




 

CLIENT Helping the water companies to get out 
of deep water  

There is a new requirement for a Best Value Plan (BVP) to be 
included in water companies' regulatory Water Resource 
Management Plans (WRMPs) submissions. However, there are 
no consistent guidelines for this task. This has thwarted 
e�orts from water companies to produce their WRMPs and in 
some instances caused problems with the acceptance of 
plans by stakeholders. 

We joined a team led by HR Wallingford, leading experts in 
the water sector, to create a unified framework for developing 
BVPs. The diverse team of specialists included economists, 
planning and environmental professionals, and experts in law. 
Decision Lab's technical specialism lies in objective methods 
to support complex decision making as well as water 
investment modelling.

REQUIREMENT CHALLENGE
Developing a pragmatic 
yet rigorous and 
defensible framework 
to help water companies 
think through complex 
multidimensional water 
resource management 
plans, characterised by 
an uncertain future and 
di�cult trade-o�s.

UK Water Industry 
Research (UKWIR) needed 
a single unified 
framework for Best Value 
Planning of the Water 
Investment Plan that 
water companies submit 
to regulators.

A comprehensive 
framework that uses 
Decision Lab's approach 
to MCDA and considers 
technical, economic, 
environmental and legal 
perspectives. It provides 
clear practical guidance 
for the development of 
Best Value Plans.

SOLUTION

 

 

BEST  VALUE 
FRAMEWORK



Beyond water: best value for all utilities 

The developed framework sets a precedent for the other markets and sectors that can benefit 
from a clear guide that helps to develop the Best Value Plan.

The developed approach has been published and is available from the UKWIR website 
( ). It is being used by water ukwir.org/deriving-a-best-value-water-resources-management-plan
companies as guidance to produce their Best Value Plans and is included in the Environment 
Agency's recommendations for programme appraisal and comparison.

One valuable tool to help drive many best value plans 

To ensure acceptance and adoption of the framework, we worked closely with regional groups, 
water companies and regulators to refine the steps.   

This value-based approach ensures all relevant criteria are considered, enabling the quantification 
of stakeholders' value judgements combined with performance measurements. It fosters a shared 
understanding of a decision problem and highlights areas of important disagreement which in 
turn enriches discussions. Importantly, it forms a transparent link between judgements and 
decisions on courses of actions selected.

The team's diverse skillset allowed us to consider technical, economic, environmental and legal 
perspectives, providing clear practical guidance for the various stakeholder groups. Decision Lab's 
key contribution was the development of the methodology core: a five-step framework centred on 
Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis (MCDA). Our MCDA approach is grounded in best practice decision 
science theory, including cognitive psychology, facilitation and negotiation.

Complex interactions 

The framework must be flexible enough to be practical for di�erent types of contexts faced by 
water companies, and careful explanations are needed for its widespread acceptance and 
adoption.

It is a significant challenge to develop an approach that will be used as one unified decision-
making instrument. Water resourcing is particularly challenging, as it is characterised by several 
available courses of action in a changing and uncertain environment, complex interactions 
between di�erent stakeholders and sectors with often conflicting perspectives on numerous both 
quantifiable and intangible objectives. 

Find out how we might be able help you at www.decisionlab.co.uk
  



The custodian of the waterways  
The Canal & River Trust looks after one the UK largest national and historic 
assets – the canals and waterways of England and Wales. One of its objectives is 
to improve the wellbeing of the nation and ensure that more than 2,000 miles of 
historic inland waterways are accessible and available for use by the population. 

To achieve this goal, they need to decide how best to spend their annual £100m 
asset maintenance budget. This decision-making framework for investment 
planning and scheduling needed to be a risk-based approach, consistent across 
asset classes, meaningful to engineers, and justifiable to stakeholders. With 
an old and deteriorating asset base it’s crucial that the Trust spends its money 
carefully, focusing on repairing and replacing what matters most.

The challenge  
The approach needed to work across their huge variety of assets (canals, 
buildings, mechanical and electrical equipment, waterways and reservoirs, 
culverts, weirs and many more). The ages of these assets range from modern 
data communication equipment to items more than 200 years old. Assets fail in 
many different ways, and these have different effects and require different pre-
emptive interventions. The greatest challenge was the data; they had very little 
quantitative data on asset condition and historical failures and relied heavily on 
qualitative assessments from subject matter experts (SMEs).

CLIENT 

REQUIREMENT 
The Canal & River Trust 
needed a decision-
making framework 
that would help 
them to understand 
the condition of 
their diverse assets, 
schedule their 
maintenance and 
provide a well-planned 
investment strategy.

CHALLENGE 
Dealing with a huge 
variety of assets and 
turning qualitative 
assessments from 
subject matter 
experts into quantified 
predictions were the 
main challenges our 
approach had  
to address.

SOLUTION 
Our cloud-based 
mathematical model, 
designed to work in an 
efficient feedback loop 
with expert engineers, 
allowed the Trust to 
plan both operationally 
and strategically 
in ways that were 
previously impossible 
and support its 
transformation into a 
Wellbeing Trust.

T R A N S F O R M I N G 
M A I N T E N A N C E  A N D 
I N V E S T M E N T  I N  T H E 
N A T I O N ’ S  C A N A L S



A collaboration between engineers  
and mathematicians 
Decision Lab was well placed to meet the challenge as 
we had experience working on similar problems in other 
sectors. What the Trust lacked in data, it had an abundance 
of engineering expertise, and we used this to drive the 
solution: an engineering-led approach that translated expert 
judgement into a mathematical framework. It involved a 
close working relationship between the Trust’s engineers 
and our analysts, as we came to understand their assets 
and they learned how modelling could be applied. It was 
rewarding and productive for all, and it was crucial to the  
project’s success.

Developing a common methodology  
for the end user
At its heart we developed a mathematic model that 
used a new model approach. This approach was based 
on established theory but adapted and extended for our 
application. We also focused on providing a tool that used 
the assessment information the Trust  could collect. We 
built it as a modern web application, hosted on the cloud, 
and we designed it to allow the engineers to build up their 
asset description and model themselves, reworking it until 
it matches what they know about their assets and the data 
they do have, before they produce investment strategy plans 
for their assets.

The tool we created could be applied to the extraordinary 
variety of asset types, transforming the way the Trust 
manages its network of assets. 

An exciting journey ahead for this  
new transformation 
The Trust now has knowledge that it never had before. It 
is able to plan both operationally and strategically in ways 
that were previously impossible. The results are feeding 
into business planning at all levels of the organisation. It 
provides them with confidence that they are investing wisely 
in their assets and it will help them negotiate their next 
funding with the Government.

We feel proud to be supporting the Canal & River Trust in its 
transformation to a Wellbeing trust. 

Find out how we might be able help you at  
www.decisionlab.co.uk


