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AM: I was travelling up to Glasgow and back and huge amounts of 

standing water all over the country and it’s happening year after 

year after year. You yourself have said that it’s connected to 

climate change. Do we now need a complete step change, a 

proper national flooding strategy to deal with this? 

GE: Well, you’re absolutely right, the challenges that we’ve had in 

the last two weeks are because we’ve had a wet winter anyway. 

There’s no capacity in the land or in the rivers to hold more water 

and we’ve had two storms in sharp succession. But it is important 

to recognise that while there have been a lot of properties 

flooded, around two and a half thousand, we’ve also protected 

many properties and the investments we’ve made – over two and 

a half billion in the last five years, 600 projects across the country, 

has protected 200,000 homes. And was that work not done we 

would have had another 25,000 properties flooded just with storm 

Dennis alone. So it’s always very traumatic when people have their 

property flooded, but the work was done. 

 

AM: I suppose my point is that the Environment Agency, lots of 

very, very good people, arrive on the scene and do their best and 

all the rest of it, but this should not be a surprise any more, it 

happens again and again, and don’t we need a central national 

plan looking forward 10 or 20 or 50 years about how to deal with 

constant flooding in the UK? 

GE: Yes. And it’s good to recognise what’s been done, but there is 

more to do. And that is why in our manifesto we pledged to spend 

over four billion pounds over the next parliament on flood 

defences. And the Environment Agency are currently working on a 

strategy that I’ll be reviewing later this spring. That is going to 

look, for instance, at whether we should be doing more by way of 

nature-based solutions. That’s tackling the problem upstream with 



2 
GEORGE EUSTICE 

soft dams, for instance, and flood plains and planting more trees 

to hold water upstream. This has got to be part of the solution 

going forward. 

 

AM: And you’ve talked a lot about that and the bold British beaver 

– and who doesn’t love a British beaver? – and all of that. But the 

experts are very, very sceptical. Simon Danson, who’s Professor of 

Hydrology at Oxford, says, the most comprehensive analysis of the 

methods you’ve been talking about to date, suggest they would be 

overwhelmed by the types of super-floods seen in the UK this 

winter. And Roger Faulkner, Professor of Water Engineering at 

Cardiff University says that, ‘these woody dams are like a plaster 

which would work on a small cut but not a ten-inch wound.’ You 

have to do much more. 

GE: Well, we’re doing a lot more by way of hard flood 

infrastructure in our urban areas. And as I said, the money that’s 

been spent in the last five years has made a big impact. These 

woody dams are only one part of it. There’s also flood plains, 

naturally flooding fields, for instance, to hold water upstream. It is 

recognised as one of the key ways to tackle this challenge. 

 

AM: You mentioned flood plains. As things are planned at the 

moment, we are going to be building 35,000 new houses on flood 

plains. Why? 

GE: Well, the Environment Agency are statutory consultees on any 

new development and will give a clear view on floods. And in the 

overwhelming majority of cases local authorities will obviously 

take their advice, and do take their advice. I think we do need to 

– 

AM: But we’re still doing it. I mean, everyone will remember the 

village of Fishlake from the last lot of flooding. Absolutely 

surrounded by water. Fishlake is getting an extra 6,000 new 

houses just beside it. In Cambridge there’s going to be an entire 

new town, a garden town built on the flood plain of 12,000 

houses. We have to stop doing this don’t we? 
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GE: We have to basically look at the role of the Environment 

Agency here as statutory consultee. They will always be clear 

where they think there is a risk of flood damage. Sometimes that 

can be mitigated through sustainable urban drainage systems that 

make it easier for the water to go. And you have to make sure 

that you’ve got the drainage infrastructure in place for any new 

housing development, and that it doesn’t compound risk on 

communities that are already at risk on some occasions.  

 

AM: So as Environment Secretary, can you guarantee or say to 

people who might buy a house on a flood plain in the future that 

they’re not going to be flooded as we’ve seen this winter? 

