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“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 11
th

 February 2014 

Repeat:  Sunday 16
th

 February 2014 

 

Producer:  Rob Cave 

Reporter:  Allan Urry 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF WIND AND RAIN 

 

URRY: This programme has taken an unusual turn…I’ve 

become a victim of the story that I’m actually trying to report.  Here in Devon I’ve been cut off 

during parts of our investigation as the West Country bears the brunt of this prolonged and 

ferocious weather, and today’s another day that I’m not going anywhere.  There are many 

thousands like me across Britain struggling to get to work or even to the local shops, and 

there’s plenty who’ve had it much worse. 

 

EXTRACTS FROM NEWS REPORTS 

 

NEWSREADER: Will it ever end?  Southern England is battered by yet 

more rain and winds of up to 80 miles an hour. 

 

NEWSREADER 2: The River Thames has burst its banks, flooding homes 

and disrupting transport.  In East Berkshire, police have declared it a major incident. 

 

NEWSREADER 3: The flood waters rise on the Somerset Levels.  

Heartbreak for some of those evacuated from their homes. 

 

WOMAN: I’d have done anything to have saved my home. 
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URRY: Roads flooded, trains cancelled, flights grounded.  But 

even with the weather breaking all records, shouldn’t we be better prepared to withstand it? 

Has a lack of maintenance and drainage let down rail users? Should Gatwick Airport have lost 

power during flooding at Christmas, leaving thousands stranded?  What these storms have also 

laid bare is poor planning and stalled spending on defences. Has that made a bad situation 

worse?  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR, CAR RADIO, TRAFFIC REPORT 

 

REPORTER: … also closed.  In Long Load, the B3165, that’s closed 

because the bridge is unstable due to the water underneath the bridge.  That’s between Church 

Lane and Knole Causeway there in Long Load. 

 

URRY: We’re in the Somerset Levels on rain-soaked country 

lanes, where we can see for miles around us - the full effects of the prolonged bad weather.  

File on 4 was here round about this time last year.  The situation was bad then.  We’re now told 

it’s even worse. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PHONE CALL 

 

LIDDELL-GRAINGER: Chris, it’s Ian Liddell-Grainger.  Came through five 

minutes ago and it’s a straightforward quote, that Sedgemoor has called it, backed by the 

county council.  It is now an emergency. 

 

URRY: It was the day the crisis became official. As we met with 

the Conservative MP for Bridgwater, he was getting urgent phone calls from a desperate local 

authority. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PHONE CALL 

 

CHRIS: What are you going to call for? 
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LIDDELL-GRAINGER: Well we’re going to need extra pumps.  We’re also 

going to need an evacuation plan and probably help, and hopefully we might get a bit of 

support – possibly, if we’re lucky - from the military, just to help get some of those families 

out if it’s needed tonight. 

 

URRY: Since then, Somerset’s been visited by hot and cold 

running politicians and officials, the Prime Minister’s got involved, and even Prince Charles 

arrived on a boat, trying to raise spirits and pledging money. The Environment Agency’s been 

in the firing line. Locals say they haven’t done enough. But Regional Flood Risk Manager, 

Alison Baptiste, says now they’ve brought in extra resources. 

 

BAPTISTE: We’ve put in place one of the largest pumping regimes 

that we’ve ever seen in one location and we are pumping now 24 hours a day in order to reduce 

the levels.  We’ve also got our staff out around the clock, monitoring those levels and adjusting 

it so that we can reduce those water levels as quickly as we possibly can. 

 

URRY: What’s it costing the Environment Agency to do this? 

 

BAPTISTE: It’s about £10,000 a day to pump. 

 

URRY: A day? 

 

BAPTISTE: Uh huh. 

 

URRY: People will say this shouldn’t have happened in the first 

place, and they point to a lack of dredging in past years, which they say is the underlying 

problem.  You wouldn’t be facing the problems you’ve got now, having to spend £10,000 extra 

every day to pump it out. 

 

BAPTISTE: Well, firstly the dredging would cost about £4 million to 

do, to dredge the Levels, so it is a significant cost.  Secondly, it is only part of the solution.  It’s 

very low-lying, often tide-locked, and so there will be times when there is water trapped on the 

moors, irrespective of whether those channels are dredged.  I think dredging is seen very much 

as the answer, the panacea, and in fact that isn’t the case. 
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URRY: As the emergency relief plan in Somerset continues, the 

Prime Minister’s pledged another £130 million for flood repairs, defences and maintenance 

nationally.   For Kerry Rickards, Chief Executive of Sedgemoor District Council, which made 

the major incident call to Government, there’s already been a heavy price to pay. 

