
Annual Pollution 
Incident Reduction 
Plan for 2026

Our approach to driving down 
pollution impacts on the environment

March 2026



FOREWORD FROM OUR CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

02  |  United Utilities Pollution Incident Reduction Plan 2026

Caret Right outlineCaret Left outline

Protecting and enhancing the water environment is one of our most 
important responsibilities. 

We are fortunate that many of the most beautiful  rivers, lakes and coastlines in England are 
here in the North West. They contribute hugely to the character of our region , and to the 
quality  of life for our communities. United Utilities has a crucial role in safeguarding them 
for present and future generations.

Every day, our teams provide high-quality drinking water to around eight million people 
from Cumbria to Cheshire and carefully collect and treat wastewater before returning it to 
nature. We aim to do that reliably, compliantly, and to the highest standards ς and most of 
the time we do exactly that.

However, we are always striving to be better. In this report we set out the progress we are 
making, while also acknowledging areas where we need to improve. Our ambition is to 
reduce pollution incidents by at least 30% between 2024 and 2030, and we have 
committed £109 million of dedicated funding for our pollution and spill reduction plans 
during that period.

Every pollution incident is one too 
many, and we share the concerns of our 
communities about the harm they can 
cause. That's why we are investing over 
£13 billion between 2025 and 2030 in 
the biggest upgrade of the North West 
water infrastructure  for a century . More 
than half that investment is focused on 
wastewater ς increasing treatment 
capacity, upgrading technology, and 
constructing more storm overflows to 
deliver the 60% reduction in spills we 
have committed to by 2030.

 

The challenges we face are only getting bigger as climate change and population growth 
increase pressure on our networks. We are responding by building greater resilience into 
our systems and becoming more data-driven so that we can solve problems before they 
escalate, for example by avoiding the power outages or sewer blockages that contribute to 
so many incidents.

While our commitment is steadfast, we need to work with others to secure lasting 
progress. Whether it is working with farmers to manage agricultural run -off, with 
businesses to treat trade effluent, with urban planners to develop more sustainable 
drainage, or with customers to reduce blockages, we all have a part to play in protecting 
the water environment. 

As this report shows, there is real momentum building but lots more to do ς and we will 
continue to embrace our leadership role at the heart of that collaborative effort. 

[ƻǳƛǎŜ .ŜŀǊŘƳƻǊŜ 
Chief Executive Officer

We are investing over 
£13 billion in our biggest 
infrastructure upgrade 
for more than a century

άOur ambition is to reduce 
pollution incidents by at 
least 30% by 2030*

*Reduction is based on a 2024 baseline and 
adjusted for WIRI inflation.

ά
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Our Pollution Incident Reduction Plan is focused on preventing 
incidents wherever possible, and responding quickly and 
effectively  when they do occur. 

All the actions we committed to take in 2025 to drive down incidents are either fully 
delivered or on track, and these actions have started to produce results.

We are proud of our strong record in preventing serious pollution. In 2025, we did not 
experience any category 1 incidents (the most serious category). However, we were 
disappointed to experience two category 2 incidents and over 300 category 3 incidents. 
!ǎ ƻŦ мр WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлнсΣ ƻǳǊ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо ǿŀǎǘŜǿŀǘŜǊ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ нлнр 
stood at 311, compared with the 347 in 2024. Due to regulatory timelines, some 
additional 2025 incidents are still pending final determination. Our aim is to reduce 
pollution incidents by 30% by 2030, compared with 2024.*

*Reduction is based on a 2024 baseline, and adjusted for WIRI inflation.

Note: source for industry average is gov.uk/government/publications/water -and-sewerage-
companies -in-england -pollution -incident -report -for -2016-to -2024/water -and-sewerage-
companies -in-england -pollution -incident -report -for -2016-to -2024

Caret Right outlineCaret Left outline

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

United Utilities serious pollutions

United Utilities Category 1 Pollutions United Utilities Category 2 Pollutions

Industry Average

United Utilities category 1 pollutions United Utilities category 2 pollutions

Industry average

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/water-and-sewerage-companies-in-england-pollution-incident-report-for-2016-to-2024/water-and-sewerage-companies-in-england-pollution-incident-report-for-2016-to-2024


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

04  |  United Utilities Pollution Incident Reduction Plan 2026

Issue Action Result Next steps

Asset 
performance

Increased preventative maintenance to avoid or solve problems before they 
become incidents.

