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Our ref: PH/AR 11 August 2026 

   

Dear Mr Taylor   

Re: Formal Objection and Representations – Southern Water Drought Order Application 
for the River Test and Non-Essential Use Ban (NEUB) 

 
I write in response to Southern Water's letter of 3 August 2026 notifying the Council of 
your applications, submitted to the Secretary of State on 31 July 2026, for a Drought 
Order relating to abstraction from the River Test and for powers to implement a Non-
Essential Use Ban (NEUB) across the Hampshire and Isle of Wight supply area.  
Copies of this letter are being submitted directly to the Secretary of State for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and to our local Members of Parliament. 
 
I want to begin not with legal thresholds or abstraction licences, but with the 
people this letter is really about.  Residents across Basingstoke and Deane have 
been living under a Temporary Use Ban since 10 July 2026.  They have watched their 
gardens wither through a summer they cannot water.  They have seen allotments and 
community growing spaces, places that matter deeply to people's health, wellbeing and 
sense of community, struggle and fail.  Elderly residents and those with health 
conditions who depend on water for daily care are anxious.  Families with young 
children are worried.  People who have done everything right, conserved water, paid 
their bills, followed the rules, are now facing the prospect of further, more severe 
restrictions, with little notice and no clear end in sight.  I have heard directly from 
residents who feel let down, and, above all, angry: not at the weather, but at a water 
company that they feel has failed them.  That anger is entirely justified. 
 
It is deeply inequitable that the burden of this crisis falls, as it always does, on  
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the people least responsible for it.  Residents did not decide to defer infrastructure 
investment.  They did not extract dividends from a company whose pipes and 
reservoirs were underperforming.  They did not sit on boards while the warning signs 
accumulated.  And yet it is residents who are being asked, again, to sacrifice the small 
pleasures and practical necessities of daily life so that a company can continue 
operating in circumstances that are, in significant part, the product of its own failures.  I 
expect Southern Water to acknowledge this plainly, and to ensure that residents are 
not simply managed as a passive audience for restrictions, but treated as the paying 
customers to whom Southern Water owes a fundamental duty of service. 
 
I believe that Southern Water must communicate with residents across the 
Borough in a clear, honest and timely way throughout this crisis.  That means 
proactive, direct notification, not press releases, if a Non-Essential Use Ban is to be 
implemented, with sufficient advance notice for people to plan and prepare.  It means 
plain English explanations of what restrictions apply and why.  With Southern Water 
accepting its failings are a fundamental cause of the need to seek such an order.  It 
means a named point of contact for residents and community organisations who need 
support.  And it means a public commitment, not a corporate aspiration, to the specific 
investments and timelines that will prevent this situation recurring. 
 
The impact on businesses within the Borough is equally serious and deserves 
equal candour.  The proposed Non-Essential Use Ban would prohibit a wide range of 
commercial activities including the operation of mechanical vehicle washers, cleaning 
of vehicles and non-domestic premises, cleaning of industrial plant, and dust 
suppression using hosepipes.  These are not peripheral activities, they are core 
operational requirements for vehicle cleaning businesses, haulage operators, 
manufacturers, food production facilities, nurseries, horticultural enterprises, 
construction sites and many others.  The imposition of restrictions without adequate 
notice, without a clear evidence base, and without a robust support package is not 
acceptable.  I expect full clarity on the trigger thresholds for NEUB implementation, the 
timeline for decisions, and the mitigation and financial support that will be available to 
affected businesses. 
 
It must be stated plainly that this is not simply a drought.  It is the foreseeable 
consequence of years of structural underinvestment in water resources infrastructure.  
Southern Water's own application acknowledges that abstraction licences for the 
River Test and River Itchen were revised in 2019, imposing tighter limits during low flow 
periods.  Seven years have passed since those revised licences came into effect, and 
yet Southern Water remains acutely dependent on emergency Drought Orders to 
maintain supply because alternative resources have not been delivered.  The "Water 
for Life Hampshire" investment programme is underway, but it is years late, and in the 
meantime, it is residents, businesses and our chalk streams that are bearing the cost of 
that delay. 
 
I note the role of company ownership in creating the conditions we now face. 
During the period of Macquarie's ownership of Southern Water, the company  
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accumulated significant debt, paid substantial dividends to investors, and deferred 
essential infrastructure investment.  The consequences of that financial engineering are 
now manifest in empty gardens, anxious families, restricted businesses, and a 
company structurally dependent on emergency measures it should never have needed 
to seek.  I am looking for the Secretary of State and Ofwat to take full account of this 
context in assessing this application and in setting Southern Water's future investment 
obligations. 
The adequacy of this consultation process is itself a matter of serious concern. 
The seven-day public consultation window, running from 4 to 11 August 2026, is wholly 
inadequate for applications of this environmental and economic significance.  Seven 
calendar days, the minimum permitted under the process, is insufficient time for local 
authorities, environmental bodies, businesses and communities to undertake 
meaningful review and respond.  I’m asking the Secretary of State to extend the 
consultation period and, given the magnitude of the issues involved, to convene a 
Public Hearing or Inquiry before any decision is taken. 
 
