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To:  Philip Duffy, Chief Executive, Environment Agency  
Chief.Executive@environment-agency.gov.uk 
 
Chris Walters, Chief Executive, Ofwat  
wrmp@ofwat.gov.uk 
 
Paul Hickey, Director RAPID  
paul.hickey@ofwat.gov.uk 

Dear Sirs,  

Review of Need for SESRO following the Gate 3 SESRO Report 

CPRE Oxfordshire is writing to express our full support for the concerns raised by Dr 
Derek Stork, Chair of GARD, in his letter of the 10th November regarding the Southeast 
Strategic Reservoir Option (SESRO) and the implications of the Gate 3 report released in 
August 2025. 

As Dr Stork highlighted, the Gate 3 documentation confirms an extraordinary and 
unprecedented tripling of SESRO’s estimated capital cost, rising from approximately 
£2.2 billion (Gate 2, 2022) to around £6.6 billion (Gate 3, 2025) in 2022–23 prices. This 
sharp escalation in only three years raises immediate and serious concerns about: 

• Value for money for customers already facing major bill increases, 
• Affordability in the context of Thames Water’s financial instability, and 
• Whether SESRO remains justified at all, given rapidly evolving evidence on 

costs, demand, climate risk and alternative options. 

We share GARD’s concern that, despite the scale of this escalation, there has been no 
public regulatory acknowledgement of the implications, no scrutiny communicated 
to stakeholders, and no indication that the cost increase is being meaningfully 
addressed. This lack of transparency compromises public confidence in the regulatory 
process and undermines the credibility of the water companies’ WRMP24 proposed 
resource options. 
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CPRE Oxfordshire strongly supports GARD’s technical analysis showing that the tripling 
of SESRO’s cost fundamentally undermines the assumptions underpinning the 
scheme, including: 

1. Environmental Destination abstraction reductions – which form roughly half 
of the supposed future supply deficit. If SESRO’s costs are now dramatically 
higher, the cost-benefit justification for these reductions must be reassessed 
using updated financial parameters. 

2. Thames-to-Southern Transfer – which relies on allocating approximately 30% 
of SESRO’s deployable output. The reservoir’s new cost profile materially 
changes the economics of this transfer. 

3. Leakage reduction – where replacing ageing mains is now far more cost-
beneficial than SESRO. This reduces the residual deficit SESRO was intended to 
meet and strengthens the case for prioritising demand-side measures. 

4. Best-value comparison of strategic options – since other supply options (e.g., 
Severn–Thames Transfer, wastewater recycling, desalination) may now offer 
superior value for customers and lower environmental impact when evaluated 
against the updated cost base. 

Given these profound changes, we strongly endorse GARD’s call for the regulators to 
require an immediate, comprehensive and transparent review of the need for new 
water sources in the WRSE region, specifically: 

• A reassessment of SESRO’s necessity and value for money before any 
Development Consent Order is considered. 

• A restructuring of the SESRO development programme within RAPID’s Gate 
process so that revised need and value assessments are completed ahead of 
any planning progression. 

• Urgent acceleration of the Severn–Thames Transfer Gate 3 work, which has been 
left significantly behind SESRO due to misplaced assumptions about SESRO’s 
best-value status. 

• A clear public statement from the regulators acknowledging that the escalation 
in costs between Gate 2 and Gate 3 fundamentally undermines the WRMP24 
resource-development proposals and requires a full formal re-evaluation. 

In our view, and in line with GARD’s evidence, proceeding with SESRO without such 
reassessment would be inconsistent with the principles of best value, environmental 
protection, customer affordability, and transparent regulation. 

We therefore respectfully request confirmation that the regulators will undertake the 
actions proposed by GARD, or otherwise provide a clear explanation of what alternative 
steps will be taken to address the major implications of SESRO’s cost escalation. 

Thank you for your consideration.  
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Yours sincerely 

 

 

Lisa Warne 

Director CPRE Oxfordshire 

 

 

cc. Olly Glover MP  
Layla Moran MP  
Charlie Maynard MP  
Cllr Liz Leffmann, Leader OCC  
Cllr Bethia Thomas, Leader VoWHDC  
Cllr Andy Cooke, VoWHDC Water Champion  
Cllr Peter Stevens, OCC Water Champion 


