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This document covers the following:

• Foreword
• Introduction
• What is a Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan?
• Our region 
• Where are we now?
• What could the future look like? 
• What have you told us?
• What do we want to achieve?
• Our investment priorities
• Next steps.

Bringing water to life – supporting 
the lives of people and the places 
they love for generations to come. 
As a responsible business and one of the largest employers in the 
Great South West, we recognise it’s not just what we do, but why we 
exist, that can make the biggest societal difference to the lives of 
customers and the communities we serve. 

At its heart, the DWMP is a plan for the environment, its sets out how 
we will minimise the risk of sewer floods to homes and businesses, 
how we will meet and improve environmental standards at our 
wastewater treatment works, and how we will reduce damage to the 
environment, protecting human health.

And it’s also more than this. 

By collaborating, we can also support our region’s economic health, 
the wellbeing of those who live, work in and visit our region, and create 
more green and blue spaces for future generations to come.
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FOREWORD
I’m pleased to be able to share our draft Drainage 
and Wastewater Management Plan.

A first for our region, our aim is to set out how we will evolve our water 
recycling system into one that future generations can be proud of and will:

1. Protect people, homes and businesses from flooding

2. Support tourism and the long-term economic health of the region

3. Increase the use of nature-based solutions, innovating to protect our 
unique environment and reducing our carbon footprint

4. Eradicate pollutions and the damage caused by plastics, fats and  
wet-wipes for the long-term benefit of all.

Additionally, in co-creating a 25-year plan for the South West, we aim to unite 
communities and stakeholders to work together to address the challenges 
we face from a rapidly changing climate, population growth and increasing 
tourism, and in protecting the health of people and the environment for 
generations to come.

Each and every day, South West Water’s role is effectively to be a water 
recycling system for the region. We take in rainwater which falls from the skies 
and wastewater draining from our homes and businesses, we treat it to make it 
safe for all, and we release it back into the environment where it travels to the 
sea and the cycle repeats. 

Our services have to flex to accommodate a population of 1.7million residents 
and 10 million visitors each year, and through the pandemic we saw our 
resident population swell, 20-25 years ahead of forecasted levels. Everywhere 
you look in the South West, we are surrounded by water, be it coasts, rivers, 
reservoirs, lakes or ponds. Our 860 miles of coastline requires significant 
investment to protect it, and our system regularly has to cope with around 25% 
more wastewater and rainwater than it did fifteen years ago.

As each decade goes by, we witness increasing amounts of surface water, new 
roads and driveways, and a changing landscape with urban areas expanded. 
We know the South West is also vulnerable to climate change, and adjacency 
to the western approaches of the Atlantic Ocean, exposing the area to impacts 
from rising sea levels and storm intensity.

Our landscape and topography of hills and valleys also means that water 
can move relatively quickly into our system, with the potential to overload. 
Our teams are regularly removing over 450 tonnes of rag from our sewers, 
equivalent to 30 double decker buses, and each time we flush a wet wipe 
or pour cooking oil down the sink, the end result is the risk of a pollution 
of some sort.
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As we install technology and learn more from our monitors, the more 
we discover about the limitations of the Victorian sewage system in 
our region and the reliance on safety valves in the network, it’s clear 
we need to evolve our water recycling and sewerage system into one 
that future generations can be proud of. 

We are determined to make the South West resilient to the increased 
risks of drought and flood, to support sustainable economic and 
tourism growth, and to protect our environment through the 
use of increased nature-based solutions, whilst reducing our 
carbon footprint.

We can’t do this alone. We know this because we have been working 
and engaging with communities and partners over the past two 
years, who share our passion and recognise that by working together, 
we can deliver a best value solution for our beautiful region.

Meeting these challenges and expectations will involve a step 
change in investment. 

Our work to date has identified that we will need an additional 
removal of 1,470 hectares of surface water, the installation of 
510,000m3 of additional storage, the equivalent of 204 Olympic-sized 
swimming pools and upgrades to over 3,000km of sewers and 112 
wastewater treatment works. We have considered how we will do this 
in a way that is sustainable, affordable and increases the protection 
of the environment.

We want to make sure that this is a plan that delivers for everyone, 
and that future generations can be proud of. Please do take this 
opportunity to respond to this draft version, and have your say.

Susan Davy  
Chief Executive Officer

 HAVE 

YOUR 
SAY!

In publishing this document, we 
want to continue a conversation 
about what is important to you and 
encourage further opportunities to 
partner and innovate. 

We are especially keen to hear your 
views on the following: 

1. How do we get the right balance 
of nature-based solutions 
and partnership working?

2. Have we got the right balance 
between prioritisation and  
pace of change?

3. How can we better protect our 
networks from external factors 
such as ‘unflushables’? 

Visit www.southwestwater.
co.uk/dwmp to find out more.
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We all use and rely on water every day, with most 
of the water we use ending up in our wastewater 
network, along with the rainwater that falls on roofs 
and roads that has nowhere else to go. How we 
manage this network affects the lives of people and 
the environment across the region. We take this 
responsibility very seriously. 

The South West is beautiful, there’s nowhere else quite like it. Everywhere 
you look, we are surrounded by water, be it coastal, rivers, reservoirs or lakes. 
We have two National Parks and nine Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
There is plenty of places to enjoy the abundant natural beauty and wealth of 
species and habitats. Recognising this, millions of tourists flock down here every 
year to enjoy everything the South West has to offer.

This strong, healthy environment has been a great leveller for the region – 
freely accessible water, moorland and forestry contribute to wellbeing, support 
resilient and cohesive communities, and benefit society as a whole. This is 
important as the south west suffers from high levels of low skill, low pay 
employment and a growing skills gap. As we invest for the future, we need to 
recognise that the south west is set apart from the rest of the UK.

