
www.environment-agency.gov.uk/drought

Drought prospects 2006 – spring update

May 2006

www.environment-agency.gov.uk/drought


- 1 –Environment Agency Drought prospects 2006 – Spring update

Contents

Summary 2

1. Introduction 5

2. State of water resources 5
2.1 Rainfall 5
2.2 River flows 9
2.3 Groundwater 9
2.4 Reservoirs 9
2.5 Environmental impact 10

3. Water company actions 14
3.1 Hosepipe bans 14
3.2 Non-essential use restrictions 15
3.3 Publicity campaigns 16
3.4 Leakage control activity 17
3.5 Drought permits and drought orders to take more water 17

4. Outlook for summer and autumn 2006 18
4.1 Weather forecast 18
4.2 Rainfall scenarios 18

4.2.1 Kent, Sussex and London 18
4.2.2 The rest of the south east, including Essex and the east of England 

as far north as the Fens                                                                                   25
4.2.3 The rest of England and Wales 26

5. Conclusions and recommendations 27

Table 1 – summary of water company actions 30

Appendix I 35

www.environment-agency.gov.uk/drought
www.environment-agency.gov.uk/drought


Environment Agency Drought prospects 2006 – Spring update - 2 -

Summary
This report refines our view of drought prospects for the summer of 2006.

In February 2006 we warned that a second dry winter in south east England means that
drought will affect water users and the environment this summer. Now that we are in
spring, we can develop a clearer view of prospects for summer 2006.

Our overall conclusion remains the same: with a hot, dry summer south east England
may face the most severe drought of the last hundred years. 

Reservoir levels and groundwater levels are starting to drop. There is little prospect of an
increase in the water available until the autumn. There is a real, though small, risk of
standpipes in parts of south east England later this year. This is not just a problem for
water companies – people and businesses must take this warning seriously and act to
save water. 

If we do not succeed in saving water now, the risk of standpipes this year will be
increased.

London’s water supply remains at risk this summer. Thames Water’s reservoirs
supplying London are at present about 90% full. The failure of the intake tunnel for the
Queen Mother reservoir has reduced the water available to the company. 

Groundwater levels and river flows in the Thames catchment are low. As we go through
spring and into summer, we expect to see Thames Water’s reservoir levels dropping
quickly. An exceptionally hot and dry summer like 1976 would give extremely low reservoir
levels by the autumn, with a risk of standpipes in London. It should be possible for
Thames Water to avoid standpipes, but much depends on the effectiveness of demand
management measures and leakage control. 

Thames Water must take further action to reduce demand for water. This must include an
early application for a drought order to restrict non-essential water use. Any further delay
increases the risk of standpipes later in the year. 

Essex and Suffolk Water has not yet introduced a hosepipe ban. The company tells us
that it will monitor the situation carefully and use publicity campaigns to encourage people
to save water. The company’s reservoirs are virtually full, but without restrictions in place
Essex and Suffolk Water could find its reservoir levels dropping very quickly. Essex and
Suffolk Water must work to make its customers aware of the possible impact of drought in
Essex this summer. Essex and Suffolk Water should introduce a hosepipe ban during
May, to reduce the risk of supply problems later in the year.

All water companies in south east England will need to work hard to manage drought this
year. This will be especially important in Kent and Sussex. 

Water companies in south east England should:

• Prepare detailed assessments for each resource zone of the possible impact of
drought and the actions needed this summer.

• Make sure their customers understand the restrictions that are in place and why they
have been necessary this year.
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• Provide clear information on how people can save water.
• Continue to put more effort into finding and fixing leaks, so that as little water as

possible is wasted.
• Prepare the evidence for drought permit and drought order applications so that these

can be made in good time.
• Apply for non-essential use bans to restrict some uses of water before applying for

drought permits or drought orders that may damage the environment.
• Plan the implementation of non-essential use restrictions carefully, so that they help to

save water while minimising their economic and social impact.
• Work with large industrial water users to look for significant short-term savings in water

use.
• Work together to make best use of available resources across south east England,

using transfer schemes to move water to places where it is needed most.

Most water companies have made progress on the actions we recommended in February.
Hosepipe bans now affect 13 million people. Three companies (Southern Water, Mid Kent
Water and Sutton and East Surrey Water) have applied to the Secretary of State for
drought orders to allow the restriction of non-essential uses of water. Water companies
have worked together in publicity campaigns to help their customers understand the
possible impact of drought and the need to save water.

We expect to see low river flows and exceptionally low groundwater levels across south
east England this year. This will result in more environmental problems than last year.
There may be many fish deaths and algal blooms. The water environment will also be
more vulnerable to pollution. We expect to see water companies applying for drought
permits and drought orders to take more water from rivers and groundwater, placing
additional pressures on the environment. Water companies must take all possible steps to
reduce demand before seeking further water from the environment. 

Other abstractors may also suffer from drought this year. Prospects for spray irrigation are
poor throughout the south east and east of England. This may reduce crop yields, though
much depends on summer rainfall and temperatures.

The drought is most severe in south east England. However, most of England and Wales
has had a dry winter – only northern England has approached average rainfall. 

The drought is starting to affect Norfolk and Suffolk, with low groundwater levels and low
river flows. Water companies in the east of England (Anglian Water, Cambridge Water and
Tendring Hundred Water) must monitor the situation carefully and be prepared to take
further steps to manage supply and demand if the drought intensifies further.

