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Our plan for Drainage and Wastewater Management  

Our Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan 
(DWMP) is our long-term plan setting out the 
investment needs for our drainage and 
wastewater systems in the South-East of 
England. We aim to prevent our customer’s 
homes and businesses from flooding while 
protecting our precious environment from 
pollution. These are the things our customers 
have told us are important to them.   
 
Our plan looks ahead to what we need to do over 
the next 20 – 30 years to meet the main 
challenges of a changing climate, a growing 
population, protecting the environment and 
affordability. 
 
We have worked with 75 other organisations that also have responsibilities for flooding and 
protection of the environment in developing our plan. We have also worked with the local authorities 
to plan ahead for the new homes we need in the South East.  
 
We are planning and preparing to make sure that our systems are ready for the future. 
 
There are lots of issues that we have thought about as we have created this plan. These include 
how we must:     

 Look after our environment, to protect our wildlife, beautiful coasts, rivers and lakes for future 
generations to enjoy. 

 Protect public health by making sure wastewater is treated to the highest possible standards 
to protect our drinking water supplies. 

 Maintain, expand and improve our services to meet the needs of a growing population. 

 Adapt to our ever changing climate. As our weather becomes more extreme and 
unpredictable it affects many aspects of our lives.  

 Work with communities to sustainably manage the large quantities of rainwater that currently 
enters our wastewater systems through road drains and off the roofs of buildings to separate 
it from the sewage that we treat.  

 Keep our system of pipes and pumps in good condition and work with our customers to help 
prevent sewer blockages. 

 Make sure our plan is realistic about what charges our customer will have to pay, especially 
as the financial situation for many people is now incredibly difficult.   

 
We have looked into all the risks relating to flooding and pollution that affect our customers, 
communities and the environment and the actions that we and our partners intend to take to reduce 
these risks. To make the plans a reality, we will be working with other organisations such as Local 
and County Councils, the Environment Agency and Natural England, other water companies and the 
River Basin Catchment Partnerships. Working together means we will be able to plan improvement 
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schemes together, share the costs and coordinate any works to cause less disruption for our 
communities.    
 
We have set all this out in our Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan. Our plan suggests a 
number of solutions to address the issues outlined above. These solutions promote collaborations 
and partnerships to deliver catchment and nature based approaches to greening our communities. 
We know we will need to work with you to innovate and use technology to move from traditional 
“grey” engineering solutions to more sustainable “green” options.  
 
Our plan has some clear themes:  
 
Pollution and Compliance 

Our plan looks at all our wastewater systems to see which 
are most likely to cause pollution incidents. Our focus for 
the future is to reduce these risks to zero by 2040. We 
have identified that the main causes of pollution incidents 
are: 

 Blockages in our network caused by customers using 
their sinks and toilets to dispose of fats, oils and grease 
and other items such as nappies and wet wipes  

 Electrical and mechanical failures of our equipment.  
 

Our plan sets out how we will take to tackle these risks 
through customer education campaigns, targeting areas 
where there are blockage ‘hotspots’, increasing the use of CCTV cameras in the sewers so we can 
tell when a blockage is forming and clean the sewers with high powered jets to flush away the 
blockages before they become a serious problem. We have also identified how we can increase 
resilience of our systems by identifying electrical and mechanical equipment that is nearing the end 
of its life and needs to be replaced or refurbished to ensure it doesn’t break down.        
 
 

Protecting groundwater supplies and improving the condition of our sewers 

Much of the water supply in our region comes from the water stored naturally underground. It is vital 
this groundwater is not contaminated with sewage. Sewers that are in a poor condition can allow 
groundwater in and sewage to leak out into the groundwater. In the worst cases, the sewers can 
collapse.  
 
Sewer collapse can cause disruption to our customers and communities. This could be flooding of 
homes and gardens, a loss of the service we provide, tankers taking the sewage away and roads 
and gardens dug up so the pipes can be repaired or replaced. Repairing or replacing a collapsed 
sewer is very expensive.  
 
We have identified the sewers that are most at risk of collapsing or in the worst condition. We have 
produced a timetable to either repair or replace them, starting with the sewers closest to our 
protected groundwater supply areas and gradually working away from these areas.   
 
 
Stopping releases of sewage and flooding of homes  

These two issues are linked. Discharges from sewers during storms have received a lot of political 
and media attention recently. We know our customers find these unacceptable. Sewer flooding can 
also affect customers’ homes and businesses and it is deeply upsetting and distressing. 

https://www.southernwater.co.uk/media/6986/draft-drainage-and-wastewater-management-plan.pdf
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The issues are connected because 
they both take place when there is 
too much rainwater in our sewers. 
Across our region, we have found 
that up to 97% of the flow in our 
sewers during a storm is rainwater 
with the actual wastewater sewage 
making up as little as 1% of the 
content. 
 
