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What with our temperate climate and Mother Nature’s 

mischievous tendency to douse us with a sudden 

downpour, it’s no wonder that we Brits are famously 

obsessed with the weather. Here in the UK, and 

especially the damp Northwest, it seems that those 

generous clouds deliver rain bountiful enough to satisfy 

our every need. But could we in fact be squeezing Britain 

dry? And where does our water really come from? 

 Experts are warning that one day in the not too 

distant future England’s green and pleasant land may 

be a lot less green. That’s because if current trends 

and predictions hold true, we will be sucking more water 

from the ground, lakes, rivers and reservoirs than ever 

before, while less of it will be falling from the sky. 

 According to Waterwise, an independent NGO, the 

UK already has less water available per person than any 

other EU country apart from Cyprus and Belgium. 

 In fact, parts of the country are already water 

‘stressed’, meaning they have barely enough supplies 

to meet demand and that the natural environment 

is suffering as a consequence. The Southeast, in 

particular, is struggling to cope. A double whammy 

of high population and low rainfall (which varies 

considerably around the country, leaving London drier 

than Istanbul) means the Southeast has less water 

available per person than the Sudan or Syria.

 What makes matters worse is that here in the UK 

we’re also some of Europe’s most profl igate users of 

water. Blame that temperate climate for lulling us into 

a false sense of security and the fact that water is so 

cheap – a massive 10,000 litres costs only 

around £1. We each use an average of 150 

litres of water per day. Compare that to the 

130 litres the average German uses, or the 

107 litres of the average Belgian, despite the 

fact that their lifestyles are barely any different 

from our own.

 As Waterwise director Jacob Tompkins 

explains: “Water usage has been increasing 

by about one per cent a year on average 

since the 1930s. There are more households, 

and more opportunities to use water such 

as en suite bathrooms. There are also new 

appliances like power showers that use more 

water, and more people are on high pressure 

connections that give higher fl ows from taps.”

 He continues: “As well as the changes in 

our homes, there’s the change in our habits. 

People wash more often than they did – both 

themselves and their clothes. In the past, 

not many people washed every day, but now a 

daily shower is the norm. Monday used to be 

washday; now it’s every day. So the increasing 

effi ciency of washing machines has been 

cancelled out by increased use.”

 What looks set to turn this trend into a 

problem is climate change – according to 

government assessments, the water industry 

will be the part of the UK economy worst 

affected by climate change. Experts think 

“We need to balance our own needs with making sure 
there is enough water for aquatic life.”

We take our water too much for granted, say the experts. 
In the future, that will have to change.
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 “All of our rivers, estuaries and wetlands 

get damaged when we take too much water 

out, especially in summer when the pollution 

load often increases because there’s less 

water to dilute it. The combined effect can be 

very serious.”

 And it’s a problem that can affect the 

whole country, as LeQuesne explains: 

“Southeast England is the most critical area, 

where there’s a real risk of running out of 

water. But it’s a myth that it only affects 

the Southeast. The Northwest is a classic 

example – it’s unlikely that the region is going 

to run out of water, but when supplies run 

short in summer it can become a problem.” 

For evidence, you need look no further back 

than the hot dry summer of 2003, when 

the long-drowned village of Mardale Green 

emerged above the receding waters of 

Haweswater reservoir. Indeed, according to the 

Environment Agency, most of the Northwest 

already has no surplus surface water 

resources in summer.

 The Environment Agency’s Jo Bradley 

says: “The problem is that if fl ows get too low 

then fi sh can’t move around and the habitats 

available for aquatic life are reduced hugely.”

 Thankfully, the problem is not yet serious 

in the Northwest. Bradley estimates that there 

are currently no more than 10–15 sites around 

the whole region where so much water is being 

abstracted that it is affecting the environment.

that our reliably rainy climate will be 

a thing of the past, with changing 

rainfall patterns bringing wetter 

winters but drier summers. That 

might not sound too bad. But as Jo 

Bradley, principal offi cer for water 

resources at the Environment 

Agency in the Northwest, explains: 

“Household water use shoots up in 

summer because everyone is out 

watering their gardens and fi lling up 

paddling pools. At the same time, 

plants and animals need more water 

to grow and reproduce.”

 The question is whether we 

will be able to meet rising demand 

and deal with the impacts of 

climate change, without damaging 

the environment.

 Climate change is also likely to 

make the weather more extreme 

and even less predictable. One 

consequence could be an 

increase in severe storms bringing 

devastating fl ash fl oods. But another 

predicted impact is an increase 

in the frequency and severity of 

droughts – not good news for a 

country thirsty for more water.

 “Climate change is potentially 

a very serious factor,” says Tom 

LeQuesne, policy advisor at the WWF. 

“On average the UK has less water per person than Cyprus.”

 “We’re blessed with an enormous number of huge 

reservoirs as well as a massive integrated water supply 

infrastructure that lets [water company] United Utilities 

move water around the region quite easily to where it’s 

needed.” Even with rising 

usage, Bradley expects 

UU to be able to meet 

demand. But factor in climate change, and things get 

a lot more complicated.

 “United Utilities manages its abstractions very well, 

but the danger is that it will be forced to maximise its 

abstraction permits, largely from the Lake District. 

