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Our operations
Water and wastewater
As we reach the end of the K6 (2015-20) period South 
West Water remains well positioned to forge ahead 
with its ambitious New Deal business plan for the 
next five-year period having once again made good 
progress across all business areas during 2019/20. 

2.2 
million total  
population served

23
raw water reservoirs

650
wastewater   
treatment works 

17,515
km wastewater  
mains network

18,370 
km of drinking water  
mains network

1,501
employees

34
drinking water  
treatment works

151
bathing waters  
and 24 shellfish waters

Highlights of the year

Reservoir Key water mains

Reservoir Key water mains
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Excellence in drinking water 
On the drinking water side of the business South 
West Water continued to deliver outstanding quality 
tap water in both service areas, achieving 99.98% 
and 99.99% in the South West and Bournemouth 
regions respectively. 

Careful management of resources, particularly 
following the unusually dry weather of 2018, 
ensured there were no water restrictions placed 
on customers in 2019, leakage levels were 
successfully kept in line with target and the 
company outperformed its target for minimising 
supply interruptions. 

Furthermore, in the South West Water area, 
contacts about the taste and appearance of 
drinking water were reduced to their lowest 
ever level. 

Throughout the 2015-20 period South West Water 
has delivered major investment in our drinking 
water assets and networks, exploiting the use 
of technology and innovation in areas such as 
network modelling, to improve the efficiency and 
sustainability of our operations. 

This included the start of a c.£10 million 
investment in new granular activated carbon (GAC) 
disinfection treatment processes at our College 
water treatment works. We also carried out 
extensive refurbishment work on our drinking 
water mains networks.

In 2019/20, the flagship Mayflower drinking 
water treatment works in Plymouth also went into 
commissioning and is due to enter operations in 
summer 2020. The first of its kind in the UK, the 
Mayflower is now undergoing rigorous performance 
testing and will provide the blueprint for future 
treatment facilities in the Bournemouth Water area.

Meeting customers’ needs 
and expectations
South West Water’s strategy is designed to prevent 
issues and problems arising, thereby avoiding the 
need for customers to contact us. However, when a 
customer does need to make contact, every effort is 
made to resolve the matter as quickly and as 
professionally as possible. 

In recent years South West Water has radically 
improved the level of service its customers receive.

In addition to investing in team development, 
training and internal systems the company 
has taken a proactive approach to customer 
communications and made use of digital platforms, 
data analysis and ‘co-creation’ to improve the 
customer experience. 

Having already surpassed its 2020 target for 
customer service, as measured by the service 
incentive mechanism (SIM), South West Water 
continued to improve its service offering in 2019/20. 
For the new regulatory period, a new customer 
experience metric (CMex) has been introduced, and 
we have been focused on these changes in our 
delivery plans this year. 

This included improving the website to increase 
self-service options; making digital actions easier 
through clearer online messages and improved 
navigation; and increasing webchat to provide 
customers with answers quickly and increase first 
time resolution.

Delivering services which reflect the priorities 
that matter most to our customers has resulted 
in complaints to South West Water reducing by  
16.7% this year, that is 56.5% since 2015/16. 
Bournemouth Water complaints have also reduced 
by 66.7% in this time. 

Providing value for money services remains central 
to all of South West Water’s business activities and 
in cases in which customers struggle to pay their 
bills a range of additional support measures are 
available. To date, >35,000 customers have received 
support from one of our support schemes including 
WaterCare+ which assists those with affordability or 
debt issues, and >25,500 customers are currently on 
a support tariff. 

Customer satisfaction with overall service remains 
high. In 2019/20 South West Water achieved its 
2020 committed performance target of customer 
satisfaction at 90% and there was further 
improvement in the percentage of customer 
contacts resolved first time across both drinking 
water and wastewater operations. 

Furthermore, during the COVID-19 pandemic South 
West Water has successfully maintained the vast 
majority of its services, having taken swift and 
responsive action to ensure critical operations and 
essential services, particularly for vulnerable 
customers, would be unaffected.

Investment in wastewater improvements
During 2015-20, South West Water set itself 
ambitious targets to improve wastewater 
services, reduce the risk of pollution and prevent 
sewer flooding. 

