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1. Foreword from the CEO

Providing our customers with a reliable supply of water is what we work year in year 
out to achieve. However, in August 2020, a prolonged heatwave, with record breaking 
temperatures in the south east, saw the demand for water reach unprecedented levels 
 – exacerbated by a change in household water use due to Covid-19 lifestyle changes  
and summer staycations. 

While we were able to manage and maintain water supplies for 99 per cent of our 
customers, there were unfortunately some, particularly in parts of the Mid Sussex District, 
who were without water or experienced low pressure – for up to five days.

Following any incident we always carry out a thorough review to learn lessons and 
implement actions that aim to reduce the impact or likelihood of a similar event in the 
future. We are very conscious that some of this same area of Mid Sussex was impacted in 
2018 following a different extreme weather event following the so called ‘Beast from the 
East’ in March that year. 

The community impacted was reliant on bottled water while we worked to refill the water 
network and restore water supplies. The local communities, support agencies and local 
councils and those of the companies we work with, all provided invaluable support during 
this time. 

Employees from across the business stepped up and worked tirelessly to keep water 
flowing for most of our customers, and striving to restore supplies for those without,  
I would like to thank them all again for their passion and hard work. 

David Hinton
CEO

Foreword from the CEO
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Clearly at a time of pandemic the seriousness of the situation was increased and the 
welfare of our customers, particularly the vulnerable, was always front of our mind. 

This report lays out what happened and our management of the incident. It also details  
our actions to date from the ‘Beast from the East’ and the investment made in the area.  
We have engaged widely to seek feedback about the incident and this report outlines  
the key findings which have helped us develop a detailed action plan to reduce the risk  
of a similar event and to provide learning for others about managing extreme heatwave 
events in future.

These actions will be integrated into our wider resilience strategy and build on the  
work completed for our 2020 to 2025 investment period.

We hope this report helps explain what happened this summer, our response and the 
lessons we have learned and actions planned. We believe that, through working together 
and shared learning, our organisation and society can benefit from this experience. 
Therefore we hope this report is also useful for others in the water industry or working 
in community resilience and we will continue to work with others as we make the 
improvements we have identified.

David Hinton
CEO

Foreword from the CEO
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2. Heatwave and Covid-19  
 impacts on demand for water

The summer of 2020 saw the south east of England 
experience a record breaking and prolonged heatwave 
period. Between 6 and 13 August the weather turned hot 
and sunny in most regions, with some thundery outbreaks, 
and temperatures widely exceeded 30°C in the south and 
locally 35°C in parts of Sussex. 

Our region saw maximum temperatures of 33-35°C  
sustained over six days, before coming to an abrupt end  
with thunderstorms on 13 August.

The high temperatures, low rainfall and changes to 
customer behaviours driven by the pandemic were a unique 
combination of factors that impacted the water companies 
in the south east harder than other regions during August.

The impact of Covid-19 on water use has been seen since 
March 2020 when the nationwide lockdown was introduced. 
There has been a reduction of workers commuting into 
London and more people staying at home, or holidaying in 
the UK. This led to an increase in the amount of water we 
had to put into supply, across all resource zones throughout 
the summer.

Temperature, sunshine and rainfall from 3 - 14 August 2020 
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Demand for water has regularly exceed 620 million  
litres a day (Ml/d) during average summer temperatures.  
During July and August average day demand was 579 Ml/d 
compared to a pre-Covid July and August average day 
demand of 545 Ml/d in 2019.

We saw demand reach a peak of 695 Ml/d on Friday 7  
August – the highest level on record for South East Water.  
But demand was consistently above 650 Ml/d for a total  
of six days.

Localised significant increases in demand were particularly 
seen in our Water Resource Zone 2 area, which includes 
Burgess Hill, Haywards Heath and the surrounding towns  
and villages. Here demand was higher than has ever been 
experienced before for this zone. In this region where the 
average peak week demand for the last 15 years has been 
81.8 Ml/d, we saw demand increase by almost 10 million  
litres a day to 90.4 Ml/d.

Total actual daily demand (distribution input or DI)  
and daily temperatures from 3 – 14 August 2020
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2.1 Demand for water
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Map of our water resource zones
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3. What happened

The result of the extremely hot weather and increased water 
use due to Covid-19 led to a significant incident for South 
East Water as we worked to ensure we could continue to 
supply enough water to keep up with demand.