26 pollution incidents prevented at wastewater 
treatment works and pumping stations in 2025

A new team will drive our metric of 100% preventative 
maintenance compliance at wastewater treatment works and 
storm overflows.

Increased monitoring and AI analysis to detect potential issues, and 
react swiftly when incidents occur.

AI-triggered alerts have already helped prevent 
over 6,619 sewer blockages.

We are planning to install a further 10,000 ě15,000 sensors by 
2030 to enhance monitoring across our wastewater network, 
adding to over 22,500 in place.

Incident 
response

Launched a dedicated, 24/7 Environmental Events Management Desk for 
more focused, co -ordinated handling of incidents and issues.

18 pollution incidents have been prevented due 
to this intervention so far.

In 2026, we plan to invest over £600k to make this team a 
permanent part of our operations.

Commitment to proactive monitoring, transparency, regulatory 
compliance, and accountability.

93% of our pollution incidents were self -
reported in 2025, up from 90% in 2024.

We will continue to strengthen our approach to proactive 
monitoring, transparency, regulatory compliance, and 
accountability to ensure sustained improvement.

Site-specific improvement plans where incidents have occurred in the past, 
to prevent reoccurrence.

31% reduction in repeat pollutions in 2025. Ambition to reach a target of zero repeat incidents.

Power outages Power resilience programme to protect sites from outages.

Measures taken to increase resilience at 50 
sites, contributing to the avoidance of 31 
incidents of power failure that would have 
otherwise caused pollution incidents.

In 2026, remedial work is planned on power systems 
at approximately 200 sites and at least 40 will have battery 
storage systems delivered.

Blockages

Invested £6m inspecting and cleansing sewers to reduce blockages.

Visited 1,142 food service establishments and supported installation of 323 
pieces of grease-removal equipment to reduce fat build -ups.

Stepped-up public awareness campaigns to reduce behaviours that 
contribute to blockages.

50 pollution incidents prevented by sewer 
monitoring and cleansing programmes.

Prevented almost 2,000 tonnes of fats, oils, 
and grease from entering the sewer network.

Research shows 82% customer awareness of 
ĝwhat not to flush or pourĞ and 79% recall of our 
'Stop the Block' campaign.

A series of targeted, hyper -local hotspot campaigns focused on 
areas with high blockage risks, plus support for the 
governmentĞs ĝSimpler RecyclingĞ campaign to encourage 
disposal of fats, oils, and grease in kitchen caddies.
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Key areas of progress  in 2025, and next steps for 2026 and beyond
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ABOUT UNITED UTILITIES | Serving our region

CUMBRIA

LANCASHIRE

GREATER 
MANCHESTER

CHESHIRE

MERSEYSIDE

We are proud to be the appointed water  and wastewater services provider for the 
North West of England.

Our services are essential for a healthy society and economy across a large, diverse, and vibrant region ς 
from rural Cumbria and the Lake District to major urban areas such as Merseyside and Greater Manchester.

This variety creates a range of challenges and responsibilities across our network, from maintaining 
resilience in some of the UK's largest cities to protecting sensitive natural landscapes of international 
importance.

Every day we:

We work closely with local communities and partners to make sure our services remain reliable, affordable, 
and inclusive, especially for customers who may need extra support, and to protect and enhance our water 
environment, including 7,000 kilometres of rivers, 1,300 kilometres of coastline, and 25 recognised bathing 
areas.

Our long-term commitment is to help create a stronger, greener, and healthier North West.

Supply around 
1.8bn litres of 
drinking water 
to around 8m 
people

Collect 1.3bn 
litres of 
wastewater and 
return it to nature 
via 583 treatment 
works

Operate and 
maintain 1,400 of 
aqueducts, over 
43,000 km of clean 
water pipes, and over 
78,000 km  of sewers 

Collect water in 
184 reservoirs 
and manage 
56,000  
hectares of 
catchment land

Directly employ 
around 7,500  
people and support 
thousands more in 
our supply chain
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ABOUT UNITED UTILITIES | Delivering for customers and the environment

Our plan for the 2025ς30 asset management period, known as 
AMP8, is designed to deliver significant long -term improvement in 
our performance for customers and the environment.

Priorities within the plan include:

ÅOver £13 billion of investment in our water and wastewater infrastructure ς the 
biggest upgrade for more than a century

Å Continued delivery of a safe, reliable, and affordable service to our customers while 
the upgrade takes place

Å Better value for customers, through efficient delivery and responsible spending

Å Building greater resilience to climate change, demand pressures, and operational 
risks

Å Nurturing a skilled, inclusive workforce, including new roles created to strengthen 
environmental protection

Our focus on infrastructure, skills, operational resilience, and customer service will all 
support our drive for significantly improved environmental performance.

