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Managing rain better 
where it lands

Why and how?

Association of Drainage Authorities 
Environment Day 4th Feb 2026

Matt Wheeldon – Infrastructure Development Director 



ADA Environment Day 2026 sponsored by 
Breheny Civil Engineering

04/02/2026

2

Warmer Wilder

UK temperature, rainfall and sunshine time series - Met Office

Changing summers

Warmer Wetter

UK temperature, rainfall and sunshine time series - Met Office

Changing winters
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Wilder

UK temperature, rainfall and sunshine time series - Met Office

Changing years
Warmer Wetter

6

ShowYourStripes
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Additional 
dwellings/

year 

…we do love building 
impermeability….
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c370,000Key other externality

Drinking water vs wastewater volumes
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2024/5 Drinking water delivered: 2024-25 Wastewater treated:
7,770 Gl/year4,620 Gl/year

Ratio - water delivered: wastewater treated
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Water delivered* (2024/25)

1,155 gigalitres

Wastewater treated* (2024/25 and 
2020/21-2024/25 )

3,465 gigalitres

4,620 gigalitres

2,310 - 3,696 gigalitres
(1.5 -1.8 x water delivered)

1 gigalitre = 1,000,000,000 kg * Tables 6B and 7C of Annual Performance reports

Pointlessly treating and 
pumping drinking water 

to flush toilets c25%
Pointlessly pumping 

and treating rain added 
to combined sewers
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2
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There is plenty of rain…
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Less than 1.6% of 
this…

…ends up 
here
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Supply-demand deficit

11A summary of England’s revised draft regional and water resources management plans - GOV.UK

If we flushed all toilets with rainwater, we could 
reduce drinking water demand by >3,000 Ml/d

Problem here…solution there

12

Problem is here

We usually fix 
problems here… …and here

TREAT

MOVE
and

MOVE

and
TREATSTORE

STORE
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Carbon footprint direction (MtCO2e/yr)

Storm overflow 
programme

Extreme embedded and 
operational carbon 

footprint

Centralised solutions 
addressing water 

scarcity and storm 
overflows/flooding

Stuck in a vicious circle

14

More 
impermeable 

areas

A rapidly changing 
climate
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Q: How do we break this circle?

15

A: We manage rain better where it lands

Simple ‘back to nature’ principles

16

1. Rain is a resource that should be captured locally and reused 
where possible

2. Rain should be returned back to the environment as close as 
possible to where it landed

“Simple principles”
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4 ways to address storm overflows

17

1

2
3

4

Storm overflow solutions and their 
relative benefits
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Relative Benefits Assessment
SolutionOutcome Operational 

Carbon
Embodied 

Carbon
Customer 

bills
Biodiversity

Water 
efficiency


1a. Separate rain from roofs 
connected to combined sewers                           
(property level)

Reduction 
in 

discharges


1b. Separate rain from highways 
connected to combined sewers
(community level)

2. Attenuation (then treatment)

3. Treatment capacity increases at 
WRCs

4a. Treatment at overflow: nature-
based solutions Reduction 

in harm
4b. Treatment at overflow:  grey 

solutions (e.g. UV)
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Managing rain better where it lands 
provides greatest opportunities for reuse

19

Re-using water for 
non-potable 

purposes: a review of 
opportunities April 

2025.pdf

Opportunities for non-potable 
re-use

The ‘how’
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The five pillars for change

21

Legislation Regulation Economic 
incentives

Education Technical 
Guidance

A national rainwater management strategy

Directed by the 2 ‘simples’

Legislation changes required

22

Needs to be based on the two simple principles

New build Retrofitting

Capture rain 
locally and 

reuse

Return rain to the 
environment as 

close as possible 
to where it 

landed

• Mandate rainwater 
harvesting (Doc G)

• Mandate sustainable 
drainage (Sched 3/Doc H)

• Give powers to discharge 
rain to watercourses

• Remove the ‘right’ to add 
rain to sewers carrying 
sewage (S106)

• Charge for draining rain (S115)
• Enable sewerage undertakers to 

construct private rainwater 
drainage assets on private 
property (S114a)

• Allow water companies to provide non-
potable supplies (S68/218)

NB Doesn’t meet 
1st principle
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Better regulation needed

23

Current regulation

SOURCE

PATHWAY

RECEPTOR

Measure & Regulate
SpillsSpills

Better regulation

Measure & Regulate

Measure

Measure

Environmental impact

Spills

m2 removed, m3 captured

Better economic incentives

24

Capture rain 
locally and 

reuse

Return rain to the 
environment as 

close as possible 
to where it landed
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Education, education, education

25

a societal rainwater 
management problem? 

• Warn about short-sightedness of current direction of travel
• Embrace a simple and common headline narrative

• Underline it with two simple principles

• Get emotional
• Provide tangible and practical solutions to the obstacles

?
a water company poo 

problem?

Storm overflows

Technical guidance

26

1. Collect for non-potable reuse

NEW National standards for SuDS - hierarchy

Capture rain 
locally and 

reuse

2. To ground
3. To watercourse
4. To pipe carrying rain 

(highway drain, surface water sewer)
5. To combined sewer

Return rain to the 
environment as 

close as possible 
to where it 

landed

…but they are non-statutory guidance…
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The Rainwater Management Platform
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New context, drivers 
& policy

New knowledge & 
research

New technologies & 
best practice

Online, free to use

Conclusion

28

“Simples”
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My goodness 
me John, we’ve 

sorted water 
scarcity and

storm overflows 
and reduced our 

carbon 
footprint!

Ah Janet, that’s 
because you and 
me are good at 
managing rain 
where it lands, 

Simples!