 

RICKARDS: I know right now that Somerset provides something like 

5% of the nation’s food.  Right now, 1% of that has been lost, and farmers are saying – quite 

rightly – enough is enough.  You need to factor in that food supply is a major issue for this 

nation, and for me, the call on Government ministers is to look at the policy that the 

Environment Agency works to and make food supply a priority. 

 

URRY: What about your infrastructure?  How well protected is 

that? 

 

RICKARDS: Well, the infrastructure isn’t protected.  I mean, too 

many A roads are flooded.  We’ve also got Hinkley Point nuclear power station coming in in 

probably six, nine months, it’s a £15 billion investment.  We’re trying to get the supply chain 

to invest in the areas of Sedgemoor.  Well, if you come down now you see 12% of the land 

flooded.  Government needs to now put in additional resources. 

 

URRY: All of which raises a bigger question. Is allowing an area 

like Somerset to flood so badly cost effective? In the light of what’s happened, wouldn’t 

taxpayers have got better value if the Government had loosened its purse strings to prevent 

such a crisis in the first place? It’s a question I was hoping to put to an Environment Minister, 

but no-one was prepared to be interviewed.  

 

ACTUALITY IN SOMERSET 

 

URRY: Essentially, Government wants the best return for the 

taxpayer on what is spent on defences. Fair enough. But critics of the way this is decided in 

detail say a complex formula used to calculate that is skewed too far in favour of protecting the 

most lives and property for every pound spent.  Hence places like the Somerset Levels, with its 

small, scattered villages, loses out. But what about our cities?  You might expect them to be 

better defended because of their higher populations, but you’d be wrong. 
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ROSE: We’re on the Botley Road, which is one of the main 

feeder roads into the centre of Oxford city. 

 

URRY: It’s an A road, yes? 

 

ROSE: It’s an A road, yes. 

 

URRY: And what was the flooding like here then? 

 

ROSE: In this area, and also further down this road there were 

areas that you would struggle through at very low speed with a 4x4.  I went through it with a 

fire four wheel drive it’s not something I would expect the general public to be doing. 

 

URRY: In Oxford, population more than 150,000 and rising, 

they have had to contend with the River Thames and its tributaries. The Thames has been 

overflowing, not for the first time.  But last month it wasn’t people’s homes that bore the brunt 

of the problem. It was the roads.  Some of the main ones were shut for a week. According to 

Rodney Rose, the Conservative deputy leader of the County Council, it had a profound effect. 

 

ROSE: Well, there are five major roads into the actual centre of 

Oxford city, this and the Abingdon Road being two of the very major ones.  They were both 

closed.  The city virtually became gridlocked. 

 

URRY: How did people get in and out to work then? 

 

ROSE: Well, most of them who lived on the west of the city, 

actually the buses went round the ring road and came in down the Woodstock Road, so that 

probably added a couple of hours to their journey. 

 

URRY: A couple of hours? 

 

ROSE: Yes. 

 

URRY: So it’s a major traffic management problem, quite apart 

from all the other difficulties. 
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ROSE: It’s immense, yes.  And it did bring the city to a 

standstill.  People were spending a day just getting into work and then going home again.  That 

was their day’s work done. 

 

ACTUALITY AT TYRE RETAILER 

 

LUDLAM: The road was closed for a whole week, so we lost a 

whole week’s revenue.  It’s the fourth time it’s happened and I would say this is the worst 

we’ve experienced it. 

 

URRY: Paul Ludlam manages a branch of a nationwide tyre and 

autofit retailer on Abingdon Road, a main route that became impassable.  He lost a lot of 

custom. 

 

LUDLAM: A few people did try and go through the floods, but 

obviously had to abandon their cars because they didn’t realise it was that deep. 

 

URRY: How much will that have cost you then? 

 

LUDLAM: It’s hard to put a figure on it.  Target-wise, I’ve lost 

about £30,000 worth of business, but I don’t know what could have been coming in, because 

some people don’t phone up, they don’t make enquiries, they just drive in.  Obviously those 

I’m never going to be able to sort of mark it against, see how much I’ve lost. 