By 2030, our ambition is to reduce pollution incidents by at least 30%* as part of a 
long-term journey towards sustainably better rivers, lakes, and coastlines across the 
North West.

*Reduction is based on a 2024 baseline, and adjusted for WIRI inflation.

Our  strategic priorities

Our six strategic priorities enable us to deliver our purpose ς providing great water for 
a stronger, greener, and healthier North West.

Read more about our purpose, strategic priorities and core values

Read more about our purpose, strategic priorities and core values

Caret Right with solid fill
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HEALTHIER

Deliver great service 
for all  customers

Provide a safe and 
great place to work

GREENER

Improve 
our rivers

Create a 
greener future

STRONGER

{ǇŜƴŘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΩ 
money wisely

Contribute to our 
communities
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https://www.unitedutilities.com/corporate/about-us/what-we-do/our-purpose/


ABOUT UNITED UTILITIES | Fit for the future

Our efforts to reduce pollution are intensifying, but so too is the 
scale of challenge.

We are facing more pressures on our water and wastewater networks from a variety of 
factors, including:

Å Climate change leading to more extreme rainfall, storms, floods, and droughts
Å Population growth increasing demand on drainage, sewer, and treatment capacity
Å Urban development leading to more surface water entering sewers

We are responding by:

Å Investing to improve the resilience of critical assets
Å Adding more storage and treatment capacity
Å Using better data and technology to predict and prevent problems
ÅWorking with partners to promote sustainable drainage systems

Across our region, 54% of our sewer network is made up of combined sewers which 
receive both surface water and wastewater ς much higher than the national average of 
33%. This system, establishedover a century ago, is facing increasing pressure from 
population growth and more frequent extreme rainfall due to climate change. This is a 
particular challenge in growing urban areas such as Greater Manchester, where the 
population has increased by almost a tenth in the past decade.

That is why we are investing at record levels to increase the capacity and resilience of 
our infrastructure, while working with partners to promote more sustainable, 
nature-based drainage systems over the long term.

Reducing pollution is not just a short -term aim ς it is a long-term commitment built into 
our strategy, investment plans, and purpose.

The North West 
population has 
grown by 8.5% 
in the past 
decade
Source: Office for National Statistics  
population estimates 2014ς2024

The volume of 
rain falling on 
the wettest days 
each year has 
increased by 
17%
Source: UK Met Office; rainfall on the 
UK's wettest days between 2008ς2017, 
compared with 1961ς1990
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ABOUT UNITED UTILITIES | Our strategic plans

Strategic planning is crucial to 
delivering our environmental ambitions 
ς providing clear roadmaps to follow, 
with transparent objectives against 
which we can be measured.

This document sets out our 2026 Pollution Incident 
Reduction Plan (PIRP) ςan annually published 
improvement plan guiding how we reduce pollution 
incidents across our network. It sits within the 
reporting periods of our five -year asset 
management period (AMP). 

We also produce a Drainage and Wastewater 
Management Plan (DWMP) ςa 25-year strategic 
plan to ensure drainage and wastewater services 
continue to meet the needs of customers, 
communities, and the environment over the long 
term. This plan is reviewed and updated every five 
years.

These plans provide complementary frameworks 
for our work to improve environmental 
performance over the near, medium, and long 
terms. Together, they link strategy with delivery, 
ensuring that actions are evidence-led, future -
focused, and measurable. Through these plans, we 
are shifting from reactive management to 
proactive, long -term environmental stewardship.
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Pollution Incident 
Reduction Plan

Å Our PIRPaims to keep us focused on the 
highest-impact actions to reduce 
pollution incidents.

Å From 2026, the PIRP will be reviewed, 
updated, and published annually in line 
with Environment Agency requirements.

Å Annual updates will track performance, 
identify emerging risks, adapt to lessons 
learned, and allow us to scale-up 
interventions which prove most effective.

Å Our PIRP analyses pollution incident 
trends and root causes, and aims to bring 
together operational, technical, and 
cultural actions to drive improved 
performance.

Å A key focus is improving how we prevent 
incidents, and how we detect, respond 
to, and recover from problems when they 
happen.

