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Why are we running an innovation 
fund?



We’ve identified some innovation enablers that we believe will be critical to grow the 
water sector’s capacity to innovate. The fund will support initiatives that demonstrate 
and further strengthen innovation enablers, including: 
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Building the sector’s capacity to innovate

Scalability & 
deployability

Collaboration Long-term view

Managing 
innovation risk Adaptability

Openness



Ofwat 5 Strategic Innovation Themes

Climate 
Change

Impact of Extreme 
Weather & Pollution 

Operational 
Resilience

Delivering 
Public Value

Unlocking the 
power of open data



The fund so far…



How is the fund supporting a 
‘smart water system’?



1. AI and data
2. Collective intelligence
3. Existing ‘smart’ systems
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AI and smart data systems

Artificial Intelligence of Things Enabling Autonomous Waste Catchments (awarded £2m)

A cross-sector coalition to pilot the use of artificial intelligence that monitors a waste 
catchment area in real time to minimise the risk of flooding and sewage pollution. With the 
water industry accounting for 35% of river pollution, the project has received around £2 
million to develop new and integrated approaches for spill prevention.

Led by Severn Trent Water, partners include South West Water, Southern Water, Thames Water, Hafren Dyfrdwy Water, Northumbrian 
Water, Microsoft, Rockwell, British Telecom, Blackburn-Starling, 8power, National Cyber Security Centre, Exeter University

AI & Sewer Defect Analysis, led by United Utilities (awarded £210,000)

Using artificial intelligence and machine learning to automatically recognise features in 
CCTV inspection of sewers, the AI & Sewer Defect Analysis project will give a better 
understanding of sewer deterioration and reduce the cost of inspections.

Led by United Utilities, partners include Dŵr Cymru (Welsh Water), Scottish Water, Severn Trent Water plc, Thames Water Utilities 
Limited, Water Research Centre, and Yorkshire Water Services Ltd
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Collective intelligence

How can the water sector better leverage shared or group intelligence from the 
collaboration, collective efforts, and competition of many individuals?

Catchment Systems Thinking Cooperative (CaSTCo) (awarded £7.1 million) 
The project aims to revolutionise the way crucial data about England and Wales’
water environment is gathered and shared, in particular on the health of the 
nation’s rivers. Only 14% of rivers in England are in ‘good health’ – one of the worst 
records in Europe. This project will ensure there is robust evidence base for 
tackling environmental challenges with direct support for local evidence gathering 
and community engagement in eight demonstration catchments, and a national 
framework of standardised tools and training.

Led by United Utilities, partners include The Rivers Trust, Thames Water Utilities Ltd, South West Water Ltd, Southern Water Services Ltd, 
Dŵr Cymru Anglian Water Services Ltd, Severn Trent Water Ltd, Yorkshire Water Services Ltd, Northumbrian Water Ltd, Affinity Water, 
South East Water, Earthwatch Institute, The Freshwater Biological Association, The Zoological Society of London, UK Centre for Ecology 
and Hydrology, Cardiff University, University of Exeter, Natural Course EU Life Integrated Project, Hummingbird Technologies
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Existing smart systems

Can the water sector make better use of existing smart systems and nature to 
achieve our objectives?

Seagrass Seeds of Recovery
The Seagrass Seeds of Recovery project will provide a blueprint for the restoration 
of seagrass in the UK, creating opportunities for biodiversity improvements and 
carbon and nitrogen reduction. It will provide a route map to unlock the ‘blue 
carbon’ potential (carbon captured by marine ecosystems), for the water industry 
and beyond.

Led by Affinity water, partners include Anglian Water Services Ltd, Cefas (Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science), 
Department of Zoology and Wadham College, University of Oxford, Environment Agency, Natural England, Project Seagrass, Salix River & 
Wetland Services Limited, Swansea University and University of Essex

Please submit your questions via the Zoom Q&A Function10



Reflecting on innovation fund so far

We’ve seen a fantastic response to the fund from the 
sector. We’ve funded 20 projects so far in the first 
round of the competition across a range of areas. 

- Collaboration; there has been a step change in 
collaboration across and outside the sector

- Risk; we have started to see more higher-risk 
initiatives that have the potential to deliver 
transformative benefits

- Innovation enabling projects
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What we want to see more of in future

- Learning and collaboration on shared problems with organisations in other sectors
- Greater pace within entry plans and an intention to fail fast, experiment and then adapt plans 

quickly. 

- A more iterative and less linear approach to innovation, more checkpoints, faster pace, and 
better acknowledgement and management of the innovation risks.

- Openness to new perspectives and voices

- Continued participation from across the sector

- A breadth of projects
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Future funds
As we come to the end of the pilot period we will be 
reviewing our progress so far and looking at how the 
fund can be designed to best meet our objectives

We are considering changes in a number of areas and 
will continue to discuss these with the sector going 
forward; 

- Wider direct access to the fund
- IPR
- Using challenges rather than a broader thematic 

focus
- Coordination with other funds (e.g. Ofgem’s 

innovation fund)
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Wider support for innovation in the water sector

Beyond the ofwat innovation fund there are lots more 
opportunities to support innovation in the sector. 

- Ofwat is working with DWI and EA to create a shared 
innovation query portal and improve the way we work 
together on important innovation opportunities like NBS

- Spring will be another way in which wider and better 
collaborations can be supported

- The sector strategy

- Wider initiatives being developed by Isle and others to 
target specific barriers to testing and adopting of 
innovation
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Any questions?


