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WATER POLICY .IN GREAT 
BRITAIN 

PUBLIC interest and concern regarding water
supply, expressed in Parliament, in the Press 

and in the debates of various professional bodies, has 
never been so general, or so generally well informed, 
as it is to-day. Interest increases primarily because 
of almost chronic threats of shortage, which only the 
foresight of water engineers has usually prevented 
from becoming actual. The threats themselves occur 
because'the ever-growing demand outstrips provision. 
Growth of population in 'new' centres is an obvious 
problem ; but in general it is of far less importance 
than the rise in standards of living. Populations 
which were satisfied fifty years ago with a daily 
supply of ten or fifteen gallons a head are now barely 
served with thirty. Even less generally appreciated 
is the ever-growing demand of industry. The con
cern increasingly felt has been stimulated by a recent 
succession of serious droughts. Finally, the feeling 
that something is wrong has almost certainly been 
brought to a climax by the war-time experience that 
demands can be met 'when the devil drives'. The 
stupendous requirements of camps, aerodromes and 
factories have been surprisingly fulfilled, mainly by 
resort to underground water. 

The foregoing circumstances explain the recent 
prOduction of the White P aper on "A National Water 
Policy" (Cmd. 6515. London: H.M. Stationery 
Office), and the joint debate in April, arranged by the 
Geological Society and the Institution of Water 
Engineers, on "Water in Relation to Town · and 
Country Planning". Some of the main points raised 
during this meeting are presented elsewhere in this 
issue (p. 171), and a fuller account has been published 
by the Geological Society. Shortly before the meeting 
was held, the Institution of Water Engineers had 
issued a statement on "Post-War Water Supply", 
and the Labour Party a pamphlet on "Post-War 
Water Policy". All who read and compare these 
various documents must be struck by the great 
measure of agreement regarding the nature of the 
problem, and the lines along which its solution must 
be sought. Behind the growth of this unanimous 
and informed opinion lies the slowly maturing efforts 
of water engineers and geologists over a period of 
many years. 

The initiation in 1924 of regional advisory water 
committees, assist ed by the Ministry of Health, was 
one of the earliest developments in water-supply 
planning. Slightly earlier, the Ministry had instituted 
its own Advisory Committee on Water, the original 
nonstitution of which was broadened and improved 
in 1937 when it became the Central Advisory Wat.er 
Committee, with a mandate to advise the Govern
ment on water and water legislation. It 
rapidly to produce a series of · reports which have< 
formed the main inspiration of the White Paper. 
Meanwhile, in 1935, the efforts of certain engineers 
and geologists resulted in the foundation of the Inland 
Water Survey, with the object of procuring and 
publishing information, particularly concerning river 
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flows and their variations. An excellent start was 
made with the Surface Water Year Book (1938), 
further publication of which was unfortunately 
susp6nded by the War. To this brief indication of 
recent efforts to collect and utilize information regard
ing the water resources of Great Britain, there should 
be added the contributions concerning underground 
water made over a much longer period by the Geologi
cal Survey in general memoirs and maps, in special 
water-supply memoirs, and since 1939 in its Wartime 
Pamphlets. 

A fair picture is given by the White Paper of the 
existing chaos of water legislation and organization, 
with Parliament as the sole authority able to empower 
the taking of surface supplies (representing about 
three-quarters of the total), and the Ministry of 
Health practically responsible for underground sup
plies, but without adequate powers. Actual under
takings are in charge of far more than a thousand 
authorities, public and private, statutory and non
statutory, dealing with quantities which vary from 
a few thousand gallons a day to the 300 million 
gallons a day of the Metropolitan Water Board. 
Many Government departments have varying degrees 
of interest in water and rights of control or comment. 
Yet it still remains true that the private owner of 
land in Great Britain has unrestricted rights to do 
what he pleases with any quantity of water he can 
extract from the ground. 

