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Foreword

Introduction
After one of the warmest and driest summers
population growth leading to increasing demand,

on record, hosepipe bans announced in parts

improved biodiversity of water sources, and rising

of the country and questions over wastewater

expectation for quality of watercourses – we

discharges, the water industry is firmly in the

need to invest. New water infrastructure will be

public eye.

required across the UK to meet these challenges
and ensure there’s enough water in the right

The water sector faces a generational
challenge in investing in new national
infrastructure. The public rightly has high
expectations for what that investment will
deliver and how it will be delivered.
The water sector is preparing for change. During
the hot summer of 2022, water was in the public
consciousness because of headlines about
drought, hosepipe bans and sewage in storm
overflows. This time in the spotlight has created

treated well before return to rivers and seas.
If we are to deliver the right projects, and to
deliver those to time and budget, we need to
earn the trust of our stakeholders, politicians,
media and communities for each and every
project. We need to take the public with us and
make no assumptions that because our projects
are needed, we already have a societal licence to
operate – this is why Copper’s report on public
attitudes to water is timely and insightful.

to industry about how we can best communicate
the solutions that will keep the taps flowing.

meet climate and population demands, and the
sector is facing unprecedented strain.
The National Infrastructure Commission has
highlighted the need to build new supply
infrastructure as part of the modernisation
needed in the industry. A multitude of large-scale
projects are planned over the next few years. But
few water applications have been through the
national infrastructure planning system and no
new reservoirs have been built in over 30 years.

no one organisation’s sole responsibility to build

industry. It has also created an opportunity for the

We must do what’s right for investors, water

industry to make the case for investment to meet

companies and customers. That means building

changing public expectation.

awareness, understanding and acceptance of

For the last few decades, the industry has been

our programmes with all our stakeholders. By

delivering London’s new super sewer. We have

water infrastructure and makes recommendations

governments, regulators and supply chains. It is
trust with society.

efficiency and upgrade programmes, as well as

need to rapidly upgrade water infrastructure to

This report sets out what the public think about

We all have a role to play – water companies,

many assumptions, myths and views about the

leading on many successful maintenance,

earning trust we can deliver projects which meet
the public’s high expectations for the sector and
unlock the potential which water has to help solve

Dry weather, drought and hosepipe bans have made their way ever
more so into public consciousness. The customer’s awareness that
the natural resource they have always benefited from shouldn’t be
taken for granted is significantly growing. Supply issues are likely to
have a direct impact on the way individuals and families live their
lives, and media coverage has amplified this message, with a focus
on what the future could hold. Whilst water security to date has been

been making sure the system works. When we

many of the challenges we currently face.

managed in the UK, we know that further extreme weather events will

all turn on the taps in our homes, factories and

Graham Dalton is a chartered civil
engineer and fellow of the Royal Academy
of Engineering with 35 years experience
in the UK, Middle East and Asia. He is a
non-exec director of Scottish Water and
former CEO of the Defence Infrastructure
Organisation, and of the business that is
now National Highways.

occur and impact the resilience of our ageing infrastructure. Rising

farms the water we all take for granted is there,
to a high standard with no questions asked. When
you flush the toilet or take a shower, you don’t
need to think about what happens next.
While the system today serves us well, it is not
adequate for the demands of tomorrow. We face
existential challenges – the drive for net zero,
2

places for everyone, and that used water is

decarbonisation, the drive for net zero and the

”

Graham Dalton,
Non Executive Director,
Scottish Water

Combine this with the challenges of

So how can we best prepare
the public and customers for
this challenge?

temperatures appear to have contributed to an acceptance within
society that new infrastructure is needed, and action must be taken.

”

Scott Aitken,
Managing Director,
Binnies UK
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Key Findings
More than half the public do not
fully understand how water makes
its way to homes and businesses,
but they are keen to know more

…but are ready for new water
infrastructure to be developed

87%

40%

of this are interested to
find out more.