 

URRY: His is not the only business out of pocket. According to 

the city council, flooding’s cost the local economy millions in lost trade. City Council leader, 

Labour’s Bob Price, argues Oxford can’t function properly with roads out of action. 

 

PRICE: For the week where the roads were closed, we had 

gridlock in the city centre.  That meant people couldn’t get in, shoppers didn’t come in, shops 

lost trade substantially, and of course quite a few of our office-based employers weren’t able to 

get their staff in, so we lost all the production, there was a lot of disruption to traffic and to 

people’s lives, and most of the shops in the city centre reported massively reduced takings. 
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URRY: It’s an important time of year as well, being the January 

sales, isn’t it, where you’d expect to have made a bit of money? 

 

PRICE: Quite, yes.  Well we estimated, given some figures we 

got from some of the big retailers, that something like £40 million is about what was lost in that 

week period. 

 

URRY: £40 million out of the local economy? 

 

PRICE: Yes.  At least £40 million from the city centre.  

Obviously that would be added to by whatever impact there was elsewhere around the 

periphery of the city. 

 

ACTUALITY BY RIVER 

 

URRY: Right down by the Thames, there’s already some 

channelling away of the river into small holding areas, but in these conditions it’s nowhere near 

enough. What’s frustrating civic leaders in Oxford is that they’ve been waiting for years for a 

much bigger flood relief scheme. The Environment Agency agrees it’s needed, but it’s 

expensive. All it’s got so far is a name - the Western Conveyance, capable of holding much 

more floodwater and then slowly releasing it back into the river so that roads don’t become 

overwhelmed. But it’s stuck on the drawing board. 

The County Council’s Rodney Rose also sits on the Regional Flood Committee. He says the 

Government formula used to decide who gets what, doesn’t give enough priority to economic 

impact, so Oxford loses out. 

So how long has this project been on the drawing board then? 

 

ROSE: It must be getting on for ten years now, I think, but it’s 

just been modelled, it’s been designed and then it sits there waiting for funding to come along. 

 

URRY: Why is it taking so long? 

 

ROSE: Everything is based on protecting properties rather than 

protecting the economic benefit of the city, and so places like the London boroughs tend to 

score a lot higher, because a lot more houses are protected. 
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URRY: Because this is your big problem here, isn’t it?  It’s not 

so much the number of houses that are flooded, because some are, it’s the fact that 

economically you’re sort of grinding to a halt every time this happens. 

 

ROSE: Yes, absolutely.  I think we’ve seen the two roads in 

Oxford closed.  There are worries that at some point the M25 might close.  All those sorts of 

things won’t affect any houses, so there’ll be no business case to get money under its current, 

but it would certainly be something that we wouldn’t want to see happening again. 

 

URRY: The Western Conveyance scheme is costed at £120 

million.  But under the funding formula, Government is only prepared to put up £40 million.  It 

leaves Oxford needing to find partnership funding for the rest. Both the county and city 

councils say they haven’t got that kind of cash, and other potential contributors - for example in 

the private sector - haven’t been putting their hands in their pocket to bridge the gap. But the 

Environment Agency’s Alison Baptiste says the funding formula has to balance different 

priorities. 

 

BAPTISTE: It takes houses, infrastructure, economy, environment - 

all those.  It’s quite a complicated way for prioritising it, but what it does do is ensure that we 

get the best value for the country in reducing flood risk.  And in some places it’s more cost 

effective to provide a flood risk measure and in other places it’s much more expensive.  In this 

instance, that channel is an extremely expensive way of protecting those properties, so it comes 

with a higher price tag than works elsewhere in the country, which is why works elsewhere 

have been prioritised. 

 

URRY: Is it the case that property gets a higher priority then, 

than economy or infrastructure? 

 

BAPTISTE: It’s a different priority; it’s weighed up very clearly with 

the Treasury. 

 

URRY: Higher? 

 

BAPTISTE: Infrastructure is valued, as well as the cost to the 

economy, as well as property and it’s all taken into account. 
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URRY: Yes, I know it’s valued, but what I’m asking is the 

proportions here. 

 

BAPTISTE: It’s very difficult to compare a length of road with a 

number of properties, but what I can say is that the analysis behind that prioritisation system 

has been very rigorous and been underpinned by some flood hazard research and so that it is 

the best available costings for properties and road and economy. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DRILLING 

 

URRY: And that’s without factoring in other costs, such as 

fixing the damage to roads.  You can hear this going on all around the city. Beyond Oxford, the 

Local Government Association has estimated extra highway repair costs for England and 

Wales of around £400 million due to floods. 

