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Introduction

• This survey was conducted by the Customer Challenge Group of 
South East Water (SEW) in August 2018
• It was conducted among the members of SEW’s Environmental Focus 

Group (EFG)
• The purpose of the survey was to gauge EFG members views of SEW’s 

engagement with them, and their preparation for PR19
• It was undertaken by CCG member Leslie Sopp using his employer’s* 

KeySurvey secure online research facility
• Leslie is a Fellow of the MRS** and governed by the MRS Code of 

Conduct

*Financial Conduct Authority (FCA)  **Market Research Society 3



EFG composition and response

• There are 36 individuals listed as being members of the EFG. 
• They represent a range of organisations, including:

• Government Agencies
• County and District Councils
• Parish Councils
• NGOs and charities
• Regulators

• Together they represent 31 organisations (or themselves if in an individual 
capacity)
• This report is based on the responses of 13 members (out of the 29 who 

were accessible; discounting multiple organisation membership where 
known)
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Water company involvement
EFG engagement | other water company engagement | comparison
What could SEW do differently?
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Membership and meeting attendance

• Most (11) had been members of EFG for two or more years; the 
others were more recent joiners
• Over half (7) described themselves as regular attendees
• With over a third (5) attending more often than not
• Only one respondent said that they had hardly ever attended
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Engagement with SEW outside EFG

31%

38%

15%

15%

0%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Very often (eg once a month or  more)

Fai rly often (once a quarter)

Not very often (maybe twice a year)

Rarely (once a year at most)

Never

Engagement with SEW outside EFG

Most engaged very or fairly often with SEW, with 2 each saying either not very often or 
rarely. The views they give of SEW are therefore more greatly influenced by their EFG 
exposure.
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Engagement and comparison with other water 
company fora
• 6 SEW EFG members 

participate in other 
water company forums, 
like this (and 7 do not)
• Of the 6 who do, South 

East Water rates very 
favourably – 4 said SEW 
was very much better
and a fifth said a bit 
better. However, one 
said SEW were a bit 
worse.

“SEW are one of the only water companies I deal with who have an EFG. The EFG has been 
quite influential in SEW's plans”.

“the EFG has a large membership and a packed agenda which often means that some members 
dominate and others have less chance to feed in comments.  Meetings are often based on a 
series of presentations and receiving feedback rather than active participation of the expertise 
in the room”

“Not all companies have an environment forum. Not all companies have such an open policy of 
engagement with their forums, not all companies are as honest with their environment 
forums”.

“On water resource management topics ,I have found the team ready to give time to members' 
comments and suggestions and allow time for discussion. It may still be top-down but does not 
feel like it!”

“There are regular communication channels, normally by email and we are regularly kept up to 
date on important issues and asked for our input where relevant and necessary”. 

“SEW clearly gives careful thought to what issues to raise with the EFG and how best to do that.  
The issues that they select for the meetings reflect both SEW's needs and the interests of the 
group, and the level of detail is generally about right. SEW generally engages with the group 
early enough so that the discussions can really influence the company's approach, rather than 
just presenting things 'for information' after decisions have been made”

Why do they say this?
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Any lessons that SEW could learn from 
neighbouring water companies?
‘I believe that other water companies could learn from SEW’. 
‘I would recommend having more break out sessions where you set EFG 
members a task, need to make the group work more for you’. 
‘Shorter documents, punchier and simpler messages, and use of 
infographics and summaries’.  
‘Nothing significant’.
‘We would welcome future stakeholder events on plan or strategy 
preparation’. 
‘No’.
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The operation of South East 
Water’s EFG
Usefulness | what works | what could be different | 
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Usefulness of the EFG

54%38%

8%

0%

Very useful Fairly useful Not very useful Not at all useful

Largely seen as useful – most 
saying very useful
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What works well about the EFG?
• The aims and objectives of EFG are clear.  The company is open, shares information and answers questions openly and honestly. The meetings are well organised 

and informative and I believe that the views of the EFG are valued.  The meetings are well chaired, well attended and constructive.

