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Mr Tom Sheridan, 

Joint Oireachtas Committee on the  

Future Funding of Domestic Water Services 

Leinster House 

Dublin 2 

 

 

 

As agreed the NFGWS is submitting responses to the queries raised by the Joint 

Oireachtas Committee during and after our meeting on 7th February (PART A) and also 

responses to questions asked in the communication of 20th January 2017 on the equity 

and fairness topics (PART B). 

 

PART A – queries raised following meeting 7th February 2017 
 

1. The total annual cost of group water schemes in Ireland. 

The National Federation of Group Water Schemes does not have a figure for the total 

annual cost of group water schemes in Ireland. 

 

Each year GWSs submit detailed accounts of their operational expenditure to their LA 

with their subsidy claims. If collated, these returns might provide a good starting point 

for a detailed assessment of the total cost of group water schemes in Ireland.1 Such an 

exercise would however have limitations in that many publicly sourced GWSs have no 

management structures in place, have little or no operational and maintenance costs 

and claim no subsidies – “orphan” schemes. Similarly many very small GWSs that are 

not regulated may not claim the GWS subsidy.  

 

2. The estimated/typical cost per household on group water schemes 

 

A 2013 NFGWS survey of some 11 privately sourced GWSs ranging in size from 55 to 

1,300 households and comprising a variety of ground water and surface water sources 

with an associated diversity in treatment processes (including GWSs with DBO 

                                                 
1 The value of any voluntary input of GWS members to the management of the GWS would not be 

included in such figures. 
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treatment plants) shows a total average cost of €478 per household (€2,855,373 

across 5,972 households). This figure includes the costs associated with non-domestic 

water supply. If the domestic water element is taken to be 60%2 then the average cost 

of the domestic water supply would be €287 per household. 

 

A similar NFGWS survey of some 6 publicly sourced GWSs [i.e. supplied by Irish Water 

through a bulk meter or reservoir] ranging in size from 85 to 750 households (all with 

management structures in place)3 shows a total average cost of €125 per household 

(€246,470 across 1,980 households. This cost does not include any costs associated 

with the purchase of water from the LA/IW, the domestic element of which is 

subsidised separately by way of a free domestic allowance of between 120mᶾ and 

227mᶾ per household per annum. The level of this allowance was set by the relevant 

Local Authority and it has been maintained by Irish Water pending the agreeing of the 

enduring longer term tariff structure for such schemes. The figure of €125 per 

household includes the costs associated with non-domestic water supply. If the 

domestic water element is taken to be 60% then the average cost of the domestic 

water supply would be €75 per household.  

 

The following table gives some indication of the variety of privately sourced GWSs 

across the country and the variance in costs depending on the type of source and the 

level of treatment required. The table also clearly shows the limitations of average 

figures when evaluating the sector. 

 

GWS Households 

Cost p.a. (2012 

to 2015) 

€ 

Cost per 

household 

(Including 

non-domestic) 

 

Cost per 

household (if 

domestic cost is 

60%) 

GWS A 1,000 € 408,280 € 410 € 247 

GWS B 562 € 125,000 € 222 € 133 

Averages 1562 € 533,280 € 341 € 205 

 

GWS A is Tydavnet GWS in Co. Monaghan. It has both lake and ground water sources. 

Water is distributed from reservoirs via gravity flow (ground-water element is pumped 

to reservoir level. Treatment (Dissolved Air Filtration (DAF) and disinfection) is 

operated by a DBO service provider. Such GWSs are provided with an additional 

                                                 
2 Traditionally a 60% figure for domestic water usage on rural GWSs has been used as a general rule of 

thumb. 
3 Many publicly sourced GWSs have no management structures in place, have little or no operational and 

maintenance costs and claim no subsidies – “orphan” schemes. 
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strand B subsidy4 towards the significant costs of the DBO operation and maintenance 

contract. A comprehensive professional management, operational and management 

structure is in place. This is fairly typical of a large proportion of privately sourced 

GWSs, serving some 45,000 households.  

