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This research briefing looks at storm overflows in Wales; how they're managed,
how well they're understood, and how they're impacting water quality.

There is much scrutiny of the different legal duties in Wales compared to
England. The Environment Act 2021 introduced provisions requiring a reduction
in discharges from storm overflows. It received a significant amount of media
attention. However, the provisions apply to sewerage undertakers operating in
England only, with no equivalent provisions in relation to Wales.
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https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2021/30/contents/enacted
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1. Background
Legislative context

Water resource management

representation frameworks for the water sector.

The Act provides for the regulation of water resource management, abstraction
and impounding; and water quality standards and pollution control.

Senedd Research’s The Water Industry in Wales provides a comprehensive
overview of the sector, including the devolution settlement and water companies

in Wales.

Water quality management

The Water Framework Directive (England and Wales) Regulations 2017 are
the primary mechanism for assessing and managing the water environment. They

place a statutory duty on Welsh Ministers to prevent deterioration and improve all
water bodies to good status by 2027.

Through a six-yearly cycle of river-basin planning, Natural Resources Wales (NRW)

basin districts in Wales (Western Wales, Dee and Severn).

RBMPs address issues impacting water quality, set environmental objectives and
implement a programme of measures to protect and improve the environment.
The next cycle of plans will cover the period 2021-2027. They were consulted on in
2019, however no final plans have yet been published.

Combined storm overflows

Combined sewers collect both sewage and run-off from drains and gutters. This
wastewater is taken to a treatment works where it is cleaned and returned to the
environment.

Each sewer system has a maximum amount of wastewater it can accept. During
heavy rainfall, if there is more water than the system can cope with, it is released



https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1991/56/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1999/9/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2003/37/contents
https://senedd.wales/Research%20Documents/18-52%20Water%20Industry%20in%20Wales/18-52-English-Web.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2017/407/contents/made
https://gov.wales/river-basin-planning-guidance-html
https://naturalresources.wales/evidence-and-data/research-and-reports/water-reports/river-basin-management-plans/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/evidence-and-data/research-and-reports/water-reports/river-basin-management-plans/summary-of-responses-to-the-challenges-choices-consultation/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/evidence-and-data/research-and-reports/water-reports/river-basin-management-plans/summary-of-responses-to-the-challenges-choices-consultation/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/news-and-events/statements/storm-overflows/?lang=en
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Overflows' or ‘Combined Storm Overflows' (CSOs).

Dwr Cymru explains:

Without these release points, the sewerage system would back up
causing sewage flooding to buildings, streets, highways - or worse still
cause toilets to overflow inside properties.
This Consumer Council for Water (CCW) video gives a brief overview of CSOs
and how they affect our rivers. There are concerns about the impact CSOs can

= harm to river health - preventing good ecological status by worsening river
water quality;

= harm to public health - preventing safe recreational use; and

= social impact from public concern.

explains its view that the increasing frequency of sewerage system overloading,
and subsequent CSO discharges/spill, is due to a number of factors:

= climate change - “extreme rainfall events are 30% more likely in the next
decade (intensity and duration)”,

= urban creep - “big increase of impermeable areas in urban areas, in 2015 one in
four front gardens had been paved over”, and

= new and miis/illegal connections - ‘surface water from home extensions, new
builds, land and highways drainage”.

= blockages caused by ‘unflushable’ items that customers dispose to sewers;
and

= collapses and deterioration of the sewer system.

to reduce harm from CSOs:

= either more collected rainwater and wastewater must be retained in the
system; or

= the quantity of rainwater entering sewers must be reduced.



https://www.dwrcymru.com/en/our-services/wastewater/combined-storm-overflows
https://www.ccwater.org.uk/blog/2021/11/23/whats-happening-to-our-rivers/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1030980/storm-overflows-evidence-project.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/ukbi-b7-surface-water-status/
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121900/Paper%20-%20Hafren%20Dyfrdwy.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1030980/storm-overflows-evidence-project.pdf
https://www.water.org.uk/
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The use and impact of CSOs in Wales has recently been investigated by the
Senedd'’s Climate Change, Environment, and Infrastructure (CCEI) Committee,
which has undertaken a short piece of work on water quality and sewage.
discharges.

The CCEl Committee received evidence from the Minister for Climate Change,

shortly.

2. Environment Act

The Environment Act 2021 was granted Royal Assent on 9 November 2021. Most

and apply to Wales.
Part 5 of the Act relates to water. It covers:

= water resources;
= water quality;
= regulation of water and sewerage companies; and

= valuation of land in internal drainage districts.

Reducing the impact of storm overflows

An amendment proposed during the Lords stages, introduced provisions to the
then Bill that would have required a reduction of sewage discharges from storm

22: Lords amendments and “ping pong” stages.

