 business plan. This must be firmly rooted 
in customer and stakeholder insight, and the 
company needs to evidence this through a 
‘golden thread’ that links research findings to 
each of the proposals. This will be the focus of 
the work of the CCG over the next six months.
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Key

Indicates where Southern Water has met or beaten the performance commitment.

Indicates where Southern Water has missed its performance commitment but is still on target  
to deliver the outcomes it promised to customers.

Indicates where Southern Water has not met its performance target and has not delivered the 
outcomes it promised to customers. In some cases it has incurred a penalty for the shortfall. 

Appendix 1: How Southern Water  
measures its progress
In its business plan, Southern Water set out 26 clear customer promises for the period 
2015–20. It also agreed some additional commitments with Ofwat when it reviewed its plan. 
The tables below show how the company performed against these targets in 2017–18.

Affordable bills
Performance

2017 
–2018

2016 
–2017

2015 
–2016

Customers in genuine hardship with improved support

Percentage of customers who feel our services provide value for money N/A

Responsive customer service
Performance

2017 
–2018

2016 
–2017

2015 
–2016

Customer satisfaction Service Incentive Mechanism (SIM) score

Percentage of contacts resolved first time

Percentage of customers who feel our service meets their individual needs N/A

Percentage of customers who feel our service meets the needs  
of their community

N/A

Number of compensation payments made to customers 
(Customer Charter and Guaranteed Standards Scheme)

Better information and advice
Performance

2017 
–2018

2016 
–2017

2015 
–2016

Water usage, per capita consumption (litres/head/day)

Number of unwanted billing queries (unwanted from a customer’s  
point of view)

Percentage of customers who are aware of the causes of blocked drains N/A

Percentage of customers who are aware how their money is used N/A

Percentage of customers who are aware of how to deal with hard water N/A
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A constant supply of high-quality drinking water
Performance

2017 
–2018

2016 
–2017

2015 
–2016

Water quality (Mean Zonal Compliance) (%)

Number of contacts regarding discolouration per 1,000 population

Leakage (Ml/day)

Customer minutes lost supply > 3 hours

Number of properties with low water pressure

Number of customers affected by temporary use bans

Maintain asset health

Removing wastewater effectively
Performance

2017 
–2018

2016 
–2017

2015 
–2016

Number of blockages per km/year

Number of internal flooding incidents

Number of external flooding incidents

Number of customer complaints regarding odour

Maintain asset health

Looking after the environment
Performance

2017 
–2018

2016 
–2017

2015 
–2016

Wastewater treatment works compliance (%)1

Maintain the number of bathing waters assessed with excellent water quality

Number of serious pollution incidents (category 1 and 2) 2

Number of less serious pollution incidents (category 3)2

Distribution input (Ml/day) (the amount of water put into supply)

Renewable energy usage

Detailed definition and explanation for red/amber/green on each commitment, together with the potential reward/
penalty associated with them, is given in Appendix 2 of the Southern Water Annual Performance Report – this section of 
the report is also downloadable from southernwater.co.uk/annualreport.
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