With hot, dry weather the drought will spread into other areas. The east of England and
the south Midlands are most vulnerable, but reservoir levels in Wales and the south west
could also drop quickly this summer. In contrast, northern England is at no higher risk from
drought than normal.
 
The Environment Agency will:

• Monitor water companies’ activities to make sure that they act to manage the risk of
drought.

• Monitor rainfall, river flows, groundwater levels and the impact of drought on the
environment.
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• Continue weekly reporting on the drought on our internet site.
• Update our computer modelling regularly to provide the best possible information about

the impact of the drought.
• Provide clear information for the public on how they can report environmental problems

and how they can save water.
• Provide the best information we can on the impact on agriculture, including possible

restrictions on spray irrigation.
• Take steps to protect the environment from drought, including:

• Where we have them, using our river support schemes to maintain flows and
protect wildlife.

• Restricting spray irrigation where this will provide significant benefit to the
environment.

• Applying for drought orders where these will mitigate the impact of drought on the
natural environment.

• Report publicly on the impact of the drought on the environment and wildlife. 
• Apply for drought orders on behalf of water companies where we believe that inaction

is putting water supplies at an unacceptable risk.

We have set up dedicated drought teams to manage the impact of drought on the
environment and to make sure that water companies act properly to manage water supply.
We will report regularly to Ministers throughout the summer and autumn.

If we have a hot, dry summer, south east England faces possibly the worst drought of the
last hundred years. A third dry winter could make water resources management next year
even more difficult. 

If water companies manage water supplies carefully and people and businesses use water
sensibly, the prospect of standpipes or rota cuts can be reduced significantly. On the other
hand, if water companies fail to act or people’s demand for water does not reduce, we
may see standpipes in some parts of south east England by the end of the summer. This
is not a problem that can be solved by water companies acting on their own. People must
take this drought seriously and save water now.
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1. Introduction
This report refines our view of prospects for water resources in the summer of 2006.

The drought in south east England started in November 2004 and has continued through
the winter of 2005-06. We first reported on prospects for the summer in February 2006.
Winter rain is particularly important for water resources, as it fills reservoirs, rivers and
groundwater. Now that we are in spring, we can refine our earlier views and identify the
drought risks for 2006.

This report looks at:

• The current state of water resources – rainfall, river flows, groundwater levels and
reservoir levels (section 2).

• Actions taken by water companies (section 3).
• The outlook for the summer (section 4).
• Recommendations for action by water companies and other abstractors (section 5).

2. State of water resources
2.1 Rainfall

Winter rainfall is especially important for water resources, because it fills reservoirs and
groundwater and increases river flows. As temperatures rise in the spring and plants and
trees start to grow, less of the rain that falls reaches rivers and groundwater. 

Winter 2005-06 has been dry throughout most of England and Wales (figure 1). Only
northern England has approached average rainfall. The south east has been dry, at
around 85% of average rainfall, but the picture is patchy. The driest areas have been
further north, in the east of England and parts of the Midlands. Winter 2004-05 was also
dry across England and Wales, with parts of south east England having less than 70% of
average rainfall.

Such a long sequence of dry weather with two dry winters is unusual. From October 2004
to April 2006, most of southern England has had less than 85% of average rainfall (figure
2). Some parts of Kent and Sussex have had less than 75% of average rainfall over this
period. Over most of south east England, this 19-month period has been much drier than
during the same months of the notable drought of 1974-1976 (figures 3 and 4). Rainfall
totals are very similar to those in 1932-34 and 1995-97, but still some way above the
exceptionally dry weather of 1920-22.
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Figure 1 Cumulative rainfall from October 2005 to April 2006, as a percentage of the
long-term average.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
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Figure 2 Cumulative rainfall from October 2004 to April 2006, as a percentage of the
long-term average.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
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Figure 3 19-month cumulative rainfall for different drought years: Southern region

Figure 4 19-month cumulative rainfall for different drought years: Thames region
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Figure 5 19-month cumulative rainfall for different drought years: Anglian region
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Early in April 2006, the intake tunnel for Thames Water’s Queen Mother reservoir
collapsed. At present this has reduced the reservoir capacity of the system by about 10% -
this has increased the risk to London’s water supply.

In February some reservoirs in south east England were at record low levels. Bewl
Reservoir, in Kent, was only about 35% full. Bewl provides about a third of the supply for
Southern Water’s Kent Medway zone, as well as supplying Mid Kent Water. With the help
of a drought permit allowing more water to be pumped into the reservoir, Bewl has now
recovered to about 85% full. This is still low for the time of year but much less worrying. 

Weir Wood reservoir in East Sussex was also about 35% full in February. Southern Water
is not taking water from the reservoir and the level has now risen to about 65% full.

2.5 Environmental impact

Across south east England river flows and groundwater levels are low. Many springs have
not risen and some stream headwaters remain dry. However, most streams and rivers are
flowing and the impact on aquatic plants and animals so far has been small. In some
rivers, fish spawning has been limited because spawning grounds have been inaccessible
because of low water levels. Some wetland bird populations are being affected because
nesting sites are dry and food sources are limited. There has already been an algal bloom
in Hampshire.