• Free exchange of views on water supply and environmental matters between members with a wide range of expertise.

• SEW take on board the EFG's comments and will often change ways of doing things as advised by the EFG. The EFG  put forward a large number of third party 
options, which were all assessed for the WRMP. 

• It gives the opportunity for non-SEW and non-specialist participants to understand what drives the planning for future water supply and what rules and constraints 
SEW operates under.  At the same time it is a forum where several specialist participants (Natural England, Kent County Council, etc) can openly table concerns with 
a large enough group to enable significant in-depth discussion. 

• South East Water report their proposals clearly and openly, provide detail when requested, and evidently take EFG views seriously.

• Useful to keep me up to date with progress and issues relating to the business and Water resource planning cycle, current thinking and to test ideas

• The excellent participants - the range of them and their expertise and they are given time to contribute. 

• Flows of information to interested parties about SEW Price Review and other environmental processes.  

• It pulls together all of the important stakeholders, making sure everybody is engaged. 

• Careful explanation of the WRMP process at the outset and referring back to it occasionally.  Agendas and documents for meetings are almost always distributed 
well in advance of the each meeting.  Concerns and comments from EFG members are always listened to carefully, noted and, where appropriate, these are acted on 
and feedback is given at subsequent meetings.  The meeting chair strikes a reasonable balance between encouraging discussion and keeping the meeting focused on 
the agenda items and finishing on time.

• Everyone can contribute because it is an open safe environment to contribute and for the most part everyone's view is considered equally.

• Information presented by SEW about its plans, particularly on the development on the water resource management plans. Insights from amenity groups, including 
local branches of CPRE.
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Improvements needed*?
• I would suggest that conversations are limited to SEW, rather than a lot of comparisons with, for example, Southern Water. Although 

sometimes these comparisons are important, they need to be reigned in to focus on the important issues for SEW, rather than what's 
important for another water company. 

• As previously noted I would like to see the group more actively involved through break out sessions in smaller groups where they look at a 
problem/ issue and then feedback.  This worked well at one recent meeting 

• Make all presentations shorter and simpler and reduce the number of papers. send papers out in a more timely fashion.
• Better representation from e-NGOs with a real commitment to the water environment and ability to be vocal/push for change.  Much more 

collaboration and a two-way, listening environment from SEW.  By the nature of the quarterly meetings, there is a lot of information passed 
to attendees through presentations, etc, and there is very little opportunity for response, and even less, it would seem, of an interest from 
SEW in receiving and acting on feedback.  

• Sometimes acronyms are used that not all EFG members can be expected to understand - these could usefully be cut out.  Occasionally the 
meetings attempt to cover too many agenda items and don't leave quite enough time for discussion.  The chairperson could be a little more 
empowered to challenge more senior SEW staff, for example if they stray from the issue or use acronyms etc.

• The main issue i have with EFG is that we are presented very complex very involved and normally complete pieces of work that have usually 
taken years to produce. Due to the time constraints only summary information can be presented to the group. Key detailed assumptions that 
the work is based on are therefore, and understandably, not covered in enough detail for members to make comment. This limits the input 
we can have to shape and help guide these topics.    From a personal perspective, due to work commitments, i can not attend every meeting 
as i work for a charity and my time must be charged to a specific grant or project. Due to this constraint on my time i fund my attendance 
from a government grant to implement the catchment based approach (CaBA) in various catchments in the SE. However, this budget is very 
tight and totally inadequate to implement CaBA in the first place, this additional pressure on this resource is therefore not ideal. When these 
budgets are exhausted, i simply can't attend for the rest of the year.     SE Water should consider funding members attendance on a 
consultancy basis, this would allow more regular attendance and allow for more detailed presentations of work on an ongoing basis, to 
address the point in the first paragraph above. This model works for other water company groups e.g. Thames Water.

• Greater clarity as to the purpose of the EFG and of particular meetings/sessions, eg. greater clarity on when the EFG is being informed and 
when it is being consulted.

