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From death threats
and violence 1o
challenge down the
pub, workers are
feeling the human
conseqguences of

the negative public
discourse about
water. And there are
conseqguences for the
sector as a whole too.

necdotally, hostili-
ty to water staff has
sharply increased
amid the nega-
tive public discourse — which
could have both human conse-
quences and consequences for
companies and the industry
as a whole - particularly as it
comes at a time when the sec-
tor needs to attract thousands
more colleagues and partners
to deliver ambitious improve-
ment plans for the future.

We asked The Water Report
Expert Forum members to
share their insights on the ex-
perience of working in or with
the water sector at the mo-
ment, and for their thoughts
on forward skills / talent pros-
pects. The research is small
scale, more akin to a focus
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group that a mass survey. But
the findings nonetheless raise
real cause for real concern.

Human consequences
Around half of our respon-
dents said they had some
personal experience of chal-
lenging or negative sentiment
because they work in or with
the water sector, while nearly
two-thirds said they know of
other water colleagues who
have experienced challenging
or negative sentiment.

In the worst cases, the sever-
ity is alarming. One respondent
shared: “I haven't had direct
abuse yet but my predecessor...
had targeted death threats... I
therefore have significant addi-
tional security at my home pro-
vided by the company”” Further-
more: “There have been some
very aggressive incidents in the
team — someone was nearly
run down in a worksite when
a car drove through, another
was threatened with physical
sexual violence from someone
who didn't like the answer they
were receiving, another was
threatened with poo being de-
livered to them at their work-
place for example. Some of my
colleagues face quite aggressive
questioning in parish and local
council meetings — including
with finger pointing and other
direct personal criticism?”

There was a sense from a
number of respondents that
open criticism is becoming
commonplace. One said: “We
are all experiencing the same
thingand I have heard that some

front line colleagues are getting
quite a bit of flak to the extent
now that if they can, they tend
to not mention that they work
for a water company.” Social
media was flagged as a particu-
lar issue. One remarked: “Media
interviews and discourse on so-
cial media generally [is] more
challenging these days, again
because of misinformed views””
Importantly, quite a few Fo-
rum members shared that the
negativity is also affecting per-
sonal lives. For instance:

“My colleagues are regularly
challenged in their social lives
(e.g. at the pub)”

“There has been a material
shift in perceptions, including
from family members”

“There is much more aware-
ness with the general public
than ever before so at social
events, I quite often get asked
my view and people willingly
share their views which is
quite negative””

“Almost every time I'm asked
where I work, the response is
firstly to complain about sew-
age ‘dumping, secondly to
complain about polluted rivers,
and thirdly to criticise what is
seen as profiteering”

“Those in my extended
circle are nervous of talking
about what I do and on occa-
sion have ridiculed the way
that the industry works.”

Some had simply not come
across anyone making nega-
tive comments or actions at all,
and others did not seem to cat-
egorise any challenge they have
experienced as an issue. For

joining our The Water Report Expert Forum. The process is simple, easy and
completely anonymous. You will be emailed a survey once every few
months by our research partner Accent, to complete online. Accent send

us aggregate, anonymised data which we report in the following issue.

We are actively seeking new members, so if you are working at a
reasonably senior level in the sector, within a company or at another
stakeholder organisation, please email karma@thewaterreport.co.uk to
join. Thank you very much to our existing members.

instance: “The general experi-
ence of colleagues and myself
is that people are willing to en-
gage to understand the facts”

Some, however, clearly felt
angry about the whole situation:
“Those who slate the industry
NEVER acknowledge the con-
tribution of people in it. There’s
huge commitment, most of it
unseen, ie. emergencies, work-
ing in all weathers, worked
through Covid etc. These ill-
informed people and politicians
— where were they???2?”

Some saw need for employ-
ers to do more: “We need to
do more to protect current
employees from abuse - it is
not acceptable for people to be
threatened when all they want
to do is help customers and
support the environment.”

Change over time

We also asked about how expe-
riences have changed over time.
Just over half of Forum mem-
bers had a sense that levels of
hostility towards water workers
have increased over the past two
years, while just over a quarter
felt hostility levels had stayed
about the same and the rest
were unsure (see chart 1).