 

HALL: As we’ve seen over the last winter our infrastructure 

networks are still very vulnerable. 

 

URRY: Professor Jim Hall specialises in researching climate- 

related risks to infrastructure. He’s also a member of the Climate Change Committee, which 

advises Government.   

 

HALL: What we’re seeing when we recognise infrastructure 

failures is the severity of the consequences on a pretty big scale, and so we need to make sure 

that those consequences are taken into account in the decision making. We’re not going to be 

able to afford to protect everywhere. There’s always going to be a limited budget, but we need 

to make sure that we’re prioritising on the right basis. 

 

URRY: But in this formula that the Environment Agency works 

with, set they say by Government, infrastructure gets a much lower priority than housing and 

communities. 
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HALL: It does come into the cost benefit calculation, but houses 

are the headline issue, which people are paying attention to with respect to flooding.  Of 

course, houses are important and the attraction of using houses is that it’s quite a 

straightforward metric, so the Environment Agency can report on how many more homes it’s 

protecting from flooding, so it has the attraction of simplicity to it.  But I think that the 

consequences of infrastructure failure which we’ve seen this winter mean that that needs to be 

given priority. 

 

URRY: So why hasn’t it?  That’s another question I wanted to 

put to an Environment Minister, but no-one would be interviewed.  Protecting infrastructure is 

not only Government’s responsibility. Operators also have a role to play in making sure the 

essential services they provide can keep going through the bad weather.   

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN 

 

URRY: But you don’t have to even leave Oxford to find an 

example of where that’s not happening.  Because it’s not just the roads here that were taken 

out. A vital rail link between north and south on the southern edge of the city is flooding, 

threatening freight supplies and cancelling passenger trains. That’s being blamed on failures to 

take action by Network Rail. 

  

PRICE: This is the railway line coming from the south, from 

Didcot, and obviously beyond that to Reading and Southampton.  It’s the place where the 

railway line and the river come very close together, and it’s the place where the railway has 

flooded on several occasions in the last decade. 

 

URRY: City council leader Bob Price says when the tracks were 

covered with water recently, they were out of action, threatening production at one of the area’s 

most important employers. 

 

PRICE: And that meant that the BMW factory, for example, 

could not be supplied with parts and they couldn’t get their cars out, and of course the rail 

traffic to London is disrupted, and passengers who commute to London can’t get in.   
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URRY: There’s a branch line that serves the BMW Cowley plant 

near here, isn’t there? 

 

PRICE: Yes, that’s the one on the left, you can see down there, 

going to the left, where the men are working there with the orange uniforms, the line turns off 

to the left just beyond there. 

 

URRY: And that was flooded for three days? 

 

PRICE: That’s over three days, and in fact they couldn’t get the 

cars out on the fourth day either, because the line had left, or the water had left a certain 

amount of detritus on the line and they couldn’t use it safely. 

 

URRY: What’s the implication of that for the company then? 

 

PRICE: Well, it’s very clear to us, from the conversations we’ve 

had with them, that if they’d been in full production it would have been a disaster, because 

obviously 70% to 80% of their product goes to export, and if they can’t get the stuff out to 

Southampton to go on the ships, they simply can’t get the revenue and the cash flow begins to 

dry up, and so for BMW this is a fundamental problem which clearly in long term investment 

terms is an issue they’ll have to face. 

 

URRY: Cowley is where they make the Mini.  It’s a success 

story, driven by exports.  But the flooding issue appears to be a sensitive matter for BMW. No-

one would be interviewed for this programme. The company did confirm that production 

wasn’t hit this time.  Apparently the factory is moving to a new model, so had geared down for 

the moment.  But they also pointed out they move cars by both road and rail, and would be 

affected if flooding remained for a significant time.   

 

ACTUALITY ON ROAD BRIDGE 

 

URRY: So given all the concern, why hasn’t it been put right? 

From this road bridge, 30 feet or more above the lines, you can clearly see how the tracks are 

tightly bounded on either side by waterways, and with the sort of weather we’ve been having, it 

doesn’t take much for them to spill over onto the rail lines below me, which are on a shallow 
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URRY cont: slope. That’s why council leader Bob Price believes an 

opportunity was missed by Network Rail when it did upgrades here some years ago. 

