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AMP8: 7 Access Challenges 
Engineers Need to Consider 
When Upgrading 
Wastewater Treatment 
Works
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The AMP8 Investment 
Opportunity
The UK water sector is entering a major period of infrastructure 
investment. Across England, the government says almost £5 billion is 
being invested between 2025 and 2030 in wastewater treatment works 
upgrades to tackle phosphorus pollution, alongside a much wider 
programme of investment across the water and wastewater network.

For engineers, contractors and designers, upgrading an existing 
wastewater treatment works is rarely as simple as installing new process 
equipment. Existing sites are often congested, access routes can be 
restrictive, and new equipment needs to be integrated into infrastructure 
that must continue operating throughout construction.

That makes safe, practical and maintainable access an important part of 
the design from the outset.
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1. Working around existing infrastructure
One of the biggest challenges on an operational treatment works is simply finding space. 
Existing tanks, pipework, pumps, electrical equipment and process infrastructure can leave 
very little room for new equipment or safe access routes.

A new piece of plant might be relatively straightforward to install, but engineers also need 
to consider:

• How will operators reach it?
• How will maintenance teams access it?
• Can equipment be removed when it needs replacing?
• Is there sufficient space around valves, pumps and instrumentation?
• Can personnel safely move around existing pipework?
• Will access remain available after the upgrade is complete?

Access should therefore be considered alongside the process design rather than added 
once the equipment layout has already been finalised. For complex retrofit projects, a 
lightweight and easily fabricated material such as GRP can provide flexibility where 
conventional steel structures would be more difficult to install.
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2. Creating safe routes around tanks, channels and pipework
Wastewater treatment works contain numerous changes in level, open channels, tanks and pipe runs. Operators still need to move between different parts of the site, inspect 
equipment and carry out routine maintenance.

That can create a requirement for:

Walkways Access platforms Stairs

Ladders Handrails Stepovers

Pipework crossings Equipment platforms

The challenge is not simply providing a route from A to B. The access system needs to work with the process equipment while maintaining safe movement and allowing 
operators to perform their tasks without having to climb over, squeeze around or work underneath infrastructure.

A good access strategy should therefore be developed from an understanding of how the asset will actually be operated and maintained.
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3. Designing for a corrosive environment

Wastewater treatment works are demanding environments 
for structural materials. Moisture, chemicals and 
wastewater-related atmospheres can create corrosion risks 
for conventional materials.

This makes material selection an important consideration 
when designing new access infrastructure. GRP can offer 
advantages in applications where corrosion resistance, low 
maintenance and ease of handling are important. However, 
the appropriate material and specification should always be 
determined according to the specific application, 
environment and required performance.

Whole-life considerations can become particularly 
important on infrastructure that is expected to operate for 
decades.

The key question isn't simply: "What is the cheapest 
access platform to install?"

It is: "What access solution provides the appropriate 
performance over the intended service life of the 
asset?"
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4. Installing new access while the site remains 
operational
Many AMP8 projects will involve modifications to existing operational assets rather than construction on an empty site. That creates a major 
construction challenge.

Existing process 
operations

Restricted working 
areas

Live pipework Electrical equipment

Other contractors Tight shutdown windows

This makes the installation methodology just as important as the final structure. GRP can be particularly useful where lightweight components 
can simplify manual handling and reduce the need for heavy lifting equipment, subject to the specific project requirements and installation 
methodology.

For an AMP8 project, engineers should ask: Can the access system be installed safely without creating unnecessary disruption 
to the existing process?
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5. Allowing for future maintenance and replacement
A new wastewater asset isn't finished when construction is complete. It may need 
inspection, cleaning, maintenance and component replacement for many years.

That means engineers need to consider the whole maintenance journey. For example:

• A pump might be accessible immediately after installation, but what happens when 
it needs to be removed?

• A valve might be reachable from a platform, but is there enough space to operate 
and maintain it?

• A filter or screen might be easy to access, but can it be safely removed?

These questions can be missed when access is designed around the initial installation 
rather than the asset's entire lifecycle.

Design access around the maintenance task, not simply around the equipment.
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6. Integrating access with new mechanical and 
electrical equipment
Modern wastewater treatment upgrades involve increasingly complex mechanical, electrical, instrumentation and control 
systems. This illustrates an important point: access is not an isolated discipline.

Process & Mechanical

Pumps, tanks, process equipment, above-ground 
pipework and lifting steelwork must all be 
coordinated with access routes.

Electrical & Instrumentation

Electrical design, instrumentation and control 
systems must be accessible without compromising 
safety or operations.

Construction Sequencing

Poor coordination can result in access platforms that 
conflict with pipework or equipment, creating 
expensive changes later in the project.

Maintenance Requirements

Bringing the access supplier or specialist designer 
into the process early can help identify issues before 
construction begins.
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7. Designing for construction, installation and future 
modifications
Wastewater treatment works are evolving assets. An AMP8 upgrade 
may solve an immediate capacity, compliance or environmental 
requirement, but further modifications may be required later.

Engineers should therefore consider how accessible the new 
infrastructure will remain if the site changes again. A well-designed 
access system should support the asset rather than become another 
constraint around it.

Modular access systems

Future equipment & additional pipework

Expansion & replacement routes

Inspection access

Safe installation sequences

Future lifting requirements
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Why access should be considered 
early
The scale of AMP8 investment means a significant number of existing wastewater 
treatment works will be modified, upgraded or expanded during a relatively concentrated 
period. For project teams, that creates an opportunity to treat access as part of the 
overall engineering solution, rather than a final-stage package.

Early consideration can help engineers:

Identify access requirements alongside process equipment
Resolve clashes before construction and plan installation around operational 
assets.

Select appropriate materials and improve maintainability
Reduce site modifications and coordinate access with mechanical and electrical 
systems.

Plan for future maintenance
Ensure the access system supports the asset across its entire operational 
lifecycle.
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GRP as part of the solution
GRP is not the answer to every access challenge, and material selection should always be based 
on the project's specific requirements.

However, where corrosion resistance, lightweight construction, low maintenance and installation 
flexibility are important considerations, GRP can provide an effective alternative to conventional 
materials for applications such as:

• Access platforms
• Walkways
• Stairs & Ladders
• Handrails
• Pipework crossings
• Stepovers
• Equipment access
• Bespoke structures

The important consideration is not simply the material itself. It is the complete solution. 
A specialist supplier should be able to understand the environment, develop the 
appropriate design, provide the required technical information and, where required, 
install the finished system.
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