Comments from those iden-
tifying an increase included that
there had been “a step change”
and that the experience had “ab-
solutely” changed. Some specif-
ic observations were:

“It has increased in line with
the rise in media scrutiny, hy-
perbolic commentary and the
increased transparency of op-
erational performance”
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“There have been an increase
in operational colleagues expe-
riencing negative verbal and
threats of physical violence,
and damage to property””

“It feels like the starting
point very often now is that
water industry employees are
turning up to events and...
representing ‘the bad guys”

Others, however, pointed
out that some hostility had
long been a serious issue.
For instance: “Our front line
teams...have always faced
abuse. When I was seconded
into front line teams 20 years
ago, there were people who
carried baseball bats in their
vans for self defence if called
to unblock sewers at night in
rough parts of town”

At the other end of the spec-
trum, some said outright they
had no knowledge of hostility
increasing — for instance: “I have
had no reports of any negative
comments or hostility towards
staff” For others, our choice
of the word ‘hostility’ was too
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strong, or was appropriate selec-
tively rather than generally:

“Reduced levels of support,
respect and willingness to co-
operate yes, but not hostility”

“A definite hostility towards
the companies rather than
anything against employees.”

“I have not heard reports of
any hostility towards frontline
workers - it tends to be direct-
ed towards higher paid senior
management like myself. Cer-
tainly when I share what I do
for a living, it prompts respons-
es of ‘that must be a tough job.
I wouldn't have heard that so
much five years ago”

Cost to the sector
Turning to the sector-wide im-
pacts, we asked whether the
negative public narrative and
its knock-on consequences was
likely to have a material effect
on retention and recruitment.
The Forum felt the impact on
recruitment would be far more
material; around two-thirds felt
the negative narrative would
impact efforts to attract staff to
the sector, whereas only around
one-third thought it would im-
pact keeping hold of staff, and
even that was caveated by ref-
erences to it affecting a limited
number, notably younger col-
leagues and new recruits.
Comments on retention in-
cluded that respondents had
seen little evidence of people
leaving for this reason; that
many staff are motivated and
committed (“many people
who have worked in the sec-
tor for a long time are driven

s
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by purpose and generally love
what they do and are very ded-
icated to it so I'm not sure they
are leaving due to this nega-
tivity”); and that other issues
such as pay and pensions were
more material considerations.

Regarding recruitment,
however, many reported al-
ready seeing an impact. Com-
ments included:

“Definitely having an impact
on recruitment. I have heard
of many water companies re-
ally struggling to hire particu-
larly younger demographic
because of the negativity and
poor brand of the sector and
similar stories for those work-
ing in the supply chain”

“Definitely we have had
more difficulty recruiting, es-
pecially more towards the top
end of the organisation where
the financial and reputational
pressures are very much at the
forefront of the consideration
of senior individuals”

“We are already seeing this.
In a jobs market with choice,
the reputation of the sector be-
comes ever more critical”

For some, the negative dis-
course was more a compound-
ing factor than a cause. One con-
tributor said: “It is already hard
to recruit in the water sector be-
cause of continued poor perfor-
mance and appalling communi-
cations from water companies.’

For those who did not feel
recruitment was particularly
affected, this was variously be-
cause of no sight of this; that
only a minority of roles might
be affected (“regulation, en-
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vironmental”); and that other
factors are more material - for
instance “It is still a reasonably
well paid sector, with good
training and security of tenure”

Understaffing

Whatever the cause, virtu-
ally all respondents (94%, see
chart 2) said attracting and re-
taining all the staff the sector
needs this decade will be a sig-
nificant issue. Three key fac-
tors stood out: the sheer scale
of the delivery programmes
coming down the line; the
growing need to attract talent
from highly competitive sec-
tors, notably data and digital;

I haven’t had direct
abuse yet but my
predecessor...had
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targeted death threats. ..

I therefore have
significant additional

security at my home.
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and significant numbers retir-
ing. Reputation was also cited,
as was a critical view of the ac-
tual nature of the sector, with
one commenting: “The main
issue is, why would anyone
want to work for a business
without a clear environmental
purpose and whose corporate
structure and culture is out
dated and not fit for purpose?”

The Water Report Expert Fo-
rum widely thought the conse-
quences of not attracting all the
people the sector needs this de-
cade would be dire. Chiefly, de-
livery would suffer, prompting
more service failures, environ-
mental consequences, financial
penalties, trust problems and
staff burnout. Many cited some
kind of vicious circle or nega-
tive downward spiral resulting.
For instance: “Failure to deliver
the level of investment which
politicians and customers ex-
pect simply because of lack of
staff could be terminal for the
sector’s reputation. It would
also mean that the environ-
mental improvements which
are needed urgently will be
further deferred, and the risk
of supply failure will increase.
Back to the 1970s!”

