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“Is this how our story is due to end? A

tale of the smartest species doomed

by that all too human characteristic

of failing to see the bigger picture in 

pursuit of short-term goals?”

David Attenborough COP 26
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Key Challenges

• Climate change

• Population Growth

• Water availability & Increasing Demand 
(Resilience)

• Ageing assets

• Meeting future environmental standards

• Pollution 

- Net Zero by 2030
- CC Adaptation Strategies
- Improving our existing assets – Totex Solutions
- Minimising new build
- Reduce leakage
- Reduce water usage
- A multi stakeholder approach to quality   

standards
- A circular economy approach
- Influencing customers re. Sewers
- Digital Solutions
- Natural Capital options

Mitigation Strategies
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A lot has changed recently

Ofwat’s Innovation competitions are injecting dedicated 
funding into projects and bringing more innovation into the 
sector

The UK water sector has become recognised as a global 
leader by committing to net zero operational emissions by 
2030

Ofwat has outlined it’s initial thinking behind the next Price 
Review and beyond – setting its priorities for English 
water companies

The Environment Bill is enshrining new environmental 
targets, ambitions and expectations in law

Innovation Strategy - Making the most of these 
opportunities requires much greater collaboration –
especially around research and innovation
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How do we get to the moon 
and back safely?

A Big Question 

• An Aspirational Goal!
• Drives Innovation
• Motivates People
• A Paradigm Shift

• Out of Interest
• Approx length of sewers in the UK

• 624,200 km
• Approx length of water pipes in the UK

• 450,000 k
• Distance to the moon 384,400 km
• Total pipes length approx. – 1,074,200 km (2.8 x the     

distance to the moon
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Build New Assets

Upgrade Assets Maintain Assets

Optimise Assets

Capex bias Opex bias

A shift to the right

A Totex Approach

Better use of what we have 
already created.

Digital approaches

Invest in maintenance

Process optimisation

People and skills



What is Circular Economy for Water Companies ?



Biochar

Stormwater

Hydrogen

Phosphorous

Circular Economy –
A few practical examples
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UK sector 
operational 
emissions, 

2018-19 

c2.6 mt
CO2e

Water 
supply

Waste 
water

N2O & CH4 emitted from WW 
Treatment Processes (around 

300 & 30 times impact of CO2)



10

UKWIR Big Questions

Our Ambition: To Create a Sustainable Water Sector for the Future

Theme 1
Drinking water production & 

distribution

Theme 2
Wastewater collection & 

Recycling

Theme 3
Cross cutting

Theme 4
Operating Sustainably

1. How do we halve our 
abstractions by 2050?

2. How will we achieve 
zero leakage in a 
sustainable way by 
2050?

3. How do we achieve 
zero interruptions to 
water supplies by 
2050?

4. How do we achieve 
100% compliance 
with drinking water 
standards by 2050?

5. How will we deliver an 
environmentally 
sustainable 
wastewater service 
that meets customer 
and regulator 
expectations by 2050?

6. How do we achieve 
zero uncontrolled 
discharges from 
sewers by 2050?

7. How do we achieve zero 
customers in water 
poverty by 2030? 

8. What is the true cost of 
maintaining assets & 
how do we get this better 
reflected in the 
regulatory decision 
making process?

9. How do we ensure that 
the regulatory framework 
incentivises efficient 
delivery of the right 
outcomes for customers 
& the environment? 

10. How do we remove 
more carbon than we 
emit by 2050?

11. How do we 
maximise recovery 
of useful resources 
and achieve zero 
waste by 2050?

12. How do we achieve 
zero harmful plastics 
in the water 
environment by 
2050?



Enabling the Water Innovation Strategy 2050
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Aligning research and innovation

UKWIR – facilitating the delivery of Spring, a Centre of Excellence for the 
water industry

Although a subsidiary of UKWIR – independent, with its own brand and able 
to create its own strategy and approach to fundraising 

A cross-sector board in Spring, means it remains strategically aligned with the 
sector’s innovation needs.

This alignment means UKWIR can keep a focus on crucial research and 
Spring can engage with nearer to market transformational innovation

Current and future investment from and engagement with key stakeholders –
OFWAT  Fund, Water Companies, Supply Chain, UKRI, Other sectors, etc…



Delivery partners

Water companies

Supply chain

Academia

Government 
& Regulators

A growing number of partners
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So What Next?

• Set up Spring and create an organisation that drives transformational innovation through 
collaboration – for the sector

• Strategic alignment of the sector with UKRI organisations

• Work with other sectors to address industry challenges, e.g. Food, Energy, Water nexus

• International collaboration

• Create an easier way in for supply chain organisations to access the industry

• Build a more strategic bridge with academia

• Take a long term view and work strategically with government and regulators


