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What we have achieved

2018–19
2017–18
Achieved

2016–17
Achieved

2015–16
Achieved

Wastewater treatment  
works compliance (%)

98.38 99.32 99.32

Maintain bathing waters with 
‘excellent’ water quality at 54

53 51 43

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

4 3 7

Number of less serious pollution 
incidents (category 3)1

131 143 160

Distribution input (the amount  
of water we put into supply  
in million litres per day)

541.00 532.28 520.64

Renewable energy use (%)

17.2 17.0 17.3

Achieved

558.75
Target

526.79

Achieved

144
Target

158

Achieved

7
Target

3

Achieved

62
Target

54

Achieved

99.70
Target

100

Achieved

15.8
Target

16.5

¹ As we reported last year, following external assurance of the category 3 pollution data collected during 2016 and 2017, we identified a number of 
issues with the processes and systems used to generate that spills data, and we have now applied a confidence band to that data. The data is now 
subject to an ongoing improvement plan which is resolving long standing issues. The details of the steps taken to improve the robustness of the spill 
data collection, the data processing systems and the assurance of that data, have been shared with Ofwat and the EA. The improvements are being 
delivered although not yet completed; the spill data provided to the EA for 2018 was subject to a confidence band of +/- 10%. Improvements have led to 
a more granular understanding of process risk and enabled targeted interventions to increase quality. Our self-reporting of pollution incidents to the 
EA in 2018 has increased to 83%, one of the highest in the sector and well ahead of the industry average of 76%.
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Our purpose as an organisation is 
to provide water for life to enhance 
health and wellbeing, protect and 
improve the environment and sustain 
the economy. This means doing the 
right thing and always improving, 
looking for ways to enhance our 
communities and the environment.  

During 2018–19, we have worked with our 
partners to significantly improve bathing water 
quality, we have strengthened our relationships 
with our environmental regulators and we are 
adopting a more collaborative approach to water 
resources and drought planning, as well as flood 
risk management. However, pollution incidents 
have increased and specific improvement plans 
have been put in place to address this.

This section explains further some of the 
compliance metrics recorded during 2018–19 
and highlights some transformational work 
taking place as part of our Environment+ 
programme that will help us to become brilliant 
at the basics by delivering better services while 
taking care of the environment.

A focus on compliance

The performance of our wastewater treatment 
works is critical if we are to ensure the water  
we recycle to our rivers, streams and seas  
does not harm the environment and the  
delicate wildlife habitats it supports. We 
achieved 99.70% compliance with the required 
standards set for us by our regulators for  
2018 (2017: 98.38), however, we acknowledge 
that our performance still needs to improve, 
reducing pollutions and regaining confidence  
in our reporting processes.

This performance is the result of a focus on 
compliance, culture, ethical business practice 
and proactive transformation plans put in place 
across our wastewater teams in response 
to failings between 2010 and 2017 with our 
internal processes, systems, capability, controls 
and assurance (see details on page 26 or visit 
southernwater.co.uk/ofwat-investigation).  
We are committed to ensuring that these plans 
are sustainable and build on actions already 
taken to address these performance issues, as 
we strive to fundamentally change the way we 
work, both as a company and with our regulators.

Environment+ looks at all aspects of our 
environmental compliance and performance. 
Alongside wastewater treatment works 
compliance, it also focuses on improving river 
water quality, reducing pollution incidents and 
flooding, enhancing bathing water quality, water 
abstraction and sludge recycling.

Looking after the environment

 The performance of our wastewater treatment works is critical if we  

are to ensure the water we recycle to our rivers, streams and seas does  

not harm the environment and the delicate wildlife habitats it supports 
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Progress made during 2018 as part of 
Environment+ includes:

•  completion of permit compliance audits, 
fl ow to full treatment reviews and storm tank 
surveys completed across our wastewater 
treatment works. Almost 1,000 actions were 
identifi ed, from relatively minor issues such 
as missing signs – through to investment 
for larger storm tanks. The majority of these 
actions have now been completed

•  treatment works with high consequence 
pollution risks have been identifi ed to support 
our planning and prioritisation processes, 
and we are now rolling this out to pumping 
stations