 

GWS B is a typical Co. Offaly GWS. It is supplied from good quality groundwater 

sources and the treatment process is simple disinfection. This is a ‘stand-alone’ 

scheme in that the treatment process is operated by GWS personnel, without the 

services of a bona fide DBO service provider. The scheme does not benefit from the 

additional DBO strand B subsidy. This GWS also has a comprehensive professional 

management, operational and management structured in place.  

 

3. The average subsidy per Group Water Scheme user/household. 

We do not have an average figure for the country. 

 

The current basic rates of GWS subsidy are up to €140 per household per annum for 

privately sourced GWSs and up to €70 per household per annum for publicly sourced 

GWSs. The subsidy is paid towards the costs associated with the supply of domestic 

water. A general rule of thumb of 60% is taken to be the domestic element of overall 

supply, however GWSs can claim subsidy in respect of a higher proportion if they 

demonstrate such a higher proportion through meter readings.  

 

The additional strand B subsidy is paid to GWSs incurring the significant additional 

costs associated with long term bona fide DBO Operational and Maintenance 

contracts. 

 

The GWS subsidy is only paid in respect of costs actually incurred. If the domestic 

element of the overall cost is less than the maximum subsidy amount payable then 

the GWS is paid subsidy on that basis. Similarly if the domestic element of the costs 

exceeds the maximum subsidy payable, only the prevailing maximum amount is paid. 

 

As outlined earlier, detailed accounts and member details must be supplied in respect 

of all annual subsidy claims. 

 

GWS A above draws an annual subsidy (average over the years 2012 to 2015) of €263 

per household, including the additional strand B. GWS B draws the maximum of €140 

per household. In both cases this amounts to roughly 60% of overall costs. 

 

                                                 
4 Strand B subsidy is only payable to GWSs that entered into long term (20 year) bona fide professionally 

managed DBO contracts for the treatment of their water supplies. This strategy evolved in the context of 

the ECJ case against Ireland on drinking water quality. The amount payable is 60% of the volumetric costs 

and the fixed costs up to a limit of €220 per household. 
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The NFGWS survey of publicly sourced GWSs referred to earlier shows an average of 

€64 drawdown of subsidy per household. This represented an average of 52% of total 

expenditure. 

 

4. To what extent are the capital costs of group water schemes covered by 

Department subsidisation? 

These are not covered under the annual subsidy, but are supported through capital 

grants under the Rural Water Programme. This provides up to 100% towards essential 

treatment upgrades and 85% for all other civil works. The balance is contributed by 

the GWS membership. A limit of €7,650 capital grant aid per household applies. 

 

5. If there have been any increases in grant aid provided to group water schemes by 

the Government in the past 3 years, if so, please provide details of same. 

Yes, this was increased in recent years from €6,475 max per household to €7,650 per 

household. 

 

6. The amount per annum that complete subsidisation of group water schemes would 

cost the State. 

The NFGWS does not have this figure. However, as mentioned above, schemes are 

obliged to submit detailed financial accounts to their respective local authority each 

year. If collated, these returns would provide a good starting point for a detailed 

assessment of the total cost of group water schemes in Ireland and the potential cost 

of complete subsidisation of group water schemes to the State5. The voluntary input 

of boards of management may also have to be considered. It should be noted that the 

current costs of GWSs are controlled in no small way through the water conservation 

ethos of the sector driven mainly by universal metering and a volumetric based 

method of collecting contributions towards those costs from the members.  

 

The NFGWS is confident that following the report of the Joint Oireachtas Committee 

and any subsequent decisions arising from same, appropriate levels of subsidy can be 

agreed with the Department in accordance with the principles which have been 

agreed jointly with the Department as outlined below. 

