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The Emerging Water Resources Regional Plans 
Consultation 
 
Date: 28 February 2022 
 
The Country Land and Business Association (CLA) is the membership organisation for owners 
of land, property and businesses in rural England and Wales. We help safeguard the interests of 
landowners, and those with an economic, social and environmental interest in rural land. Our 
members own or manage around half the rural land in England and Wales and more than 250 
different types of businesses. 
 
We welcome the objectives of the regional planning process to ensure sustainable and resilient 
water resources to 2050 and beyond, and the opportunity to comment on the draft Regional 
Plans. In particular, the CLA would like the plans to improve in three important areas: we would 
like to see alignment in the ambition of these regional plans, support for landowners and farmers 
to deliver against the aims of the plans, and engagement at a local level with landowners as the 
strategic solutions are further assessed and (potentially) implemented.  
 
This statement sets out the CLA’s response to the draft Water Resources Regional Plans 
grouped within four sections: security of supply for agriculture, demand side solutions, supply 
side solutions, and realising multiple benefits. 
 

1. Security of supply for agriculture 
 
Agriculture must be considered an essential use of water within the regional plans to support 
reliable food supply chains and contribute to food security, reduce food and resource waste and 
to promote animal welfare. Any reductions in abstraction quantities for agriculture must be 
compensated or replaced with resilient, reliable, and affordable supply. On many farms, 
abstracted water cannot be replaced with mains water as the supply does not extend to where it 
is needed and water pressure may not be sufficient for the intended use. Where overall 
abstraction in a region must be reduced, agriculture must play its part in efficient use of water. 
But, for significant changes, it may be more appropriate to reduce the abstraction of the public 
water supply (PWS) as there may be more options to replace this capacity and therefore it is 
less likely to result in stranded assets. This position is supported by Water Resources West 
(WRW)’s plan which recognises that the majority of non-PWS abstractors are ‘dependent upon a 
single source to support and plan for their business activities’. The CLA agrees that ‘assessment 
and engagement has to take place at a very local level’. 
 
It should be noted that with weather changes and population growth, the incorporation of 
additional on-farm water efficiency measures may not be enough on their own to result in a 
lower abstraction requirement. For example, switching from spray irrigation to trickle irrigation 
may not result in a decrease in total water use if dry weather becomes more frequent, and/or 
more crops are required to feed a growing population. Within the preferred plans, it will be 
important to ensure sufficient estimates for water for agriculture to 2050. As West Country Water 
Resources (WCWR) note in their plan, in a drought situation, animal welfare for livestock needs 
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to be a key priority. The CLA welcomes the efforts within the regional plans to understand future 
consumption of the non-PWS sector and to work closely with agriculture to understand how to 
reduce uncertainty around water forecast and demand. 
 
In particular, the the CLA supports Water Resources East (WRE)’s engagement with the 
Lowland Peat Agricultural Taskforce to understand the requirements of wetter agriculture to 
reduce carbon emissions and meet the UK net zero target. More broadly, the consideration of 
landscape restoration requirements under GHG emission reduction pathways and in line with the 
government’s net zero strategy should be included in water forecasts. Significant new tree 
planting and peatland restoration in line with government targets may change water demand in 
some areas, while delivering benefits to climate and natural flood management. 
 
Many agricultural businesses are diversifying or looking to diversify as part of the agricultural 
transition. It will be important for these businesses that the key water availability issues are 
communicated to them. This will help to ensure these businesses are sustainable and their 
water supply needs can be met in the long term. From the plans it is clear that an underlying 
principle is that economic growth should be able to take place, and that water demand should 
meet this; however, in rural areas this may be complicated because the home or business is 
likely to be reliant on a private water supply and therefore not able to benefit directly from 
additional capacity in the PWS. Limitations on abstraction may disproportionately impact such 
businesses, supporting the CLA request that water for agricultural businesses should be 
considered and essential use. 
 

2. Demand side solutions: support for on-farm water efficiency 
 
It is positive that all plans start by focussing on demand side solutions. Demand management 
should be prioritised regardless of whether a deficit is shown locally, enabling us to make better 
use of what we have and to ensure water is available to transfer to the areas that need it. 
 
However, it will be very challenging to ensure the planned reduction in per capita water 
consumption takes place; it relies heavily on government policies and consumer behaviour 
change. The reduction from c.140+ l/p/d to 110 l/p/d is significant. It is noted in some of the draft 
regional plans that per capita water consumption has increased over the 2020/21 period. 
Metering and public awareness campaigns so that consumers understand their water usage will 
be important. If the ambition of 110 l/p/d is going to be met, there needs to be support for the 
retrofit of homes and buildings – for example, grant funding for water efficient fixtures and fittings 
and free issue smart meter installation. This support must also be available on private water 
supplies. In rural areas many homes are supplied by private water supplies managed by the 
landowners. In these situations there are no legal routes to require water users to reduce the 
demand.  
 