•  simplifi ed permit requirements for sites have 
been built into all our operating manuals, 
clarifying all permit requirements for 
operators

•    environmental compliance training has been 
carried out with operators and management 
teams, and compliance performance has 
been built into our regular Operational 
Excellence hubs

•   we have recruited a team of environmental 
compliance advisors and created 
environmental champions within the 
business to increase awareness and 
introduce cultural change

•  all of our event duration monitors have now 
gone through end-to-end testing, with a 
number of locations added to our action list

•  we have completed end-to-end process 
reviews for spill reporting and abstraction 
reporting, with risks and controls identifi ed 
to improve accuracy

•   our ‘three lines of defence’ model for 
regulatory reporting continues to be 
embedded, supported through the Risk 
and Compliance team.

More excellent bathing waters 
than ever before

Bathing water quality has been improved 
signifi cantly in 2018, with the number of 
‘excellent’ bathing waters in our region, using 
the annual assessment, increasing by nine 
to 62 in total (2017: 53).

This improved performance is the result of the 
hard work put in by those teams involved in the 
Bathing Water Enhancement programme and a 
number of actions being progressed before the 
start of the bathing season, which included:

• prioritising maintenance schedules

•  updates to coastal models in advance of 
the 2018 bathing season, to be run at short 
notice if an unplanned spill occurs to the 
environment from one of our works, or if 
planned maintenance results in the need to 
spill to the environment

•  our BeachBuoy initiative, which was trialled 
internally this bathing season, to improve 
the understanding of the wastewater assets 
that potentially impact bathing and shellfi sh 
waters within target areas.

The continued success of our Beauty of the 
Beach campaign, which is run in partnership 
with the Environment Agency and Natural 
England, has also helped to raise awareness 
with customers about the impact they have on 
the coastal environment. We will be continuing 
to ask customers and stakeholders in our target 
areas to help us grow this campaign during 
2019–20.  
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Addressing our  
pollutions performance

Our pollutions performance was unacceptable 
during 2018, with us recording seven (2017: 
four) serious pollution incidents (category 1 
and 2) mainly due to acute equipment failures 
on sites that have high environmental impact. 
As a result, a Pollution Reduction Plan has now 
been put in place and resourced. The plan 
identifies which of our sites have the highest 
potential environmental impact which allows us 
to prioritise improvement activity and response 
resources. It has also been shared with the 
Environment Agency. 

While we met our target of keeping less serious 
(category 3) pollution incidents below 158, 
achieving 144 (2017: 131), we know we still have 
more work to do to reduce this number further.

To ensure we fully understand and direct our 
improvement activities in the right areas, we 
have implemented a widespread ‘eyes and ears’ 
engagement campaign across our operational 
teams and regional stakeholders. With a much 
stronger focus on reporting and learning from 
incidents and near misses from our field teams, 
we have seen an increase in the number of 
reported pollution incidents. By addressing the 
root causes of near misses, our plans should 
see a real reduction in our underlying risks of 
pollution incidents. One of the metrics used by 
the Environment Agency is the number of self-
reported incidents, for 2018 we achieved our 
best ever performance of 83% (2017: 70%).

All pollution incidents and near misses for 
2018 were reviewed to fully understand the 
underlying root causes, ensuring that our 
Pollution Reduction Plan focuses on a number 
of critical success factors. We recognise we 
need to continue to improve the basics of clear 
processes, improving the reliability of critical 
assets, having the right on-site alarms and 
ensuring a fast response should an asset fail.  
In addition, we are transitioning to a more 
forward-looking risk approach, making greater 
use of predictive analysis to identify actions  
that will prevent future incidents.

This programme will embed a culture and 
a capability to prevent pollution incidents 
occurring. The completion of the work in this 
plan will contribute to a resilient water future and 
a healthy and clean environment for the South 
East, by reducing pollution to zero by 2040.  
Our pollution management processes will ensure 
that we do the right thing for our environment, 
our customers and regulators. 

It forms part of the Environment+ programme – 
progress already made is detailed earlier in this 
chapter on page 75 to 76. Formal reviews of each 
serious pollution incident are in place and daily 
calls are required for pollution events (including 
near misses), while weekly update meetings 
continue to review key actions and progress.

