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RIBBLE VALLEY BOROUGH COUNCIL 
REPORT TO HEALTH & HOUSING COMMITTEE 

 
                                                                                                                                                                   Agenda Item No.   10 
 
meeting date: 19 OCTOBER 2017 
title: PRIVATE WATER SUPPLIES 
submitted by: MARSHAL SCOTT, CHIEF EXECUTIVE  
principal author: MATTHEW RIDING, ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH OFFICER  
 
1 PURPOSE 
 
1.1 To update Members on the action taken by Ribble Valley Borough Council in order to 

improve the quality of private water supplies throughout the borough. 
 
1.2 To highlight both recent and proposed changes to private water supplies legislation 

and their implications for this authority. 
 
1.3  To consider and approve the funding for a radon survey of 11 high/ moderate risk 

private water supplies throughout the borough. 
 
1.4 Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities 

 
• Community Objectives – Health and wellbeing. 

 
• Corporate Priorities – To help make people’s lives safer and healthier. 

 
• Other Considerations – None. 

 
2 BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 Private water supplies are any supplies that are not provided by a statutory water 

undertaker or a licensed water supplier.  There are currently 312 private supplies 
within the Ribble Valley and approximately 39,000 throughout England. 

 
2.2 Origins and circumstances of private supplies are highly variable.  For example, the 

source of the supply can be a well or borehole (groundwater) that draws water from 
an aquifer, there may be an underground spring that emerges on the surface in one 
or more places, or a supply may be abstracted from a surface water source, such as 
a lake, river or stream.  In many cases the identity of an owner, or person responsible 
for a private supply is known, but in other cases there may be no reliable legal 
documentation, or historical records of the development of the supply have been lost.   

 
2.3       The source of private supplies can also vary in quality, particularly following heavy 

rain.  Some supplies are treated satisfactorily to remove impurities, while others have            
inadequate treatment, or none.  Supplies with inadequate or no treatment are a           
serious risk to human health when contaminated following rainfall events. 

 
2.4 The greatest risk to human health is caused by contamination of a private supply with 

pathogenic micro-organisms, such as Cryptosporidium, Campylobacter, Giardia and 
Escherichia coli (E.coli) O157.  All those who drink water contaminated by micro-
organisms are at risk of infection.  However, the risk of illness caused by a 
contaminated private supply is likely to be greater for people who are exposed to the 
supply irregularly, for example occasional visitors, guests at hotels, guest-houses, 
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bed and breakfast establishments and people staying in rented holiday 
accommodation. 

 
2.5 In rural areas the most likely cause of microbiological contamination is animal faecal 

matter which has entered water sources from land where farm or wild animals graze.  
The risk is particularly high at times of heavy rain when water runs directly off the 
land into inadequately protected shallow wells, springs, streams and lakes.  Another 
source of microbiological contamination are discharges from cesspits and septic 
tanks that store and treat domestic sewage. 

 
2.6 Although a supply contaminated by micro-organisms poses the greatest risk to 

human health, non-microbiological (chemical) contamination can also be a health risk 
in some cases.  For example, naturally occurring arsenic in groundwaters in certain 
parts of the country.  

 
2.7 Private supplies can also become contaminated post treatment, during distribution to 

and within premises.  Common causes of contamination during distribution to 
premises are ingress of surface water when there is low pressure or loss of pressure 
in the distribution system and leaching of chemicals from inappropriate materials 
used in the pipe work.  Common causes of contamination within premises are 
dissolving of metals from plumbing systems, particularly when old lead pipes or 
storage tanks are still present, where inappropriate solders have been used and 
microbiological contamination from unhygienic fittings such as taps.   

 
2.8     The introduction of the Private Water Supplies Regulations 2009 was significant as 

for the first time, local councils were required to undertake a risk assessment and         
sampling programme of all private supplies within their area (with the exception of         
those supplies serving a single dwelling which only required monitoring at the request 
of the owner or occupier).  