Similarly, for non-household water users to meet the aim to reduce water consumption, support 
is needed. Appropriate grant funding to enable on farm water efficiency will be required. Some of 
this is in train, such as items included under Defra’s Farming Equipment and Technology Fund, 
and some is only available within certain regions, for example, the Severn Trent STEPS 
programme includes on farm rainwater harvesting equipment. The EA should work with Defra to 
ensure that water management is included in future funding rounds and water companies should 
consider programmes to assist farms to improve water management. 
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All the regional plans incorporate the target to reduce leakage by 50% by 2050 on a 2017 
baseline, as included in the National Framework. The CLA notes that within the National 
Framework this is a collective target, therefore, there may be some nuance which is not explored 
within the plans where some water companies (i.e. those with the worst performance) may need 
to go further to reduce leakage. Leakage figures were not included in the plans so it was not 
possible to assess where the most gains are to be made. 
 

3. Supply side solutions: engage locally 
 
The CLA recognises that the regional planning process has identified that the water deficit is 
expected to be higher than predicted under the National Framework, and therefore that it is 
critical that supply side solutions are developed in tandem with demand management. In turn, it 
is pivotal that local engagement takes place, including with landowners that the infrastructure 
projects may impact. A core principle of all plans should be to make best use of existing assets 
before looking for new / additional sources of supply. 
 
Water transfers 
 
The CLA supports water transfers to ensure that there are sufficient supplies for all water users. 
Careful consideration of local economic and ecological impacts should be given when 
implementing any new transfers. It is noted that due to the increased deficit noted within all 
regions there is limited scope for interregional transfers, although this should not be discounted. 
 
Reservoirs 
 
The CLA supports a national infrastructure programme for water storage and recognises the 
multiple benefits of reservoirs: for water resources, for ecological benefit and for flood alleviation 
to capture excess flows in winter and make use of surface water which would otherwise cause 
damage to homes and businesses or be ‘wasted’ and pumped out to sea. However, community 
design for the expansion and creation of new reservoirs is critical. The reuse of quarries may 
assist to reduce some of the community impacts of new reservoirs, as within WCWR’s plan to 
make use of the Mendip quarries when this activity concludes. Smaller scale (e.g. on farm) 
reservoirs can also be very effective for securing supply. There should be support for farmers 
and landowners to build such infrastructure. Some funding was made available under Defra’s 
Farming Transformation Fund, however, there should be support from all regional groups and 
others for further funding rounds with more notice. This should also be aligned with supportive 
policies related to planning permissions and abstraction approvals.  
 
Wastewater treatment and desalination 
 
The CLA is pleased to see that the plans have reviewed water treatment, whether wastewater or 
saltwater, to build resilience in the public water supply. The CLA recognises that such 
infrastructure may help to safeguard surface water and groundwater for other non-PWS users as 
well as building resilience and capacity in the PWS. However, there are trade-offs which need 
careful consideration. 
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All regions should carefully review planned options with regards to the energy-water nexus, and 
the water-food-energy nexus. Desalination in particular is an energy intensive solution with high 
infrastructure and maintenance costs. It is unlikely that agriculture would be able to afford 
desalinated water directly. When not used to produce desalinated water, the plants still require 
energy to ensure they remain in working condition while on stand-by. The successful use of 
desalination plants as part of a ‘best value’ plan relies heavily on the low carbon energy 
transition (which itself is reliant on significant water supply). While the proposed desalination 
plants are planned to utilise renewable energy, arguably this increased capacity in renewable 
energy would be better used to replace fossil fuels within the existing energy mix rather than to 
power new energy-intensive technologies. Furthermore, the development of green hydrogen 
remains uncertain.  
 
Following on from the above, there should be a clear, consistent hierarchy of supply solution 
across the regional plans, with wastewater treatment prioritised over desalination, to ensure a 
sustainable secure supply. This appears to be the case: the plans generally prioritise other 
demand and supply methods ahead of desalination, with WCWR explicitly considering 
desalination ‘an option of last resort’. WRW similarly found desalination to be very unpopular 
once costs and environmental impact were considered. Both Water Resources South East 
(WRSE) and WRE include desalination in their pathways and it is recommended that lessons 
are learnt from the Thames Water desalination plant in Beckton which remained a white-
elephant for many years. Constructed in 2008 for £250 Million, received negatively by the public, 
and not used (until 2016 at least and it is unclear if/how much it has been used post 2016). The 
additional supply generated could have been met by investment in leakage reduction. Lessons 
should be learnt from all regions by looking at this example to ensure such solutions are only 
deployed when truly needed, and giving time for the technology to advance. 
 