This means we need to manage our region’s wastewater carefully. We inherited 
an outdated system that today is at odds with environmental ambition for 
the region. The landscape and topography of hills and valleys means that 
water moves relatively quickly into our system. Coupled with relatively poor 
connectivity for transport and digital infrastructure, managing our wastewater 
network is a challenging operation compared to most of England. We are on a 
journey to modernise and transform, as we continue to invest to take away and 
treat sewage across our remote communities. Last year, for the first time, 100% 
of bathing waters met environmental standards, with 98% at good or excellent, 
compared to 29% in 1991. 

But what is being demanded of our networks is changing. We have seen a 20% 
increase in the population in the region in the last 30 years. And there has been 
a 50% increase in tourism and 25% extra flows into our treatment works over 
last 15 years. Each day over 200,000 wet wipes find their way into our systems 
– enough to fill 30 double decker buses a year. These cause havoc in the 
system, especially when they mix with fats and greases to form solid rock-like 
formations called “fatbergs” – ultimately causing thousands of blockages a year, 
which in turn can cause pollution and flooding. And with the pandemic, we have 
seen a shift in the number of people wanting to live and work in the region – in 
line with the official population growth figures of the next 20-25 years. 

 

INTRODUCTION
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Moreover, our environment is changing. We’re dealing with the impacts of climate change and 
increasing extremes in our weather and for us, rises in sea levels. Also, as the population grows, 
there are more houses, driveways and roads. This means ever more waters that we need to take 
away from homes and businesses, and ever more threats for our assets to cope with.

So, whilst we have invested heavily over the last thirty years, without further intervention our 
wastewater networks risk failing to deliver resilient and effective services. That is why we have 
been working with our customers and stakeholders to develop our future plan.

Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan – or DWMP – are for the period 2025 to 2050. DWMPs 
are new for the sector and an industry developed framework with a strong focus on nature-based 
solutions and partnership working has been developed to guide their production. The role of the 
DWMPs is to manage flooding risk whilst taking a more holistic view of environmental performance.

For us this means ensuring we can continue our recycling processes effectively. Our role is to 
collect wastewater from our homes and businesses once used along with the rain that falls and has 
nowhere to go, to treat it to make it safe to release it back into the environment – where it travels 
to the sea and the cycle repeats. But the key challenges we face, such as climate change, have the 
potential to disrupt this recycling process, impacting on drainage and treatment, causing flooding 
and pollution. 

So an important part of our plans is to build on existing stakeholder relationships, clarifying 
responsibilities across flood risk and environmental agencies, and promoting a better general 
understanding of drainage and flooding issues.

This document is our draft DWMP. This reflects customer insight, our consultation to date with 
key stakeholders and flood risk management agencies, and the legal targets being proposed by 
government to protect rivers and seas.

Meeting these challenges and expectations will involve a step change in investment. We estimate 
we will need to invest as much in the future as we have in the past. As we look to 2050, we 
will need an additional removal of 1,470 hectares of surface water, installation of 510,000m3 of 
additional storage, and upgrades to over 3,000km of sewers and 110 wastewater treatment works.

This is a plan for the environment. By publishing this document, we want to encourage further 
opportunities to partner and innovate. But affordability of bills is of paramount importance, so we 
hope to also encourage debate around how we can ensure progressive, affordable bills for all – 
so we can fund the environment we all want to see without anyone worrying about how they will 
pay their bill.

Our DWMP is a living plan, and we will continue to measure and update the change in risks and 
performance over time to ensure that our services remain resilient. By listening to our customers 
and stakeholders, we know we can reflect their feedback and deliver a final plan due March 2023 
that delivers for the region.
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“ Doing nothing to address and 
manage the pressures facing our 
wastewater system over the next 
25 years is not an option.”

Introduction continued
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WHAT IS A 

DRAINAGE AND 
WASTEWATER 

MANAGEMENT 
PLAN?

A Drainage and Wastewater 
Management Plan – or DWMP – outlines 
how we plan to approach and manage 
sewerage and wastewater over the next 
25 years. 
To develop the plan we have followed a number of key steps set out in a 
technical framework developed by the industry and endorsed by regulators. 

• Firstly, we have collated all the available information about our current 
performance across the region to ensure we fully understand how we’re 
doing now. Whilst we’re performing well on many aspects of our work, 
it’s clear there are things we can continue to improve. 

• Secondly, we have considered some of the key challenges facing our 
region over the next 25 years and beyond which are most likely to 
impact on how rainwater and wastewater is managed in the future. 
These challenges include climate change, population growth and urban 
development, the combined effects of which will increase the amount of 
rain and wastewater needing management and sea level rises will present 
new challenges for the way in which we manage wastewater as many of 
our assets are located on the coast. 

• Thirdly, we have modelled some scenarios and analysed options to predict 
the range of actions and interventions that we might put in place in each 
part of our region over the next 25 years. 

• In parallel, we have taken into account the views of our customers and 
stakeholders who want us to minimise the impact of our work on the 
environment, keep bills reasonable whilst maintaining service levels. To 
ensure this is a best value plan we have explored how nature can help 
solve some of the wastewater management challenges that we face. 

The DWMP is based on a clear and transparent planning approach that is 
adaptable and responsive to change and will provide a focus for effective 
engagement with customers and stakeholders on our levels of service, 
environmental performance and resilience, now and for the future. 
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Location Description Responsibility

Surface 
runoff / Land 
drainage

Landowners are responsible for their 
land drainage and should not cause 
problems for neighbours

• Lead Local 
Flood Authorities

• Land owners

Highways Surface water on roads, highways and 
pavements, blocked road drains / gullies 
and overgrown verges

• Highways Authorities
• Highways England
• Transport for London

Groundwater Waterlogged ground when water pools 
on the surface

• Lead Local 
Flood Authorities 

• Landowner

Rivers and 
watercourses

Water draining into rivers and streams 
from nearby land

• Lead Local 
Flood Authorities

• Environment Agency 
• Riparian Owners 
• Landowner

Coastal / 
Tidal

Rough seas, high tides or storm 
inundation on lower land

• Local Authorities
• Environment Agency

Surface water 
sewers

Most properties, including flows from 
gutters and roads drain rainfall to public 
sewers. Highway drainage is provided for 
rainfall onto the highway but in reality 
also includes water from fields / other 
properties that finds its way onto the 
highway

• Water and wastewater 
companies

• Local Authorities
• Housing Associations
• Private land owners
• Highway Authorities

Public sewers Sewer flooding from manholes and 
covers

• Water and wastewater 
companies

Private sewers Flooding from cesspits / septic tanks, 
toilets or internal drains

• Homeowner

Partnership working
The roles and responsibilities for 
managing flood risk span many 
organisations. This means that:

• Responsibilities can be split 
between parties

• Differing drivers, objectives, resources 
and funding cycles exist

• Separation of roles can make 
partnership working complicated.

