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The annual report on drinking water qual i ty in England and Wales wi l l  
be publ ished on 1 July 2010. I t  provides a comprehensive independent 
commentary on the qual i ty and safety of drinking water during 2009 
and comes in seven parts, covering the six regions of England and 
Wales. I  wi l l  be discussing the content of the report with the Consumer 
Counci l  for Water at a series of regional meetings in July.  
 
The role of drinking water inspectors, appointed under the Water 
Industry Act 1991, is to independently scrut inise the qual i ty of dr inking 
water.  Drinking water must be wholesome and f i t  for human 
consumption at al l  t imes. Inspectors take action to require 
improvements to water suppl ies when there is sound evidence of a r isk 
of a part icular water supply fai l ing to meet the drinking water 
standards. The annual dr inking water report publ ical ly records the 
work of inspectors together with measures indicating how well  the 
water industry is meeting the desired outcomes of dr inking water 
pol icy 1 which are:  
 

•  Water suppl iers del iver water that is safe and clean 

•  The publ ic have confidence in their dr inking water 

 
Drinking water quality 
 
The results of testing at consumers’ taps in 2009 demonstrated the 
overal l  good qual i ty of drinking water. The combined water industry 
f igure for compliance with dr inking water standards was 99.95%, only 
marginal ly down on the f igure of 99.96% reported in each of the 
previous three years. This f igure is made up of the results of over 2 
mil l ion tests for 39 di f ferent parameters on samples col lected by the 
companies from consumers’ taps in each of the 1,693 water supply 
zones in England and Wales. The comparable f igure for England was  

                                                 
1 Securing Safe Drinking Water for All: Drinking  Water Inspectorate Strategic Objectives 2010-2015:  
ISBN 978-905852-50-5 
 
 



also 99.95%. In 1,314 out of the total  of 1,670 zones in England, al l   
the tests passed every standard. In zones where fai lures were 
recorded, the remedial action taken or planned is described in the 
report. 
 
Looking more closely at the qual i ty of tap water in England, compared 
to a few years back, there is now less variat ion between the dif ferent 
regions with four recording a f igure of 99.97%, above the industry 
average (Figure 1). The Northern region f igure remained at 99.93%, 
the same as recorded for the Eastern region, which has fal len from a 
high of 99.97% reported last year. 
 
Figure 1: Regional compliance with standards 
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At water company level,  f igures for the ‘combined water and sewage 
companies’ ranged from 99.93% to 99.98% (Figure 2). Although st i l l  
below the industry average, United Uti l i t ies recorded the largest 
relat ive improvement in results in 2009. 
 
Figure 2: Water and Sewage companies – compliance with standards 
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Among the ‘water only’  companies and l icensees the f igures ranged 
from 94.14% to 100% (Figure 3).  Figures for four companies 
(Bournemouth and West Hampshire Water, Dee Val ley Water, South 
East Water and Portsmouth Water) improved to above the industry 
average in 2009. Only two companies (Essex and Suffolk Water and 
Independent Water Networks) recorded lower f igures compared to the 
previous year. 
 
 
Figure 3: Water only companies – compliance with standards 
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Footnote: 6 companies achieved 100% compliance: Albion Water, Cambridge Water plc, Cholderton 
and District Water Company Ltd, Hartlepool Water plc, SS E Water plc. Veolia Water Projects Ltd 
 
 
Water supply quality management 
 
Continuous provision of safe clean drinking water depends on sound 
operation and maintenance practices being appl ied by companies at 
every stage of water supply from source to tap. The Inspectorate has 
four indices of water qual i ty which provide insights into how wel l  the 
industry is managing the qual i ty of drinking water suppl ies. Each index 
looks in turn at di f ferent core components; water treatment, service 
reservoir integri ty and distr ibut ion maintenance.  
 