We expect to see further environmental impacts as river flows drop in the spring and
summer.
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Figure 6 Average monthly river flows in England and Wales for April 2006.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
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Figure 7 Groundwater levels in England and Wales at the end of April 2006.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
Geology map reproduced with kind permission from UK Groundwater Forum, GBS © NERC



- 13 –Environment Agency Drought prospects 2006 – Spring update

Figure 8 Reservoir levels in England and Wales at the end of April 2006.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
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3. Water company actions

All of the water companies of south east England are responding to the developing
drought. In our February report, we recommended that water companies in south east
England should:

• Maintain and publicise current hosepipe bans.
• In areas without hosepipe bans, introduce them from early April at the latest.
• Apply for non-essential use bans before applying for drought permits or orders to take

more water from rivers and groundwater.
• Make sure that customers understand the severity of this drought, with clear publicity

campaigns.
• Provide clear information and advice to customers on how they can save water in the

home.
• Increase work to identify and repair leaks to reduce the waste of water.
• Work with large industrial water users to look for significant short-term savings in water

use.
• Follow their drought plans and make sure that steps to save water are taken in good

time.
• Prepare to make drought permit and drought order applications as soon as it becomes

clear that they will be necessary.
• Make sure that drought management responsibilities are assigned clearly.
• Work together to make best use of available resources across south east England.

The water companies in this area include Essex and Suffolk Water, Folkestone and Dover
Water, Mid Kent Water, Portsmouth Water, South East Water, Southern Water, Sutton
and East Surrey Water, Thames Water and Three Valleys Water.

Table 1 summarises the actions taken by these water companies.

3.1 Hosepipe bans

Most companies in south east England have introduced hosepipe bans (figure 9). These
restrictions now affect 13 million people, and stop the use of hosepipes to water gardens
or wash cars. 

Two water companies in this area have not yet introduced hosepipe bans.

Portsmouth Water has sufficient sources of water to manage for the next few months
without restrictions provided that demand for water does not increase. Portsmouth Water
must keep the situation under review and continue to share water with adjacent water
companies.

Essex and Suffolk Water has decided not to introduce a hosepipe ban but to monitor the
situation carefully and to use publicity campaigns to encourage people to save water. The
company’s reservoirs are virtually full, but we are concerned that Essex and Suffolk Water
is not paying sufficient attention to low groundwater levels and river flows across Norfolk,
Suffolk and Essex. Essex and Suffolk Water could find its reservoir levels dropping very
quickly this summer without restrictions in place. We believe that Essex and Suffolk Water
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should work to make its customers aware of the possible impact of drought in Essex this
summer. Essex and Suffolk Water should introduce hosepipe restrictions during May, to
reduce the risk of serious supply problems later in the year.

Figure 9 Hosepipe bans at the end of April 2006.

3.2 Non-essential use restrictions

Water companies can apply for drought orders to restrict uses of water listed in the
Drought Direction 1991. These are usually referred to as non-essential use bans, and can
include restrictions on:

• The watering of gardens by hosepipe or sprinkler, including lawns, verges, allotments,
parks and sports and recreation grounds, whether publicly or privately owned.

• The filling of privately-owned swimming pools.
• The filling of ornamental ponds, except for fish ponds.
• The operation of mechanical vehicle washers.
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• The washing of road vehicles, railway rolling stock and aircraft except for safety or
hygiene.

• Cleaning the outside of buildings.
• Cleaning windows using hosepipes.
• Cleaning of industrial premises or plant except for safety or hygiene.
• Ornamental fountains.
• The operation of cisterns that flush automatically when premises are unoccupied.

Water companies must make a case to the Secretary of State or the National Assembly
for Wales for the restrictions that they include in their application. If the application is
successful, the water company has the power to restrict the uses in the application, but
can choose how it uses this power. We would normally expect water companies to choose
first to limit the uses that will save water with the lowest social and economic impact.

Three water companies have applied for non-essential use bans. These companies are
Mid Kent Water, Southern Water and Sutton and East Surrey Water. We think that the risk
to London’s water supply means that Thames Water should apply for a non-essential use
ban as soon as possible.

Other companies in south east England should prepare to use this option. Any delay
reduces the extent of water saving that can be made.

3.3 Publicity campaigns

Nine water companies in the south east have worked with the Environment Agency in a
joint publicity campaign to raise awareness of the drought. The companies involved are
Folkestone and Dover Water, Mid Kent Water, Portsmouth Water, Southern Water, South
East Water, Sutton and East Surrey Water, Thames Water and Three Valleys Water. This
includes a website – www.beatthedrought.com – and cinema and radio advertising. Some
water companies have also placed their own advertisements in local papers and Thames
Water has its own series of radio advertisements. 

Together with press releases from water companies and the Environment Agency, these
campaigns have raised awareness of the drought. There has been continuing media
interest since we published our February report. Not all of this interest has been positive.
While most reports accept that the weather has been dry, many commentators have
questioned whether the shortage of water is really the result of mismanagement by water
companies. The hosepipe bans have attracted negative comments from gardeners in
particular, who have argued that they are suffering disproportionately from these
restrictions. The volume of water saved by hosepipe bans has been compared
unfavourably with the volume of leakage from water companies’ own pipes.

Our own press releases have argued that the south east could face the worst drought in
the last hundred years, and that saving water makes sense. Water companies will need to
work hard to build the trust of their customers through the summer.

All water companies have information on water efficiency on their websites, but some
make this easier to find than others. 

www.beatthedrought.com
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3.4 Leakage control activity

When water is short, leakage control is even more valuable. We recommend that all water
companies in south east England should put more effort into finding and fixing leaks this
year. 

