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What we have achieved

2018–19
2017–18
Achieved

2016–17
Achieved

2015–16
Achieved

Customer satisfaction  
Service Incentive Mechanism 
(SIM) score

79 78 73

Contacts resolved first time  
(%)¹

67 67 67

Customers who feel  
our service meets their 
individual needs (%)²

64 66 66

Customers who feel  
our service meets the  
needs of their community (%) ²

34 35 33

Number of compensation 
payments made to customers 
(Guaranteed Standards Scheme 
and Customer Charter) 9,374 2,436 3,912

Achieved

2,439
Target

2,411

Achieved

35
Target

35

Achieved

64
Target

65

Achieved

65
Target

80

Achieved

80
Target

84

¹ The method for reporting First Contact Resolution has been based on using a 30-day window and is consistent with the figure reported for the prior 

year. This is inconsistent with the methodology used to set the final determination target which used a 21-day window. We also note that the Final 

Determination specified that the measurement would be undertaken by a third party. In fact the calculation is carried out internally and assured by a 

third party. We advised Ofwat of this in June 2018.

² Our annual customer survey reached around 1,335 customers online or by post during March to April 2019 and is intended to give us a year-on-year 

customer view on a number of indicators from value for money to awareness of how to prevent blockages. 
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In two years our customer service 
transformation has delivered 
sustained improvements in 
customer satisfaction performance 
ranking and written complaints 
which reduced by 40%.

How we measure  
customer satisfaction

Ofwat’s Service Incentive Mechanism (SIM) 
measures our customers’ experience of dealing 
with us and provides an indication of how well 
we are serving those customers who have had 
reason to contact us. There are two elements 
to the SIM measure: an independent customer 
satisfaction survey and a summary of how many 
times customers have contacted us about a 
negative subject, including written complaints. 
The scores of each of these measures are 
combined to give an overall score out of 100.

We are pleased to report that, during 2018–19, 
our score increased to 80 (2017–18: 79). Although 
this is still below our target of 83.64, it means we 
have continued to steadily rise in the industry 
league tables, moving from 15th position for 
2017–18 to 13th for 2018–19 out of 18 companies. 

One reason for this improvement in satisfaction 
levels is a continued reduction in complaints. 
During 2018–19 we have recorded 1,603 (27%) 
fewer written complaints than this time last year, 
66 (21%) fewer escalated complaints and 46,200 
(20%) fewer unwanted contacts (unwanted from 
a customer point of view). 

In the Consumer Council for Water’s (CCWater) 
Consumer Complaints Annual Report, published 
in September 2018, we were still at the bottom 
of the industry league tables, despite having 
reduced written complaints by more than 60% 
over the past two years. Based on our continued 
performance improvement in this area, we hope 
to move off the bottom of its league table for 
2019, with performance closer to the sector 
average.

A focus on root cause analysis of customer 
issues at our Complaints Action Group continues 
to drive this steady improvement, alongside 
proactive measures to address issues, such as 
higher-than-average bills, before they become a 
problem for customers. 

A new measure of  
customer satisfaction

Our regulator, Ofwat, has decided that the 
SIM will only run for the first four years of the 
2015–20 five-year business plan period while it 
trials and refines the new customer experience 
measure (C-MeX) to be introduced in 2020. 
As a result, it will not be carrying out the usual 
SIM scoring activity for 2019–20 and we are 
therefore focusing our efforts on understanding 
its new C-MeX methodology, while still trying 
to provide the best service possible for our 
customers this year and into the start of the next 
five-year period.

C-MeX is made up of two measures, a customer 
satisfaction survey and a customer experience 
survey. This means that it will take account of 
both what those customers who have been in 
contact with us think, along with those who have 
had no reason to be in contact. 

There is also a new planned developer 
experience measure (D-Mex) being introduced. 
We have been told that, currently, it is not 
possible to forecast an opening figure for the 
new measures. 

Responsive customer service
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Faster resolution  
of customer queries

Our customers expect to be able to call us and 
have their problems or queries answered straight 
away. So we are disappointed that, again during 
2018–19, we were unable to meet our target of 
80% of contacts resolved first time, reaching 
65% (2018: 67%). A large part of the reason for 
this measure remaining so low is the increased 
popularity of digital channels resulting in higher 
levels of contact. Our handling of this is under 
review. 

A further restructure of our Customer Service 
area during 2019–20, creating a new, centralised 
delivery model, is expected to increase first 
contact resolution to at least 80%. This aligns 
with external benchmarking provided by the UK 
Customer Service Institute, which indicates an 
average of 81% of customers, across all sectors, 
are getting their enquiry resolved first time.

