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1. THE ROLE OF THE FORUM 
 
The overarching role and objective of the Forum is to act as an informed influencer and challenger with the 
aim of  helping improve outcomes and delivery for customers. 
 
The Forum’s operating role, as authorised by the Company Board, is: 
 
(a) to provide expert comment and challenge on: 

• Company performance; and 

• Future Company plans, including five-yearly regulatory business plan. 
 
(b) to provide expert comment and challenge, and independent assurance on: 

• the quality of the Company's customer research and engagement in preparing its five-yearly business 
plan 

• the extent to which the results of this research and engagement are reflected in the Company's plan. 
This element of the Forum’s work is delivered through a Customer Engagement Panel, which acts as an 
independent sub-group of the Forum (see below). 
 
Effective delivery  involves maintaining independence, drawing on the appropriate range of skills and 
experience through membership and other avenues, and delivering constructive challenge aimed at 
influencing Company plans and delivery. The Forum cannot compel the Company to act on their challenges 
or recommendations but they can present the case for doing so, in the areas of their competence. 
 
The Forum works in (but is not limited to) the following areas: 

1. Affordability and inclusivity 
2. Service delivery 
3. Environment 
4. Local community engagement 
5. Economic impact 

The Forum is not normally expected to comment on financial matters for the Company, such as financing costs 
or remuneration. 
 
The Forum and its members do not act as intermediaries between customer and company nor provide a 
complaints resolution mechanism.  The relationship with cusomers is directly between the customer and 
Company.  However, the Forum does, primarily through the work of the Customer Engagement Panel, examine 
how the Company seeks customer views and whether those views are influencing business planning and 
delivery. 
 
2. FORUM STRUCTURE AND MEMBERSHIP 
 
Membership 
 
Forum membership will include: 
 

• Representative members – representatives of organisations with expertise in the areas above 
 

• Independent members – individuals with expertise in these areas and connectivity to wider networks 
to draw in experience and insight 

 

• Customer engagement panel members – members selected based on an appropriate balance of 
expertise and experience in customer research and engagement, such as strategy development; 
project oversight; peer review; and triangulation, and may include representatives from CCW. These 
members will operate as an independent sub-group of the Forum to specifically undertake part (b) of 



 
the Forum’s role as described above; and while sitting as part of the Forum, will not take part in 
discussions about ongoing Company performance or where the Forum is being asked to provide 
expert stakeholder input into Company plans. Panel members will also not take part in any other Forum 
sub-groups. (see below). The exception to this would be any CCW representatives who join the 
Customer Engagement Panel. 

 
Network of Forum Associates 
 
Associates may be invited to take part in meetings based on the expertise they can add to specific agenda 
items or topics. 
 
3. THE WAY THE FORUM WORKS 
 
Members commit to: 
 

• being continuously engaged; 

• considering information presented by the Company, including insights from wider customer 
engagement; 

• considering views from all Forum members and presenting comment and constructive challenge 
informed by multiple perspectives; 

• understanding and communicating views from the organisations they represent and networks with 
which they are engaged; 

• reflecting back to those organisations and networks the collective views of the Forum. 
 
Members prioritise the key topics that they will focus on – some topics will be continuous, and some will be 
contemporary. 
 
Meetings 
 
The Forum holds its main meetings at least four times per year.  The quorum necessary for main meetings will 
be the Chair (or Vice-Chair) and four other members.   
 
The scope of the Forum’s performance monitoring role covers the content of the Annual Performance Report 
and Our Purpose report, along with responses to regulatory, reputational and customer service issues as they 
arise. It will be consulted on strategies for Company activity and performance. 
 
The Forum will receive regular information on customer research and engagement in order to contribute views 
to support the Customer Engagement Panel. 
 
All Forum members will be invited to observe customer research and engagement events, where practicably 
possible, and to share obseravtions with members of the Customer Engagement Panel. 

Customer Engagement Panel 
 
The Customer Engagement Panel will operate as an independent sub-group of the Forum throughout the 
development of the Company’s business plans.  
 
The Company engages with the Panel on its customer research and engagement programme of work. The 
Panel advises and challenges on the quality of the customer research and engagement process; the 
interpretation by the Company of the results; and the extent to which findings are reflected in the Company’s 
decision making. 