Urgently

55%

66%

Of people not feeling
knowledgeable about
how water is collected,
stored and treated

Suggested new
infrastructure needed

The public prioritise high quality drinking
water and affordable bills and there
is little recognition of the long-term
challenges facing the industry…

…and are seeking reassurance from
government, water companies
and industry on what needs to be
developed to ensure water security

Majority (54%) of people
indicated government or

4

40%

30%

30%

25%

of people prioritise
drinking water quality

keeping water
bills low

Improving
water quality

making water recycling
carbon neutral

local water companies are
responsible for modernisation
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Public readiness for new
water infrastructure

The public is
ready for change

The public recognises the urgency and need for

The majority of respondents did not feel

infrastructure. Despite low levels of knowledge

knowledgeable on how water makes its way to

about the intricacies of water infrastructure

their home, although of those over 85% said they

the public and customers are ready for change,

would be interested to find out more on this topic.

providing it is consistent with their priorities for

This shows that there is a willingness to engage.

Two thirds of people asked thought
new water infrastructure is needed to
meet the demands of climate change
in the future, with 40% suggesting it
needs to be delivered urgently.

clean water and keeping bills low.

Work is needed to bolster
public knowledge on how clean
water reaches their taps.

To what extent, if at all, do you think
new water infrastructure (pipelines,
reservoirs, waste water treatment works
etc.) is needed to meet this challenge?

How knowledgeable do you feel about
how water is collected, stored and
treated before and after it reaches
homes and businesses?

0

20

40

55%
17%
I don’t feel knowledgeable

New infrastructure is urgently needed

45%

and I have no interested

10%

in finding out more

I feel very

New infrastructure is somewhat needed but
not urgently

knowledgeable

38%
I don’t feel knowledgeable

35%

but would be interested

I feel somewhat

to find out more

New infrastructure is not needed
- existing infrastructure just needs modernising

knowledgeable
Don’t know

Net:

Net:

Not

knowledgeable

New infrastructure is not needed - existing infrastructure
just needs maintaining

knowledgeable
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The majority of all age groups believe new infrastructure is needed but there is
particular urgency from the older generation.

To what extent do you think
new water infrastructure is needed?
60%
50%

Fixing leaks, affordable bills and
high quality drinking water are
the top priorities for the public
Fixing leaks is seen by the public as the top

Few people identified net zero and the need

priority for the water industry to fix, although

to decarbonise as top priorities suggesting a

modernising existing and providing new

disconnect between customer expectations for

infrastructure is high on their agenda along with

what water companies are investing in compared

New infrastructure is

keeping bills sustainable for customers. These

with what they need to do. More needs to be

urgently needed

priorities are likely to have the most direct and

done to demonstrate to customers the value of

immediate impact on them as individuals.

projects that contribute to net zero.

New infrastructure is
somewhat needed but

40%

not urgently

30%

What activity or activities do you think
should be prioritised for the water
industry, if anything?
(tick up to three)

20%
10%
0

16 -24

25 - 34

35 - 44

45 - 54

55 - 64

0

65+

10

20

30

40

50

Fixing leaks

In the UK, many of us will have already

”

experienced the impact of climate change on
our day to day lives. Disrupted climate patterns

Modernising existing water infrastructure
(such as reservoirs, sewers, pipelines etc.)

are producing hotter summers and heatwaves at
unusual points of the year; more severe storms;
flooding and extreme cold snaps.
This research shows that consumers are
beginning to accept the need for additional water
infrastructure in order to secure supplies for
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Affie Panayiotou,

future generations. Water companies are the

Head of Policy and Regulation,

trusted delivery vehicle to make that happen

WRc

”

Building new water infrastructure
(such as reservoirs, sewers, pipelines etc.)
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Public needs reassurance about
new planned infrastructure
The public is ready and accepting of new

If there are to be large scale interventions with

infrastructure where they live and the drivers

major water infrastructure proposed to build

are about what that change means to them

resilience and capacity across the country, water

personally. But, this presents a series of

companies must work to build and maintain

challenges: firstly support is not unconditional

public confidence. Whilst overall, 42% of those

– understanding the impact and opportunity

asked trusted water companies to deliver the

of projects is important to people; secondly

changes needed to meet the needs of climate

passive support and apathy can quickly become

change, the majority either did not trust them or

opposition, which can cause delays and increased

were unable to offer a view either way. Looking

risks and costs; and thirdly support is there to

at those results closely, they highlight a clear

capitalise on – it is the industry’s to lose.

regional divide, with some regions trusting their

It matters to the public who is delivering the

To what extent, if at all, do you trust
your local water company to deliver
the changes needed to meet the
challenge of climate change?
0

10

20

30

There is also a clear age split on
who should be responsible for
modernising water infrastructure,

I somewhat trust them

with older generations leaning

I neither trust or distrust them

towards local water companies
and younger demographics looking

I somewhat distrust them

to the Government to lead the way.