Mid Kent Water, South East Water, Southern Water and Sutton and East Surrey Water all
tell us that they are increasing their work on leakage control. Some companies tell us that,
as they are below their economic level of leakage, there is no need for more effort. We do
not agree with this: the economic level reflects the long-term cost of developing new
resources, rather than the short-term social and economic impact of drought. When they
ask customers to save water, water companies must be prepared to spend some of their
own money in additional leakage control.

Three Valleys Water is prioritising visible leaks. This will help people to realise that the
company is working on leakage, but an increase in total leakage control effort is also
important.

Thames Water has increased its effort on leakage control significantly this year, but there
may still be scope for additional work. This will be particularly important if the weather is
hot and dry through the spring and summer.

3.5 Drought permits and drought orders to take more water

We have issued a new drought permit to Sutton and East Surrey Water to allow it to
continue to pump water into Bough Beech reservoir until the end of May. We have
extended the duration of two drought permits already in force, at Hardham in West Sussex
and at Bewl Reservoir in Kent. We know that water companies across south east England
are considering applying for more drought permits, but that the wetter weather has
reduced the immediate need. We expect to see drought permit applications from several
water companies in May or June.
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4. Outlook for summer and autumn 2006

4.1 Weather forecast

Current indications from the UK Met Office for April to August suggest near normal
temperatures and rainfall in southern England. There is no suggestion of hot, dry weather,
but the Met Office tells us that there is considerable uncertainty in these long-range
predictions. We must still treat seriously the possibility of continued dry weather through
the spring and summer.

4.2 Rainfall scenarios

We have once more considered the prospects of three different rainfall scenarios. These
are:

• 60% of average rainfall from April to December.
• 80% of average rainfall from April to December.
• Average rainfall from April to December.

Our assessment is based on modelling groundwater levels at a series of sites across
south east and eastern England, as well as on information from water companies.
Examples of modelled groundwater levels are given in Appendix 1.

Our analysis shows that for groundwater there is little difference between 60% and 80% of
average rainfall. Groundwater levels would continue to fall and in many parts of the south
east and east of England they are likely to be exceptionally low by the end of the summer
(figures 10 and 11). Even average rainfall makes little difference (figure 12): groundwater
levels are likely to be exceptionally low in many places this year. River flows in the
groundwater-fed catchments will also be very low, though flows will also respond to
summer rainfall.

We have again divided our assessment into three areas to reflect different risks this
summer. These areas are shown in figure 13. We have changed the risk for London to
reflect the serious consequences of a dry summer this year.

4.2.1 Kent, Sussex and London

Kent and Sussex

This area is still at the highest risk from drought in the summer of 2006. Near-average
rainfall in February, March and early April means that prospects have improved slightly,
but groundwater levels will certainly be low throughout this area. Some 70% of public
water supply in this area is drawn from groundwater and most of the rivers are fed from
groundwater too.

60 to 80% of average rainfall from May to September would mean that groundwater
levels would drop quickly and in some places record low levels would be recorded. River
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flows would be very low through the summer. Reservoir levels would drop quickly. High
temperatures would increase environmental problems as well as the demand for water.

Public water supply would be extremely difficult to manage, with widespread restrictions
on water use and more drought permits and drought orders through the spring and
summer.  There is still a risk, later in the year, of extreme steps to manage public water
supply, such as the introduction of standpipes and rota cuts. This is now less likely than in
February but to some extent the risk depends on the success of demand management
measures through the summer.

Farmers would also find their groundwater and surface water sources to be unreliable and
could expect some restrictions on spray irrigation. 

The environment would be at a very high risk as a result of very low flows. Many springs
and stream heads would be dry. There would be a high risk of fish kills, and pollution
incidents could cause serious environmental damage. 

Average rainfall from May to September would still mean that groundwater levels would
drop quickly and in some places record levels could still be recorded. River flows would be
low but would respond to average rainfall. This would also help to maintain reservoir
levels.

Public water supply would be difficult to manage, with widespread restrictions on water
use and more drought permits and drought orders through the spring and summer.
Average rainfall would help to reduce demand and would help with reservoir levels. This
means that the risk of standpipes or rota cuts would be low.

London

This area is particularly at risk from drought if the summer is hot and dry.

60% of average rainfall would give very low river flows and exceptionally low
groundwater levels throughout the summer. 

Public water supply would be very difficult to manage, especially if the summer is hot.
London’s reservoirs are usually refilled from the Thames during the summer, but very low
river flows would mean that there would be little water available to put into the reservoirs.
There would be widespread non-essential use bans and many drought orders and drought
permits. Reservoir levels would drop quickly through the summer, reaching very low levels
by early autumn. The collapse of the intake for the Queen Mother reservoir is also a cause
for concern: if it can not be resolved quickly, this failure will increase the risk to London’s
water supply.

If the summer is exceptionally hot and dry, reservoirs serving London would be close to
the point where standpipes would be triggered by early autumn. It must be stressed that
this would be the result only of a very unusual summer, such as a repeat of 1976, and that
there is no suggestion from the Met Office that this is likely. The effectiveness of demand
management and leakage control through the spring and the summer will play a large part
in determining how serious the position would be in the autumn.

