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1.  Executive Summary 
1.1 Purpose 
This report summarises the key water fittings 
enforcement activities undertaken by twenty two 
water companies1 in 2016. It has been produced 
to support continuous improvement and 
demonstrate responsible enforcement through 
transparent reporting. 

1.2 Key Messages 
Responding to water quality risks 
Anyone with responsibilities for plumbing has a 
duty to comply with the water fittings regulations 
and have a critical role in preventing 
contamination and protecting consumers.  
Water fittings contraventions can, and do, lead 
to public health impacts that could have been 
prevented. There were 113 known water quality 
events related to water fittings contraventions in 
2016. 
Contraventions can lead to changes in water 
quality, some of which may be intermittent, 
making them difficult to detect. This means that 
reported events and sample failures are unlikely 
to capture all incidences of water quality 
changes and contraventions 
Encouraging and responding to notifications 
Notifying proposed plumbing work is a legal 
requirement for many types of plumbing work. 
In 2016, 1,147 existing premises provided 
notification of proposed plumbing work. It is 
highly probable that notification of plumbing 
work should be significantly higher than current 
levels. 

In response to low notification levels, the 
industry has started a national campaign to 
remind those with responsibility for water fittings 
of their legal obligation to notify and is sharing 
good practice  
Inspecting properties 
Water companies use risk assessments to target 
inspections where there is the highest risk of 
contraventions and therefore the greatest 
potential impact to public health.  
Over 70,000 water fittings inspections were 
carried out in 2016.  
To safeguard public health and conserve 
supplies, contraventions should be remedied in 
appropriate timescales, concentrating effort to 
address the most significant risks. 
 

 

 
At the end of March 2017, 81% of the 24,005 
non-compliant premises identified in 2016, had 
been brought back into compliance. Securing 
compliance at the remaining properties is being 
proactively managed by water companies. 
Using enforcement tools to secure compliance 
Water companies actively use a range of 
enforcement options when dealing with 
contraventions selecting an appropriate and 
proportionate approach.  
Over 25,000 notices were issued, with water 
companies taking direct action to remedy 
contraventions in 67 cases. There were also 4 
simple cautions issued and 2 prosecutions.  
Preventative actions  
Water companies provide information and 
advice by various means, including through their 
websites, videos, and publications also by 
responding to technical queries. 
Water companies believe that retailers supplying 
water fittings should be doing more to advertise 
clearly that their products comply with the water 
fittings regulations. They should also be 
providing compliance information, so customers 
can make informed purchase decisions. 
Approved plumbers help to raise the standard of 
plumbing work. For this reason, water 
companies support the establishment of a 
mandatory registration scheme for plumbers, but 
recognise that this is ultimately for governments 
to decide. 

 

1.3 Looking ahead  

Water companies have identified three areas 
which could potentially have a significant 
positive impact on levels of compliance. 
 

 Raising awareness of the water fittings 
regulations, in particular the need to notify 
proposed plumbing work. 
 

 Improving plumbing standards by 
encouraging consumers to use competent 
installers.   
 

 Increased availability of compliant fittings 

                                                
1 For the purposes of this document water companies means companies (water undertakers) that subscribe to the services 
of WRAS 



 

 4 

2. Introduction 
2.1 Purpose 
A key objective of water companies is to keep 
water safe in premises and conserve supplies.   
This report summarises the key water fittings 
enforcement activities undertaken by water 
companies in 2016. It has been produced to 
support continuous improvement and to 
demonstrate responsible enforcement through 
transparent reporting of enforcement activities.  
 
2.2 The regulations 
The use of water in households and non-
households supplied by water companies is 
regulated across the UK, in part, through the 
application of The Water Supply (Water Fittings) 
Regulations and the Scottish Water Byelaws, 
hereafter both referred to as the water fittings 
regulations.  The water fittings regulations set 
out the design, maintenance and operating 
standards required of plumbing systems, in all 
types of premises. They aim to protect public 
health and safeguard supplies by preventing the 
contamination, waste, misuse, undue 
consumption and the erroneous measurement of 
water supplied.   

2.3 The role of water companies 
Water companies have a legal duty to ensure 
compliance with the water fittings regulations 
within their appointed area of supply. For the 
purposes of this document water companies 
means companies (water undertakers) who 
subscribe to the services of WRAS.  
The introduction of retail competition for non-
household supplies in England and Scotland 
does not affect water companies’ duty to enforce 
the water fittings regulations. This change has 
introduced new terminology, water wholesalers 
and water retailers. Water companies delivering 
water are referred to as wholesalers. Water 
retailers play an important role in ensuring that 
communication with non-households about 
enforcement is not impacted. 
It is in everyone’s interest for water companies 
to help all those involved in designing, installing, 
maintaining and operating plumbing systems to 
understand how to comply with the water fittings 
regulations.  The enforcement of the water 
fittings regulations is an integral part of a water 
company’s Drinking Water Safety Plans, and is 
a key element in determining the strategy for 
managing their business risks. 
 

 
2.4 Participants 
 

 
 
Fig 1 map showing UK water company areas 
(excluding local suppliers too small to show)  

The following twenty-two water companies 
provided performance data for this report.  
 

