
 
 

 

 

 

 

Data readiness 
for Open Water  
Protecting your revenue in England’s 
competitive water market 
 

Key points 
 

• Historical data may not 
measure up to the demands of 
the open market. 

• Data errors can undermine the 
effectiveness of and confidence 
in competition. 

• Incumbents should take stock 
of their data now, to inform 
theirs and the wider industry’s 
planning. 

• A long-term strategic view on 
data governance can help drive 
enduring value from 
information. 

Summary 
These are challenging times for incumbent water companies as they 
plot a path towards non-household competition, balancing how to 
re-order their businesses to ensure a level playing field while at the 
same time continuing to invest to accommodate population growth and 
to meet customers’ service expectations.   

Competition brings complexity and uncertainty – yet the clock is 
steadily ticking towards market opening in March 2017. Indeed, with 
Shadow Operation due in October 2016, the window for the cultural, 
organisational, process and system changes needed is a short one. 
Failure to adhere to the data requirements for market opening brings 
the promise of penalties, be they directly from the regulator, from poor 
customer experiences or caused by operational inefficiency.   

Get it right and incumbents will be well set to serve their customers on 
both the wholesale and retail sides of the business. Get it wrong and 
revenue could be hit on both fronts year-on-year. 
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Competitive choices 
Market opening will, by definition, multiply the number of participants 
in the industry and introduce common working practices aimed at 
underpinning a fair, efficient market. All of this relies on information 
and the fluidity with which it passes from one party to another. 

Above all, competition brings choice. The differentiating factors that 
influence consumer choices all depend on data and information 
whether that is through businesses having efficient processes to 
enable competitive pricing or through using information to enhance 
customer services and drive product innovation.  

However, our experience in similar scenarios; whether from the 
wholesale water market in Scotland, or the UK energy market, 
suggests that historical data should be treated with extreme caution.  

 

Legacy data issues  
It is inevitable that legacy data has been captured at a time when 
monopolistic processes hid many inaccuracies, simply because the 
old ways of working meant that tacit operational knowledge was able 
to act as a buoyancy aid to keep business processes afloat. But 
‘good enough for now’ will not be good enough for the new era. 

In some cases, data issues may even undermine the credibility of, 
and confidence in, the competitive process itself. There were 
examples in Scotland where customers exercised their right to 
choose their supplier, only to find that their bills increased because 
inaccurate historical data had understated what they had been 
paying previously.   

Of course, that’s not the fault of the new retailer but those cases 
raise problems for everybody interested in demonstrating consumer 
value and promoting a thriving, successful market. Such cases also 
illustrate how well-intentioned processes for ensuring the integrity of 
market critical data can have negative reputational consequences. 

At other times, a data issue may cause what appears to be a 
relatively minor, one-time problem, e.g. where validation of a meter’s 
technical attributes triggers investigation and correction of certain 
non-financial values. But what if that error masks a wider problem 
with the meter’s measurement details or rental rates? It needs 
resolution; and if such issues are multiplied across the whole 
industry, they can prove very costly to manage overall. 

Inaccuracies in address or location data may make it difficult to find 
meters and service points or lead to situations where the reads; and 
hence consumption, are assigned to the wrong customers. Those 
issues hurt the wholesaler’s ability to maintain their assets and 
account for services supplied, while also impairing the retailer’s 
ability to serve and bill their customers. 

 

Inaccurate data causes problems 
for retailers and wholesalers alike: 
 Customer bills may be inaccurate 
 Difficulty locating meters and 

service points 

 

 

Fair, efficient market 

Information needs to pass between 
market participants quickly and 
easily. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Good enough for now” will not be 
good enough for the new era.  
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Market data reliance
Problems with data will be compounded further by bringing together 
previously disparate data sets as retailers trade beyond their 
traditional boundaries and interact with multiple wholesalers, as well 
as with the new Market Operator. Agreeing common formats and 
standards will be a difficult balancing act and may well require a 
collective pragmatism on all sides. 

Whether you are a Wholesaler or Retailer, there is likely to be a 
certain duty of care under the new codes for safeguarding the 
integrity of industry critical data and adhering to requirements for 
information exchange. Now is the time to influence what those 
codes, standards and processes should be and to discuss what can 
reasonably be expected of the data held across the industry. 
Incumbents should do what they can to know what state their data is 
in right now. 

The Open Water programme had started to look at how to best 
identify which customers and properties make up the competitive 
market for England. This is clearly of profound importance but it is 
now down to individual companies to learn this major lesson from the 
Scottish experience and to reduce ‘gap sites’. Each company must 
also understand what it can, or can’t, adhere to when the more 
detailed industry data definition work begins in earnest.  

 

First things first 
At AMT-SYBEX we’ve found that compliance is of paramount 
importance to the water companies that we talk to. They are keen to 
determine what needs to be done to meet the requirements for 
market opening and then on an enduring basis beyond. We 
recommend separating the two; readiness may need highly tactical 
thinking but real value comes from acting strategically and holistically 
in terms of how your company performs on an enduring basis.   

Necessarily, readiness activity needs to start now. Incumbent water 
companies should therefore consider a range of activities to better 
understand their data position and inform market discussions, 
including: 

 Data profiling of their system data 

 Sampling (and correction) of critical meter and service data 

 Cross-referencing to other sources (e.g. address data) 

We understand how these can best be done and which information is 
most important to target. Our experience in guiding Scottish Water 
Wholesale on how to take stock of their data and associated 
assurance processes demonstrates our proficiency and 
understanding in this space.   

 

Wholesalers: 

 Engage with Market Operator 
(MO) 

 Engage with ‘in area’ retailers 
 May have to interact with other ‘in 

area’ service operators 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Retailers: 
 Engage with MO 
 Engage with wholesalers 
 Never engage with each other 
 Switching via MO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disparate data 
As retailers trade beyond traditional 
boundaries, problems with data 
inconsistency will be compounded 
further. 
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Banking the benefits 
So where do water companies go from here? The answer has both 
an internal and an external element; tactical and strategic. 

Internally, water companies are able to assess the risks posed for a 
successful transition into the new market arrangements. Externally, 
they will be better able to articulate what they can commit to and 
what standards should be adopted, meaning industry data definitions 
can reflect the most efficient compromises. Where data cleansing is 
needed, businesses will be better placed to act. 

That takes care of the short term tactical side, but for breakthrough 
performance, businesses should also review the results and consider 
what they might need to do differently in the future to ensure 
stakeholder confidence in their data integrity on an enduring basis.  

True data governance comes from having an enterprise-wide 
mindset which values and protects data and information. It relies on 
having a clear understanding of data, what quality looks like to 
different users and from having clear accountability of who is 
responsible for what. 

 
 
Data governance is hard; it requires executive support and a long-
term vision, but significant value comes from having data that you 
can trust, in a format that you can readily use, when you need it. 

 

Want to know more? 
We can guide you on how to take stock of your data and support you 
through taking control of your own path to competition and beyond. 

Further information 
www.amt-sybex.com/water-competition 

Contact us 
Please get in touch with rob.weir@amt-sybex.com or 
david.tyler@amt-sybex.com 

 “AMT-SYBEX has played an 
important role in helping us take a 
good look at the way in which we 
manage information within the 
Wholesale business, and creating 
the tools and processes we need 
to take control of data quality 
and assurance.” 

Stephen McIntosh 
Programme Manager 

Scottish Water Wholesale services 
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