The Panel holds or participates in meetings and events to explore specific topics or activities. This may include 
reviewing methodologies and materials, where practical and appropriate. It is anticipated many of these will 
be short virtual sessions. Members may also from time-to-time be asked to review documents and comment 
via electronic communication. Panel members will be invited to observe customer research and engagement 
events as part of this process, subject to availability and practicality. Feedback from Panel members on the 
effectiveness of events will be welcomed. Panel members will not take part in wider Forum discussions about 
ongoing Company performance or where the Forum is being asked to provide expert stakeholder input into 
Company plans. This means not taking part in the meeting to discuss the APR, Task and Finish groups to 



 
analyse specific performance issues, and not being invited to be part of any co-creation activities.  The 
exception to this would be any CCW representatives who are members of the Panel (see above). 

Nominations and Review Committee  
 
The Nominations and Review Committee will oversee the appointment of the Chairs of the Forum and 
Customer Engagement Panel; make recommendations on membership seeking to balance maintaining 
independence and ensuring the Forum retains appropriate expertise through continuity; and conduct an annual 
review of the Forum’s effectiveness and independence. 
 
Task groups 
 
The Forum may from time to time set up other task-specific groups, in order to consider specific topics in more 
detail. These will be commissioned by and report back to the full Forum to address specific developments such 
as new regulatory processes, performance or reputational issues, and will have a clear end point identified. 
Any changes to the remit of these groups would be made by the full Forum. 
 
Other activity 
 
As engaged and informed stakeholders, members may be invited to take part in other activity initiated by the 
Company. These could include individual design sprints, or ongoing initiatives such as the Water Environment 
Governance Group. 
 
Planning 
 
The Forum chair will be supported by Company representatives to agree plans and meeting agendas, 

maintaining a rolling 12-month plan of activity. 

Outputs 

The Water Forum would be expected to produce the following outputs: 

• An up-to-date Challenge Log 

• Annual comments on the Annual Performance Report and Our Purpose report 

• A final comment / Minute of Agreement on the Company’s business plan 

The Nominations and Review Committee would be expected to produce the following outputs: 

• Annual assessment of performance of the Forum and Chair, in part based on a survey of members 

• A fully populated member list for the Forum 

The Customer Engagement Panel would be expected to produce the following outputs: 

• Challenges (to be recorded on the Challenge Log) in relation to customer research and engagement 

• A final report evaluating the contribution customer research and engagement has had on the 

development of the Company’s business plan 

Research 

The Company provides a budget for the Forum to commission independent research and expertise to support 

members in fulfilling its roles. 

Challenge and Approval Log 

The Forum captures and categorises its challenges, and records them in its Challenge and Approval Log, 
which will also include challenges from the Customer Engagement Panel. Members then actively manage the 
challenges through to a conclusion. Where no conclusion can be reached, this is also recorded. 

 



 
4. FORUM GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS 
 
The Company and Forum members are committed to maintaining good governance to ensure that the Panel 
is independent and has the necessary expertise.   

The Forum will engage with the Challenge Co-Ordination Group (COG) developed by CCW, among other 
thingsto share and stay informed of good practice and expectations or recommendations from regulators. 

Chair 
 
The Forum has an independent Chair; appointed using an independent process managed by the Forum 
Nominations and Review Committee. 
 
The Chair’s role is to: 
 

• ensure that the Forum provides expert comment and robust challenge; 

• promote an open culture between the Company and members; 

• support members to be active; and 

• work with the Company to maintain a 12-month work plan and plan meeting agendas. 
 
The Chair will serve for a maximum of two five-year terms (matched to periodic reviews) in that role. 
 
Vice-Chair 
 
In addition to deputising for the Chair as required, the Vice-Chair: 
 

• works with the Chair to plan Forum strategy, activities and agendas;  

• leads on work to: 
o build and maintain membership;  
o support use of members’ networks. 

 
The Vice-Chair will serve for a maximum of two five-year terms (matched to periodic reviews) in that role. 
 
Sub-group chairs 
 
The Customer Engagement Panel has an independent Chair; appointed using an independent process 
overseen by the Water Forum Nominations and Review Commitee.  

The Nominations and Review Committee has a chair elected by the full Forum. 