Farmers would find groundwater and surface water sources unreliable, but irrigated
agriculture is uncommon in the Thames catchment.
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The environment would be at significant risk from the very low flows, with many fish
deaths and even minor pollution incidents could cause serious environmental damage.
Maintaining navigation on the Thames would also be difficult because of the low flows.

80% of average rainfall would still give low flows and very low groundwater levels in the
Thames catchment.

Public water supply would still be difficult but there would be some water available to fill
the London reservoirs. Levels would still drop quickly but should not reach the levels that
could mean that standpipes are necessary. There would still be widespread non-essential
use bans and many drought orders and drought permits. Reductions in demand and
effective leakage control would still play an important role in making sure that there is
enough water for people’s needs.

Farmers would find groundwater and surface water sources unreliable, but irrigated
agriculture is uncommon in the Thames catchment.

The environment would still be at risk from the low flows, and maintaining navigation on
the Thames would be difficult.

Average rainfall would leave the Thames with flows that are low but not exceptional,
while groundwater levels would be very low.

Public water supply would still require careful management, but it would be possible to
maintain levels in the London reservoirs for much longer. Levels would drop less quickly
and there would be little prospect of standpipes, though reductions in demand and
effective leakage control would be necessary.

Farmers would find groundwater sources unreliable.

The environment would still be at some risk as a result of low flows, but the risk would be
much reduced. Navigation would be much less seriously affected.
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Figure 10 Projected groundwater levels at the end of September 2006 with 60% of
average rainfall.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
Geology map reproduced with kind permission from UK Groundwater Forum, GBS © NERC
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Figure 11 Projected groundwater levels at the end of September 2006 with 80% of
average rainfall

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.

Geology map reproduced with kind permission from UK Groundwater Forum, GBS © NERC 
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Figure 12 Projected groundwater levels at the end of September 20006 with normal
rainfall.

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.

Geology map reproduced with kind permission from UK Groundwater Forum, GBS © NERC 
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Figure 13 Areas at risk from drought in summer 2006

(C) Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380, 2006.
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4.2.2 The rest of the south east, including Essex and the east of
England as far north as the Fens

This area remains at risk from drought in summer 2006. This area includes the upper
Thames and the area south of the Thames Valley as well as Essex, Suffolk,
Cambridgeshire, Norfolk and the Fens.

While the risk across this area is broadly similar, some parts of this area will respond
differently to summer rainfall. We can distinguish two different areas: the rest of the area
south of the Thames except for Kent and Sussex; and Essex, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire,
Norfolk and the Fens.

The upper Thames and the area south of the Thames valley (excluding Kent and
Sussex)

This area has not been as dry as Kent and Sussex, but is still dependent on groundwater
levels. 

60% or 80% of average rainfall would give low river flows throughout the summer.

Public water supply would be difficult to manage through the summer, with widespread
problems especially if the summer is hot. There would be non-essential use restrictions
and many drought permits and drought orders. These should be sufficient to maintain
water supplies through the summer and there is little prospect of standpipes or rota cuts in
this area.

Farmers would find groundwater and surface water sources unreliable. Restrictions on
spray irrigation would be necessary. 

The environment would be at risk as a result of low flows. Springs and stream heads
would be dry, and there would be a high risk of fish deaths and algal blooms.

Average rainfall would still give low river flows through the summer.

Public water supply would need careful management with continued restrictions on water
use and some drought permits and drought orders. These would be sufficient to maintain
water supplies through the summer.

Farmers would find groundwater sources unreliable, but it would probably be possible to
avoid restrictions on spray irrigation.

The environment would be at some risk as a result of low flows but these would probably
be no more severe than last summer. 

Essex, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire, Norfolk and the Fens

This area has been the driest part of England and Wales over the winter of 2005-06. As a
result, groundwater levels and river flows are low.
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60% to 80% of average rainfall would give low river flows through the summer. 

Public water supply would need very careful management. Groundwater sources would
prove reasonably reliable but reservoir levels would drop quickly through the summer. We
are particularly concerned about the Essex reservoirs that belong to Essex and Suffolk
Water. These rely on pumping from the Ely Ouse through a transfer scheme. Flows in the
Ely Ouse are already low and with low rainfall it would not be possible to continue
pumping water for much longer. Reservoir levels would drop quickly and could be very low
by the autumn. Hosepipe bans and non-essential use restrictions would be essential.

Farmers would find groundwater and surface water sources unreliable. Restrictions on
spray irrigation would be necessary.

The environment would be at significant risk as a result of very low flows. 

Average rainfall would still give low river flows throughout the summer.

Public water supply would still need very careful management, with reservoir levels
dropping quickly. 

Farmers would find groundwater and surface water sources unreliable. Restrictions on
spray irrigation would be likely, although it should be possible to avoid total bans on
irrigation.

The environment would be at some risk as a result of low flows but these would probably
be no more severe than last summer.

4.2.3 The rest of England and Wales

The rest of the east of England and the Midlands have had a dry winter. Reservoirs are
close to full and groundwater levels are low but not exceptional. 

Public water supply will require careful management. A hot, dry summer could lead to
restrictions on water use and drought permits to take additional water.

Farmers are likely to find that their surface and groundwater sources are less reliable than
normal. There could be restrictions on irrigation, especially if the summer is hot and dry.

The environment may suffer from low flows and algal blooms.

Wales and the south west of England have also had a drier than average winter, but
river flows are in the normal range for the time of year. This area is at low risk from
drought in summer 2006, though a hot, dry summer could lead to localised problems. 

