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Bringing water to life – supporting the 
lives of people and the places they love 
for generations to come. 
All water companies have a vital role today and every day, 
providing customers with safe and clean drinking water, with 
the importance this has on health and hygiene – Bringing 
water to life. That’s a given.

We also believe we have a unique role to play in supporting 
the lives of people and the places they love for generations 
to come.  That’s why we exist.

For us, it’s not just about what we do – but how we do it – 
and that’s why we place such importance on living our core 
values daily, operating in the public interest, in the regions 
we support.

This report sets out our Revised Draft Drought Plan 
and how we will manage water supplies during a 
drought. We look forward to hearing your views on our 
proposed approach. 
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 Customers tell us their number one priority is a  
 safe and reliable supply of water.  

In the South West, we have successfully avoided water 
restrictions since the mid 1990s, through a combination 
of careful investment and by managing our precious water 
resources in a responsible way. Bournemouth Water has 
never had to have water restrictions.

Our Water Resources Management Plan published in 2019, and updated 
every five years sets out our strategy for managing supply and demand for 
South West Water and Bournemouth customers for the next 25 years and we 
are proud of our track record in ensuring a safe and continuous public water 
supply for all.  

Droughts are rare and natural events caused by a serious lack of rain over 
several months, and therefore the risk of a severe drought is low.  However, 
the impact of climate change has increased volatility in our weather patterns, 
including global warming, flooding, droughts and heat waves.

It is therefore important that we have clearly set out plans in place to ensure 
we can maintain a supply of clean drinking water to a population of over 2.2 
million people across the South West and Bournemouth, whatever the weather, 
as well as looking after the environment.

Of course, no drought is the same, and the type of actions we would take 
would reflect the particular circumstances.  

The Drought Plan is a key statutory document all Water Companies are legally 
required to have which outlines how we would react to a developing drought, 
the actions we would take, how we would communicate with customers and 
stakeholders, and work with other water companies, to maintain a water supply 
to customers.  

This document is a summary of our full plan which is available on our website.  

OUR 
REVISED 

DRAFT 
DROUGHT  

PLAN

We produce a Drought Plan at least every 5 years. Key updates in this plan are:

 How we will work with other companies in the region

 Illustrated examples of how we would manage a drought

  Updated communications plan building on 2018 and 
2019 dry weather events

  What we would do to avoid the need for severe 
restrictions on water supply such as rota cuts.

WHAT’S NEW  
IN THIS 

DROUGHT 
PLAN
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 DID YOU KNOW? 

 OUR AREA 

1.  
COLLIFORD  
WRZ

2.  
ROADFORD  
WRZ

South West Water provides drinking 
water to a population of 2.2 million 
across Devon, Cornwall and parts 
of Dorset and Somerset, as well as to 
Bournemouth and its surrounding area. 

YOUR 
WATER 

SUPPLY

Predicted to be  
the hottest 
region in the UK 
from 2050 with 
temperatures of
25-30°C

Average rainfall is 
1,000 mm 
per year

90% of the  
water in our area  
is from rivers and 
reservoirs 

Meldon

Isles of  
Scilly

Argal and College

Wistlandpound

Upper Tamar

Crowdy

Siblyback Burrator

Stithians

Drift

Colliford

Roadford

Fernworthy

Venford

Avon

Strategic river source intake

Storage reservoir

Strategic groundwater source
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3.  
WIMBLEBALL 
WRZ

4. 
BOURNEMOUTH 
WRZ

Bournemouth WaterSouth West Water

WATER RESOURCE ZONES 
We divide the region we supply into strategic supply zones,  
known as Water Resource Zones (WRZs).
Three of these zones are principally reliant on a 
large strategic reservoir: Colliford, Roadford and 
Wimbleball. Each strategic reservoir supports 
all the local water sources in that zone. For our 
Bournemouth supply zone we have access to 
two large river sources which are resilient to all 
but extremely severe droughts, beyond anything 
experienced in the past.

Both Wimbleball and Colliford reservoirs are 
additionally protected by having pumped storage 
systems which enable us to pump water back into 
these reservoirs during the winter at times of high 
river flow. These pumped storage systems are 
insurances against natural reservoir refill being 
insufficient during droughts extending from one 
year into the next.

In our Wimbleball WRZ we also have access to 
groundwater sources which are robust, even after 
prolonged periods of low rainfall. 

In recent years we have significantly improved 
the connectivity of our water mains network 
which allows us to move water around the region 
from areas of water availability to those areas 
under stress.

