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Corporate Responsibility Reporting 2017: 
Assurance statement and commentary 

Assurance statement 

United Utilities has commissioned Corporate Citizenship to provide external 

assurance and a commentary on its Corporate Responsibility Reporting 2017.  The 

reporting comprises of the Strategic Report section of the United Utilities Group PLC 

Annual Report and Financial Statements for the year ending 31 March 2017 and the 

Corporate Responsibility section of the group website as at 31 July 2017. 

The scope of our assurance 

The assurance provides the reader with an independent, external assessment of the 

report and, in particular, with how it corresponds with the AA1000 standard.  It is 

intended for the general reader and for more specialist audiences who have a 

professional interest in United Utilities corporate responsibility performance. 

United Utilities has chosen to use the AA1000 assurance standard AA1000AS 

(2008).  Our assurance is a Type 1 assurance as defined by the standard, in that it 

evaluates the nature and extent of adherence to the AA1000AS principles of 

inclusivity, materiality and responsiveness and assures the behaviour of the 

organisation as reported here.  Our assurance used disclosed information as its 

starting point and then investigated the underlying systems, processes and 

sustainability performance information to arrive at its conclusions.  The level of 

assurance is moderate, which means that we believe there to be sufficient evidence 

to support the statement such that the risk of the conclusion being in error is 

reduced. 

In conducting the assurance we have had consideration to the Global Reporting 

Initiative Principles for Defining Report Content and Ensuring Report Quality.  

United Utilities is entirely and solely responsible for the contents of the reporting 

Corporate Citizenship for its assurance. 

A detailed note of our assurance methodology appears at the end of this statement. 

  



 

   

Opinion and conclusions 

In our opinion the United Utilities Corporate Responsibility Reporting 2017 reflects 

the principles of AA1000 (2008): inclusivity, materiality and responsiveness. 

With regard to inclusivity, the principle that people should have a say in the 
decisions that matter to them, we find that United Utilities has a widespread 
programme of engagement with stakeholders that shapes its agenda for action. 

With regard to materiality, the principle that decision makers should be clear about 

the issues that matter, we find strong evidence throughout the reporting, and 

particularly in the Annual Report and Financial Statements, of United Utilities 

prioritizing the most material issues, particularly those related to customers. 

With regard to responsiveness, the principle that organisations should act 

transparently on material issues, we find evidence of United Utilities developing and 

reporting upon the execution of its programmes, particularly taking into account the 

preferences of customers and the wider public interest of the North West of 

England. 

The level of assurance is noted on the previous page. 

Commentary 

United Utilities has tightened its focus on key stakeholder groups.  This is made 

absolutely clear in the opening sentence of the Chairman and Chief Executive 

Officer’s review: 

“We have continued to improve performance for shareholders, customers and the 

environment as we aim to deliver further value and sustainable dividends backed by 

a strong balance sheet.” 

We note that this is not an exhaustive definition of United Utilities’ key stakeholders.  

United Utilities is a regionally-based utility.  In engaging with the reporting the reader 

develops a profound sense of the whole of the North West being a key stakeholder.  

The company exhibits a profound sense of its well-being being bound up with the 

well-being and prosperity of the North West. 

In addition United Utilities in its reporting displays a greater interest in the long-term 

than is normally the case in terms of corporate responsibility.  This does not come 

as a complete surprise.  The continued supply of drinking water to a region requires 

long-term planning in ordinary times, let alone one with the unpredictability 

associated with climate change.  The regulator too requires a long-term view.  

These factors notwithstanding this aspect of United Utilities approach deserves to 

be noted. 



 

   

In our last assurance statement we had cause to comment upon: “…the volume of 

effort going into customer stakeholder research.” 

Certainly the single most outstanding feature of this year’s assurance has been 

United Utilities engagement with customers.  In reporting United Utilities 

concentrates particularly on Priority Services, the dedicated support provided for 

those customers who are experiencing short or long-term personal challenges.  This 

encompasses physical or mental health difficulties and those struggling financially.  

