
20 February 2023

Letter sent by email to: contact@wre.org.uk

Dear Sir/Madam,

Ref: Water Resources East

Consultation – Draft Regional Plan

FeCRA Response

The Federation of Cambridge Residents’ Associations (FeCRA) is a grassroots civic voice for everyone in 
Cambridge and for its environment. Residents want a say in shaping Cambridge’s development to ensure 
that the city grows in a way that is sustainable and inclusive, achieves balanced communities and addresses 
the issues of climate change and health, social equality and quality of life. FeCRA’s strength is in its network 
of members in all city neighbourhoods and good channels of communication with villages across South 
Cambs, along with the five OxCam Arc counties and Norfolk, Suffolk, Herts and Essex. The Federation is 
entirely voluntary and self-funded.

FeCRA’s well attended AGM events feature presentations from prominent experts, including leading 
landscape architect Kim Wilkie, George Ferguson, former Mayor of Bristol and the distinguished Oxford 
ecologist Professor David Rogers. In November, the Cambridge for Sale Event addressed by the investigative 
journalist and China expert, Ian Williams, and Cambridge Independent Councillor Sam Davies, highlighted 
concerns about Cambridge’s employment led growth and the global interests driving this and the 
democratic deficit involved.

The importance of place and neighbourhood and wellbeing and belonging and mutual support is especially 
important in a university city that has earned the unenviable title of being the most unequal city in the UK 

Our members are very supportive of measures to improve water supply and quality. But, they have also 
contacted FeCRA to express worries about the high level of development planned for the UK’s most water-

stressed region whose rivers and chalk streams are in dire straits and full of sewage. 

They ask where is the discussion in this plan of growth numbers on which projections are based ? Who has 
made the decisions about land use and trade-offs and timing ? 

For these reasons we object strongly to this regional plan as it stands. Cambridge and East Anglia need a 
solution that benefits the endangered Cam chalk streams and wildlife. Residents say that rather than 
addressing a known water crisis these plans are about enabling the very high level of growth proposed in 
the new draft Local Plan.

 
WRE ask Q4 "Does our proposed plan strike the right balance between demand and supply-side options for 
the public water supply?"

 
Residents are telling FeCRA that they do not believe that the draft plan addresses the very serious over-
extraction that is currently taking place from the chalk aquifer. The timescales proposed by Water Resources
East for the delivery of the proposed solutions are far too long. The River Cam is already very severely 
depleted by many decades of over-extraction.  Every additional year will make it harder for the aquifer and 
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wildlife to recover. The chalk aquifer supplies over 60% of the drinking water across the south east of 
England , extending far beyond the chalk areas themselves into London.

With the very high levels of employment-led growth that planning policies are proposing to bring to East 
Anglia the demand for water will grow very quickly before the new plan has even got under way. 

Water Resources East draft plan states that investigations of needs of chalk rivers will need to be done 
between now and 2030. Residents and environmental experts are saying that this was done over 30 years 
ago and that water companies already know what is needed for this plan.

We are hearing serious concern from local groups about dry reservoirs this winter and the spectre of 
serious water shortages next summer. East Anglia has recorded a substantial rain deficit over the last year 
and 15 of the last 24 months have been dry.

Environmentalists and river experts across the region are also expressing serious concern about the East 
Anglia Drought Update and the accuracy of the Environment Agency’s recordings, which they say does not 
tally with evidence they see on the ground about the seriousness of the situation. They are telling us that it 
is extraordinary that the Environment Agency and water companies are not working on emergency 
measures right now, as it takes months to install and commission emergency drought infrastructure.

The existing water infrastructure and boreholes are only supplying the existing water supply needs by over-
extracting the water from the aquifer at totally unsustainable rates, leading to a severe risk of our supplies 
failing. The risk of the 2022 drought extending into 2023 remains very high even after the heavy rain in 
December and January.

Many residents say that they are shocked at the level of growth that is being proposed in the new Draft 
Local Plan and what they see as the failure to consider the overall environmental capacity and climate 
change impact and the effect on the historic environment (built and natural) in a holistic way. 

There is no consideration or assessment of current growth in the pipeline or of the success or failure of 
current Local Plan policies, no assessment of the cumulative impact of current growth, especially in terms of
delivering the claimed nature and quality of development.

Cam Valley Forum states on its website that it will require a 60-70% cut in abstraction, to achieve ‘normal 
flows’, in the Cam. As the river expert and campaigner Feargal Sharkey has pointed out: 

 
‘From 1st January 2028 the Environment Agency will have the power to amend or revoke already amend / 
revoke any abstraction licence that is causing 'serious damage' to a rivers and from 1 Jan 2028 will be able 
to do so where it is causing a river not to meet 'Good' ecological status and all without paying compensation
to the water company. As Sharkey says ‘Facts matter’.