Please note as these are new measures and 
information can be recorded differently by 
each company not all companies were able to 
provide data for every measure.  
 
Affinity Water 
Albion Water 
Anglian Water  
Bristol Water 
Bournemouth Water (part of South West 
Water)  
Dee Valley Water 
Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water  
Essex and Suffolk Water 
Northern Ireland Water  
Northumbrian Water  
Portsmouth Water  
Scottish Water  
Severn Trent 
Southern Water 
South East Water  
South Staffordshire Water (including 
Cambridge Water) 
South West Water 
SES Water  
Thames Water 
United Utilities 
Wessex Water 
Yorkshire Water 
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2.5 Water fittings enforcement activities 
This report highlights the risks associated with 
customers’ plumbing and covers water fittings 
enforcement activities undertaken by water 
companies to keep water safe in premises 
during 2016. It includes: 

• Responding to water quality failures and 
events 

• Encouraging and responding to 
notifications 

• Inspecting premises 
• Using enforcement tools to secure 

compliance 
• Preventative actions through education, 

approved plumber schemes and use of 
compliant products 

• Case studies 
The report also shares information about how 
water companies use a range of regulatory 
powers to deal with contraventions, including 
enforcement notices and prosecutions. Water 
companies are accountable to their stakeholders 
and use their enforcement powers 
proportionally, consistently, transparently and in 
a targeted way.  
This report does not include targets. Targets are 
the responsibility of each water company, and 
these are influenced by the risks within their 
area of supply and their subsequent 
enforcement strategies.  

Anyone with responsibilities for plumbing has 
a duty to comply with the water fittings 
regulations. They play a critical role in 
preventing contamination and protecting 
consumers. This includes property owners, 
developers, tenants and anyone using or 
carrying out plumbing work. 

3.1 Monitoring drinking water 
Water quality is monitored regularly by taking 
samples from randomly selected customer 
premises. Any results that fail the national 
regulatory standards are immediately 
investigated by the water companies. 
In 2016, there were 147 water quality 
compliance sample failures that were 
attributed to contraventions of the water fittings 
regulations. These failures could have been 
prevented if premises were compliant. 

3.2 Water quality events 
Reportable events are defined by the drinking 
water quality regulators. For further 
information please refer to the drinking water 
quality regulators’ websites.  
There were 113 water quality events across 
the UK, which were related to contraventions 
of the water fittings regulations in 2016.  This 
illustrates that contraventions can, and do, 
lead to public health impacts that could have 
been prevented. 

 
3. Water Quality Risks  
Water fittings regulations contraventions present 
real risks both to the quality of water and 
sufficiency of the supply. Water quality concerns 
are often identified through random sampling, 
reported water quality events, consumer contacts 
and proactive or reactive inspections.  

 
 Fig 2 – Indicators of water quality risks and issues in 
consumers plumbing systems 

To protect public health and conserve supplies, 
water companies respond to events quickly.  

3.3 Water quality reactive inspections 
Where it is suspected that a plumbing system is 
having a detrimental impact on water quality, 
water companies often initiate a water fittings 
inspection as part of their investigation. This 
could be in response to a consumer contact, a 
sample failure or an event. 
In 2016, there were 2,301 reactive inspections in 
response to water quality concerns.  

3.4 Contraventions with potential risks to 
water quality 
Contraventions can lead to water quality 
changes, some of which may be intermittent, 
which makes them difficult to detect. This means 
that reported events and sample failures are 
unlikely to capture all incidences of water quality 
changes and contraventions.  
In 2016, contraventions were identified at 24,005 
of the premises inspected.  41,621 of these 
contraventions were related to fluid category 3 or 
above risks. 
 

 
113  

events 

147  
sample failures 

2,301  
water quality reactive 

inspections 

41,621  
contraventions identified which 

pose a risk to water quality 
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Fluid Category 1 
Wholesome water supplied by a water undertaker  

Fluid category 2  
Wholesome water whose aesthetic quality is impaired owing to–  
(a) a change in its temperature, or 
(b) the presence of substances or organisms causing a change in 
its taste, odour or appearance, 
including water in a hot water distribution system.  

Fluid category 3  
Fluid which represents a slight health hazard because of the 
concentration of substances of low toxicity, including any fluid 
which contains–  
(a) ethylene glycol, copper sulphate solution or similar chemical 
additives, or 
(b) sodium hypochlorite (chloros and common disinfectants).  

Fluid category 4  
Fluid which represents a significant health hazard because of the 
concentration of toxic substances, including any fluid which 
contains–  
(a) chemical, carcinogenic substances or pesticides (including 
insecticides and herbicides), or 
(b) environmental organisms of potential health significance.  

Fluid category 5  
Fluid representing a serious health hazard because of the 
concentration of pathogenic organisms, radioactive or very toxic 
substances, including any fluid which contains–  
(a) faecal material or other human waste; 
(b) butchery or other animal waste; or 
(c) pathogens from any other source.  