Despite having maintained our best-ever results 
for wastewater treatment and reduced internal 
sewer floodings by 12% over K6, South West Water 
narrowly missed its 2020 targets in each of these 
performance areas. 

While this is disappointing, targeted action plans are 
in place in order to build on the significant progress 
made up to this point. 

Similarly, following a concerted effort to reduce the 
risk of pollution through a range of initiatives and 
investments, we have seen a year-on-year reduction 
in the number of serious (Categories 1 & 2) 
incidents since 2015. 

Our target of zero by 2020 was missed due to a 
single Category 2 incident in 2019. 
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Last years text

With respect to the less serious pollution incidents 
(Categories 3 & 4) we recognise that this is a 
challenging area for South West Water and we are 
fully committed to tackling these issues during the 
2020-25 period. 

As such we have implemented an accelerated 
pollution plan. This includes: 

 • The implementation of a dedicated pollutions 
task force 

 • Significant increases in resources for sewer 
cleansing and pumping station inspection/
maintenance

 • Strengthening our incident response capability.

Furthermore, we are investing in improved root 
cause analysis, developing asset specific plans for 
treatment works, networks, and pumping stations, 
enhancing our customer campaigns to help reduce 
blockages and driving a culture change within 
the organisation.

In May 2019 South West Water was fined £44,000 
plus costs for a 2017 pollution offence caused by a 
blocked sewer at South Sands, Salcombe. The 
company has invested £2.9 million since 2013 to 
address saline and sand ingress in the Salcombe 
area, to minimise the risk of this type of incident. 
On 1 April 2019, the Environment Agency accepted 
an Enforcement Undertaking from South West 

Water to make a payment of £385,000 to the 
Westcountry Rivers Trust in relation to a pollution 
incident in Widewell Woods, Plymouth in 2016.

Health & safety 
Our success as a company relies on the health, 
safety and wellbeing of our employees. Following 
the launch of the long-term HomeSafe strategy 
across the Pennon Group in September 2018 we 
have been implementing a range of measures and 
initiatives to protect our teams and support their 
physical and mental health. HomeSafe has been 
given greater visibility across our operations and 
engagement with the training programme has been 
high. 

In 2019/20, there were 11 RIDDOR incidents in the 
South West Water area and zero RIDDOR incidents 
in the Bournemouth Water area.

The primary causes of such incidents in 2019/20 
were slips, trips and falls and manual handling 
issues. Management actions are ongoing to 
improve performance.

A core aim of HomeSafe is to improve our key 
safety measure known as LTIFR (lost time injury 
frequency rate) from the 1.5 recorded for 2018/19 to 
0.50 by 2025. This would place South West Water in 
the top quartile of the industry.

Our operations
Water and wastewater
continued

Alternative water 
supplies 
Recognising the vital importance 
of ensuring the reliability of 
customers’ drinking water supplies, 
South West Water has invested in the 
recruitment of a dedicated alternative 
water supplies team, tasked with 
responding quickly and effectively 
to any network issues. 

A key component of the company’s 
strategy to tackle supply interruptions 
during 2020-25, the 18-strong team 
is being supported with a significant 
investment in new equipment 
and technology. 

This includes state-of-the-art 
response vehicles with pumping 
capabilities and the capacity to be 
plumbed into the mains network in 
order to maintain supplies during 
mains bursts or when planned work 
is being undertaken. 

The company has also invested in its 
ability to carry out large scale water 
deliveries, with two new lorry units 
capable of carrying bulk supplies of 
bottled water or portable water tanks. 

The investment in this dedicated 
resource means South West Water will 
be better able to deliver large volumes 
of water to areas at risk of supply 
interruption. It also ensures that the 
impact of supply interruptions on 
customers can be minimised even 
during the most challenging of 
circumstances. 
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Following the implementation of the Group’s 
HomeSafe programme the LTIFR across South 
West Water reduced to 1.27 in 2019/20 and we are 
therefore on track to reduce this to 0.50 by 2025, as 
well as reducing the number of RIDDOR incidents. 

Protecting the environment 
The major investment South West Water has 
made in measures to help protect bathing and 
river water quality continues to support the region’s 
high standards in each of these areas and the 
company continues to work closely with partner 
organisations and landowners to manage water and 
wastewater in a more sustainable and holistic way. 