One thought understaffing
might jolt change: “In a way, it
will force the transformation in
how we work that is needed”

What to do about i

We asked the Forum to sug-
gest any strategies or ideas to
improve the sector’s attractive-
ness to talent. Unsurprisingly,
there was no silver bullet.
Many put forward practical
suggestions, including increas-
ing apprenticeships; recruiting
from non-traditional pools -
e.g. ex-offender schemes; and
reducing boom/bust cyclical-

There has been a
material shift in
perceptions, including
from family members.
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ity and bureaucracy. Other
responses can be grouped into
three key categories:

Shift the narrative

“I think we need more narra-
tive about the social purpose of
the sector and a much stronger
unified voice around the good
work that the water sector does
and more emphasis on the val-
ue of water in our lives”

“Strident challenge to mis-
informed activists; our people
are some of the best environ-
mentalists in the country”

“Develop and promote a nar-
rative around the people who
work day in, day out to protect
public health and the environ-
ment. Though there is a risk
that some might view them as
lions led by donkeys...”

“Less opaqueness about what
challenges are faced. More com-
munity engagement in BAU
rather than being seen only in a
negative light of bills, roadworks
and leaks. A positive but honest
presence in the press would also
help. It's time we had a national
conversation about water and
mobilise our communities to
help (not treat them like idiots
and then ignore them)””

Role of regulation

“A fresh approach to the sec-
tor and a more cooperative re-
lationship between regulators
and company leadership. In
my experience there are plenty
ofleaders in the water industry
who really want to make a dif-
ference, including me. When
we invest time and effort into
trying to make a difference, it’s
very disheartening to feel the
regulators are unresponsive to
these efforts”

“A good regulatory settle-
ment ensuring that the oper-
ating and capital costs of the
businesses can be covered over
the full five years so that all the
work required can be deliv-
ered effectively. That would al-
low a breathing space for repu-
tations to be improved as well”

“Change in political and
regulatory sentiment — need to
recognise the issues are cross
sector, and encourage cross-sec-
tor work to solve them (water
companies, agriculture, indus-
try, urban and rural planning).
That way it is a shared challenge
people will want to be part of”

Corporate change

“The water companies need
to start behaving more respon-
sibly and focus on the needs
and concerns of customers
and for the environment””

“Change everything but it
starts with leadership”

Collective response?

We also asked whether a sec-
tor-wide, collective response
is needed to tackle talent
challenges. There is already
sector-wide activity, for in-
stance that coordinated by
Energy and Utility Skills (see
for example recent work re-
lating to water workforce re-
quirements for nature-based
solutions, net zero and Al/
digital https://www.euskills.
co.uk/2024/03/11/water-in-
dustry-workforce-resilience-
research/) and professional
membership bodies includ-
ing the Institute for Water
and CIWEM. But we pressed
on whether a concerted,
wide-ranging,  sector-scale
response would be desirable.
83% said yes, and 17% no (see
chart 3).

Those who were reticent
pointed out companies: need to
differentiate rather than be “all
tarred with the same brush;”
compete for skills, especially
as part of AMP8 mobilisation;
and are simply not that great
at collaborating — “the sector
is terrible at working collec-
tively on these issues”. One cau-
tioned: “Sector wide responses
will almost certainly backfire
and look like a distraction to
operational failures”

Those in favour of concerted
collective action cited factors

including better reach, more
impact, and the need to get on
the front foot with this critical
challenge. A few argued that
independents and third par-
ties should lead, rather than
the sector itself:

“A sector-wide response is
needed but not one that is led
by the utilities or the regula-
tor. Everything negative in the
press sits around these two
entities. Let’s have a national
conversation led by the supply
chain, NGOs and academia
which is where the passion
and energy exists.”

Final thoughts
Asked for any final thoughts,
a few Forum members said it
was important to learn lessons
from how the sector arrived at
the point of being widely criti-
cised. Regarding CSO moni-
toring, one said: “It should
have realised that just because
it knew this was happening,
others did not, and might be
appalled. And that shining a
light into the murky waters of
sewage spills would encourage
scrutiny of other aspects of op-
erational and financial perfor-
mance that people outside the
sector would think were unac-
ceptable. The result was that
the sector quickly lost control
of the narrative and has been
on the back foot ever since”
Seizing back control of the
narrative was seen as at least
part of the solution to the tal-
ent crisis.
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