Although our treatment works and networks sites were 
operating well across the region and with minimal sites out 
of action for servicing at this time, there were multiple areas 
that struggled to service the high demand for water  
– particularly across Kent and Sussex.

This led to many of the treated water storage tanks, 
sometimes called service reservoirs, dropping below 20 per 
cent. We avoided greater customer impacts by proactively 
balancing available water across multiple service reservoirs 
on an hour by hour basis, where the network allows.

During the event, six key areas in Mid Sussex were impacted. 
Although this equated to less than one per cent of our 
household customers impacted, for those who were off,  
we know it was a significant incident.

In particular, customers in higher elevations of Cuckfield, 
Bolney, Bolnore, Slaugham, Warninglid and Whitemans 
Green, which receive a boosted water supply, experienced 
significant supply interruptions over a five day period.

In the Barcombe, Heathfield, Burgess Hill St Francis and  
Wych Cross area these customers were also impacted,  
but experienced a lower number of interruptions and  
less time off of supply.

As the map shows, the more significant supply issues were 
experienced by customers at the end of the network in 
Water Resource Zone 2, customers who receive boosted 
supplies – these properties need additional pumps to  
push the water up to their area due to the topography  
of the region.

What happened

https://www.southeastwater.co.uk/


9

southeastwater.co.uk

Map showing the areas which had no water and the duration of the event
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Number of customers experiencing  
supply interruptions

1,991

< 4 hours between  
4 - 12 hours

2,855

between  
12 - 24 hours

1,978

between  
24 - 48 hours

390

> 48 hours

667

Percentage of company’s household customers affected: 0.88%

7,881
during the  

incident  
period

What happened
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4. Managing the incident
4.1 Our preparation and readiness in advance

Since the hot weather and high demand experienced in May, 
and in the lead up to the summer period, we implemented 
a structured Operational Summer Management action plan 
and procedure. This procedure is used in advance of any 
expected high demand periods.

The management actions covered:

• Ensuring production sites had sufficient chemicals

• Returning sites that are out of service back into action

• Ensuring we had sufficient cooling for key equipment

• Distribution and Leakage teams ensuring that there were  
  sufficient repair gangs available and leakage was minimised

• Engineering team completed planned works at water   
  treatment works and reservoirs

• Standby levels reviewed and we made sure additional  
  staff were available 

• Alternative water (e.g. bottled water and bowsers)  
  stock checks were completed 

• Water efficiency and customer communication  
  campaigns instigated

In readiness for the summer we had ensured our level of 
unplanned outage (sites out for unplanned maintenance) 
was low across the whole company area. Performance  
year-to-date against the unplanned outage target has been 
very good at 1.1 per cent versus a 4.0 per cent target so we 
were in a good position before the hot weather arrived.

As we were operating at virtually maximum production 
capacity a key activity to maintain supplies was our water 
efficiency and customer communications. Water efficiency 
advice and messages is something we do year round, but 
from early spring we significantly increased our activity.  
This was intensified during the summer and ahead of the 
extreme hot weather. 

Section 5 (see page 15) has full details of our 
communications activities. We were well prepared for a 
normal summer high demand event and expecting some 
additional Covid-19 related increase in use.

Managing the incident

https://www.southeastwater.co.uk/
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As soon as the hot weather was forecast and demand started 
to increase, we mobilised our incident teams and increased 
our water quality sampling frequencies in areas most likely  
to be impacted.

We ran Summer / Covid-19 demand as a full incident  
over the summer at Level 3 – ‘Silver’ led by a Senior Duty  
Manager (SDM) with daily calls.

The event structure was escalated to a Level 4 ‘Gold’ from  
8 August and led by a Director to ensure Executive and  
Board level engagement and support. The Board was  
notified at this point, and were involved during the  
remaining incident.

Over the course of the incident, 179 additional samples were 
taken from customer’s properties, service reservoirs and 
works, focussed primarily on areas where we experienced 
significant reductions in reservoir storage levels and areas 
impacted by a loss of supply. 

The results of samples collected confirmed that the summer 
demand incident did not have a significant impact on water 
quality in the region.

Our emergency plan was followed and we triggered  
our internal volunteers, enhanced communications,  
supply chain support, mutual aid and Local Resilience  
Forums once resources from our alternative water  
provider were exhausted.

4.2 How we managed the incident

Managing the incident
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Southern Water 
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Manager led 
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4.3 Working with others

We worked with other organisations to support the 
management of the incident, particularly when it was clear 
this was likely to be ongoing for a number of days.