Å Our PIRP aims to embed learning and 
accountability across our business, and 
build trust and transparency with 
customers, regulators, and stakeholders.

Drainage and Wastewater 
Management Plan

Å Our latest DWMP, published in 2023, 
helped shape the wastewater priorities in 
our AMP8 investment programme, and 
laid the ground for a longer -term shift 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ΨōƭǳŜ-green', sustainable 
ŘǊŀƛƴŀƎŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ΨƎǊŜȅϥ 
engineering infrastructure.

Å Development has begun on DWMP28, 
with a draft due November 2027, aimed 
at driving a more integrated approach 
across drainage, flooding, and 
environmental protection.

Å There will be strong emphasis on 
innovation and collaboration, working 
with partners including the Environment 
Agency and local authorities to meet the 
challenges of climate change, population 
growth, and urban development.

Å Our DWMPs will continue to form a core 
evidence base for future investment 
cycles, including AMP9 (2030 ς35).

How our PIRP and our 
DWMP align

Our DWMP sets out 
catchment -based 
priorities and investment 
needs to improve 
network resilience and 
environmental 
performance over the 
next 25 years. These 
priorities are already 
starting to be translated 
into delivery through 
AMP8 (2025ς30), which 
includes major 
programmes to upgrade 
wastewater treatment 
works and improve 
storm overflow 
performance. Our PIRP 
measures annual 
progress in areas where 
performance needs to 
improve more rapidly, 
helping us meet 
regulatory expectations 
in the near-term while 
keeping us on track to 
deliver our longer -term 
ambitions.

Read our DWMP23

Read our DWMP23
Caret Right with solid fill

Caret Right outlineCaret Left outline

https://www.unitedutilities.com/corporate/about-us/our-future-plans/Our-long-term-plans/dwmp-publication-may-2023/
https://www.unitedutilities.com/corporate/about-us/our-future-plans/Our-long-term-plans/dwmp-publication-may-2023/


In 2025, we launched our biggest ever transformation 
programme ς Simpler, Smarter, Better. Developed by 
our operational teams, it is changing our 
organisational culture and ways of working to deliver 
more efficient and effective outcomes. 

Fit for future 
operating model

Simpler , more flexible 
operations that respond 
to demand

Maintenance 
excellence

World -class asset 
performance and 
reliability

Performance 
culture

Clearer expectations 
and accountabilities

Data-driven 
operations

Better use of data, 
alarms, and proactive 
monitoring

Make 
versus buy

Stronger in -house 
capabilities and 
commercial partnerships

Capacity and 
demand plan

Optimised planning 
and resource allocation

Power and 
chemicals

Smarter use of power 
and chemicals to boost 
efficiency and resilience

Right person, right 
place, right time

Improved technology 
and processes for our 
teams

ABOUT UNITED UTILITIES | Delivering local solutions in a simpler, smarter, better way

We know every part of the North West has different characteristics 
and needs. 

¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ-specific plans for:

We have engaged with local customers and stakeholders to shape our plans for each 
county, addressing the things they told us matter most .

To deliver these tailored plans  at pace, we have mobilised our teams into county 
delivery squads, driving more local ownership and accountability. Many of our PIRP 
actions will be delivered by these county teams to ensure solutions are fit for purpose.

This is a step change from our previous regional approach to planning, and we are 
confident it will lead to better outcomes for customers and the environment. 
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CUMBRIA LANCASHIRE MERSEYSIDE
GREATER 

MANCHESTER
CHESHIRE
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SECTION 1: 
Pollution incident frequency, 
seriousness, and causes

In this section, we provide clear information about the 
frequency and seriousness of the pollution incidents 
ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ¦¦Ωǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ƛƴ нлнрΦ ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ 
of how performance has been reported. You will find a 
ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ΨǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ 
ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩΣ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 
regulatory changes that affect this reporting.

²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ 
Environmental Performance Assessment (EPA) 
measures our performance. 
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We have built on the strong foundations of our previous PIRP, using 
what we have learned to refresh and strengthen our approach. This 
new plan reflects our commitment to go further and faster in 
improving our pollution performance. 

We have ambitious goals and challenging targets to reduce pollution incidents. For 
serious pollution incidents, we are focused on achieving zero. For total pollution 
incidents, we are committed to delivering a 30% reduction by the end of 2030, based 
on our 2024 baseline.