The table opposite illustrates the 
responsibilities for drainage, showing the 
complexity of ownership and why it is 
important we have these plans in place. 
There are many sources of flooding risk, 
and we are responsible for flooding from 
public sewers and share responsibility for 
flooding from surface water sewers.

Strategic planning areas 
We are responsible for providing reliable 
and efficient waste water services for 
customers across a wide area of the 
South West; from the Isles of Scilly, 
throughout Cornwall and Devon, and in 
small areas of Dorset and Somerset. 

The nature of our area, with its dispersed 
population, lengthy coastline and hilly 
topography shapes the way in which we 
operate and plan for the future. 

Each wastewater treatment works in our 
region has an area that it serves – we like 
to call these catchments. We have 653 of 
these. To enable us to focus our planning 
we have split these into 22 larger 
catchments – this means we can manage 
our region as an entire system. It also 
allows collaboration and engagement 
with other risk management agencies 
that have responsibilities for flood and 
river management plans. 

We have an individual plan for each of 
these catchments, as well as our overall 
DWMP. All of these documents can be 
found on our website.

Hayle / 
Lands End

Camborne / 
Redruth

Newquay / 
St Columb

Camel

North Cornwall

Taw /  
Torridge

Fowey /  
Looe

Exe

Fal

Dart

TeignTamar 
(exc wider 
Plymouth)

Torbay

Kingsbridge / 
South Devon

Helston /  
Lizard

Isles 
of Scilly

St Austell

Otter

North 
Devon

Axe / Sid / 
 Lim

Wider  
Plymouth

Yealm /  
Erme
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South West Water is the wastewater 
service provider for Cornwall, Devon, 
parts of Dorset and Somerset and the 
Isles of Scilly.

OUR 

REGION

25
designated 
Shellfish 
Waters 

7
Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty

7,138 km 
of rivers

1  
Ramsar site (wetlands of  
international importance)

1,384 km 
of coastline

34%
of all the designated 

Bathing Waters in 
England

 OUR REGION 

 DID YOU KNOW? 

137
Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest

2,447
local wildlife  
sites

We provide wastewater  
services to approximately

1,100 customers
on St Mary's and Tresco

c. 1.7 million
resident population equivalent  
(over 700,000 customers) and

up to 10 million 
visitors to our area each year

St Mary’s

St Martin’s

Isles of Scilly

Menagwins

Newquay

Camborne
Newham

Falmouth

Par

Hayle
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c. 19,000 km 
sewerage network 

653  
wastewater 
treatment works 
– using a diverse range of  
processes and technologies 

Provision of ultra violet disinfection or membrane filtration at 

more than 65 wastewater sites 
to protect Bathing and Shellfish Waters to the highest standards

1,223  
wastewater  

pumping stations
– to move wastewater through our 

network and on to treatment works 

 OUR NETWORK 

 DID YOU KNOW? 

1,000 mm 
average rainfall per year 

compared to the UK average 
of 885mm – we expect 13%  

more rainfall by 2050

Marsh Mills

Tiverton

Ashford

RadfordPlymouth
Camels Head

Ernesettle

Buckland

Countess Wear

Cornborough

Brokenbury

Maer Lane

Dawlish

Wastewater treatment works

Shellfish Waters

Bathing Waters

Rivers

Blue Flag beaches

National parks

Biosphere reserve
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To be able to measure the effectiveness 
of our DWMP we need to look at how we 
are performing now, and what we need 
to do to improve this position. 
Our DWMP ensures we can continue our water recycling processes effectively. 
Our role is to collect wastewater from our homes and businesses once used, 
along with the rain that falls and has nowhere else to go, to treat it to make it 
safe to release it back into the environment – where it travels to the sea and 
the cycle repeats. 

When this works as intended – homes, businesses, rivers and sea are all 
protected; only rainwater that cannot drain naturally goes into our sewers 
alongside wastewater to be transported to wastewater treatment works to be 
treated to high standards before being safely returned to rivers and seas. 

So, an important part of our DWMP is understanding how we are progressing 
against this standard, so we can understand what we need to do to next to 
continue to improve this position.

We know that in the last thirty years, we have made progress in improving 
the recycling process. There has been significant investment in infrastructure 
and partnership work, with our ‘Clean Sweep’ investment resolving the legacy 
practice of discharging untreated raw sewage into the sea, and which has 
delivered some of the best bathing waters in Europe. There has also been 
investment to drive the risk of sewer flooding to historic low and industry 
leading levels. 

Our business plan for 2020-25 continues to provide improvements in bathing 
water quality, sewer flooding, sewer blockages and collapses, risk of sewer 
flooding in a storm, and biodiversity measures. Whilst we are on or ahead of 
target on c. 80% of our wastewater performance commitments, we are also 
aware that reducing pollution incidents and storm overflows is a key area of 
focus for our plans.

Sewer flooding
We know that sewerage flooding into customers' homes and businesses is 
distressing. We work hard to ensure that this doesn’t happen. We have driven 
levels of sewer flooding to historic lows – in fact, our performance in this area 
is industry leading.

