
Good afternoon,
 
I am writing to provide you with an important update regarding drinking water supplies in Sussex and the potential impact on communities across the county.
 
The Met Office saying it is likely to be the warmest summer on record, the effects of this are still very present. We've had the driest July since records began 190 years ago, the highest daily demand for water in recent years and recurrent heatwaves with 35-degree and above heat reached in four separate calendar months (May, June, July and August).
 
We will shortly be applying to the Environment Agency for a Drought Permit on the River Ouse. I will explain what this is in more detail later within this email. A consultation will start once we make our application, which will close on 4 September 2026. The application information and details to respond to the consultation will be posted on our website once we've made our application: southeastwater.co.uk/drought-permit 
 
Why are we applying for a Drought Permit
 
We're applying for this because we have experienced extremely low rainfall this year, coupled with sustained high temperatures and demand, which has resulted in the water level within Ardingly Reservoir approaching a very low level. The reservoir, which supplies 228,000 customers in Sussex, is currently at 44.2 per cent full. 
 
While there has been some rain, the ground has become so hard and dry from weeks of high temperatures and little rainfall, much of the rain we are finally seeing will simply run off the surface. It'll take time for rain to moisten the ground, filter deep down into the underground aquifers, and boost the rivers that supply drinking water in the area.
 
We're at this point because we've hit a number of key triggers outlined in our Drought Plan.
 
What will the Drought Permit do?
 
A Drought Permit allows us to amend the conditions of our abstraction licence. As you may know, part of our abstraction licence for Ardingly Reservoir is that we must provide a release of water, called the compensation release, into the Shell Brook tributary of the River Ouse. This is to compensate for the dam that was built to store water in the reservoir.
 
One element of the Drought Permit will allow us to decrease the compensation release from four million litres a day, to one million litres a day, closer to the flow that would be there naturally at this time of the year.
 
As well as the compensation release, we also release water from Ardingly Reservoir into the Shell Brook, which we abstract at a point on the Lower Ouse at Barcombe to then treat for drinking water.
 
On a normal day, we must leave 20 million litres of water in the Lower Ouse below the abstraction point at Barcombe, as a minimum flow. If granted, the second element of the Drought Permit would allow us to reduce the minimum flow of water that must remain in the River Ouse to 15 million litres a day, and if necessary, 10 million litres a day, but only when the reservoir has reached set levels to trigger this. 
 
While these elements mean a reduction on the River Ouse, the changes to our abstraction licence are designed to have minimal impact on the environment. They will benefit the reservoir by helping to reduce the rate it is falling and keep more water for customers' supplies.
 
The yellow area in the map below is the part of our supply area that will benefit from the Drought Permit.
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Monitoring the River Ouse
 
Catchment monitoring will be undertaken throughout the period when, if granted, the Drought Permit would be in operation and any appropriate mitigation strategies will be deployed, if any are required. 
 
We're working with the Environment Agency, Natural England and environmental experts. We have extensively monitored river flows and water quality on the River Ouse for more than 20 years. This monitoring is continuing to this day and all the results are being shared with our stakeholders and informing how we approach future droughts.
 
As part of the Drought Permit, we will undertake weekly surveys of the whole length of the River Ouse. 
 
We're focusing on water quality and fish movement, checking that the water is sufficiently oxygenated and that there is still sufficient flow across the many weirs along the Ouse. 
 
We work closely with the Environment Agency and Natural England, reporting our findings from the environmental monitoring weekly, and if certain triggers are exceeded, we increase the frequency of monitoring which allows us to quickly identify any developing environmental issues. 
 
We have also discussed actions to be taken if our monitoring does show environmental impacts, for example narrowing the channel in certain places to ensure that a depth of water and flow is maintained and carrying out fish rescue if fish become isolated or distressed. In this circumstance, fish will be released in the River Ouse, where suitable conditions have been identified. 
 
We are also aware that with a changing climate and increased demand we need to take a pro-active approach to the river too. We are carrying out a number of environmental investigations under the Water Industry National Environment Programme (WINEP) and are stepping up our work to provide water resilience options for landowners.
 
Talk to us about the Drought Permit
 
If you would like to find out more about the proposed Drought Permit, why we're applying for it and what it will mean, join one of our two webinars being held on:
 
· Tuesday, 1 September, 16:00 to 17:30. Click here to join Tuesday's webinar. 
· Wednesday, 2 September, 12:00 to 13:30. Click here to join Wednesday's webinar. 
 
If you cannot join either webinar but have a question about the Drought Permit application you can email community@southeastwater.co.uk and we will get back to you as soon as we can. 
 
The consultation period for the Drought Permit will end on 4 September 2026. 
 
Our Drought Plan
 
Our Drought Plan sets out the steps we would take during periods of low rainfall and high demand to ensure we can deliver a reliable water supply for the essential needs of drinking, washing, cooking and cleaning.
 
Our latest Drought Plan was published in 2022 and was consulted upon at the time. You can read that Drought Plan here.
 
It details what actions we'd take to conserve water and secure customers' supplies, while balancing the needs of the environment.
 
These actions include:
 
· Moving water around our network
· Fast-tracking schemes to increase water resources
· Working even harder to fix leaks
· Promoting sensible water use
· The introduction of temporary water use restrictions (commonly known as hosepipe bans)
 
To ensure our plans are up-to-date we review them every five years and publish a draft document for consultation. The consultation for the next drought plan has now ended, but you can review the draft documents here. 
 
Boosting resilience in Sussex
 
We are focused on delivering our long-term business plan, the most ambitious we have ever produced. It details a proposed investment of £1.9 billion over five years to 2030 designed to improve customer service, reduce customer supply interruptions and strengthen network resilience. 
 
As part of this, we're investing to create a more resilient water supply network across Sussex by increasing or upgrading our infrastructure across the county.
 
In response to issues experienced in the area in recent years, we are implementing several vital projects to increase the resilience of our water supply network, provide greater flexibility to move water around the network and improve water quality. 
 
This includes projects already completed in East Sussex to connect our treated drinking water storage tanks in Wadhurst and Rotherfield with our treatment works at Bewl Water, and upgrade our network in the Heathfield, Hailsham, Arlington and Polegate areas. 
 
We're also progressing with work to replace around 2.3 kilometres of water mains in the Haywards Heath area to boost reliability, and over the next few years, we're also planning to make further improvements in East Grinstead, Barcombe and the surrounding areas.
 
For the latest on our projects in Sussex, visit our website: southeastwater.co.uk/eastsussex 
 
How we're tackling leakage
 
Fixing leaks is a top priority for us. Unfortunately, we continue to see a high number of burst water mains and leaks across our network. This is triggered when the ground dries out, causing ground movement particularly in clay soils, which can break the water pipes.
 
We are prioritising fixing these leaks as quickly as we can and have brought in additional repair teams to assist. We've also introduced night working and are utilising new 'No-Dig' technologies to help complete some repairs faster and with less disruption to your community.  
 
We spend around £63 million a year on finding and fixing leaks across the network and are committed to investing further to reduce the amount of water lost to leaks by half by 2050. In the last year, we have found and fixed over 21,000 leaks on our network, and a further 6,000 customer-side leaks. This is around a 10 per cent increase on the previous year.
 
We share our customers' frustrations at seeing drinking water lost to leaks and, especially in the prolonged hot weather and with our Temporary Use Ban in place, but please be assured that we are working flat out to reduce leakage across our network.
 
Best wishes
 
Iain
 
		Iain Murrell
Supply-Demand Manager
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