As with all new supply options, the construction of new plants will have significant community 
impact, and engagement with landowners will be critical. Desalination is likely to be situated 
along the coast, and these can be ecologically sensitive and important habitats for carbon 
sequestration and flood defence. WRE’s proposal for co-location of renewable power generation 
and other activities such as desalination may help in part to mitigate some of these issues. 
 

4. Multiple benefits and consistency of ambition 
 
The CLA is pleased to see that all feasible supply options have been evaluated by Strategic 
Environmental Assessment, Habitat regulations, Water Framework Directive, Biodiversity Net 
Gain and Natural Capital assessments. As well as considering the water companies’ net zero 
operational carbon target by 2030, embodied carbon must also be assessed – especially where 
large scale infrastructure is considered. Whole lifecycle emissions are important for a net zero 
aligned plan. 
 
The regional plans have taken very different approaches to Nature-based Solutions (NBS). For 
example WRSE has included more than 200 catchment and NBS measures within their plan, in 
recognition of their multiple benefits. This includes working with farmers to improve land 
management practices, water retention measures such as natural flood management and 
wetland creation and nutrient and sediment reduction. It is a shame that the method of 
assessment used does not recognise multiple benefits, and therefore the cost effectiveness of 
the measures cannot be accurately modelled, but positive that they are being hardwired into the 
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plan. In contrast, Water Resources North (WReN) have deemed NBS to be outside the scope of 
water resource planning. The CLA is supportive of NBS due to the many benefits they can 
provide for water quality, availability, and Natural Flood Management. The CLA agrees with 
WCWR that there could be potential to support ‘activity that can help meet future needs by 
maximising water availability and environmental quality’ through the Environment Land 
Management (ELM) scheme. Aligned with WRSE, WRW mention their work with landowners to 
incentivise protection of water quality. WRE also state that the plans ‘need to understand local 
water-related planning challenges beyond just water availability’ such as ‘water quality 
challenges, flood risk, and land use change alongside developing nature recovery strategies’. 
Consistency on the scope of the plans and alignment to the catchment based approach for 
water management planning would be beneficial for creating a cohesive national picture.  
 
To ensure that no region is disadvantaged, the level of climate change and the environmental 
destination considered should be consistent across the regions: 

- Climate: The regional plans use a mixture of RCP6.0 (a c.2 deg-C warming scenario) 
and RCP8.5 (a c.4 deg-C warming scenario). To ensure consistency in the resilience of 
the plans, all regions should incorporate both climate models in some way. Either within 
the defined pathways, or as part of a stress test. There are also implications for sea level 
rise within these climate scenarios. 

- Environmental destination: There is also a range of environmental ambition within the 
plans. WReN do not include specific reductions in supply to reflect Environmental 
Destination as defined by National Framework data ‘because there is insufficient 
evidence for their inclusion in a way that is meaningful and locally relevant’. It is 
important that the data across all regions is carefully reviewed and locally relevant and 
unclear why/if the data is sufficient in other regions to enable this. The reduction in 
abstraction capacity (in order to return water to the environment) is a core reason for the 
need in increased supply in most regions. Therefore, it is important that this data is 
carefully reviewed, and built into all regions’ supply and demand forecasts.  

- 1 in 200 to 1 in 500 year drought: There may be times where the most cost effective and 
least economically and environmentally damaging option is a hosepipe ban for gardens – 
this could help to safeguard supplies for crops and livestock welfare, and other critical 
uses such as human health. The CLA is unclear from the plans what impact the 1 in 500 
year drought resilience ambition for the PWS would have on agriculture and whether 
support for the sector would be needed. 

 
Farmers, land managers and landowners are keen to be part of the solution to build a 
more sustainable and resilient water supply. The local experience, knowledge and 
understanding which these groups can provide will help to ensure best value plans for water 
resources are reached. In particular the supply-side solutions will require land use changes, and 
therefore the CLA urges continued and genuine engagement locally to ensure the plans are 
aligned with those who own and manage the land. This may include speaking directly with local 
stakeholders impacted by particular proposed solutions, running sector specific advisory groups 
(as created by WRE), and wide promotion of future consultations and stakeholder workshops. 
As water companies develop proposed interventions in more detail early engagement with local 
landowners should be a priority. Through successful partnership working, multiple benefits can 
be delivered. For the water resources planning to be successful, it will be critical to ensure the 
regional plans are truly aligned nationally. 
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For further information please contact:  
 
Alice Green 
Land use policy adviser (Climate and Water) 
CLA, 16 Belgrave Square 
London SW1X 8PQ 
 
Tel: 020 7235 0511 
Fax: 020 7235 4696 
Email: alice.green@cla.org.uk  
www.cla.org.uk 
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