Fig 3 – fluid category definitions 

For a risk to become a contamination event, 
there often needs to be other contributing 
factors, such as backflow. This can be caused by 
the lowering of pressure resulting from a mains 
burst or, in some cases, water being drawn by 
another user on the same supply.  As this can be 
intermittent, it makes water quality events difficult 
to detect, particularly if they do not cause a 
change to colour, taste or odour of the water 
from the tap. Another cause of contamination is 
the use of unsuitable materials or fittings. For 
example leaching of contaminants from 
unsuitable materials used to make a water fitting 
or permeation of a fitting by environmental 
contaminants. 

3.5 other sources of information  
Each of the drinking water quality regulators 
produces their own annual report. These include 
their independent assessments of compliance 
failures and reportable events.   

 
4. Notifications 
4.1 Duty to notify  
Notifications are required by law for a wide range 
of work, for example altering plumbing systems in 
non-household premises and any new building 
requiring a mains water supply.  
 

Anyone planning to carry out such work should 
provide the water company with advanced 
notification. This is to make sure plumbing 
systems meet legal requirements designed to 
keep people’s water safe. Where notification is 
required water companies have ten days to 
grant consent. Work should not start until 
consent, which may be conditional, is given or 
the ten days has passed. 
Please note there are additional notification 
requirements in Scotland and Northern Ireland, 
for full details refer to the WRAS information on 
notification leaflet published on the WRAS 
website www.wras.co.uk.  

4.2 Notification for new buildings  
In 2016, water companies 
received 136,189 
notifications for new 
premises. It is common 
practice for notifications for 
new premises to be 
integrated into a water 
company’s new connections 
application form. Consequently most new 
connections are notified when an application is 
submitted.  
The high volume of notifications for new premises, 
demonstrates that the notification process is 
working well for new premises. 

4.3 Notification for existing buildings  
In 2016, water companies 
received 1,147 notifications 
about changes to plumbing 
in existing premises. This 
number includes notifications 
from both households and 
non- households. 
Notifications for work on 
existing premises were 
predominately from non-households, where most 
alterations to plumbing systems must be notified.  

Approved plumbers are exempt from notification 
for some types of work. This provides a benefit, to 
those altering their plumbing, as it allows work to 
start immediately. 
WRAS surveyed those responsible for plumbing in 
non-household premises - 23% of respondents 
reported that their organisation had made 
alterations to their plumbing system during the last 
year. Unless this work was carried out by an 
approved plumber, most of it should have been 
notified.  
 

https://www.wras.co.uk/downloads/public_area/publications/general/water_regs_notification_v2.6_130115.pdf/
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With only 1,147 notifications received, it is highly 
probable that notification of plumbing work should 
be significantly higher than current levels 
suggesting that understanding of the notification 
process is weak 
4.4 Securing improvements to notification 
Education plays an important role in water 
companies’ enforcement activities. In response to 
low notification levels, the industry has started a 
national campaign, to remind those with 
responsibility for water fittings of their legal 
obligation to notify and is sharing good practice.  

 
Fig 4 – Web banner used in the notification campaign  
 

4.5 Notification for Reduced Pressure Zone 
Valves (RPZ) 
 
RPZ’s are a mechanical backflow prevention 
device, which can protect against fluids which 
represent a significant hazard. Installation of a RPZ 
valve must be notified and they must be as a 
minimum tested once a year to demonstrate they 
are working properly. 
In 2016, there were 531 notifications for the 
installation of reduced pressure zone valves. 
To improve the installation, monitoring and testing 
of RPZs, water companies drafted and consulted 
on a new approved installation method (AIM) in 
2015/16. 
 

 

 
During this inspection, we highlighted a number 
of issues and infringements resulting in a 
notice/report being issued to the non-household 
customer. 
 
The owners of the clinic employed a reputable 
plumbing contractor who met all the 
requirements of the water fittings regulations. 
The clinic was then sent a case closure letter in 
which we highlight the need to notify us of any 
impending new works in relation to the fittings 
and installations highlighted in the regulation 5 
table. 
 
In April 2016 we received contact from the clinic 
via a plumber notifying us of some impending 
works. The plumbers remit was to install a 
‘bespoke’ colonic irrigation unit in the practice. 
Looking at the information submitted with the 
notification form we could see at a fairly early 
stage that the plumber’s understanding and 
knowledge of the water fittings regulations was 
not as it should be, as the appropriate back flow 
protection was not included in the original design, 
nor was there evidence of compliant fittings 
being used (regulation 4). 
 
Over the coming weeks, we worked with the 
plumber making sure that the installation not only 
met the water regulations but also was fit for 
purpose for the clinic. 
 
This was an excellent example of why it is vital to 
make the most of every opportunity to engage 
with customers and ensure that they understand 
not only that they have a duty to comply with the 
regulations but also why it is important to do so. 
In this case, it gave reassurance to the practice 
owners, peace of mind to a new enterprise 
starting in the competitive big wide world and 
also prevented the installation of a potentially 
very serious contamination risk. 
 

 

 

Case Study – Notification Works by 
Bristol Water  

In March 2013 as part of our non-household 
pro-active inspection programme we came 
across a private Health Clinic which catered for 
anything from acupuncture to physio care.  
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5. Inspections  
5.1 Risk based Inspections 
Inspections should be targeted in line with 
company specific risk assessments. Water 
companies primarily target inspections on premises 
where there is the highest risk of contraventions 
and therefore the greatest potential impact to 
public health. For example, premises with 
alternative water supplies or using industrial 
chemicals would be considered higher risk. The 
impact of a contravention may be seen as higher 
for public buildings or premises where 
contamination could affect many consumers. 
In 2016, over 70,000 water fittings inspections 
were carried out.  