Northern England has had close to average rainfall over the winter. This area is at low
risk from drought in summer 2006, though a hot, dry summer could lead to localised
problems.
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5. Conclusions and recommendations

In south east England the last 18 months have been unusually dry. Rainfall has been
much lower than for the same period in the notable drought of 1974-76, and has been very
similar to the serious drought of 1932-34.

Since we reported in February, reservoir levels have increased, with many reservoirs in
south east England close to full. Groundwater levels have increased slightly, but remain
very low. River flows remain low. There is now little prospect of significant improvement
until the autumn.

Our overall conclusion is still that with a hot, dry summer south east England may face the
most severe drought of the last hundred years. 

Minimising the impact of drought on people, the economy and the environment requires
careful management and wise use of the limited water that we have. 

Most water companies have made progress on the actions we recommended in February.
All will need to work hard to manage water supply this year. Water companies in south
east England should:

• Prepare detailed assessments for each resource zone of the possible impact of
drought and the actions needed this summer.

• Make sure their customers understand the restrictions that are in place and why they
have been necessary this year.

• Provide clear information on how people can save water.
• Continue to put more effort into finding and fixing leaks, so that as little water as

possible is wasted.
• Prepare the evidence for drought permit and drought order applications so that these

can be made in good time.
• Apply for non-essential use bans to restrict some uses of water before applying for

drought permits or drought orders that may damage the environment.
• Plan the implementation of non-essential use restrictions carefully, so that they help to

save water while minimising their economic and social impact.
• Work with large industrial water users to look for significant short-term savings in water

use.
• Work together to make best use of available resources across south east England,

using transfer schemes to move water to places where it is needed most.

London’s water supply remains at risk this summer. Thames Water’s reservoirs
supplying London are at present about 90% full. The failure of the intake tunnel for the
Queen Mother reservoir has reduced the water available to the company. 

Groundwater levels and river flows in the Thames are low. As we go through spring and
summer, we expect to see Thames Water’s reservoir levels dropping quickly. An
exceptionally hot and dry summer like 1976 would give extremely low reservoir levels by
the autumn, with a risk of standpipes in London. It should be possible for Thames Water to
avoid standpipes, but much depends on the effectiveness of demand management
measures and leakage control. 
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Thames Water must take further action to reduce demand for water. This must include an
early application for a drought order to restrict non-essential water use. Any further delay
increases the risk of standpipes later in the year. 

Essex and Suffolk Water has not yet introduced a hosepipe ban. The company tells us
that it will monitor the situation carefully and use publicity campaigns to encourage people
to save water. The company’s reservoirs are virtually full, but without restrictions in place
Essex and Suffolk Water could find its reservoir levels dropping very quickly. Essex and
Suffolk Water must work to make its customers aware of the possible impact of drought in
Essex this summer. Essex and Suffolk Water should introduce a hosepipe ban during
May, to reduce the risk of supply problems later in the year.

Other abstractors in south east England may also suffer from drought this year. Prospects
for spray irrigation are poor throughout the south east and east of England. This may
reduce crop yields, though much depends on summer rainfall and temperatures.

We expect to see low river flows and exceptionally low groundwater levels across south
east England this year. This will result in more environmental problems than last year.
There may be many fish deaths and algal blooms. The water environment will also be
more vulnerable to pollution. We expect to see water companies applying for drought
permits and drought orders to take more water from rivers and groundwater, placing
additional pressures on the environment. Water companies must take all possible steps to
reduce demand before seeking further water from the environment. 

The drought is most severe in south east England. However, most of England and Wales
has had a dry winter – only northern England has approached average rainfall. 

The drought is starting to affect Norfolk and Suffolk, with low groundwater levels and low
river flows. Water companies in this area (Anglian Water, Cambridge Water and Tendring
Hundred Water) must monitor the water resources situation carefully and be prepared to
take further steps to manage supply and demand if the drought intensifies further.

With hot, dry weather the drought will spread into other areas. The east of England and
the south Midlands are most vulnerable, but reservoir levels in Wales and the south west
could also drop quickly this summer. In contrast, northern England is at no higher risk from
drought than normal.

The Environment Agency will:

• Monitor water companies’ activities to make sure that they act to manage the risk of
drought.

• Monitor rainfall, river flows, groundwater levels and the impact of drought on the
environment.

• Continue weekly reporting on the drought on our internet site.
• Update our computer modelling regularly to provide the best possible information about

the impact of the drought.
• Provide clear information for the public on how they can report environmental problems

and how they can save water.
• Provide the best information we can on the impact on agriculture, including possible

restrictions on spray irrigation.
• Take steps to protect the environment from drought, including:
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• Where we have them, using our river support schemes to maintain flows and
protect wildlife.

• Restricting spray irrigation where this will provide significant benefit to the
environment.

• Applying for drought orders where these will mitigate the impact of drought on the
natural environment.

• Report publicly on the impact of the drought on the environment and wildlife. 
• Apply for drought orders on behalf of water companies where we believe that inaction

is putting water supplies at an unacceptable risk.

We are also concerned about the possible impact of a third dry winter. This could make it
very difficult to manage water supplies next summer. This adds further weight to the need
to save as much water as possible now.