*excluding no comment/ satisfactory/comments about room and catering
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Changes to EFG made, and any comments

Changes
5 of the 13 respondents said that 
things had changed since they 
joined the EFG that made it more 
or less effective

Comments
Attendance of local government representatives would be helpful but 
water resources are clearly not seen as meriting their attention. 

It has changed (over 7+ years) from being solely related to the WRMP to 
being a  quarterly meeting to consider the WRMP and other issues.

I think a considerable amount of trust and respect has been developed 
between the South East Water officers and the representatives of the 
various groups attending. The EFG arose from a rather confrontational 
situation re a the previous WRMP, but the new WRMP has been 
developed in a much more consensual way.

Often depends who is in the room.  I leave some meetings feeling I have 
contributed and engaged, others seem too rushed without a fair chance 
to discuss some topics

Papers do come out earlier than at the start. the long winded papers as 
the same though.

It is clear SEW think their EFG is an excellent format to receive and act on 
environmental views - it is, for example, lauded in their WRMP.  However, 
the actuality of the strength of voice from the Group, and how it is 
listened to and acted on by SEW, is very different to what is portrayed.  
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Ratings of SEW

54%

38%

0%

8%

0%

23%

62%

8% 8%

0%

31%

62%

0%

8%

0%
0%
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20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never

SEW listens to EFG members ideas and suggestions

SEW explains why it decides not to take on EFG ideas and suggestions

SEW is responsive to stakeholder views in developing its view about water resources, biodiversity, resilience and the environment

SEW is generally positively 
regarded for all of these 
attributes, more so in being 
prepared tp always listen to 
stakeholder ideas and 
suggestions. However it 
tends to explain and 
respond often rather than 
always.
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Examples of where EFG has influenced South 
East Water thinking or approach
SEW's response to concerns over water abstraction at Greywell.  SEW's lowering the prioritisation being given to desalination.

Water resource planning.

The EFG influenced how questions were asked to screen out unconstrained options, enabling SEW to be more precise on why an option did not make 
it to the next stage. 
Abstraction from Medway gravels removed from options in the WRMP

EFG members were supportive of recycling, and some major water recycling projects are now included in the WRMP.    EFG (amongst others) have 
emphasised the importance of controlling wastage, even when this might not be the cheapest option for delivering additional water. This has been taken 
into account in the latest WRMP.

Struggling with a specific example but there are several occasions where SEW take an issue away for further consideration and then report back to the 
group.

it suggested some options for new water resources which the company took through their options appraisal process. The EFG influenced the 
Environmental filter questions for WRMP options. The EFG suggested the leakage reduction was not good enough - the water company did change this  -
though they also slightly fudged the target by estimating the decrease from now not from 2020 figures. 

Not that could be solely attributable to me/the EFG.  In the broader context, SEW has (very modestly) modified downwards its PCC projections as a result 
of the dWRMP consultation, but it is impossible to say how much this was in response to EFG views.

SEW has taken advice from myself and others on trends in water demand for horticultural irrigation.  SEW took my advice and acted on it to ensure that 
the Experion analysis took full account of Kent-wide demographic data provided by KCC.  There are other examples too.

At a recent EFG I highlighted the need for an environmental performance measure (KPI type thing!) relating to the impact abstraction has on river 
flows. After some disagreement my request was listened to and a measure was built in. It wasn't a perfect fit, but was the best we could come up with 
together.
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Not listening?

• Discharge of RO treated water at Isfield with subsequent abstraction and re-treatment at Barcombe.
• They have not fully understood what the customers were trying to say
• Many!   The EFG wanted SEW to set aspirational PCC targets, but this has not been done.  
• Yes, but these were issues / projects that were explicitly presented to the EFG 'for information'. The behaviour change 

programme is one such example.
• At the recent EFG mentioned above re. KPI type environmental performance measures, there was some disagreement 

about the impact water company abstraction has on river flows. Both SE Water representatives and other members of the 
group claimed that there was no such impact! I was shocked and amazed at this response, but had no information or stats 
at hand to back up my gut feeling and was pretty much shouted down in the meeting. However, i have since had the 
opportunity to look into the issue and discovered that in 2014 and 2015 thirty (15%) different WFD waterbodies in the 
South East Rivers Trust area have abstraction (both surface and groundwater) listed as a 'reason for not achieving good' 
under WFD; these may not relate directly to SE Water, but i feel dominant voices shut down my point of view, which was in 
fact correct... 

