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Dear Mims,  
 
Thank you for your letter of 17 October to the Secretary of State on behalf of your 
constituents about the water supply in Sussex. I am replying as the Minister responsible for 
this policy area and I apologise for the delay in doing so. 
  
You have raised a number of important issues in your letter. As you are aware, the 
Environment Agency (EA) declared a drought in parts of Sussex supplied by South 
East Water (SEW) on 10 October. This followed prolonged below-average rainfall and 
critically low reservoir levels at Ardingly.     
  
In response, SEW implemented its drought plan. Drought plans align with water 
companies’ long-term plans to secure water supplies and Water Resource Management 
Plans (WRMPs) must be produced by water companies every five years. A drought plan is 
a tactical plan that shows how a secure water supply is maintained, 
while minimising impacts on the environment during dry weather and drought.  
  
SEW introduced Temporary Use Bans in July, removing exemptions in October and 
securing a drought permit in September to increase abstraction from the River Ouse. The 
company has also applied to the Secretary of State for a drought order and Non-
Essential Use Ban to further manage demand, alongside leakage reduction and weekly 
reporting to the EA.  
 
To bolster resilience, the EA and SEW have explored additional measures beyond the 
drought plan, including water transfers from Bewl Reservoir, Forest Row sources, and 
Barcombe Mills, potentially adding 10Ml/d to the supply zone.   
  
SEW is also considering a permanent scheme to transfer water from Weir Wood Reservoir 
to Ardingly. While Ardingly has recovered to over 40% capacity, normal conditions by 
March depend on average winter rainfall.  A draft drought plan due in 2026 will propose 
broader options and feed into the next WRMP to reduce reliance on Ardingly and improve 
supply flexibility.  
  
Regulators have engaged extensively with SEW due to recurring resilience challenges. 
The company has acknowledged that further action and investment is needed to address 
these challenges. SEW has set out within its latest statutory WRMP and corresponding 
business plan, significant investment in options to improve its water resources and drought 
resilience.  
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Ofwat's final determination of the company's business plan allowed for over £300 million in 
enhancement expenditure during 2025-2030 for schemes to improve customer resilience 
through new infrastructure, assets and a resilient network to extreme weather. This is 
alongside £18 million investment to develop its New Arlington reservoir, £25 million 
investment to deliver its smart water metering programme, and £35 million investment on 
leakage reduction activity.  
 
I would also like to address your concerns about the oil and gas operations at 
Balcombe. The oil site at Balcombe was granted planning approval through West Sussex 
County Council which allows the activity to take place at a specific location near 
Balcombe. The site consists of one exploration well.   
  
The Environmental Permit, issued under the Environmental Permitting Regulations 
(England and Wales) Regulations 2016 was first issued to Caudrilla on 24 July 2013. It 
was subsequently transferred to Angus Energy Weald Basin No.3 Ltd on 29 August 2018 
and varied on 12 May 2023. The permit does not allow for any hydraulic fracking. The site 
has its own water supply on site and does not abstract water from the Ardingly Reservoir 
or any other surrounding watercourse.   
  
The Hydrogeological Risk Assessment and the site Risk Assessments, provided as part of 
the permit application and variation submissions, have been assessed and 
have deemed the activities from the site are low risk and do not pose a risk to groundwater. 
The EA is also satisfied that any residual extractive wastes left underground will remain in, 
or within the immediate vicinity, of the wellbore and will pose no risk to the groundwater in 
the underlying geological strata.   
  
There are no direct discharges to surface water from the site and no discharges of returned 
waters to groundwater. Liquid waste will be taken off-site for treatment or disposal at a 
suitably permitted site.  
 
Technical measures, such as a Hydrogeological Risk Assessment, Site Conditioning 
Report and Waste Management Plan, including confirmation of containment measures, 
and bunding of all liquids, are required to be in place during the operations at the site to 
protect against pollution of surface waters.  
 
The EA is satisfied that it has fully assessed the risk to surface water and groundwater and 
that there will be no unacceptable impact or risk of pollution.  
 
The operator is required to carry out groundwater and surface water monitoring under the 
environmental permit, and this will continue during any future exploration phase at the site 
to ensure there is no pollution or surface or groundwater that could affect drinking water 
supplies.  
 
The local EA Area Director, Cat Fuller, would be happy to meet you to discuss either of 
these concerns. Please contact AreaDirectorSSD@environment-agency.gov.uk to 
arrange dates if you think that would be helpful.  
 
More broadly, this government has already taken urgent steps to improve water security, 
including changing the law to slash red tape and speed up the planning process for the 
building of new reservoirs. To support this, £104 billion of private sector investment has 
been secured. This will fund essential infrastructure, including nine new reservoirs, to help 
secure our future water supply.  
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You have also asked about the statutory duties of water companies during the planning 
process. Water companies have a statutory duty to provide a secure supply of water for 
customers, efficiently and economically and set out how they plan to continue to supply 
water to their customers through their WRMPs.  You might also be interested to know that 
Defra are working with the regulators to identify future water scarcity risks, which may 
constrain future development across England.    
  
We have also established the Water Delivery Taskforce to ensure that water companies 
deliver on their planned investments to provide water and wastewater capacity. The 
taskforce looks at projects that are essential for growth. The government is committed to 
improving water efficiency in new developments and retrofits. This includes reviewing 
building regulations and work to expand water reuse.        
  
Finally, I would like to draw your attention to the work of the Independent Water 
Commission (IWC).  On 23 October 2024, the government asked Sir Jon Cunliffe, former 
Deputy Governor of the Bank of England, to lead the biggest review of the water sector 
since privatisation in 1989. The IWC was tasked with producing recommendations to 
fundamentally transform how our water system works and delivered its final report on 21 
July. We are grateful to Sir Jon and all those involved for producing this comprehensive 
review. The government is immediately taking forward a number of Sir Jon’s 
recommendations and will respond to the recommendations in full via a White Paper and 
future legislation.      
 
Thank you for contacting me about this important issue, I trust this response has answered 
your concerns.  
 
Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

EMMA HARDY MP 


