
ENVIRONMENT AND TRANSPORT OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY 
COMMITTEE - 6 SEPTEMBER 2018

REVIEW OF HIGHWAY GULLY CLEANSING

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF ENVIRONMENT AND TRANSPORT

Purpose of Report

1. The purpose of this report is to update members on:-
a. Leicestershire County Council’s current operation in relation to gully 

cleansing;
b. the results of the trial into risk based gully emptying; and,
c. the changes to gully emptying to be introduced countywide.

Policy Framework and Previous Decisions

2. Leicestershire County Council’s Highway Asset Management Policy and 
Highway Asset Management Strategy documents set out the overarching 
approach and framework to managing highway assets.

3. The Highway Infrastructure Asset Management Plan (HIAMP) takes the 
strategic direction set by the Policy and Strategy and outlines a more detailed 
approach to managing highways. The HIAMP was approved by the Cabinet on 
15th September 2017 and in terms of drainage states:-

‘The majority of routine maintenance of drainage is cleansing. A targeted 
approach to gully cleansing is being implemented, rather than the current 
prescriptive fixed frequency regardless of risk, and will help to improve service 
levels but is unlikely to provide cost savings in the short term due to the current 
backlog of this work’.

This report details the results of a trial on this approach and the new gully 
cleansing regime to be implemented.

Current Position 

4. The County Council currently employs three mechanical tankers and manages 
additional ‘top up’ contracts to routinely empty each of its 130,000 gullies.  
Table 1 below shows the amount spent on top up contracts in the last two 
financial years and forecast spend in the current financial year.  The budget for 
the current year for this activity is £0.9m.  The increasing level of top-up 
provision reflects current challenges in securing in-house staffing resource for 
this function and the off-hire of vehicles.
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Table 1

Year Top up Contract Amount 
2016 / 2017 £31,300
2017 / 2018 £90,500
2018 / 2019 £160,000 (forecast)

A further two tankers are available to make additional reactive ad-hoc visits to 
empty gullies whenever the need is identified. Currently gullies are cleansed on 
an 18 – 24 month fixed programme, which results in the cleaning of 
approximately 64,000 gullies per annum on a non-risk based approach. 

Challenges in Maintaining Highway Drainage System

5. Four key factors present particular challenges in ensuring adequate operation 
of the highway drainage system. These are as follows:-

a. Limited data on the status of specific gullies due to the limitations of the 
current gully asset management system (Masternaut). This means that the 
Authority may be cleansing more or less frequently than is actually 
required;

b. a lack of data on drainage network beyond the gully pot. The vast majority 
of the drainage network has evolved over many decades. As such, 
knowledge of the state of the system is limited in certain areas, resulting in 
reacting to issues as they arise, rather than proactive management of the 
drainage network;

c. the County Council’s highway drainage system is rarely self-contained. It 
normally connects to the public sewer or a riparian owned private ditch in 
order to discharge its water; and,

d. whilst a single blocked gully is unlikely to pose a significant risk to car users 
or nearby property, the risk to cyclists and motorcyclists becomes more 
significant, and there is a clear public perception, especially in areas prone 
to the risk of flooding, that these represent significant issues. 

Objectives of the trial into risk based gully emptying

6. The review of the operation aims to align our service provision with the new 
code of practice “Well-Managed Highway Infrastructure”. The County Council is 
adopting a risk based approach for Asset Management, and have carried out a 
trial for this type of operation in the south east area of the county for over a 
period of seven months from August 2017 to May 2018. 

7. The outcomes of the trial have informed development of the gully emptying 
operation, leading to a risk based approach countywide. This will be in line with 
the Department for Transport (DfT) Incentive Fund, and the new code of 
practice.
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8. The principle of the risk based approach methodology is that gullies which are 
predicted to fill up faster and roads with a higher level of priority level, such as 
the Resilient Network, are attended more regularly, whilst gullies that do not fill 
up as fast will be attended less regularly. 

9. The review involved collecting and analysing data, across the whole network, to 
determine the roads where gullies fill up faster with silt, or other debris, and 
areas that are more prone to flooding.  Within the trial area the operation was 
programmed accordingly to ensure that the gullies which require emptying most 
frequently are emptied and the ones that are subject to only small amounts of 
detritus move to a lower frequency of attendance.

10. The new process will result in an evidence led, cost effective, more focused 
way of working.

11. The trial was carried out in an area covering Harborough, Oadby and Wigston 
and Countesthorpe. This is approximately 30% of the County, with just under a 
quarter of the gully infrastructure (nearly 31,000 gullies in total), and a total area 
of 640 square km. 

12. The trial area was selected for the following reasons:-
a. Variety of different priority routes;
b. representative of the County covering both urban and rural areas; and,
c. it was of sufficient representative sample size. 