We have set up dedicated drought teams to manage the impact of drought on the
environment and to monitor the actions of water companies. We will report regularly to
Ministers throughout the summer and autumn.
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Action in Prospects Southern
Water

Mid Kent
Water

Sutton and
East Surrey
Water

Folkestone
and Dover
Water

South East
Water

Thames
Water

Three
Valleys
Water

Portsmouth
Water

Essex and
Suffolk
Water

1. Maintain and
publicise current
hosepipe bans

Bans been in
place since
June 2005.
Publicised on
our web site
and through
the media.

Bans been in
place since
August 2005.
Publicised on
our web site
and through
media
interviews,
posters. Also
sent letters
direct to
customers.

Bans been in
place since
April 2005.
Publicised on
our web site
and via letters
included in
customers
bills.

Did not have
an existing
ban. See 2.

Bans been in
place since
July 2005.
Publicised on
our web site
and through
a media
campaign
and posters.

Did not have
an existing
ban. See 2.

Did not have
an existing
ban. See 2.

Did not have
an existing
ban. See 2.

Did not have
an existing
ban. See 2.

2. In areas without
hosepipe bans,
introduce them from
early April at the
latest

Hampshire
part of the
company is
only area not
covered in
current
drought, but
we are
keeping this
under review.

In place
since August
2005.

Changed
unattended
hosepipe ban
to full ban on 1
March 06

Introduced
hosepipe ban
on 2 April
2006.
Publicised
via local
adverts and
via web site.

Introduced
hosepipe
ban on 3
April 2006 in
northern
zone.
Hosepipe
ban covers
entire
company
area.

Introduce
hosepipe ban
on 3 April
2006.
Publicised via
adverts in local
papers and
radio. Started
a media
campaign and
undertook
100 interviews.
Also publicised
on our web
site.

Introduce
hosepipe ban
on 3 April
2006.
Publicised
via adverts in
local papers
and via our
web site.

None
required as
water
resources
situation is at
normal
levels.

None
planned but
will keep
under review

3. Apply for non-
essential use bans to
restrict uses of water
such as window
washing and building
washing before
applying for drought

Applied 17
March 2006
– awaiting
decision
(relates to
supply area
in Sussex

Applied 17
March –
awaiting
decision.

Applied 17
March –
awaiting
decision.

Unlikely that
NEU ban will
be needed.
Current
groundwater
levels are
same this

Investigated
but NEU ban
is not
currently
required.
Keep the
situation

Under review. Discussed
with Defra
but no ban
anticipated
for 2006.

None
planned

None
planned

Table 1 – summary of water company actions
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Action in Prospects Southern
Water

Mid Kent
Water

Sutton and
East Surrey
Water

Folkestone
and Dover
Water

South East
Water

Thames
Water

Three
Valleys
Water

Portsmouth
Water

Essex and
Suffolk
Water

permits or orders to
take more water from
rivers and
groundwater.

and Kent
only).

time last
year.

under review.

4. Make sure that
customers
understand the
severity of this
drought, with clear
publicity campaigns

Continued
media
campaign
including
regular press
release plus
regular
updates to
our web site.

Letters sent
to all
customers.
Using
interviews
with the
media,
posters and
keeping our
web site up
to date.

Media
campaign and
letters sent
direct to
customers.

No further
information
provided by
the company.

Produced
posters,
leaflets,
keeping our
web site up
to date plus
involved in
joint cinema
advert with
other water
companies.

Media
campaign with
posters,
adverts in local
press and
radio, added a
drought
section to our
internet site.
Sent letters to
MPs and
MEPs in
Thames Water
company area.
Press releases
and interviews.

Formed a
drought
comms
group.
Issued press
releases,
updated web
site, and
provided
interviews.

Issued a
press release
and updated
web site. Will
provide an
update on
current
situation in
customer
magazine
that should
be released
in June.

Little
information
to date.

5. Provide clear
information and
advice to customers
on how they can
save water in the
home. This could
include publicity
campaigns either
individually or with
other water
companies.

Information
on web site.
Continued
media
campaign
and running
local
roadshows
throughout
the company
area.
Also sent
letters direct
to customers
separate to
billing
information.

Letters sent
to all
customers
about water
saving tips.
Continued
media
campaign
and added a
section to our
web site to
cover water
efficiency.

Water butt
offer via our
web site.
Letters sent to
all customers
and continued
media
campaign.

No further
information
provided by
the company.

Updated web
site. Water
butt discount
offered to all
customers.
Been active
by visiting
schools,
councils and
attended
other local
meetings to
discuss
drought and
saving water
tips.

Radio
commercials
promoting
water
efficiency.
Poster
adverts,
cinema
adverts (joint).
Water saving
messages with
Reading FC,
Oxford Utd
FC, Oxford
Greyhound
stadium.
Updated web
site as well.

Updated web
site.

As above Updated web
site late April
2006 to
include more
water
efficiency
information.
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Action in Prospects Southern
Water

Mid Kent
Water

Sutton and
East Surrey
Water

Folkestone
and Dover
Water

South East
Water

Thames
Water

Three
Valleys
Water

Portsmouth
Water

Essex and
Suffolk
Water

6. Increase leakage
control activity to
make sure that leaks
are found and fixed
as quickly as
possible, reducing
the waste of water.

Increased
number of
people
detecting
leaks from
50 to 120.
Increased
number of
work teams
so that fixing
times are
reduced.
Target
response
times are, for
visible leaks,
1 hour
attendance
time and 24
hour repair
wherever
possible

Enhanced
activity has
been in place
since last
Spring and is
continuing
i.e. additional
staff and
capital.
There has
been a 25%
increase in
staff
employed on
leakage
detection
plus
appropriate
level of
staffing of
teams to fix
leaks.

