SURFERS AGAINST SEWAGE response to:

OFWAT Setting price limits for 2010 – 15: Framework and approach – a consultation paper

Surfers Against Sewage (SAS) is a UK-based non profit-making organisation campaigning for clean, safe recreational waters, free from sewage effluents, toxic chemicals, marine litter and nuclear waste.

SAS welcome the opportunity to comment on Ofwats proposed methodology for the price review.

General overview

The decision to set this Periodic Review within a longer-term framework, through the requirement placed upon each company to produce a 25–year Strategic Direction Statement is welcomed. SAS have always maintained that looking beyond the 5 year periods imposed by the Periodic Review process would help promote sustainability and minimise the need for the less cost efficient successive spending that can be encouraged by taking a short term perspective. 

Encouraging companies to take ownership of their long-term plans should improve sustainability within the industry. However by encouraging companies to look further into the future, Ofwat must welcome the more innovative ideas and solutions to water resources management issues that will hopefully emerge. In order to explore these new approaches adequately, and to determine whether longer term they may provide better value for money for customers, Ofwat must be willing to allow companies to thoroughly and vigorously test and explore those ideas with merit. Ofwat must also be as clear and as open minded as possible in their definition of what benefits to water customers might include. 

SAS agree that it is essential that companies make the cost benefit case and demonstrate the long term benefits to the water customer of their proposed approach to PR09, but we would ask that Ofwat are open to the concept of delivery of benefits over a longer time frame than traditional capital intensive, engineered solutions have delivered. We also ask that cross sector, win/win benefits, which ultimately benefit the water customer but may also benefit others, are still considered to be of value to the customer/consumer, even not to them alone. 

We welcome the move to ask companies to quantify their carbon footprint and Ofwat’s acknowledgment of the important role that less energy intensive catchment management/land use management solutions will increasingly play in water resource management.   

We feel that an inclusive debate about the ‘real cost of water’ is still to be had and that Ofwat should be leading the way on this.

In addition we would like to draw your attention to the South West region as a special case, where water bills are far higher than other parts of the country but where household incomes are way below average. This situation needs to be addressed.

Key issues

1. Alternative Draft Business Plans

We support the move to allow companies to submit Alternative Draft Business Plans in August 2008 along with their Draft Business Plans. These should be used by companies to think more radically/outside the box whilst ensuring that evolving ideas offer greater overall cost benefits.

2. Keeping bills stable over the long term

Reducing uncertainty and minimising fluctuations in the level of customer water bills over the long term is essential. Since uncertainties both in terms of climate change impacts and in terms of legislative requirements have the potential to impact during the period 2010-2015 and beyond, all effort must be made to minimise the impact of these uncertainties at as early a stage as possible. Decisions made today must take into account possibilities of the future i.e. if future problems can be avoided by taking action now, for example by creating capacity headroom, or investing in SUDS etc this should be done.

Billing on volumes of water used, via metering should continue to be encouraged.

3. Carbon footprint

SAS welcome the move to encourage the industry to become more aware of its carbon impact and to quantify individual company carbon footprints. We hope that this will encourage more efficient operation of assets, control of leakage etc as well as further exploration of renewable energy generation, both directly via CHP etc or indirectly via sludge application to land growing biomass crops.

However SAS do not wish to see the drive to reduce carbon impact being used as a get out clause to reduce the level of treatment at sewage treatment works even outside the bathing season (when many watersports as more heavily practised). 

Recently Northumbrian Water applied to the Environment Agency to turn-off the UV disinfection (full) sewage treatment process outside the ‘bathing season’ at 6 sewage treatment works in the North East (Howdon, Hendon, Seaton Carew, Billingham, Bran Sands and Marske). SAS objected to this on the grounds that water quality would be reduced, and risk of water users contracting a sewage related illness would therefore be increased.

The proposal caused SAS and the surf community huge concern, as many surf breaks would have seen a reduction in water quality if the UV disinfection process was turned off from September to May. 