We have continued to focus our efforts on understanding  root causes, improving asset 
maintenance, driving innovation, and increasing training and learning  at every step. 
This learning has shaped our new plan, developed with insight from subject matter 
experts across our operational, customer -facing, communications, reporting, and 
regulatory teams. We believe our plan seeks to enhance our performance across every 
aspect of pollution, from how we engage with customers and respond to incidents 
quickly and effectively right through to how we report to our regulators and other 
interested parties.

To build this plan, we held workshops with colleagues across the business, drawing on 
their practical experience , as well asthe insights our data gives us. This combination 
has helped us design projects and actions that will make a meaningful difference.

Environmental stewardship ς our role

We are committed to taking a leading role in the water industry on environmental 
performance. As expectations from customers and regulators continue to grow, we are 
stepping into this next phase with a stronger focus on environmental stewardship. We 
recognise how precious the water environment is, and we work every day to protect it 
and make a positive difference. While we are proud of the progress we have made, we 
know there is more we can and will do.

The careful and 
responsible management 
of our assets that impact 

water courses in the 
North West

Being seen by 
customers and 
stakeholders as 

trustworthy so they are 
confident in what we do

Reporting transparently 
on our performance 

Delivering on the 
commitments set out in 
this Pollution Incident 

Reduction Plan

Always acting quickly 
when things go wrong, 

responding appropriately 
and working to mitigate 
any damage caused so 

there are no lasting effects

Seeking to improve water 
quality with our effluents 

from wastewater 
treatment where possible
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SECTION 1: Pollution incident frequency, seriousness, and causes

How we have developed this PIRP

What environmental stewardship means to us
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SECTION 1: Pollution incident frequency, seriousness, and causes

Background

Data basis, assumptions, and limitations

For the purposes of this document, and to ensure publication ahead of the statutory 
deadline of 1 April 2026 set by the Environment Agency, performance data and 
supporting insight reflect our position as of 15 January 2026. Performance information 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ 
decision-making process and the conclusion of all associated appeals. 

Throughout this document, we refer to 311 wastewater pollution incidents and 52 water 
pollution incidents as our unverified 2025 performance position. The 311 wastewater 
incidents comprise:

Åнут ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ bLw{Σ ǘƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ Ǉƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ 
system. 

Å 24 incidents submitted by United Utilities as category 3, which remain unreconciled 
by the Environment Agency and are therefore still open on NIRS.

In addition, there are outstanding incidents where categorisation is yet to be reviewed 
or confirmed by the Environment Agency.
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SECTION 1: Pollution incident frequency, seriousness, and causes

What is a pollution incident?
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A pollution incident is the unauthorised discharge of a substance to the environment. 
Incidents can be categorised depending on the severity of impact. The Environment 
Agency publishes a document which sets out this definition and provides a description 
of the different categories of classification. We have also provided a short description 
of the categories on page 17 of this document.

Wastewater pollution incidents

The majority of our pollution incidents occur from our wastewater network, which is 
more than 78,000 kilometres in length. As well as sewers, we have 2,794 network 
sewage pumping stations and 565 wastewater treatment works that can experience 
failures and risks wastewater entering the watercourse.

A high proportion of our sewers are combined sewers, which is a single pipe system 
that collects both wastewater from homes and businesses and rainwater or surface 
water from roads and roofs. During heavy rainfall, these combined sewers can become 
overloaded, leading to overflows from combined sewer overflows (CSOs) of untreated 
storm water (sometimes known as spills) into rivers or other water bodies.

Not every spill is considered a pollution incident. During heavy rainfall, our permits 
allow us to release some wastewater into rivers. The large volume of rainwater naturally 
dilutes the wastewater, which helps reduce its impact on the environment. We know 
this is an issue people care deeply about, and we are taking action. By 2030, we are 
committed to upgrading 437 storm overflows and cutting the number of spills by 50%.

Clean water pollution incidents

Although less common, we remain vigilant to the risks of our clean water assets 
causing pollution incidents. Each year, we have approximately 32,000 burst pipes, and 
during these bursts there is a risk that treated drinking water can escape and be 
released into a watercourse. The sheer force and volume of the water can risk 
disturbing the soils or riverbeds and the sediment impacts can cause a pollution. 
Additionally, if pipes taking untreated raw water to treatment sites burst, this can also 
cause a pollution incident.

Treatment chemicals like chlorine, while essential for disinfecting drinking water, could 
also harm aquatic life if entering watercourses through clean water pipe bursts.

How do we respond to pollution incidents?

