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There is not enough water to go round now reliably nor to 
meet new demand or be resilient to the impact of climate 
change as it bites further and society adapts to it. 

There is a water crisis today. 

Public water supply users may experience pressure 
reduction, changes in water quality, non-essential use bans 
or even supply interruptions and new businesses may 
find it difficult for their needs to be met. Farmers may lose 
crops through lack of available water at critical times in 
the growing cycle. Water dependent businesses may lose 
output if their supply or their ability to abstract is restricted. 
Water abstraction licence holders may not be able to use 
their full licensed volumes in future and some licences will 
be capped or curtailed as the EA continues to implement its 
environmental protection and restoration strategies including 
‘Restoring Sustainable Abstraction’ and ‘No Deterioration’. 
This could affect the viability of some existing water-
dependent economic activity and preclude some future 
activity by presenting unacceptable water risk. This in turn 
may impact on the goods and services available in Eastern 
England or their affordability. 

WRE is tackling this challenge head on. We aim to 
produce a long-term water resource plan for the region 
covering public water supply, environmental protection and 
restoration, for agriculture and energy and for other sectors 
reliant on water. Our plan takes account of water in pipes, 
reservoirs, rivers, ordinary watercourses, lakes and in the 
ground. It takes account of the drivers for environmental 
restoration, protection and improvement. It seeks to find 
an appropriate path to steer in managing water resources 
taking account of measures that could increase the resource 
available, those which would use water more efficiently 
and effectively, opportunities to share water better and the 
costs and wider consequences of doing so. 

We are one of five regional water resource planning 
groups taking as their starting point the EA’s National 
Framework for Water Resources, published in early 2020. 
The plans of these groups will fit together to be a national 
strategic response. 

This document is the initial emerging regional plan 
for informal consultation; it is an important step in the 
process of producing our final regional plan in 2023. 
This emergent stage of our plan reflects best available 
information at the time of writing, and will be further refined 
over time.

For us, regional water resource planning is an inclusive 
multi-sector collaborative process, not simply ‘engagement’. 
This involves:

• Understanding the potential and uncertain future 
demand aspirations for water from all sectors through 
to the 2050s and beyond, driven by environmental, 
economic and resilience ambitions and the need to 
mitigate the impact of, and adapt to, climate change.

• Developing a portfolio of options which will enable the 
region to best respond to the future demand needs for 
water, including options focused on driving efficient and 
effective use of water through demand management, 
green and grey infrastructure options, and exploration of 
the use of markets.

• Pulling this together into a single Regional Plan by 
autumn 2023, available for all water users across the 
region to use as part of their strategic planning. Our 
plan will promote the rapid development of ‘no’ and 
‘low regret’ options. It will be adaptive and flexible 
enough to cope with future change.

SUMMARY 

Above: The Norfolk 
Broads
Left: A male and 
female Lapwing

The entire Eastern England is 
now classified as ‘seriously water 
stressed’. It is short of water now 
and if nothing changes that 
shortage will get worse. 
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Eastern England is characterised by the diversity of its water 
use and the strategic importance of the varied activities 
which rely on water. Currently, 85% of the water abstracted 
from the environment is used to produce water for public 
water supply. The predominant users of the remaining 
15% are the agri-food and energy sectors, both of which 
are of national and regional significance, even though 
the volumes abstracted may seem small compared with 
that for public water supply, they have relevance as food 
and power are needed to sustain life and the economy. 
In addition, there are important time and location related 
issues that need to be taken into account that can be 
masked by regional and annual averages. For example, 
water for irrigation will have an impact on a particular 
catchment and is needed at specific times of the year. 
Moreover, there is increasing need to supply agriculture 
with water to provide environmental benefits and support 
national policies.

More than 60% of England’s abstraction licences for 
irrigation are located in our region and farmers manage 
75% of the land in Eastern England. Farming output 
supplies a food processing industry that is the UK’s 
largest manufacturing sector. There is a strategic need 
for the agri-food sector to support the UK’s food security, 
particularly in the face of climate change impacts. Our 
region, and the River Trent to the west, have long been 
of strategic importance in the power/energy sector. 
While current freshwater abstraction in that sector is at an 
historic low and will likely fall further in the next few years, 
projections indicate the high likelihood thereafter of rapid 
and substantial increases in abstraction needs for energy 
production as new plant and technologies, including 
hydrogen production, begin to appear in the latter part of 
the 2020s in response to England’s pathway to its statutory 
net zero target. This growth will continue in the following 
decades with increasing decarbonisation of heating and 
transport. It is likely that sites in Eastern England will be 
sought to play their part in this radical change.

At the same time, as the region and indeed the world faces 
a climate and biodiversity crisis, there is an urgent need to 
restore, protect and enhance the environment in some of the 
country’s most iconic landscapes such as Eastern England’s 
chalk streams, the Fens and the Broads. These underpin the 
social, cultural, and economic wellbeing of many parts of 

the region providing major recreational, tourism, health and 
wellbeing benefits.

Essentially, we are facing a climate 
and biodiversity crisis with water 
being the visible sign of this crisis. 
This emerging regional plan 
contains the seeds to help address 
the water crisis in Eastern England, 
in coexistence with the national 
context.

The tensions between the drive for a restored, protected 
and improved environment, the region’s strong economic 
ambition, including support for the transition to a net zero 
economy and food security, the need to accommodate 
additional homes and businesses, and facilitating health, 
wellbeing, and recreational agendas and achieving this in 
a cost-effective way lies at the heart of our water resource 
planning challenge.