The Customer Engagement Panel Chair and Nominations and Review Committee Chair will serve for a 
maximum of two five-year terms (matched to periodic reviews) in those roles. 
 
Forum members who are not part of the Customer Engagement Panel may be invited to chair task groups 
where appropriate (see above). 
 
Members and Associates 
 
Appointments 
 
Member and Associate appointments are agreed by the Forum as a whole. Proposals may be made by any 
member or by the Company, and considered at a main meeting. 
 
Customer Engagement Panel appointments are agreed by an independent process managed by the 
Nominations and Review Commitee and engaging with CCW. 
 
Changes 
 
When members become aware that their circumstances are changing, e.g. when their organisation 
restructures, they will inform the Forum Chair.  They will also provide the contact details of any proposed 
replacement member. 



 
 
Where members wish to change their type of membership within the Forum, e.g. to leave their professional 
post and become an independent member, this would be reviewed by the Chair and membership could be 
offered where the member complements the Forum skills, diversity and/or area knowledge. 
 
Review 
 
Annually, the Nominations and Review Committee take a view on the Forum’s associate position (numbers, 
expertise breadth and depth, diversity, activity) when it reviews the Forum’s membership, skills and network 
reach. 
 
Company 
 
Board 

The Forum maintains a Board engagement programme and this includes: 

• General engagement opportunities for: 
o jointly participating in customer engagement and stakeholder events; 
o Independent non-Executive Directors participating in Forum meetings (including Customer 

Engagement Panel) as observers; and 

• Engagement at specific points in the regulatory process – e.g.: 
o when members have seen and have feedback on elements of emergent business plans. 

 
Board engagement should provide assurance to the Forum that the Board is: 

• listening and responding to Forum challenges, and open to change; and 

• available to be consulted if the need arises. 

 
The engagement should also provide assurance to the Board that the Forum: 

• is independent and operating at ‘arm’s length’ from the Company; 

• is comprised of members who have the required expertise; 

• is providing strong challenge to the Company; 

• is fully engaged with the Company; and 

• knows its role, and is demonstrating that it is focused upon it. 
 
Executive Leadership Team 
 
Members of the Company’s Executive Leadership Team will: 
 

• work with the Forum Chair and members to set the scope of work; 

• identify Company experts to assist members and take part in meetings; 

• remain up to date with plans and activities; and 

• participate in Forum meetings when appropriate. 
 
Independence and transparency 
 
The Company provides the Forum with a budget to procure its own secretariat and communications resource. 
 
The Forum publishes all material information on its web pages; for example, governance documents (Terms 
of Reference), Chair recruitment information (advert, remuneration), members’ profiles, and meeting 
documents (agendas, papers, and minutes). Note, the timing of release of some documents could be business 
sensitive.  
 
Induction 
 
Forum members continuously work to develop and maintain their industry knowledge. The Company and the 
Forum work together to understand the issues that face the Company’s operating regions.  
 



 
A core level of industry knowledge is required; in addition, some members agree to specialise in key areas 
(e.g. environment, affordability). 
 
The Company develops and manages a bespoke induction programme for members, focusing on the needs 
of individual members and the Forum as a whole. 
 
Conflicts of interest 
 
Forum members manage conflicts of interest effectively, by registering, declaring and resolving them. This 
includes keeping appropriate records of any funding, entertainment or engagement outside Forum activities, 
recognising that for statutory bodies this will be part of normal business activity. 
 
Confidentiality 
 
Forum members respect confidentiality – understanding what confidentiality means in practice for the Forum, 
the Company and the people involved with it. 
 
Dispute resolution 
 
Where there are disputes between the Forum and the Company, these will be escalated in writing through the 
Director of Corporate Affairs, Chief Executive, and Board. Responses to such matters will be reflected in the 
annual review carried out by the Forum. 
 
Remuneration 
 
The Company remunerates the Forum Chair, Vice-chair, CEP Chair and members, task and finish group leads, 
sub-group leads, and members who either represent a charity or are not associated with a statutory body.  
 
Members are remunerated quarterly (March, June, September and December) as outlined in the remuneration 
and expenses policy. 
  