Looking after our customers’ needs 
and those of the community

Each year, we carry out our own customer 
satisfaction survey, which indicated that, during 
2018–19, 64% (2017–18: 64%) of customers felt 
our service met their individual needs and 35% 
(2018: 34%) felt that we dealt with the needs of 
their community. While we are disappointed 
that these satisfaction measures have not 
seen a substantial increase, we continue our 
efforts to improve our performance in this area. 
In June 2018, we presented our Customer 
Engagement Strategy to the CCG and, since 
September, started delivering on it with regular 
updates made to the group. Our engagement 
strategy has seen us ensure we have a much 
better understanding of customers’ individual 
needs. This dedicated focus on customer insight 
has included work on operational complaints, 
incident management, pillars of great customer 
service and water efficiency.

Ensuring guaranteed  
standards of service

Guaranteed Standards Scheme payments 
directly compensate customers that we have let 
down in some way, whether that is failing to meet 
an appointment time or an extended interruption 
to supply. This has exceeded the year’s target 
of 2,411 payments. A flooding incident in 
Southampton was the primary reason for the  
rise in the number of payments to 2,439 at the 
year end (2018: 9,374). 

Despite a decline in performance, this measure 
has moved from red to amber as there were 
fewer incidents than in the prior year and fewer 
than the starting point of the five-year period 
3,711. Overall, we are expecting to come in under 
our five-year target by 2020. 

Improving customer experience 

Our Customer Experience Strategy group, 
made up of individuals from the business and 
our partners, was established during 2018 with 
the sole purpose of agreeing a business-wide 
approach to customer experience. 

Our customers are clear about what they  
expect from us. They want a refreshingly easy 
customer experience, which means we need  
to do more to deliver the right experience,  
first time, every time.

The group agreed that we would do this by 
following these service principles:

•  We make it easy – we work together to  
make every customer experience refreshing, 
going that extra mile for our customers  
and surprising them where we can.

•  We know our customers – we ask the right 
questions to make sure we understand their 
needs and meet individual expectations.

•  We build trust – we listen and always deliver 
what our customers need.

•  We make it count –  and get the most out  
of every interaction with our customers.

A similar set of principles has existed within 
Customer Service teams for some time, but will 
now be rolled out across all customer-facing 
departments across the business. 

These service principles, and the delivery of 
them by our own teams and our partners – 
whether on our construction sites, out making 
visits, working to fix our network or in Developer 
Services – will ensure all of our many different 
customers receive a consistent, ‘refreshingly 
easy’ experience from Southern Water.

 Our customers are clear 

about what they expect from us. 

They want a refreshingly easy 

customer experience, which 

means we need to do more  

to deliver the right experience, 

first time, every time 
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This strategy will also support further 
development of the Water for Life brand, 
encouraging customer participation and 
advocacy that are so important if we are to 
achieve our vision of a more resilient future  
for our region.

Delivering contact services with one 
experienced customer services partner, Capita, 
is at the centre of our transformation plan, and 
the transition is now well underway. 

We have already moved all of our offshore 
billing and payment operations, customer 
correspondence work, onshore inbound mail 
processing, scanning and classification into 
Capita’s operation. Over the coming year, there 
will be a focus on transitioning our outbound 
print and mail work streams from our existing 
partner into Capita. In addition, we will also 
be simplifying our bill to make it easier for our 
customers to understand.  

Bringing these services under one strategic 
partner is key in driving enhancements to the 
customer experience, while allowing us to 
control our costs.

A newly established in-house Southern Water 
Retail team will lead this transition and deliver 
our customer strategy, including monitoring the 
quality of service our customers receive and 
focusing on continuous improvement, in liaison 
with our partners.

This will enable us to deliver a further improved 
service to our customers. However, it does 
mean existing customer teams will be impacted. 
Those affected have now entered a consultation 
process, during which they will be offered career 
advice and support.  

In Developer Services, we introduced a number 
of changes throughout the year designed to 
give developers, self-lay providers and new 
appointments and variations an improved 
customer experience.

During 2018–19 we measured our customers’ 
satisfaction using the new developer experience 
measure (D-MeX) for the first time. Our shadow 
reporting pilot taught us a lot about how we 
serve our customers and gave us the opportunity 
to feedback to our regulators, who responded 
directly by making changes to how survey 
scoring is distributed when more than one water 
company is involved.