On the environmental dimension, Southern Water's own application documents make 
an admission that must be central to the Secretary of State's consideration: the 
Environment Assessment Report and Habitats Regulations Assessment have 
concluded that an adverse effect on the integrity of the River Itchen Special Area 
of Conservation cannot be discounted.  This is not a precautionary caveat, it is the 
finding of Southern Water's own assessment.  Under the Habitats Regulations, a 
competent authority may only grant consent for a plan or project that will not adversely 
affect the integrity of a European protected site, unless there are imperative reasons of 
overriding public interest and no alternatives exist.  I submit that this legal threshold has 
not been met, and that the most rigorous scrutiny must be applied before any order is 
granted. 
 
The proposed Drought Order would represent a 25% cut in the minimum flow 
protection for one of England's most ecologically important chalk streams.  The River 
Test is a Site of Special Scientific Interest and provides the flow connectivity upon 
which the River Itchen SAC, and its critically endangered Atlantic salmon population, 
depends. Southern Water acknowledges in its own application that this reduction 
"cannot be discounted" as a factor affecting that salmon population.  I consider that any 
order permitting abstraction at these reduced flows would set a deeply troubling 
precedent for the protection of Hampshire's irreplaceable chalk stream environments, 
environments that residents value, that define this county's natural heritage, and that 
once damaged cannot simply be restored. 
 
I am deeply concerned that elements of the Habitats Regulations Assessment 
and Strategic Environmental Assessment remain under development.  It is wholly 
unacceptable that an application capable of causing irreversible harm to an 
internationally protected site is being advanced before the full environmental evidence 
base is complete.  The mitigation, monitoring and compensation measures proposed to  
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offset potential impacts on the River Itchen SAC must be published in full, 
independently verified and subjected to proper public scrutiny before any decision is 
taken.  Vague assurances are not sufficient when the stakes are this high. 
 
Finally, I note with alarm that Southern Water's application explicitly contemplates the 
possibility of a second Drought Order on the River Test should conditions worsen, and 
acknowledges that initial flow triggers on the River Itchen may also be crossed 
imminently.  This is not a contained emergency, it is a cascading crisis that threatens to 
define life in Hampshire for summers to come.  I urge the Secretary of State and 
DEFRA to treat this not merely as an application to be processed, but as evidence of 
systemic failure that demands urgent structural intervention: accelerated investment 
obligations, strengthened regulatory oversight, and a fundamental review of how 
drought resilience is planned and funded. 
In light of the above, I formally request: 
 
1. That Southern Water immediately establish a clear, proactive communication 

programme for residents and businesses across the Borough — including direct 
notification of any NEUB decision with adequate advance notice, plain English 
guidance, and a named community liaison contact. 

 
2. That a full package of mitigation and financial support for businesses affected by 

any NEUB be published prior to implementation, with clear trigger thresholds and 
decision-making timelines. 

 
3. That the Secretary of State convene a Public Hearing or Inquiry before 

determining the Drought Order application, given the potential for irreversible 
environmental harm and the wholly inadequate seven-day consultation window. 

 
4. That the full Habitats Regulations Assessment, Strategic Environmental 

Assessment, and all proposed monitoring, mitigation and compensation measures 
be published immediately and made available for independent scrutiny prior to 
any decision. 

 
5. That Southern Water provide detailed evidence that no reasonable alternatives to 

reducing the Hands-Off Flow threshold exist, as required under the Habitats 
Regulations before any adverse effect on a SAC can be permitted. 

 
6. That DEFRA and Ofwat use this application as the basis for a formal review of 

Southern Water's long-term investment obligations, with binding delivery 
milestones for the Water for Life Hampshire programme, transparent reporting, 
and real consequences for non-delivery. 

 
The residents of Basingstoke and Deane deserve better than this.  They deserve a  
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water company that invests in resilience before emergencies arise, that communicates 
honestly when they do, and that treats the people it serves as something more than a 
cost to be managed. I will continue to hold Southern Water to account on behalf 
residents of Basingstoke and Deane. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Councillor Paul Harvey 
Leader of the Council 
Basingstoke and Deane Borough Council 
 
cc:  Chief Executive, Basingstoke and Deane Borough Council 

Environment Agency CEO Phillip Duffy 
DEFRA: Emma Hardy MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State (Minister for 
Water and Flooding):  
Ofwat – CEO Chris Walters:  
Luke Murphy MP 
Kit Malthouse MP 
Damian Hinds MP 
Alex Brewer MP 

 
 

 