 
 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/

82498/water-act-condoc1202.pdf

 
The details of the Environment Act provide guidance on what constitutes ‘serious damage”. The Cam fits the
bill for ‘serious damage’ perfectly.
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In August 2020, the Environment Agency, in response to a query on the viability of water supply to 
Northstowe Phase 3A, wrote to Monica Hone of Friends of the Cam that ‘current levels of abstraction are 
causing environmental damage. Any increase in use within existing licenced volumes will increase the 
pressure on a system that is already failing environmental targets’, and ‘many waterbodies did not have the 
flow to support the ecology.’ 
 
On 1 July 2021, DEFRA announced that chalk streams would be given enhanced environmental protection, 
and published the Environment Agency document titled “Water stressed areas – final classification 2021” 
which included the fact that the supply areas of Cambridge Water and Anglian Water are areas of serious 
water stress (page 6).

According to Appendix 3, Cambridge Water needed to reduce abstraction by 22 megalitres per day from 
levels current at 1st July 2021, and Anglian Water needed to reduce abstraction by 189 megalitres per day 
from levels current at 1st July 2021. A proposed ‘solution’ to this problem is to pump water from a reservoir 
in North Lincolnshire, 

But this is an area also classified by the Environment Agency as water-stressed. Moreover, the reservoir 
would remove 4,500 acres of quality Lincolnshire farmland. 

https://vimeo.com/763480663

As for Cambridge Water’s Fenland Reservoir at Chatteris, experts from Cambridge’s Antarctic Survey have 
asked: “What is the anticipated period of operation of the reservoir ?” and “what assumptions have been 
made about relative sea-level change and development of flood defences over that period? “

 
Others have asked: Have the cost of the reservoir and the cost of pumping water to Cambridge been 
compared with the cost of retrofitting serious water storage and grey water recycling? 

 
Local experts with experience of building major earthworks have pointed out the dearth of technical 
information in the consultations for the two new reservoirs that closed on Dec 21, 2022. 

They ask why the estimated cost per cubic metres is so much higher than for Rutland Water or Havant 
Water. They are not clear why Anglian Water are selecting such an expensive solution. Is it to make the ‘do 
nothing’ option appear to be the only feasible one? 

If soil moisture deficits are increased by higher summer temperatures and longer summer seasons, then the
groundwater sourcing of chalk streams is affected, as eventually also will be the sourcing of public water 
supply. Cam Valley Forum investigations attribute part of the Cam’s currently falling river flows to these 
increased soil moisture deficits. i.e. it takes more rain to wet up the soil before any rain water percolates 
through to recharge ground water. As they point out, we live in a drought stressed area. [1]

Both summer and winter rainfall vary widely, but it is only the latter that has a significant impact on ground 
water. Public water supply in our catchment is 97% ground water dependent. River groups report that 
rainfall has changed very little over the last century. Research suggests that winter rainfall may increase but 
the graph above has a trend line showing only a tiny upward trend over the past 120 years; Anglian Water 
therefore should not expect any significant increase in winter recharge at present. If anything the inverse 
trend of drying is in the ascendant - as more ground-water is abstracted and hotter weather increases soil 
moisture deficits. There have been much greater droughts in the past than anything experienced recently. 
We are now close to crisis.
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The Cambridge Water Company’s plans for a Fenland Reservoir will not improve a dire situation before 
2035. The reservoir provision alone will not be sufficient for the demand unless water neutrality is assured 
in all current properties and in all new developments. 

Residents are asking where is the overall vision of what Cambridge and the Cam and the regions’ chalk 
streams will be like in the future? This plan does not make it clear, nor does it address the precautionary 
principle or spell out the risks involved. 

Leaking ancient pipes and wastewater infrastructure
 
Anglian Water is losing 180 million litres of water every day through leaky pipes, and thousands of gallons of
raw sewage are continuously pumped into East Anglian waterways. 

 
Anglian Water state they are working with Ofwat to ensure water bills are kept as low as possible, whilst 
investing £720m to prepare our region to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing climate and a growing 
population.
However, there is no information in this plan about addressing leaks and ancient pipes 
Nor is there any  information about the status of Anglian Water’s compliance with wastewater regulations. 
Yet Anglian Water are consulting on compulsory meters and the chair of WRE, Paul Leinster, has previously 
told attendees at Water Resources East meetings that addressing wastewater is one of the biggest obstacles
to growth in this region.

 
Q 6 of the plan document asks “how much do you agree with the following statement? "WRE's proposed 
plan has been co-created in a fair, open and transparent way, involving the right stakeholders".

 
The consultations about the Lincs Reservoirs closed on December 21. The consultation about the Fenland 
Reservoir also closed on December 21 These two reservoirs are integral to Water Resources East regional 
plan and this consultation. How many people in East Anglia knew about the two  consultations? How can 
this be a fair consultation if elements of the plan impacting residents in East Anglia and further afield have 
already been consulted on? This is of national interest as decisions taken in this plan impact other regions 
and have an impact on funding. 