Listening to feedback from our development 
customers, we grew our Key Account team, 
enabling us to improve the support we offer.  
This includes more frequent and better-
segmented communication, new monthly 
progress meetings, and quarterly customer 
action groups with local authorities and 
our customers to encourage continuous 
improvement. 

After carrying out a survey, we also streamlined a 
number of processes for our customers. All these 
changes have helped us to keep complaints at 
the same level as in 2017–18, while our levels 
of service have remained steady in an industry 
second-quartile position during 2018–19. We 
have also started our transformation programme 
which focuses on improvements to our services 
across growth planning, managing applications, 
delivery and customer account management. 
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Operating in an open market 

Our second year as a wholesaler in the non-
household market saw us make a number 
of improvements, as well as recognising 
challenges.

We launched our Wholesale Services Strategy 
and updated our commitment to retailers. 
We also improved our service by integrating 
non-household meter reading into Wholesale 
Services and offering an Accredited Entity 
scheme for disconnections, and payment 
performance credit support. Our operational 
performance for our non-household retailers has 
moved from bottom quartile in April 2018 to the 
top of second quartile in less than nine months. 
Our retailer satisfaction remains strong, with an 
average satisfaction score of 9/10 for customer 
experience during 2018–19. 

By streamlining processes and introducing two 
inspectors dedicated to non-household work 
orders, we improved our operational market 
performance, jumping from the bottom to the top 
quartile. We also launched projects to improve 
our data and launched our leak allowance market 
guidance, making things simpler for retailers 
and customers, and aligning wholesaler policies 
across the industry.

Caring for customer information

It is our job to ensure the responsible handling  
of customers’ personal information.

In May 2018 the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) came into force and 
introduced stricter rules on managing the use 
and storage of customer data. The legislation 
also addresses the broader issue of combatting 
cybercrime, something we take very seriously. 

The new regulation is being adopted throughout 
the business but is particularly relevant for our 
customer-facing teams. As a result, we now 
have secure areas at our office sites, where 
information and conversations about customers 
can be restricted to relevant individuals only,  
and safely stored.

To read our full Privacy policy, visit: 
southernwater.co.uk/privacy.

 By streamlining processes and introducing two 

inspectors dedicated to non-household work orders,  

we improved our operational market performance,  

jumping from the bottom to the top quartile 
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Customer letter to CEO,  
East Sussex

Excellent customer service

I reported this fact to your engineers and, 
the same day, a technician called 
Darryl called. He was very 
thorough and after several 
tests and changing all the 
seals, was satisfied the 
problem lay in a faulty 
meter connection 
and arranged to 
have the meter 
chamber changed. 
Darryl continued 
to monitor the 
progress of the 
works and, when 
he was passing, 
took meter readings 
in order to calculate 
the amount of water 
lost, and consequently 
the necessary financial 
adjustments.

This week, I contacted Hannah on 
the Proactive team, who manages your 
Twitter account, and we discussed the 
situation. Having taken note of my weekly 
readings, she contacted me yesterday 
afternoon with her calculations. She asked my 

preferred way forward and we agreed 
the amounts, with the accounts 

being updated immediately. 
All this took place 

within 24 hours of my 
initial contact with 

Hannah. 

 The purpose of 
my email is to 
congratulate 
you, and your 
organisation, 
in employing 
people like 
Darryl and 

Hannah. They 
are friendly, 

professional, 
thorough and 

efficient; a credit 
to your organisation. 

Please pass on my 
congratulations to them 

both, and ensure they receive the 
recognition they deserve for their excellent 
customer service. I’m quite sure that I am not 
the only person that has been impressed with 
their professional confidence and assurance.

Early this year, I noticed a dramatic rise in my water consumption  
following a recent meter change.  

 [My] email is to congratulate you, and your organisation,  

in employing people like Darryl and Hannah. They are friendly,  

professional, thorough and efficient; a credit to your organisation 

Case 

study
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What we’ve achievedWhat we have achieved

2018–19
2017–18
Achieved

2016–17
Achieved

2015–16
Achieved

Customers in genuine  
hardship provided  
with improved support

229,843 194,726 142,040

Customers who feel we  
provide value for money (%)1

55 57 61

Efficiency savings (£m)2

128 67 56

Achieved

60
Target

56

Achieved

269,926
Target

249,688

¹ Our annual customer survey reached around 1,335 customers online or by post during March to April 2019 and is intended to give us a year-on-year 

customer view on a number of indicators from value for money to awareness of how to prevent blockages. 