Through our extensive network of monitors and sensors, we can increasingly predict 
when a pollution incident may be about to take place and act quickly to prevent, 
detect, respond, investigate, and report appropriately. 

This data, and how we use it, is constantly evolving and helps us to prioritise actions, 
informing how we respond to get the maximum effectiveness from our resources to 
protect the environment. As we develop our use of technology and artificial 
intelligence capability, we will continue to improve our accuracy in predicting future 
pollution incidents leading to more preventions and faster responses. 

Our ambition is to have zero serious pollution incidents, and we recognise every 
pollution incident is one too many. Our post -incident processes are rigorous in 
understanding and investigating what went wrong as well as putting actions in place to 
avoid repeat incidents. This insight continues to inform our investment plans.

Read more about our storm overflow improvement work

Read more about our storm overflow improvement work
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Common Incident Classification Scheme (CICS) | Environment Agency
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SECTION 1: Pollution incident frequency, seriousness , and causes

Regulatory  changes from 2026
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New guidance 

¢ƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ !ƎŜƴŎȅ όΨǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩύ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƴŜǿ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ мр hŎǘƻōŜǊ нлнрΣ 
entitled Guidance for Reporting and Assessing Water Industry Regulation Incidents 
όΨ²LwL ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜΩύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅϥǎ мсψлн hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ LƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǎ 
out how water companies are expected to report and record pollution incidents.

The guidance came into effect on 1 January 2026. The ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ update is intended to 
provide greater transparency around water company pollution performance. 

What will be different?

The implementation of the new guidance will lead to some changes. The most 
significant of these changes will be:

Å  An increase in the apparent number of pollution incidents from:
ҍǘƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ п Ψƴƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΩ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀ 

water body;
ҍ the additional reporting of dry day spills; and
ҍ the application of a stricter bar on the assessment of third -party interference.

Å A standardisation of sampling practices by specifying parameters and distances that 
should be sampled for; and

Å Companies will be required to produce action plans to support duplication claims 
for dry day spills .

Alongside the revised guidance, the agency has also released an updated methodology 
for the Environmental Performance Assessment (EPA) covering 2026ς30. Future 
assessments of water company environmental performance will use eight metrics to 
determine an overall star rating, ranging from 1 (worst) to 5 (best).

Although numbers and RAG ratings for total pollution incidents will still be included in 
the EPA,  it will not contribute to the star rating. Rather, this data will be collected over 
two years to allow performance to be re -baselined to support target setting in 2028, at 
which point total pollution incidents will again count towards  the star rating. More 
information about EPA can be found on page 17.

How are water companies preparing/responding?

Water companies are integrating the new requirements of the WIRI guidance into their 
practices. 

We are already working to meet and exceed the new requirements. Beyond 2026, 
we await further clarity on how the government reforms set out in the 
Environmental Improvement Plan 2025 and related legislative actions will reshape 
sector governance . In the meantime, we are focussed on driving improvements for 
the benefit of the environment.
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What will the performance impact be?

The changes will increase the number of reported pollutions. However, we do not 
expect the changes to the WIRI guidance to have a significant reporting  impact on the 
classification of the most serious (category 1 and 2) incidents.

The wide use of new technology, such as Event Duration Monitoring, will identify more 
incidents. Therefore, the Environment Agency do expect us to record more of these 
events. We will see a significant increase in the number of recorded category 3 
incidents, as water company pollution incidents will no longer be eligible for 
classification under category 4. Instead, going forwards all incidents will be classified 
as category 3 if pollution has reached the watercourse.

Water and sewerage companies: EPA methodology for 2026 to 2030 | GOV.UK

Water and sewerage companies: EPA methodology for 2026 to 2030  | GOV.UK
Caret Right with solid fill
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/water-and-sewerage-companies-epa-methodology-for-2026-to-2030
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Serious pollution incidents
(sewerage and water supply assets)
Category 1 and 2 pollution incidents

Total pollution incidents
Category 1, 2 and 3 
pollution incidents

Self-reporting of pollution incidents
The percentage of category 1, 2 and 3 pollution incidents 
self-reported by a water company to the Environment Agency 
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Our overall performance and impact on the environment is 
closely monitored by the Environment Agency. In 2011, the 
agency introduced the Environmental Performance 
Assessment (EPA) to compare performance between water 
companies and across years across seven metrics, three of 
which are related to pollution incidents. Since then, we have 
performed better than the EPA target for total pollution 
incidents in nine of the 15 years.We are disappointed to 
have exceeded the target in the past three years, although 
our record on serious pollutions remains among the best in 
the industry.