 Our Pollution Reduction 

Plan identifies which of  

our sites have the highest 

potential environmental  

impact which allows us to 

prioritise improvement activity  

and response resources 
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Reducing our impact  
on our water sources

The past year has been exceptional from a 
weather point of view, with intense cold in the 
winter and a lengthy, dry, hot spell in the summer. 
The consequent increase in pipe bursts coupled 
with an increased consumer demand for water 
meant that distribution input was 559 Ml/d 
above our 536 Ml/d target. The past 12 months 
has acted as an acute reminder of how precious 
water is in our water stressed region with future 
growth and climate change expected to add 
further pressure. 

To tackle this we continue to increase our 
resource dedicated to leakage reduction and 
will soon begin a new collaborative programme 
of activities with our communities to encourage 
sustainable behavioural change through our 
innovative Target 100 programme (see our 
‘Better information and advice’ chapter for 
more on our progress with our water efficiency 
programme and T100).

You can also read more about our plans  
for creating a resilient water future for  
the South East in our Water Resources 
Management and Drought plans at: 
southernwater.co.uk/our-reports.

Increasing our use  
of renewable energy

We promised to increase the proportion of 
renewable energy we use at our sites to 16.5% 
by 2020. Although we exceeded this figure last 
year, achieving 17.2%, we are disappointed to 
have seen the amount of renewable energy used 
in our operations reduce in 2018–19, achieving 
15.8%. Of this, 15% was from converting biogas 
generated as a by-product of our wastewater 
sludge digestion into electricity and 0.8% was 
from solar power.

The reason the amount of renewable energy 
we use to power our operations reduced was 
that we undertook a significant maintenance 
programme on our biogas combined heat 
and power (CHP) fleet in 2018–19. While this 
increased downtime and reduced generation in 
the year, it should lead to increased reliability and 
better generation performance going forwards.

We are doing more to look  
after our environment

External assurance of standards

During 2018, we have been externally audited 
for specific standards to confirm that we have 
adequate management systems as required 
by legislation. The systems were audited for 
ISO14001 environmental management, ISO17025 
accredited by UKAS for sampling and analysis 
and the Mcerts accreditation specifically 
required by the Environment Agency to confirm 
the measure of flow accurately. We have 
successfully maintained our accreditation  
for all standards.

Reducing our use of plastic and 
promoting alternatives

Reducing single-use plastics has become a 
hot topic for our customers, stakeholders and 
partners. We were the first water company in  
the UK to publish a formal policy on managing 
plastic waste and we are working with 
colleagues, our supply chain and customers 
to reduce our reliance on plastic in our offices, 
operations and our communities.

Our Plastics Steering Group meets monthly  
to oversee the policy and chart our progress. 
Since its foundation in 2018, this group has 
already had a number of successes. 

We have carried out an audit of our use of 
plastics and are using the results to set targets 
for reduction. We have rolled out a plastics 
training programme to raise awareness with 
colleagues and are working with our supply 
chain to encourage them to reduce plastic waste 
too. We are also supporting the national Refill 
water bottle filling campaign.

Although we are not the source of plastics in 
the marine environment, we recognise that 
water companies are a link in the chain and have 
an opportunity to intervene. While screens at 
wastewater treatment works are designed to 
remove large items of debris, such as wet wipes, 
from wastewater – they are not designed to 
remove microplastics such as clothing fibres.  
So, we are teaming up with local universities 
to look at the types of microplastics found in 
wastewater, the impact they are having on the 
environment and explore new technologies to 
remove them at our wastewater treatment works.

We are proud to be playing an active role in 
better understanding the challenge posed by 
plastics and to be helping our customers and 
communities protect the environment.

 The past 12 months has acted  

as an acute reminder of how precious  

water is in our water stressed region 
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Conservation and biodiversity 

It is important to us to enhance health and 
wellbeing, protect and improve our environment 
and sustain the economy, which means focusing 
on our region’s rivers, reservoirs and its 700+ 
miles of coastline. 

