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Purpose
This note confirms advice and
challenge already provided to
Company representatives, including
the old and new CEOs and old
and new Directors of Strategy and
Regulation. It is set in the context of
clear and recent guidance from Ofwat
about their expectations for customer
engagement and participation.
The issues concern the Customer Insight
Programme and the work carried out to date
around the first part of the Strategic Statement
(Let’s Talk Water, part 1). This work is essential
to PR19 as it is the occasion on which customers
are to be engaged in long-term thinking
about water.

At this early stage of PR19, a number of
concerns have been raised by the CAP about
the timeline for, and strategic planning of, the
Customer Insight Programme. The CAP has also
raised concerns about some of the specifics of
the Programme.
Whilst a degree of progress has been made in
addressing these concerns, it is clear that the
quality and ambition threshold has been raised
by Ofwat. Given the centrality of the customer
research programme to the CAP’s final report to
Ofwat, and, of course, the final Business Plan,
the CAP thought it was important to draw these
issues to the attention of the Board at
this stage.

Advice
The CAP strongly advises
Southern Water to address two
main challenges around the
customer engagement programme:

And,
To improve the way that long-term future
2	
possibilities are built into the programme of
work.

1	
To ensure a more strategic approach to
all the customer engagement work that
establishes a golden thread from end
to end, linking high level outcomes with
business plan deliverables;
Advice note criteria checklist
1

Importance

HIGH. The customer engagement work is of critical importance to the PR19 process.
It is essential that this work has included discussion with customers about the long-term
future of water, including resilience. Southern Water has chosen to do this by setting the
PR19 work in the context of a 25 year strategy on which customers are engaged.

2

Audience

The Southern Water Board

3

Risk

HIGH. The quality of customer engagement and the extent to which customer priorities
are built into the business plan, are key Ofwat tests which have to be assessed in the CAP
Report.

4

Impact

MATERIAL. A failure to demonstrate to the CAP that the Customer Insight Programme
has provided robust and meaningful engagement, including on long-term themes, could
have an impact on the legitimacy of the final Business Plan and therefore on the Final
Determination.
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Background
The CAP is supportive of Southern
Water’s stated ambition for the Insight
Programme. However we have had
a series of concerns around the
implementation of the programme.
In particular, we have raised concerns about
the fact that there did not appear to be an
end-to-end plan for the work that made it
clear how each research wave built upon the
results of the last. This is essential to build the
‘Golden Thread’ that ensures that customer and
stakeholder priorities are followed through the
planning process. As a consequence we have
also raised concerns about the relative timing
of different pieces of work and the connection
between different streams of work, for example
work for the strategic statement, for the
business plan, and for the WRMP.
The customer insight team have subsequently
worked with the CAP to build a shared
timetable for the work and this is being plugged
into the new PMO’s plan for PR19. The CAP
appreciates these steps having been taken
and looks forward to improvements with regard
to planning and timeline. We have requested
that a ‘CAP version’ of the PR19 timeline be
developed with key milestones to ensure
things come to us in a timely fashion so we can
provide good advice to the Executive and the
Board. We are advised this is in production and
we will see a first draft at our June meeting.
The CAP has also been concerned about the
way in which customers have been engaged
on longer-term strategic issues. It is clear that
this will be seen as an important dimension of
work for PR19, indeed it is one of the questions
that all CCGs are asked to address by Ofwat
and which is therefore in the CAP Terms of
Reference, which the Board recently approved.
We acknowledge that getting this type of
engagement right, is difficult, but we have been
disappointed by efforts so far.

We had a number of concerns at the outset of
the programme about the way that customers
were being asked to engage, in particular the
CAP was keen to see the Company adopt a
‘clean sheet’ approach, rather than relying
on the outcomes of the last price review. This
advice was accepted and the approach was
adjusted. We were also concerned about the
strong emphasis in the research on household
use of water and waste-water services. We
advised that this could result in a rather limited
discussion with customers about something
that can be taken for granted, without engaging
them on some of the wider and longer-term
implications (good and bad) of water and
waste-water service delivery. The Company
responded by introducing prompts into the
process to encourage customers to think
more broadly about water. This improved the
research and its outputs in our view.
Later in the programme, the CAP expressed
concerns about the approach being taken
to deliberative workshops that were going
to be run to explore several environmental
issues and to follow up on points raised in
the earlier qualitative research. We advised
about the importance of getting information
and its presentation right. CAP members
attended some of the workshops, to gain
clearer insight into the experience, and
reported back to the CAP and the executive.
There was a general feeling that the aim of the
session wasn’t always clear, the information
provided in the workshops was too technical
and became confusing – both for participants
and moderators alike – and the context of
discussions was often lacking, which made
comparative data less meaningfull. As a result,
we think that the workshops have not delivered
as much as they could have, and some of the
findings remain inconclusive.
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We now think that there is an opportunity
and a need to re-design for the next phase of
the insight work, pre-testing the information
and format of presentation, to ensure it is
meaningful to participants and informs but does
not unduly lead the discussion with customers.
We also think that there is a need to find a way
to have a more meaningful and substantial
conversation with customers about longerterm issues, to inform the 25-year strategy and
subsequent business plan.
We welcome acknowledgement of the
challenges we put and Southern Water’s
response. In particular, we look forward to
seeing the ‘Lessons Learned’ document from
the first round of deliberative workshops and,
using the insight from this paper, to establish
more meaningful engagement in the future.

southernwater.co.uk/customer-advisory-panel
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We are conscious that as a result of these and
other challenges, we have contributed to a
delay in the intended publication date for Let’s
talk Water 1, but we think that it was critical
to get this first part of the conversation off to
a strong, strategic and long-term-focused
start. This will provide the right foundation
for the whole of PR19. We are therefore very
pleased to see Ian McAulay’s strategic ambition
and willingness to listen and respond to our
concerns on these matters and look forward to
continuing to support and challenge Southern
Water, to deliver the best outcomes for your
customers from the regulatory review.

