
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Southern Water, Southern House, Yeoman Road, Worthing BN13 3NX 
southernwater.co.uk 

Southern Water Services Ltd, Registered Office: Southern House, Yeoman Road, Worthing BN13 3NX Registered in England No. 2366670 

 

Storm overflows 
Briefing from Southern Water 

Storm overflows, also known as combined sewer overflows (CSOs), play a vital role in protecting homes and 
businesses from flooding during extreme weather. However, population growth and climate change have 
resulted in these being used more often in recent years.  
 

Growing public awareness about storm overflows is driving an important debate about what is acceptable for 

society as a whole, what additional action is required, and how much customers are willing to pay for 

improvements. We know this issue is important to all our customers – the people who live and work within the 

area that we operate – which makes it a top priority for our business. 

The main activities which prevent rivers and other water bodies meeting ‘Good’ status include agriculture and 

rural land management, the water sector, and urban land and transport. We believe that to improve the health 

of our waters, a collaborative approach is required that recognises the interconnected role of different sectors. 

By taking this approach and involving all relevant parties, we can develop and implement the right solutions to 

improving water quality in the South East. 

This briefing outlines the action we are taking to eliminate harm to the environment from storm overflows, 

through our investments, our work with partners, and our proposed solutions.  

About us 

Southern Water provides water and wastewater services to around 4.7 million people across Kent, Sussex, 

Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. We believe a flourishing natural environment is essential for a strong 

economy and a resilient water future for the South East.  

The environment, and our role in protecting and enhancing it, is at the heart of our business. Our corporate 

strategy and every investment we make, supports our vision of a resilient and clean water future.  

We plan to deliver one of our most ambitious environment programmes to date, improving 537km of rivers and 

seven bathing waters.  

Why do we have storm overflows? 
 
The majority of our network was built before the 1960s and is ‘combined’ - sewers carry sewage from homes 

and industry as well as rainwater from gutters, drains and some highways. During heavy or prolonged rainfall 

storm overflows play an essential role in preventing the flooding of homes, public buildings such as hospitals 

and schools, and wastewater treatment works.  

However, rapid population growth and the impact of climate change has added significant pressure to the sewer 

network, increasing the number of releases from storm overflows. Replacing our combined sewers could take 

about 25 years, cost billions of pounds and be incredibly disruptive for customers and businesses. Therefore, 

in the immediate term, we have been looking at alternative solutions to reducing pressure and reliance on these 

overflows. 
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What are we doing?  

Southern Water is committed to ensuring we protect and enhance the environment. River and bathing water 

quality has improved significantly since privatisation as a result of prudent investment and robust regulation. 

However, improvements have been made in the context of continued population growth and increasing climate 

change. More needs to be done to ensure our rivers and seas are healthy. 

We clearly have a vital role to play in improving water quality, but support from regulators, stakeholders, 

customers and other industries is also key to making significant progress. The action we are taking includes: 

Investment  

 Investing £1.7bn between 2020-25 to improve capacity and capability of our wastewater network 

 Installing Event Duration Monitoring (EDM) – currently at 98% of sites, and aiming to reach 100% before 

2025 

 Investing £13m between 2020 and 2025 to address storm overflow risks at 36 sites, which builds on 

£13m we have already invested between 2015 and 2020 at 29 sites  

 Our Beachbuoy notification service is now running 365 days a year and provides water users with real 

time data on storm releases. We’re working hard to extend coverage to all our designated bathing 

waters 

 Blockages are the biggest cause of pollution incidents, with wet wipes the most significant factor. Our 

targeted behaviour change campaigns have encouraged customer action 

 Our Pollution Incident Reduction Plan provides us with a much deeper understanding of root causes, 

impacts and solutions 

 We’ve committed to adopting Sustainable Drainage Systems which meet the adoption criteria – helping 

to remove more surface water from the network. 

 

Working with partners  

 We’re working with partners across the South East to develop solutions that prevent surface water 

entering sewers, in order to safeguard capacity in our network and reduce storm overflow releases 

 We’re co-creating long-term Drainage and Wastewater Management Plans with partners across the 

region - these consider investment needs for storm overflows 

 We fully support the work of the cross-body Storm Overflows Taskforce and are committed to 

collaborating with government, regulators and others to improve river quality 

 We want to continue working with local MPs, stakeholders and community groups to develop solutions. 

In April 2021, we announced plans to work with a range of local stakeholders to improve the water 

quality in Chichester and Langstone Harbours. It is our ambition to continue to build on and convene 

positive engagement and collaboration between all partners across our whole region. 

What else needs to happen? 

We believe that the best way to achieve change is through working closely with cross-industry partners, local 

authorities, regulators, community groups and government. This means adopting a collaborative approach so 

that we are together able to identify and implement the most effective solutions to tackling the complex issue of 

storm overflows. Some action can happen now but changes to national policy and legislation to reduce the 

amount of surface water entering our network would deliver faster results. 

We are eager to convene, engage and collaborate with all interested parties and build on efforts to reduce 

surface water entering our network and improve the water quality in the South East.  

If you would like to discuss any of the issues raised above in more detail, please contact our stakeholder 

engagement team (email: stakeholderteam@southernwater.co.uk). 

https://www.southernwater.co.uk/media/3839/pirp-final-20200904.pdf
mailto:stakeholderteam@southernwater.co.uk