So there was work on this bridge on which we’re standing now, wasn’t there, to raise that up? 

 

PRICE: Yes. 

 

URRY: When was that? 

 

PRICE: There was work on this bridge in 2011.  It was raised by 

three feet to allow for the electrification gantries to underneath when the line is electrified in a 

couple of years’ time.  What they didn’t do at that stage was to raise the railway line as well, 

which they could easily have done.  I understand that Network Rail considered it and decided 

not to go ahead with that.  We think that was a mistake, because clearly if they had done that, 

we would not get the line flooded as it was this time. 

 

URRY: But that was ruled out, was it?  Do you know what the 

reason was for that? 

 

PRICE: We don’t know, no.  We just know that it was 

considered and they decided not to do it. 

 

URRY: This rail link is absolutely vital though for trade, isn’t it? 

 

PRICE: Crucial. It’s crucial to the export trade.  The other 

dimension to it too is that we have a lot of people who commute to London. A lot of people 

who commute to London live in Oxford, and for them losing the capacity to get there easily is a 

disaster, so it’s important. 

 

URRY: Network Rail argues it still intends to raise the line, but 

says it has to prove that won’t increase the risk of flooding to nearby properties. But why is it 

taking so long? A question I put to spokesman Kevin Groves. 

 

GROVES: We heightened the bridge enough to enable us at some 

point in the future to be able to raise the track underneath it.  We’ve heightened it enough to 

enable the track to be raised by half a metre to take it out of the floodplain, but we have a piece 
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GROVES cont: of work to do to ensure that the Environment Agency are 

happy that doing that by raising the track won’t impact on potential flooding of nearby 

properties. 

 

URRY: It’s flooding now, though, and it flooded last year as 

well. 

 

GROVES: And until we are in a position to be able to prove to the 

Environment Agency that raising the track by half a metre won’t detrimentally affect the 

flooding possibility of nearby properties, we won’t be allowed to lift the track out of the 

floodplain. 

 

URRY: So to be clear, is the only reason you haven’t raised the 

line because you can’t satisfy the Environment Agency? 

 

GROVES: To be clear, we need to prove that doing so won’t impact 

on nearby properties.  I don’t know the intricacies that are involved in that …. 

 

URRY: But surely it can’t take the best part of four years? 

 

GROVES: I’m sure it’s not straightforward and I’m sure it’s not just 

about a dipstick in a piece of, piece of floodwater. 

 

URRY: It can’t take four years, can it, to prove that? 

 

GROVES: What I can say is that we future proof that railway to 

raise it out of the floodplain, we want to do that and we’re doing a piece of work now to 

convince the Environment Agency that it is safe to do so. 

 

URRY: Future proofing is supposed to include better weather 

protection and resilience. So how well are the big transport systems operators like Network 

Rail doing on that?  

 

ACTUALITY AT OCKLEY EMBANKMENT 
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URRY: The winter storms have put the railways to a stern test.  

Figures released by Network Rail last month showed 130 floods, 400 trees brought down and 

29 landslips.  Since then there’s been even more damage and disruption.  At Ockley in Surrey, 

40 metres of the tall, steep sided banks on which the lines sit, gave way. It meant cancellations 

and then commuter services to London were restricted to two trains a day. Heavy plant was 

brought in to shore it up.  

 

ROBINSON: So we’re drilling to form the piles for a new retaining 

wall, and the retaining wall is the key kind of engineering component that will safeguard this 

embankment from any sort of future problems. 

 

URRY: Network Rail’s route director for the region is Tim 

Robinson.  He says the organisation was caught out by the collapse of this earthworks. 

So you rated this a low risk? 

 

ROBINSON: We did.  This location had been surveyed and wasn’t 

rated as one of our high risk locations on the route. 

 

URRY: When was it last maintained? 

 

ROBINSON: It’s maintained consistently, so maintained and 

inspected, so a bit of track like this would be inspected in detail on a weekly basis.  I have 

maintenance gangs in and around this area consistently.  So we’re absolutely confident that it 

was nothing about the maintenance regime attached to this particular bit of infrastructure.  It 

was the impact of extraordinary weather over those three days. 

 

URRY: So how much is this going to cost you to put it right? 

 

ROBINSON: Because we’re doing this job in reaction, on an 

emergency basis, we won’t really know the true cost until the job’s finished, but it’s millions 

rather than hundreds of thousands. 
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URRY: It’s taken a month to fix.  Heavy rain puts earthworks at 

greater risk of collapse, so you’ve got to keep them well drained and well maintained.  