I trust them a lot

water companies, and others having little faith.

I distrust them a lot

projects and trust is essential to building on
Don’t know

latent support. Trust levels, however, differ
across the country.

Responsibility lies with the
Government and water companies,
but they need to build trust
amongst the public.

Who do you think is responsible for
modernising water infrastructure?
45

There is clearly confusion from

40

the public who is responsible for
modernising water infrastructure.

35

Work is needed to improve

30

understanding on how the
industry operates so they can

25

engage in the process of project

20

delivery in a meaningful way.

15
10
5
0

16 -24

25 - 34

35 - 44

45 - 54

55 - 64

65+

The government
My local water company (ies)
10
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The public see water
reuse as a viable solution
There are a number of avenues open to water

Singapore, it’s not yet being used in the UK. While

companies to build resilience and capacity

people think it makes sense many want more

within their networks, such as water recycling.

reassurance on the technology, particularly in

Although the technology has been around for a

maintaining a high quality of drinking water,

long time, and is tried and tested in the USA and

is key.

People are most concerned about
the environmental impacts of
water projects.
The public considers the impact on local wildlife
(32%), damage to the environment (28%) and the
odour of the facility (24%) to be the three main

How do you feel about reusing
water for drinking water?

drawbacks of water projects within communities.
Respondents also note disruption caused during
construction, safety of the facility and noise as
key drawbacks.

I don’t care

This excites me

If a new water project was to be built
near you, what would be your main
concerns? (tick up to three)

I feel this makes sense

35

I have no particular
feelings towards this

30
25

This concerns me
20
15
10

I need more reassurance

5
0
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So there appears to be a strong baseline of

of a whole life cycle water – keeping it in the

support for water reuse, but it can’t be relied on

system and constantly reusing water rather than

completely because apathy can quickly turn to

putting back into the environment – need to be

opposition among the silent majority. The benefits

clearly communicated.

Impact on

Damage

Odour of

Disruption

Safety of

Noise of

Increased

Nothing in

local wildlife

to the

the facility

caused

the facility

the facility

traffic in

particular

environment

during

my local

construction

area
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Conclusions:
It is widely accepted that there is a problem
to be solved, and there is public support for

Recommendations:
•

building new water infrastructure
There is confusion over who is responsible
for upgrading water infrastructure, with the

Capitalise on readiness
The public accepts that change is needed,

 ot one story, different
N
channels and entry points

so there is an imperative for speed in

Demographics make a difference when

terms of bringing forward plans

communicating with people, the message
and channel are fundamental and data

•
• Don’t

can help define this

that must be led by government policy

mistake
apathy for support

•



Without building understanding of

•

younger generation believing it is a change

Most people trust the water companies

plans and new technology apathy can

to deliver, but sentiment is split by region,

very quickly turn to opposition when

meaning individual companies need to build

details emerge

their own reputation with their customers

Rising temperatures appear to have
contributed to an acceptance within
society that new infrastructure is needed,
and action must be taken

is air cover for projects and bringing new
technology to the market

Convert reassurance
into readiness
Clear, concise, persuasive
communications can move people from
seeking reassurance to being ready to
support/accept projects



 rust is paramount to
T
giving a licence to operate

• Take time to build trust to ensure there

•
•
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•

•
•

Public education is needed
The public need educating about the
industry, and how water resources are
managed – there is a clear appetite
to learn
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Join the debate
and have your say
Follow @CopperConsult on Twitter
and @CopperConsultancy on LinkedIn

copperconsultancy.com