 
Annex 1 
 

SUMMARY OF ASSURANCE STRATEGY AND ROLE OF THE WATER FORUM 

 

BUSINESS AS USUAL ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK 

 

NWL’s “business as usual” governance and assurance arrangements cover all areas of the business, 

including operations, planning, and regulatory reporting. These are overseen by the Board and its 

Committees and Sub-Committees. This takes advantage of existing processes, structures, and culture – 

which have been tested over time through an annual assessment of risks, strengths, and weaknesses.  

 

These “business as usual” arrangements help maintain the trust and confidence of customers and 

stakeholders, by demonstrating that the Company is meeting its obligations and our performance 

commitments.  

 

The Company consulted on its approach in February 2022, and after more than 8,400 responses, published 

its final assurance plan in March 2022. 

 

PR24 ASSURANCE 

 

In addition to this, the Company have put additional management and assurance in place for PR24. This is 

designed to help answer the high level assurance questions set by the Board: 

 

1. Does the plan allow us to meet our obligations and the expectations of our customers and stakeholders?  

a. Is our plan consistent with our purpose, vision, and values? (Section 6.1)  

b. Are we confident that we can meet our statutory obligations, now and in the future?  

c. Are we confident that we will deliver operational, corporate, and financial resilience?  

d. Do we understand where the risks and decision points are in delivering the plan?  

e. Is our plan deliverable?  

f. Does the business plan have a fair balance of risk and reward?  

 

2. Is our plan supported by customers and stakeholders? a. Is our plan really supported by customers, and is 

it acceptable and affordable in the long-term?  

b. Does our plan consider the impact on stakeholders and shared objectives with them in our supply areas?  

 

3. Do we understand where the risks are likely to be in the regulatory process – and do we understand the 

impact on our long-term plan?  

 

The assurance framework for the development of the plan has built on the ‘business as usual’ assurance 

framework. It is overseen by the Board and its Committees and Sub-committees, and supported by three 

lines of assurance:  

• management;  

• business; and  

• independent assurance, including the Water Forum through its Customer Engagement Panel 

 



 

 
 

ROLE OF WATER FORUM 

 

The Water Forum is the independent challenge group for NWL and covers both its operating areas. This 

group acts as an informed influencer and challenger with the aim of  helping improve outcomes and delivery 

for customers. 

 

The Water Forum sets out to challenge the Company to create a business plan that provides stretch in its 

targets, is affordable, provides the best options for customers, and fits with wider societal priorities. 

 

The Water Forum sets seven high-level challenge questions it would seek to answer: 

 

1. Does the PR24 plan fit within Northumbrian Water’s long-term plan? 

2. Does the plan address affordability for all customers, particularly those struggling to pay? 

3. Has the plan been informed by a robust and systematic assessment of operational resilience? 

4. Are the proposed outcomes, performance commitments and ODIs stretching? 

5. Is Northumbrian Water challenging itself that large investment proposals are robust and deliverable, and 

represent the best option for customers? 

6. Is Northumbrian Water addressing its role in wider societal priorities, as set out in its Our Purpose report, 

including the environment and climate change? 

7. Has Northumbrian Water done all it can on efficiency and innovation? 

 

The Customer Engagement Panel (CEP) is an independent subgroup of the Water Forum, set up in 2022. 

The CEP challenges the Company to make sure that the business plan is grounded in excellent customer 

research and engagement. Its expert members assessed and commented on the extent that the Company 

genuinely understands customers’ needs and priorities, and how these are reflected in the plan. They 

assessed against an assurance objective that:  

“Northumbrian Water has a plan that listens to and meets the need of its customers by building on high 

quality and effective research and engagement throughout the PR24 process.”  

 



 
They did this by considering seven criteria:  

 

CEP1: Engagement has a clearly defined underlying strategic purpose and objectives.  

CEP2: Well-designed, timely and unbiased research design using suitable methods.  

CEP3: Proportionate, joined up and not treated in isolation.  

CEP4: Deepens relationship with customers by being ongoing, two-way and transparent.  

CEP5: Inclusive and reflective of different customer groups’ needs and preferences.  

CEP6: Evidence of a good understanding of customers’ needs, priorities and preferences.  

CEP7: Clear links between engagement outputs and how they inform the business plan.  

 

The Water Forum supports the Company to meet a number of the Board’s assurance questions, including 

on: 

 

• A submission that is high quality in the round 

• Costs and outcomes 

• Customer and stakeholder engagement 

• Risks and decision points. 
 


