Drains and Private Sewers
Comments from Jeremy Wright, Member of Parliament for Rugby & Kenilworth

APPG – a summary of my role in the APPG on Sewers and Sewerage

The APPG has approximately 100 MPs registered to the group of which about 15 -20 are active members.  Andy King (my predecessor) founded the APPG and I have followed up and continued an active involvement in the work of the APPG.

Our local Woodlands Residents Association is very active and I have supported them and they are well respected by the staff at the Department for the Environment (DEFRA).

The APPG is just in the process of registering its activities for the next session.  It has members from the construction industry, Water UK, water companies, DEFRA and various trade bodies as well as MP’s.

It is estimated that about 50% of the existing sewers that could be adopted have not been.  Many householders are not aware that they have issues about ownership until such time that a problem occurs.  The APPG has been advised that if the water companies were to adopt all of the un-adopted sewers the cost would be in the region of £4-5 per household per annum.  This is an estimate as there are no real precise figures for either the quantity or the state of the un-adopted sewers and in many instances private pumping stations are involved.  The proposal is to adopt the sewers over a 10-year period giving the water companies time to survey and upgrade if necessary the sewers.  There are also difficulties in gaining access to what are now private sewers and as for example industrial estates where they can be tenants operating against the lease.

Myself and Paddy Tipping will be meeting  the recently appointed Minister Ian Pearson MP, to establish if his views are the same as those of Elliot Morley, who was sympathetic to a case for adoption.

The position of the APPG is to continue to pressurise DEFRA into supporting the case for adoption. We estimate that every English and Northern Ireland MP has problems in their constituency.

Next year the APPG has been asked to look at sustainable urban drainage and how these systems can be integrated into our surface water systems and I believe a session has been reserved for presentations from the Environment Agency and manufacturers of such systems.  The objective of the meeting is to understand the implications of maintaining these units. 

How DEFRA should lead on addressing issues around existing and newly built drains and private sewers

For existing sewers they should give guidance and work with the water undertakers to adopt where ever possible the outstanding sewers.  

For new sewers they should ensure that the building regulations are modified such that the new drain layouts which enable carrier drains to be adopted.  This combined with the new sewer protocol (this is in fact a protocol to ensure the best layout of new drains which involves taking the drains generally under the building to the front of the building and coming out onto the pavement rather than taking them to the side and backs of houses i.e. running round the houses and through several householders gardens).  Such steps would ensure that all new sewers would be adopted in the future

How local authorities can tackle issues around existing and newly built drains and private sewers

i. Existing

The local authority should have clear and publicly available guidelines on how to identify if the sewer is adopted or not. 

ii. New Build

This should be addressed at the purchase stage of the property but in the case of new-build there may be a period of at least 2 years before the sewer is adopted and in all likelihood the householder is not likely to be advised if adoption is refused.

In both cases the council should have clear guidelines on their website explaining who to contact and what to do in the case of un-adopted drains.

How sewerage undertakers can help to tackle issues around existing and newly-built drains and sewers

i. Existing

The sewerage undertakers should have clear maps of those sewers that are adopted.  They should have a clear policy and hopefully information sheets that guide the unfortunate owner of a non-adopted sewer through the procedures to have any remedial work undertaken i.e. clearance or re-lining procedures.

ii. Newly constructed


Given that all new sites and connections to sewers have to be cleared by the sewerage undertaker most residents believe that they have adopted sewers.  However as in the point above if the sewer for any reason is not adopted the water company should put on every pressure onto the builder to bring the sewers up to the appropriate level.

The responsibilities of residents to help tackle issues around existing newly built and private sewers

From my experience with the APPG, residents are best advised to form or to have the issue handled on a Residents Association basis, be it a specific grouping or people around one issue or a group handling say an estate where there are well-known problems.  By involving a Residents’ Association the residents can write letters to the builder if appropriate, DEFRA and the water companies and naturally their MP.

