OPINION PIECE
BY PAUL HUBBARD

Chairman,

AVK UK Group
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EXPERIENCE & EXPERTISE

If one were to create a Brains Trust of water
industry experience and expertise, where
would the relevant manpower be found?
Without question it would be found in the
water companies, consulting engineers and
Tier 1 contractors; but it is also present
across the UK water sector supply chain of
manufacturers and service providers.

The knowledge residing in the supply chain is,
in my opinion, undervalued and overlooked by
the water companies. We require a sea change
in the way all parties work together to unlock
value and ensure we are all able to deliver the
solutions required to satisfy our respective
stakeholders.
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| first became Managing Director of a major
water industry supply chain business, Biwater,
back in 1990. Consequently, | have managed
manufacturing businesses through every Price
Review since privatisation.

It is my belief that we need to move towards

a procurement model of engagement and
collaboration if the UK is to retain a significant,
indigenous product manufacturing and service
supply chain base. The traditional approach of
the UK water companies is, in my experience,
too little engagement with the supply chain
and, whatever engagement there is, is too

late to make a material difference. Seeing the
supply chain as an opportunity to squeeze
margins till the pips squeak without any real
understanding of what suppliers have invested
in for the long haul is a recipe for disaster.

If | take the portfolio of businesses | lead
under the AVK UK banner as an example,

COLLABORATION & ENGAGEMENT
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we are encouraged to innovate, automate,
train, develop digital solutions, deliver CSR
initiatives, focus on quality and more. All

vital and all admirable, but then we are
expected to compete on traditional tendering
scorecard, box ticking exercises. It can be
exceptionally demoralising for staff who have
S0 much to offer to the wider industry given
the opportunity, and also disincentivises
businesses from innovation and sustainability.

The manufacturing supply chain needs

to be given the air time, face-to-face
engagement and status to share how we can,
collaboratively with other parties, develop
solutions to the challenges the water sector
is facing. The Enterprise model advocated

by Project 13 in ‘From Transactions to
Enterprises’ is one of the approaches worthy
of consideration, and | am aware that some
water companies are looking to put the Project
13 principles into practice.
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Solutions is a rather over-used and hackneyed
term. It is important, however, that the water

industry supply chain is allowed to reclaim the
term ‘solutions’ in its purer sense to reflect the
value we can contribute to the UK water sector.

To explain what | mean, I've taken a relatively
standard ‘product’ from the AVK UK portfolio,
the AVK resilient seated gate valve. AVK
manufactures exceptionally high-quality valves
but, taken in isolation, the water industry has a
tendency to view gate valves as a commodity
and standards are not enforced.

However, the AVK gate valve can be supplied
with a smart stem cap opening/closing device
to assist valve positioning and a range of
smart water sensors that can measure flow,
pressure, temperature, and water level. The
data collected from the sensors, particularly
when integrated with data from other assets
such as pumps and hydrants, provides a
detailed picture of the performance of the
distribution network and paves the way for
reduced water loss from leaks and improved
workflow efficiency.

The water industry is currently on the radar of
politicians and public alike. We are at a turning
point. Collectively, we have to change to
regain the confidence of consumers and other
stakeholders.

Now is as good a time for such change as any
| can recall in my forty years in the sector. As a
result of Brexit, the UK is no longer subject to
European legislation and constraints.
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SOLUTIONS - NOT JUST PRODUCTS

These sensors can be retrofitted to existing
AVK gate valves. Transactional procurement
sees a commodity to be obtained at

lowest cost; but in the same breath they
want reliability, quality and resilience, an
enterprise or collaborative model recognises
the immediate and long-term value of the
‘solution’.

Series 36/89

Resilient Seated, PE Tailed,
Gate Valve with Positioner.

A TURNING POINT

This provides a legislative and operational
freedom which could foster a more
collaborative approach to problem solving.

Surely, one of the few positive outcomes of
the pandemic is the acceptance that, with
consensus and collaboration, radical change
can be achieved quickly and effectively.
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In today’s challenging times for the UK water
industry, why not let the collaborative genie
out of the bottle and embrace the difference
suppliers can make to release long-term value,
resolve operational and technical challenges,
and foster greater consumer confidence.

A CALL TO ACTION

PAUL HUBBARD

Chairman, AVK UK group

I can only speak for myself and the AVK businesses I lead,
but we are more than ready and willing to engage with
water companies and other parties in the conversations
and collaborations | believe are so badly needed.

October 2023
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