Although they say they did so at Ockley, reports by the Office of Rail Regulation are peppered 

with concerns about Network Rail’s poor performance in that regard. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

URRY: I’ve been looking through some of the regulator’s 

lengthy reports.  Firstly they make the point that drainage addresses the root cause of earthwork 

failures like landslips, and then there’s some choice quotes.  “Earthworks remain an area of 

concern” and then a bit further on – “Network Rail are 16% behind plan to renew them.”  And 

then further on again, about the Wessex route, which is one of the busiest, serving south coast 

ports and London Waterloo – “Drainage is a key risk.  The regulator identified 180 earthwork 

failures in the year 2012/13 – a large number,” it says, and it points out that Network Rail 

haven’t done enough to sort problems out.  A criticism spokesman Kevin Groves accepts. 

 

GROVES: Of course there is more we can do; that’s why we asked 

the regulator for extra funding in the coming five year periods to do more.  And there are 

examples that I’ve given of very practical, tangible things we’re doing to make our railway 

more resilient, but with the size of the network that we have, it takes time. 

 

URRY: How many of these landslips have happened because of 

a lack of maintenance or poor drainage? 

 

GROVES: We’ve actually spent more on maintenance than we had 

planned over the current controlled period, that’s the five year funding period from 2009 - 

about £100 million more - and we’re looking to and have asked the regulator for more money 

in the next funding period to spend in this area.  We’ve seen …. 

 

URRY: The question was though, how many of these landslips 

were as a result of poor maintenance or drainage, do you know? 
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GROVES: We’ve seen exceptional amounts of rainfall.  It’s the 

wettest January for over a hundred years, which followed the wettest December since 1969, so 

of course there are areas of network that have surprised us in terms of the landslips or failures 

there have been. 

 

URRY: But you’re not really answering the question, are you, 

which is how many of these landslips were caused by poor maintenance and drainage? 

 

GROVES: Well I think that’s an important piece of analysis that we 

need to do, because I don’t think that we’ve yet finished this winter that has seen exceptional 

weather conditions. 

 

URRY: What they know about why this is happening is 

important, because the regulator has been telling them they haven’t got a grip on the condition 

of these vital assets, which support thousands of miles of track. This came to light in a report in 

2011, commissioned by the Office of Rail Regulation. It’s hard to see how the destruction of 

main line in places like Dawlish could have been prevented.  If you’ve got rail line that close to 

the coast, vast sea storms make damage inevitable.  But with 20,000 miles of track elsewhere to 

look after, the chair of Parliament’s Transport Select Committee, Louise Ellman, says the 

operator is moving too slowly.  

 

ELLMAN: Well, Network Rail haven’t shown enough urgency in 

addressing the needs of changing weather, needs that they could have anticipated.  It’s partly to 

do with keeping maintenance at an appropriate level, but it’s also about planning for the future 

when we know the weather is changing. 

 

URRY: That's been known for some time, hasn’t it, so what do 

you think is the delay in getting on with it - if that’s the case? 

 

ELLMAN: There hasn’t been enough urgency.  I don’t think there’s 

been a sufficiently holistic approach from Government as a whole with the right leadership 

shown, and within the rail industry nobody can anticipate everything and nobody can prevent 

every incident, but it is possible to plan ahead.  We know that the weather has changed, we  
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ELLMAN cont: know what the impediments on the line are, asset 

management is very important.  There does have to be a great deal more planning and more 

cooperation between different departments. 

 

URRY: Network Rail were questioned before the Transport 

Select Committee in January. A special session had been called because of concerns about the 

impact of the bad weather. The committee also took evidence from another infrastructure 

operator overcome by flooding. 

  

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

REPORTER: Christmas Eve at Gatwick Airport when flooding 

knocked out power, forcing the closure of one terminal.  67 flights were cancelled. 

 

URRY: It couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Christmas 

Eve and passengers stranded. 

 

PASSENGER: We’ve been here since ten past nine and we only found 

out that our flight was cancelled because of the work that we’ve done. 

 

URRY: The MP who’s Chair of the Transport Committee, 

Louise Ellman, says Gatwick handled it badly. 