                                                 
5 As stated earlier, such an exercise would however have limitations in that many publicly sourced GWSs 

have no management structures in place, have little or no operational and maintenance costs and claim no 

subsidies – “orphan” schemes. Similarly many very small GWSs that are not regulated may not claim the 

GWS subsidy. 
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7. The average cost of connection for customers that build their own home and 

connect to a group water scheme; 

This varies to a great extent, dependent on the scheme, ranging from €1,000 to 

€3,000. 

 

8. The percentage of Capital Expenditure that goes towards connecting new homes to 

group water schemes.  

 

Capital grant aid does not cover the costs of connecting new homes to GWSs except 

where there is an approved extension to the scheme as part the Rural Water 

Programme. 

 

9. Can group water schemes confirm that a decrease in leakages correlates to the 

introduction of metering to homes? 

 

Yes, our submission to the Expert Commission in August 2016 demonstrates the 

reductions achieved on group water schemes as a result of the combined impact of 

universal metering and charging for usage over a free allowance. 

 

10. How many group water schemes have requested to join the Public Water Network 

(Irish Water)? 

To the best of our knowledge, approximately 200 publicly sourced group water 

schemes are currently awaiting taking-in-charge by Irish Water. A taking in charge 

process has been agreed between the Irish Water and local authorities with the input 

of the NFGWS and the Department. This commenced in late 2016 and 17 schemes 

have been taken in charge by Irish Water to date. 

 

11. At the meeting, you outlined that you would provide a document outlining the 

core principles of the Group Water Schemes, can you please provide this document 

also.  

 

The document we referred to was the agreed frame-work which was the basis for a 

2014 review of GWS subsidy (a copy of the full document is attached as requested). 

Seven core principles were outlined in the document as follows; 

 

1. Fair treatment between drinking water consumers in the public and group 

sectors, taking into account the inherent differences in structure, funding 

and organisation between the sectors including the ability of individual 

schemes to set the price of water based on their own local circumstances; 
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2. Recognition of particular cost structures in relation to the extent of 

networks in a rural environment with dispersed populations and the 

variation between publically sourced and privately sourced (DBO and Non-

DBO) schemes; 

3. The Department continuing to recoup local authorities based on subsidy 

claims from group water schemes; 

4. Subsidies continuing to be tied to conditions which support customer 

charters, compliance, and optimal management and operational practices 

in the sector; 

5. Ensuring that the combination of capital grants and operational subvention 

provides schemes with the capacity to sustain drinking water quality 

improvements; 

6. Arrangements that are as straightforward as possible recognising the scale 

and administrative capacity of the sector; and 

7. Promotion of water conservation and source protection. 
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PART B 

Response to Joint Oireachtas Committee’s correspondence of 20th January 

2017 – Equity & Fairness 

Q4. Overall approach of the Expert Commission 

• Can you elaborate on the Expert Commission’s belief that its overall package of 

measures, when taken together, represents a fair and equitable approach to 

addressing the funding of domestic water services in Ireland? [question for the 

Expert Commission]. 

• Do you agree or disagree with the view of the Expert Commission expressed in 

paragraph 5.8.1 (see opposite)? What do you base your assessment on? 

• Are there any ways in which the overall package of measures could be altered to 

bring about a fairer and more equitable approach to addressing the funding of 

domestic water services in Ireland than what is currently proposed? 

o If yes, are there any obstacles to this? What costs might be involved? 

• How have other countries made funding of domestic water services fair and 

equitable? What has worked and what has not? 

The NFGWS is firmly of the view that direct water charges based on usage must form 

an essential element of the funding of water services. A safe, treated water supply 

costs money and much of the cost is directly associated with the volume of water 

produced. It is fair therefore that users of the water supply should contribute towards 

those costs in proportion to the benefit they derive from the service (i.e. the volume 

used).  

The provision of a free allocation of domestic water and the level of such an 

allowance, to be funded on behalf of the user by the State from general taxation, is a 

political decision. In the Group Water Scheme Sector such a system (free domestic 

allowance and usage-based charging thereafter) has been working well for the past 

number of years.  