In 2009, there was l i t t le change in the indices at industry level 
however this masks changes at regional or company level.  For 
example, problems in 2009 with water treatment process control  at  
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several works saw the Northern region f igure fal l  to 99.89%, down 
from a high of 99.96% in 2007. The index for disinfection was also 
lower this year in three of the regions with the lowest f igures being 
recorded by the Central ,  Western and Northern regions. The integri ty 
of service reservoirs has improved with f ive out of six of the Engl ish 
regions exhibi t ing f igures better than those recorded four years ago 
when the indexes were f i rst  introduced. Also, for the f i rst  t ime in four 
years, the overal l  industry distr ibution maintenance f igure has 
improved, with f ive out of six Engl ish regions being wel l  above industry 
average.  
 

Figure 4 : Process Control at treatment works Figure 5: Disinfection at treatment works 

 
 

Figure 6 : Integrity of service reservoirs  Figure 7 : Distribution maintenance 
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Challenges in meeting the European drinking water standards for 
lead and pesticides 
 
Looking forward the water industry faces two specif ic chal lenges in 
meeting the European Drinking Water Standards as discussed below.  
 
 
Lead 
 
The health based standard for lead becomes str icter across Europe in 
2013. Lead is found in tap water only in those propert ies with older 
underground service pipes and plumbing. Good progress has been  
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made towards meeting the future str icter health based standard 
through companies being required to introduce water treatment in 
1,285 out of 1,670 water supply zones over the last decade. The water  
treatment acts by bui lding up a protective coating on the internal 
surface of pipes which over t ime minimises release of lead into water. 
This water treatment pol icy has been targeted to those water supply 
zones where testing at taps veri f ied an ongoing r isk. Figure 8 shows 
the benefi t  accruing from this publ ic health pol icy in terms of the 
progressive year-on-year improvement in samples meeting the future 
standard for lead. General ly,  exposure of the population to lead 
through drinking water has fal len as evidenced by the mean annual 
concentration of lead, for England and Wales combined, fal l ing to 
1µg/l  in 2009 compared to 2µg/l  four years ago.     
 
 
Figure 8: Percentage of samples meeting the future standard for lead 
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The Inspectorate has calculated that i f  the str icter standard for lead 
had been in force in 2009 then the industry f igure for overal l  
compliance with al l  dr inking water standards would have been 99.93%, 
instead of 99.95%. This demonstrates how water treatment alone is 
insuff icient to secure safe drinking water for al l .  Accordingly the 
Inspectorate has required water companies to priori t ise col laborative 
work with local authori t ies and health professionals to address 
consumer exposure to lead in dr inking water in those areas where the 
r isk from older housing stock remains. Studies have shown that 
replacement of the company’s section of a lead service pipe is not an 
effect ive remedy i f  old lead plumbing is al lowed to remain within a 
property. The expectat ion of the Inspectorate is a step change by 
companies in the scope and pace of del ivery of community water 
safety act ion plans on lead in dr inking water.   
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Pesticides    
 
A single parameter, pest icides, was responsible for the sl ight downturn 
in overal l  industry compliance with dr inking water standards reported 
this year. Pestic ide fai lures across England and Wales accounted for 
one third (387) out of the total  of 1,103 fai lures of standards in 2009 
and the cause was a single substance, metaldehyde, used in some 
pel lets for the control  of slugs in arable crops. This substance has a 
low mammalian toxicological profi le and i t  is a valuable agricultural 
product.  Unsurprisingly, the water catchments most affected by this 
hazard are mainly in arable farming areas in the Central ,  Eastern and 
South Eastern regions of England. Since the problem was f i rst  
recognised towards the end of 2007, there has been co-ordinated 
catchment management act ion by regulators, industry and agronomists 
and this is now result ing in improvements in farming pract ice and river 
water qual i ty.  At the levels found in drinking water, the Health 
Protect ion Agency has advised that metaldehyde does not pose any 
r isk to human health, however, i t  cannot readi ly be removed by today’s 
water treatment technology. I ts presence in dr inking water has an 
adverse impact on publ ic confidence because i t  breaches the very 
str ict  European drinking water standard that appl ies to al l  pest icides 
irrespective of their  di f fering profi les of r isk to human health.  
 
