Independent Water Commission “The Cunliffe report” – Summary for the Sustainable Nonwovens Sector
Why the Commission Was Established
The Independent Water Commission was created jointly by the UK Government’s Secretary of State and the Deputy First Minister of Wales to carry out the most comprehensive review of the water sector since privatisation.
Its remit was to identify the reforms needed to:
· Restore public trust in the management of water and wastewater.
· Attract long-term investment to clean up waterways and secure supply.
· Create a framework that meets future environmental, public health, and economic needs.
The work drew on more than 50,000 public responses, direct engagement with nearly 250 organisations, and an evidence-based review of regulation, governance, infrastructure, and environmental performance.
Geographic Scope
The Commission’s review covered England and Wales, recognising their shared water challenges but also their distinct governance, legislation, and environmental contexts. Special consideration was given to:
· Cross-border river systems such as the Wye.
· Wales’s fully devolved water powers and unique legislative frameworks (e.g., the Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015).
· Regional differences in sources of pollution and water resource pressures.
Who Set It Up
The Commission was appointed by:
· The UK Government Secretary of State (for England).
· The Deputy First Minister of Wales (for Wales).
It was chaired by Sir Jon Cunliffe with an expert Advisory Group and dedicated secretariat.

Key Findings and Recommendations
The Commission (IWC,(2025)) made 88 recommendations, grouped under seven themes:
1. Strategic Direction – Call for new National Water Strategies for both England and Wales, with statutory status, 25-year horizons, and clear milestones. These would set priorities across all sectors affecting water (including agriculture, transport, industry, and housing) and guide regulators on managing trade-offs between cost, environmental benefit, and public health.
2. Planning – Creation of regional water authorities in England and a national systems planner in Wales to coordinate investment, funding, and cross-sector actions at the water system level.
3. Legislative Framework – Review and modernisation of the Water Framework Directive regulations and Urban Wastewater Treatment Regulations to address emerging pollutants, public health considerations, and more flexible, outcome-focused regulation.
4. Regulator Reform –
· England: Merge Ofwat, the Drinking Water Inspectorate, and environmental functions of the Environment Agency and Natural England into a single integrated regulator.
· Wales: Create a dedicated economic regulator (potentially within Natural Resources Wales).
5. Regulation Reform – Adopt a supervisory approach to regulation, strengthen monitoring and enforcement, incentivise water efficiency, and improve affordability and complaint resolution (including a mandatory water ombudsman).
6. Governance & Ownership – Introduce a new accountability regime for senior executives, give regulators greater powers over company ownership changes, and raise governance standards.
7. Infrastructure & Asset Health – Establish statutory resilience standards, improve asset mapping and condition assessment, and strengthen supply chain and workforce capacity.

Special Focus: Wet Wipes
The Commission specifically addressed the environmental impact of wet wipes as part of its work on wastewater, drainage, and pollution reduction.
Key Points:
· Wet wipes, many of which contain plastics, are a significant cause of sewer blockages, contribute to “fatbergs,” and release microplastics into waterways.
· They enter sewers either through incorrect disposal (flushing) or as litter that washes into drains and watercourses.
· The Commission cited evidence from water companies, environmental groups, and local authorities showing that wet wipes are among the most common single-use items found in river and coastal clean-ups.
Recommendations on Wet Wipes:
1. Bans on Plastics in Wet Wipes – Endorse proposed UK-wide legislation to ban the sale of wet wipes containing plastic fibres.
2. Public Education Campaigns – Run sustained campaigns, coordinated with water companies, to change disposal behaviour and reduce sewer blockages.
3. Monitoring & Enforcement – Require water companies and local authorities to track wet wipe-related blockages and environmental pollution, reporting annually to regulators.

Implications for the Sustainable Nonwovens Sector
For manufacturers and innovators in sustainable nonwovens, the Commission’s recommendations present both a regulatory driver and a market opportunity:
· Transition to biodegradable, plastic-free fibre compositions will align with likely upcoming legal requirements.
· Collaboration with government and utilities on public awareness campaigns could boost responsible disposal and brand reputation.
· Look out for EPR (Extended producer responsibility) to fund necessary improvements.
By acting early, sustainable nonwoven producers can position themselves as leaders in a sector the Commission has clearly identified for reform in the interests of water quality, public health, and infrastructure resilience.

Direct excerpts from the Commission’s  final report:
Concerns about the legislative framework for managing drainage and wastewater
Paragraph: 209. pp109 of main commission report. 
Consumer activity such as the flushing of wet wipes, sanitary products and pouring fats, oils and greases down the sink also adds significant pressures to sewerage capacity. EA data shows 40% of all pollution incidents in England in 2019-20 were caused by blockages and 60% of these were caused by wet wipes(Environment Agency(2021)).

Recommendation 9:  pp 446.
The UK and Welsh governments should update and reform the(Urban Waste Water Treatment Regulation)  UWWTR 1994 to deliver better outcomes and a more sustainable approach to drainage and wastewater management. This should involve reporting on whether an Extended Producer Responsibility scheme is needed for the water sector to fund necessary improvements. 
Delivery approach via a Bill and Primary legislation.

Recommendation 10:pp 447. 
Government should consider legislative changes to drive a more coherent approach to ‘pre-pipe’ solutions to stop pollutants and rainwater entering the system.
Delivery via  a  Bill and Primary legislation.
Paragraph: 217. pp.112 of the main commission report.
Both UK and Welsh governments should explore further measures to support consumer behaviour change, particularly for wet wipes. The UK Government should legislate swiftly, in line with its commitment, to ban wet wipes containing plastic. The UK government committed to legally banning wet wipes containing plastic and should legislate swiftly to this end; in Wales legislation to ban plastic wet wipes has already been passed by the Senedd.(Nation Cymru,2025) Given the environmental impact of all wet wipes (not just plastic) and other ‘unflushables’, further work is needed, including on behaviour change campaigns with support from government, the water industry, eNGOs and other relevant bodies.(Briain O et al.(2020)). The Commission notes that some targeted campaigns have already proven effective, such as the initial roll-out of the ‘Bin the Wipe’ campaign by Northumbrian Water, estimated to reduce blockages by 52% in targeted areas its first 3 years.(Northumbrian Water(2023))
Recommendation 85 pp.463
Water companies should work with Water UK to disseminate innovation learnings across the water industry in England and Wales.  
Delivery via : industry led initiative.

Recommendation 88:
An independent review of the follow up to the Commission’s report should be carried out in 2 years’ time. 
Delivery via: Government review on implementation
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