Ability to pay, affordability and additional requirements due to personal 

circumstances such as health conditions could be dealt with through the facilitation of 

tailored payment plans and other state interventions – for example tax credits and 

allowances similar to free fuel, free telephone rental and free electricity allowances.  
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Q5. Group Water Schemes and private wells 

• How many households are served by Group Water Schemes and private wells? 

Do they typically share any specific characteristics, e.g. in terms of their location 

etc.? 

There are two categories of Group Water Schemes (GWSs) as follows 

I. Privately sourced GWSs which source, treat and distribute water to their 

members. There are at present 360 such schemes that come under the 

Drinking Water Regulations (i.e. supply >50 persons/or <50 where there is a 

commercial or social connection on the supply). Between them, these schemes 

supply approx. 70,000 households. 

II. Publicly sourced GWSs which source a treated water supply from Irish Water 

and distribute this to their members. The exact number of such schemes is 

unclear but there are at least 800 serving as many as 80,000 households. 

The EPA drinking water report for public supplies (2015) estimates that there are 

about 170,000 private domestic wells nationwide. 

Typically GWSs supply rural communities with disperse populations. Accordingly they 

have a very high ratio of network length in km to household numbers (about 154 km 

per 1,000 members / connections)6 in comparison to Irish Water (16.4 km per 1,000 

members/ connections)7. This leads to potentially larger maintenance and 

infrastructural replacement costs per household on Group Water Schemes relative to 

Irish Water supplies. 

Group Water Schemes are regulated under the EU Drinking Water Regulations in the 

same way as Irish Water Supplies. 

Generally private wells also supply rural households. Private domestic wells do not 

come under the remit of the Drinking Water Regulations unless they are also 

supplying public/commercial activities such as schools, crèches, pubs, shops. 

• In what way(s) have the Group Water Schemes and private wells been effective 

in reducing consumption of water and addressing leakage? Are there any lessons 

that could be learnt in terms of those served by public water supplies? 

The group water sector has been extremely successful over the past 15 years or so in 

reducing water consumption. 60% reduction is commonplace in the sector and in 

many cases consumption has been reduced by up to 80%. This was achieved through a 

range of measures, financially supported by the Rural Water Programme, with a direct 

contribution of up to 15% from the GWS members. The measures undertaken can be 

summarised as follows 

                                                 
6 NFGWS survey February 2012 – 387 GWSs Nationwide 
7 PWC Report January 2012 
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1. A general technical assessment of the GWS infrastructure, including a water 

audit which assessed the unaccounted for water through comparing expected 

and actual demands. 

2. Installation of meters on all connections and installation and or replacement of 

district meters at strategic locations. 

3. Introduction of a usage based water charging system which incorporated a free 

domestic allowance for all households. 

4. Using the district meter and individual meter data to identify sections of mains 

that required replacement and replacing those sections. 

5. Introduction of more professional paid management structures, with the 

encouragement and support of the NFGWS and the RWP through the provision 

and sourcing of ongoing training and mentoring. 

 

• How might equity with the proposed arrangements for consumers on public 

supplies be maintained for those who are not served by public water supplies? 

Since the late 1990s a subsidy has been paid to group water schemes towards the 

costs of domestic water supply, with the balance being made up through direct 

contributions from the GWS members. The subsidy was introduced when public 

domestic water charges were discontinued. This system has been working well in the 

sector and its continuation would ensure equity from an operational and maintenance 

cost perspective. The level of subsidy payment should be equivalent to the State 

contribution towards any free domestic allowance supplied by Irish Water. Group 

Water Scheme members have always contributed directly towards the costs of their 

water supply. The contribution is decided by the GWS board/committee of 

management in consultation with the GWS members and it is based on the cost of 

running the scheme. GWSs also strive to accumulate a surplus year on year which is 

used towards the costs of replacing and updating infrastructure as required. The 

NFGWS is of the view that GWS members will be content to pay towards the cost of 

their water supply in accordance with the arrangements proposed by the Expert 

Commission. 