hǳǊ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо ǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ 
has been impacted by an increased frequency of storm 
conditions and the fact we have installed more monitoring 
to alert us to incidents which previously may have gone 
unnoticed. We have learnt a lot and are committed to 
working at pace to meet the growing challenge from climate 
change, population growth, and other external factors. 
Although we have not achieved our EPA target this year, 
and know we have more to do, we are proud of the efforts 
being made across our organisation to improve performance 
over the long-term. Our focus on reducing pollutions 
is greater than ever, and we are confident we have the right 
plans to get our overall performance back to industry 
leading. As can be seen in the graph opposite, our total 
number of incidents in 2025 was 311 (unverified pending 
Environment Agency confirmation of 2025 performance ς 
see page 13). Over the next pages we further explain and 
explore this performance.

Environment Agency guidance categorises pollution incidents based on their impact. We use these categories 
when tracking performance and setting targets, and they are referred to throughout this plan:

As mentioned on page 15, from 2026, pollution category definitions change, meaning category 4 incidents will 
only relate to incidents that are reported which we then investigate and can evidence to be an incident that was 
flagged but was found to be nothing significant or of interest.
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We take our responsibilities seriously and we are committed to 
being open about how we perform. 

We have a strong track record for self -reporting, with high performance throughout 
the AMP7 period, and we are continuing that strong performance into AMP8. As the 
chart shows, we consistently meet the EPA green threshold, demonstrating our 
commitment to doing the right thing and maintaining high standards.

Note: The data presented throughout this document was extracted on 15 January 2026. Due to regulatory timelines, a number of 
2025 incidents were still under reconciliation or pending final determination through the regulatory appeals process at that time.

In previous PIRPs our actions for improving our self-reporting  have focussed on 
improving transparency and strengthening environmental compliance by ensuring 
pollution incidents are identified and reported quickly and accurately. This includes 
enhanced monitoring of wastewater networks and treatment works, better staff 
training, improved operational controls, and the use of real -time data systems to detect 
failures early. By increasing the level of self-reporting, we continue to demonstrate 
stronger accountability to our regulators and customers, and crucially it supports faster 
incident response. We are proud to see a further improvement in our 2025 self -
reporting performance to 93%. 

This has been further supported through the introduction of our Environmental Events 
Management desk in 2024, which now has overall responsibility for overseeing and 
triaging potential incidents reported as pollution incidents, taking appropriate action to 
mitigate the situation whilst reporting transparently and escalating where necessary. 
This team operate 24/7, 365 days a year. You can read more about the desk and the 
benefits being delivered on page 19.

We are committed to keeping everyone in our business clear about their 
responsibilities. Through regular internal communication campaigns, we continually 
ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ǘŜŀƳǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ 
high standards.

We also keep reviewing and improving our internal processes to drive even better 
performance. We are proud of what we have achieved so far and are determined to 
maintain our industry -leading standards throughout AMP8 and beyond.

EPA amber EPA green

70% 75% 80% 85% 90% 95%

2021

2022

2023

2024

2025

Yearly overall self -reporting performance
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On 14 April 2025, we launched the Environmental Events Management Desk to create a single, 
reliable point of contact for any potential wastewater pollution incident. Thanks to its success, 
we expanded the service on 4 August 2025 to cover all types of water pollution.

Our dedicated team is available 24/7, 365 days a year. Their purpose is simple: to take ownership 
of every reported pollution concern, assess the situation quickly, take the right actions to 
minimise any impact, and keep you informed with transparent reporting and escalation when 
needed.

The benefits we are seeing so far:

Building on the strong results we have seen so far, we know this way of working must play a key 
role in our future efforts to reduce pollution incidents. In 2026, we plan to invest over £600k to 
make this team a permanent part of our operations. We will also be investing more than £500k in 
an enhanced process, training and technology for this team, giving us stronger oversight and 
governance to support accurate reporting and better -informed decisions to prevent, detect, 
respond to, investigate, and report incidents effectively.

18 pollution 
incidents have 
been prevented 
due to this 
intervention so far

Greater transparency 
and better -quality 
real-time information 
to support post -
incident investigations

Positive 
feedback 
from 
stakeholders

Improved 
self-reporting 
performance 
and providing a 
quick response

CASE STUDY | Environmental Events Management
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Climate change and an increasing frequency of severe storms 
significantly heightens the risk of pollution, particularly across our 
wastewater systems. 