• Some time ago, an EFG member raised a concern about an incident that was still being investigated and where SEW might 
have been held legally liable. SEW explained that it was not permitted to discuss the incident as the investigation had not 
been completed - but did not communicate that in a way which was sensitive to the EFG member's concern.
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Ambition

8%

77%

15%

0%

Very ambitious - they want to be the best water company Ambitious - they want to be among the best companies

Not ambitious - an average performing water company No idea - not evidenced

How ambitious do you believe South East Water is in terms of overall performance?
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Effective  Innovative Customer-focussed
Competent Communicative  Conservation-aware
Innovative Delivery-focussed  
Innovative engaged   
Reliable constructive environmentally-friendly
Ready Willing (mostly) able
profit-focused  opinionated  unaspirational
Engaging  Forward-thinking  Accommodating
Open  Receptive  Ambitious
unsimplified corporate  business
Genuine techknowhow stable

How to describe SEW in 3 words

Different things to 
different 
professionals….

Little commonality 
but largely positive

Innovative peeks out

Customer centricity 
hardly shows its face 
(but would expect it to from 
EFG?)
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Engagement
How well engages with stakeholders | 
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How well does SEW engage with your organisation?

No dissenting voices here 
then….just some who 
think you could improve 
stakeholder 
engagement……read on
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Have a much better "listening" approach and a willingness to 
change views and actions as a result of constructive, two-way 
dialogue with stakeholders.
Increase amount of on-line engagement. This is really useful 
and less time-consuming method. 

Define engagement... more defined term required.     SE Water, like most 
businesses, see engagement as a tick box exercise to appease the regulator, as all 
water companies and other sectors do. This is normal. No criticism.     To do this 
better, SE Water need to think about the benefits that open transparent 
partnership working can bring and how they can help contribute to delivering the 
objectives of other organisations and benefit society and the environment as a 
whole.    At the end of the day i feel strongly that water companies should not be 
private companies. Water is owned by the nation and it's people and wealthy 
water company shareholders should not profit from its exploitation. 

Understand them better.

Better communications. Their 
stakeholder comms are too wordy, 
too detailed and make a lot of 
assumptions about baseline 
knowledge.  I think some of their 
staff are too close the subjects to do 
them justice

The stakeholders who engage (and continue to engage) are self-selecting and (since significant cost is involved, especially where paid staff of 
participating organisations are involved) those who are particularly committed.     County and District councils and other government organisations 
(Natural England, Environment Agency) are under increasing financial pressure, and perhaps less willing to commit expert staff to attendance than 
they were in less austere times. In some cases they may also have fewer expert staff. Attendance might be better if attendance costs were covered 
by the Water Company. Attendance by voluntary groups remains good.

At an organisational level I find 
current engagement very good

To keep us up to date more with internal processes and triggers in relation to the 
dry weather we've been having (not EFG related). 

In this context they listen  to members but perhaps 
they do not seek individual members opinions  as 
often as desirable.

Extend their programmes of customer education and engagement more widely.
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SOUTH EAST WATER PLANS 

BUSINESS, DROUGHT AND WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
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In terms of range of options considered, how comprehensive or limited 
do you feel South East Water was when deciding on its business and 
water resource management plans?

54%
31%

8%

Very comprehensive Fairly comprehensive Fairly limited
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As far as you know, are the solutions that South East Water are 
proposing the right ones for delivering against each of the following 
aspects?