It should be noted that the subsidy payable is based on actual costs incurred in the 

provision of the domestic water supply. A per household maximum subsidy system is 

in place8. The last full review of the maximum subsidy payment was carried out in 

2008. Any new review of the subsidy system should also take additional operational 

and maintenance costs into account such as; 

                                                 
8 The current basic subsidy maxima are €140 per household for privately sourced GWSs and €70 per 

household for publicly sourced GWSs. These amounts were reduced to €95 and €40 respectively from 1 

January 2015 when IW domestic water charges were introduced. The rates were restored to €140 and €70 

from 1 July 2016 when IW domestic water charges were suspended. An additional strand B subsidy is 

available for some privately-sourced GWSs towards the costs associated with long term bona fide 

professional DBO treatment contracts (further details above in PART A).  
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1. The costs associated with the provision of paid management and maintenance 

personnel in the context of the ever increasing responsibilities associated with 

the delivery of a safe and secure water supply and also the ever decreasing 

availability of voluntary input. 

2. Increasing costs of sampling and monitoring – both statutory compliance 

monitoring and essential operational monitoring. 

3. Increasing costs of insurances, audits and other such fixed costs. 

4. Cost of road opening licences and health and safety requirements 

5. General increases in costs since 2008. 

Incentives are being introduced to assist smaller schemes, where possible, with 

rationalisation initiatives involving neighbouring schemes coming together to achieve 

better economies of scale. These supports should be made generally available where 

such rationalisation is a feasible option. 

An added benefit from the GWS subsidy system is that payment is conditional on the 

GWS complying with a number conditions aimed at ensuring compliance with the 

Drinking Water Regulations and general good governance. 

In the area of capital funding supports it is also essential that equity between the GWS 

sector member and Irish Water consumers is protected and maintained. The need for 

major infrastructural investment in Irish Water assets is well recognised and 

documented. A substantial element of this investment requirement is a result of a lack 

of ongoing investment over a long period of time. The GWS sector benefited from 

substantial investment over the past 15 years or so under the Rural Water 

Programme. This investment has been instrumental in achieving the sectoral 

transformation outlined above. It is essential that this investment is protected and 

sustained. The newly developed multi-annual Rural Water Programme has this as one 

of its primary objectives. Sufficient funding must be made available through this 

programme to ensure equity in the medium to longer term from an infrastructural 

perspective. Group Water Scheme members also make a direct contribution (typically 

15% of costs) towards the costs of capital works. The capital grants available are also 

subject to maximum amounts - €7,650 per household (a local contribution of €1,350 is 

required in order to avail of the maximum grant). 

There is a grant payable towards the upgrading of an existing well where there is no 

public or group water supply available. 

• The Expert Commission recommends that this be reviewed at a later date (see 

paragraph 5.8.2). Who should conduct this review? What factors should they 

consider in doing so? 

Such a review should be carried out by the Department of Housing Planning, 

Community and Local Government and the National Rural Water Services Committee 

in consultation with the NFGWS. This partnership approach has worked very well in 
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the past. Indeed it is this partnership which has been the driving force behind the 

transformation of the rural GWS sector over the past 15 years. 

An agreed frame-work document which was the basis for a 2014 review of GWS 

subsidy can again form the basis for such a review. Seven core principles were 

outlined in the document as follows; 

8. Fair treatment between drinking water consumers in the public and group 

sectors, taking into account the inherent differences in structure, funding and 

organisation between the sectors including the ability of individual schemes to 

set the price of water based on their own local circumstances; 

9. Recognition of particular cost structures in relation to the extent of networks in 

a rural environment with dispersed populations and the variation between 

publically sourced and privately sourced (DBO and Non-DBO) schemes; 