There is an expectation in this plan that ‘green’ growth and nature tourism in East Anglian can fund a system
of water management without addressing over-abstraction and sewage in the rivers

 
Yet the local sewage system is currently inadequate. The inadequacy of the sewage system is evidenced by 
the number of sewage spills by smaller Anglian Water sewage works into the Cam Valley. 

What is the status of the Ofwat investigation into Anglian Water’s non-compliance with wastewater 
regulation? The government has ordered that water companies must show their blueprints for improving 
thousands of pipes spilling sewage into rivers and seas. Companies will be expected to provide the number 
of spills, how long they lasted and the cause. Questions about compliance were put to Daniel Johns, 
Managing Director of WRE, and Chris Gerrard of Anglian Water by FeCRA at the last Natural Cambs Forum.

Currently, there are no plans to improve failing combined sewer overflows (CSOs), just promises to monitor 
them more accurately.

https://weownit.org.uk/company/anglian-water#:~:text=Anglian%20Water%20is%20owned%20by,owned%20by%20the%20Canadian%20state


The Cam Valley upstream of Cambridge saw 622 hours of untreated wastewater enter the rivers in 2020, yet
Anglian Water is proposing to move the main sewage works in the area, which has been upgraded and has 
sufficient capacity until 2050, into the Green Belt and to spend at least £227 million of public money to do 
so, whilst so many other treatment works discharging into the Cam are either completely overloaded or are 
fast approaching overload as yet more housing developments add to the burden. This will be the subject of 
only a partial public inquiry because it has been submitted as a National Infrastructure project in order to 
minimise public scrutiny.

 
Q 7 What further catchment-level analysis or activity would it be useful for WRE to prioritise?

 
The consultation does not ask: How polluted are our rivers?
 
Combined Storm Overflows were intended to act as pressure release to enable the management of extreme
periods of rainfall. Excess water is diverted into our waterways to protect homes and businesses from 

flooding. They were designed to cope with high levels of rainfall entering the system, but they are not a 

21st century answer to the problem of sewer flooding.

Sewage overspills result from lack of infrastructure investment, research shows 
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/news/242831/sewage-overspills-result-from-lack-infrastructure/

There are 14,346 CSOs in England and although they have been assessed for their environmental risk, 
their increasing use, even in dry spells, has led many to question their role in the country’s wastewater 
systems. Raw sewage overspill from CSOs directly into rivers and the sea can pollute the water, 
especially when not used at times of high rainfall that could dilute the sewage.

These overspills can lead to environmental deterioration and present a human health hazard, for 
example through enteroviruses that cause gut infections, or the proliferation of antibiotic resistance. 
This has a knock-on effect on tourism and leisure activities like swimming and boating, as well as the 
consumption of seafood that can accumulate toxins and microplastics.

The failure of water companies to invest in sewage infrastructure means more new homes will just add 
more sewage into treatment works that are at or beyond capacity, and increase pollution into rivers, At the 
moment there isn’t any serious plan nationally as to what we are going to do about this massive 
underinvestment by water companies in sewage treatment works.

To date there have been no upgrades at any of the smaller works in this area while more and more users are
still being connected. The Environment Agency has already warned at least one Cambridgeshire local 
planning authority, East Cambs District Council, that they must stop looking at the sewage requirements of 
single planning applications and instead look at the cumulative effects. Currently, there are no plans to 
improve failing combined sewer overflows (CSOs), just promises to monitor them more accurately. 
Residents say that one aspect that needs to be understood is the interaction between CSO excess and the 
inflow to the Fens Reservoir. It seems to them that one aspect (the CSO excess use) and various poorly 
performing local small sewage works that feed the Cam Ely Ouse need to be cleaned up before the Fens 
Reservoir is in use.
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Fish Legal write that the Environment Agency is still working on bringing in modern environmental permits 
for hundreds of CSOs. When the water industry was privatised ‘temporary deemed consents’ were given to 
1000s of outfalls. [2] The Environment Agency tried to update them in 2009 but the water companies 
successfully appealed. Conditions that would have protected water quality were effectively stripped out. 
Many discharge into fragile chalk streams. Anglian Water retains 60 outstanding temporary deemed 
consents. 

Q 6 Has our plan been co created in a fair, open and transparent way?

Water Resources East is a business entity set up by Anglian Water, whose priorities are commercial, not 
environmental, and has a track record of numerous fines for breaching environmental standards.

The Plan does not give a true picture of the cost of such high employment growth for the UK’s driest region 
and city with a water crisis whose world famous river is drying up and dumped full of sewage. 

Yours sincerely,

Wendy Blythe 

Chair of FeCRA, for the FeCRA Committee

[1] https://camvalleyforum.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/22-10-10-CVF-DWMP-consultation-response-
to-AW-Sept-2022.pdf

[2] https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/jan/31/water-firms-in-england-urged-to-upgrade-sewage-
works-for-new-homes
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