² This is a cumulative figure over the five-year business plan period 2015–20. 

Achieved

160
Target

–
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It is important to us to continue 
to increase the number of people 
on our range of support schemes 
and tariffs in need of financial 
assistance while also helping them 
to save water, energy and money.

We also made a commitment to drive 
efficiency savings to help keep bills affordable 
for our customers, whatever their situation and  
however it may change – £200 million as part  
of our £1.8 billion investment in our network 
from 2015–20. 

The right support when it is needed

Our customers told us that providing those in 
genuine hardship with improved support was 
extremely important to them. We are pleased 
to report that we have exceeded our target 
providing tailored financial support to 269,926 
(2018: 229,843) customers to date. 

We launched a number of proactive  
campaigns using insight and data, from 
December 2018 and January 2019, which focus 
on renewing WaterSure payment schemes and 
supporting more customers in receipt of pension 
credits. Both campaigns have seen promising  
results so far. 

We currently offer a range of payment schemes 
and tariffs, including:

•  Essentials – for customers whose household 
income is less than £16,105, or for those in 
receipt of pension credit. The criteria for this 
tariff were changed on 1 April, 2019 to align 
them with those offered by our neighbouring 
water companies in the South, making the 
application process easier for customers  
and any support agencies they may be 
working with.

•   WaterSure –  for those who use a large 
amount of water as a result of particular 
medical conditions or large families.

•   Water Direct – where bills may be paid from  
a customer’s existing benefit schemes  
directly to us.

•  NewStart – for those who owe us money  
but have not been able to make a payment  
for a while.

Additional services offered by our Affordability 
and Vulnerability team over the past year include:

•  independent debt management counselling

•  advice about how to access help from 
specialist support organisations within the 
community 

•  water-saving home visits, offering customers 
advice about how to save water, energy  
and money

•  information and guidance about how to apply 
for one of our support schemes or tariffs

•  training for Contact Centre and Customer 
Service teams so they can better serve 
customers in vulnerable circumstances at 
their first point of contact.

Affordable bills

 We also made a 

commitment to drive 

efficiency savings  

to help keep bills 

affordable for  

our customers 



Page 52 Affordable bills

Working with our partners

It is only by further developing our relationships 
with local authorities, housing associations, 
debt advice groups and agencies like Citizens 
Advice that we will reach a better understanding 
of the needs of our customers in vulnerable 
circumstances, so we can offer the right support 
and help when it is needed. 

Our dedicated Affordability and Vulnerability 
field team has continued to build on these 
partnerships to enable advice on water bills to be 
delivered to customers face to face. 

The team, working with these partners, has 
also been focused on developing our Priority 
Services Register (PSR), which allows us to 
keep track of customers who require additional 
services, as well as prioritising those customers 
during an incident. We currently have around 
18,200 customers on our PSR and we are aiming 
to increase this significantly over the course of 
2019–20.

In 2018, we also improved the way we identify 
customers who need our help and built 
awareness of our services by collaborating 
with trusted partners that form our Customer 
Inclusion Partnership Network, such as Age UK 
and Citizens Advice.

Reducing the burden of bad debt  
on our customers’ bills

By bad debt, we refer to the cost of accounting 
for bills that remain unpaid, and are likely to 
become uncollectable. Unfortunately, this has  
an impact on our charges for all our customers.  
It is also important we do all we can to help those 
in genuine financial hardship to reduce  
the burden of non-payment on others. 

By improving the efficiency of our collection 
and debt management process, utilising 
segmentation to provide a more tailored 
customer experience, we have been able to  
take recovery action in the most appropriate  
way while also driving down bad debt for 
household customers during 2018–19 to  
£9.6 million (2018: 21.7 million).
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Providing value for money 

Around 60% (2018: 55%) of our customers 
currently feel we provide value for money.  
While we are very pleased to see an increase  
in customer perception here, we know we still 
have more to do to demonstrate the true value  
of our services to customers. 

During 2018–19, the combined water and 
sewerage services for an average household 
was £436, costing less than £1.19 per day – 
around the same price as a loaf of bread.  
The same bill during 2019–20 will be £438, 
costing around £1.20 a day.

Our charges are set each January based on 
price limits agreed by our regulator, Ofwat. In 
addition, we seek assurance from our auditors 
and the Consumer Council for Water before 
they are finalised, ensuring transparency and 
independent scrutiny.

