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Overview
Throughout June and July 2007 there was unprecedented rainfall across the UK which led to major flooding in several urban areas. The headline figures show 12 people lost their lives, 48,000 houses and 7,000 business were flooded. There were also knock-on effects with the loss of many essential services including water supply and transport infrastructure.
The interim report from the Pitt Review of these floods proposes 72 interim conclusions and a number of them will directly impact on local authorities, particularly emergency planning and spatial planning functions. There are suggested improvements to the coordination of the response from the Local Resilience Forum and developing the strategic capacity for all agencies to respond. Upper-tier local authorities are encouraged to take on the strategic leadership at the local level bringing together partners, supporting the local community and scrutinising the process.
The Review Team continue to seek the views on their proposals. Councils should consider the interim reports conclusions and their practical feasibility when contributing to the consultation process. The deadline for further evidence is 31 March 2008. The final report will be published in summer 2008.
With the increased risk of flooding due to climate change the conclusions are relevant to communities across the country - even those not traditionally in flood risk areas.
Briefing in full
Summary of flooding in summer 2007
In 2007 the rainfall from May to July was the highest since national records began. The areas that were most impacted by the flooding were Gloucestershire, Humberside, South Yorkshire and Thames Valley. As well as rivers flooding the surrounding areas, the volume and intensity of water inundated drainage systems causing unusually high levels of surface water flooding.
The impact on critical infrastructure in Gloucestershire included:
· Severn Trent Water's Mythe water treatment works in Tewksbury flooded leaving
350,000 people without water
· Central Networks' Castele Meads electricity sub-station shout down, leaving
42,000 people without power
•
10,000 people stranded on the M5 motorway and 200 people at Gloucester
Railway Station.
There was a similar pattern in Yorkshire:
· four major electrical stations and 55 secondary sub-stations flooded affecting
130,000 people
· sewage treatments and pumping stations failed polluting the surrounding area
· oil distribution affected by the closure of the rail network.
There were a number of events that were narrowly avoided, such as the near failure of the Ulley reservoir in Rotherham.
The Pitt Review also considers the effects of the flooding through individual stories, highlighting negative stories of the initial shock, the following clean-up and ongoing effects as well as some positive outcomes such as community spirit and cooperation.
Building a better understanding of risk
The Review suggests considerable investment is needed to provide dependable information through forecasting and modelling flood events. These are the long-term projects that need to be put in place:
· coastal and river flooding depends on historic information and should be extended
to more sophisticated analysis of extreme and overlapping scenarios
· maps of the risk of surface water flooding do not exist and the Environment
Agency should be investigate the methodology that coule be used to develop these
maps
· real-time information needs to be fed into the mapping to provide more effective
information for those services responding to the flood event
•
scientific information of flood risk analysis needs to be easy to interpret.
In the short term there can be improvements in two areas:
· the Environment Agency should begin systematic monitoring of groundwater
levels at times of high risk
· surface water 'hot spots' should be identified by the Environment Agency,
supported by local authorities and water companies to provide basic data about
areas of risk.
Managing flood risk Planning
The growth and shape of urban areas could leave new and existing homes at risk of flooding and puts additional strain on environmental resources. The Review concludes:
· new developments should not be considered in flood plain areas and where there
is an exception PPS25 should be more 'rigorously applied' (also see Planning and
Climate Change)
· small developments that stop rain going straight into the ground, such as paving
gardens, should no longer be an automatic right
· the right for new developments to automatically connect to public sewers once
planning permission has been granted should be removed
· all new buildings in a flood risk area should be flood-resilient, that is the choice of
design, materials and products should minimise damage when the building is
flooded.
Building
Householders can implement a number of resistance and resilience measure, which should reduce the impact of a flood. For instance, installing door guards or moving electrical sockets to higher levels. At present it seems that the public are not aware of either the risk they are in or the changes they could make to their property. Defra has a programme of work in this area and this is something the Review will continue to look into for the final report.
Building Regulations, when they are updated in 2010, will have a role to play in ensuring resistance and resilience measures are incorporated into developments. In the meantime local authorities are encouraged to initiate programmes of work in housing and business that will support the refurbishment of properties in a way that provides greater protection from flooding.
Surface water flooding and drainage
The flooded areas in summer 2007 suffered from an unusually high proportion of surface water flooding. The Review found risk associated with surface water and drainage problems are not being addressed and suffer from a lack of leadership. The Environment Agency is expected to deliver the strategic national role by developing forecasting, modelling and a framework to understand the risks involved.
The Review suggests surface water flooding should be managed locally, with local authorities best placed to take on this role - bringing together spatial planning, emergency planning and dialogue with the community and local partners. The Review urges local authorities in risky areas to review their capabilities to ensure they will be able to deliver their responsibilities. Scrutiny is one process that local authorities can use to lead the way on this issue. A number of scrutiny committee hearings were held in councils following the summer 2007 floods focussed on lessons learned for the future. This could be broadened to take a strategic view of how prepared the area is for a flood event.
There are already models for managing surface water risks with Surface Water Management Plans (SWMPs). SWMPs are a key part of Planning Policy Statement 25 and should provide the basis for managing sustainable drainage infrastructure. These plans should be supported by a risk register of local drainage systems and an action plan for all organisations with responsibilities for managing flood risk. Local authorities will need to work with stakeholders to build a coherent picture of surface water flooding in their area. The Review proposes Defra issue further guidance in this area.
The government Water Strategy, due to be published in 2008, will need to tackle some outstanding questions about drainage. In the management of normal drainage and sewer systems, as well as sustainable drainage systems, there is recognition of the confusion about ownership, maintenance and standards.
