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The Emerging Water Resources Regional Plan for Eastern England 
 

Comments from Cambridge Green Party, February 2022 
 

Cambridge Green Party is highly concerned about regional water shortage and its impacts 
on people and nature. We have long raised the need for a critical approach to looking at the 
reasons for this shortage and developing holistic solutions. As such, we welcome WRE’s 
emerging plan as a long-overdue strategic regional approach. We are in broad agreement 
with the direction the plan is taking, within the confines of the parameters that have been 
set. 
 
However, a truly strategic approach to water resources would include regional development 
planning. Government housebuilding allocations and aspirations for economic growth are 
being treated as fixed points, with water supply seen as a variable that has to accommodate 
these political aims. The reality is that water availability is a physical constraint. Our priority 
as a region should be to live within our means, through reducing total demand and finding 
sustainable ways to increase usable supply (for example through better rainwater capture). 
Currently we simply do not have the surplus water available which would be needed to 
supply the planned levels of development. All our following comments about the detail of 
this plan must be taken within the context of this one key fact. 
 
In the remainder of this document we set out our answers to each of the questions posed, 
with particular reference to Cambridge. We would like to draw out the following points: 

 The plan lacks urgency about the need for immediate action. We believe the priorities 
should be: 

o Pause all local development planning in Cambridge until the water resources 
planning is complete; 

o Take much more concerted and urgent action to manage demand, avoiding 
reliance on voluntary individual behaviour change 

o Rapidly reduce abstraction from the Chalk aquifer including by capping 
abstraction at today’s actual levels;  

 We accept that longer term measures such as surface water transfers and reservoirs will 
also be necessary. Options must be strategically planned, clearly costed and transparent, 
and must be compatible with commitments to reach net zero and halt biodiversity loss. 

 All parties (WRE, individual water companies, local authorities and others) should be 
working together towards a holistic approach to water and waste management, where 
infrastructure is designed to make best use of water for people and nature, and reusable 
resources are separated out from the water supply and recycled. 

 The plan should include the development and publication of targets and key indicators, 
including water abstraction, so that progress can be monitored. 

 
Question 1: Have we gained a clear initial view of the problem of future 
water deficits across all sectors and the environment? 
 
We think that the overall view provided by WRE of the problem with water is largely correct.  
We are very pleased to see the regional planning approach now being introduced via the 
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five regional water resource planning groups, of which WRE is one.  We regret however, 
that this approach was not identified much earlier, given that best practice has long shown 
that water demand and supply must be addressed at catchment and regional level. 
 
However, the wording of this question demonstrates a major concern we have with WRE’s 
process: the underlying lack of urgency about the need for immediate action. This is despite 
the opening words of the non-technical Summary: … “the entire Eastern England is now 
classified as ‘seriously water stressed’. It is short of water now and if nothing changes that 
shortage will get worse.”   In Cambridge, the immediate future shortage of water is the 
prevailing concern, given the high level of planned development.  We do not think that this, 
and the current focus on growth at all costs, are adequately addressed.  Longer-term 
strategic planning for water management is vital and we recognise that this is WRE’s 
primary remit.  However in order to do this rationally, solutions to the immediate situation 
must be found, as these will influence the longer-term requirements. 
 
In the longer term, a more holistic way of managing water is required, and we agree with 
many of the proposals in the emerging plan.  We discuss these below.   

 
Question 2: Are we taking the right approach to identify potential solutions 
to mitigate the challenge? 
Question 3: Does our emerging adaptive plan, including the immediate low-
regret options such as reservoirs, look like it will help address the problem? 
 
We have answered these two questions together, grouping our answers under the headings 
of the five key components set out on page 9 of the emerging plan. As a general principle, 
we believe the priority should be to reduce the water footprint for individuals, industry and 
regional and community infrastructure, including the impacts of sewage processing and run 
off, before resorting to large infrastructure projects such as reservoirs and desalination.   
 
Component 1: Recovery, enhancement and protection of the natural water environment 

based on the catchment approach.   

This is essential and we urge the WRE to follow the recommendations of the Catchment 

Based Approach (CaBA) Chalk Stream Restoration Strategy 2021, which emphasises the UK’s 

global responsibility to protect chalk streams and calls for urgent reduction in damaging 

abstractions, and incorporate these into the emerging plan. As identified by the Cam Valley 

Forum1, the health of the Chalk springs, headwaters and downstream rivers in the Cam 

catchment depends on an aquifer that has long been adversely impacted by groundwater 

abstractions. Three separate companies carry out these abstractions: Cambridge (South 

Staffordshire) Water, Affinity Water and Anglian Water, taking respectively 64%, 22% and 

14% of the total (2019).  Despite 14 schemes, put in place since 1990, to address low or non-

existent flows in some 30 springs and headwaters, low flow continues to severely impact 

wetland and stream biodiversity and contributes to the Cam Chalk aquifer rating of ‘Poor’ 

ecological quality.   