Bathing water quality results for Devon and 
Cornwall were once again extremely high in 2019/20 
which saw the largest proportion (82.8%) of bathing 
waters meeting the ‘excellent’ criteria since this 
more stringent standard came into effect in 2015. 

All but two met the ‘sufficient’ standard and neither 
of these failures were related to the performance of 
South West Water’s assets. 

Other environmental work during 2019/20 included 
the completion of South West Water’s 2015-20 
programme of river water quality upgrades and the 
ongoing expansion of the company’s award-winning 
catchment management schemes – Upstream 
Thinking and Downstream Thinking. 

Through the former, South West Water has worked 
to improve the water quality at 1,604 farms located 
upstream of water reservoirs and river abstractions.

The company has also restored 10,655 acres, 
(4,312 hectares) of moorland, culm grassland 
and other semi-natural habitats in this period. 

This benefits raw water quality and biodiversity 
while reducing flood risk.

Environmental programme 2020-25
As part of its 2020-25 business plan, South West 
Water is launching its largest environmental 
programme in 15 years, recognising that a healthy 
environment is vital for the long-term sustainability of 
the services we provide to customers. This includes 
targeting the following:

 • Zero serious pollutions
 • Lowest number of minor pollutions in 

the industry
 • Industry-leading wastewater compliance
 • Improving and maintaining the number of 

high-quality bathing and shellfish waters
 • Further 15% reduction in leakage levels with 

no overall incremental expenditure increase 
or impact on customer bills (see page 46) 

 • Protecting our river systems and expanding our 
industry-leading catchment-based programmes

 • The delivery of long-term drainage and 
wastewater management plans. 

Sector-leading outperformance
In 2019/20, South West Water once again delivered 
sector-leading financial performance maintaining 
a cumulative RoRE of 11.8% since the start of K6.

This industry-leading performance comprises 
6.0% as the base return, 2.6% totex savings and 
efficiencies, with 0.3% reflecting a net reward on 
ODIs. The remaining 2.9% reflects the difference 
between actual and assumed financing costs using 
a cumulative forecast retail price index over K6 of 
2.8%, consistent with the way we calculate our 
innovative WaterShare mechanism. Cumulatively, 
this WaterShare RoRE outperformance is broadly 
consistent with the approach adopted by Ofwat.

Total expenditure savings 
During 2019/20, we continued to deliver 
cost efficiencies and delivered £297 million of 
savings over K6.

ODI rewards
Operational performance resulted in a net ODI 
reward of £2.0 million (£13.3 million cumulatively 
over K6), reflecting an annual equivalent RoRE 
outperformance of 0.3%.

Wholesale services
Since the opening of the non-household retail 
market in April 2017, South West Water has 
successfully engaged with 21 different retailers.

Our wholesale service desk continues to 
operate effectively. During the COVID-19 pandemic 
we took proactive steps to ensure close lines of 
communication were kept with retailers. All were 
contacted individually to discuss how operations 
would be changing and to understand their needs 
during the period, including their processes for 
identifying vacant premises due to the pandemic. 
Site visits were temporarily deferred and we were 
involved in discussions with Water UK regarding 
the guidance being provided to businesses 
regarding return to work. 
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Our operations
Water and wastewater
continued

Leakage megalitres per day

0

20

40

60

80

100

20
 

84
 

19
 

82
 

19
   

83
 

18
 

84
 

Bournemouth Water South West Water

  

20192018201720162015

18
 

84
 

Drinking water quality mean zonal compliance (%)

99.80

99.84

99.88

99.92

99.96

100.00

10
0.

00
 

99
.9

7 

99
.9

8 

99
.9

6 99
.9

8 

  

99
.9

6 

10
0.

00
 

99
.9

9 

99
.9

9 

99
.9

8 

Bournemouth Water South West Water

  

20202019201820172016

Leakage transformation 
project 
In 2019/20 South West Water once 
again met its target to maintain 
leakage levels at a maximum of 
84 megalitres per day. Performance 
commitment levels in the 
Bournemouth area were also met.