 
5.2 New premises  
Inspections of new premises ensure that plumbing 
systems are compliant protecting consumers. 
There were 33,013 inspections of new premises in 
2016.  
Inspections cover a range of issues for example 
checking supply pipes are made from the right 
material to avoid contamination and checks on the 
depth to prevent bursts. In addition to inspections 
of new premises a significant number of 
underground pipe inspections (trench inspections) 
were also carried out.  
 

5.3 Existing Premises 
Water companies reported 37,802 non-household 
inspections were completed in 2016 and around 
20% of these inspections were carried out on 
public buildings.  
Household premises generally have lower risk 
profiles compared to non-household premises. As 
expected a lower number of household inspections 
were carried out 2,957 .Household inspections 
were primarily in response to water quality failures, 
customer concerns or the identification of 
alternative water supplies. 

 
 

5.4 Limitations of inspection measures 
Each water company’s risk profile is different, 
which makes the development of comparative 
inspection measures difficult. 
However, the total number of inspections is a 
useful industry level measure to demonstrate that 
inspections are targeted at non-household 
premises where risks are generally higher 
The total number of inspections carried out by a 
company is not a full indication of the level of effort 
spent on inspections and ensuring compliance. 
Non-household premises vary in size and 
complexity so a visit could take a few hours or a 
number of months. This makes comparisons 
between companies based upon the number of 
inspections alone unreliable.  
Water companies may set inspection targets 
based on the risk profile of premises in their area 
of supply, the predicted complexity of these sites 
and the inspection frequency considered 
appropriate for the level of risk identified.  
 

5.5 Contraventions identified through 
inspections  
In 2016, 24,005 of those premises inspected were 
non-compliant. 

 
 
The regulations identify five categories of 
contamination risk, reflecting the impact and risk to 
health. These range from a fluid category 1 to 5, 
fluid category 5 being the highest risk posing the 
most serious health hazard. Water companies 
categorise and record their contraventions from 1 
to 5. Category 1 contraventions being typically 
associated with poor workmanship or a waste of 
water. Of the contraventions identified, 41,621 
were related to potential water contamination by a 
fluid category 3 or greater risk. 
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5.6 Securing compliance  
To secure compliance thereby safeguarding public 
health and conserving supplies, contraventions 
should be remedied in appropriate timescales. 
At the end of March 2017, 81% of non-compliant 
premises identified in 2016, had been brought back 
into compliance, with the remaining properties 
being proactively managed by water companies to 
secure compliance.  
This measure is not expected to achieve 100% 
within any year, as those premises identified 
towards the end of the reporting period may have 
yet to be brought into compliance. Additionally 
some contraventions may require significant 
plumbing alterations and investment. Where 
rectification work may take time, some water 
companies may require interim backflow 
protection.  
 

5.7 Securing improvements 
Premises owners and occupiers are ultimately 
responsible for ensuring compliance.  
Where contraventions have been identified, those 
responsible for rectification are encouraged to use 
an approved plumber, such as a member of 
WaterSafe, to carry out the remedial work. Where 
a WaterSafe plumber gives a work completed 
certificate this provides assurance that the work is 
compliant. This may also remove the need for re-
inspection. The auditing of WaterSafe members by 
water companies2 helps to maintain high plumbing 
standards. 
Many water companies already set and monitor 
targets to ensure contraventions are remedied in 
appropriate timescales. To understand where 
industry learning could lead to improvements, for 
the industry as a whole, companies are 
encouraged to share how they set and monitor 
targets and the different approaches used to 
secure compliance. 
 

 
 

  

                                                
2 Northern Ireland Water and Scottish Water are not obliged to carry out audits of WaterSafe members in their 
area of supply.  
 

Case Study – Public Building 
Inspections by Severn Trent  

During 2016 Severn Trent’s main focus was to 
identify and inspect “high Risk” public buildings 
which present a serious or significant health risk 
to the public drinking water network.  
  
The definition of a public building refers to “non-
household premises where water supplied for 
domestic purposes is made available to 
members of the public”. To achieve this 
objective Severn Trent used the properties 
Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) code to 
identify public buildings in line with the Drinking 
Water Inspectorate (DWI) categorisation. 
 
Once individual premises were identified, 
Severn Trent was able to apply a risk based 
framework Drinking Water Safety Plan (DWSP) 
to highlight potential ‘hot spots’ based on their 
red, amber or green (RAG) status.  A ‘hot spot’ 
would indicate external activities such as 
leakage, rehabilitation works and/or mains 
renewals maybe present within a particular 
Water Quality Zone (WQZ).  This information 
was used in conjunction with the inherent risk(s) 
associated to individual public building activities, 
which in turn can also lead to negative pressure 
and subsequent backflow.   
 
Taking into consideration all of these factors, 
Severn Trent was able to apply logic to its public 
building inspection programme and prioritise 
premises based on its RAG status.  This risk 
based approach allowed Severn Trent to assess 
the water quality risk for individual public 
buildings and to introduce a robust inspection 
programme proportionate to the potential risk to 
public health. 
 
