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16 November 2022 

 

The Rt. Hon Thérèse Coffey MP 
Secretary of State, DEFRA 
Seacole Building, 2 Marsham Street 
London SW1P 4DF 
 

By email to: secretary.state@defra.gov.uk 
Cc: Simon Moody, Area Director - Solent and South Downs, Environment Agency 
 
 

 

 
Dear Secretary of State, 

Permit review of wastewater treatment works in the Solent (total nitrogen and 

phosphorus) 

I am writing to you in my capacity as Chairman of the Partnership for South 

Hampshire (PfSH), a consortium of local authorities1 collaborating and working 

together on strategic cross-border planning and environmental issues.  

The nitrate neutrality issue arose as an issue for local planning authorities in the 

Solent in early 2019. Ever since then members of PfSH and adjacent authorities 

(Basingstoke and Deane, Chichester and South Downs National Park), have worked 

to ensure that the impacts of wastewater pollution, in terms of nutrients arising from 

development, is mitigated appropriately.  

You will be aware of much of this work and its importance in order to protect our 

valuable protected habitats and species in the Solent. As Chairman of PfSH, I can 

assure you that we take our obligations to the natural environment very seriously, and 

although we have always been of the view that the contribution from development to 

the overall challenge of water quality in the Solent is modest in comparison with other 

industries, we have played our part in ensuring nitrate neutrality from new overnight 

accommodation in the sub-region.  

Despite initial delays in the ability to grant lawful permissions, through the tireless 

work of our partnership, we are now in a position where a good number of strategic 

mitigation options are available. However, although these mitigation options have met 

the short-term requirements for mitigation to deliver growth, they are unable to meet 

the medium to long-term needs for mitigation across the sub-region - and the search 

for more mitigation measures continues.   

 
1 East Hampshire District Council, Eastleigh Borough Council, Fareham Borough Council, Gosport Borough 
Council, Havant Borough Council, Hampshire County Council, New Forest District Council, New Forest National 
Park Authority, Portsmouth City Council, Southampton City Council, Test Valley Borough Council and 
Winchester City Council. 
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This challenge is particularly acute in those areas where there are no total nitrogen 

and phosphate permits in receiving wastewater treatment works. The reason for this 

is the method of calculating how much nutrient a developer needs to offset in order to 

declare that the development is neutral, in accordance with Natural England’s 

methodology.  Southern Water have confirmed that there are 55 treatment works in 

the impacted area of the Solent, with over half of the treatment works, 23 in total, 

without any permit limit for either total nitrogen or total phosphorus.  This impacts 

over a third of the PfSH sub-region. 

Through our work, PfSH has shown there is a high likelihood that growth cannot be 

appropriately, and lawfully, mitigated in those areas that do not currently have permit 

limits, unless there are appropriate improvements in the receiving treatment works2. 

Alongside local planning authorities doing their part to improve the water quality in the 

Solent, we were pleased when the Environment Agency committed to undertake a 

review of the lack of permits in these treatment works, and review the permit levels 

where they did exist, as this felt like the right form of action to improve water quality in 

the Solent. As such, the PfSH authorities are extremely disappointed to learn that the 

Environment Agency intends to stop work on the permit review process that it 

committed to just last year. We felt at the time, and still feel, that this permit review 

process is essential to make sure that all relevant parties, not just the local planning 

authorities, are working effectively to deliver growth whilst protecting our most 

valuable environments. 

Although the rationale for this decision has not been formally communicated to me, I 

understand that the decision has been taken based on the potential for future 

legislation to require all treatment works in areas impacted by nutrient neutrality to be 

upgraded to achieve the permit level linked to the best available technology, known 

as the ‘technically achievable limit’.  We acknowledge that this potential change to the 

draft Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill was indicated in a statement by the then 

Secretary of State for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in July 

this year, but as at the time of writing, there has been no amendment prepared nor 

presented to support that Bill’s journey into law.  In the absence of any draft 

amendment, it is not clear whether or not this amendment will come forward. 

Considering that there is currently no certainty that the requirement to achieve the 

‘technically achievable limits’ of nutrient discharge from treatment works will be a 

statutory requirement, we consider that the decision to stop the review of permits in 

the Solent to be significantly premature.  In the absence of any certainty regarding 

future improvements to wastewater treatment works, there is a substantial risk that 

wastewater infrastructure in the Solent will not be sufficient to meet the needs of 

planned growth, despite the best efforts of the local planning authorities to bring 

forward mitigation schemes. 

  

 
2Item-11-PfSH-Nutrient-Mitigation-Supply-and-Demand-Analysis-14.02.22..pdf (push.gov.uk) 

 

https://www.push.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Item-11-PfSH-Nutrient-Mitigation-Supply-and-Demand-Analysis-14.02.22..pdf


 

 
 

We would strongly urge the Environment Agency to reconsider its decision and 

continue with the targeted review of permit limits in the Solent area, and to confirm 

this before the next Joint Committee meeting on 7 December 2022. Should the 

Environment Agency maintain the position that work on the targeted review will be 

stopped, then we request that this decision is provided in writing so that we can share 

the information publicly and with relevant interested parties. 

 

Yours sincerely. 

 

  

 
 

Councillor Seán Woodward 
Chairman, Partnership for South Hampshire 

 

 Cc: 

 Simon Moody, Area Director Solent and South Downs, Envronment Agency. 

South Hampshire, Chichester and Isle of Wight Members of Parliament: 

East Hampshire Damien Hinds MP 

Eastleigh Paul Holmes MP 

Fareham Suella Braverman MP 

Gosport Caroline Dinenage MP 

Havant Alan Mak MP 

Meon Valley Flick Drummond MP 

Portsmouth North Penny Mordaunt MP 

Portsmouth South Stephen Morgan MP 

Isle of Wight Bob Seely MP 

Southampton Itchen Royston Smith MP 

Winchester Steve Brine MP 

Southampton Test Alan Whitehead MP 

New Forest West Desmond Swayne MP 

North West Hampshire Kit Malthouse MP 

Romsey & Southampton North Caroline Noakes MP 

New Forest East Julian Lewis MP 

Chichester Gillian Keegan MP 

 