 
2.9    Risk assessment is a proactive approach identifying potential hazards to human 

health.  This involves surveying the supply, from the source through to point-of-use, 
to identify factors that could lead to contamination of the supply.  The information is 
then used to manage the risks through a multi-barrier approach, involving source 
protection, treatment of the source water and management of the distribution network 
to prevent contaminants from entering the supply.  The regulations require each 
supply (excluding single private domestic dwellings) to undergo a risk assessment 
every five years.   

 
2.10    The regulations classified private supplies into three categories dependent on the 

number and type of premises served:- 
 

1. Large supplies: applies to large domestic supplies of 10 m3 per day (or 
serving 50 or more persons) and private supplies of any size that are used as 
part of a commercial or public activity; 

2. Small supplies: applies to domestic supplies that provide less than 10 m3 per 
day; 

3. Single dwelling supply: discretionary whether to monitor or carry out risk 
assessment. 

 
3       PRIVATE WATER SUPPLIES IN THE RIBBLE VALLEY 
 
3.1   The 312 private supplies within the Ribble Valley serve approximately 600 premises, 

the majority of which are domestic properties. There are currently 38 large supplies, 
80 small supplies and 194 single dwelling supplies. 



3 

3.2   The number of private supplies in the Ribble Valley has steadily increased over the 
past few years mainly due to the large number of barns that have been converted 
into residential accommodation in remote locations not supplied by mains water.  
Also, some of the large commercial establishments have transferred from United 
Utilities mains to their own private borehole for financial reasons.  Interestingly, the 
number of borehole supplies has more than doubled since 2001 (when 73 were 
recorded) and now account for 50 per cent of all private supplies in the Ribble Valley. 

 
3.3 The initial programme of work has now been completed and 118 private supplies 

have been risk assessed and sampled for both bacteriological and chemical 
parameters.  The sampling results confirm that 46 supplies (39%) were contaminated 
with the faecal indicator organism, E.coli, resulting in boil water notices being issued 
to 145 properties.   

 
3.4 The results also show that 40 supplies (34%) failed to meet at least one of the 

chemical parameters sampled, although the majority of these cause aesthetic rather 
than health related problems. Many supplies contain high levels of Iron and 
Manganese.  Iron may result in the water appearing brown and can cause problems 
such as staining laundry, whilst Manganese may cause dark staining, for example, a 
dripping tap on a white enamel bath. 

 
3.5  The risk assessments have identified a wide range of problems due to unprotected 

springs, insecure tanks, leaking pipework etc.  The responsible person for each 
supply has been sent a letter instructing them to carry out supply improvement 
measures within a defined time frame.  Two poor quality spring supplies have already 
been disconnected and the properties are now connected to the mains, whilst 
another supply has switched from spring to borehole.  Several boil water notices 
have already been revoked following the installation of a suitable Ultra-Violet (UV) 
water treatment plant.  

 
4       NEW DUTIES/POWERS PLACED ON LOCAL AUTHORITIES 
 
4.1   The Private Water Supplies Regulations were amended last year and now require 

local authorities to monitor private supplies that serve individual rented properties 
(excluding long-term agricultural tenancies).  Monitoring of these supplies will 
comprise of an annual water sample plus a risk assessment every five years.  

 
4.2  There is also now a requirement for local authorities to determine an appropriate 

monitoring strategy for radon in water, according to the risk of it being present in a 
private supply.  Radon is a naturally occurring radioactive gas released from rocks 
and soils. The majority of the Ribble Valley is designated a radon affected area and 
attached, at Appendix 1, is a radon information leaflet that is available on our 
website.  

 
4.3   On the advice of Public Health England, the Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) has 

recently issued revised guidance to local authorities about radon in water and also 
provided radon hazard information for all known groundwater supplies (boreholes & 
wells) throughout the country. The DWI have identified 135 private supplies within the 
Ribble Valley which originate from either a high or moderate risk aquifer (includes 
three different rock types).   