These charges are clearly broken down each 
year in the ‘Making sure our customers know  
how their money is spent’ (on page 58) section 
of this report so our customers can see, at a 
glance, how we use the money they pay us. An 
explanation of how these charges are set and 
reviewed is also available at southernwater.
co.uk/swcharges, clearly signposted from our 
annual billing leaflet, which is sent out to all our 
customers.

Efficiency through transformation 

Four years into our five-year business plan, we 
have delivered £160 million of cost reductions. 
We aim to make overall efficiency savings 
totalling £200 million by 2020.

To continue to drive efficiency savings, and 
ensure we are ready to deliver our Business Plan 
2020–25, we are changing the structure and 
culture of the business. This means improving 
engagement with our colleagues and partners, 
and getting the basics right, so we can innovate 
and deliver better services for our customers and 
a resilient water future for the South East.

The transformation programme has already 
delivered:  

•  clarification of roles, accountabilities  
and business priorities, aligning teams 
behind them

•  improvements in customer experience  
across the business 

•  closer and more collaborative relationships 
with our regulators and partners

•  transition from costly, reactive operational 
processes to a more proactive model

•  a more streamlined decision-making process, 
based on a measurable set of values and an 
ethical business framework 

•  a more agile approach to problem-solving 
and innovation, enabling us to test, review 
and deliver projects at pace

•  a more consistent approach to leadership 
and management

•  more visibility of performance and an 
increased focus on risk management and 
compliance.

To support this new way of working, we are 
focused on playing to our strengths, making 
sure we have the right skills and capabilities to 
keep up the pace of transformation. In doing 
so, we will show our regulators, customers and 
stakeholders that we have moved to new levels 
of improved performance and capability.

 Around 60% of our 

customers currently feel  

we provide value for money  
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What we have achieved

2018–19
2017–18
Achieved

2016–17
Achieved

2015–16
Achieved

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

128.9 131.3 129.7

Number of unwanted*  
billing queries¹

*unwanted from a  
customer’s point of view

181,361 145,962 62,726

Customers who are  
aware of the causes  
of blocked drains (%)²

82 79 77

Customers who are  
aware of how their  
money is used (%)²

56 56 60

Customers who are  
aware of how to deal  
with hard water (%)²

55 56 57

Achieved

55
Target

56

Achieved

59
Target

57

Achieved

83
Target

83

Achieved

131,726
Target

131,363

Achieved

129.9
Target

133.7

¹ The call categorisation for unwanted billing queries was amended during 2016–17. 

² Our annual customer survey reached around 1,335 customers online or by post during March to April 2019 and is intended to give us a year-on-year 

customer view on a number of indicators from value for money to awareness of how to prevent blockages. 
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It is extremely important to us that 
our customers feel informed, not 
only about our services and how 
we spend their money, but about 
incidents in their area and how 
they can help us protect water 
quality and the environment. 

As a result, we have focused on raising 
awareness and driving behaviour change to 
help our customers save water and energy 
and prevent blockages and flooding, as well as 
understanding how to address hard water issues 
in their homes and businesses. 

Helping our customers reduce  
the amount of water they use

We all rely on water for everything we eat and 
drink, for washing ourselves and our clothes,  
and to help create the energy we need for heat 
and light. It is also essential to the products we 
enjoy, and the rivers, fields, forests and beaches 
that we love. 

At the same time, we are all facing the challenges 
of population growth and climate change, 
which impact how we source and use our water 
resources both now and in the future. We can 
help to solve these challenges, with the help of 
our customers, partners and communities, by 
asking them to reconsider how they use and 
value water. 

We made a commitment to our customers in  
our Business Plan to achieve a 10% reduction  
(15 litres per person, per day) in average water 
use by 2020. To deliver this, we have continued 
to inform customers about saving water and have 
completed more than 18,128 home visits since 
2015 to install water-saving and energy-efficient 
products. 

During 2018–19 alone, our partner Aqualogic 
completed a total of 4,863 of these home visits, 
where it also talked customers through practical, 
everyday changes they could make in their 
daily routines to save water in the home and 
garden. In addition, the Water Efficiency team 
has spoken to hundreds of customers directly 
about the value of water at a series of community 
roadshows across our region and in classrooms 
and community centres via our Waterwise 
education programme. (See more in Working 
with our communities in the ‘Our people’ section 
of this report on page 28.)

We have continued our work with local 
authorities to identify customers with high 
water consumption and those in vulnerable 
circumstances who may benefit from water-
saving home visits, products and advice to 
reduce their monthly bills.