Enforcement Action 
 
Whilst conducting an inspection, if Severn Trent 
identifies contraventions of the water fittings 
regulations, any risks are immediately 
discussed with the responsible person.  An 
enforcement notice is signed by both parties 
outlining the contraventions identified, the fluid 
category and water quality risks along with the 
rectification period in which the owner/occupier 
has to rectify the problem.   
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Fig 1 – ‘Hot spot’ areas 

 

Severn Trent provides the owner/occupier with 
a hard and electronic copy of the enforcement 
notice and where applicable for non-household 
premises, forward a copy of the 
correspondence to the relevant retailer outlining 
the infringements identified and confirmation of 
a re-inspection date.    
 
Where serious or significant contraventions are 
identified, Severn Trent arranges ‘wholesite’ 
boundary protection to be installed at the 
highway boundary stop tap.  This work is 
undertaken at Severn Trent’s cost and provides 
the network with an interim level of backflow 
protection in order to protect the public drinking 
water supply from potential third party 
contamination whilst the owner/occupier is 
carrying out the necessary works. 
 
Whilst engaging with the owner/occupier, 
Severn Trent also provides (free of charge) 
appropriate backflow valves for low risk, fluid 
category 2 and 3 contraventions.  This initiative 
aims to mitigate any immediate risk to water 
quality and remove any future need for 
additional re-inspections, thus increasing 
productivity and improving the overall customer 
experience.  
 
Re-inspections involve returning to the property, 
within an agreed time period, to confirm the 
contraventions identified within the enforcement 
report have been rectified.  In the event that the 
owner/occupier fails to complete the rectification 
works within the timescale specified, water 
undertakers have the power under section 75 of 
the Water Industry Act 1991 to enter the 
property to undertake the required steps. If this 
action becomes necessary, water undertakers 
also have the power to recover any expenses 
reasonably incurred. 
 

 
Fig 2 – examples of water fittings inspection 
proforma & section 75 enforcement notices 

  

The section 75 notice grants the owner/occupier 
a further 14 days to complete the necessary 
works. If Severn Trent does not receive 
confirmation that the contravention(s) have been 
rectified within the timescale specified, they will 
then appoint an approved contractor to enter the 
property on a given date to carry out the 
enforcement works on its behalf.   If access is 
denied, a formal application is then made to the 
courts requesting a warrant of entry. 

 
Depending on the individual circumstances, if 
the owner/occupier fails to provide confirmation 
they have carried out the steps referred to in the 
Section 75 Notice within the deadline specified,  
Severn Trent may use its power to prosecute for 
the offences committed under the Water Supply 
(Water Fittings) Regulations 1999 and Section 
73 of the Water Industry Act 1991.  It will 
commence formal legal action against the 
owner/occupier for those contraventions which 
remain outstanding.  This process may also 
include an interview under caution. 
 
Finally, as a responsible enforcer, Severn Trent 
aims to work with the owner/occupier to rectify 
those contraventions identified within a 90 
period.   
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6. Enforcement tools 
There are a number of actions that water 
companies can take to secure compliance, such as 
educational activities and the use of enforcement 
tools.  
Water companies have a range of options 
available to them when dealing with contraventions 
and will select an appropriate and proportionate 
approach depending on the circumstances of each 
situation.  

 
 
6.1 Notices 
Water companies can issue written notices 
requiring contraventions to be corrected within 
specified timescales.  Notices can be issued 
without prejudice to other powers of enforcement 
conferred on water companies in primary 
legislation. Notices can be issued under the 
powers of the water fittings regulations or under 
primary legislation. For example, under the Water 
Industry Act (primary legislation), section 75 
notices can be issued in England & Wales. There 
is equivalent legislation in Scotland and Northern 
Ireland. 
In 2016, 25,316 water fittings notices and 1,821 
primary legislation notices were issued to 
secure compliance. 
 

6.2 Direct action 
In specific circumstances water companies have 
legal powers to enter premises and carry out 
rectification work or disconnections as necessary 
for the protection of public health, persons or 
property.  Reasonable costs can be recovered from 
the premises owner or responsible person.  
To secure compliance in 2016, water companies 
carried out direct action 67 times 
 

 
 
 
 

6.3 Simple Cautions 
Where an offence is admitted and all 
contraventions remedied water companies may in 
line with their company policy have the option, in 
some circumstances, to use simple cautions in 
place of initiating a prosecution3. In 2016, 4 simple 
cautions were used. 
 

6.4 Prosecution 
Failure to comply with the water fittings regulations 
is a criminal offence. In line with their prosecution 
policy and national legislative requirements, water 
companies can seek to prosecute4 where there is 
evidence an offence has been committed. 
In 2016, water companies completed two 
prosecutions. However, a further 62 prosecutions 
were initiated, but were not pursued as the 
responsible person or body carried out the 
required rectification work. 
Water companies consider the principles set out in 
the relevant prosecutors’ codes and take into 
account the following factors: 

• Sufficiency of evidence 
• Likelihood of conviction 
• Public interest 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3 Not applicable in Scotland 
4 In England, Northern Ireland and Wales, Water Undertakers are enabled to prosecute suspected offenders. 
In Scotland, the Procurators Fiscal rather than the Water Undertakers decide upon and undertake prosecutions the role of 
the Water Undertaker is to submit the case for prosecution to the Procurators Fiscal. 