SAS believe that there are other energy saving/energy generating steps companies should consider. For instance treating water to a potable level and supplying it to customers is also an energy intensive process. Treated water that escapes through leaks is a significant waste of energy. If Northumbrian Water fixed all of its leaks, it could reduce its CO2 emissions dramatically and without turning off UV for the winter.

SAS believe that all water companies can become more energy efficient whilst maintaining good environmental water quality.

SAS positively encourage the development of low energy, catchment management measures to improve the quality of raw water entering drinking water treatment works, the employment of SUDS to minimise the impact of a change in the nature and volume of influent to works, the use of land use measures such as wetlands to store water within the environment– upstream solutions to minimise the need for expensive upgrades (both in terms of energy and finance) to assets in the future. However, at the same time it is essential that existing assets are maintained to ensure operation to full potential and that existing treatment levels for sewage discharges are upheld.

4. Delivering best value for customers and the environment over the long term

We are concerned that delivering the best value for customers and the environment over the longer term, may not be easily demonstrated over the shorter term, particularly if the focus remains strongly fixed on the most basic definition of the Polluter Pays. Whilst SAS agree that the polluter should pay, there are currently grey areas where it is unclear as to who should pay for what. For example change of an upstream practise by a farmer could benefit downstream users of water by enhancing raw water quality or helping to control the flow of influent into a works. The end user will benefit from the change of practise, but it is the farmer who is making the changes (even if he may also benefit from making this move). Whilst it is uncertain who will pay for land use changes to take place there is likely to be limited uptake of this type of approach which ‘makes sense’ in theory, but which needs hard facts and figures in order to determine whether or not it delivers best value over the longer term. We fully support the demand by Ofwat for companies to clearly demonstrate that the benefits of each investment proposal in their quality enhancement programme exceeds the costs, but we are concerned that in practice at least in the short term this may produce very limited results on which to act and therefore to start delivering real long term solutions. There is a degree of uncertainty that does not fit with Ofwat’s tight approach to demonstrating cost/benefits.

5. Catchment Management combined with Asset Management

The considerable investment in assets since privatisation must now be supported by a level of investment in maintenance that ensures that assets can cope with the demands placed on them now and into the future. With a shift towards a more upstream approach as demanded by legislation, the impacts of climate change and the need to be more sustainable, there will in the future be less emphasis on new capital assets (which should in theory mean fewer new assets to manage, less risk of asset failure and therefore be viewed as a positive) and a shift towards more low energy, catchment management solutions. If correctly managed and maintained now, investing to create headroom both by enhancing existing assets and controlling upstream flows through land use management etc it is less likely that we will need expensive, reactive upgrades to existing assets in the future.

6. The Water Framework Directive

Ofwat have identified the need for each company to discuss the requirements of the WFD with the EA and other stakeholders so that draft business plans take account of these requirements. A number of companies are already working closely with stakeholders to identify existing or potential activities that may help to demonstrate the cost/benefit case for investment proposals but the urgency of taking this type of approach should be stressed to those companies who are not taking such a proactive approach at this time. Stakeholder engagement will be key in the delivery not only of WFD objectives but also in the development of a more sustainable water industry.

SAS are concerned that Ofwat appear only to support land management measures to enhance raw water quality if the chosen activity takes place on land owned by the water company. This is restrictive in the extreme and would mean it could be extremely hard to demonstrate results of any land use/water management measures taken. A stretch of river may wind in and out of water company land, yet in order to impact positively on raw water quality the land alongside the entire stretch may require employment of a land use measure in order to enhance raw water quality.

7. Sewer flooding

SAS are keen to see measures to mitigate sewer flooding that go beyond increasing capacity and look to the land and land use measures such as wetland or forest creation or SUDS to slow down flows and enhance the natural storage capacity of the environment.

8. Encouraging the water consumer to take action

Water consumers should be encouraged to reduce water consumption both in the home and in businesses. Water companies should have the funds available to promote water efficiency and to fit water efficient devices. Further funds should be made available for companies to carry out educational programmes to increase awareness of measures that can be taken to reduce pollution from diffuse urban pollution (from sources such as oils, chemicals, fats etc). 
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