During 2018–19, we recorded an average water 
use of 129.9 litres per person, per day (2018: 
128.9), which is below our target for the year of 
133.7. This target is based on a five-year average 
so it is in line with the target overall for the first 
four years. This figure increased slightly from 
2018 as a result of the long, hot summer. 

While we are extremely pleased to reach our 
targets, and that the introduction of metering 
and water efficiency visits to households and 
businesses continues to help customers to 
become more conscious of their water use, we 
know we need to help them to go further, while 
we work to reduce leakage on our own network 
(for more on leakage, see ‘A constant supply of 
high-quality water’ on page 62).

Better information and advice

 
 We have continued to  

inform customers about saving 

water and have completed more 

than 18,128 home visits since  

2015 to install water-saving  

and energy-efficient products 
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Included in our Business 
Plan for 2020–25, 
and in support of the 
Government’s 25-year 
Environment Plan, we have 
set an ambitious, new 
reduction target to help 
our customers reduce their 
daily usage to 100 litres per 
person, per day by 2040. 
This is called Target 100.

We recently held our fi rst Parliamentary 
reception to launch Target 100, which was well 
received by MPs across our region. Our work 
on a Water Plan, which sets water reduction 
targets, for the Greater Brighton Infrastructure 
Panel (which our Chief Executive, Ian McAulay 
chairs) is also underway.

To support behaviour change across our 
customer base, we will be piloting a number of 
new initiatives during 2019–20, for example:

•  we have commissioned research into 
the best blend of customer incentives 
to reduce their usage

•  a new trial is underway with Eastleigh 
Borough Council, combining food waste 
composting and water-saving incentive 
points, enabling the sharing of scheme costs

•  a device called H2OTrack (previously 
WaterBit) is being tested with our employees 
to enable us to track water use on a more 
real-time basis 

•  research has fed into plans for a major 
behaviour change campaign across our 
region – pilots will begin shortly 

•  plans are underway for a major water reuse 
scheme with a housing developer in Hampshire

•  we are working more closely with the water 
retail companies to apply water effi  ciency 
in the non-household or commercial market.

We will be working in partnership every step 
of the way, using our infl uence with other 
water companies and stakeholders to push 
for universal metering – regardless of 
water-stressed status.

The Government is shortly due to announce 
a national consultation on setting a per capita 
consumption target. We have been calling for 
this target to be more widely ‘owned’ by society 
than simply being something water companies 
are responsible for. We were asked to feature in 
the consultation document, so we have submitted 
information about some of the incentives we 
are looking at and details of our successful 
River Itchen Challenge, carried out in 2017–18.

Average household water use per person, per day

27%
Toilet

13%
Washing 
clothes

41%
Baths & showers

4% Dishes

4% Outdoors

9% Cooking & cleaning
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Making our bills easier  
to understand

The number of unwanted billing queries we 
received during 2018–19 continued to be high 
against our original Business Plan 2015–20 
target, hitting 131,726 (2018: 181,361) – these are 
unwanted contacts from a customer point of 
view. This performance is not acceptable and  
we continue to review our processes, and 
the root cause of every unwanted contact is 
analysed by our Call Centre teams. 

When our customers cannot understand 
something on their bill, many of them turn to our 
website, which is why an end-to-end review of 
customer journeys is now being completed. 

We are also improving some of our billing 
policies around high consumption, refunds and 
payment schemes to make it simpler and easier 
for our customers to avoid having the need to 
contact us.

Raising awareness about the 
impact of blockages 

Our FOG (fat, oil and grease) and Unflushables 
team was created in 2015 to help us better 
understand people’s instinctive behaviour 
around FOG and unflushables, encourage them 
to think more about what they flush down the loo 
or pour down the sink and to reduce the number 
of blockages in our sewers, which could lead to 
sewer flooding and pollution. 

Our dedicated team, now four years into a 
five-year (£1.4 million) blockage reduction 
programme, is out there, every single day:

•  lifting manholes and surveying sewers and 
organising CCTV and jetting of the sewers 
where needed to avert further problems – 
the team has lifted around 9,000 manholes 
over the past four years

•  knocking on doors and talking to customers 
– each year the team visits around 600-700 
postcode areas

•  in businesses offering advice and enforcing 
the law – we have visited more than 2,300 
businesses and seen repeat blockages fall 
from 30% to 6% following our visits

•  in schools and communities raising 
awareness – more than 20 action days  
have been held since 2015, engaging  
more than 4,000 people

•  in meetings influencing manufacturers  
and partners – we have engaged with  
28 large food chains – like McDonald’s  
and the brewery Greene King, which runs 
3,000 pubs, restaurants and hotels

•  at conferences sharing our expertise  
– we have been sharing our approach 
through Water UK, the British Water FOG 
forum and we have now conducted training 
days for eight other water companies. 
We have also initiated a national Network 
Protection Forum, with all 12 water and 
wastewater companies.