We raised a request to other water companies for mutual aid 
support on 9 August. As a result we received additional water 
tankers and bottled water for use during the incident. 

The Local Resilience Forums in Kent and Sussex were both 
informed and kept updated on our progress. The forums 
helped to issue messaging out to their networks and identify 
vulnerable customers. 

We received bulk supplies of water (via our regional water 
grid) from some other companies in the south east.  
We maintained close working relations throughout  
to maintain these supplies and understand their own  
pressures – particularly in Sussex, where Southern Water 
were proactively managing their supply to customers in  
the Crawley area. 

Managing the incident
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4.4 Alternative water supplies during the event

Since the ‘Beast from the East’ incident, we have kept 
strategic stocks of bottled water, along with lightweight 
Arlington Tanks, bowsers and our own tankers and truck, 
which were successfully deployed during this incident.

This allowed us to quickly begin water deliveries to 
vulnerable customers on our Priority Services Register (PSR) 
and deploy bottled water stations. 

Our emergency plans for critical level 1 infrastructure, 
another action driven from the ‘Beast from the East’ 
incident, allowed us to support hospitals, and none of  
these were impacted during the incident.

We proactively delivered to vulnerable customers on our 
PSR, starting on the 6 August. Overall we undertook 2,047 
deliveries during the event – delivering more than  
24,000 litres of water.

We also provided water to Parish Councils to help reach  
other vulnerable customers not on our PSR.

Overall we provided over 331,000 litres of water through 
alternative means. 

Tankers were successfully used to inject directly into the 
network and, along with deployment of Arlington tanks,  
used to support farmers and livestock owners, via the use  
of a dedicated team.

Managing the incident
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5. Incident communications
5.1 Customer and stakeholder engagement in advance of the incident

As we foresaw potential demand increases due to Covid-19, 
throughout the summer we have promoted water efficiency 
and engaged in positive water efficiency messaging through 
both our Share the Sunshine campaign and a joint campaign 
with WaterUK and Waterwise called “Water’s worth saving”1 .

Some usual summer activities were unable to be conducted 
such as open days and trailer events due to Covid-19. 
However we made use of a number of online channels and 
saw more than 12,000 customers place orders for water 
efficiency devices this year – compared to 8,000 the  
year before.

A dedicated stakeholder webpage was created and shared 
with all community stakeholders to ask to support sharing 
our water efficiency messages. This included downloaded 
resources for use in their communication channels. 

We proactively contacted 270 parish councils and issued 
stakeholder messaging to 1,474 recipients about the hot 
weather, including MP’s, parish councils, town councils, 
district councils and county councils, which contained  
links to our webpage.

WaterUK is the water industry body that brings all water companies together on issues that impact all.  
Waterwise is an independent water efficiency not-for-profit organisation. 

1

Incident communications
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Customer and stakeholder messaging was significantly 
increased during the event. There were two key  
messaging activities:

1. Widely encouraging all customers to restrict their  
 water consumption to essential use only

2. Targeting the impacted areas with information about  
 their situation and advising on latest progress and   
 alternative supplies

Throughout the incident we used national and local TV, radio, 
website, letters, email, SMS, social media and our contact 
centre to keep people informed and to ask them to use less 
water and only use for essential purposes.

When we knew that the Cuckfield area would remain off for 
a second day we commenced work to hand deliver letters to 
those customers affected, to explain the issue and our work 
to resolve the problem. As well as using our online channels 
to get the message across. The customer research suggests 
the majority of people who worked to save water during the 
hot weather did so as a result of our messages. However a 
large number of customers said they feel they are already 
doing all they can.

This is an important area for us to reflect on in our messaging 
in future to encourage more people to act.

5.2 Communications during the event

Incident communications

https://www.southeastwater.co.uk/


17

southeastwater.co.uk

During the event we:

• Issued 1,235,707 emails to customers

• Sent and made 5,294 SMS messages and phone calls

• Gave 19 TV and radio interviews

• Published 20 updates on our website

• Issued 17 community stakeholder update emails  
  about the event

• Proactively posted 102 updates on social media

• Responded to 1,019 messages on social media

• Issued a daily update report to Regulatory stakeholders  
  and the Local Resilience Forum

Despite our communications exceeding anything we have 
ever done in the past, both in terms of channels used and 
number of customers reached, we failed to see the demand 
reduction we needed or expected. This has raised some 
important questions that we intend to investigate further.

