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A broader vision for drainage and wastewater that is fit for an environmentally sustainable future.

It has become increasingly clear that the number and frequency of storm overflows to the nation’s
water courses is too high. The conflation of storm overflows with damaging pollution events in the
public consciousness is damaging the reputation of the water industry. In fact, the practice of spilling
from sewers during storm events is fast becoming socially and environmentally unacceptable. Whilst
significant work is now underway through the industry’s Storm Overflow Assessment Framework and
the recently formed Defra taskforce to investigate the priorities for action, how does they fit within a
wider systematic approach to wastewater management that is truly environmentally sustainable?

Defining what an environmentally sustainable wastewater service should look like by 2050 is the subject
of one of UKWIR’s Big Questions. This was the subject of a recent UKWIR project which defined a vision
for wastewater in terms of a suite of desired outcomes – including no water body deterioration and zero
pollution incidents, net zero carbon emissions, net positive natural capital and affordable resilience –
with a route map of research projects needed to make progress towards them.

This paper will explore how a combination of features such as increasing our understanding of the
impacts of intermittent discharges and climate change, more effective public engagement around
causes and potential solutions, increased focus on source control and data-driven approaches, as well as
some decentralisation of wastewater services and nature-based solutions could be brought together
within a more holistic approach to water management. The use of tools such as CIRIA’s Benefits
Evaluation Tool to help improve decision-making on the full range of impacts and benefits beyond
traditional CBA will be discussed as well as experiences of novel approaches in other countries.

More integrated approaches have been the subject of investigation and pilots for some years, but it is
argued that it is only through deploying truly collaborative, multi-faceted, flexible approaches at a wider
scale that we will achieve the reductions in storm spills and damaging pollution that we need to see
alongside other desired outcomes. The current round of drainage and wastewater management plans is
making progress but we will need to do much more to achieve a resilient and environmentally
sustainable service that is acceptable to our communities in future.