Internal sewer flooding (number of incidents)

2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22

100

200

300

400

500

0

 DID YOU KNOW? 

WHERE 

ARE WE 
NOW?

We have had a 

85% reduction
in internal sewer 
flooding in the last 10 
years – industry-leading 
performance!

We have more than 
halved

the number of external 
sewer flooding incidents 

– performing better 
than target in the  

last 10 years
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External sewer flooding (number of incidents)

2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22
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2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

0

Despite serving 1.7 million residents and an increasing number of visitors every year, 
we now experience less than 100 internal sewer floodings per year, and the risk of 
homes and business properties being affected by sewer flooding during very severe 
weather is also declining, and currently only around 10% of the 650 catchments in 
our region are at risk of flooding in a severe storm. 

Pollution incidents
Although we have pollution incidents in our region, they are not always harmful to 
our rivers and seas.

In the South West Water region, those incidents that cause the greatest harm 
(Category 1) are infrequent and we have only had one incident in the last four 
years. There are some incidents (Category 2) that may result in a risk of, or 
temporarily closing a bathing water. Within our region these occur only a few times 
per year. The Final category of incidents (Category 3) are those which cause little 
or no harm but may be visible to the public, e.g. an escape from a manhole. 

Whilst in the last year we have made progress in reducing the number of pollution 
incidents that we cause, we know there is more we need to do. So, driving down the 
number of pollution incidents from our assets is a key focus area for us. 

Cat 1-3 Pollutions (number per 10,000km network)

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

200

150

100

50

300

250

0

You can find out more 
about how we are reducing 

the number of pollution 
incidents here.

Pollution Incident 
Reduction Plan

Annual Review 2021

southwestwater.co.uk
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Storm overflows
Storm overflows are designed to release excess storm 
water in to rivers and seas when a prolonged rainfall 
occurs and more water enters our sewers than we are 
able to safely treat. This helps prevent the risk of sewage 
backing up, preventing homes and public spaces being 
flooded by allowing a controlled release. We use tanks to 
store as much dilute sewage before it is released back 
into the environment. 

Storm overflows have been an important topic of debate 
in recent months, with an EAC inquiry into river quality 
as well as a Defra consultation on storm overflow targets 
– seeking to minimise the impact on the environment. 
We are installing monitors at all of our storm overflow 
locations, which measure how many spills and for 
how long. 

We are also undertaking investigations for all locations 
that spill more than 40 times a year. These investigations 
will help us to put plans in place to address all ecological 
impacts from storm overflow spills and support the 
government’s aim of ensuring clean and plentiful water. 

We have recently announced our WaterFit plans which 
focus on delivering a step change in storm overflow spills, 
reducing them to an average of 20 a year, especially at 
bathing water beaches and environmentally sensitive 
areas where we will go even lower, no more than 10 per 
year because we know how important they are to our 
communities, stakeholders and businesses. 

To deliver this, we will upgrade assets and increase 
storage at wastewater treatment works, pumping 
stations and network overflows across the region, as well 
as identifying ways to reduce surface water flows and 
groundwater infiltration into the wastewater network.

Our DWMP investment will ensure that this step change 
in storm overflow reductions will be resilient to the 
impacts of climate change and will support delivery of 
the government’s targets on storm overflows, which are 
currently under consultation.

River and coastal water quality
Without investment, the benefits of our WaterFit 
investment will be reversed, and storm overflow spills will 
return to earlier levels. Defra is consulting on targets for 
improving storm overflow performance, with a target of 
10 spills per year per location the expected target. 

Public awareness of the health of our rivers and 
waterways has risen recently and we are committed 
to reducing our impact on rivers. To understand the 
factors impacting on the health of our rivers, we use the 
Environment Agency’s measures of river health, known 
as the Reasons for Not Achieving Good Ecological Status 
(RNAGs). As set out in the diagram below, over 40% of 
the reasons for not achieving ‘good status’ in our region 
are due to agriculture and rural land use management 
and 19% to water company operations. We are on track 
to reduce this to 12% by 2025 through our investment in 
wastewater treatment process upgrades. 

Reasons for not achieving ‘Good’ status  
in the South West Water area

46%
Agriculture  

and rural land 
management

19%
Water 

industry

 Mining & quarrying
 Sector under investigation
 Urban transport
 Other

 Industry
 Flood protection
  Domestic general public
 No sector responsible

Source: EA data

We have 860 miles of coastline and 150 designated 
coastal bathing waters. We are really pleased that our 
investments in 2021 meant that we achieved 100% of 
bathing waters meeting standards, with 98% achieving 
good or excellent quality! Performance for these 
standards is measured during the bathing water season, 
from May to September, but we know that our customers 
and visitors want to enjoy bathing all year round, and we 
are committed to making sure they can.

In 2021 we achieved

100%
of bathing waters 
meeting standards
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DWMPs build on our long-established 
business planning processes, ensuring we 
can plan for the future challenges and 
mitigate demands placed on our systems. 
DWMPs are required to look at one specific set of risks that impacts all water 
companies in a consistent way, namely how to prevent sewers and treatment 
works from getting overloaded due to increased rainfall and growth, whilst 
continuing to protect the environment. All companies are facing these future 
risks and a consistent framework allows for comparisons. 

DWMPs do allow for other bespoke risks that each water company faces to 
be explored as needed, and for us that is wider climate change such as the 
impacts of sea level rises, coastal erosion and storm surges on our assets and 
our communities, as well as the desire to continue to raise standards in line 
with customer and stakeholder views. 

Without taking action and planning for the future now, modelling shows the 
following risks:

• The effects of climate change, urbanisation, and population growth could 
put homes, businesses and our infrastructure at risk.