Some developing theories arising from our customer 
research and interaction as to why demand didn’t  
reduce are:

• Under a Covid-19 restricted environment customers were  
  less receptive to further restrictions on their behaviour.

• We now operate in a highly metered area and customers  
  now consider that as they are paying for what they use  
  there is less need to save water. Previous non volume  
  based charging is likely to foster a more community  
  sharing consideration of the limited water resource.

• It is now more of a social norm to use large discretionary  
  use recreational apparatus such as hot tubs, large above  
  ground swimming pools and sprinklers. To an extent lock  
  down created a step-up in this type of activity.

Incident communications
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6. Compensation

Although many customers’ supplies were intermittent, the 
supply was often restored overnight as service reservoirs 
began to refill and lost again during morning demand.  
Therefore, compensation was set based on the modelled 
impact rather than the actual interruption time i.e. number 
of days customers were without water during useable hours.

In total payments of £564,420 have been made to 5,242 
customers.

Not all customers were impacted for as long or as frequently 
as others and therefore compensation paid ranged from 
£30 to £300 depending on the impact experienced. We are 
reviewing any contacts we have on a case-by-case basis to 
ensure compensation has been applied fairly.

The compensation arrangements for the non-household 
customers were set on the same basis as for household 
customers and paid to the customers’ water retailer,  
who now manage non-household accounts, so they could 
pass the compensation on to their customers.

 

 

Customer enquiries: 0333 000 1122 
24 hour emergencies: 0333 00 00 365 
Web: southeastwater.co.uk 

 

 

South East Water Ltd. Registered in England No. 2679874 
Registered Office: Rocfort Road, Snodland, Kent ME6 5AH 

 

 
 
 
 
Recipient’s name 
Recipient’s address Line 1 
Recipient’s address Line 2 
Recipient’s address Line 3 
Recipient’s address Line 4 
Recipient’s postcode 

01 September 2020 

Our ref: XXX  

Your ref: XXX  

 
 
Dear [Customer name], 
 
I’m so sorry for all the problems you had with your water during the heatwave last month. I 
know dealing with the heat was hard enough without also the worry of when your water would 
be flowing properly again and that’s on top of the difficulties we’re all facing with Covid-19 at 
the moment. 
 
None of us wanted anyone to be without water, and we did everything we could to keep it 
flowing. 
 
What we’re doing for you 
We’re going to give you £X. This payment is the same as an average customer’s water cost 
for around X months. We will send you an updated bill. I know it doesn’t change what you 
went through. This is just our way of showing how sorry we are for the trouble and stress you 
experienced at an already difficult time.  
 
What happened 
The problems we had were down to the extreme temperatures, and the fact they lasted for a 
prolonged period. We’ve all been using a lot more water lately anyway as more of us are at 
home because of the pandemic and when the heatwave hit, everyone started using even more 
– which meant we didn’t have enough treated water to keep up. 
 
What we did 
We planned for the heatwave by treating as much water as possible so we were ready and 
you might have heard us in the local media asking for everyone to be careful with their water 
use. But the extraordinary temperatures created enormous extra demand for water – the 
largest our company has ever seen. Our technicians worked day and night to treat and pump 
as much water as they could. On one day, we supplied an extra 150 million litres of water – 
about 33% more than normal and even considerably more than the hottest day of the 2018 
summer heatwave.  
 
We set up water stations at community centres and village halls. No doubt you met some of 
our team, who worked tirelessly to get bottled water to you all as quick as they could. We also 

Incident communications
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7. The investment we have made in the area and  
 actions since the ‘Beast from the East’ event

In the area affected we have invested more than £21.5 million 
in the last five years in the production sites and network that 
supports the Mid Sussex network, and have plans to invest 
another £14.4 million over the next five years. 

This includes:

• £9.5 million invested on the maintenance of treatment  
  sites feeding the area over the last five years, with a   
  further £9.5 million planned over the next five years

• £6.5 million invested in new additional water treatment  
  at Forest Row and Coggins Mill to supply growth that is  
  occurring in the region, with both sites returning to  
  service in 2021

• £3.4 million installing new water mains to supply new  
  housing development

As part of our review we will look to see if any of the existing 
projects identified following the ‘Beast from the East’ can be 
accelerated, and identify further schemes that could support 
the impacted area.

We will ensure that the short term operational changes 
made during the event at Shellbrook and Horsted Keynes 
are made permanent. At these sites during the event we 
commissioned a new booster and developed a new operating 
regime by reconfiguring the water network. Both these 
changes reduce the risk of this area being impacted again  
as it spreads the risk across the whole resource zone.