When a wastewater system is full of 
rainwater, which can happen very 
quickly during a storm, the storm 
overflows spill the excess into the 
environment. Sometimes, particularly 
where blockages are forming, the 
sewer contents can also back up and flood into peoples’ homes.  
 
The frequency of storm spills and sewer flooding incidents are increasing as the severity of the 
storms we experience increases. Another factor, called “urban creep” makes the situation worse. 
Urban Creep is the increase in hard areas that drain into the sewers caused by gardens being 
paved over and home extensions being built. We predict that the number of houses that are flooded 
with sewage will double by 2050 if we do not start taking action now.  
     
We have asked ourselves and our partner organisations what the best solution to this problem is. 
Collectively, we have agreed that the best and most sustainable long-term solution is to separate 
rainwater from the wastewater sewerage system. However, doing in this in built up, and often 
historic, towns and cities can be difficult as it could require building new networks of drains to collect 
and remove the rainwater.  
 
This means we are looking for new approaches such as Sustainable Drainage Systems, or SuDS, 
as they are usually called. There are many types of SuDS that can be used depending on the 
specific locations where they are needed. SuDS includes storage ponds, rain gardens and reed 
beds or ensuring that new hard areas, such as car parks, use materials that allow rainfall to 
penetrate into the ground rather than into the sewers.      
 
We are completely committed to reducing the risk of flooding of customer’s homes and business 
from sewers and finding ways to stop storm overflows from spilling. We have already created a 
‘Storm Overflows Task Force’ to test out a range of solutions to find out which work best in different 
locations, and we are working with Local Authorities, councils, the Environment Agency and 
developers to improve the way rainfall is managed across our towns and cities.    
  
 

Looking after the environment 

Our natural environment is as important to us as it is to our customers. The very nature of our 
business, managing wastewater and sewage, can potentially have a negative effect on our water 
bodies, the habitats provided for our wildlife and the amenity and recreational value they provide for 
us all to enjoy. 
 
In this, our first DMWP, we intend to focus on fully understanding how our operations affect the 
environment. This means we will be able to identify the most effective ways to improve our 
wastewater systems to reduce and, in time, reverse any negative impacts of our works.  
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We are actively working with other sectors such 
as agriculture, fisheries, highways and housing 
developers to understand the sources of 
nutrients and contaminants that our preventing 
our inland water bodies, rivers and coastline 
from achieving vital formal environmental 
designations such as ‘Good Ecological Status’ 
and ’Favourable Condition’ from our 
environmental regulators, the Environment 
Agency and Natural England.  
 
By working together we can collectively develop 
solutions to protect and improve our 700 miles 
of coastline and its 84 designated bathing 
waters. These important environmental assets 
attract thousands of visitors a year and are vital 
for thriving local economies as well as local 
shellfisheries whose livelihoods depend on 
having a clean and safe water environment.  
 

One further aspect that has been raised as we have developed our plan has been evidence that our 
customers want to be able to use rivers as inland bathing waters. We will work with local 
communities and the Environment Agency to understand just where our customers would like to 
have sites designated for this and to make sure these river reaches are clean and safe enough for 
swimming and recreational uses.   
 

The estimated costs of our plan  

We need to invest now in our sewers systems and treatment works if we want to protect our 
customers’ homes and properties and improve our environment so that we can all enjoy it long into 
the future. Our plan estimates that we need to invest some £2.6 billion over the next 25 years to 
improve just 61 of our 381 wastewater systems, although these are the largest systems with the 
greatest number of risks and which provide wastewater services to 78% of our population.  
 
We should not delay this investment if we want to protect our children and grandchildren from the 
prospect of unaffordable water and wastewater services bills in the future.  
 
Next steps  

The DWMP and our Water Resources Management Plan (WRMP) are the foundation stones that 
will ensure our business can continue to supply clean healthy water and provide effective drainage 
and wastewater services for our customers, communities and business on a sustainable and long-
term basis into the future. We are moving closer to integrating these two plans and towards our goal 
of integrated water cycle management. 

The DWMP and the WRMP together inform the business plan that we must submit to Ofwat. Ofwat 
is our economic regulator and it decides, based on the evidence we submit in our business plan, 
how much we can charge our customers for providing our services. This will determine how much 
we are then able to invest in our wastewater systems to reduce the risks to customers and the 
environment. 
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