To deliver its important messages, the 
team has used a range of eye-catching and 
innovative tools during 2018–19 to drive 
engagement, and behaviour change, including 
an augmented reality game, a series of films 
made in partnership with City To Sea and 
another instalment of the Unflushables story – 
The Unflushables Assemble. The film blended 
puppetry, stop-motion animation and live action 
in a bid to highlight the scourge of the sewers 
– nappies, wet wipes and cotton buds – and 
prompts people to bin these items instead.  
It was also supported and promoted by the 
Consumer Council for Water.

As a result of its continued community 
engagement work, the team has met its target  
of making sure 83% (2018: 82%) of our customers 
are aware of the causes of blocked drains.

 When our customers 

cannot understand something 

on their bill, many of them  

turn to our website, which  

is why an end-to-end review  

of customer journeys is  

now being completed  
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Making sure our customers  
know how their money is spent 

Our domestic customers cannot choose who 
supplies their water services, so we need to 
make sure we are crystal clear about our charges 
and how we spend the money customers pay us.

During 2018–19 we carried out a number of 
activities to build awareness and increase 
transparency by providing customers with:

•  an update against our performance 
commitments through annual reporting

•  a link to our annual performance information 
on our billing insert, circulated to all of our  
4.7 million customers

•  advice at community events about saving  
water, how to prevent blocked drains and how 
we can help customers struggling to pay their 
bills – our community team attended  
51 events in 2018, talking to 253,000 people

•  regular updates on our capital construction 
schemes, particularly for customers directly 
affected by our planned improvement work,  
as well as local media and key stakeholders.

At the moment, 60% (2018: 56%) of our customers 
are sure about how their money is spent, which we 
are pleased to see has increased from the previous 
year. To continue this improvement, we are 
completing some enhancements to our website, 
including more regular performance reporting, 
information about our investment schemes and  
the work we carry out in our communities.

Profit

Building
new assets

Interest 

Ofwat/regulatory 
adjustments 

5p 4p

31p

33p

7p

23p

16p

Day-to-day 
  running costs 

Tax, business 
rates and licences 

Maintaining our 
existing assets 

£1.19 
per day

Breakdown of average daily charge 2018–19

The impact of the proposed Ofwat 
regulatory settlement noted on 
page 26 is excluded from the above. 
No part of it will be borne by our 
customers.

Running costs – wages, power, 
chemicals, materials and bad debt 
*Bad debt = the cost of providing for unpaid 

customer charges

Interest – interest on money 
borrowed to finance improvements to 
our infrstructure over the long term

Maintenance – of our pipe network, 
treatment works and capitalised 
employee costs

Construction – contributing to 
projects to enhance treatment 
standards and cater for growth

Tax, rates and licences – including 
corporate taxes, business rates on 
buildings, wastewater treatment and 
water supply works and Environment 
Agency licences

Ofwat/regulator adjustments – 
applied by Ofwat for the period 2010–
15, relating to customer satisfaction, 
cost-savings and revenue collection

Profit – the return earned on 
shareholders’ investment in the 
business

Retail – covers the cost of handling 
customer enquiries and providing 
services, from billing to debt 
collection

Water services – the treatment and 
distribution of water for supply

Wastewater services – the collection 
and treatment of wastewater for 
return to the environment
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Our charges are set in line with controls  
set by our regulator, Ofwat, and are  
scrutinised independently by the  
Consumer Council for Water. 

What do they cover? 

The cost of our operations and the cost of 
maintaining our assets (water pipes, sewers, 
pumping stations and treatment works). 

Is that it? 

No, we also raise finance to pay for the 
construction of new assets and to repay loans 
taken out in previous years. We are also partly 
financed by our shareholders so we are able 
to absorb financial risk and contribute to the 
construction of new infrastructure. More details 
of our finances and group structure can be found 
on pages 95 to 100.

How much are we spending  
on improving services? 

We committed to spending £3.2 billion over 
five-years from 2015–20, with £1.8 billion of 
that assigned to maintaining and improving 
our infrastructure. This includes the renewal of 
mains and sewers, schemes to prevent flooding, 
protect water supplies, improve wastewater 
treatment and reduce leakage.