13. The overall objectives of the gully cleansing trial were as follows:-
a. Develop a robust approach to risk based gully emptying, countywide;
b. understand the condition of the Authority’s critical drainage assets and the 

associated cost of resolving issues;
c. benchmark the County Councils productivity against that of private industry;
d. facilitate a more customer centric approach; and,
e. develop the best model to achieve the most efficient use of the Council 

resources. 

14. Based on evidence gathered over the past five years via the Council’s gully 
asset management system (Masternaut) for the whole of the network, roads 
with gullies at higher ‘risk’ which normally fill quicker with debris were identified 
and prioritised accordingly. The priorities are 1, 2 or 3 with priority 1 roads 
requiring more regular attendance.  The aim was to attend a road where the 
majority of gullies are between 50% - 75% full of silt.

15. For the purposes of the trial, the intervention periods were set for attendance 
higher than the predicted frequency for the County as a whole in order to assist 
in determining the most effective intervention level within a relatively short 
period of time. The intervention periods for the extent of the trial were as 
follows:-
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Table 2

Road Priority Frequency of attendance 
P1 Roads (high priority) Attended every 6 months
P2 Roads (medium priority) Attended every 12 Months
P3 Roads (low priority) Attended every 24 months

16. Following this evaluation, every road was checked against the risk of flooding at 
that location. This then allowed an evidence based priority to be established for 
every road in the trial area. These frequencies were applied to whole sections 
of road, for operational reasons, rather than on a drain by drain basis. 

17. The data showed that the gullies to be emptied once every 24 months tended 
to be the ones in urban areas e.g. residential roads where evidence suggests 
that a reduced frequency of maintenance would be appropriate.

18. In order to achieve a reliable programme of works, Council operatives were set 
an objective to attend a predetermined number of gullies per day. These targets 
(50 gullies per day on road which required traffic management (TM), 90 gullies 
per day on all other roads) also served as a benchmark to compare the Council 
against external sub-contractors. 

19. In addition to cleansing gullies based on risk, the trial also aimed to resolve any 
straight forward defects recorded by taking remedial action to rectify physical 
problems and if necessary, arranging temporary traffic regulation orders 
(TTROs) where the number of parked cars obstructing gullies hits a 
predetermined threshold. Thus preventing those issues potentially leading to a 
further customer contact.

20. During the trial, analysis of customer contacts was also undertaken. Whilst no 
definite conclusions can be drawn from the data at present due to the relatively 
short period which the trial ran for, the process will continue to be refined and 
the number of customer contacts made to the department will be evaluated.

21. Based on the additional data gathered throughout the trial (on top of that 
already held by the council), the trial was able to identify the appropriate level of 
attendance for gullies for the county; as shown in the table below:-

Table 3

Road Priority Frequency of attendance 
P1 Roads (high priority) Attended every 10 months
P2 Roads (medium priority) Attended every 20 Months
P3 Roads (low priority) Attended every 36 months

These frequencies are aimed at attending a gully on a road where the majority 
of gullies are 50%-75% full of silt. The data also suggests the frequency 
identified for the majority of gullies on average is similar to that the authority 
has historically worked towards (18-24 months). However it will mean those 
that need more frequent treatment and those most likely to cause issues within 
the 18-24 month period, would be dealt with on a more regular frequency. 
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22. The table below details the number of roads which would be attended for the 
county on different frequencies:-

Table 4

Priority Number of USRN* 
/length of roads

Number of Gullies

P1 Roads (10 monthly 
attendance)

1148 (741m)  39,000+

P2 Roads (20 monthly 
attendance)

5054 (1354m)  65,000+

P3 Roads (36 monthly 
attendance)

3247 (347m)  26,000+

* U.S.R.N. (Unique Street Reference Number)

23. The trial also identified that although historic data can provide a good baseline 
figure to estimate when a gully should be cleansed, the ongoing collection of 
data will continue to build the County Council’s knowledge. An annual review of 
the frequency of attendance will be carried out in order to provide the best 
value service, and further identify sections of roads that require different 
attendance to the road as a whole.

24. As outlined previously, in order to facilitate a reliable programme of gully 
attendance, LCC operations were required to attend a target number of gullies 
per day (specific to TM and non TM routes), sub-contractors were also utilised 
for a proportion of  the trial routes and on trial roads in order to bench mark 
LCC against a sub-contractor. The evidence suggests that on routes which 
don’t require traffic management, the external contractor typically out-
performed County Council operatives by up to 60%.

25. The reasons for this are firstly, where issues are found with a gully, LCC 
operatives often spend a bit longer jetting the system in an attempt to clear the 
issue than the contractor would.  Secondly, it is also understood that the 
contractor offers their operatives a bonus for every gully cleared. Under LCC 
terms and conditions, this is not an option available to us.

For routes requiring traffic management, the evidence demonstrates that LCC 
and the external contractor have a largely comparable performance. 