7.1 Investment in the impacted areas 

The investment we have made in the area and actions since the ‘Beast from the East’ event

https://www.southeastwater.co.uk/
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Unfortunately the area impacted during the August 2020 
heatwave, included some of the same community that had 
no water following the ‘Beast from the East’ in March 2018 
(see page 22). This is due to this area being at the end of the 
system and therefore more vulnerable to excessive demand 
higher up the network. Both the ‘Beast from the East’ and 
this event were driven by high demand from customer due  
to plumbing leaks in the winter and very high discretional 
and recreational use in the summer.

The recent event had less impact on customers  
(7,881 customers compared to 26,705 in March 2018), 
however those most impacted were affected for a similar 
time (up to five days of intermittent supply).

We used many of the new capabilities created from the 
lessons learned from the previous event. This included:

• Our in house alternative water capability and water stocks  
  enabled fast deployment of water to vulnerable customers,  
  bottled water stations and provision of water to parish  
  councils

• Our critical infrastructure plans allowed us to support  
  hospitals and none were impacted during the event

• Our work on improving our communication in serious  
  events meant that there was much wider and more  
  ambitious use of multiple communication channels  
  to reach customers

• There was also improved and more frequent engagement  
  with Retailers, Developers and other stakeholders  

The ‘Beast from the East’ action plan (published here:  
https://corporate.southeastwater.co.uk/about-us/our-
plans/learning-lessons-from-the-beast-from-the-east/) 
included published investment commitments for each of the 
impacted areas, which outlined key schemes we would work 
to complete during 2020 to 2025 to address identified issues.

For the area impacted there were three actions detailed in 
Table 1. Planning any new infrastructure takes time to design 
and agree with stakeholders before we can put an initial 
spade in the ground. We continue to progress and are on 
track to complete these commitments and we have included 
an action to see if we can bring any of these dates forward. 

7.2 Actions since the 2018 ‘Beast from the East’ event

The investment we have made in the area and actions since the ‘Beast from the East’ event

https://www.southeastwater.co.uk/
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Investment Description Expected  
completion 
date

What we have done to date? Would this have 
helped the 2020 
summer event?

New flow meter  
on the bypass at  
Warninglid Tower

New meter to have real-time 
information of water supplies  
and pressure going into the  
Bolney area

2021 This has been defined and released 
to our suppliers for delivery

No

Possible connection 
with Southern 
Water for 
emergencies

Investigating the possibility 
of having an emergency 
connection with Southern 
Water near Pilstye to feed 
our drinking water storage 
reservoirs in any future 
incidents – this will only 
be possible if the water is 
compatible and there is 
adequate pressure to  
distribute the water

Before 2025  
if possible

We continue to work with Southern 
Water to identify potential 
connection points between our 
two networks. Potential options 
are being modelled to ensure 
there are no detrimental taste or 
pressure impacts to customers 
local to these connection points

Unlikely as 
Southern Water 
also experienced 
high demand in 
the Sussex area

Install an  
additional  
booster at  
Bolnore

Install a new booster at Bolnore  
to distribute water around the 
local networks during periods  
of high demand

2024 An initial upgrade to the existing 
boosters were completed in 
2019 to provide some additional 
capacity with a full upgrade still 
planned to be completed by 2024

No, due to the 
low level of the 
feeding reservoir

Table 1: Investment plans following the ‘Beast from the East’ event

The investment we have made in the area and actions since the ‘Beast from the East’ event
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Although these initiatives would 
address the causes of the ‘Beast 
from the East’, they would not have 
addressed the issues seen this 
summer. This is due to the wide 
ranging increased demand and low 
levels of spare water, including  
in the neighbouring Southern  
Water network. 

The map opposite shows that while 
a small area impacted this summer 
also experienced no water during 
the ‘Beast from the East’ the 
majority of customers impacted 
were different.

The investment we have made in the area and actions since the ‘Beast from the East’ event

https://www.southeastwater.co.uk/
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8. Talking to the community effected

Understanding the thoughts and feelings of those customers 
and community stakeholders affected by the interruptions is 
key to learning how and where we need to improve. As soon 
as supplies were restored we immediately put processes in 
place to give customers and stakeholders the opportunity 
to provide feedback ensuring there were multiple channels 
available where views could be expressed, including by letter, 
phone and through our website.