Helping customers deal  
with hard water

We take a lot of the water we supply to 
customers from underground chalk aquifers, 
which means it contains high levels of calcium 
carbonate, making it quite hard. 

Although calcium carbonate does not affect 
the quality of the drinking water, we know that 
hard water can affect customers’ household 
appliances so we offer advice at southernwater.
co.uk/how-hard-is-your-water, which includes a 
postcode tracker. Our water distribution teams 
also offer Water in the Home advice leaflets to 
customers. These contain practical tips and 
useful contacts for homeowners.

In our annual survey to track customer 
awareness of our performance against our 
Business Plan commitments, 55% (2018: 55%) of 
customers said they were aware of how to deal 
with hard water. While we continue to publish 
water quality reports for our customers on our 
website, we know we need to do more  
to address this issue. 

 Our domestic customers cannot choose who supplies  

their water services, so we need to make sure we are crystal clear  

about our charges and how we spend the money customers pay us 
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Great places for our customers  
to get outdoors

We have four reservoirs: Darwell, Powdermill 
and Weirwood in East Sussex, and Bewl Water 
on the Kent and Sussex boundary. These all offer 
outdoor activities such as fishing and sailing. 

Bewl Water is our largest reservoir and  
is the biggest stretch of open water in the  
South East. Each year it attracts an estimated 
98,000 visitors who take part in windsurfing, 
sailing, fishing, cycling, walking and boat  
trips. We have a number of information  
boards at the visitor centre highlighting  
water safety issues, but also displaying 
interesting facts about the water cycle  
and the construction of Bewl Water  
itself – these were updated in late 2017.

We have a long-standing partnership with the 
Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust, 
which manages our Testwood Lakes site near 
Southampton on our behalf. Testwood Lakes 
has a purpose-built education centre, which 
hosts environmental activities for the thousands 
of children who visit each year. To enhance 
this experience, we worked closely with the 
Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust in  
2018 to refresh the centre and the information  
on display.

We concluded our Brighton Sewer Tours in 2018, 
but still delivered 68 educational tours to 1,456 
visitors, giving them a look at the history behind 
the construction of our Victorian sewers. 

Other visitor attractions in our region include  
the historic steam pumping engines at our  
water supply works in Brede, East Sussex,  
which are cared for and displayed by Brede 
Steam Engine Society.
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Clare Rixon, Operational Resilience  
and Emergency Response Manager

Enhancing resilience  
and emergency response

Case 

study

With this scale of 
operation, it’s only 
natural incidents 
sometimes arise. 
When they do, our 
customers count 
on us to fix the 
situation swiftly 
– and keep them 
informed every step 
of the way. 

In the past, our approach 
to incidents focused on the 
operational side. We’d leap into 
action to repair a broken pump or valve. We 
weren’t so great at telling our customers what 
was going on. However, we wanted a more 
coordinated approach that took into account 
how the situation affects our customers every 
step of the way. Using lessons learnt from last 
year’s Freeze/Thaw and heatwave events, we 
made further improvements to our incident 
management framework and structure.   

To allow us to rapidly mobilise our people, 
we restructured our response team. On 
top of our usual standby team, we’ve also 
created a number of 24/7 standby roles to 
respond to major incidents. These span from 
communications to service recovery, as well 
as employees responsible for setting up 
alternative arrangements for our customers 

while we fix the problem – like 
supplying bottled water. In addition, 

we’ve recruited a wider pool of 
volunteers who are on-call to help 
with any incidents. This allows 
us to scale our response team to 
match the situation, so we can 
move swiftly and get information 
out to our customers quickly.

As well as restructuring the team, 
we’ve now put in place tools to 

identify incidents as early as possible, 
so we can respond efficiently. For 

instance, we’ve linked weather tracking to 
escalation triggers, so we can better foresee 
and plan for adverse conditions. We run 
regular test scenarios to check our plans 
are robust. Meanwhile, debriefings allow 
us to capture any lessons for continuous 
improvement. We’ve also built relationships 
with local resilience forums and community 
groups to share our emergency plans and 
gain feedback. 

Most recently, we’ve been focused on 
preparing Southern Water for a no deal Brexit. 
By bringing together experts from across 
the business and working closely with other 
industry partners and regulators, we’ve been 
able to ensure robust preparations are in 
place to manage the many risks associated 
with this scenario.

 Our customers count on us to fix the situation swiftly  

– and keep them informed every step of the way. 

Millions of customers rely on our network of over 50,000 kilometres of pipes  
across our region. 




