
SEWAGE CAMPAIGN NETWORK, LOBBY OF PARLIAMENT DAY

Meeting with Daniel Zeichner (DZ), MP for Cambridge 
Tuesday 17th March, (arranged for) 11.45 -12.45pm
 
The meeting with DZ was arranged for an hour. In the event, he spent just over 25 minutes with us, arriving 15 minutes late and leaving early. He showed little enthusiasm for the occasion. He did not appear to have been briefed. Most of his answers were evasive, defensive or just vague.  He occasionally agreed with us through generalities, such as “the industry could do better”, or “my personal view is that there has been a desecration of the public realm over the last 30 or 40 years”. 

DZ had not watched the recently screened Channel 4 dramatized documentary Dirty Business, damning of both the water industry and the regulators. Regardless of its meticulous research and construction, and legal scrutinisation before screening, DZ dismissed it by saying that he had only seen a couple of clips due to his busy schedule. His whole demeanor was a rejection of the urgency of responding to the sewage crisis. He showed no recognition of the public outcry over sewage in our rivers and seas. He said that the Government would fix things over two parliaments. 

We had started with a question about his view on public ownership of water, reminding him of his support for bringing rail into public ownership. He was not keen on this. DZ said that the government could not propose public ownership of water since it was not in the 2024 manifesto. DZ was asked if he would back sorting out the slow delivery of compensation for post office managers affected by the Post Office scandal. The parallel was intended: two television series graphically drawing attention to a national disgrace, injustices that successive governements had failed to address.  He repeated the government line that the Water Bill, when it is introduced, will be enough to address concerns about the water industry. He emphasised his belief that private money would always need to be involved, and that ‘the public’ are not interested in public ownership of water or sewage dumping. It was not, he said, “an issue that came up on the doorstep at Gorton and Denton” - nor in his experience of talking to voters in Cambridge, apparently. It was disappointing that DZ would only see a need to act rapidly to improve rivers and seas where sewage dumping makes people ill and threatens their lives,  if he noticed an electoral threat.

DZ did not agree that the water companies were criminal enterprises with criminal business models which profited from sewage dumping and failing to repair infrastructure. He suggested that the problem was that we had to work with a Victorian system but was unmoved by the fact made clear in Dirty Business that only ten per cent of the infrastructure is Victorian and that upgrading stopped with privatisation in the 1980s.   

DZ thought that some companies were much better than others and mentioned Anglian Water approvingly. He praised the previous policy director of Anglian Water, Alex Plant. Plant has since moved to Scottish Water leaving Anglian Water heavily in debt with very high levels of illegal sewage release: the second worse in the country, for which it has been heavily fined. DZ said that Plant had transformed Anglian Water into more than a business - including a community dimension. DZ didn’t respond to points about the proposal to ban bonuses for badly performing WCs which we know has just led to extra payments by other means.

When we pointed out that the UK/England had one of the only privately-owned water industries in the world, and that for example. France performed much better on clean rivers/seas, DZ did not seem aware of the evidence – nor particularly interested.

DZ did not respond to concerns about regulatory failure and the inadequacy of proposals to change regulation in the White Paper.

DZ stated that ‘the public’ is not interested in paying for renewing infrastructure although we pointed out the support for tax and spend on the NHS.  He did not acknowledge that the government’s plans to donate money to water companies for infrastructure improvements was to be loaded onto water bills. There was no response to our suggestion that there was a need to see NHS health and water quality as linked issues.

When asked if he’d be standing for election in 2029,  DZ responded ‘definitely’ (though maybe this is a stock MPs response). When asked whether Labour/he would win – he strongly asserted that of course Labour would win and have a  second term. While it is widely anticipated in Cambridge that his seat is threatened by both the Lib Dems and the Greens, at present experiencing an electoral surge, DZ appeared not to have noticed. He thought it was accepted that nothing much happened in the first term of a government – except it was laying the foundations for future policies.

Overall, we found him underprepared for our meeting and out of touch with people’s concerns. He did not think people were that interested in the environment - therefore it was not a policy priority for the current government. This was strange and concerning for someone who was recently an environment minister (Defra). DZ implied that Labour sought the ‘popular vote’ and was not motivated by principles. He was unaware of, and uninterested in, the impact of the Dirty Business programmes and their devastating indictment of the water industry, its regulators and successive governments. We imagined that he had agreed to see three constituents, who he knows to be previous members of the Labour Party with views to the left of his, because it would enable him to claim that he had consulted with constituents on the lobbying day.
 
We fed back the main points of our meeting to Sewage Campaign Network and Becky Malby at the afternoon briefing.