During 2018–19, Southern Water was awarded 
an ‘organisational licence’ from Natural England, 
which allows for a new fast-track approval 
process for engineering works affecting the 
habitats of rare or protected species. The licence 
was given in recognition of our high-quality work 
protecting vulnerable wildlife, including dormice, 
badgers and crested newts. We are one of the 
first four out of 17 major water companies in 
England and Wales to receive it. 

Whenever we start a new project, we conduct a 
careful ecological survey to assess the wildlife 
living in the area with emphasis placed on 
sensitive or protected species. If they are found 
then no work starts until a plan has been put 
in place to prevent and mitigate any possible 
damage to habitats.

We have also been working to develop an 
invasive non-native species (INNS) disposal 
strategy, aligned with the Environment Agency’s 
guidance. Various research projects are 
underway, with partners such as the Centre for 
Agriculture and Bioscience International, with 
the overall aim of better controlling INNS, without 
resorting to herbicides, or labour-intensive 
processes. A series of biosecurity posters have 
been installed at our operational sites that link 
to identification sheets for invasive species and 
training sessions are now underway with our 
Enabling team, which have helped to improve 
site awareness about these species and how to 
deal with them safely.  

In terms of conservation our current approach 
is to supply suitable habitats for insects such as 
‘bug hotels’, providing birds with insects to feed 
their young during the nesting season. We also 
encourage and support our field teams to put up 
bird and bat boxes. Several sites also have wild 
orchids and we encourage appropriate grounds 
maintenance to protect these important species.  

 Whenever we start a new 

project, we conduct a careful 

ecological survey to assess  

the wildlife living in the area  

with emphasis placed on  

sensitive or protected species 
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Nigel Hepworth,  
Water Resources Policy Manager

The resource challenge

Case 

study

The licence reductions aim to 
secure the health of these 
rivers while reducing the 
amount of water we can 
take from them during 
drought. The changes 
mean a shortfall of 
some 135 million litres 
of water a day during 
a drought – about 
80% of the amount 
needed to supply our 
customers in south 
Hampshire.

We have until 2027 to meet the 
new conditions and plan to invest more 
than £800 million to make up the deficit, 
while ensuring water resources continue to 
be resilient and environmentally sustainable. 
Our wide-ranging plans include desalination, 
new pipelines from neighbouring water 
companies, reducing leakage and improving 
water efficiency.

We are working closely with the Environment 
Agency to ensure a constant supply of 
drinking water while these alternative 
supplies are developed. It has agreed to 
drought orders and permits, allowing us to 
continue taking water during lower flows.  
If these are granted, temporary use bans will 
have to be in place to make sure customers 
use water wisely.

Meanwhile, our plans for a desalination 
plant in Hampshire have been 

included, along with eight other 
projects, as part of Ofwat’s new 

process for assessing and 
approving funding for strategic 
water resource schemes.

Ofwat has asked us to work  
with five other water 
companies to investigate which 

of these eight projects should 
progress through to construction 

and implementation and to identify 
possible alternatives.

Funding for the construction of a 
desalination plant within the next five-year 
investment period (2020–25) is not expected 
to be included in Ofwat’s determination of 
our Business Plan, but there is an allowance 
to progress the feasibility of the scheme 
alongside the other projects, which include 
the development of Abingdon reservoir, an 
effluent reuse scheme in Teddington and 
various regional transfers.

The planned desalination plant is a  
key component of our solutions in the  
western region by the 2027 timescale. 
Alternative solutions are likely to take  
much longer, and, if they are preferred,  
we will be dependent on drought permits  
and drought orders on the Rivers Test  
and Itchen for a longer period of time.

People living in south Hampshire have always relied on the Rivers Test  
and Itchen for their water. So changes to our abstraction licences  
by the Environment Agency pose a significant challenge.

 We are working closely with the Environment  

Agency to ensure a constant supply of drinking water  

while these alternative supplies are developed 
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Tom Gallagher, Bathing Water Manager

Enhancing our region’s  
bathing waters
 

Case 

study

Our bathing waters are critical 
for tourism, business 
and leisure. Here at 
Southern Water we 
take seriously our 
responsibility to 
ensure our assets 
keep bathing 
waters free of 
contamination 
from polluted 
rainwater or 
wastewater. 