• The greatest impacts are likely to be in urban areas that are close to 
waterways (in our region these are areas such as Plymouth, Exeter, and 
Truro) and as a result of coastal erosion, both of which mean that some 
of our sewage works and many of our sewage pumping stations could be 
overwhelmed. This would include some of our significant treatment works in 
areas such as Countess Wear in Exeter, Hayle and Falmouth in Cornwall and 
Ernesettle, Marsh Mills and Camels Head in Plymouth, which together serve 
a population of over 400,000 people.

This part of our DWMP is focused on maintaining or improving service in the 
following three common performance areas: 

WHAT 
COULD THE 

FUTURE 
LOOK 
LIKE?

Flooding risk
Without investment, across the 
South West region a further 10% 
of catchments become at risk of 
sewerage flooding in a severe storm 
by 2050.

Wastewater treatment  
works compliance
We need to maintain our high levels 
of WWTW compliance (c.  100%) 
to meet legal obligations and 
protect the environment. Without 
investment 112 are at risk by 2050.

Storm overflows
Without investment, the benefits 
of our WaterFit investment will be 
reversed, and storm overflow spills 
will return to earlier levels, affecting 
bathing waters and rivers.

Defra will also be setting targets for 
reducing storm overflows – this is 
anticipated to be no more than 10 
spills per location. We would also be 
in breach of these guidelines if we 
did not invest.
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Customers and stakeholders have  
an important role in shaping our plans, 
including our DWMP. 
We want to know what customers and stakeholders think about current and future 
risks, and the actions we all need to take to protect their homes, businesses and 
the environment. 

We regularly engage with customers and stakeholders to understand their views 
and priorities. We do this to support service improvements in our business-as-
usual activities, and to inform our business planning, and other initiatives such as 
our Green Recovery and WaterFit plans. 

Building on our ongoing engagement activities, we have also conducted specific 
focus groups with customers and discussions and workshops with stakeholders 
including environmental NGOs, Local Authorities and the Environment Agency. 
These will support the development of this emerging plan and will continue to do 
so as we collaborate on the delivery of the DWMP.

Customer views 
Customers have told us that wastewater related issues are a high priority for 
future investment. Climate change and the environment are the most significant 
pressures we face, requiring transformational change and a quarter of our 
customers view population and housing growth as a significant issue for the 
region. Recent tracking surveys tell us that customers are placing more emphasis 
on green investment measures to protect and enhance the environment and 
develop the economy. 

WHAT 
HAVE  

YOU 
TOLD 

US?

“ If you look at population graphs, 
the increase over the past 20 years 
is ridiculous, and the existing 
pipes they’re Victorian, so they’re 
not designed to handle as much 
waste as they do.”
SWW customer, Male, 
C2DE, Aged 18-45

“ I think we’re going 
to have to expect 
an increase if we 
want these things 
done to support the 
environment.”
SWW customer, Female, 
SEG ABC1, Aged 46+

“ Storm overflows 
that are specifically 
effective, in places 
like beaches need 
priority rather than 
something across all 
of the overflows.”
SWW customer, Female, 
SEG C2DE, Aged 46+

“ There’s a network of 
antiquated towns and 
historic villages which 
weren’t set up for the 
boom in house building 
that’s been going on.”
SWW customer, Female, 
SEG C1C2, Aged 31-55
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One of the most important areas for our customers is 
managing risk to protect the environment and homes 
from sewer flooding, particularly where this happens 
more than once. Whilst there is recognition that we 
have a good performance on internal sewer flooding 
compared to other companies, and it is likely that internal 
sewer flooding can never be completely eradicated, 
repeat events and increases in risk levels overall are 
completely unacceptable. 

We have engaged with customers to understand their 
views on storm overflows. Customers want us to reduce 
spills but accept that storm overflows may still need 
to be used during periods of heavy rainfall. Defra are 
consulting on setting storm overflow targets of no more 
than 10 spills per location, no ecological harm to rivers 
from overflows, and no public harm from overflows. 
Given the costs associated with meeting these targets 
our customers want us to take a targeted approach with 
investment focused on those overflows which cause 
the greatest impact and for us to prioritise beaches 
over rivers. They have confirmed that the journey we 
have started with WaterFit to address public health and 
ecological impacts are what matters most to them. 

Customers are also keen for us to explore and trial 
alternatives to hard engineered solutions. This would 
include Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems and 
evolving our Upstream Thinking approach which delivers 
catchment management solutions in collaboration with 
delivery partners and landowners. 

Customers tell us that modest increases in bills (up 
to £50 a year) to pay for a range of environmental 
improvements as we look to deliver transformational 
change required is acceptable, but affordability remains a 
top priority. The needs of people that struggle to pay their 
bills remains of paramount importance for all customers. 

Stakeholder views 
We know that our stakeholders are important not only 
to the development of our DWMP, but also key to 
the success of its delivery through partnerships and 
collaborative working. 

We have engaged with marine, coastal and land-based 
forums and partnerships, along with key public, private 
and third sector organisations working across the region 
to understand the projects and initiatives which they are 
developing and where we might work together. We have 
asked our stakeholders to explain their priorities to us 
so we can further develop our mutual understanding of 
where our priorities align, which enables us to identify and 
co-create further opportunities for collaboration to deliver 
the DWMP. 

We have drawn from the extensive engagement activities 
which informed our WaterFit plans for healthy rivers 
and seas, where we engaged at the place-based level 
with Members of Parliament, Town and Parish Councils 
and organised over 150 community outreach events 
across the region to understand local issues from a 
grass-roots perspective. 

The feedback received from the programme of 
engagement has shaped our detailed plans at the 
regional and local levels and will support further 
discussion regarding future collaboration during the 
consultation period. Feedback included:

• Our stakeholders understand how important it is for 
the DWMP to align with, and reinforce, the priorities 
of the strategic and local delivery plans that other 
organisations work to, such as; Flood Risk Management 
Plans, River Basin Management Plans, Climate Change 
Risk Assessments, Local Nature Recovery Strategies, 
and Local Plans. 

• A strong support for commitments on coastal bathing 
waters and reducing spills from storm overflows. 

