
 
 

 

 

 

Thames Water 
 
By email: 15 August 2024 
 
Objection to South East Strategic Reservoir Option – proposed near Abingdon, Oxford 
 
Abingdon Town Council has reviewed the information from Thames Water’s briefing to full Council 

on 31st July and Councillors individual feedback from attending the public consultation events and 

this is our response to the current consultation. 

Abingdon Town Council objects to and will not support the proposed Thames Water SESRO as we 

are not convinced of the true need and prior to any further work on this project calls for two public 

enquiries to be held as shown to clearly scrutinise and establish: 

Public Enquiry 1 - Actual need and options 

  

1. Thames Water Resources Management Plan 2024 demand. 

 

This has not yet been agreed by the Secretary of State at DEFRA and there appear to be 

questions over the predicted population and demand assumptions used.  The demand 

increase in SWOX appears to have highest increase until 2026 and then only a gradual 

increase going forward to 2050. 

 

Demand appears to reduce again slightly from 2050 going forward hence robust assessment 

of the predictions is needed. 

 

2. Water Resources South East (WRSE) 

 

The Town Council is aware of concerns with this plan and some of the demand predictions 

that have already been expressed in that consultation, which also influence the WRMP 2024 

so again assumptions should be open to the more forensic scrutiny of a full Public Enquiry to 

establish realistic estimates. 

 

3. Leakage / current infrastructure repair, improvement and management. 

 

OFWAT has been highly critical of Thames Water’s extremely poor record to date in this field, 

resulting in the recent high levels of regulatory fines.  A modernized, efficient and effectively 

managed infrastructure must be in place prior to a meaningful needs assessment and is 

essential to ensure best use of water reserves. 

 



 
 

 

Halving leakage loss by 2050 is one of the National Infrastructure Commission’s 2018 

recommendations. Based on WRMP 24 leakage figures shown at point 3.47 being converted 

to a percentage of total, it appears London at 72.47% and the Swindon Oxfordshire area at 

11.54% require the most urgent attention. 

 

4. Options to meet future needs – reservoir alternatives  

 

There are other ways as in the recommendations of the 2018 National Infrastructure 

Commission (NIC) report1: 

 

• Provision of at least 1300 Ml/day of water through a national water network and 

additional supply infrastructure (smaller scale dispersed reservoirs, re-use, 

desalination schemes) by the 2030s  

• Halving of leakage between 2018 and 2050  

• Compulsory water metering 

They considered water transfers, reservoirs, desalination, and re-use, the latter three always 

had potentially significant drawbacks.  However, the NIC says of Water Transfers they are 

the exception: 

“A range of studies have all found a positive cost-benefit case for greater transfers and water 

trading (see Annex 3 NIC Report1 2018). However, transfers currently only make up a small 

proportion of total supply (about 4%). This is likely to be because the incentives in the current 

system make developing a strategic transfer network difficult, meaning that the decision 

needs to be made at a different level.” 

Scale of water made available by inter-regional water transfers is greater than combination of 

any projected reservoir projects.   

Severn-Thames Transfer (STT) alone could make 300-500 Ml/day of water available to South 

East from plentiful existing reservoirs in North West and Wales and be available in under a 

decade. 

SESRO output is believed to be 270Ml/day 

Again, this needs to be subject to proper scrutiny and assessment 

5. Options to meet future needs – outcomes 

 

Taking all of these factors into account would allow for an informed opinion on the best 

options for the future to scope the best, most resilient projects to meet water demands. 

 

A particular resilience concern that must be addressed is reliance on one scheme that risks 

being a significant single point of failure. 

  



 
 

 

Public Enquiry 2 – If a reservoir – where? 

If a need is established by Public Enquiry 1, then this should have given the required scope and 

scale, should a reservoir or reservoirs be needed. 

Public Enquiry 2 can then fully examine the best location or locations, balancing the long term needs 

by locality, resilience and environmental implications versus the build time, risk of project failure and 

the associated disruptions to local residents, the environment, traffic and other infrastructure that 

may cause. 

This Enquiry should aim to independently resolve these questions. 

Thames Water SESRO 

Abingdon Town Council object and oppose the reservoir in addition to our Public Enquiry requests, 

due to our following significant concerns with the project that have not been suitably considered: 

1. Overall capacity and local demand 

 

Council was surprised that Swindon Oxford (SWOX) is described as a Thames Water 

pressure area yet is only predicted to require a maximum of 15% of what is at best described 

as a perceived planned need. 

85% is to serve other areas and planned on-site water treatment is for the benefit of Southern 

Water pumping down to Southampton. 

 

Filling SESRO by abstraction from the River Thames is planned to take a 2 year period.  

Climate conditions dictate whether abstraction is even possible, as during the extremely wet 

last winter Farmoor Reservoir levels had to fall as field run off into the Thames meant water 

quality was not suitable.  

 

Should drier summers and winters occur abstraction would also have to be reduced or 

paused. 

 

Abingdon Town Council believes these, and the points made under our Public Enquiry 

requests highlight that one super-sized Reservoir is not a suitable or sensible solution and 

carries a very high risk of a not fit for purpose single point of failure. 