From the 4 September we wrote to all household  
customers affected for more than 12 hours to apologise 
for the inconvenience caused, inform them of their 
compensation amount and offered them the opportunity to 
provide us with feedback. We also wrote to water retailers, 
apologising and setting out the proposed compensation  
for their non-household customers.

Immediately following the event, a feedback form was placed 
on a dedicated page on our website and promoted via the 
letter – 10 customers took the opportunity to complete  
this survey.

Feedback received via this website survey showed  
a mix of views: 

• Most found out information from the website –  
  but wanted more proactive updates

• Some had heard updates via the news and their  
  community social media

• Several concerns about livestock and pets

• Many were not on our PSR and were not aware of it 

• Generally when interacting with staff, they were  
  considered polite and friendly, but not always able  
  to help or provide the information needed

In addition to this qualitative feedback we commissioned 
additional customer satisfaction surveys to gain insight  
from a wider pool of customers. More than 9,000 interviews 
were conducted and fed into the report.

 

Talking to the community effected
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The results of the report have just been received and 
therefore further analysis is expected and we will share  
these findings at a later date. However some high level 
findings show:

• A third of customers say they had changed their  
  behaviour and reduced their water use, most (64%) of  
  these customers cite messages from South East Water  
  in their reasoning

• Of those who did not change their water use, most (81%)  
  say that they already use water carefully and can’t do any  
  more. A further 23%* also cited being on a water meter  
  (assuming they feel this means they pay for what they use)

• Most (80%) customers said it is important to save water

• We compared those impacted during a previous no water  
  incident in Herne Bay in April 2020, with those in the  
  summer event in August 2020. There was an overall  
  improvement in satisfaction – with the communications  
  and supply of alternative water significantly increased

• Participants have reduced their planned nights away  
  this year by 70% household nights, from 133,047 nights  
  to 40,267

Travel impacts of Covid-19 
Overall, Covid-19 has made the public cautious about  
their travel or commuting behaviour.

Covid-19 has reduced work and holiday travel considerably, 
leading to a shift in location of water consumption that  
may be long lasting: 

Fewer people are going on holiday outside the area: 

Households working outside home pre-covid

Households working outside home at present

Households likely to work outside home post-covid

68%

54%

Households going on holiday if no covid

Households which have gone or are likely  
to go on holiday this year

79%

42%

Households unsure if they will be working  
outside home post-covid

63%

2%

Note: People could select more than one answer on this survey question 
This difference is statistically significant

*
†

†

†

Talking to the community effected
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Fewer are commuting out of the South East Water  
area and numbers are likely to remain well below  
pre-covid levels: 

We are also working closely with the water retailers about 
the experience of the non-household customers in the 
area. An open day is planned for the 30 October 2020 with 
retailers, where we will be seeking further feedback on ways 
to improve the experience of these customers. 

We have contacted all Parish Councils as we discovered they 
had changed some of their procedures due to Covid-19 and 
therefore additional contact details were required. 

Much fewer nights being spent outside  
the South East Water area on holiday: 

Households out-commuting pre-covid

Households out-commuting at present

Households likely to out-commute post-covid

24%

13%

Households unsure if they will be  
out-commuting post-covid

20%

3% Total number of nights away  
this year if no covid

133,047
Intended total number  
of nights away this year

40,267
†

†

 
This difference is statistically significant†

Talking to the community effected
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A joint meeting with the MP for Mid Sussex, Mims Davies, 
was held with a number of the community council members 
joining to discuss the event and agreed actions and to 
continue regular joint dialogue. 

Key areas of concern discussed included:

• Concern about housing and confidence in water supplies  
  (see page 28)

• ‘Beast from the East’ event and what actions taken  
  and why not impacted so far (see page 20)

• Infrastructure improvement and plans in place (see page 19)

• Vulnerable customers and alternative water provisions  
  (see page 14)

• The fact that with Covid-19 this was a very serious 
  situation and why trigger levels didn’t implement  
  emergency response (see page 12)

We have highlighted above where in the report you can find 
more about these areas, what we did, where we are making 
improvements and any further actions. 

Our employees were also encouraged to provide feedback,  
an invaluable insight stream due to the number of 
interactions we had with customers during the incident. 

Feedback from employee review included: 

• Need for better updates and information for teams   
  managing bottled water stations

• Opportunities for more automation of the network

• Review and provision of clearer plans and instructions  
  that enable the re-routing of water supplies on parts  
  of the network 

• Need for welfare facilities and lighting at bottled  
  water stations

• Review required of location for bottled water stations

• Clearer information required for all staff and customers  
  – a central hub for updates

All the feedback received so far has been used to help 
develop our action plan. We will continue to engage with 
the community impacted to ensure we have captured all 
appropriate lessons from the incident.

