
This summer, a flood tragedy played out on our TV screens
of shocking proportions. The wake of Hurricane Katrina
that crossed the southern United States unleashed a

crisis of human displacement, wrecked infrastructure and
caused social unrest on a scale not previously witnessed in a
modern, developed nation. More than a million people were
required to evacuate their homes, five million premises lost
power, and damages totalled some £120bn pounds.

While hurricanes of that scale are mercifully not a feature of
European weather, rising tides, extreme storms and periods of
intense rainfall are all becoming more common. Too frequently,
we now hear weather reports of a month’s average rain falling
within hours. What normally appear as tranquil rivers,
contained coastal waters, even a modest stream can rapidly
become monstrous, frightening torrents of power. They also
bring the capacity to devastate whatever lies in their path,
including our greatest fear – loss of human life.

‘Our previous reliance on hard,
front line defences is becoming
increasingly unsuited to
extreme weather events, both
along rivers and on our
coastline.’

Londoners in particular currently owe a huge debt of thanks
to the politicians and engineers who had the presence of
mind to plan and build the Thames Barrier and associated
flood defences following the catastrophic floods that hit the
East of England in 1953. In the first five years of its operation,
from 1982 to 1987, the barrier was closed just three times, an
event that always made regional news. In 2001 alone, it was
closed on 14 occasions – 14 potential flood disasters that
were averted, each at an estimated cost of £30bn. Yet already
we know the Barrier’s capacity to deal with increasing tidal
heights cannot last forever, and the Thames Estuary 2100
Project is busily investigating new remedies to avert a
catastrophe on the scale of the New Orleans flooding disaster.

Sir David King, the Chief Scientific Adviser, was asked by the
Government to evaluate a range of possible scenarios for
climate change in the UK over the next 100 years. His

conclusions, published earlier this year in the ‘Foresight
report’, do not make for comfortable reading. At worst,
London, the Solent, north Norfolk and other coastal areas will
become 30 times more vulnerable to devastating tidal surges,
raising the annual cost of flooding from £1bn to £20bn a year;
the danger of flooding from rivers swollen by intense,
frequent storms could rise by between four and six times, and
the number of homes at high risk may more than double to
three and a half million.

Around the UK the effects of sea level rises are already in
evidence. Our previous reliance on hard, front line defences is
becoming increasingly unsuited to extreme weather events,
both along rivers and on our coastline. We need to make
space for water in areas where there is less at risk and where
nature will benefit from more frequent floods, working with
nature’s soft defences such as floodplains and salt marshes.
These are easier and cheaper to maintain, are effective in
absorbing the power of water and will enable us to spread the
increasing demand for flood management over a wider area. 

Making space for water
Along with this change in climate we must somehow also
accommodate the inevitable demands of economic and social
change. A growing economy and prosperity bring demands
for more homes, infrastructure and facilities. However, many
of the areas being considered for new development are in
floodplains – some in areas of significant risk. While the
popular concept of developing brownfield land seems
laudable, many of these old industrial sites are adjacent to
rivers, land that in many instances could be better developed
as places for water to flow or be stored. This would improve
the landscape and make a safer environment for new
dwellings located further away from the river. For some, this
will be a contentious and debatable point as this increases the
pressure on the development of greenfield sites. The
Environment Agency is staking a very firm position here, as
we continue to press government to recognise floodplains as
a natural resource – in fact, a capital asset. In addition, we
believe it is essential for us to have a full consultative role in
all stages of spatial planning, from advising on regional
strategic plans to quality assuring flood risk assessments for
all planning applications in flood risk areas.

David Rooke, Head of Flood Risk Management at the Environment
Agency, discusses the importance of flood management…
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When certain circumstances dictate that development must
go ahead, providing they are not in the areas of highest risk
(which we would always oppose), we advocate more lateral
thinking for flood management, working with nature rather
than against it wherever possible. Unfortunately, it seems that
many developers still think the best solution is to build flood
defences around their site, but this is not the best approach
and doesn’t instil confidence in occupants, financial lenders or
insurers. We must encourage more innovation in approaches
to the layout of sites and be creative in how the land is used.

The first thing to understand is ‘what gets wet, when, where,
how often and from what source’ – the key outcomes of a flood
risk assessment. These can then form the basis of deciding
‘what type of development goes where’, ensuring that the most
flood vulnerable facilities are placed in the safest areas. Facilities
that will sustain least damage, such as parks and open spaces,
can be located where the risk is greater. They can be an
attractive leisure or wildlife amenity for the majority of the
time, and a place for the water to flow or be stored safely
during times of flood.

One source of flooding that should not be under estimated is
surface water. Increasing rainfall combined with the spread of
impermeable surfaces in heavily developed areas will result in
more frequent and severe flooding in the future. In some places,
existing underground drainage systems may be antiquated and
unable to cope with the intense deluges of rainwater we are
now experiencing more frequently. Any new development must
put systems in place to reduce surface water run-off and reduce
the reliance on existing drainage systems. There are various
sustainable techniques being introduced, including ones that
work in high density developments, such as permeable walkways
and landscaping, and even roof spaces can be built to
accommodate rainwater, which can also be recycled and used
within the building.

While planners and developers might be forgiven for thinking
this all sounds ominously expensive, this is not necessarily so
if planning for floods takes place from the outset. The worst
thing that can happen is when architects are asked to adapt
existing designs and start retro-fitting flood solutions. They
won’t work as well, are more likely to be short-term remedies
and costs will start to sky-rocket.

There’s no point going into denial about flood risk where
planning is concerned. With even the smallest risk, developers
must face up to it and plan appropriately from the beginning.
In the long term, the site will look more attractive, be popular,
and the reputation of the organisations involved will grow
too. It’s a win-win situation.

Learning to live with floods
On Monday 5th December, the Government issued a
consultation on new development and flood risk planning

guidance (PPS25), a move that we welcome as a sign that

flood risk is now moving fast up the agenda of real and

significant threats to the country’s future socio-economic

wellbeing. We expect to retain our status as the lead advisor to

planning authorities on flood risk and hope that the outcome

of the review will be to strengthen the importance of

considering the consequences of flooding and that flood risk

assessments will be incorporated at the earliest stages of

planning and development.

As an organisation, we have made it clear that it is impossible

for us to prevent floods – they are simply a natural event. Our

strategy, therefore, is to focus primarily on avoiding the risk

and, only when there are no alternatives, managing it

elsewhere to limit damage and prevent loss of life. We are

keen to ensure that as many angles of flood risk management

are pursued as possible, and that householders, builders, the

insurance industry and similar interest groups share the

responsibility for minimising risk. We have already worked

with the British Standards Institute to develop kite marks for

flood products, and we continue research programmes with

other professional bodies to evaluate how other resistance

products and new building techniques can be used. Despite

this, we remain vehemently opposed to unnecessary building

in flood risk areas.

In our changing world, flood risk is an obvious and painful

reminder of our vulnerability. We recognise that it isn’t

technically, economically or environmentally possible to

protect everywhere. We also know that there are limits to the

artificial constraints we have previously placed on rivers and

coasts; that our approach to development in risk areas must

be re-evaluated; and that some people must face up to the

need to prepare and accept occasional flooding, or move out. 

All the signs indicate that the future is set to be very different

from that we know today. Our abuse of the planet and its

resources seems to be at the root cause of our changing

climate. For us to sustain the way we live, our behaviour must

change in a fundamental way. Dealing with flooding is just one

element of a wider, inter-linked environmental agenda, and one

that the construction industry cannot be allowed to ignore.
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