Increased
leakage
control in
spring 2006.

Currently
below
leakage
target.

Increased
leakage
control being
used.
Extended
enhanced
leakage
control
contracts to
July 06.

£1bn
programme to
replace
leaking mains
over the next 4
years
announced.
Increased
effort to
reduce leak
repair cycle
times

Visible leaks
now top
priority but
no additional
resources
being used.

Leakage
response
times
reduced.

No change to
existing
leakage
control.

7. Work with large
industrial water users
to look for significant
short-term savings in
water use.

Offer of free
water audit
has been
given to
major
customers.

We have
visited all of
our large
users and
offered
advice on
water use.
This includes
details on
partnerships
and
programmes
to reduce
water use.

Letter sent to
large users.

Ongoing
activity – no
additional
work.

Water audits
at hospitals,
shopping
areas.
Looking into
rainwater
harvesting at
a local
garden
centre.

Water audits
recently
carried out or
planned for a
number of
sporting
venues, health
trusts,
industrial
users,
universities
and hotels.

Not
additional
work apart
from what
was planned.
However
planning to
write to all
large users
to ask for
restraint and
using water
wisely.

Saving water
in business
leaflet sent to
all
commercial
customers.

Nothing new
planned

8. Follow their drought
plans and make sure

Yes plus
continued

Yes plus
continued

Yes plus
continued

No evidence
provided.

No evidence
provided.

Yes – actions
made before

Yes and
monitoring

Yes and
discussed at

Confusion
over
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Action in Prospects Southern
Water

Mid Kent
Water

Sutton and
East Surrey
Water

Folkestone
and Dover
Water

South East
Water

Thames
Water

Three
Valleys
Water

Portsmouth
Water

Essex and
Suffolk
Water

that steps to save
water are taken in
good time.

liaison with
Environment
Agency.

liaison with
Environment
Agency.

liaison with
Environment
Agency.

drought trigger
levels
reached.

situation. drought
group
meeting in
March 06

reservoir
control
curves.

9. Prepare to make
drought permit and
drought order
applications in line
with their drought
plans, as soon as it
becomes clear that
they will be
necessary.

3 drought
authorisation
s
successfully
made, 2
extended.
Another 5
applications
being
discussed
with
Environment
Agency

We are
working in
line with our
drought plan.
No Drought
Permits or
Orders have
been
identified.
Supported
Bewl
application
by Southern
Water.

Yes – Drought
permit issued
for Bough
Beech to keep
reservoir full
during May.

As per
drought plan.

Investigated
sites that we
may need a
drought
permit for.
We have
then sent
environment
al reports to
Environment
Agency.

Investigating
several
drought
permits that
may be
required
during the
summer
depending on
rainfall.

No drought
permits or
orders are
planned for
this year.

As per
drought plan.

As per
drought plan.

10. Make sure that
drought management
responsibilities are
assigned clearly, so
that there is no
unnecessary delay in
decision-making.

3 formal
drought
management
groups
currently
formed, with
subsidiary
groups
formed a
needed.
Formal
liaison with
Environment
Agency at
two levels,
with further
liaison as
required.

Being
undertaken
in line with
Drought
Plan.
Drought
Committee
has been in
place and
managing
drought since
December
2004 /
January
2005.

Set up in
accordance to
ISO9001.

As per
drought plan.

Drought
teams have
been set up
and are
meeting
every two
weeks. Also
regular
meetings
with
Environment
Agency and
Southern
Water.

Drought event
director and
team
appointed. A
committee of
the Board
meets weekly
with the
Drought Event
Director
specifically to
consider the
drought event.
This will
ensure all key
decisions are
made in a
timely manner.

Drought
Management
Group was
set up in
April 2005 as
set out in
drought plan.
Monthly
meeting of
the drought
management
group.

Monthly
meetings as
per drought
plan.

As per
drought plan.

11. Work together to
make best use of

All inter-
company and

Being
undertaken

Bulk supply
from Thames

No
information

Working with
Southern

Bulk supply to
Sutton and

Constant
watch over

Working with
Southern

Working with
Environment
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Action in Prospects Southern
Water

Mid Kent
Water

Sutton and
East Surrey
Water

Folkestone
and Dover
Water

South East
Water

Thames
Water

Three
Valleys
Water

Portsmouth
Water

Essex and
Suffolk
Water

available resources
across south east
England, using
transfer schemes to
move water to places
where it is needed
most.

inter-zonal
transfers are
kept under
continual
review and
optimised
where
possible.

in line with
Drought Plan
– The WRSE
Drought
Group
timeline
facilitated by
the EA has
ensured this.

secured for a
limited time.

provided. Water about
Weir Wood.

East Surrey
started 3 April.

sharing
resources

Water. Re-
commissione
d bulk supply
to Southern
Water.

Agency to
maximise
use of Ely
Ouse
Transfer.
Potential
problems
with algal
blooms.
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Appendix I
Location of groundwater forecast sites.
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Predicted groundwater levels with 60 percent, 80 percent and average rainfall
scenarios

Ashley Green - Chalk

Chilgrove – Chalk
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Oak Ash - Chalk

Smeetham - Chalk
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Sweeps Lane – Chalk

Woodyates – Chalk
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