But the Lake District is hugely important for wildlife, 

and its economy relies on the tourism brought in by its 

natural beauty.”

 She continues: “There are lots of competing 

pressures on our water – households, industry, 

agriculture and recreation, as well as wildlife. It’s hard 

to balance all those needs.”

Continued over
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 “The entire basis of our plan is to 

understand the priorities of our customers 

and respond in a sustainable way. The key 

is to meet the needs of the present without 

compromising the quality of life of future 

generations.”

 The company says it will do its bit by 

continuing to invest heavily in updating 

the Victorian infrastructure it inherited on 

privatisation in 1990. By 2010 it will have 

invested £11 billion over 20 years. And having 

met its government mandated leakage targets 

for the fi rst time recently, it plans to cut 

leakage by a further 20 per cent. That will help 

the company meet demand by making sure 

that water actually reaches the end user.

 But UU wants to go a step further. 

It wants to help actually push down the 

amount of water we use, bucking the national 

trend. Aiding it, says where we are heading, 

will be increasingly water-effi cient dishwashers 

and washing machines, along with 

a growing public acceptance of the 

need to use less water. Also key 

will be a widespread switch to water 

metering – already the norm in 

most of Europe. Metered homes 

use around ten per cent less water 

and currently around a quarter 

of Northwest homes have them. 

On existing trends this will rise to 

about 60 per cent by 2035, but UU 

wants to push the number higher.

 It’s a stance that is gathering 

support in high places. The 

government too has been gazing 

into its crystal ball, and in February 

released Future Water, its water 

strategy for England to 2030. 

It’s an exhaustive and far reaching 

document, which dedicates an entire 

chapter to metering. Like UU, the 

 So is the unstoppable force of our increasing water 

use speeding head-on towards the immovable object of 

climate change? Fortunately, both the water companies 

and the government have recently been grappling with 

this question. 

 At the tail end of 2007, United Utilities (UU) released 

where we are heading, a strategic direction statement 

that attempts to plot the challenges ahead to 2035, 

and how the company plans to overcome them.

 UU currently supplies the Northwest’s 6.8 million 

people with around 2,000 million litres of water 

every day. One looming problem is straightforward 

enough – more people. The population is predicted to 

rise to 7.3 million by 2035. Another is that the number 

of households will rise even faster, jumping by an extra 

640,000, an increase of almost a quarter. All those 

new houses will have to be connected to the water 

supply, a challenge in itself. But more worrying is the 

fact that smaller households use more water – where 

we are heading states that people living alone use 

around 40 per cent more water than people living in 

two-person households.

 “Climate and population changes are going to have a 

growing impact on our operations in the years ahead, so 

it makes eminent sense for us to look much longer term,” 

says Graeme Sims, director of regulation at UU.

“In the future there are only three commodities 
that will matter – food, oil and water.”

“We’re calling for people to value and appreciate water properly.”
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government raises the potential 

of ‘smart’ meters, which are able 

to charge different amounts for 

water according to different criteria. 

So water could be more expensive 

in summer when it’s in short supply. 

Or prices could rise in blocks so 

that the more you use the more 

expensive it gets.

 As Jacob Tompkins of Waterwise 

says: “We have the power and 

capacity to reduce water usage 

by about 25–30 per cent right 

now. What we need is full metering, 

incentive schemes such as vouchers 

for water effi cient products, and 

information campaigns to persuade 

people to use less water.”

 “We need to shift our mindset 

from thinking of water as being 

free and readily available whenever 

we want, to it being a limited and 

precious resource. We’re calling 

for people to value and appreciate 

water properly.”

 And if we don’t? “We’ll see 

environmental degradation – according to 

the Environment Agency there is hardly any 

part of the country where degradation is not 

already happening,” warns Tompkins. “If you 

look at Australia and the US you see the 

problems ahead; not long ago the state of 

Georgia was within a month of having to cut 

public supplies.”

 Tompkins has a fi nal thought in a similar 

vein. Instead of seeing water as a regional 

or even national issue, he says, we must 

understand that it is fast becoming a global 

issue of major proportions. That’s because the 

world’s population is growing and getting richer, 

leading the UN to estimate that global water 

use will increase by 40 per cent over the next 

ten years. By 2025, an estimated 2.7 billion 

people will face severe water shortages.

 As usual, those of us living in the richest 

countries are the biggest culprits. If you 

take into account not just the freshwater we 

use in our homes, but also the water that 

goes into producing the goods and food we 

consume, our daily usage leaps from 150 

litres to a staggering 3,400 litres. This is the 

invisible water ‘embedded’ in goods during 

Sucking it up

Embedded water in selected products. 

Measured by litres in a single portion, 

excluding most processing and all packaging.

Sheet of A4 10

Microchip 34

Cup of coffee 140

Glass of orange juice 170

Cotton T-shirt 4,100

Leather shoes 8,000

their production. Most of those goods and foods are 

imported, often from developing countries far less 

able to deal with the environmental and human impacts 

of water shortages than we are. It seems that by 

importing ever more products, we may unwittingly be 

‘exporting drought’. 

 Tompkins has the fi nal word: “In the future there 

are only three commodities that will matter – food, oil 

and water.”
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United Utilities improvement works in Preston.