Flood defence
Responsibility for flood defences lies with the Environment Agency. As well as areas that do not have sufficient defences, poor maintenance was sited as a contributing factor to the floods. The Review emphasises that flood defences are not always the most suitable solution, but there is support for investment in areas with the highest long-term risk. The government should provide a strategic approach to investment with plans for the next 25 years.
The Review has analysed the type of defences that have been used and suggests the Environment Agency has a clearer programme of works, including the use of temporary defences and land management. Interestingly local authorities are responsible for the provision of sandbags. Sandbags are not always an effective measure, but they are perceived by the public to be crucial. This is an area that needs clearer guidance.
Insurance
The insurance industry obviously plays a part in flood recovery. There are a number of conclusions from the Review for insurance companies to work with the public sector -for instance providing a public education programme on the benefits of insurance in a flooding context and develop options for low-income households.
The emergency response
Overall the emergency plans and procedures were effective. However, the severity of the flooding highlighted some weaknesses. There is room for improvement for the Environment Agency in terms of forecasts and flood warnings. There needs to be a national response to emergency supplies, particularly water provision. There also needs to be more clarity about the role of regional and national advisors and response teams to coordinate with the efforts of the local responders.
Local Resilience Forums are responsible for the local emergency response arrangements. There are a number of suggestions to improve the coordination and strategic capacity to respond. The Review proposes 'upper tier' local authorities should be the lead organisation for multi-agency emergency planning and should trigger the response to the severe weather warning. Local authorities should be the main source of information throughout the emergency. Where there is a severe risk of flooding 'the 'Gold Command' group should be convened at the earliest stage. If it is viewed to be a 'Gold Command' situation the police should lead the multi-agency response. In an emergency there is a transition from response to recovery. The Re-covering Co-ordinating Group, chaired by the local authority, and sub-groups need to be convened at an early stage.
Based on the experience of the summer 2007 floods all Local Resilience Forums should assess the:
· effectiveness of their Gold Command team facilities
· local responsibilities and arrangements for water rescue
· provision of rest centres and facilities used in an emergency to ensure they are
resilient to flooding
· vulnerability of the transport network.
In general there needs to be more use of mutual support from other local authorities. It is suggested the Local Government Association investigates the best approach.
The Review finds similar conclusions as the Audit Commission (see Staying Afloat) in terms of financial assistance. There is a need to revise the system for providing additional finance to local responders making it speedier and simpler.
Critical infrastructure
Water and electricity were identified as the most critical infrastructure that were impacted by the floods. There was also an impact on transport networks, particularly rail and a number of motorways. National government and the specific sectors need to work together to ensure disruption is minimised and there is investment in making these facilities resilient to flooding.
The Local Resilience Forum needs to have a clear picture of the vulnerability of critical infrastructure in their area and include this on Community Risk Registers. The Civil Contingencies Act provides a framework to ensure all agencies contribute to this work. However, this may need to be extended so that information on critical sites has to be provided.
As mentioned above, scrutiny committees can provide the means to review emergency plans from all agencies. Provisions in the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act, which recently gained Royal Assent (see related briefings), should increase the involvement of other agencies in local scrutiny. 

Engaging the public
Many people in the 2007 floods were unaware that they would be at risk from flooding. In addition, many of those that were aware of the risk had not fully prepared for a flood.
The Environment Agency already has a warning system for the public, Flood Warnings Direct, but it is currently under-used. As well as increasing take-up of this service, the Environment Agency needs to improve the way warnings are communicated, with simple and tailored information rather than based on stretches of rivers. Local Resilience Forums are encouraged to use a range of methods to warn people of an imminent flood. 'Door-knocking' was identified as the most effective means of communication and should be carried out by the local authority.
During the flood there needs to be a stream of information that updates and advises the public. Telephone information lines and the internet are the most direct means of communication. The Review suggests only two telephone lines are needed - the Environment Agency for flooding information and the local authority for local advice. Information on the internet should be through a single point of access, with one agency coordinating information of the multi-agency response to team.
The media is an important source of information. Local radio in particular was identified as a useful source of 'reassurance and advice'. Local authorities should work with local radio to ensure the messages are clear and accurate. However, rolling news channels were not seen to be as useful by the public questioned in the Review. This may be due to reluctance on the part of local agencies to get involved with the national media. Local resilience forums should consider having a media strategy for emergency events.
Communities can also take action themselves to protect and support themselves and others and the Review contains stories of people helping neighbours during the floods. There are a series of suggestions to maximise community resilience - including information in Home Information Packs, a local information campaign and householders making an emergency flood kit.
Comment
Overall the response to the summer floods in 2007 was well regarded. However, the scale of the floods was a surprise for many people. Either because warnings were too late, they were unprepared or were not considered to be in a flood risk area. This uncertainty is only going to increase as we come to terms with a changing climate. Although at the interim stage, this Review has already highlighted key areas for improvements, which should improve the resilience of local communities.
There has clearly not been enough emphasis on urban and / or surface water flooding. There are improvements needed in the identification and management of this risk at a national level. But there is clearly a crucial role for planning authorities. The Review goes much further than the recent addition to PPS1 - Planning and Climate Change and suggests strong planning controls to limit surface water run-off and poor drainage.
Council's should be much more aware of land management and the impact this will have on flooding.
The Review provides a series of conclusions for Local Resilience Forums. Local authorities could take this into account and begin reviewing the co-ordination and procedures of their Forum. Emergency response has to be about strong partnerships and working together but there needs to be local agreement to provide leadership and consistency from one agency.
Council's should consider adding their views on the conclusions of this Interim Report. The deadline for further evidence is 31 March 2008.
Additional Information
The LGiU's Centre for Local Sustainability will be holding a seminar on this topic on the 27 March titled 'Flood mitigation and adaptation: an issue for everybody?'.
For more information click here or e-mail info@lKiu.org.uk
