Campaigners demand resignation of water review chair amid fears of compromised independence
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Leading campaigners in the UK water reform movement have voiced their profound discontent with a government review aimed at restructuring the water sector. In a letter from Ash Smith, chair of trustees at Windrush Against Sewage Pollution (WASP), prominent advocates urged the resignation of the commission’s chair, Sir Jon Cunliffe, citing moral and ethical concerns. This deepening dissatisfaction stems from a series of grievances surrounding both operational practices of water companies and the inadequacies of government responses to escalating environmental crises.
The outcry follows a backdrop of increasing public dissatisfaction over rising water bills and the alarming frequency of sewage being discharged into natural waterways. Thames Water, the largest water provider in the UK, which services approximately 16 million households in Greater London and Oxfordshire, has faced significant scrutiny due to its financial struggles and operational missteps, including high-cost loans that could total up to £3 billion. In October 2024, the Secretary of State for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), Steve Reed, announced a review intended to evaluate regulatory systems and propose reforms to better serve public interests and environmental standards.
However, as the commission prepares to release its findings, critics are questioning its independence and efficacy. The letter, which includes contributions from notable figures such as Feargal Sharkey, former lead singer of the punk band The Undertones, has pointedly critiqued the commission's exclusion of privatisation impacts from its focus. They regard DEFRA’s involvement in the secretariat role as fundamentally flawed. According to campaigners, that department has a history of misrepresenting essential facts to the public and facilitating conditions advantageous to pollution by water companies.
In the past year, Sharkey has emerged as a significant voice in the environmental movement, articulating the urgent need for comprehensive reviews of the UK's water management strategies. His prior comments have included stark assessments of the public health risks posed by contaminated waterways, blaming underinvestment and regulatory failure for the widespread pollution seen across England and Wales. Notably, he has highlighted the systemic failures leading to an average of 900 sewage overflows per week across the nation, advocating for a urgent restructuring of the industry.
Environmental Secretary Therese Coffey has faced severe backlash regarding the government's handling of sewage pollution and broader water management issues. Campaigners have characterised her plans as insufficient and desperate, pointing to her acknowledgment of the challenging nature of resolving these environmental crises. Recently, she faced calls for resignation from opposition MPs, illustrating the growing political pressure surrounding the government’s approach to these ongoing issues.
The letter from WASP clearly articulates the frustration within advocacy circles, calling for a comprehensive and independent review of the entire water sector, free from the influence of entities with vested interests. As they detail in their communication, failure to rectify these systemic issues could lead to significant long-term consequences for both public health and the environment. The campaigners’ stance is a clarion call for accountability, urging a reconsideration of how the UK manages its vital water resources.
As the commission prepares to finalize its recommendations, the calls for reform resonate louder than ever. Advocates believe that only a free, independent examination of the industry can sustain the necessary changes to safeguard both customer and ecological welfare. As Smith’s letter concludes, if Sir Jon Cunliffe cannot ensure such independence, his moral duty would necessitate his resignation to preserve the integrity of the review process.
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