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Summary: 

1. UK faces an unprecedented drought 

situation. 

2. Climate change is its reigning concern 

and mitigation strategy unclear. 

3. Intense pressure on ground water 

resources. 

4. State of water supply infrastructure 

needs financial investments to 

overcome the current crisis. 

5. There is a big scope of promoting 

water conservation and awareness of 

water as a valuable resource ( and not 

just a commodity) among the people.  

6. While Scotland has not observable 

water issues, Northern Ireland and 

Southern England are in deep crisis. 

7. There is a scope of reforms in 

regulation of water abstraction and of 

private sector companies. 

8. In spite of a major drought, in 

Northern Ireland no protests or 

expression of public dissatisfaction 

was seen in UK. 

UNITED KINGDOM 

 

Geography: Group of islands with about 30 major rivers. The UK 

enjoys abundant rainfall and temperate climate. 

Status: Developed 

Population: 62.2 Million 

 Per capita income: $ 35,059 

Water resources: 30 major rivers. Ground water used extensively for drinking water and industry. It 

accounts for 35% of public water supply in England and Wales. Agriculture in the UK uses only 1% of the 

water abstracted in England and Wales. 

Water Availability (LPCD-liters per capita per day): 150 lpcd. 
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Water Sector Overview 
Policy Landscape 

a) The Water Act of 2003 made it mandatory for all the water companies to have a 25 year 

perspective in planning, as well as plan for contingencies like drought. It also provides greater 

powers to EA to take action against violators indulging in practices which cause environmental 

damage. 

b) The Freedom of Information Act, 2000 is an important piece of legislation and furthers the 

objective of open government in UK. It supports sustainable development by providing enhanced 

access to information held by public authorities about their responsibilities and activities. 

Water Resources Administration 

Water resources protection, quality control of inland and coastal waters as well as natural aquatic 

environment falls under the Environment Agency (EA) in UK. Scotland and Northern Ireland have 

similar institutions for the same. The EA ensures water security of England and Wales. It also functions 

as a regulatory authority for the use and management of water resources. The EA regulates water 

through a licensing system for abstraction of water which is being followed since the 1960s. 

The EA ensures water security of England and Wales. It also functions as a regulatory authority for the 

use and management of water resources. The EA regulates water through a licensing system for 

abstraction of water which is being followed since the 1960s. 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and the Department of Trade and Industry 

(DTI) are two agencies which oversee implementation of water use guidelines and compliance. For 

instance, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) review is currently investigating 

the most cost effective ways to tackle diffuse pollution from agriculture. 

Water Stats 

Domestic -22% 

Industrial -75% 

Agriculture - 3% 

Water Crisis 

1. Water Stress nature 
a) Acute water supply stress has built up in England and Northern Ireland over the past 

decade.  Drought triggered by climate change has lead to a physical scarcity of water. 

East Anglia and most of Southern England also experiences shortage of water supply.  

b) Over extraction of water resources by horticulture and tourism Industry has also 

aggravated the problem. 
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c) Growth of housing in areas with lower rainfall has led to an over abstraction of ground 

water resources.  

d) UK’s water supply system is privatized and therefore the consumers take for granted the 

supply of clean water. This is in contrast to the patterns in other European countries ( 

France , Germany). Because the private companies only have an obligation to fulfill 

customer needs it does all that it can to provide clean water to its customers. And they 

get adequately compensated. 

2. Nature of Scarcity  
a) Much of the scarcity in several parts of UK has been triggered by drought. In areas with 

low rainfall ground water as well as surface water is not able to replenish themselves 

with the amount of rainfall received. While at the same time housing has expanded 

rapidly in these areas. Consequently a physical scarcity of water is seen in most parts of 

UK. 

b) Even in case of London which is dependent on surface water for 80% of its requirement, 

researchers predict that any alteration in rainfall can affect water security of the city. 

c) Over abstraction of ground water also hints a systemic mismanagement of water 

resources. Even in 2011 the environmental agency is still pushing for metering of all the 

households connection, whereas it should have been done long back. 

3. Water Crisis Intensity 
By 2005 water crisis in UK had attained alarming proportions. This is reflected in incidents like water 

utilities enforcing a ban on waterhoses ( Thames Water has used this ban effectively in several 

localities) , people using sea water to flush their toilets and complete black out of water supply as the 

utility could not find enough water to pump. 

4. How is the water crisis manifesting on the ground? 
a) Early this year Northern Ireland’s water Chief Laurence MacKenzie stepped down after 

thousands of households left without water over Christmas and New Year. At the height 

of the crises, tens of thousands of households were cut off from water supply for up to 

11 days. If anything these water supply disruption are becoming common place. 

b) Northen Ireland is among the most hard-hit from the water crises with its reservoirs 

running dry. 

 

5. What is at the root of the problem? 
a) It is alleged that Northern Ireland’s crisis was due to decades of neglect of water infrastructure. 

It has not complied with EU environmental standards and plagued with mismanagement. 
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b) The British water use is seen as unsustainable over long term considering the growth in housing 

and population.  

c) On the virtual water consumption too UK is seen as one of the highest consumers. 

6. How serious is the problem? 
The stakes are very high for the people of UK as well for the industry. Of all the things it has to first to 

improve its water usage practices. Cities and town administrations are being urged to have contingency 

plan for droughts. When this is made a priority of water policy it indicates the gravity of the issue.  

7. What is the cultural context of water? 
What role does water play in everyday lives, is there awareness of a water crisis, is there 

awareness of a water crisis globally? 

(A little historical note) 

The city of London is not new to water crisis. About the year 1600 AD as the water in the conduits 

became scarcer the ‘cobs’ could not get enough water for their customers. This resulted in disputes 

between individual carriers which lead to violence. This couplet captures the essence of the situation:   

At the conduit striving for their turn 

The quarrel it grows great 

That up in arms they are at last 

And one another beat. 

Special orders had to be issued against the use of weapons in order to secure first place at the taps. This 

historical background suggests that although things might have advanced technologically, the nature of 

problem and people has not quite progressed!  

People’s perception: The perception of water among the people has largely been that of a commodity 

as they have always understood that it had to be paid for. In many ways this has been detrimental in 

urging people to conserve water. However the society has interacted and interacts heavily with water in 

their lives (recreation, inland water ways). Yet a development of a consciousness towards its finite 

availability is under developed. 

8. In terms of solutions, are resources and expertise coming from 

within the country or from the outside? 
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The technological and managerial expertise required to address the prevailing drought situations 

certainly exist in UK. It’s a matter of political will and definite public action. 

 

Campaigns and Instances 
a) ‘Are you doing your bit?’ publicity campaign encourages people to take simple everyday actions to 

help protect their local and global environment. Focusing on four priority areas: transport, climate 
change/energy efficiency, waste and water, the campaign aims to change attitudes and show that 
individual action is important. 

b) Welcome to the Water is Cool in School : http://www.wateriscoolinschool.org.uk/ 

c) Tap water campaign challenges bottled water: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/earthnews/3344576/Tap-water-campaign-challenges-bottled-

water.html 

 

9. Source of Information: 
 

 Water UK http://www.water.org.uk/ 

 WAgriCo – Water Resource Management  in Cooperation with  Agriculture 

http://www.wagrico.org/site/WAgriCo/wagricoorguk/content/home 

 History of Water Privatisation in the UK 

  http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/business/ecas/7/papers/ECAS-Cooper-et-al.pdf 
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