We’re committed 
to improving 
the quality of our 
coastal waters. 
That’s why we 
launched our Bathing 
Water Enhancement 
programme back in 2016. 
Under the programme, we 
planned £31.5 million of investment  
to bring seven of the region’s bathing  
waters up to ‘excellent’ standard, as  
defined by the Environment Agency, by 2020.

We’ve worked closely with councils, 
conservation groups, charities, businesses 
and regulators such as the Environment 

Agency to take action against 
sources of pollution. We 

looked at our network of 
pipes, pumping stations 

and treatment works 
to identify repairs 

and renovations 
– while cracking 
down on public 
misconnections 
from improper 
plumbing. 
We’ve also 
partnered with 
local authorities 

to encourage 
beachgoers to 

do their bit. Water 
quality is affected 

significantly by the 
bacteria found in dog 

and bird poo and so we’re 
encouraging dog owners to 

clean up after their pets and asking 
people to stop feeding the birds.

As a result of this collaborative approach and 
the continued support of local communities, 
we’re very pleased that the South East 
continues to be home to among the best 
bathing waters in the country. 

We have over 700 miles of beautiful coastline in our region including  
83 designated bathing waters. 

 We are working closely with the Environment  

Agency to ensure a constant supply of drinking water  

while these alternative supplies are developed 

 [With the] continued support of local communities,  

we’re very pleased that the South East continues to be  

home to among the best bathing waters in the country 
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Ben Earl, Water Efficiency Manager

Inspiring behaviour change

Case 

study

As water becomes scarcer, 
the threat on the natural 
world is huge. That’s 
why England’s largest 
environmental and 
wildlife coalition, 
Wildlife and 
Countryside Link, 
formed the Blueprint 
for Water Group – 
to work with water 
companies, regulators 
and stakeholders to put 
sustainability firmly on the 
agenda.

The group recently launched its 
scorecard, which is used to assess the 
commitments water companies have made 
in the business plans submitted to regulators 
as part of Price Review 2019. Our plans 
underwent this environmental assessment to 
check we are taking steps to ensure a better 
environment for wildlife and people.

Our region faces a future of more people and 
less water. Population growth is driving up 
demand for water. Meanwhile, climate change 
is bringing greater risk of flooding or drought. 

Southern Water has a good track  
record for promoting water 

efficiency. Our universal metering 
programme helped reduce water 

use by 16% and brought our 
customers’ average water use 
per person, per day to under 
130 litres. Compared to the 
national average of 141, this is 
progress. But we know more 
needs to be done. That’s why 

we launched Target 100. The 
programme aims to educate, 

incentivise and support customers 
to reduce usage to 100 litres per 

person, per day by 2040. 

We’re collaborating with our customers to 
achieve real change. We’re carrying out home 
visits to improve water efficiency, as well as 
launching reward schemes – like discounts on 
food shopping and gym memberships.

After reviewing our Business Plan against its 
scorecard, Blueprint for Water awarded Target 
100 a Blue Star for innovation. Southern Water 
is one of just six companies to have received 
this award, which recognises our ambition to 
create a resilient water future.

Each and every day, we rely on water to keep our bodies healthy,  
our businesses running and our leisure time enjoyable. Yet, we’re not  
the only ones who count on it. Water is crucial for plants and animals. 

 Our region faces a future of more people and less water.  

Population growth is driving up demand for water. Meanwhile,  

climate change is bringing greater risk of flooding or drought 
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Sarah Feasey,  
Stakeholder Engagement Manager, Kent

Working together to  
protect our environment
 
 

Case 

study

This work will benefit 
woodlands, grasslands and 
wetland areas across the 
Scotney estate, a Site 
of Special Scientific 
Interest, for many 
years to come. 

Working in 
partnership with 
the National 
Trust was a 
natural fit with 
the scheme 
aligning 
perfectly with 
the Trust’s 
goal of actively 
contributing to the 
improvement of the 
water environment for 
the benefit of everyone.