The final agreed section 80 (‘storm overflows’) amends Part 4 of the Water.
Industry Act 1991 (sewerage services). It requires:

= sewerage undertakers to secure a progressive reduction in the adverse impact
of discharges from their storm overflows;

= the Secretary of State to prepare a storm overflow discharge reduction plan and
to report annually on progress towards implementation;



https://business.senedd.wales/mgCommitteeDetails.aspx?ID=741
https://business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=38375
https://business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=38375
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121088/Response%20from%20the%20Chair%20Natural%20Resources%20Wales%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2022%20November%20regarding%20unpe.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=741&MId=12603&Ver=4
https://business.senedd.wales/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=741&MId=12603&Ver=4
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2021/30/contents/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2021/30/pdfs/ukpgaen_20210030_en.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/business/lords/work-of-the-house-of-lords/making-laws/
https://deframedia.blog.gov.uk/2021/10/25/defra-response-to-environment-bill-storm-overflows-amendment-coverage/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9345/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9345/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2021/30/part/5/crossheading/storm-overflows/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1991/56/part/IV
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1991/56/part/IV
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= sewerage undertakers to publish annual reports in relation to their storm
overflows; and

= the Environment Agency (EA) to publish reports in relation to the operation of
storm overflows of sewerage undertakers.

Section 80 specifically refers to “sewerage undertakers whose area is wholly
or mainly in England’. For clarity, during a debate on 8 November 2021, Deidre
Brock MP said:

Let me be absolutely clear: this is a devolved area, and the amendment
clearly states that it concerns English water companies.

There are no equivalent provisions in relation to Wales.

Investigating the impact of storm overflows

In 2020 sewage was pumped into rivers and seas nationwide over
400,000 times, totalling over 3.1 million hours of pollution.

Citizen science analysis of water company data suggests that the true
number of sewer overflow discharges may be considerably higher than
those reported by the water companies to the Environment Agency.

Reports about unpermitted sewer discharges into rivers led to the Environment

into more than 2,000 sewage treatment works.

There are two ongoing investigations. One which is England only (Environment

at all water and wastewater companies in both England and Wales, trying to
understand:

.. if and how often water companies are breaking the conditions of their
environmental permits at their wastewater treatment works.

report the performance of their wastewater treatment works, whereas the EA will
investigate whether companies (in England) are complying with the permits for
their treatment works.



https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2021-11-08/debates/40159A3F-2511-43B9-A7A1-F11748671DF7/EnvironmentBill
https://www.sas.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/SAS-WaterQualityReport2021-DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.sas.org.uk/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/891/water-quality-in-rivers/publications/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/62/environmental-audit-committee/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/62/environmental-audit-committee/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/sewage-rivers-environment-agency-investigation-b1960015.html
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/investigation-into-sewage-treatment-works/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Open-letter-from-David-Black-to-water-customers-Ofwat-investigation-into-water-companies.pdf
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NRW already has a ‘compliance response’ in place, highlighting that it has been
information-sharing with water companies since 2014 to identify and rectify causes
of non-compliance.

Referring to the investigations, he also says NRW is working with the EA and
Ofwat “to determine what action is proposed in light of their findings’, and “should
this require a review .. we will take the required action”.

3. Storm overflows in Wales

it has one of the highest numbers of CSOs per 1,000km of sewer in the industry -
around 2,500 in total.

Permitting storm overflows

Permit conditions for CSOs in Wales are set by NRW. These require CSOs to
comply with design and water quality standards and cause no deterioration to the
existing quality of the receiving water.

been working with water companies and Ofwat since 2012, installing event and
duration monitors (EDM) at all sites to record CSO spills.

Providing robust data

monitored electronically.



https://business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=38375
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121088/Response%20from%20the%20Chair%20Natural%20Resources%20Wales%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2022%20November%20regarding%20unpe.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121088/Response%20from%20the%20Chair%20Natural%20Resources%20Wales%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2022%20November%20regarding%20unpe.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/2124/how-to-comply-with-your-environmental-permit-additional-guidance-for-water-discharge-and-groundwater-from-point-source.pdf?mode=pad&rnd=131467514440000000
https://afonyddcymru.org/combined-storm-overflows-csos/
https://record.senedd.wales/Committee/12603
https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2021/03/31/event-duration-monitoring-lifting-the-lid-on-storm-overflows/
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121900/Paper%20-%20Hafren%20Dyfrdwy.pdf
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EDM data is shared annually with NRW and the EA and is publicly available from

The number of spills recorded per year and the number of permitted overflows in
Wales with EDM installed is available from NRW and set out below.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

No. of spills
recorded 14,485 29,878 48,499 73,517 105,751

by EDM

Number
of storm
overflows 545 983 1359 1665 2041
with EDM
installed

NRW states the increase in spills each year is the result of an increased number of
EDMs being installed, and subsequent available data reported.

Sir David Henshaw of NRW says this information shared by the water companies
is used to “identify causes [of non-compliance], rectify those where possible, and
set out plans to bring those sites back into compliance at the earliest opportunity”.