For al l  the above reasons, the Inspectorate has taken a r isk-based 
remedial  approach by putt ing in place legal ly binding programmes of 
work for companies to carry out catchment control ,  raw water 
monitoring and research into water treatment technology in relat ion to 
direct ly affected water suppl ies. During 2009 companies have reported 
that concentrations of metaldehyde in raw water have been fal l ing. 
Addit ional ly slug pel let sales were approximately 70% lower than in 
2008. Awareness of the issue among farmers is r is ing and practices 
relat ing to the supply, use and spreading of slug pel lets are improving 
general ly. I t  remains to be seen whether this catchment management 
approach wi l l  be suff ic ient to bring the affected water suppl ies back 
into compliance with the pest icide standard within the t imescales set.      
 
 
Drinking water quality events 
 
This is the f i rst  year of report ing on water qual i ty events using the 
Inspectorate’s new risk-based approach to classif icat ion and 
assessment. Events are classif ied into f ive categories: Not Signif icant, 
Minor, Signif icant, Serious and Major. In total ,  there were 422 events 
across the industry in 2009 and 352 of these were in England. Around  
one-third (146) of al l  events were of a type that necessitated a 
detai led investigation by an inspector but only f ive were serious and 
just one necessitated a major invest igation. Two of these serious 
events were in England, one in the area served by Wessex Water, the 
second in the area served by Severn Trent Water.  
 
The report summarises and shares the lessons learnt from al l  
investigat ions by inspectors during the year. In terms of the 
Inspectorate’s r isk-based focus, a major area of work of inspectors 
was audit ing and enforcing improvement in relat ion to the adequacy of  
disinfection arrangements. In part icular,  but not exclusively, this has 
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necessitated high level regular dialogue with three companies; 
Southern Water, United Uti l i t ies and Dŵr  Cymru Welsh Water. These 
companies are responding posit ively with programmes of work to 
improve assets, maintenance or monitor ing arrangements at many 
treatment works. As described in the body of the report,  Southern 
Water recently pleaded gui l ty to three offences of fai l ing to adequately  
prepare, disinfect and continuously operate an adequate treatment 
process at Matts Hi l l  works in November 2008 in contravention of 
Regulations 26(1)(a) and 26(1)(b) and 26(3).  This was an important 
prosecution which should assist the industry’s understanding of the 
arrangements that must be in place to demonstrate that publ ic health 
is being safeguarded and the r isk of outbreaks of waterborne disease 
is being kept as low as pract icable. The Inspectorate wi l l  be taking this 
learning forward through a workshop with the industry.  
 
 
Public confidence in drinking water 
 
There is a longer term and posit ive improving trend in publ ic 
conf idence in dr inking water qual i ty,  as measured by consumers. The 
Inspectorate receives data on the number of people contacting water 
companies to express concern about the qual i ty of their tap water.  
Compared to three years ago the rate of such contacts across England 
has fal len from 1.5 to 1.1 per 1,000 populat ion.  
 
Discoloured water has been a pronounced problem for many years in 
some Engl ish regions, notably in the South West and North of 
England. The f igures for 2009 are encouraging and demonstrate the 
benefi t  f lowing from water companies’ long-term strategic investment 
programmes in water mains refurbishment which commenced after 
pr ivat isat ion and are now al l  complete. Overal l  the number of 
consumers report ing discoloured water across England is down to 
55,702 from 76,245 recorded three years ago. However, regional 
variat ions remain as shown in Figure 9 which also shows the 
improvement since 2006. 
 
In areas where the discoloured water problem has been a part icular 
publ ic conf idence issue, the regional reports contain maps to i l lustrate 
the general ly improving si tuation, and highl ight where local ised 
problems persist and need to be dealt  with by companies. Whilst  
welcoming the improvement, the Inspectorate wi l l  cont inue to expect 
water companies to prevent the occurrence of discolourat ion by 
appropriate implementat ion of distr ibution operation and maintenance 
strategies.       
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Figure 9: Regional consumer contact rate per 1,000 population for 
discolourat ion in 2006 and 2009. 