 
 4.4  Whilst I am concerned that this appears to be a large number of private supplies 

potentially at risk of radon contamination in the Ribble Valley, these figures must be 
put into context by considering the published sampling data for radon in water in 
England and Wales.  Over 300 samples have been taken from 124 public water 
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supply sources and not one has exceeded the regulatory specified value of 100 Bq/l 
(the vast majority of results were below 50 Bq/l).  It must also be noted that the risk of 
exposure from radon in private supplies comes from inhalation rather than by 
ingestion, by breathing in radon decay products when they are released to indoor air 
due to normal household uses of water such as showering and bathing.  

 
4.5  The cost of a radon water sample is relatively expensive (£90.95 laboratory fee) and 

officers consider it would be inappropriate at this stage for the Council to require all 
135 groundwater supplies to be tested for radon, as the full sampling costs would be 
recharged to the supply user. Therefore, in order to comply with the new regulations, 
it is proposed that an initial survey of 11 high/ moderate risk supplies be undertaken 
throughout the next 12 months, at cost to the authority of £1000.45, to establish 
whether or not there is a problem with radon in water in the Ribble Valley.  Following 
this, should the results indicate any cause for concern, we will immediately review the 
situation and consider initiating a more comprehensive sampling programme for all 
remaining high/ moderate risk supplies in our area (at cost to the supply user).  

 
5    CONSULTATION ON THE DRAFT PRIVATE WATER SUPPLIES (ENGLAND) 

(AMENDMENT) REGULATIONS 2017  
 
5.1   On 12 September 2017, the Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs 

(DEFRA) issued a 6 week consultation on the draft 2017 Regulations.  The 
consultation concerns proposed amendments to the 2016 Regulations, primarily to 
transpose the requirements of Commission Directive (EU) 2015/1787, so that the 
principles of risk based sampling and analysis of drinking water from private supplies 
are aligned with those of the World Health Organisation (WHO). 

 
5.2    In the long-term, the principle of risk based sampling will help to justify future lower 

level monitoring for Large private water supplies.  However, for the next 3 years, 
there will be a significant financial impact for the 38 Large supplies within our area, 
as a comprehensive monitoring programme will be required for a much greater 
number of parameters. 

 
5.3      The other key proposals are: 
 

• changes to the level of fees local authorities can charge for all activities relating 
to carrying out their duties with respect to private water supplies, enabling full 
cost recovery. 

• provide local authorities with the powers to perform remedial work where there is 
a risk to health and a notice has not been complied with. 

• requirement for all sampling staff to be accredited within 2 years. 
 

5.4      Following consultation, the final draft of the regulations will be laid before Parliament 
in late 2017.  Officers will develop and report to Committee any updated approaches 
to risk assessment, sampling and charging if the final regulations issued by DEFRA 
require changes to be made to the Council’s current approach. 

 
6 RISK ASSESSMENT 
 
6.1 The approval of this report may have the following implications 
 

• Resources – A significant amount of staff time will be needed to comply with and 
for enforcing this legislation. 
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• Technical, Environmental and Legal – Legal input will be required where 
enforcement action is necessary. 

 
• Political – Rural households will be affected through increased fees and 

treatment costs. 
 

• Reputation – Important that private water supply consumers are fully informed of 
the changes in the legislation and are informed of the new requirements. 

 
• Equality & Diversity – no implications identified. 

 
7 RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE 
 
7.1 Agree for the Council to fund the cost of £1000.45, for the initial radon survey of 11 

high/ moderate risk private water supplies throughout the borough.  
 
7.2    Authorise the Council’s Head of Environmental Health to write to all known properties 

served by private water supply, informing them of the recent changes introduced by 
The Private Water Supplies (England) Regulations 2016, concerning both monitoring 
of single rented property supplies and also radon in water (see Appendix 2 for draft 
letters/pamphlets). 

 
7.3   Agree for an article to be included in the spring 2018 Ribble Valley newsletter, 

outlining the most recent changes to be introduced by The Private Water Supplies 
(England) (Amendment) Regulations 2017. 

 
 
 
 
 
MATTHEW RIDING MARSHAL SCOTT 
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH OFFICER  CHIEF EXECUTIVE   
 
 
 
For further information please ask for Matthew Riding, extension 4470 
 
REF: Author/typist/committee/date 
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