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Not the parish pump, but the parish grids are making the news. Extortionate new water drainage charges are being levied against churches and charitable organisations by four of the ten privatised water companies: United Utilities, Northumbria Water, Severn Trent Water and Yorkshire Water.


Remember the “good old days”, when the water bill was part of the domestic rates? Then the industry was privatised, and household water bills seem to have been climbing steeply ever since.


Now the water companies have spotted a lucrative new target to increase their revenue: surface rainwater and highway drainage charges on church buildings, scout and guide huts, St John’s Ambulance halls, youth clubs, village halls, local sports facilities, properties used for the disabled etc. In fact, on all non-domestic buildings which benefit the community and rely upon charitable donations.


Under the old system, drainage charges were based upon rateable value. The new system charges by site area. Because many churches and community buildings were zero rated or given substantial rate relief under the old system, they paid little in drainage rates. 


Now that they are to be charged the same as business users. Churches and community buildings fall into the category of non-household customers So they will be forced to pay like profit making businesses such as a steelworks, a petrochemicals refinery, or a supermarket. OFWAT thinks this is fair. 

In Lancashire our local water company is United Utilities. They have a monopoly. Unlike gas and electricity, we can’t switch to a different supplier. The introduction of these new charges by United Utilities began from April 2008. One-third in 2008, two-thirds in 2009, and 100% in 2010.


The first indication when a water bill for over £1000 arrived in the post, with a map of our site and an explanation of the new charges. Our old bill was £430 per year. But by 2010 UU want to raise this to £2800 p.a.


£50 a week for draining our church roof and a handful of car parking spaces? Ah but, say UU, the rainwater has to be processed at great expense before it can be discharged. I’m sorry? The rainwater is clean. It would be quite OK for flushing toilets or watering the garden!! All you have to do is to deliver it 300 yards to the River Chor along pipes laid by the Town Council a century ago. Why do you have a ridiculous system which mixes clean water with foul sewers, so then you have to treat a vastly greater volume of water than necessary?


United Utilities are supposed to grant exemption to areas where the rainwater does not drain into the sewerage system - gardens, bowling greens, grass verges, cemeteries. The chargeable area is hard surfaces: church roofs, car parks etc.  The onus is on the “customer” to hire a surveyor and prove that the actual drainage area is less than the site area. 

Well-attended churches may manage to pay. Some churches could reduce their bills by installing soakaways, diverting water into soil areas, but the 50% highway drainage charge cannot be thus reduced.


Small non-Conformist chapels, rural village churches and hard-pressed city parishes in poor areas will be the hardest hit. For example, Christ Church, Tintwistle, near Glossop has a congregation of just 20. Its bills will rise from £100 to £645. This isn’t for their water useage, it’s for draining rainwater. You can economize on gas or electricity, but you can’t stop the rain from falling, especially in the Peak District!

The 310-year-old Park Lane Chapel, on Wigan Road, Bryn, has a congregation of 60. UU are demanding £2,400 p.a. for surface drainage. The secretary explained: "The chapel is only small but we have a large surface area because we are responsible for the former school next door so that's why the charge is so high. The congregation…. now feels seriously threatened……The Wigan Amateur Boxing Club uses the hall which is great for young people to enjoy.” The chapel and school are important facilities which, if forced to close, would be a huge loss to the community.  

All Saints’, Southport, faces a bill of £2300 p.a. Seascale in Cumbria - bills up from £34.14 to £543 in 2011. Rather than “Save our Churches” this is a “Shut our Churches” campaign. 

These new charges will hit the Anglican Church very hard. They estimate £10 million p.a. for highway drainage, and at least £5-£8 million for surface drainage. Their Cathedral and Church Buildings Division report that United Utilities (and possibly others) are administering their schemes poorly and putting unnecessary demands on volunteers in parishes.  


Moreover, they report, OFWAT and the water companies do not appear to be taking account of the Secretary of State’s guidance as outlined in the reply of Ian Pearson, MP for Dudley South, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State at the Treasury.