WRE operates as a not-for-profit, independent, membership 
organisation. Currently, more than 200 organisations from 
across the region and beyond are members or advisory 
stakeholders of WRE and many have been actively 
engaged in co-creating the Emerging Water Resources 
Regional Plan, sending a clear message that water is not 
an issue which can, or should be, solved by one group 
of water users alone. Water is a regional challenge, and 
one which will only be met through strong and enduring 
regional collaboration. This form of highly collaborative 
regional, multi-sector water resource planning has never 
been undertaken before in England.

We are predicting that by 2050, 
the region could require around 
double the amount of water 
currently used. 

The Fens



4

This arises from the need to restore, protect and enhance 
the environment at the same time as increasing demands 
for public water supply and for the agri-food and the 
energy sectors, alongside an increasing allocation to the 
natural environment, and mitigating or adapting to the 
effects of climate change. 

While future water demand drivers from population and 
housing growth are significant, these could be largely offset 
through demand management measures such as leakage 
reduction and a focus on household and non-household 
water efficiency, enabled by an increase in measures 
such as smart metering. However, the assumption that this 
increase can be offset is dependent on changing current 
behaviours of water users, supported by policies, regulation 
and interventions that make it easy to act to reduce water 
usage.

By far the greatest driver in volume 
terms for future water management 
in Eastern England is the need to 
restore, protect and enhance the 
natural environment. 

The EA’s National Framework and specific guidance issued 
to the five regional planning groups introduced the concept 
of ‘environment destination’ to mean a desired improved 
environmental state, which meets legal requirements and 
a sustainable abstraction regime consistent with it in the 
long-term. We will have to agree our final water resources 
related environmental destination with the EA. This means 
that the environment is central to our planning. Although 
there is more work to be done to refine our collective 
understanding of sustainable levels of abstraction across 
all sectors, for the improvement of freshwater and wetland 
habitats. This will be informed through work on river 
catchments with members and stakeholders and will take 
account of future pressures and will link into developing 
work on Local Nature Recovery Strategies and Nature 
Recovery Networks as highlighted in the Environment 
Act 2021. Ultimately, this will help us achieve a broader 
‘Environmental Vision’ for the region that delivers improved 
outcomes for nature, water and society. 

Water demand management alone is not going to provide 
sufficient water to enable the region’s environmental 
vision to be realised while also aiming to support water-
dependent economic activity. Significant new infrastructure 
will be required. Our planning includes processes for 
identifying an appropriate mix of new strategic water 
supply options to develop such as reservoirs, transfers, 
desalination plants and water reuse. Our emerging 
regional plan identifies two new reservoirs as low regret 
options that require continued development as part of 
the Regulators’ Alliance for Progressing Infrastructure 
Development (RAPID) gated process, so that they are 
able to supply water for Public Water Supply (PWS) and 
agriculture and protect and enhance flows in rivers by the 

mid-late 2030s. These reservoirs will also deliver significant 
additional benefits in terms of amenity, biodiversity gain, 
carbon sequestration, economic development and flood 
risk mitigation.

Our plan also includes processes for identifying more local 
catchment-based options, seeking to reduce flood risk, 
improving water quality, increasing carbon capture and 
providing more resilient water sources within catchments, 
with an increasing focus on a contribution from the use of 
nature-based solutions at scale.

There is opportunity for innovation in the way that new multi-
beneficiary water supply options may be financed and 
delivered, and how the water resources made available as 
a result of supply options and demand management might 
be more effectively allocated between would be users from 
all sectors both strategically and dynamically at times of 
particular water scarcity. We will also continue exploring 
innovation for options such as desalination that might be 
required in the 2030s or beyond; this includes multi-sector 
initiatives such as links between desalination, re-use and 
hydrogen production.

This emerging regional plan is the culmination of seven 
years’ work by WRE members from initial thought 
leadership events to the development of tools and creation 
of new data and scientific research to better inform 
and enable future long-term water planning. We have 
engaged and listened to members concerns, thoughts 
and suggestions through our initial co-creation events 
(see Appendix A: Stakeholder Feedback). We now 
have a better understanding of the issues and concerns 
affecting our cross-sector membership on which to base the 
foundations of our water resource planning which we will 
continue to build on to the draft plan stage in autumn 2022 
and final plan in 2023. 

From this initial engagement with our members and 
stakeholders there are a number of Government and/or 
industry policy considerations and asks already emerging 
which we think will be needed to make the transition to a 
nationally integrated water resource management planning 
approach. These are outlined in Section 8.5 with an 
overarching call for a more joined up approach across 
Government departments and their policies to enable 
delivery of multi-beneficiary shared outcomes for people 
and the natural environment. 

We would like to express our sincere thanks to everyone 
who has enabled us to reach this very important moment. 
This emerging plan marks a notable stage in the National 
Framework process. With just under two years to go before 
we publish our ‘final’ Regional Plan, this is a good time to 
pause and reflect with you all, and to invite you to read 
through and provide feedback on the emerging draft of 
the first-ever Regional Plan for integrated water resource 
management for Eastern England.

https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/regulated-companies/rapid/
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WRE’s vision is for Eastern England to have sufficient water resources to 
support a flourishing economy, a thriving environment and the needs of its 
population, and for the region to be seen as an international exemplar for 
collaborative integrated water resource management.
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