10. The Department continuing to recoup local authorities based on subsidy claims 

from group water schemes; 

11. Subsidies continuing to be tied to conditions which support customer charters, 

compliance, and optimal management and operational practices in the sector; 

12. Ensuring that the combination of capital grants and operational subvention 

provides schemes with the capacity to sustain drinking water quality 

improvements; 

13. Arrangements that are as straightforward as possible recognising the scale and 

administrative capacity of the sector; and 

14. Promotion of water conservation and source protection. 

• The Expert Commission recommends that equity for group schemes and private 

wells “be maintained through additional subsidy or other means”. 

o How exactly might this be done?  

� Please see above for details of achieving equity through the 

GWS subsidy scheme. Consideration should also be given to 

GWSs that are supplied by Irish Water when reviewing the 

charges that will be in place for this water supply into the future. 

The significant costs associated with the onward distribution of 

the water to the GWS customer must be adequately addressed. 

o How much would an additional subsidy cost?  

� The current annual cost of the subsidy is around €20m. A 15% 

increase would amount to €3m per annum.  
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o How would this be funded?  

� Subsidy is currently funded by the Department of Housing, 

Planning, Community and Local Government and administered 

through the relevant Local Authorities. 

o What “other means” could be considered?  

� The current mechanisms have proved extremely effective and 

the NFGWS is of the opinion that this system is both equitable 

and administratively efficient. Consideration should be given, 

however, to funding the statutory compliance monitoring 

programme directly rather than using the current funding 

mechanism of recouping the costs to the GWS via the subsidy 

system (paid out by the Local Authority) only for the GWS to 

make a payment back to the LA for compliance monitoring. This 

circular payment system is both unnecessary and inefficient. The 

cost of this monitoring can be particularly difficult for smaller 

GWSs. 

o What would be the potential costs and benefits of such measures? 

� This initiative would be cost neutral but would eliminate 

unnecessary administration on the LA and GWS sides. 

 

The NFGWS has serious reservations and concerns regarding proposals to hold a 

referendum to constitutionally guarantee the public ownership of public water 

services. The concern is that such a referendum has the potential to have far reaching 

and perhaps unintended consequences for Group Water Schemes which are owned by 

the members of the schemes. It is essential that these concerns are adequately 

recognised and addressed in any proposed wording. In order to ensure equity 

between the members of Group Water Schemes and Irish Water consumers the 

NFGWS must be consulted through every stage of any process that might be 

embarked upon in this regard.  

Q6. Treatment of those who paid water bills and those who did not 

• The Expert Commission states that it considers it important that the necessary 

measures to make good on the commitment in the ‘Confidence and Supply 

Agreement’ for Government be put in place. 

o How might this be done? 

o What options could be considered for doing so? 

o Which option is most likely to produce the best outcome in terms of 

potential costs to State? 
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o What impact might the different options have in terms of any future 

compliance with other charges? 

• Who should determine what constitutes treatment that is no less favourable? 

What factors should they consider as part of that process? 

• Is there experience from any other countries that could be drawn in considering 

how to proceed on this issue? 

• Should refunds be provided to those who paid their bills or should those who 

have not paid their bills be pursued for outstanding amounts? 

• If refunds were to be provided to those who paid their bills: 

o how should this be done, including over what timeframe? 

o how could situations where people have changed address, or where 

there had been changes in tenants during the period in which charges 

were collected from rented homes, be best dealt with? 

• If those who did not pay their bills were to be pursued: 

o how could this be best done? 

o what administrative costs might be involved? 

• How much revenue would be generated from collecting unpaid bills? 

 

The decision on whether to pursue non-payers or to refund those that paid in good 

faith and in accordance with the legislation is a political one. Each option has its own 

merits and pitfalls and these have been well aired. There is little to be gained from 

debating how either option might be implemented until such time as the decision has 

been made.  

 

 

 

Colm Brady, NFGWS, 

National Co-ordinator 

15th February 2017 