• Concern with the impact of rising sea levels on 
infrastructure given the maritime nature of our region 
and the proximity of some of our assets to the coast. 

• Keen for the use of nature-based solutions in tackling 
the wastewater and drainage challenges. 

• A willingness to be involved as delivery partners in any 
new catchment management schemes building on the 
success of our Upstream Thinking approach, which also 
has the potential for attracting public and private funds, 
potentially reducing future pressures on customer bills.
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We know that our customers and 
stakeholders want our future 
performance to improve our impact 
on the environment. 
We also know that maintaining this performance, including the changes 
committed to in our WaterFit plan, will require additional investment 
as future pressures considerably increase demands on our wastewater 
system and in light of the particular challenges faced by the geography 
and coastal nature of the South West.

As well as keeping our assets in good health and responding to the 
three common performance objectives for 2050 set for all Water 
Companies, we are also going further by committing to additional 
objectives of raising standards to support wider public benefits across 
the region and taking action to respond to the wider impacts of climate 
change. Delivering solutions to achieve these objectives will require 
innovation and collaboration with partners and customers, including 
some that may be costly and complex to deliver.

WHAT DO WE  
WANT TO 

ACHIEVE?

We are also adding  
our own objectives  
to raise standards and  
tackle the impacts  
of climate change

We will raise our wastewater 
treatment standards to further protect 
the environment. 
This supports sustainable growth as 
reducing pollutants in wastewater 
discharges is one way to unlock 
development that is restricted in order to 
protect rivers.

We will continue to mitigate the 
challenges that climate change brings 
to the region, including the impacts 
of sea level rises, coastal erosion 
and storm surges on our assets and 
our communities.

Raising standards Tackling impacts of climate change

Along with prioritising  
the common objectives  
set for all Water  
Companies… 

Objective 1
Maintain  
flood risk

We will minimise the 
impact of flooding by 
maintaining the risk of 
catchments flooding in a 
severe storm – keeping 
incidents each year to 
low numbers

Objective 2
Maintain  
compliance

We will continue to target 
100% compliance with 
our current wastewater 
treatment works 
environmental permits

We will aim to comply 
with Defra’s guidelines 
of no more than 10 spills 
by 2050 – removing 
those potentially causing 
harm and discharging 
to bathing waters in 
the early stages of 
the programme

Objective 3
Improve storm  
overflow performance
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The DWMP sets out a full range of interventions that we are considering using across the different areas in order 
to manage future risks. These interventions include complicated and technical solutions such as water separation 
schemes, as well as options working with partners to co-deliver actions, such as nature-based solutions which provide 
wider benefits to the public and the environment, although these can take more time to deliver. 

 

• Investing in our existing asset base – examples of actions we might take 
include sewer cleansing and clearing to remove and prevent blockages; 
sewer relining and replacement (to prevent rainwater getting into the 
sewer); pumping station maintenance and upgrading treating capacity at 
wastewater treatment works 

• Rethinking how we design and operate our systems – in particular, 
considering new networks and sewers; separating sewers by constructing 
new surface water networks; rationalising smaller treatment works into larger 
units; and introducing smarter networks and monitoring 

• Working with customers – leading behavioural change campaigns, for 
example, Love Your Loo and Think Sink; promoting water efficiency to 
reduce household flows from sinks and toilets into sewers; promoting 
increased use of permeable areas to slow the flow of water into drains

• Collaborating on nature-based solutions – working in partnership 
to deliver sustainable drainage solutions (surface water separation and 
natural drainage) and expanding our catchment management activity with 
local landowners.

We want to adopt nature-based solutions as far as possible, as these provide 
a range of benefits for the environment and our customers, but we recognise 
that these can take longer to deliver results than more traditional solutions, 
so we need to identify the right combination of options to deliver best value 
to customers and the environment. We will continue to work with partners to 
deliver collaborative and cost-effective solutions to ensure that our drainage 
and wastewater services are robust and resilient. 

  1
  2

  3

  4

  5

  6

Customer support  1

Surface water  
catchment  2

Wastewater mains  
network  3

Wastewater treatment  
works  4

Sewage sludge /  
bioresources  5

Improved bathing  
and shellfish water  
quality

  6

Examples 
of nature-based 
solutions
• Planting trees and hedges 

to increase water absorption, 
catch rainfall and slow down 
surface water run-off 

• Improving soil cover with 
plants to reduce water 
pollution and run- off 

• Diverting high water flows and 
creating areas to store water 

• Creating leaky barriers to 
slow water flow in streams 
and ditches 

• Restoring salt marshes, 
mudflats and peat bogs 
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Our plan represents a step change in 
investment right across our region, and as 
it develops we will need to consider the 
pace of investment.
We have developed a long term plan and by 2050 we will have: 

• Maintained flooding risk – diverting flows away from sewers and upgrading 
sewers to keep the risk of flooding to homes and businesses at historic low 
levels even with the increased water into the system from increased rainfall and 
population growth 

• Improved storm overflow performance – with no storm overflow causing 
any public health or ecological harm to rivers and seas, and with a maximum of 
10 spills per year in any one location, no matter the weather 

• Raised treatment standards – going further with our works to remove even 
more contaminants from treated sewage so further enhance the health of rivers 
and seas 

• Maintained compliance of our treatment works – ensuring that extra flows 
to treatment works are safely treated to protect the environment 

• Built resilience against wider climate change risks – protecting our assets 
from sea level rises, coastal erosion, and flash flooding.

This plan delivers against government policy, delivers improvements to support 
customers, communities and society, and increases protection of the environment. 

This means by 2050 we will remove around 1,470 hectares of surface water, 
installed an additional 510,000m3 of storage, and upgraded over 3,000km of 
sewers and over 110 wastewater treatment works. We also plan on driving down 
RNAGs relating to storm overflows to zero and address most other RNAGs.