Real time spill data

on discharges from storm overflows “within an hour of the discharge beginning”.
However, again this is for a “sewerage undertaker whose area is wholly or mainly in
England” i.e. it does not apply to ‘Welsh water companies.

bathing sites, providing real-time information on when a CSO starts operating and
when it stops.

One place this real-time data is available for England, Scotland and Wales is

sewer overflows discharge untreated human sewage into the sea and when water
quality is temporarily reduced due to heavy rainfall and pollution incidents”.



https://www.dwrcymru.com/en/our-services/wastewater/combined-storm-overflows
https://www.hdcymru.co.uk/regulatory-library/regulatory-library/
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/news-and-events/statements/storm-overflows/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/news-and-events/statements/storm-overflows/?lang=en
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121088/Response%20from%20the%20Chair%20Natural%20Resources%20Wales%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2022%20November%20regarding%20unpe.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2021/30/part/5/crossheading/storm-overflows/enacted
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://www.sas.org.uk/safer-seas-service/
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Developing a roadmap for storm overflows

NRW, alongside the Welsh Government, Ofwat and both water companies,

extended to include CCW and Afonydd Cymru.

Known as the Wales Better River Water Quality taskforce, the taskforce is aiming
to develop recommendations tackling the impacts of storm discharges on Welsh

The taskforce has examined regulatory and planning challenges faced
by the sector and looked at where improvements may be required
including improvements over and above existing work programmes
and regulatory actions.

A similar project has been set up for England.

Hafren Dyfrdwy says a ‘'storm overflow roadmap’ will be developed and form
part of a wider ambition to achieve longer term sustainable improvements to

"understood, improved, and fit for the 21st century and the challenges we face”.

Managing risks to the sewerage network

for ensuring effective drainage of wastewater and sewerage. This is important
in managing the risk of surface water flooding, and associated risks of
overloading of the sewerage network leading to storm discharges

Drainage and Wastewater Management Plans (DWMPs) will be published by
water companies in 2022, which:

-Wwill set out a long and short term plan to reduce the discharges

from CSOs and any environmental harm from them. This will include
improved treatment of sewage, improved storage capacity and natural,
environmentally friendly ways of reducing the volume of water entering
the sewage system.

“partnership with stakeholders to reduce the risk of flooding and our impact on
the environment between now and 2050".



https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121088/Response%20from%20the%20Chair%20Natural%20Resources%20Wales%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2022%20November%20regarding%20unpe.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121899/Paper%20-%20Ofwat.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121899/Paper%20-%20Ofwat.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/storm-overflows-taskforce
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121900/Paper%20-%20Hafren%20Dyfrdwy.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1991/56/part/IV
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
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........................................................................................................................................................

.invested £115 million ... between 2012 and 2020, laying around 14 miles
of new pipework and kerb drainage, building a new tunnel just under
one mile long underground to create rainwater sewers and planting
almost 10,000 plants and trees in swales, planters and basins. The
project delivered a 95% reduction in the volume spilt from CSOs,
reduced the risk of flooding and keeps another 1.5 million cubic metres
surface water per year from entering the network.

address environmental challenges’”.

4. Wider water quality issues

says she is “extremely concerned” about the impact of pollution” on water quality,
and is ‘committed to tackling the causes’. However she highlights that CSOs are
not the main cause of poor water quality in Wales, saying:

In response to an enquiry by the CCEl Committee about CSOs, the Minister

.. the main causes is runoff from animal waste and chemicals used in

agriculture, pollution from disused mines, runoff from built up areas,

and sewage pipes being wrongly connected to drainage networks.
The Minister gives further information on the five key factors preventing the 942
water bodies in Wales from reaching good status, as identified by the RBMPs:

= physical modifications cause failure in 241 water bodies (113 failures from
farming and 16 from forestry);



https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2021/30/section/79/enacted
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/new-mandatory-requirements-for-sustainable-drainage-systems-suds/
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/new-mandatory-requirements-for-sustainable-drainage-systems-suds/
https://gov.wales/programme-for-government-2021-to-2026-html
https://gov.wales/programme-for-government-2021-to-2026-html
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://greenblue.com/gb/case-studies/greener-grangetown/
https://corporate.dwrcymru.com/en/community/environment/our-projects/rainscape
https://www.hdcymru.co.uk/regulatory-library/regulatory-library/
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s121901/Paper%20-%20Welsh%20Water.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=38375
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s120470/Response%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Climate%20Change%20to%20the%20Chairs%20letter%20of%2018%20November%202021%20regarding%20se.pdf
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diffuse pollution from rural areas causes failures in 129 water bodies - of these
13 are from farming and 16 are from forestry;

urban pollution causes failures in 101 water bodies;
sewage and waste water causes failure in 74 water bodies; and

abandoned metal mines cause failure in 60 water bodies.

take™

.. unless the issue of agricultural pollution is also addressed, health of
rivers in Wales are unlikely to improve materially



https://www.hdcymru.co.uk/regulatory-library/regulatory-library/
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