Case Study – Thorne Incident by 
Yorkshire Water   

In July 2016 residents of 3,600 properties in 
Thorne and Moorends, Doncaster, were told not 
to drink their tap water due to a major water 
contamination incident.  

During the initial stages of its investigation into 
the incident, the water company carried out 
plumbing and fittings inspections on all 
properties within a local industrial estate. A 
poultry processing factory was identified with 
several non-compliant plumbing systems that 
had been installed without prior notification to 
the water company, as required by the Water 
Supply (Water Fittings) Regulations 1999. In 
total, 37 breaches of the Regulations were 
identified. 
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At this point, a water company has several 
enforcement powers at its disposal. The most 
common enforcement tool is usually a written 
report specifying the nature of each breach 
and a timescale for ensuring compliance. A 
water company will often take a risk based 
approach and look to work with the owner to 
secure compliance. 
 
However, the primary concern during a water 
fittings inspection is to ensure compliance so 
that the public drinking water supply is 
protected. In this incident, the lack of 
pipework labelling and schematic diagrams 
meant the water company were not satisfied 
that suitable backflow protection was in 
place.  
 
The water company took the decision to 
disconnect the factory from the public supply 
network and exercised its duties under 
Section 75 of the Water Industry Act 1991, 
serving a Notice on the premises for the 
installation of appropriate backflow 
protection.  
 
Under the Regulations, owners and 
occupiers of premises, and anyone who 
installs plumbing systems or water fittings, 
have a legal duty to ensure that the systems 
satisfy the Regulations.  The Regulations are 
very clear as to the proposed installations 
that require advanced notice to be given to 
the water company. 
 
 

 

Yorkshire Water later brought a prosecution 
against Chesterfield Poultry Limited under the 
Water Supply (Water Fittings) Regulations 1999 
for having water fittings installed that were likely 
to cause contamination.  At Doncaster 
Magistrates’ Court in September 2017, 
Chesterfield Poultry Limited pleaded guilty to 
five separate charges brought under the 
Regulations, including failure to notify. 
 
As this case highlights, water companies take 
their responsibility for ensuring compliance with 
the Regulations extremely seriously. A breach of 
the Regulations can potentially impact on public 
health and contamination of a water supply can 
cause massive disruption for people.  The 
decision to prosecute is never taken lightly and 
is only considered if it is in the public interest. It 
is hoped that this prosecution will serve as a 
reminder that all businesses must take the steps 
required by law to notify their water company of 
any proposed alterations of their water systems 
and to prevent the risk of contamination when 
installing new plumbing systems in future. 
 
Water companies would rather intervene at any 
early stage to prevent risks before they 
materialise, and so welcome enquires from 
anyone looking for clarification on the 
Regulations and would stress the need for 
anyone making changes to their network to 
follow the correct notification process. 
 

 

Notes:  
The prosecution was brought under the Water Supply 
(Water Fittings) Regulations 1999 for water fittings 
that were likely to cause contamination.  Yorkshire 
Water was not required to prove the actual 
contamination of its water supply to achieve a 
successful prosecution.  As such, at no point did 
Yorkshire Water specifically allege that Chesterfield 
Poultry Limited contaminated its water supply.  
 



 

 13 

7. Supporting compliance 
Water companies recognise that the best way to 
improve compliance with the water fittings 
regulations is to use education and advice to 
prevent contraventions.  These activities aim to 
assist users and those responsible for the design 
and installation of water fittings, and plumbing 
systems, to understand the nature and extent of 
their responsibilities and actions required to ensure 
compliance is achieved voluntarily. 
The easiest way for individuals and organisations 
to ensure that plumbing work complies is to employ 
an approved plumber who will correctly install 
compliant products. 
To support compliance water companies: 

• Carry out educational activities to raise 
awareness of the regulations 

• In collaboration with key trade organisations 
promote WaterSafe, a national register of 
approved plumbers. 

• Promote the use of compliant products. 
 

7.1 Raising awareness through education 
Water companies provide information and advice 
by various means, including through their 
websites, videos, and publications also by 
responding to technical queries.  
 

Companies also proactively seek opportunities to 
present information, for example presenting to 
plumbing apprentices at local colleges. 
 
 
7.2 Competent installers 
Approved plumbers 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 8 – Number of approved plumbers 

The water fittings regulations include a provision to 
establish approved contractors’ schemes. A water 
company or an organisation approved by the 
appropriate Secretary of State can set up a 
scheme. There are seven approved contractors’ 
schemes operating in the UK, with 5,667 approved 
plumbers registered 
  

 
WaterSafe 
Approved plumbers can also opt to be a member 
WaterSafe. WaterSafe is a dedicated online 
search facility which consumers can use to find 
their nearest approved plumber. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9 – Number of WaterSafe approved plumbers 

WaterSafe is strongly supported by government 
and all UK water quality regulators. 
Consumers using WaterSafe, have additional 
protection as its members must adhere to 
WaterSafe customer commitments, conditions of 
membership and scheme rules.  
In December 2016, WaterSafe had 5,392 
approved plumbers.  
 