Talking to the community effected
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“My daughter and three young granddaughters were 
staying at the time. We were unable to wash, clean, 
cook or make drinks, flush the toilet or take showers, 
so we went out for the day, hoping it would be back 
on when we returned, but it wasn’t. I found out on 
the village Facebook page where to go to get bottled 
water, which I did that evening. Water was restored 
the next day, but the pressure was very low in the cold 
tap, and no water was coming out of any of the hot 
taps upstairs. My daughter decided to return home,  
as none of us were able to wash or shower.”

“I am not on the register, but I think I need to be as I 
have inflammatory bowel disease and hygiene is very 
important and essential for me. I shall look into it now 
because I don’t want what happened to happen again.”

“All South East Water staff did their very best in 
challenging circumstances.”

“It took too long to arrange for the bottles to be 
available. I only found out about the water stations 
because I went to your website. I am signed up to  
SMS updates but it wasn’t communicated using  
that channel.”

“It was not easy to start with but as South East  
Water worked out what had happened information 
became available by phone text and speaking  
to staff.”

“Our problem is that as humans we can survive with 
bottled water. However we have a non-commercial 
farm with 7 horses and they cannot survive on  
bottled water.”

“I did not speak to any of your staff. I looked on your 
website to discover what was going on and found it 
informative in regard to the problems.”

Customers told us...

Talking to the community effected
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9. Wider policy considerations
 During the event a number of questions were raised both to us and local stakeholders 
 about long-term planning for water and our ability to supply housing growth in the region.

A key tool in future water planning is our water resources 
management plan which is reviewed every five years. 
This plan looks 60 years into the future and we work with 
stakeholders to make sure we have enough supply to meet 
demands, using the Local Plans from councils. We also build 
headroom for reasonable potential shocks.

When a developer applies for new connections for a site, we 
work out what affect this additional demand will have on the 
water network in the surrounding area. For developments of 
more than a few properties, hydraulic models of the water 
supply system are used to decide if the extra properties 
can be fed without reducing the water pressure to existing 
homes and businesses. 

The Water Act states that water companies must always 
provide new water connections for domestic purposes 
but also allows for reimbursement to be claimed from the 
developer when it is necessary to lay a new water main. 

Investment schemes are included in our business plan to 
develop new water sources and construct large transfer 
schemes to meet forecast demands based on future 
population estimates.

Like all water companies, South East Water is not a statutory 
consultee in planning applications, but we do respond to 
consultations to confirm requirements for an area.

 

9.1 Current position and future growth

Wider policy considerations
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9.2 Policy considerations going forward

The summer incident has highlighted some policy issues 
which we have discussed further with local community 
stakeholders and reviewing with industry colleagues.

The three key policy issues are:

• Current planning via the water resources management plan  
  process operates at a high level, i.e. matching demand and  
  supply at a Water Resource Zone level in our case averaging  
  at 260,000 customers. There is no statutory route to assess  
  the supply and demand balance and the investment  
  required at a level equivalent to a village or small town.

• We use headroom in the planning process to cover  
  uncertainty i.e. we plan for more water than we think  
  we need to cover potential variation. Covid-19 and  
  potentially other impacts such as climate change requires  
  a reassessment of how big that headroom should be.

• Severe demand restriction steps such as hosepipe bans  
  are designed for use in prolonged drought conditions often  
  caused by dry seasons in that context they are designed  
  to protect the environment not to supress demand where  
  it exceeds production capacity.

The current water resources management plan approach 
undertakes an assessment of the supply demand balance 
at Water Resource Zone level. In practice water companies 
must use data at local authority Output Area level and its 
own DMA level (typically 1500 properties) to build up the 
resource zone picture then, model and assess water needs 
and resulting investment needs.

While this detailed work at a more local level is undertaken, 
the current water resources management plan guidelines do 
not require or mandate that these local assessments at sub 
Water Resource Zone level are solved via investment.

The consequence being, there is not a formal means by 
which local schemes can be explicitly incorporated and 
tested in the water resources management plan. We have 
strongly recommended that the water resource guidelines be 
updated such that sub-water resource zone capacities and 
schemes be more fully and explicitly presented and tested 
during the formulation of the water resources management 
plan. This would ensure that critical local schemes are better 
represented and supported, even where they do not have a 
supply demand balance benefit at Water Resource Zone level.