“As a conservation charity, it’s 
our responsibility to look after the Scotney 
Castle estate for nature. This project sits 
hand in hand with the work we do here, with 
particular benefits in terms of landscape 

scale wildlife corridors and 
habitat improvements. 

Thanks to the work of 
our partners, we hope 

to see a real boost 
in the health of the 

river in the years 
to come. National 
Trust will survey 
for dragonflies, 
newt and 
butterflies while 
Southern Water 
continues to 
survey aquatic 

invertebrates.” 

Mark Musgrave, 
Area Ranger, 

Scotney Castle

The river enhancement 
project is a key element 

of our Bewl Water Mitigation 
Scheme to reduce the impact of  

releases from nearby Bewl Water reservoir,  
by creating a more natural flow that’s closer  
to how nature intended. 

In spring 2018, we completed our important enhancement work on the 
section of the River Bewl, which runs through the grounds of Scotney Castle.

 Our region faces a future of more people and less water.  

Population growth is driving up demand for water. Meanwhile,  

climate change is bringing greater risk of flooding or drought 
 Thanks to the work of our partners, we hope to see  

a real boost in the health of the river in the years to come 
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1 There are no targets for these indicators

KgCO
2
e – Kilograms carbon dioxide equivalent

What we’ve achievedWhat we have achieved

2018–19
2017–18
Achieved

2016–17
Achieved

2015–16
Achieved

Greenhouse gas emissions  
– ktCO

2
e

228 245 267

KgCO
2
e per person supplied 

with treated water1

23 25 27

KgCO
2
e per person supplied 

with wastewater services1

33 35 39

Achieved

30
Target

–

Achieved

18
Target

–

Achieved

200
Target

228
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We want to reduce the impact our 
business has on our environment, 
which is why we are working to 
reduce our carbon emissions,  
and the contribution we make  
to climate change.

During 2018–19, our carbon emissions 
(greenhouse gases) produced by our 
operations in order to provide services  
to our customers reduced.

We also continued to build low carbon design 
into our treatment works, pumping stations and 
processes and are looking ahead to how we can 
use efficient and integrated designs to improve 
even further in the years ahead.

We are using renewable  
energy where we can

During 2018–19 we were able to beat our  
target of restricting carbon emissions from  
our operations, achieving the equivalent of  
200 kilotonnes of carbon dioxide. 

We were able to do this by making our sites  
more energy-efficient and using our own 
renewable energy, so we take less power  
from the national grid, by:

•  replacing inefficient systems to minimise 
energy demand and reduce our carbon 
footprint

•  continuing our sludge thickening  
programme, reducing the need for  
transport and its associated emissions

•  installing biogas monitors at our largest 
combined heat and power sites to  
measure methane and any leaks

•  increasing the volume of our chemical 
storage tanks, reducing transport and 
associated emissions

•  providing water-saving home visits to our 
customers. The potential savings from the 
water-saving devices installed equates to 
generating 1.4 kilotonnes less carbon dioxide

•  partnering with engineering and 
environmental consultancy, Ricardo, to apply 
computer simulation techniques to maximise 
the efficiency of our water network

•  replacing older types of lighting with  
LEDs to reduce energy requirements and 
associated emissions.  

Recycling waste from our  
treatment sites

We are disappointed that we were unable to 
maintain our 100% biosolid recycling record 
during 2018–19. In November, we reported one 
incident of ‘unsatisfactory biosolids recycling’ 
from our Ashford wastewater treatment works.

To ensure this does not happen again, detailed 
plans are now in place alongside a region-wide 
operational review of the factors affecting 
pathogen compliance. Discussions have taken 
place with farmers affected by the incident and 
an independent report prepared by ADAS, a 
specialist agricultural consultancy, has been 
shared with the farmers, which has confirmed 
that risk to human health is extremely low.

Along with others in the industry, we have also 
begun discussions with the Environment Agency 
to address some of the controls and rules 
around sludge disposal to enable more accurate 
reporting in the future. This is an ongoing 
discussion and we fully support the process. 

Reducing our impact

 During 2018–19 we were 

able to beat our target of 

restricting carbon emissions 

from our operations 