Recognising that leakage is a high 
priority for customers, South West 
Water has undertaken a leakage 
transformation programme in 
readiness for targeting a 15% 
reduction in leakage levels across our 
South West Water and Bournemouth 
Water regions by 2025.

The greater deployment of ‘lift and 
shift’ acoustic loggers and fixed 
network sensors across our network 
is improving real time visibility, the 
targeting of leak detection activity 
and the productivity of leakage 
detection teams. 

Alongside pressure management of 
the network, the enhancements made 
during 2019/20 provide a strong 
platform to deliver sustained levels of 
leak reductions over the longer term.

South West Water also continues to 
actively collaborate with other water 
companies to ensure best practice is 
shared for the benefit of all customers.
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Our community
As well as providing essential water services, 
South West Water supports the area’s economic 
sustainability, supporting the employment of some 
5,300 people either directly or indirectly through 
our supply chain. 

Working with partners and through our own events 
we fundraise and support community activities, 
conservation and wildlife programmes and 
environmental education campaigns. 

Sponsorship and campaigns
As part of our 2015-20 business plan South 
West Water is committed to spending a minimum 
of £80,000 on community sponsorship and 
charitable donations. 

In 2019/20 the company provided c.£200,000 worth 
of support for local charities and organisations. 

South West Water’s strategy is to link our 
sponsorship and charity support to initiatives which 
have clear links with our core business activities, 
such as protecting the environment, biodiversity 
and health and wellbeing. 

Over the past year this included sponsorships for: 

 • South West Coast Path 
 • Devon Wildlife Trust
 • Cornwall Wildlife Trust
 • Surf Life Saving GB
 • Beach Schools South West
 • Environment Plymouth
 • Devon Youth Games Trust.

In addition to our ongoing support for WaterAid – 
the water industry charity – we also provided 
£46,000 of charitable donations, including to 
the following: 

 • Cornwall Air Ambulance Trust
 • Devon Air Ambulance Trust
 • Age UK Devon
 • Age UK Cornwall & The Isles of Scilly
 • The Devon & Cornwall Food Association (DCFA)
 • RNLI. 

Furthermore, South West Water’s wastewater team 
continued to fund the BeachCare programme with 
Keep Britain Tidy, which organises and coordinates 
voluntary, community-based beach cleans across 
the South West peninsula.

Support for education
South West Water’s community team directly 
engaged with more than 2,300 primary 
schoolchildren about the water cycle in classrooms 
and school assemblies, including through Scouts 
and Guides groups. 

Through Bournemouth Water’s partnership with 
Dorset-based educational charity Life Education 
Wessex, curriculum-based Waterwise presentations 
and materials on the water cycle and water 
efficiency were delivered to 48 schools in the 
Bournemouth Water area, reaching more than  
4,500 pupils.

Community access, conservation and recreation
Our reservoirs are managed for environmental 
improvements and for the benefit of our customers 
and communities through our partnership with 
South West Lakes Trust. 

During the year we welcomed more than two million 
people to our recreational estate across both 
service areas. Around 72,000 people took part in 
organised recreation activities including sailing, 
windsurfing and kayaking. A further 5,000 
participants have learnt new skills at the sites 
through the Trust’s heritage and environmental 
education programme. 

South West Water’s dedicated community team 
also attended 34 high-footfall events including the 
Devon County and Royal Cornwall Shows, various 
regattas, food and drink and other community 
festivals and events. 

We also continue to take part in the Heritage Open 
Days initiative. In 2019 we opened eight operational 
water and wastewater sites to the public, hosting 
behind-the-scenes tours for a total of around 
400 people. 

Think Sink! 
Throughout 2019/20 South West 
Water continued the region-wide 
roll-out of its Think Sink! campaign 
reminding businesses and food 
service establishments of their 
responsibilities regarding the 
proper disposal of fat, oil, grease 
and food waste.

Every year the company tackles 
around 6,500 blocked sewers across 
the region, with many caused by 
excess fat, cooking oil and grease 
are poured down sinks.

In extreme cases, fat and oil can 
combine with other material to 
create fatbergs, as seen in Sidmouth 
during 2018/19. 

Alongside the consumer-focused 
Love Your Loo initiative, Think Sink! 
will continue to form part of South 
West Water’s pollution reduction 
strategy for 2020-25. 
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