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Dear Sir 

OFWAT THAMES WATER lOoK CONSULTATION 

I write in response to your consultation on the application by Thames Water Utilities (TWU) for 
an increase in waste water charges. 

New Ash Green Village Association is a not-for-profit land management company established 
to hold 'amenity land' within the village on behalf of residents, to maintain that land and to 
represent the interests of village residents. The village consists of about 2,200 units (mainly 
houses) and has a population of about 7,000. Maintenance works of all kinds are financed by 
service charges on residents, over and above Council Tax (and for which no rebate provision 
is provided by law). 

The village is a modern 'concept' village and was started in 1967. The site was 'unserviced' 
and the original developer was required to arrange the construction of what would be adopted 
as a public sewer from the edge of the village to the Long Reach sewage plant at Dartford, 
some 7 or 8 miles away. The cost was obviously borne ultimately by first purchasers within 
the purchase price of their house. 

Until October 2011, the entire foul sewage system within the village was owned and 
maintained by villagers as a private sewer system, joining the public sewer at the edge of the 
village envelope. Such major shortcomings of construction as have been identified have been 
remedied at the expense of villagers, through the service charges. I believe it is fair to say 
that a level of expertise has been developed which both provides a good understanding of the 
maintenance of a foul sewer network and the costs involved. It should also be noted that 
TWU has enjoyed the full sewage rate applicable since the time when it became responsible 
for sewage disposal, and has made no rebate for the cost borne by villagers in maintaining 
the extensive private sewer system of the village. Indeed, when an application was made to 
have the private system adopted over 20 years ago, TWU would only accept the system if the 
manhole chambers were brought up to 'current standards'. i.e. the large concrete ring 
structures, rather than the relatively confined brick chambers customary at the time of 
construction. This would have required an investment of several million pounds on the part of 
villagers, so we did not proceed. It is submitted that TWU will make no attempt to change the 
chambers on the New Ash Green system or any other private system which it has been 
required to adopt. 

It is interesting to note that your consultation document states: "For costs related to the impact 
of the transfer of private sewers we are not convinced that Thames Water has fully 
demonstrated that the claimed additional costs it expects to have incurred were likely to be 
attributable to the new obligations or incurred efficiently or prudently . .. 
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Experience in New Ash Green has been that for most of 2011/2, and ongoing, TWU and its 
sub-contractors have denied liability for sewers covered by the transfer. Sub-contractors 
visiting to 'clear' blockages have left denying responsibility, or seeking to charge residents 'up 
front' to clear the blockage. This is despite a considerable amount of time and effort by 
management of this Association, including meetings with local TWU management, to educate 
and train Thames Water personnel on the foul sewer system within the village. (There has 
been an improvement recently, but it is too soon to say whether this is ongoing.) Plans of the 
network have also been provided to TWU, but do not seem to be made available to their sub
contractors, so additional unpaid time is expended by residents in 'holding the hand' of TWU 
contractors. Based upon our experience, it seems that TWU does not understand what it is 
now responsible for managing, so it seems highly likely that it cannot provide credible data to 
support what Uustifiable) additional costs, if any, it is incurring. 

I am pleased to note the rigour applied by Ofwat to some of TWU's more creative claims, 
such as the bad debt provision increase. Perhaps not unrelated to this are issued concerning 
services for which TWU attempts to charge residents but which are not, and cannot, be 
provided. After years of campaigning, Ofwat accepted that where the sewage undertaker did 
not provide surface water drainage, then properties for which other disposal arrangements 
are made (soakaways in the case of New Ash Green) then a 'rebate' was to be allowed. 
Regrettably, TWU insisted on a case by case application, to be made by each property 
owner. Human nature being as it is, not every resident claimed their due. I was to discover 
later that Ofwat has issues a directive concerning properties such as those in New Ash Green 
(all built after 1966 and all discharging foul sewage only, with surface water being disposed of 
by means of soakaways, for which TWU should have been reasonably aware that combined 
sewage was not discharged) should be credited with the rebate automatically. After a year's 
pressure (copy letter attached), the point has been accepted in principle, I understand, but not 
confirmed or implemented. 

This has been compounded by the recent adoption of a combined billing arrangement, where 
the water supply company (South East Water (SEW), formerly Mid Kent Water) issues the bill, 
but merely shows a figure for waste water, without any commentary. i.e. it is not clear whether 
the rebate is being credited or not. The information should be supplied by TWU to SEW, and I 
believe that all relevant information, including the credit or otherwise of the surface water 
rebate, should be shown in the interests of transparency. 

TWU is also charging village residents for 'highway drainage'. This is not the case. All surface 
water falling on paths, roads or other hard landscaping is discharged to soakaway or 'alder 
carr', which is paid for by residents' service charges for the private infrastructure, or by way of 
Council Tax to Kent County Council as highway authority. 

Summarising the foregoing , it seems that TWU is receiving income inappropriately in addition 
to justifiable charges. 

Finally, I believe that it is iniquitous that TWU is seeking to spread the costs of the Thames 
Tideway Tunnel over all of its service users. The need for the tunnel arises from historic 
combined sewage systems, typical of the older parts of London. As stated above, the whole 
of the settlement of New Ash Green passes only foul sewage into the public sewer. The 
village, indeed the whole of Sevenoaks District Council area, has no riparian frontage on the 
Thames. The village, the public sewer serving it and the associated sewage plant are all east 
of the area responsible for producing the combined sewage overflows. It is an accident of 
history that our sewage is now handled by TWU. On the generally accepted principle that 'the 
polluter pays', it is submitted that a surcharge should be paid by those producing 'combined 
sewage discharges' and that those who produce foul sewage only should not be required to 
subsidise other TWU customers. 

Your report identifies what I would describe as 'fluffy accounting' in the matter of how TWU 
treats rental income: "Thames Water also told us that it reports rental income as negative 
operating expenditure rather than as 'other income '. We consider this to be incorrect and 
contrary to existing regulatory accounting guidance." It seems to me that this is symptomatic 
of a culture with in TWU, exemplified not only by the example which you have highlighted, but 
also the reluctance to make the rebates directed by Ofwat and the refusal to recognize that 
highway drainage is not a service provided so should not be subject to a charge on non
beneficiaries. 
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I have raised recently the issue of the spreading of the cost of the Thames Tideway Tunnel 
over the whole of the TWU area with my MP, Michael Fallon, and have just received a 
response through him from Martin 8aggs, CEO of TWU. I am in the process of formulating a 
response to this but I consider that Mr. 8aggs' letter is as vague and as lacking in substance 
as the submissions made to Ofwat by TWU for an uplift in charges to customers. 

I conclude by supporting the general thrust of your findings, but fear that they do not cover the 
kind of issues that I raise, notwithstanding what appears to be a thorough piece of work. I 
believe that whether by intent or otherwise, TWU is overcharging a considerable number of its 
customers (and possibly undercharging others), justifying this by 'administrative convenience'. 
I would press for the application for an increase in charges to be rejected or at least radically 
reduced, as I do not believe that TWU is as effective or efficient as it would choose to 
suggest, and that its refusal to accept that the services provided are not a 'one size fits all', so 
should be charged equally to all customers. 

Yours faithfully ~ 

~. ,.JJ'''''...- ,. ' 
, Alan W L Pett 

Chairman 