Wider policy considerations
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These schemes are currently assessed in the business  
plan as part of the price review process but without the 
formal policy objectives that exist within the water resource 
management plans, therefore we believe they should be  
an integral part of a company’s water resources  
management plan.

Within the planning guidelines history informs the amount  
of buffer or headroom included within our long term 
planning. This includes the assumptions we use on 
discretional and recreational use and the impact of 
communications on demand reduction as discussed earlier.

This event makes a strong case for an industry review of  
that headroom primarily as there is increasing evidence that 
the past is not always a good indicator of the future.

Another area we are investigating is how we could bring in 
a hosepipe ban more swiftly. Normally temporary water use 
restrictions are brought in during a drought when we don’t 
have enough water in our reservoirs, rivers or underground 
aquifers (rock layers that hold water). This time we had 
enough untreated water – we just couldn’t treat and  
pump it quickly enough to keep up with the short-term  
extra demand. 

What happened during this summer shows we need to be 
able to quickly introduce a temporary ban during things like 
short-term heatwaves. We’ll be publishing a draft drought 
plan for consultation in 2021 and will look to discuss this  
as part of that review.

Wider policy considerations
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After any significant incident a senior manager is appointed 
to undertake a thorough investigation and recommend 
actions. As part of this review we gathered feedback from 
customers, stakeholders and our own employees. 

These actions look at three key areas: 

• Actions that reduce the risk of the issue reoccurring

• Actions that reduce customer impacts if a similar event  
  were to occur

• Actions that improve the support and services to   
  customers when they are impacted 

A detailed list of actions has been captured, reviewed by 
the South East Water Executive, owners assigned and now 
tracked through our commitments database. 

We will continue our engagement with the local community 
and where additional actions are agreed these will be added  
to the commitments database. There will be quarterly 
progress review sessions with the Executive team and an 
annual review with the Board. 

Actions that reduce the risk of the issue reoccurring

10. Actions arising from this review

 Develop a red/amber/green reporting system for  
 customers to alert to issues caused by high demand

 Proactively run campaigns to collect customer emails  
 so we can encourage more water efficiency during  
 heatwaves and provide better incident communication

 Engineering studies at three critical works to identify  
 options to increase productivity, reliability and improve  
 resilience to these new summer peak demands

 Analyse supply requirements through the Water Resources   
 Management Plan process – looking at longer term  
 impacts of changes to work/lifestyles due to Covid-19

 Accelerate bringing back Forest Row and Coggins Mill  
 treatment works

 Work with partners to help encourage demand reduction

Key actions that reduce the risk  
of the issue reoccurring

Actions arising from this review
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 Review modelling systems to quickly provide details  
 of customers impacted so we can alert community  
 stakeholders and media with accurate numbers

 Optimise delivery routes for customers on priority  
 services register, and provide more regular updates to  
 delivery teams so they can advise the latest information

 Improve alternative water logistics to include estimates  
 for delivery times, tanker filling and discharging,  
 tanker injection and stock taking

 Upgrade the ‘In Your Area’ map on the website to  
 provide additional customer information and clearer  
 updates on progress

 Develop out-of-hours support for social media  
 customer service

 Review staffing approach and set-up/location of bottled  
 water stations and develop WhatsApp communication  
 or similar to enable these teams to be briefed with  
 latest situation

 Accelerate, where possible, proposed schemes from  
 the ‘Beast from the East’ event 

 Make permanent the arrangements for additional  
 pumping from Shellbrook Water Treatment Works  
 that enabled more water to be pumped into the area

 Review letter sending process to enable quick issuing  
 and delivery if demand is expected to increase  
 significantly

 Work with livestock owners to review their own onsite  
 storage and develop their own emergency plan during  
 heatwaves

 Progress with schemes to automate booster resets  
 and automation of the network

Key actions that improve the support and 
services to customers when they are impacted

Key actions that reduce customer impacts  
if a similar event were to occur

Actions arising from this review
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11. Have your say…

Have your say

We welcome all feedback on this document and our other 
publications. You can contact us in the following ways:

southeastwater.co.uk

yourwateryoursay@southeastwater.co.uk

Regulation and Strategy 
South East Water Ltd 
Rocfort Road 
Snodland 
Kent 
ME6 5AH  

Actions that reduce the risk of the issue reoccurring
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