Based on the interventions we expect to make, we estimate a diversified mix of 
investment approaches, tried and tested, nature-based, asset-specific investment 
of £7.4bn to £9.0bn will be required by 2050 over and above our normal asset 
maintenance plans. Of this, c. £2.5bn or 30%, is needed to hold flooding and 
compliance stable over the period 2025 to 2050 in the face of climate change and 
population growth. But the largest component of our plan is related to achieving 
the Government’s proposed targets for reducing storm overflow spills, and we 
estimate this will account for 65% of the investment required for our DWMP. 

We believe this is our best value plan as it meets our regulatory obligations as well 
as really making a difference to the communities that we serve. We haven't wanted 
to be simply driven by the numbers but instead ensure that we are delivering 
change where our customers most need it. 

For example, in Newquay in Cornwall we have a relatively low number of spills from 
storm overflows, however reducing these even further will have a really positive 
impact on a busy tourist area, compared to focusing on a remote area.

Our plan is a multi-party plan – with stakeholders, customers and other flood risk 
management authorities all having a role to play. We see an aspirational 10% of 
our plan delivered through working with partners on nature-based solutions. 

OUR 
INVESTMENT 

PRIORITIES

 DID YOU KNOW? 

510,000m3

of additional storage 
is the equivalent of 
204 Olympic-sized 
swimming pools
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This plan will support the whole of the South West. The benef its of our WaterFit plans 
will be protected as larger urban areas and coastal resorts receive investment – 
meaning this is a plan for the economy and for the environment.

The pace of investment to 2050
In developing our plan – we have set a clear vision 
for 2050. 

The pace of investment over the next 25 years has been 
carefully considered. The sooner we invest, the more 
customers and the environment are protected from 
climate change, but the higher the bill increases can be 
in the short term. The later we invest, the more affordable 
bills are but the risk of meeting targets or protecting 
against climate change and other pressures increases in 
the short term. 

Reflecting the views of customers and stakeholders, 
and the interim targets for storm overflows proposed 
by government, we have sought to profile investment 
relatively evenly over the next 25 years – whilst 
prioritising investments that make the biggest 
difference first. 

Supporting our customers and enhancing 
communities and the environment
We know we need to work hard with our stakeholders, 
regulators and government to look for ways to keep bills 
affordable and will continue to do so in future.

We work hard with our stakeholders, regulators and 
government to look for ways to bring potential bill 
increases down. 

We have a well developed affordability toolkit to support 
customers who struggle to pay their bills, including: social 
tariffs that reduce or cap customer bills (WaterCare and 
WaterSure); a FreshStart fund to support customers 
who are new to debt or struggling to pay their bills due 
to the impact of life changing circumstances; a payment 
matching scheme called ReStart to support customers 
in getting out of debt improving payment habits; and 
WaterCare+ a scheme that provides benefit entitlement 
checks and home efficiency audits as well as tariff 
reviews to ensure that we are supporting customers 
to maximise their income and minimise their bills. 
More information on our support schemes are available 
on our website www.southwestwater.co.uk/bills/ 
need-help-paying-bill/.

In our last business plan our Board pledged to address 
water poverty in our region, with the goal to ensure 
that by 2025 no customers are paying more than 5% 
of their household income on water and sewerage bills. 
Meeting this pledge will deliver affordable bills for all 
our customers five years earlier than the sector wide 
commitment to address water poverty by 2030. We are 
on track to deliver this commitment – currently over 93% 
of households have an affordable bill compared to 87% 
in 2019/20. 

However, the step change of investment required to 
deliver the DWMP, and the estimated bill increases have 
the potential to undo the progress we will have made by 
2025 in driving down water poverty in our region. Without 
progressive water bills many of our customers will again 
find that they have unaffordable bills. 

We will therefore continue to explore ways in which we 
can support our customers with bills, as well as trialling 
and aiming to invest 10% in lower cost nature-based 
solutions. Whilst they can take longer and are less certain 
to deliver results, these types of solutions can be less 
expensive and can attract other sources of funding. 

Examples of nature-based solutions include restoring 
bends in rivers, changing the way land is managed so soil 
can absorb more water. These habitat changes generally 
slow the flow of water across land enabling more insects 
and wildlife to thrive, creating tranquil places close to 
communities which can enhance wellbeing and become a 
focus of community action.
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Looking ahead 
In developing our plan we have ensured that we have had third-party independent 
review and consideration of our approach. Whilst our plan is based on robust 
models and scenarios, there are some areas of uncertainty and change that we will 
keep under review to understand whether, and how, the delivery of the plan needs 
to adapt. 

The biggest factor out of our control is the amount of rainwater and wastewater 
entering into our system across the region. Whilst it is predicted to increase and 
we have modelled the impacts, we may need to adjust our analysis if rainfall is 
significantly higher or lower than predicted when the plan was written. 

Similarly, we will need to maintain an ongoing awareness of the numbers of people 
using our services in the region, residents and visitors alike, along with a close eye 
on the extent to which land in our high risk catchments impacts on the speed and 
quantity of wastewater and rainfall flowing into our system.

We also recognise that we have made quite a precautionary interpretation of the 
potential targets, planning to meet the targets in every location, in every year 
regardless of the cost or weather conditions. More flexibility in our interpretation 
of these targets could result in smaller bill increases for customers. 

We have invited customers and stakeholders for their views on how wastewater 
and rainfall is managed in the places they care about and we will use this insight 
to shape our final plan. We will also build on our engagement we have undertaken 
so far, by setting up local meetings with key stakeholders from our priority or 
high-risk catchments. These will start discussions around any planned stakeholder 
projects which may impact the catchment and help to identify opportunities for 
co-deliver or co-funding of projects.

Another factor where we can expect change is government policy and guidance, 
which will impact both on the delivery of the DWMP and all our other programmes 
of work across the company. The Government’s proposed targets for reducing 
storm overflows are expected to be issued in September and may limit the amount 
of flexibility in timescales for delivery and investment over the 25 year period. 
Importantly, we expect Ofwat’s Price Review 2024 methodology to be published 
soon which, along with the next phase of the Water Industry Natural Environment 
Programme, will reset the foundations and requirements for our next five year 
Business Plan. 