                                                           
1
 Cam Valley Forum (2020) “Let it Flow!” https://camvalleyforum.uk/publication-let-it-flow/  

https://camvalleyforum.uk/publication-let-it-flow/
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It is essential to reduce abstraction from the Chalk aquifer at source so that Chalk springs 

and headwaters run freely, as they would under natural conditions, every year, whatever 

the weather. We therefore agree with the supply side of the emerging plan which proposes 

that until 2025 there is “an immediate focus on abstraction hotspots around chalk streams”, 

and that abstraction should be halted as quickly as possible. However, how and when this 

will be achieved is not yet clear and we seek assurance that implementation arrangements 

will be identified as soon as possible. The WRE plan is not expected to be completed until 

2023 and we feel that this issue must be addressed now.  

 
Component 2: Demand management: in particular reducing leakage and individual water 

use, and introducing multi-sector water efficiency measures, in order to reduce the overall 

amount of water that needs to be sourced from the environment. 

We view demand management as a key element of addressing the water deficit. As an 

immediate step we would like to see evidence that water companies are significantly 

stepping up efforts to reduce the amount of water lost to leaks.  

Voluntary individual behaviour change should be a part of the strategy but must not be 

relied upon to deliver the necessary reductions in demand. Decades of public awareness 

campaigns on ‘saving water’ have failed to deliver the necessary reductions. We believe 

better results could be achieved through a holistic approach to water reduction in the 

home, including advice and support for retrofit (for example rainwater collection and grey 

water re-use within the home), rather than awareness campaigns which encourage small 

behaviour changes like taking shorter showers. We would like to see water companies, 

other businesses and local authorities work together on innovative approaches. For 

example, could councils organise group-buying schemes for water efficiency measures (for 

example installing greywater recycling systems, or simply organising small repairs like 

repairing dripping taps) in a similar way to solar panel group-buying schemes? Or introduce 

street-by-street projects (rather than by individual household) to help neighbourhoods 

implement sustainable drainage and water efficiency measures? 

 
Component 3: Large infrastructure options delivering more than 10 Ml/d that have a 
regional or national significance (for example, reservoirs, transfers, desalination, water re-
use 

 Surface water transfers: we agree that surface water transfers are necessary in the short 
to medium term to meet demand without increasing abstraction from the chalk aquifer, 
and that surface water transfers could potentially be used to supply the new reservoirs if 
they provide the best option.  We recognise that in some cases (e.g. Anglian Water) pipe 
networks are already under construction. We note that, according to the full WRE 
report, Cambridge Water currently has agreements with some neighbouring water 
companies to export water to them; and the WRE concludes (p.57) that reducing the 
export to Affinity Water, although helping the WRE region out, would have costs at the 
other end, as well as “legislative and contractual implications”.  We feel that a clearer 
explanation and more transparency of this issue is required. It is essential that such 
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transfers are planned strategically (i.e. do not rely on pairwise negotiations between 
water companies) at a regional or wider level.  It is essential that every region has 
enough water for people and the environment, and that the embedded carbon costs of 
transfer infrastructure are minimised.    

 Reservoirs: We recognise that downstream reservoirs fed by high winter surface water 
flows, as alternatives to groundwater boreholes, may be necessary given the current 
shortfall in supply. We recognise the vital need to capture rainwater, noting that in 
Cambridge a tiny proportion of our water comes from surface water (or direct 
rainwater) compared to abstraction from the aquifer.  The option of a reservoir makes 
sense if this is the best way to capture water. However, the plan should specify that 
reservoirs must be designed so as to maximise co-benefits for the public (e.g. flood 
management, leisure) and the environment (with Grafham Water and Rutland Water 
good local examples of the range of benefits for biodiversity and people that can be 
achieved). Local people and other stakeholders must be fully involved in the design of 
reservoirs – there is concern that the Fens Reservoir has been ‘sprung’ on the public – 
genuine engagement might go some way towards alleviating concerns. However, such 
developments will need to be fast-tracked – the present schedule suggests the 
reservoirs will not be functional until the mid to late 2030s. 