 
Also included in the report is information describing al l  the schemes of  
work that companies have del ivered to improve drinking water qual i ty 
in 2009, together with detai ls of the further work planned for 
completion over the next f ive years. The evidence of need for each 
scheme of work is independently assessed by the Inspectorate before 
i t  is confirmed as necessary through the putt ing in place of legal ly 
binding agreements detai l ing the work the company intends to 
undertake and the t imetable for del ivery. The independent scrutiny of  
the Inspectorate ensures that the publ ic can be conf ident that local 
deficiencies in drinking water quali ty are being identi f ied and 
addressed in the most cost effective and technical ly appropriate way 

y water companies.     

i t  for purpose drinking water quality regulation.   

g Water Directive, which is a 
gal duty of the UK as a member state. 

 

b
 
 
F
 
During 2009, the government took steps to safeguard the health of 
those consumers who are served by about 26,000 private water 
suppl ies in England. Similar legislat ion was introduced by the Welsh 
Assembly Government in Wales. Detai ls of the new r isk-based 
regulat ions and how they wi l l  work are described in the report, 
together with a case example showing how the new powers have been 
put into immediate and good effect by one local authori ty in England. 
This change marks an important step forward, action can more readi ly 
be taken by local authori t ies and private supply owners together, to 
improve those private suppl ies that are known to pose a r isk to health 
and the information provided to the Inspectorate wi l l  enable open 
report ing on al l  drinking water suppl ies. Also, in relat ion to larger 
pr ivate water suppl ies, the Inspectorate wi l l  now be able to report ful ly 
to Europe on compliance with the Drinkin
le
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Late in 2009, the European Commission noti f ied the UK government of 
the need to rect i fy def iciencies in some aspects of how the 1998 
Drinking Water Directive had been transposed into law in England, 
Wales, Northern Ireland, Scot land and Gibral tar. The major issue was 
the delayed introduction of appropriate legislat ion covering private 
water suppl ies in England and Wales. However, the Commission also 
identi f ied gaps in the enforcement regime when standards are not met 
in publ ic bui ldings and also in relat ion to minimising by-products of 
disinfection. The Inspectorate provided expert technical and regulatory 
advice to Defra, the devolved administrat ions and equivalent 
regulators in Scotland and Northern Ireland. The Inspectorate also 
undertook, for Defra and the Welsh Assembly Government, urgent 
consultat ions on the issues with local authori t ies and the water 
industry. The required changes to regulat ions came into force by the 
end of Apri l  2010 as required by the Commission.  
 
Also in 2009, the Better Regulation Executive (BRE) audited the 
Inspectorate for compliance with the Statutory Code of Pract ice for 
Regulators. In i ts publ ished report,  BRE was very posit ive stat ing that 
the Inspectorate is ‘a wel l-respected regulator held in high regard by 
the industry i t  regulates’.  BRE also concluded that ‘ the Inspectorate 
has produced a targeted and proport ionate approach to inspect ion 
focused on high-risk areas’. 
 
The Inspectorate’s r isk-based approach to drinking water regulat ion 
has been recognised international ly in two ways: the Inspectorate has 
been awarded col laborat ing centre status by the World Health 
Organisation for dr inking water safety and regulat ion; and r isk 
assessment is current ly being evaluated for adoption across Europe in 
the next revision of the European Drinking Water Directive planned for 
2011. 
 
Our robust f i t - for-purpose regulatory arrangements wi l l  cont inue to be 
important in order to address the ant icipated chal lenges to maintaining 
the safety and qual i ty of drinking water going forwards. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
Prof.  Jeni Colbourne MBE 
Chief Inspector of Drinking Water  

Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs 

Home Page: www.dwi.gov.uk 
E mail: dwi.enquiries@defra.gsi.gov.uk

Llywodraeth Cynulliad Cymru 
Welsh Assembly Government

 


	DRINKING WATER INSPECTORATE