”My right hon. friend the Secretary of State issued guidance in 2000 on matters that OFWAT must have regard to when exercising its power to approve charges schemes. This explains that it is inappropriate to charge all non-household customers as if they were businesses. If premises such as churches are charged on the same basis as the other non-household users, they can face disproportionately high costs. Such premises should be able to benefit from tariffs which reflect their relatively small demand on the water system.”


John Applegate, Archdeacon of Bolton, fears this could be the end for many churches:

“The amount of money that will be asked from every church is huge - it will run into thousands of pounds. ….. Any smaller parishes that are on a knife edge financially will be forced to close. I think they should reconsider their policy - they can exercise their discretion and I think they should do that in favour of the voluntary sector and the faith communities.”

Rev. Richard Pratt, the press officer for Carlisle Diocese of Carlisle was forthright.  He alleged United Utilities was both “outrageous and incompetent” and said the big increases would leave some church finances in desperate straits. “We think they are profiteering just to make more money. We think they are doing something they shouldn’t be doing. They are profiteering at the expense of charitable organisations.”

“United Utilities has been incompetent in the way which it is dealing with this, generating vast amounts of paperwork and difficulty, and also making it impossible for small voluntary organisations to deal with them. And it is costing the diocese a lot of money. It doesn’t answer letters and has even charged for church properties that don’t exist.”


Several MP’s have taken up the matter: Mike Hall (Weaver Vale) said, "Churches obtain their income from parishioners, and any money that United Utilities takes off them in increased charges for water will come out of the money that they spend on their communities, their churches, their parishioners and their work." He has found it extremely difficult to get answers from UU.

He said in Parliament: “I have pressed United Utilities to say whether it will maintain the 90 per cent charitable discount for churches and places of worship, but it has not answered that question, which I have asked three times. Incidentally, I have also asked the Minister with responsibility for that matter that question, but he has not answered it, too. I need answers to all those questions from United Utilities.”


Sir Nicholas Winterton has also brought the matter up in Parliament. He received an unsatisfactory answer from Phil Woolas then, Minister of State DoE, MP for Oldham East & Saddleworth. 

“.. the replacement of rateable value charges for SWD with a site area based charge means that churches will be required to pay surface water drainage charges and will no longer benefit from the cross subsidy that resulted from the rateable value system.” 

My paraphrase of this: we are going to treat churches and charities as commercial businesses, and they will have to pay the full amount.

The issue affects non-religious charities too: Alvanley village hall in Cheshire, found its annual water bill has risen from £67 to £1,233. The Scout Association has nearly 5000 buildings which will incur the charges.

Martin Dales of York archdiocese has proposed a  Private Members’ Motion for debate in the Anglican General Synod probably in February 2009. It asks the Government to remind OFWAT of the Secretary of State’s guidance that “there are many non-household users who are not businesses….including places of worship….and it would be inappropriate to charge all non-household customers as if they were businesses.”’

Helen Wilson, of United Utilities, maintains: "UU does not make any money out of the change in policy, the money we are charging remains the same overall.  Some of our customers will see an increase in charges, some will see a decrease." And pigs might fly….

Brian Hurd, UU customer service director, which made £677m profit last year, said: "The aim is not to increase our revenue but to provide a system that better reflects the costs involved."

One sees behind this the hand of a determinedly secular Labour Government which is out to make life increasingly difficult for the Churches, disregarding their immense contributions in the voluntary sector to the common good. 


David Boddy, churchwarden of North Thornaby in Teesside has set up a church petition on the Government website after his parish's bill from Northumbrian Water increased from £70 to £800: "Most of the proceeds from our summer fair will now be paying water bills."  Over 36,000 people have already signed, making it the second most popular current petition. It closes on 6th December.
If you are concerned, please add your name to the on-line petition asking the Prime Minister to instruct water companies to revert to the old system of charging churches as charities. Visit the official website:-http://petitions.pm.gov.uk/ChurchWaterBills/   