Sector specialists 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Figure 10 – Number of sector specialists 
 

Each of the water company approved contractors’ 
schemes also has approved specialist sectors. 
These are specialist professionals rather than 
plumbers, offering a range of services in 
installation of external services, point of use 
equipment and catering equipment.   
There were 3,272 approved contractors that were 
part of a specialist sector scheme in 2016. 
 

Although not approved contractor there are 414 
RPZ testers listed in the WRAS website. There are 
plans to introduce new specialist sector schemes 
for this group in the near future.  
 
 

 

  5,392 

WaterSafe  
Approved Plumbers 

 5,667 

Approved Plumbers 

Sector Specialists 

3,272 
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Mandatory plumbing register  
WaterSafe is a voluntary register. Those 
responsible for water fittings are encouraged to use 
a WaterSafe approved plumber to carry out 
plumbing work. 
In 2014 Experian/Summit Skills estimated that 
there are around 84,215 plumbers operating in the 
UK. This means that around 6% of the individual 
plumbers in the UK are part of a voluntary 
approved contractors’ scheme.  
Contaminated drinking water can be harmful to 
health and cause severe illness. Poorly installed, 
maintained or defective hot water systems can 
cause scalding and explosions. Yet water is 
commonly perceived to be safer than gas.  
In contrast to WaterSafe, GasSafe, a mandatory 
scheme has around 120,000 individuals registered. 
A survey in November 2016 revealed that 18% of 
respondents recognised the WaterSafe brand. This 
compares to 52% recognition of GasSafe. 
Improvements in the number of approved 
contractors registered would be more significant 
under a mandatory rather than a voluntary scheme.  
Qualified plumbers help to raise the standard of 
plumbing work. For this reason, water companies 
support the establishment of a mandatory 
registration scheme for plumbers but recognise that 
this is ultimately for governments to decide. 
 

 

7.3 Compliant products 
Improving compliance at point of sale 

Whenever changes are made 
to plumbing or appliances 
connected to the water 
supply, only products that 
comply with the water fittings 
regulations should be used. 
It is a requirement that only 
compliant water fittings be 
installed. Water companies 
believe that retailers 
supplying water fittings 
should be checking products 
to ensure they comply with 
the water fittings 

regulations. They should also be providing 
compliance information to their customers, so they 
can make informed purchase decisions. 
 

 
Three-quarters of shops and online retailers 
are failing to let customers know if their 
plumbing products are suitable for use5. 
This is letting customers down, as 
unsuitable products can affect the quality of 
drinking water and cause damage to 
property. 
When WRAS asked 2000 consumers about 
their expectations, 89% agreed that shops 
and online retailers should only sell 
plumbing fittings that met UK water 
regulations. 
 

Evidence of compliance – approved 
products 
One easy way to check whether a product is 
suitable is to look for the WRAS Approved 
logo on packaging. A WRAS Product 
Approval is recognised by water companies 
as one way of demonstrating a fitting is of 
an appropriate quality or standard.   

 
In addition to WRAS Product Approval  
there are a number of other forms of 
approval that are accepted as 
demonstrating full or partial compliance with 
the water fittings regulations. For example, 
BSi Kitemarks and KIWA Watertec 
approvals. In addition to demonstrating that 
a product is of an appropriate quality or 
standard, to be fully compliant a fitting must 
be suitable for the circumstances in which it 
will be used and installed correctly. For 
example a double check valve of a suitable 
quality and standard could not be used to 
protect against potential contamination by 
faecal matter.  
WRAS administers the WRAS Approval 
schemes on behalf of the water companies. 
The Product Assessment Group (PAG), 
made up of representatives of water 
companies, is responsible for granting 
WRAS product approvals. 
In 2016, 1,633 product approvals and 544 
material approvals were granted.  
 

 

                                                
5 Market research carried out by WRAS and the Bathroom Manufacturers’ Association 
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Case Study – Raising awareness by 
Anglian Water   

Anglian Water has stepped up an awareness 
campaign following the adage that prevention is 
better than cure. Anglian Water has made 
significant headway in helping both customers 
and plumbers alike, understand the reasons 
behind and importance of Water Fittings 
Regulations.  But 2017 is just the start… 
 
Anglian Water’s communication plan includes 
visiting colleges to speak with NVQ level 2 and 
3 plumbing students about their future careers 
and how they can enable better compliance in 
the future.  Anglian Water has carried out seven 
so far and have more booked in between now 
and the New Year.  In addition to this, Anglian 
Water is currently running a backflow rig 
competition which closed in November 2017 to 
encourage students to design and build a device 
that will demonstrate how contamination can 
occur.  Anglian Water firmly believes that 
compliance goes hand in hand with awareness 
and so the more plumbers and students it can 
engage with, the better quality work will be in 
years to come.  
 