26. Regular gully emptying reduces highway flooding problems except where 
gullies are obstructed by a vehicle or that have minor defects e.g. damaged lid 
or slow running outfalls. For that reason, work to resolve these issues was 
carried out throughout the trial. The table below details the number of issues 
identified through the 7 month trial period:-
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Table 5

Gullies attended 19,958
Gullies requiring further action of 
which:-

2,055 

Damage to frame 342 

Blockage to pipework 773 

Vehicle over 909 

Slow running outlet 31 

27. The total number of follow up works is approximately 10% of the gullies 
attended.  This equates to 13,000 issues to be anticipated being identified for 
the County as a whole at a predicted estimated cost of £450K. These works will 
be funded from the existing drainage maintenance programme. 

28. The trial demonstrated that the Council’s current method to record gully 
information (Masternaut) is limited and only allows generalised evaluations to 
be made for an area, as the information is not tied to an individual asset (i.e. 
gully) . Throughout the trial period the Council concurrently carried out analysis 
into alternative gully asset management systems on the market at present. 
A business case to determine requirements for a future system to replace 
Masternaut is being developed for introduction in the next financial year.

29. The table below shows the cost of the various gully cleansing options 
available:- 

Table 6

Options* Cost Number of 
gullies pa

1.  Risk based approach with LCC emptying gullies £1.2m Total 92k
2.  Risk based approach with external contractor £840k Total 92k
3.  Risk based approach with LCC emptying gullies

 All TM routes attended every 10 months
 Non TM P3 routes inspected every 24 months 

and emptied when required

£1.2m 
emptying
£20k staff
£1.2m Total 

92k

4.  Risk based approach with external contractor
 All TM routes attended every 10 months
 Non TM P3 routes inspected every 24 months 

and emptied when required 

£840k 
emptying 
£20k staff
£860k Total

92k

* All options include the cost of LCC carrying out the reactive ad-hoc gully 
cleansing activity

30. Options 3 and 4 above propose that all traffic management routes are treated 
as P1 and therefore cleansed on a 10 month frequency.  This is due to the fact 
that the majority of traffic management routes are on the P1 frequency and 
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therefore it is more efficient to arrange all routes requiring traffic management 
as one works package.

31. Additional resource of 0.5 FTE Inspector is also proposed in options 3 and 4 
above to facilitate inspection of the P3 routes (36 months) by the 24 month 
period.  This is to provide assurance as we implement this new regime that a 
36 month frequency is adequate.  If a gully is inspected at 24 months and found 
to require cleaning, this will be actioned with the data input to the system to 
inform the next review.

Conclusions 

32. Based on the results of the trial, the new gully cleansing process will comprise:-

a. Cleansing gullies on the required frequencies as identified in the trial:
 P1 roads every 10 months
 P2 roads every 20 months
 P3 roads every 36 months as part of a risked based approach;

b. implementing option 4 above of external contractor providing the routine 
gully emptying function with all TM routes treated on 10 month frequency 
and P3 route gullies inspected at the 24 month point;

c. LCC operational resource (two tankers) for reactive works, where more 
time is required to resolve or investigate long term issues, will allow the 
Authority to manage the peaks and troughs in the workload and retain 
operatives and equipment for emergencies in addition to keeping expertise 
within the Authority; and,

d. implementing a new gully emptying data system to provide increased data 
intelligence.

33. This revised approach will be rolled out across Leicestershire from early 2019.

Resource implications 

34. All changes will be met from the current maintenance budget.

Background Policies

Leicestershire County Council Highway Asset Management Policy:
https://www.leicestershire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/field/pdf/2017/9/15/Highway-Asset-Management-Policy.pdf 

Leicestershire County Council HIAMP:
https://www.leicestershire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/field/pdf/2017/12/5/HIAMP-v5-1.pdf

Circulation under Local Issues Alert Procedure

None.
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Relevant Impact Assessments

Equality and Human Rights Implications

35. No detailed assessment has been done at this early stage, but as and when the 
trial is rolled out countywide the County Council will seek to ensure that any 
necessary Equality and Human Rights Impact Assessment are completed. 
However the Highway Asset Management Policy and Strategy documents 
which is an umbrella document for drainage has had an EHRIA previously 
completed

Environmental Impact 

36. A detailed environmental impact assessment has not been undertaken.  
However, the proposals will support more efficient maintenance of highway 
assets.  In turn, this will support a number of environmental benefits including 
preserving natural resources as a consequence of extending the serviceable 
life of highway assets before renewal, reducing the impact of congestion on 
communities and reducing carbon emissions by supporting the expedient use 
of the network.

Officers to Contact

Ann Carruthers
Director, Environment and Transport  
Tel: (0116) 305 7000
Email: Ann.Carruthers@leics.gov.uk 

Ian Vears
Assistant Director, Environment and Transport 
Tel: (0116) 305 7966
Email: Ian.Vears@leics.gov.uk 
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