 

ELLMAN: Well, the passenger disruption was appalling.  There 

were thousands of people who simply didn't know what was happening.  They were hanging 

around hoping their flights would go.  Some did go later in the day, some didn’t go at all.  They 

didn’t know what was happening, they didn’t have proper information, and at one stage the 

police had to be called to bring order. That really is a totally unacceptable situation and 

Gatwick have apologised for it. 

 

URRY: But should it have happened in the first place?  File on 

4’s been investigating. The airport has two terminals - one at the north end, the other at the 

south. Gatwick’s Chief Executive, Stewart Wingate, explained to the committee they’d spent 

around £20 million pounds on protecting the South Terminal from floods, because assessments  
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URRY cont: by the airport and the Environment Agency suggested it 

was more at risk. But it was the other one – at the north end - which was taken out. 

 

WINGATE: Given that the North Terminal had been assessed as 

being low risk of flooding, less than a one in one hundred year risk, to between a less than one 

in one thousand year risk, we will now be working with the Environment Agency to reassess 

the flood modelling, and we will make all necessary investment as a matter of urgency. 

 

URRY: The low risk assessment is baffling to some, and not just 

with the benefit of hindsight. 

 

ACTUALITY AT RIVERSIDE 

 

SEWILL: The River Mole rises on the hills to the south of Crawley 

and flows under the airport runway, past us here, and then it goes on down past Dorking and 

Leatherhead and eventually into the Thames. 

 

URRY: The Mole and a tributary run close to the northern end of 

the airport and according to local environmentalist, Brendan Sewill, are prone to flash flooding. 

We’re stood on top of an embankment which is about 15 or 20 feet high, when this is in flood, 

where does the water come up to? 

 

SEWILL: Right up to where we’re standing and you can see just 

back there, you can see all the branches up at the high tide level where it got to. 

 

URRY: It’s a known factor here, isn’t it, because the river itself 

has had to be diverted away to build the airport? 

 

SEWILL: That’s right.  It happens every few years and it seems to 

be getting worse, and you can argue about climate change, but it certainly does seem to be 

getting more frequent. 

 

URRY: On Christmas Eve, the Mole burst during a torrential 

downpour. The airport is built on its floodplain. It flooded the airport. Which, despite the low 

risk rating from the Environment Agency, was no surprise, even to a local geography teacher. 
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URRY cont: Simon Collins works at nearby Reigate Grammar. There 

he showed us graphics on a computer, which he uses in the classroom to teach his students 

about flood risks at Gatwick. 

 

COLLINS: It happens to show Gatwick Airport and the confluence 

of the Gatwick stream and the River Mole.   

 

URRY: There’s a big red arrow here.  What does that say? 

 

COLLINS: Well, that’s my own red arrow.  The point I wanted to 

make to my students was that there is some risk of flooding to the terminals. 

 

URRY: What you’ve said here is terminals are at risk from high 

probability. 

 

COLLINS: Broadly speaking, high probability of flooding is zone 3, 

which is land assessed as having a 1 in 100 or greater chance of river flooding, and some of 

that does occupy this map, yes. 

 

URRY: And this is Environment Agency data that you’re using 

to assess this? 

 

COLLINS: Yes, that’s right.  It’s, in fact, available on their website. 

 

URRY: So if two well informed local amateurs assess Gatwick’s 

North Terminal risk as high, why did the Government’s leading technical agency and the 

airport say it was low? It’s a point I put to the Environment Agency’s Alison Baptiste. 

Why would the airport spend £20 million on protecting the South Terminal and not the same 

amount of money on the North Terminal? 

 

BAPTISTE: The scheme will have looked at the whole risk for 

Gatwick and will have taken into account the risk across the whole of Gatwick. 

 

URRY: Well how come they thought it was low risk then? 
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BAPTISTE: I can’t comment on what Gatwick felt about the level of 

risk.  We’ve certainly been in discussion with them over several years about what the risk is 

and how we can best alleviate it.  And when we are assessing the risk with communities and 

businesses like Gatwick, then when we get a big event it’s an opportunity to reflect on the 

plans that we have to reduce that risk and to ensure that they are, you know, the best ones in 

place.   

 

URRY: The airport wouldn’t be interviewed but say they didn’t 

rely only on Environment Agency advice, and that they did extensive assessment themselves. 

Gatwick told us they have always taken the risk of flooding seriously and that they will learn 

from the lessons of what happened and work with the Environment Agency to reassess flood 

risk modelling.  Meanwhile, File on 4’s been looking back at information they submitted to 

Government in 2011 in something called a climate change adaptation report, which stated that: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Flooding and water management were the biggest risks 

to our business. 