Nevertheless, we need to ensure we are prepared 
for any potential drought and our Plan includes  
what actions we could take as a drought  
progresses. It describes how we would manage  
our water resources and put downward pressure 
on demand to ensure that we can continue to 
supply drinking water.

Longham

Venford

Kennick, 
Tottiford & 
Trenchford

Wimbleball

Otter Valley  
groundwater  
sources

Matchams

Knapp Mill
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Droughts are natural events caused by a serious lack of 
rain over several months. No two droughts are the same 
and they can occur at any time. 
A drought puts pressure on river flows, groundwater levels and the environment, whilst the 
demand for water often increases. Where there is a risk that our customers may suffer a 
reduced level of service, perhaps in the form of restrictions on hosepipe use, this is when 
we would consider invoking our Drought Plan.

WHAT IS A  
DROUGHT

By maintaining our water resources carefully, we are able to deliver a high level 
of service for our customers, minimising the likelihood of introducing actions to 
reduce demand or call upon additional sources of supply.

However, like all water companies, South West Water cannot provide unrestricted 
supplies under exceptional circumstances – this would be neither economically viable 
nor environmentally acceptable. Our planned level of service is shown below.

Measures Level of service

Normal operation Not applicable

A major publicity campaign requesting voluntary savings 1 in 10 years

Temporary Use Bans (TUBs) 1 in 20 years

Supply-side Drought Orders or Drought Permits  
(to increase water available from sources)

1 in 20 years

Demand-side Drought Orders restricting on non-essential use 1 in 40 years

Emergency Drought Order – partial supply, rota cuts or standpipes Unacceptable

Our Drought Plan looks to manage resources and demand to meet these levels of service. 

In the following pages we set out the actions we would take to manage a drought to these 
service levels. 

Restrictions to demand are fortunately rare events but if a drought deepens and restrictions 
were needed in line with these service levels, we would communicate these well in advance 
of need,  providing clear information on exactly what will be restricted and any exemptions 
which might apply. The communication plan later in this document shows how we would 
engage with customers and stakeholders. 

We do not consider Emergency Drought Orders as being acceptable to our customers and 
our plans have been developed to ensure they should not be required.

LEVELS OF  
SERVICE

What is a drought continued
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Droughts are unique and it is never possible to 
predict how severe they might become or how long 
they might last. 

RESPONDING  
AS A DROUGHT  
DEVELOPS That is why we have developed this Revised Draft Drought Plan which is flexible and 

adaptable to cope in all circumstances. We would adopt a twin track approach to both 
bring down the demand for water whilst preparing additional sources of supply. The actions 
we take would be determined by the developing severity of the drought. In line with 
Environment Agency guidelines, we categorise droughts by severity into more frequent, 
but less severe droughts (Level 1) through to more significant droughts (Level 2) and very 
severe and deep droughts (Level 3). 

Although we take many factors into account when identifying the transition from one level 
to another, including rainfall and the demand for water, it is principally the storage levels in 
our strategic reservoirs which guides us and triggers the actions needed. 

The following table sets out a high level summary of the measures we would take as a 
drought deepens. 

Importantly, prior to implementing any restrictions on demand we would set out the activity 
we have undertaken on measures that are within our control such as leakage reduction or 
increasing our supply capability.

Drought  
severity

Actions

Demand side Supply side

LEVEL 1 Communications campaign

Increased leakage control

Drought actions with minor environmental impacts 
(optimising sources, reducing outage)

LEVEL 2 Temporary use bans Drought actions with minor environmental impacts

LEVEL 3 Non-essential use bans Moderate environmental impact drought permit 
and ordinary drought orders

All possible actions to avoid  
emergency drought orders

All possible actions including major environmental 
impact drought permits and orders

To implement the above actions, our Revised Draft Drought Plan sets out a set of triggers 
that we will use to decide what and when we take action. In South West Water the triggers 
are based on the storage levels in the reservoirs. In Bournemouth Water the triggers are 
based on the level of demand. The different triggers are needed because the South West 
Water system is dominated by reservoir storage, whereas in Bournemouth Water water is 
supplied direct from the two main rivers with little storage. An example of the triggers is 
illustrated on page 9.

INCREASING 
DROUGHT 
SEVERITY
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As well as looking to reduce demand during a drought, we would also look to 
increase our water supply availability.

