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The ‘Jaws of Death’ – a toothless tiger?

Planning for secure water supplies for people, and the 
environment, in England and Wales



UK water companies – a mix of public and privately owned

• 10 privatised water and sewerage 
companies in England and Wales, 
plus 7 private water supply co’s

• All funded by charges on 
customers

• (Scotland and N Ireland are gov’t 
owned utilities; NI Water is 
government funded)

• Strong regulatory system

• (Water for agriculture and industry 
requires licence to abstract from 
rivers and groundwater, as does 
public supply)

• Strict controls to protect the 
environment and existing rights



UK annual average rainfall (London has 615mm per year)



Water governance and regulation in England

Privatised English 
water companies

Agriculture, 
industry, energy

http://www.ofwat.gov.uk/aptrix/ofwat/publish.nsf/Content/navigation-homepage(ofwat)


Excerpt from the ‘Jaws of Death’ speech by Sir James 
Bevan, Environment Agency CEO (19 March 2019)

• Something that you find in all the water companies’ business plans is a 
chart in the form of a graph, also known by some as the jaws of death 
(though that’s not what they call it in the glossy business plans). This 
chart draws two lines across the X/Y axis.

• The first line shows predicted water demand over the next several 
decades in the region the water company serves: and in all the water 
company plans this line goes up, as more people, homes, and 
businesses appear over time.

• The second line shows the water that will be available to supply those 
needs: and in all the water company plans this line goes down, as the 
effects of climate change kick in.

• And somewhere out along the timeline, usually around the 20/25 years 
from now mark, those lines cross. And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the 
jaws of death – the point at which, unless we take action to change 
things, we will not have enough water to supply our needs.

• Self-evidently, avoiding something called the jaws of death is by and 
large the sensible thing to do. So how do we do that?



UK demand forecasts through time

From: Gareth Walker (2013) A critical examination of models and projections of demand in water utility resource planning in England and Wales, 

International Journal of Water Resources Development, 29:3, 352-372, DOI: 10.1080/07900627.2012.721679 (Courtesy Artesia Ltd)
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National Rivers Authority 1994 Water Resources 
Development Strategy



Water company interconnections planned in 2014



Water resource planning - overview

• Water resource planning is a legal responsibility of each water company, 
set by government (Defra) and overseen by Environment Agency, working 
with Ofwat and DWI

• Aim is to ensure water security even in extreme droughts (1 in 500), for at 
least next 25 years

• BUT companies have been reluctant to plan jointly or manage demand, so 
outcome has been speculative resource proposals or sub-optimal local 
decisions and an increasing perception of risk of supply failure

• Agriculture, industry and energy needs have been largely excluded from 
strategic planning

• Defra established 5 regional groups to plan across company boundaries and 
identify solutions for their region and nationally, to create a national 
(England) strategy for all sectors, by 2023

• Overseen by an alliance of regulators

• Main pressures are future environmental needs, population growth, 
climate change and increased drought resilience

• Main challenge is to plan for and manage uncertainty



Regional planning groups 
Average water use in 
England from public 

supply



Future pressures on WR by 2050 in millions l/d if no action:
nationally a potential deficit of over 3,400 Ml/d -

climate change impacts are subordinate to environmental 
protection, population growth and resilience



Potential supply options to reduce the deficit; new 
reservoirs, transfers, groundwater, effluent reuse



Managing demand is critical – but a huge challenge that 
government has been slow to address

• Ambition is to reduce leakage by 50% by 2050 (currently about 20% of 
water into supply).  The ‘easy’ option because it doesn’t require 
government intervention

• Reduce per capita consumption (pcc) to 110 l/h/d or less from current 
average of over 140 l/h/d.  The onus is on the companies.  Currently, the 
trend is upwards…

• By a mix of measures including:

➢Awareness raising (most customers don’t realise that there are potential 
water shortages)

➢Household metering (currently less than 60% meter penetration)

➢Appliance water efficiency labelling (first proposed 2002)

➢Mandatory standards for water efficiency and fixtures and fittings in 
new homes 

➢Rainwater harvesting



The uncertainties in water planning – recognising that the 
only certainty is that the demand and supply forecasts will 

be wrong

• What will be the impact of climate change regionally and locally on 
surface water and groundwater availability?  And when and where will 
the effects be felt?

• What will environmental  flow needs be as a result of higher 
temperatures and changes in river flows, and to meet increasing public 
expectations?

• How will demand for water change in different sectors, taking account 
of energy and food security, reducing emissions, economic drivers?

• What will be the impact of population and housing growth: where will 
the people live, what will be the rate of increase, how much water will 
they use in their homes?

• Will demand management actually yield the forecast reductions?  And 
if it does not, what needs to be the response?

• What decisions need to be made, by when, to reduce risk and ensure 
resilience, but not waste money by investing too soon or in the wrong 
location?



Adaptive planning with decision points now, and at 2040 and 
2060, for different scenarios