 

URRY: In any event it flooded, so what was the damage? 

According to evidence given by Gatwick to Parliament, three airfield substations were affected 

along with the runway instrument landing system. Standby generators restored power and the 

airfield systems continued to operate.  The big problem was that flooding knocked out 

switchgear inside the North Terminal.  This is equipment that distributes electricity to the 

building.  Although no-one from the airport would be interviewed, we were told water 

overwhelmed the drainage system, entering electrical duct work and spilled onto the main 

distribution board.  It meant the building lost full power, so passengers were moved to the 

South Terminal, with all the ensuing chaos. Our investigation has further established that the 

switchgear is located in a basement of a building located on a floodplain. Gatwick wouldn’t 

comment about this, so we asked a civil engineer with expertise in flooding for his assessment.  

 

GIBSON: It’s really critical not to locate electrical apparatus in 

basements at all.  

 

URRY: Stephen Gibson used to be the senior engineer at Thames 

Water.  He’s advised Government on sustainable drainage policy and he’s also done some 

successful flood protection work for Gatwick’s air traffic control systems. 
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GIBSON: Basements inherently will naturally flood - and many do 

so across the country all the time. It is essentially like fighting nature.  Really any critical 

infrastructure shouldn’t be located in basements and certainly not in any areas which are shown 

on mapping or assessments as being at risk of flooding. 

 

URRY: If you were asked to go in now and look at the North 

Terminal, without knowing the full detail, what would your broad advice be to them? 

 

GIBSON: Obviously now they’ve got practical experience of 

where the problems occurred, but it’s probably an appropriate time to do a comprehensive 

review, and then having gone through that exercise, then look at options for mitigating, so that 

if flooding was to occur in those locations, is it a case of moving apparatus or is it a case of 

defending apparatus?  And so it’s about making sure that when water has to flood, it floods in 

the right places and not in the wrong places. 

 

URRY: The Transport Select Committee’s Louise Ellman 

believes no-one’s come out of this looking good. She now wants to know why this part of the 

UK’s critical national infrastructure wasn’t better risk assessed and protected. 

 

ELLMAN: Well, one of the big questions is whether that flooding 

event should indeed have happened. After all, in July 2011, Gatwick Airport did submit their 

climate change adaptation report to the Department for Energy and Climate Change, and in that 

report they showed that they were located in an area which did have a high probability of 

flooding. The Environment Agency may well have its own questions to answer, but Gatwick 

Airport did identify this problem in the report submitted in 2011, so they too have major 

questions to answer. 

 

URRY: But the airport wasn’t prepared to be interviewed by File 

on 4. In a statement we were told: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We have invested £20 million in flood defences and 

water management systems. The circumstances on Christmas Eve were unprecedented and we 

are now undertaking a full and thorough investigation into the events, the findings of which 

will be made public by the end of February.  Until the investigation is concluded we will not be 

commenting on the incident further. 
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URRY: Again we wanted to interview a minister, but no one 

would take part.  A Government spokesman said they were spending more than ever before on 

flood defences, to maximise the benefits for people, property and the economy.  We were told: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We fully understand the importance of transport 

resilience.  Planning for the impacts of extreme weather and climate change are a key part of 

the huge levels of investment we are providing in our transport infrastructure.  We will 

continue to do everything we can to both tackle the urgent problems we face as well as 

protecting the UK’s transport networks in the long term. 

 

URRY: But the Climate Change Committee, which advises 

Government, says there’s a spending shortfall of half a billion pounds needed to avoid risks of 

more flooding.  It says the price for failure to invest will be an extra £3 billion in future 

preventable damage.  Professor Jim Hall, who’s a member of that Committee, says much more 

needs to be done to ensure the nation’s critical networks are able to withstand prolonged 

assaults from the weather. 

 

HALL: I think that the consequences of infrastructure failure 

which we’ve seen this winter mean that there needs to be more of a grip on the scale of the risk 

and monitoring and making sure that the right steps are being taken to keep the risk under 

control. 

 

URRY: And that’s a job for ministers really, isn’t it? 

 

HALL: It’s a job for the Government, because this is an issue 

which is very much in the national interest.  If anyone thought that this sort of thing was going 

to go away, this winter has proved that they’re wrong. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