We would look to implement these actions in line with the process on the previous page. 
The environment is likely to be under stress during a drought and our Revised Draft Drought 
Plan sets out the options we would consider in an order that minimises the impact on 
the environment.

The following table gives example of the options we would undertake across the different 
parts of our supply network.

Actions per zone

WRZ
Drought 
severity

Return 
period* Actions

Colliford LEVEL 1 > 1 in 500 
years

Restormel Abstraction Licence – Drought Permit to 
allow additional abstraction during the winter

LEVEL 2 > 1 in 500 
years

Porth Reservoir and Rialton Intake – Recommissioning 
reservoir and former river intake

LEVEL 3 > 1 in 500 
years

West Cornwall minor sources – Recommissioning of 
licensed, disused sources

Roadford LEVEL 1 1 in 200 to 
500 years

Roadford Reservoir Winter Pumped Storage – 
Drought Permit to recharge reservoir in the winter

LEVEL 2 c. 1 in 500 
years

Slade – Recommissioning of licensed, disused reservoir

LEVEL 3 > 1 in 500 
years

Challacombe Reservoir – Drought permit to allow use 
of disused reservoir

Wimbleball LEVEL 1 1 in 200 to 
500 years

North Exeter Boreholes – Recommissioning of licensed, 
disused borehole sources

LEVEL 2 > 1 in 500 
years

Wimbleball Spring Sources – Drought Permit to allow 
additional abstraction during the winter

LEVEL 3 > 1 in 500 
years

Wimbleball Compensation Flow – Drought permit to 
change compensation flow

Bournemouth** LEVEL 2 > 1 in 500 
years

Wimborne WTW – Recommissioning of licensed, 
disused well source

LEVEL 3 > 1 in 500 
years

Stanbridge Licence – Drought permit to increase 
abstraction licence

* Return period is an estimate of the average time between droughts of this severity or greater. 

** There is no level 1 supply option for Bournemouth. Instead we will look to reduce demand. Further details in the 
main Draft Drought Plan. 

As each option is implemented, it improves the resource availability and increases the level 
of drought resilience to each further drought level.

SUPPLY ACTIONS 
WE WOULD TAKE 

IN A DROUGHT
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The type of actions we would take would reflect the severity of the drought, but 
we would seek to minimise the stress on the environment by prioritising our 
interventions from low impact Level 1 actions, through to more significant, but 
rarely needed, Level 3 actions. 

Only in extreme droughts, more extreme than a repeat of the 1975/76 drought, would we 
need to consider Level 3 actions in our region.

All our supply options have been assessed in conjunction with the Environment Agency as 
having limited and no long term effects on the environment. We have also agreed with the 
Environment Agency that should low flow conditions develop in any rivers due to a drought 
we would work with them to manage our water supplies in the best way possible.

PROTECTING THE 
 ENVIRONMENT 

IMPLEMENTING 
THE DRAFT 

DROUGHT PLAN 
IN PRACTICE

No drought is the same, but it is important the Revised Draft Drought Plan is clear 
and concise. 

Our Revised Draft Drought Plan includes a number of scenarios and examples of possible 
droughts of varying severity together with the actions we would take and how they would be 
implemented.

In the example below we have used a strategic reservoir in Devon, and shown how the 
actions would be sequenced as the drought gets more and more severe and storage 
reduces. 

It shows the twin track approach to reducing demand and increasing supply capability. It also 
highlights a key learning point from past dry weather events - that actions need to be taken 
early to allow the right lead time for their implementation. 

NORMAL

LEVEL 1

LEVEL 2

LEVEL 3

 Demand side  
 Supply side 

JAN FEB MARCH APRIL MAY JUNE JULY AUG SEPT OCT NOV DEC

Apply for  
winter drought 
permit

Enhanced  
media  
campaign

Implement 
temporary 
use bans

End of  
drought

Environmental  
monitoring

Review need  
for temporary  
use bans

Implement Level 3 drought action

Implement Level 2 drought action

Non-essential use ban

Media campaign

Prepare for 
media campaign

Prepare for  
and advertise  

temporary  
use bans

FULL

EMPTY
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Responding as a drought develops continued
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The need for Drought Permits to enable us to access water outside our normal 
licensed conditions is unlikely given our water resources position, but we have 
included one large-scale Drought Permit for our Roadford WRZ which might be required 
if we were to experience an extended period of high demand causing increased use of 
Roadford reservoir. 