In developing the right profile of investment, we will also give consideration to 
the impacts on our Net Zero targets and ambitions as set out in 'Our Promise 
to the Planet', and how we can find the right balance of solutions that meet the 
requirements of our DWMP and in the lowest carbon way wherever possible. 

As well as ensuring that the infrastructure we use across 
the region to manage increasing amounts of wastewater 
and rainwater is f it for purpose now and the challenges of 
the future, this plan will protect the environment, supporting 
the lives of the people and places they love for generations 
to come.

You can find out more 
about Our Promise to 
the Planet here.

CARBON-BUSTING NET ZERO PLAN

OUR PROMISE TO 
THE PLANET
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Some examples of changes that customers  
can expect to see
Across the region, everyone can expect us to maintain and improve how 
we manage, move and treat the increased amounts of wastewater and 
rainwater entering into our system over the next 25 years, whilst protecting 
the environment. 

In addition… 

You will hear us talking to landowners in areas prone to 
flooding and close to our infrastructure to see if they 
would like to collaborate on a range of land management 
solutions which can help to slow the flow of water into our 
land and in some cases help to treat that surface water 
before it enters our system.

You will notice a reduction in the number of times 
wastewater and rainwater has to be released into 
the sea in order to prevent homes from flooding into 
homes and businesses and will also reduce potential 
harm to people and the environment.

You will see us making improvements 
at these sites to ensure they are well 
maintained and fit for the increased 
amount of rainfall that they need to 
treat and move around the network 
and you may also see some sites 
being improved or relocated as a 
result of sea level rise.

You will see new housing developments including 
different ways of managing wastewater and 
rainwater, sometimes called sustainable urban 
drainage systems, which provide an alternative to 
underground pipes, mimicking natural drainage 
by creating a series of ponds. 

Further examples of our plans for the region are included 
on the map overleaf.

“ I live in 
a town...”

“ I live by the 
sea or near 
a river...”

“ I live in the  
countryside...” “ I live near a  

wastewater 
treatment works 
or pumping station...”

23southwestwater.co.uk

Our investment priorities continued



Investment across our region

Ashford / Barnstaple

Falmouth

Newquay

Population  
served

c. 49,000 people live in the Ashford catchment

Urgent  
risks

• By 2050, 11% of properties could be at risk 
of sewer flooding in a severe storm event, 
compared to 9% at risk now

• 17 storm overflows with an average of 29 
spills each

Our  
plans

Our plans will reduce both the future flood risk 
and will reduce storm overflow spills by removing 
surface water from the network, increasing 
network storage and removing infiltration

Population  
served

c.39,000 people live in the Falmouth catchment

Urgent  
risks

• By 2050, 7% of properties would be at risk of 
flooding in a severe storm

• 23 storm overflows with an average of 19 spills. 
This has fallen from 28 spills in 2018

Our  
plans

Our plans will reduce the number of spills to 2-3 
spills per overflow during the bathing season, to 
protect public health and precious waters.

Population  
served

c. 26,000 people live in the Newquay catchment, 
and it is popular all year round with tourists and 
surfers – this increases the resident population 
by up to 79%!

Urgent  
risks

• Increasing future flood risk, with c.6% of properties 
at risk of flooding in a 1:50 year storm event now, 
rising to c.8% in 2050.

• 9 storm overflows with an average of 19 spills each

Our  
plans

Our plans will reduce both the future flood risk 
and will reduce storm overflow spills by removing 
surface water from the network, increasing 
network storage and removing infiltration.
We will also increase the treatment capacity of 
Newquay wastewater treatment works to treat 
additional wastewater.

2025

Strategic planning areas

2030

Newquay

Falmouth
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Plymouth

Exeter

Population  
served

c. 105,000 people live in the Plymouth 
central catchment

Urgent  
risks

• The wastewater treatment works was 
constructed as part of the Clean Sweep 
programme in the 1990s and is nearing 
the end of its operational life. 

• Plymouth central and three other works 
in the Plymouth area are currently 
at risk from coastal flooding and sea 
level rises

Our  
plans

Our plans will increase resilience to 
coastal flood risk, reduce overflow spills 
and improve bathing water quality. 

Population  
served

c. 163,000 people live in the Exeter catchment

Urgent  
risk

• A new solution needed for wastewater treatment 
as our existing treatment facility at Countess Wear 
is already at risk from flooding due to sea level 
rise and is located partly in a SSSI designated site, 
which makes this site unsuitable to extend further

Our  
plans

Our plans are currently investigating options 
to transfer flows from Countess Wear to a new 
treatment facility, which will be designed with 
the headroom required for future development. 
We will also reduce flood risks in the catchment 
through surface water separation and nature 
based solutions along with significant network 
storage to reduce spills from the 71 overflows.

Ashford

Exeter

Plymouth

25southwestwater.co.uk



To continue the development of our DWMP to deliver a plan that 
provides innovative solutions and best value for our customers 
while protecting the environment and ensuring we meet the future 
pressure on our drainage and wastewater systems, we need to work 
together, and we rely on the active participation of our customers 
and stakeholders. 

We are especially keen to hear your views on the following: 

1.  How do we get the right balance of nature-based solutions 
and partnership working?

2.  Have we got the right balance between prioritisation and  
pace of change?

3.  How can we better protect our networks from external 
factors such as ‘unflushables’?

We will be exploring these themes further with our Customer Panel 
and a new Stakeholder Forum over the coming months. 

Our consultation on our emerging DWMP is open until 22 September 
2022, should you wish to provide feedback you can do so via our 
website www.southwestwater.co.uk/dwmp. 

We will take your feedback and use it to inform our final plan 
which will be published in March 2023.

NEXT 

STEPS
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