 Desalination: We accept the need to begin exploring more radical long-term solutions. 
Clearly there are a number of unresolved issues with desalination, including high energy 
use, vulnerability to coastal flooding and erosion, impacts on marine and coastal 
habitats and public acceptability. These issues must be fully addressed before 
desalination can be considered a viable option. We welcome the acknowledgement that 
desalination must be ‘low carbon’, but this must go much further. Desalination plants 
must be net zero. They must be powered from the outset entirely by renewable energy. 
Embedded carbon costs of the desalination plants and associated infrastructure 
(including renewable energy infrastructure) must be fully accounted for and included in 
the ‘net zero’ calculation. We would add that policies on regional development must not 
rely on the promise of future desalination technology to provide the needed water, and 
the prospect of using this technology in the future must not be an excuse to avoid action 
now. 

 
Component 4: ‘Local’ non-water company and smaller (less than 10 Ml/d) water company 

infrastructure projects and schemes that require the specialist, local knowledge of WRE 

members  

We support the recommendations of the Cam Valley Forum and other experts that options 

should include: 

 A distributed network of smaller water supply reservoirs within the Cam catchment; 

 re-use (after purification) of wastewater from wastewater treatment works; and  

 creating infiltration basins in suitable locations, fed by surface water during high 
winter flows, to allow natural managed aquifer recharge. 
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Component 5: Identifying, supporting, facilitating and encouraging water innovations and 
exemplars in Eastern England which highlight the ‘art of the possible’.  
 
The emerging plan needs to take a fully holistic approach to water management for the 
long-term (i.e. the 2050 target).  We are pleased to see that effluent recycling, appropriate 
soil management and nature-based solutions are being considered.  The following is a list of 
ideas which we believe need to be fully assessed as part of a co-ordinated package of 
measures. We acknowledge that some of these are not within the remit of WRE or the 
water companies (see introductory comments on the need for a joined-up approach). 

 Re-plan the drainage system so that water and reusable resources can be separated out, 
polluted water and toxins created by industry, road use and human waste can be 
recycled and clean water reused. Prioritise approaches such as wetland schemes that 
deliver win-wins for biodiversity and water quality. 

 Develop and pilot ways for human waste in new housing estates to be managed with 
advanced composting toilets, with waste used for fertilising gardens and community 
facilities. Not separating human waste means that we are losing a natural resource. 

 Invest in modernised piping systems, to dramatically reduce leakage, reduce ongoing 
maintenance costs and replace polluting materials  

 Use an appropriate mix of ‘carrots and sticks’ to incentivise companies to look at their 
industrial use of water. Target funding for developing better use of manufacturing 
resources and develop methods of production that uses less water. 

 Retrofitting the built environment for water saving and recycling water is essential. 
Retrofitting will require pilots and training schemes to develop expert knowledge and 
personnel who can offer information about tried and tested options to homeowners, 
businesses and developers.  

 Explore different funding models for schemes, including taxation, water company 
funding and pollution fines.  

 During the planning process surface water bodies and associated habitats must be 
conserved where possible to support biodiversity (rather than moving water by 
underground pipes as has often been the case). 

 

Question 4: Are the technical methodologies, processes and decision support 
tools which we have used robust and appropriate for the task? 
 
Given the technical nature of the report we are not in a position to judge this.  Whilst 
recognising that the planning for such a complex issue requires significant technical 
expertise, in order to meaningfully engage the general public needs much simpler clearer 
explanations of the methods used and reassurance that these are appropriate.  The webinar 
slides went some way to achieving this but the 97-page full report is extremely difficult to 
follow, and the non-technical summary, although brief, consists of very dense text. 

 
Question 5: Has our emerging regional plan been co-created in a fair, open 
and transparent process involving the right stakeholders and organisations? 
 
We feel that the quality of public consultation to date has been poor. The average person in 
Britain has taken the existence of an adequate supply of water for their needs very much for 



6 
 

granted. However, over the last 2-3 years there has been rapid development of public 
concern for the state of the region’s water, with publicity around the fact that this is one of 
the most water-stressed parts of the UK.  WRE and associated authorities and agencies thus 
have a clear remit, as a well as a moral responsibility, to inform the public on: the impact of 
water-stress on households and the environment; the trends becoming evident with 
climate-change; the roles of the different bodies involved; and the responsibilities of 
individual users. This information must be communicated to the public as a matter of 
urgency and in a clear and understandable way. Most of the consultation materials provided 
are too technical for non-experts to understand, although we will all be directly affected by 
the issues set out.  
 