Extreme rainfall events and freezing temperatures followed by rapid thawing and 
prolonged dry periods puts additional pressure on sewer networks and treatment 
works. Storm -related power interruptions and physical damage to infrastructure are 
also increasing and further elevate the risk of uncontrolled releases.

In 2025, 12% of our total wastewater pollutions for the year happened during Storm 
Éowyn in January 2025 and were mostly due to interruptions in the power being 
supplied to us. In total, the UK suffered six named storms last year (storm Eowyn, 
Floris, Amy, Benjamin, Claudia and Bram) and the data shows how storms have a 
significant impact on our pollution incident numbers. 

Prior to 2023, any pollution incidents related to a named storm were deemed as a 
matter beyond our reasonable control and therefore we reported them differently. 
From 2023 onwards, regulations changed and all pollution incidents due to power 
failure or storm -related issues are now included in our reported numbers. This has had 
a significant impact on our reported performance. The dark green bars in the chart to 
the left show how many incidents were storm related in 2025. 

We recognise this as a challenge we must overcome and are investing heavily in 
building the resilience of our asset base to cope with periods of extreme weather. 
Through the work we have done in 2025, we have avoided 31 incidents of power failure 
that would have otherwise resulted in a pollution incident, and we are confident on the 
benefits our plan will deliver across the remainder of AMP8.

Total power pollutions 2025 66

¢ƻǘŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо Ǉƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ нлнр311

% of power-related pollutions 2025 21%

Total power pollutions 2024 66

¢ƻǘŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо Ǉƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ нлнп347

% of power-related pollutions 2024 19%

Note: The data presented throughout this document was extracted on 15 January 2026. Due to regulatory timelines, a number of 
2025 incidents were still under reconciliation or pending final determination through the regulatory appeals process at that time.
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Ofwat pollution incident performance commitment levels (PCLs)

As part of its environmental outcomes' expectations over 2025 ς30, we have significant pollution incident 
reduction targets, and we are fully committed to delivering against this challenge. Both the total pollution 
incident PCL and the serious incident PCL apply to us, and our targets are shown in the tables below.

In 2025, we have not met the target of zero serious incidents, and we have exceeded our performance 
ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻŦ мфп ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо Ǉƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ 
collar of 325. 

Having historically performed strongly on our total pollution targets, and despite reporting an improved 
performance in 2025 in comparison to 2024, we are disappointed not to have met all our targets on 
pollution incidents in 2025. This is an area we are committed to improving on. We remain confident we 
have the right overall plan and are focused on delivering actions to reduce the number of pollution 
incidents.

Pollution incidents as reported under the performance commitment and the EPA will significantly 
increase from 1 January 2026 due to these methodological and definition changes. Pages 15 and 16 
explain these changes in more detail. We welcome acknowledgement by both Ofwat and the 
Environment Agency of the impact of the change. It will look like the number of pollution incidents has 
increased ς however the guidance creates greater transparency in the way water companies record and 
report pollution incidents.

We await further clarification on targets for total pollutions for 2026 and beyond following ongoing 
consultation with Ofwat following Water Industry Regulation Incidents (WIRI) and Environmental 
Performance Assessment (EPA) regulation changes that were introduced from January 2026. Early 
indications are that this will become a comparative measure between water and wastewater companies.

Serious pollution
The total number of category 1 and 2 pollution 

incidents recorded in a calendar year

Total pollution
¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǿŀǎǘŜǿŀǘŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ мҍо Ǉƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴ 

incidents recorded in a calendar year

Incidents 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029

PCL 194
Under 

review by 
Ofwat

Under 
review by 

Ofwat

Under 
review by 

Ofwat

Under 
review by 

Ofwat

Cap N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Collar 325
Under 

review by 
Ofwat

Under 
review by 

Ofwat

Under 
review by 

Ofwat

Under 
review by 

Ofwat

Incidents 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029

PCL 0 0 0 0 0
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Frequency and seriousness of pollution incidents in 2025

21  |  United Utilities Pollution Incident Reduction Plan 2026

Note: The data presented throughout this document was extracted on 15 January 2026. Due to regulatory timelines, a number of 
2025 incidents were still under reconciliation or pending final determination through the regulatory appeals process at that time.
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Cap

PCL

Collar

Performance commitment level target set by Ofwat

No further reward possible beyond this level

No further penalty possible beyond this level


























































































































