The White Paper proposes the revision of the 
generallaw governing water supplies (the out-of-date 
Waterworks Clauses Acts of 1847 and 1863), and the 
simplification and co-ordination of the means for 
their provision and control. Some progress in the first 
has already been made with the Waterworks Under
takings Bill of 1943. For the latter, the White Paper 
proposes machinery which may work well enough, 
given goodwill and understanding all round, but 
which is certainly open to the criticism of being 
unnecessarily complicated. The general argument on 
which the proposals are based, that change is undesir
able unless it will lead to improvement, leads properly 
to the conclusion that existing water authorities 
should not be disturbed so long as they are providing 
efficient and economic service, But it does not 
necessarily follow that the rather haphazard group of 
bodies concerned with the investigation and general 
control of water and water-supplies should also be 
preserved. 

The most vital proposal is that all general control 
should be centred in the Minister of Health, with 
appeal to Parliament only in cases in which matters 
of major policy or public interest may be concerned. 
The Minister is to be given wide powers to promote 
and authorize the provision of supplies, to require 
amalgamation of uhdertakings, to survey their 
efficiency, to protect resources, and to require 
information from users and sinkers. He is to be 
advised on general policy by a further reconstituted 
central advisory committee, made statutory ; and 
on local matters by the regional committees, also 
reconstituted and increased in number. The investi
gations of the Inland Water Survey are to be pro
moted, and further information as to needs and 

supplies is to be obtained through the Ministries of 
Agriculture and Fisheries and of Town and Country 
Planning. Reference to the important geological 
aspects of the matter are ·somewhat vague. The 
valuable work of the Geological Survey is acknow
ledged and a summary of those aspects, contributed 
by the Survey, is included as an appendix. It is 
stated that the Survey will be "mainly responsible" 
for the provision of information regarding under
ground resources, though the Inland Water Survey 
is charged with collecting the same data. The matter 
is further complicated by the proposal, excellent in 
itself, to set up twenty-nine river boards with broad 
powers for the general care and supervision of river
systems. But among the duties assigned to them is 
the regular gauging of rivers, which is the main 
purpose for which the Inland Water Survey was 
instituted. It is indeed a little bewildering to con
template the number· of separate authorities to 
which the same data may have· to be returned, unless 
very careful co-ordination is maintained. 

While these incidental comments on detail suggest 
that the scheme is not fully matured, there can be no 
question of the value of the White Paper as a whole. 
Perhaps the most serious reflexion which will occur 
to the careful reader will concern the magnitude and 
complexity of the whole question, and a doubt whether 
it should be dealt with by a section of a Government 
department primarily concerned with quite different 
matters. There is much to be said for the proposal 
virtually co:trullon to the pamphlet of the Institution 
of Water Engineers and the Labour Party's "Post
War Water Policy", that there should be a "perman
ent Statutory Authority ... analogous to the Electri
city Commission" or a "National Water Commission". 
No single service is of greater moment to the nation 
than its water, nor does any make a greater demand 
for expert control. 

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH IN BRITISH 
UNIVERSITIES 

EVERY scientific worker will acclaim the example 
to British industry which has been set by the 

directors of Imperial Chemical Industries, Ltd., in 
providing for eighty fellowships at nine universities 
in Great Britain to be held by senior workers in 
certain sciences. The need for provision of this kind 
has been repeatedly stressed in various reports and 
papers on scientific and industrial research ; for ex
ample, those from the Parliamentary and Scientific 
Committee and the London Chamber of Commerce, 
and in the more recent statement from Nuffield 
College. The debate had reached a point at which 
action was clearly called for, and in the scheme which 
is now announced, the directors of Imperial Chemical 
Industries, who had obviously been following the 
debate closely, have given a timely lead. 

Study of the scheme indicates that its terms are 
as admirable as its generosity, and Lord McGowan's 
letter to the chancellors of the universities also 
testifies to the careful consideration which he and his 
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