15%

25%

31%

38%

38%

54%

46%

50%

46%

38%

23%

31%

15%

25%

15%

15%

23%

8%

0%

0%

8%

0%

0%

8%

23%

0%

0%

8%

15%

0%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

Carbon reduction

Environmental resilience

Demand Management

Biodiversity

Water quality

Reliable water supply

Definitely Possibly Not really Not at all Don't know

Limited dissention on 
reliable water supply

And demand 
management

Lack of knowledge 
here
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Comments on solution ratings
• The poor rating I have given relates to RAW water quality, NOT water at the customers tap which is ok.
• The WRMP was very unambitious for reducing leakage and pcc - so my previous answer is based on this. 

Since then, SEW have assured us they will be reducing pcc and leakage, as recommended by Ofwat. When 
the revised plan is published, I will better be able to determine how they are performing in this regard. 

• in terms of options SEW presented long list and appraisal process which was very open but also possibly 
beyond most members knowledge level.  We also have limited time to go through complex documents.   In 
terms of the WRMP generally I think the options are about right

• they are an excellent land owner but in all aspects of dealing with people they fall down in how they 
communicate... keep it simple

• There should be much more work on demand management focused on really working at the individual 
customer level.  There is too much reliance on the already delivered compulsory metering programme and a 
view that, because this is "the wealthy south-east", it is not possible to reduce PCC to aspirational levels (and 
as being targeted by some other companies, such as Southern Water).  

• I feel all water companies need to demonstrate a much much better performance on leakage, behavioral
change is required for people to reduce their own water use. Water companies need to gain the moral high 
ground on the leakage issue to speak with any credibility or have influence on reducing personal water 
usage. Companies need to get their own house in order first.
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Engagement on specific issues
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Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 54% 8% 38%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 46% 8% 46%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 62% 8% 31%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 31% 23% 46%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 15% 23% 62%

Abstraction Incentive Mechanisms
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Leakage

Leakage Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 100% 0% 0%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 77% 8% 15%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 62% 31% 8%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 85% 8% 8%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 62% 15% 23%
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PCC – demand management

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 100% 0% 0%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 92% 0% 8%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 69% 23% 8%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 77% 15% 8%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 54% 15% 31%
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Working with landowners / catchment management

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 77% 15% 8%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 92% 0% 8%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 54% 15% 31%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 69% 8% 23%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 58% 17% 25%
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Drought resilience

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 92% 0% 8%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 92% 0% 8%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 38% 23% 38%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 69% 8% 23%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 64% 18% 18%
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Carbon reduction

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 46% 23% 31%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 62% 8% 31%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 38% 31% 31%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 42% 25% 33%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 25% 17% 58%

33



WINEP

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 69% 8% 23%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 69% 15% 15%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 54% 38% 8%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 54% 31% 15%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 46% 31% 23%
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Supply interventions

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 77% 0% 23%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 67% 17% 17%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 42% 25% 33%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 55% 27% 18%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 55% 18% 27%
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Protecting wildlife and biodiversity

Yes No

Not sure / 
cannot 
remember

SEW consulted me / my organisation on this 
area and explained their approach 77% 15% 8%
I / my organisation support a priority focus by 
SEW on this area 92% 8% 0%
I / my organisation inputted into the definition 
of the target in this area e.g. what they should 
measure exactly 50% 25% 25%
SEW discussed their proposed target for this 
area including providing comparative 
information on performance &amp; explaining 
the impact on customer's bills of SEW 
meeting or missing the target. I felt able to 
give an informed view 67% 25% 8%
I think the proposed target in this area is 
stretching 42% 33% 25%
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Are there any areas of the EFG's remit 
where you feel that there has been 
insufficient discussion?
No - all areas covered sufficiently 69%
Yes - some areas insufficiently discussed 15%
Don't know - EFG's remit is unclear 15%

Largely environmental impact issues and relationship with ecosystems.

I think demand management should have had a bit more discussion - The behaviour change programme 
was presented for information at an EFG meeting but the exclusive focus of DM on that programme came 
as a surprise to me. It is possible that I missed a meeting that covered this, but I don't think so.
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