However, energetic efforts are being put in to help all customers, to use customer 

participation to improve the product and to provide more modern means of the 

customer interacting with United Utilities.  The improvements delivered are founded 

on detailed and thoughtful stakeholder engagement. 

In particular we saw how the work analysing the geographical concentration of 
people not paying their water bills had developed into the Town Action Planning, 
which has made a contribution to reducing household bad debt to 2.5 per cent in 
2016/17 from 3.0 per cent in the previous year.  

The reporting also offers evidence of significant progress on other fronts.  For 

instance, self-generated renewable energy is now at 18% with the aim of increasing 

to 35% by 2020. 

Our judgements about the reporting were informed and strengthened by 

consideration of the GRI Principles and The Companies, Partnerships and Groups 

(Accounts and Non-Financial Reporting) Regulations 2016.  

Assurance necessarily gives rise to questions about the future. 

Customer service is set on a trajectory of improvement.  Our previous assurance 

noted positive improvements regarding customers.  Further progress is being made.  

But is there a steady state that is being aimed for?  Are lessons being learned here 

that can be carried over and applied to relations with other stakeholder groups? 

This is the third time United Utilities has issued an integrated report.  There is merit 

in analysing what lessons have been learnt from those three experiences and 

applying them to future reporting.  The fact that next year’s reporting must take into 

account The Companies, Partnerships and Groups (Accounts and Non-Financial 

Reporting) Regulations 2016 provide a further reason to carry out such a review. 

 

Corporate Citizenship 

London 

September 2017 

  



 

   

Methodological notes 

The assurance work was commissioned in May 2017 and was completed in 

September 2017.  Detailed records were kept of meetings, assurance visits and 

correspondence relating to the inclusivity, materiality and responsiveness of the 

report, as well as to technical matters relating to the accuracy and presentation of 

data.  A team of three, led by a Director, undertook the assurance and commentary 

process.  A second director acted as adviser to the group. The team has a variety of 

professional and technical competencies and experience.  For further information 

please refer to our website www.corporate-citizenship.com. 

Our external assurance and commentary process for United Utilities’ Corporate 

Responsibility Reporting 2017 has involved, but not been limited to, the following 

elements:  

 Understanding United Utilities, its business and broader business context; its 
approach to and understanding of corporate responsibility; how it identifies 
issues material to its operations and in particular how this has been shown 
through its strategy development and reporting;  

 A media review of key coverage of United Utilities corporate responsibility 

related issues and incidents; 

 In-depth interviews conducted with each member of the Executive Team; 

 A detailed evaluation of United Utilities’ reporting against the principles of 

inclusivity, materiality and responsiveness; 

 A detailed evaluation of United Utilities’ reporting practice against the GRI 

Principles for Defining Report Content and Defining Report Quality; 

 A detailed evaluation of United Utilities’ reporting against The Companies, 
Partnerships and Groups (Accounts and Non-Financial Reporting) 
Regulations 2016; 

 Testing assertions relating to Corporate Responsibility made in the United 

Utilities Group PLC Annual Report and Financial Statements for the year 

ending 31 March 2017 and the Corporate Responsibility section of the group 

website as at 31 July 2017. 

Our work did not extend to a complete audit of the report’s contents.  We have not 

been responsible for the preparation of United Utilities Corporate Responsibility 

Reporting 2017 nor in devising the internal management and reporting systems that 

yielded the data contained therein.  

The opinions expressed in this external assurance statement and commentary are 

intended to extend understanding of United Utilities’ non-financial performance and 

should not be used or relied upon to form any judgments, or take any decisions, of a 

financial nature.  

http://www.corporate-citizenship.com/


 

   

Corporate Citizenship is a leading assuror of corporate responsibility reports and an 

AA1000 Licensed Assurance Provider. 

We have worked with United Utilities since1997 and have provided assurance since 

2010.  Regarding independence, during the 2016-2017 reporting period, except as 

noted below, our work with United Utilities focused exclusively on assurance. 

United Utilities is a member of the LBG (London Benchmarking Group www.lbg-

online.net), an evaluation framework for corporate community involvement which we 

manage on behalf of its members and adherents. 

 

http://www.lbg-online.net/
http://www.lbg-online.net/

