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08 July 2022 
 

To: George Eustice MP  
Secretary of State  
  
The Drinking Water Inspectorate for England will publish its annual drinking 
water report on 12 July 2022, which summarises the overall drinking water 
quality of private supplies within England and public supplies managed by 
water companies operating in England.  
  
At the heart of the role of the water industry is the provision of safe clean 
drinking water all the time. This objective must be the central strategy upon 
which business plans should be designed when considering current and future 
generations. This report outlines the highlights and challenges during 2021 for 
companies in England and in doing so emphasises the priorities required to 
ensure the continuing provision of wholesome drinking water.    
  
Overall, drinking water in England is of an excellent standard and this is 
demonstrated through a continuing high standard of 99.97% compliance. 
Consumers should therefore have confidence in their supply. The Triennial 
report on drinking water quality 2017 – 2019, showed overall compliance at 
99.95%, with the majority of substances meeting the regulatory standards all 
of the time. Lead and nickel had the poorest percentage compliance at the 
consumers tap, followed by coliforms, odour, iron, and taste.    
  
The Inspectorate’s understanding of potential future risk to overall drinking 
water quality is conveyed by a series of regulatory measures to describe 
where strategy should focus. One critical measure, the Compliance Risk Index, 
continues to show an unacceptable risk carried by companies. The industry 
median Compliance Risk Index (excluding Isles of Scilly and inset 
appointments) was 2.8 in 2021, a rise from 2.1 in 2020.   Ten companies 
exceeded the target of two and will receive financial penalties from the 
financial regulator. These are Southern Water, Northumbrian Essex and 
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Suffolk Water, Yorkshire Water, Bristol Water, Anglian Water, South West and 
Bournemouth Water, United Utilities, Portsmouth Water, Thames Water and 
Severn Trent Water.   Companies in England will need to prioritise a water 
quality first strategy to offset this risk.    
 

A water quality first strategy begins in the catchment. Events can arise as a 
direct result of changes in catchment exacerbated by climate change and 
resource challenges which consequently increase the risk of, for instance: 
algae, turbidity, metals, nutrients and pesticide run-off but also emerging 
contaminants such as polyfluoroalkyl substances, endocrine disrupting 
compounds and other substances of concern. Mitigating risks require strategic 
plans to include management of drought, floods and water transfers as these 
may concentrate or carry substances to the intakes. Companies in England are 
commended in their action to incorporate these risks into their risk 
assessments, but they will need to go further in both catchment management 
and treatment works resilience, so they are fit for purpose to address future 
challenges.    
   
Assets are critical in delivering excellent quality water to consumers. This year 
we have seen microbiological failures associated with asset health and 
maintenance. These failures have often been due to ingress or leakage into 
treated water reservoirs where water is stored ready for distribution. This is a 
direct result of around 7% of tanks across England having not been inspected 
in the last 10 years, and 5% where the company was unable to provide a date 
for the last clean. A clear strategy of investment will be necessary to bring 
assets to an acceptable standard. The risk that this presents to water quality 
and sufficiency cannot be overstated. The resilience of networks is becoming 
increasingly important as the change in the pattern of water use post 
pandemic and effects of climate change collide. Storage needs to be reliable 
and flexible to meet these challenges. Good quality asset maintenance is 
essential to the asset health and reliability of tanks. Most compliance failures 
at service reservoirs were related to ingress. Where this is the case, the 
inspection and maintenance regimes appropriateness should be reviewed. 
Tanks of novel construction or with unquantifiable risks such as changing 
ground conditions require site specific inspection methodologies.    
   
The Inspectorate uses an Events Risk Index to convey the risk to consumers 
from water quality events.  In England, 433 events were notified to the 
Inspectorate during 2021. There have been events at key water treatment 
works, involving the use of unapproved materials in contact with drinking 
water, and issues around infrastructure resilience.   Events relating to the use 
of unapproved products or fittings in breach of regulation 31 score highly on 
the Events Risk Index, due to the long nature of the events and the time that 
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consumers are at risk. Asset health again caused several significant events, 
including treatment and storage failures. Network management is a recurrent 
theme, both in terms of discoloration following burst or damaged mains, and 
security of supply. Reducing discoloured water in the network remains a 
challenge for companies in England, with progress slowing over the last 
decade.    
   
Lead plumbing in public buildings and domestic premises remains a 
measurable risk to public health, and more work is needed to address the 
legacy issues of lead plumbing and nickel in fittings. The presence of lead 
as demonstrated by compliance over the past three years must be addressed 
in future planning, and action is needed for the protection of future 
generations. I welcome the government’s support for greater action by 
industry on reducing lead exposure in the recent Strategic policy statement 
for Ofwat.    
  
The Inspectorate increased focus on drinking water safety plans, and 92 
recommendations were made following an audit of company risk assessment 
and drinking water safety plans. This unusually large number of 
recommendations is an indication that there is further improvement to be 
made across the industry to carry out effective drinking water safety plans. In 
general, most recommendations relate to deficiencies in management. 
Inadequate risk management within company water safety plans is the largest 
cause of recommendations, followed by company policy and procedures, 
reservoir and network operations, and inadequate company investigations.    
   
The impact of the pandemic on companies’ approach to taking regulatory 
samples resulted in a different pattern of buildings and points of consumption 
being sampled throughout 2020 and into 2021. This resulted in some samples 
being taken from companies’ own assets such as treatment works depots. 
Companies should ensure that their own estates meet the standards that 
legislation requires of drinking water supply systems.    
  
In England, 1% of consumers receive their water from a private supply. Private 
supplies range from large commercial and public activities to single dwellings. 
The quality of private supplies remains a concern.  One in 20 tests showed 
faecal contamination, indicating a potential danger to the health of those 
drinking this water. Although the data suggests an overall improving trend in 
the number of supplies found to contain E. coli or Enterococci, this is with a 
backdrop of fluctuating sample numbers over the last three or four years and 
a similarly fluctuating number of failures which may be influenced by sample 
numbers and the sites from which they were taken.  The number of 
consumers at private supplies where E. coli and enterococci was found was 
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12,163 and 17,802 respectively. These consumers were potentially exposed to 
a supply where faecal contamination was indicated in their drinking water and 
this number is not insignificant.   
 

 
 
Marcus Rink 
Chief Inspector of Drinking Water 
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