 

 

Anglian Water has attended some major events 
in the region, providing interesting information to 
promote compliance and details about the 
WaterSafe Scheme.  The Anglian Water stands 
have been manned each day by at least 
three experts in the field. This not only gave 
Anglian Water the opportunity to raise 
awareness with members of the public as to 
what they can do to ensure their water quality is 
not compromised in their own homes but also 
liaise with other trade stands and training  

 

providers.  From one such show Anglian Water 
received requests to speak to farmers about 
compliance, a group Anglian Water has 
sometimes struggled to engage with in the past. 
 
Anglian Water is building on its existing strong 
relationship with local Environmental Health 
Officers, through awareness days and meetings. 
 

 

Anglian Water has also been heavily involved in 
the ‘Keep Water Healthy’ roadshow, touring 
round the company’s offices, explaining what the 
water fittings team does and why it is paramount 
to water quality as well as what the company as 
a whole wants to achieve this year and beyond.  
This has not just benefitted the people who have 
visited the roadshow but team members as well.  
The water fittings team felt it has been a 
wonderful opportunity to strengthen relationships 
and improve knowledge with the Water Quality 
team as a whole and reinforce good links with 
other crucial departments such as supply and 
the catchment team. 
 
Finally, additional leaflets have been designed 
and published, with more in the pipeline, to 
provide our customers and staff with more 
information specific to certain backflow 
protection equipment and specific sites.  
Appointment cards are in circulation so that 
customers have a reminder, if required, of visits 
to their premises. Anglian Water is  in the 
process of designing an app that inspectors will 
be able to use when visiting sites, so reports can 
be sent even faster  to the customer with photo 
attachments as well as descriptions of what 
does not comply and why. 
 
For Anglian Water this is just the start. No 
customer wants their water quality affected by 
poor plumbing, so the more Anglian Water can 
engage, educate and assist, the more a positive 
impact can be made. 
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8. Looking ahead  
Water companies, with support from WRAS, will 
continue to work together to further improve 
water fittings enforcement across the industry 
and respond positively to market changes. 
Water companies have identified three areas 
which could potentially have a significant 
positive impact on levels of compliance. 
 

• Raising awareness of the water fittings 
regulations, in particular the need to notify 
proposed plumbing work. 
 

• Improving plumbing standards by 
encouraging consumers to use competent 
installers.   
 

• Increased availability of compliant fittings. 
 

8.1 Awareness and notification  
It is highly probable that notification of plumbing 
work should be significantly higher than current 
levels, suggesting that understanding of the 
notification process is weak. 
 

Water companies have started a national 
campaign, to remind those with responsibility for 
water fittings of their legal obligation to notify 
and is sharing good practice. 
 

Retail competition 
Since April 2017, in a bid to increase market 
competition, 1.2 million non-household 
customers for water and sewerage services 
have been able to choose their supplier in 
England. 
 

Responsibility for enforcement of the water 
fittings regulations is retained by the wholesaler. 
The responsibilities of owners, occupiers and 
installers remain unchanged. The wholesaler’s 
prior consent of plumbing proposals is still 
required via notification. Inspection of plumbing 
in new and existing premises will continue. 
However, in the case of planned inspections, 
retailers will be notified in advance and have the 
option of attending. Retailers will be informed 
about the outcome of all inspections 
 
8.2 Competent installers 
Auditing of approved contractors 
All approved contractor schemes audit their 
members to ensure high standards of plumbing 
work are maintained.   
 

Where relevant water companies undertake 
audits on behalf of water industry contractor 
schemes. A number of water companies have 
indicated they have plans to increase the level 
of auditing they carry out.  
  

 
WaterSafe  
Water companies are working with WaterSafe to 
promote the scheme and encourage consumers 
choose approved plumbers. A number of 
campaigns are planned for 2018 or have been 
completed in 2017.   
RPZ AIM 
To improve the installation, monitoring and 
testing of RPZs, water companies drafted and 
consulted on a new approved installation 
method (AIM) in 2016. The new AIM will be 
published shortly. 
 

This will be supported by the launch of a sector 
scheme for RPZ testers, to help premises 
owners source a qualified tester. To ensure 
existing testers understand the changes 
introduced in the new AIM, water companies 
have developed a training programme.  
 

8.3 Product compliance  
Poor quality water fittings pose a risk to 
consumers. Where water is supplied by a water 
company - any pipes, taps or plumbing fittings 
installed, must comply with the water fittings 
regulations.  
 

These regulations impose a legal duty not to 
install water fittings, or to allow them to be 
installed, unless they are of a recognised quality 
and standard and suitable for the circumstances 
in which they will be used. 
New Guidance 
To help manufacturers demonstrate compliance, 
and reassure their customers, water companies 
are currently developing guidance on acceptable 
evidence of regulation 4(1) (a) compliance.  
Water companies plan to consult on the draft 
guidance, as soon as it is available. 
Point of sale 
In 2017, water companies began a campaign to 
encourage retailers of water fittings to do more 
to should be doing more to advertise clearly that 
their products comply with the water fittings 
regulations. They should also be providing 
compliance information, so customers can make 
informed purchase decisions. 
Technical Advice Group (TAG) 
To support the identification of appropriate 
mechanical performance specifications, water 
companies, established a Technical Advisory 
Group (TAG) in 2017. 
 

TAG will involve industry experts from trade 
associations, manufacturers and mechanical 
test facilities, who will advise water companies 
on mechanical performance testing.  
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