
Planning for sewage.  

For far too long, Thames Water has failed to keep pace with development locally and to provide 
suitable capacity in its sewer networks and sewage treatment works.  Anyone with half an eye on 
the unfolding sewage scandal will recognise the truth of that statement.  Even DEFRA, normally so 
protec�ve of the water industry acknowledged this as far back as 2021 sta�ng ‘Water 
infrastructure has not kept pace with development growth over decades’  

Un�l now, local planning authori�es (LPAs) have generally deferred to the advice of water 
companies on issues of sewage capacity for new developments.  But increasingly, this advice is 
being challenged by campaigners; a�er all, why would anyone accept the word of a private 
monopoly company whose business is built on the ‘pollute for profit’ model?  Despite this, LPAs 
have been reluctant to challenge water companies’ advice. 

Why? Two key reasons. Lack of in-house exper�se and fear of costly and �me-consuming appeals. 

Windrush Against Sewage Pollu�on (WASP), the Evenlode Catchment Partnership (ECP) and local 
councillors have worked collabora�vely to try and address these concerns.  We have had some 
success and have engaged posi�vely with Thames Water, resul�ng in Grampian condi�ons applied 
to proposed development in the Church Hanborough Sewage Treatment Works (STW) area. (A 
‘Grampian’ condi�on is one imposed on the developer by the LPA outside the footprint of the 
development.  It o�en relates to delivery of an en�ty over which the developer has no control; in 
this case upgrade of sewage works and associated network). 

However, despite Thames Water’s ini�al engagement, they have failed to commit to reques�ng 
Grampian condi�ons for all new developments within sewage network areas known to be over-
loaded, undercapacity, or otherwise failing to meet their permit condi�ons.   

In a bid to give West Oxfordshire District Council (WODC) confidence in their legal powers, provide 
help to local ‘clean rivers’ campaigners and to remind Thames Water of their obliga�ons, WASP 
and ECP engaged top legal firm Leigh Day for help.  Leigh Day sought counsel’s opinion from Jenny 
Wigley KC of Landmark Chambers. She confirmed very clearly that the use of Grampian condi�ons 
to delay construc�on or first occupancy of new developments un�l the provision of adequate and 
legal sewage treatment is LAWFUL.  

You can read the advice here.  

So which sewage treatment works are subject to this provision? Thames Water has admited to 
WODC and WASP that at least 6 of their major sewage works in West Oxfordshire are 
undercapacity and require upgrade: Witney, Woodstock, Church Hanborough, Carterton, Chipping 
Norton and Bampton.  We believe that all the works currently listed for upgrade under the PR19 
and PR24 processes can also be added to this list. This includes Milton-under-Wychwood STW; 
others remain to be confirmed next year by Thames Water. 

In the mean�me, Leigh Day has prepared a useful ‘toolkit’ guide for campaigners, parish 
councillors and local residents. You can find it here.  

This is WASP and ECP’s gi� to you.  Use it wisely and let’s all con�nue to work for the elimina�on of 
pollu�ng sewage flowing into our rivers.    

Vaughan Lewis, November 2023 

https://evenlodecatchment.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/KC-Opinion-sewage-capacity-with-regard-to-planning.pdf
https://evenlodecatchment.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Leigh-Day-toolkit-guide.pdf