This would involve the short-term operation of a pumped storage scheme for up to three 
months over winter. This is considered a Level 1 action due to its very limited impact on 
the environment because we would be abstracting water from a river when flows are 
naturally high. It has been subject to detailed discussion with the Environment Agency and 
an environmental impact assessment. The Drought Plan also describes the preparations 
we have already made so that we are ‘permit ready’, in order that the Environment Agency 
would be able to issue this Drought Permit quickly if it is needed.

Our levels of service are set to avoid severe demand restrictions such as rota cuts 
that would restrict daily access to water – as occurred in 1976. 

However, droughts are not predictable. This Revised Draft Drought Plan includes detail on 
what further emergency measures we would take to avoid severe restrictions to supply in 
the most serious, rare droughts. 

DROUGHT  
PERMITS

ACTIONS 
BEFORE SEVERE 

 RESTRICTIONS

Responding as a drought develops continued
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Droughts are thankfully infrequent, but when 
they occur we recognise how important it is to 
communicate with customers and stakeholders. 

COMMUNICATING 
IN A DROUGHT

Communication in a drought is therefore of equal importance to the physical actions we 
would need to take to maintain supply. 

Our Revised Draft Drought Plan includes a detailed communication plan setting out how 
we would operate. This is based on best practice together with our actual experience 
of implementing many of these measures in 2018 and to manage the exceptionally high 
demand during Covid-19 lockdowns in 2020. 

For each level of the drought it explains what we will communicate, how and to whom. 
A traffic light system will be used to communicate risk – in line with recent best practice. 

The technical report sets out the key messages at each level of a drought, how 
communications will be targeted to different non-household market segments and how 
we will manage communication to vulnerable customers or those with specific needs. 

The table below gives an overall summary of how our communication plan will operate in a 
drought. The structure we have adopted allows the communications to be agile and adapt 
to the situation as a drought develops or recedes.  

The communication during a drought would be overseen by a specific team.  

A summary of the phases of communication plan 

Drought  
severity

Forecast  
position Phase Purpose Frequency

NORMAL  
OPERATING  
STAGE

No forecast of  
Level 1 or lower

Normal operation – Monthly

Reasonable forecast 
of Level 1 or lower 
(within 8 weeks)

Early awareness 
phase

Raise awareness 
of dry weather

Fortnightly

Level 1 or lower 
forecast likely (within 
4 weeks)

Prepare for media 
campaign phase

Signal that we will be 
calling for reductions 
in demand

Weekly

  Company drought communication group formed  

DROUGHT  
OPERATING  
STAGE

LEVEL 1  
OR LOWER

Media campaign 
phase

Communicate 
resource position and 
call for restraint on 
demand

Weekly with 
messages 
updated every 
two days

LEVEL 2  
OR LOWER

Demand restrictions  
phase

Communicate formal 
restrictions on 
demand (TUBs) 

Daily

LEVEL 3  
OR LOWER

Severe demand 
restrictions phase

Communicate non-
essential use bans 
and emergency 
drought orders 

2-3 times daily
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DOWNLOADING  
OUR REVISED  

DRAFT DROUGHT  
PLAN

Droughts may be localised or they may cover a whole region. Our Revised Draft 
Drought Plan sets out how we will work with our neighbouring companies during a 
drought to align messages and decisions to all customers to ensure consistency. 

In doing so this may mean we bring in our actions slightly earlier if at a regional level there 
is benefit from aligning decisions. This is particularly important in the Bournemouth Water 
area where customers may also receive media messages related to Southern Water and 
Wessex Water. 

The above sections set out what actions we will take in a drought, when we will 
take them and how we will communicate during a drought. 

To oversee this process, our Revised Draft Drought Plan sets out the management structure 
that will oversee this process. 

This follows our incident procedure model with clear roles and accountabilities. As a drought 
deepens the management oversight will increase in seniority reflecting the increasing risk 
to supply and the increasing potential for restrictions in customer use and increased media 
attention. We used this structure in 2018 and have taken learnings from that event. 

REGIONAL 
 CO-ORDINATION

MANAGEMENT  
STRUCTURE 

Communicating in a drought continued
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This document is a summary of our Revised Draft Drought 
Plan for 2021.  The full Revised Draft Drought Plan is 
available on our website and has been submitted to Defra. 
Once permission has been granted by Defra, we will publish 
our Final Drought Plan in early 2022. 

 www.southwestwater.co.uk/drought-plan  

DOWNLOADING  
OUR REVISED  

DRAFT DROUGHT  
PLAN
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