Meeting 6-7pm in HoC Committee Room, hosted by Clive Lewis MP
 
Panelists: Ros Savage, Lib Dem MP for South Cotswolds; Julie Maughan, mother of Heather Preen who died of E.coli poisoning contracted in Dawlish in 1999 (Heather’s father took his own life); Peter Hammond and Ash Smith - Windrush Against Sewage Pollution (WASP); two whistle blowers: Cliff Roney working for Thames Water and Rob Forrester from the Environment Agency; the Director of the Dirty Business series, Joseph Bullman. Julie, Peter, Ash, Cliff and Rob were played by actors in the series. Cliff and Rob were anonymized but they have since made their identities known.

Here are some key points from the meeting:

Clive Lewis opened the event making clear his support for public ownership of water and his dislike of the Labour Party position. He mentioned his mate Andy – presumably Burnham – implying that he shared this view. 

Ros Savage was described as an environmentalist. She said of Macquarie, who had had a period asset stripping Thames Water, that she wouldn’t trust [them] anywhere near an infrastructure project’. They are applying to build and run a solar farm in her constituency.

Cliff Roney: “Macquarie systematically destroyed Thames Water, the workforce had to try to keep it going”. The moment they took over their cost cutting meant you couldn’t get a new pen at work: I’m not talking about a Parker, I mean a biro”.

Two extracts from Dirty Business were shown to acclaim, one focusing on the death of Julie Maughan’s daughter, Heather Preen, and the other on the thwarting of attempts by staff at the Environment Agency to act with integrity and inspect, rather than downgrade serious pollution incidents. Comments from panelists were orchestrated by Jo Bullman. 

Jo Bullman asked Ash (an ex policeman) if he felt that the behaviour of the water companies looked like organised crime – he agreed that it did. Jo referred to the “systematic, industrial level of criminality.”

Julie Maughan was asked how she felt watching the very painful scenes leading up to her daughter’s death, and how the response of water companies and govenments made her feel about the UK. She said she felt ‘disappointed, angry, bitter and rejected’. She had known at the time there was something wrong with the investigation. She said “I didn’t want what we went through to happen ever, ever, ever, ever, again.” She had watched her child suffering severe dysentery and then brain and kidney damage. She heard of the young boy infected with E.coli from swimming in Lake Windermere from the Channel 4 report the day before the meeting. She asked of the continuing mass release of sewage 27 years after Heather’s death: “How disrespectful can that be to Heather?” 

Cliff Roney said that it’s the working-class operatives at the water companies who have to open the valves to release untreated sewage at the rotting sewage works to stop it backing up and creating more health hazards. He said he felt a heavy sense of responsibility.

Peter (data engineer, WASP): He and Ash were operating as de facto regulators. Thames Water did release data under FoI. But Seven Trent was the worst about releasing data presumably because it told a story they would not like. It was given the top 4* rating from the EA by “keeping its data secret”.  This was a ludicrous outcome of promoting self-regulation of criminal companies. The data it finally released under FoI was partial and very disorganized. This was apparently deliberate. The judgements of the EA were made on a pitifully small sample of data. Jo asked the rhetorical question: did the EA thank you for your work?

[Seven Trent is the company that was revealed by Panorama to have used accounting tricks to artificially inflate its balance sheet by more than a billion pounds and so justify large payouts to investors.  Self regulating, therefore EA never picked up failures.] 

WASP sent mass of data to John Cunliffe to inform the report he wrote for the government on which the water white paper is based. The report and the White Paper reject the option of public ownership on the basis of no evidence and false assertions. The White Paper only refers to a tiny section of data from 2021.

Ash said that what he wanted was for water companies to obey the law whereas they routinely break it. “They are profiting from the proceeds of crime”. He has said of the water companies on Twitter/X: “you will not act until water stops coming out of out taps.”

Rob Forrester, said he had spoken up “to protect the environment”. “the [Environment Agency] was asking me to do things that were wrong.” “I decided I was going to make it harder for the EA to do those things. [He was suspended for a year by the EA for his actions and is currently unemployed.]  Feargal Sharkey had said that `’the ecocide waged by the water companies was on par with the destruction of the rain forests.”

Emma Hardy, Minister for Water, came to pay respects to Julie Maughan and to apologise, but refused to say anything beyond what was in the White Paper or agree that a radical shift in the dirty water business was required. She also thanked the whistleblowers/trades unionists. She claimed that the state of rivers had ‘got better’ - a claim that was met with derision. Her speech was greeted with silence in contrast to that of every other contributor.

Clive Lewis concluded that ‘democracy isn’t working’ and asked who is in charge of this country. He suggested that water priority is for AI and data centres: “We want our economy and country back. This Labour Party needs to wake up.”