 

2. River Ock flood area 

 

There have been significant flood events on a regular basis in the area running back from 

where it flows into the Thames through the town up to the Tesco Super store that has had 

several lost days of trading this year due to its car park being flooded.  

 

Residential properties have been affected as evidenced in Oxfordshire County Councils S19 

Flood Investigation Report at: 



 
 

 

https://www.oxfordshirefloodtoolkit.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/S19-Report-Nash-Drive-

v1.0-FINAL.pdf 

At our Council meeting of the 31st July 2024 Thames Water assured us that they would 

ensure the position would be the same as it is now. 

This is clearly not acceptable for residents with affected homes, Tesco and the residents of 

Abingdon and the surrounding areas who rely on that store.  Residential developments have 

to pass stringent requirements and so should this scheme.  

The Council strongly believes this situation will be worse without the area of the reservoir 

available as arable land further upstream, allowing mitigation schemes on the Ock through 

natural measures.  

Affecting groundwater in this way will increase flood risks for the town and surrounding areas, 

which is unacceptable. 

A further concern for the town is that the Environment Agency’s ability to deliver a suitable 

scheme under a Capital Flood Risk Project as highlighted in the S19 Report for the Ock 

above might not be able to be implemented or prove ineffective in this scenario. 

Once again this is unacceptable for residents  

2. Movement of personnel, equipment and material impacts 

The scheme seems to rely on the hope that the railway delivery and handling yard is 

permitted on a very crowded main line, which has not yet been agreed, and will take 2 years 

at least to build with the potential to impact scheduling on the London to Bristol main line. 

Locally, it is well known the A34 is at or beyond capacity and has frequent accidents, 

especially in the Milton and Marcham interchange areas and cannot be considered a robust 

and sustainable option.  

Abingdon is already regularly a gridlocked town without these now too frequent incidents, but 

when they occur, hours of ongoing extreme disruption and significantly increased pollution 

are generated, which the town and residents should not be expected to accept. 

3. Existing New local Plan Developments scheduled for SESRO timescale 

Local plans for large scale redevelopments for Culham Science Village (Science Park 

expansion plus 3,500 homes – South Oxfordshire District Council) and Dalton Barracks / 

Abingdon Airfield (2,700 homes Vale of White Horse District Council) to meet required local 

housing need and targets for housing will be generating high levels of construction traffic 

simultaneously should SESRO proceed on its planned timescale. 

 

https://www.oxfordshirefloodtoolkit.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/S19-Report-Nash-Drive-v1.0-FINAL.pdf
https://www.oxfordshirefloodtoolkit.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/S19-Report-Nash-Drive-v1.0-FINAL.pdf


 
 

 

 

If this happened, in addition to the problems raised in our previous point, Abingdon, with one 

historic bridge that has recently had to have significant remedial work and single lane 

working, would be surrounded by construction traffic, causing extra environmental damage, 

and years of frustration for 33,000 residents irrespective of any potential road management 

plans that might be offered. 

Again, residents should not be expected to accept this.   

4. Project Scale, Management & Delivery  

SESRO is to Abingdon Town Council’s understanding one of the largest if not the largest 

reservoir to be constructed using the bunded method.  

The Council is very concerned that at over 10 times the capacity of Farmoor and occupying 

an area larger than Abingdon Town the method at this scale is untested, so it is highly likely 

to encounter technical delays extending final delivery towards 2045 or possibly later at a 

much higher cost.   

Major projects are renowned for not being on time, on budget and meeting all expectations 

and this has been consistently proven – e.g. Crossrail and HS2 

An increased timescale also impacts all of the points relating to transport and other 

infrastructure projects affecting Abingdon which residents should not have to accept. 

5. Biodiversity net gain 

The length of the build plan and the extreme disruption of the local environments and wildlife 

over at least a 10 year plan and probably significantly longer, so how long will reaching that 

stage actually take?  

The Council has very strong concerns that local wildlife, watercourses and fauna will need a 

similar time to recover and remain to be fully convinced that they will.  This will impact 

residents, their children and grandchildren for potentially a couple of decades at least, if not 

irrevocably.  

6. Transfer main/ run off channel changes and the Berks/Wilts Canal 

Previous schemes allowed for this to be an open channel to allow supporting Berks & Wilts 

Canal Trust efforts to progressively restore and reopen the canal to offer far more amenity 

use. 

Now it is to be subsumed into the reservoir area and lost for the future with a major tunnelling 

effort disrupting a significant area of the country from the site to the Thames. 

The Council supports keeping the original method from previous designs  



 
 

 

  

Summary 

Abingdon Town Council strongly objects to this plan as we cannot see any compound evidence to 

satisfy demand and population assumptions. 

The Town Council have major concerns regarding the scheme’s suitability and resilience, 

methodologies, environment, ecological and economic viability, in addition to our extreme doubt of 

Thames Water’s ability to deliver any major infrastructure project, based on its poor record of 

network operation and performance, coupled with its current corporate validity, which has also been 

well reported. 

 
Yours sincerely 
 

Cherie Carruthers 
 
Cherie Carruthers 
Chief Executive Officer / RFO 
 
(signed electronically) 

 

 

 


