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Delivering First Time Sewerage to Rural 
Communities in the UK

Many rural areas of the United Kingdom are not connected to the public sewerage system which 

can lead to loss of amenity, hot spots of pollution and in some cases prosecution.  

The talk will provide the background to the legislation which encourages water companies to 

provide main drainage to some of these rural areas.  

It will include a case study focussing on how one particular scheme in Cornwall was developed, 

together with looking at some of the technologies that are available to individuals to mitigate 

pollution in these areas.



Public Health in the UK

Public Health Act 1848

1854 – confirmation that cholera 

was spread by contaminated 

water rather than foul air

Sanitary Act 1866

Joseph Bazalgette 1819 - 1891





The UK Water 
Companies

1945 – more than 1,400 organisations for 
sewerage

Water Act 1973 established 10 new 
regional water authorities in England and 
Wales

Water Act 1989 – Privatisation of 10 Water 
Companies in England and Wales

Water Industry Acts 1991 and 1999

Water Act 2003 brings in potential for 
competition



Water Company Duties
The 1973 Act gave statutory responsibility for all aspects of water management to each water authority in its region.  The functions of the water authorities defined in the 1973 
Act were:

Water conservation and development.  Including operation of reservoirs, monitoring of river flows, collection of hydrological data and management of abstraction licences.  It 
also required each authority to estimate future demands for water in its area and plan for development of future resources.

Water supply.  The 1973 Act placed a primary duty on each water authority to provide a domestic supply of wholesome water within its defined area of supply.

Sewage collection, treatment and disposal.  This included maintenance of sewerage systems, operating and developing sewage treatment works and sludge disposal.  The 1973 
Act imposed a duty on the water authorities to make arrangements to carry out certain sewerage functions, such as maintenance of the network, with district councils in their 
area. The water authorities could not make arrangements with other agencies to carry out their duties of sewage disposal or the reception and disposal of trade effluent.

Prevention of pollution and environmental improvement.  This included a requirement for a significant improvement of rivers and estuaries by the early 1980’s.  It also 
included administration of discharge permits and river quality monitoring.

General provisions for recreation.  This included provision of recreation facilities at reservoirs and on some rivers.

Care of inland fisheries, funded by central government.

Land drainage and flood protection, which included work to improve flood defences in both urban and rural areas financed by central and local government.



Control of Pollution

A government committee reported on sewage disposal in 1970 and made a number of recommendations for the management of river 
water.  The main conclusion drawn by the committee was that while the 20/30 standard was generally regarded as a useful minimum 
requirement, it was neither desirable nor practicable to adopt a uniform standard for trade effluents.  The committee supported the use 
of permit standards for individual treatment works set by reference to local environmental quality objectives, rather than uniform 
emission standards which did not take the local environmental effects fully in to account. In addition, the committee recommended:

there should be a positive policy to improve rural sanitation; 

discharge of unscreened storm sewage should be prohibited;  

sewerage for new development should be separate to foul sewage;

production of shorter-life treatment plants should be investigated. 

These recommendations were taken forward in the Control of Pollution Act 1974 which sought to treat pollution and waste together as a 
unified concept and covered waste on land, the pollution of water, noise and pollution of the atmosphere.  The Act transferred the 
pollution control functions of the former river authorities to the water authorities.  It introduced an offence for anyone to cause or 
knowingly permit (i) any poisonous, noxious or polluting matter to enter any stream, controlled waters or underground waters or (ii) any 
matter to enter a stream which would impede its natural flow.



Duties of Sewerage Undertakers

General duties of sewerage undertakers The general duties of the sewerage undertakers are defined in section 94 
of the Water Industry Act 1991:

to provide, improve and extend a system of public sewers, and to cleanse and maintain them to ensure its area is 
effectively drained; and

to make provision for emptying its sewers and treatment of sewage. This duty is again enforceable by the 
Secretary of State or, with her consent, the Director General of Water Services. Specific duties and powers of the 
sewerage undertakers

Sewerage undertakers have a duty to provide a public sewer for domestic drainage if requested by 

(i) the owner or occupier of land on which there are, or are intended to be, buildings or 

(ii) a Local Authority in the area that it serves.





Growth of Public Sewerage



Expanding Sewerage Networks





Binding Rules for Private Treatment



Rural “Not Spots”





Help is at hand….

Section 101A of the Water Industry Act 1991…

Legislation under Section 101A of the Water Industry Act 1991 came into force on 1st April 1996. The legislation states 
that it shall be the conditional duty of a sewerage undertaker to provide a public sewer for existing properties if;  

• The property produces domestic sewage

• The property includes buildings

• There is no existing connection directly or indirectly to the public sewer 

• The existing drainage is giving or is likely to give rise to adverse effects to the environment or amenity

However, the water company shall also take into consideration the practicability of providing the public sewer in 
comparison with other options.  

The duty does not arise if there is only one building involved. The definition of building excludes sheds, glasshouses or 
other outbuildings not intended for human habitation.  



What does this mean….

There is sometimes a low cost option for householders to connect to the public sewerage system 



Is it any good?

Yes – in most cases – it provides a statutory framework which in many cases increases the 

number of properties connected to the public sewerage system.  This helps control pollution and 

manage the treatment of waste water.



Is it a quick fix for everyone

No – the timescales link in with OFWAT spending review periods (5 year asset management 

periods)

Water companies only have capacity to deliver a handful of schemes at a time

Not all applicants are successful



Case Study - Helford









100 Years Apart









Does Helford Qualify for FTS?

Is there an applicant?

Is there more than one property?

Is it domestic sewage?

Is there potential to cause environmental harm?

Is there a cost effective way to provide a public sewerage system?

Is it more cost effective to provide a public system rather than for individuals to remedy?





Regulatory Approvals

SWW Governance

Planning Permission

Environment Agency Discharge Permit

Environmental Designations – EU Designated Shellfish Water, Conservation Area, AONB, Area of 

Great Scientific Value, Listed Buildings, County Wildlife Site, SAC and SSSI

Cornwall Council Approvals

Land Purchase and discharge of covenants





Main scheme elements

Collection network - sewerage

Treatment process - RBC

Disposal – tidal holding tank and short outfall

















Treatment Technologies for Householders

What are your options if you don’t qualify for First Time Sewerage?





Treatment Systems

Cess Pit – high operating costs as need to be emptied frequently possibly 16 times per year 

costing up to £11,000

Septic Tank – provides primary treatment with disposal of effluent to the ground and needs to 

be emptied regularly – not allowed to discharge to a body of water, costs about £200 per year to 

empty

Proprietary Systems – various systems with operating / maintenance costs of around £400 per 

year

Mains Drainage – costs for a family are about £500 per year







In Summary

Mains drainage has improved the health of the population, controls disease and pollution

Lots of places are not on mains drainage and have very little impact

Should we keep it local?

There isn’t a single option to fit all scenarios