We also have major concerns about the number of consultations being presented to the 
public in parallel (e.g. WRE, Cambridge Water (Water Resource Management Plan and also 
Drought Plan), Greater Cambridge Local Plan). These are all interconnected and relate to 
water abstraction, but there is very little visible co-ordination between the various planning 
bodies. It is hard for the layperson to understand which body is ultimately responsible for 
which decisions, and whether the plans and documents being produced form guidance or 
have a statutory mandate.  There is a risk that vital measures such as retrofitting housing 
stock for water efficiency, or innovations such as grey water harvesting on new estates 
being designed in from the start, can fall between the cracks. Within Cambridge, the fact 
that we have separate companies for water supply (Cambridge Water) and wastewater 
processing (Anglian Water) is a barrier to developing holistic approaches. 
 
We do not think that any of the agencies/bodies involved in water resource planning and 
management are currently presenting a clear view of the situation; this is contributing to 
the growing anxiety and sense of helplessness in civil society about future water supplies in 
the context of climate change, current water quality, and the long-term sustainability of our 
natural environment and the wildlife that depends on it.   
 

Question 6: Are there any areas which you feel WRE should be considering 
which are not currently reflected in our plan? What have we missed? 
 
We agree that there is an immediate shortfall that needs to be addressed, but do not feel 
that this is given sufficient urgency at this stage of planning.  In our view, reflecting that of 
Cam Valley Forum and others, the priority actions are to: 
 
a) Reduce as rapidly as possible all abstraction from the Chalk aquifer in the catchment.  

This includes:  

 As soon as possible, capping abstraction at today’s actual levels (rather than licensed 
levels) so that none of the three water companies takes any more water annually 
from any borehole than the recent average.  

 Deliver, as far and as fast as possible, the 60-70% reduction in abstraction at source 
from the Cam Chalk aquifer that is needed to ensure river flows, as assessed by the 
Environment Agency. 
 

b) Pause all local development planning in Cambridge until the water resources planning is 
complete.  We appreciate that WRE does not have the mandate to decide upon such a 
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pause, but nevertheless believe that they should be having urgent discussions with the 
Greater Cambridge Shared Planning Service and the Local Authorities involved to look at 
this issue, a point noted by Cambridge City Council itself.  It would surely be best 
practice to halt more local planning initiatives until overall policy and needs are clearer 
in relation to housing and job requirements in the future, particularly the final outcome 
of OxCam Arc deliberations, the trajectory of recovery from the pandemic, and the 
unfolding implications of Brexit. The prevailing approach of pursuing economic growth 
at all costs is not appropriate in the context of the climate change and biodiversity 
emergencies.   
 

c) Take a much more concerted and urgent action to manage demand, with the water 
companies, especially Cambridge Water.  We agree with the Cam Valley Forum on their 
list of activities urgently needed: 

 Establish a new baseline of annual restrictions on inappropriate uses of drinking 
water use (e.g. a ban on household use of sprinklers, hosepipes, and high-pressure 
washers from May to August every year) and tighten these progressively as 
necessary in dry weather in response to environmental triggers. 

 Set targets for reducing ‘Distribution Input’ (the total amount of treated water used 
for the public water supply)   

 Implement compulsory metering of water supplies to drive down consumption, 
working to demanding but achievable targets; consider introducing a pricing 
structure so that cost/litre increases above a certain level (e.g. 80 litre/person/day) 
so that there is a clear financial incentive not to waste water 

 Reduce leakage from water company and customer pipes to drive down wastage, 
working to demanding but achievable targets. 

 Require all major new housing and business development to meet a design standard 
that reduces personal water consumption to 80 litres/person/day, including water-
efficient appliances and measures such as water harvesting and greywater recycling.  
The emerging WRE plan proposes a target of 110 litres/person/day by 2050 which 
we consider insufficiently ambitious.  We recognise that in order to achieve this, new 
housing developments will need to be as water efficient as possible and existing 
homes may need to be retrofitted, but nevertheless think that 80 litres/person/day, 
as recommended by the CVF and proposed for new housing in the forthcoming 
Greater Cambridge Local Plan, would be achievable. 

 Require all major new housing and business development to be water neutral - i.e. 
offsetting new demand with equivalent efficiency savings in the use of water in 
existing development. We note that, in the Sussex North Water Supply Zone, 
another area of high water-stress, Natural England has advised the Local Authorities 
(Crawley and Horsham) not to give planning permission until a development can be 
shown to be water neutral2; we would like to see an equivalent approach taken in 
Cambridge. 

 

                                                           
2
 https://www.horsham.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/106552/Natural-Englands-Position-Statement-

for-Applications-within-the-Sussex-North-Water-Supply-Zone-September-2021.pdf 