GE: Well, what I can guarantee is that we’re working on a new 

strategy now for the next five years. We’re going to be spending 

record amounts of flood defences, and of course that’s all about 

reducing the flood risk for areas as we face increased weather 

risks and increased rainfall, as we have done. And also we will 

look at this issue of the planning system. The Environment Agency 

are statutory consultees already on every new development, as I 

said. In the overwhelming majority of cases local authorities follow 

that advice. But if they start not to we made need to look at that 

position.  

 

AM: You mentioned local authorities and the planning system, and 

they’re absolutely on the frontline of all of this. But thanks to 

government cuts, 55 per cent of the budget of local planning 

departments, the people absolutely at the front of this, have been 

lost over the last 10 years. They are too short of people, too short 

of resources, to do the kind of local work that needs to be done. 

Will you put the money back in? 

GE: Well, I don’t really accept that. We have local resilience 

forums that coordinate all of the flood response teams locally. The 

local authorities are plugged into that. In this latest incident we 

activated the – 

AM: This is planning rather than response. 
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GE: Well, on planning the key thing there is for them to get an 

opinion of the Environment Agency. The Environment Agency are 

statutory consultees. And we have experts in the field who provide 

that advice. So local authorities need only seek the advice of the 

Environment Agency, and crucially, then follow it. 

 

AM: Okay. Now, there is one thing that obviously your department 

could do but so far hasn’t done. Perhaps rather remarkably. This is 

from the Committee on Climate Change, your own committee. 

They said, ‘there is no national map that can be used for planning 

that shows projected future flood risk.’ Given what we know is 

going to be happening next winter and the winter after that and 

so on, that’s ridiculous isn’t it? 

GE: Well, I think we do have some of that work. And obviously the 

– 

AM: Where’s the map? 

GE: Well, the Environment Agency at the moment is working on a 

future strategy and we can look at that. I think we do know the 

areas that are most at risk. We’ve seen it now. It’s on our river 

catchments, and we’ve see it most recently on the river Severn in 

this latest storm, and we also know that there are parts of the 

country where we are at risk of tidal surge, particularly along the 

east coast. So I don’t think it’s a secret about where the risks are. 

We do know where those risks are. And indeed, when we make 

investments in flood defences we look at both the number of 

homes that can be protected, and clearly the risk of flooding is a 

major factor that drives our investment.  

 

AM: Listening to you very carefully, George Eustice, I’m not 

absolutely sure whether your fundamental message is that we’re 

doing pretty well at the moment or that we’re going to do things 

very differently going forward. 

GE: Well, I think I’m saying two things. One is you have to 

recognise that the flood infrastructure that we’ve invested in and 

put in place in the last decade is working and is actually delivering 
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benefits. And in this last week we would have had 25,000 homes 

flooded were it not for that. I can remember when I worked for 

David Cameron back in 2007 – you’ll remember, Andrew, the 

controversy over the floods in his constituency. In that year that 

was a weather event far less severe than we’ve seen these last 

two weeks, but 17,000 homes were flooded. So it’s important to 

recognise that the work we’ve done is delivering results. But 

absolutely, the challenge and the risk we face are greater, so we 

have to do even more besides. And that’s why we are putting our 

money where our mouth is and spending an extra four billion in 

the next five years.  

 

AM: Let me turn to the other big political news of the week, which 

is the new immigration system. Do you accept that there will be 

winners and losers in British business as a result of this? 

GE: Well, I think it’s the case, it’s inevitably the case with that 

system that those who need skilled labour will have the potential 

for access to a greater pool of people to choose from. There will 

be challenges for those who currently rely on a lot of low-skilled 

labour coming from the European Union at present. We recognise 

that. But we think it’s, you know, it’s not sustainable long term for 

us to rely solely on a constant pipestream of new workers arriving 

from the European Union. The ones that are here, 3.2 million of 

them, will stay, will stay in the roles that they’re doing. But we do 

need to start weaning ourselves off this reliance on a cheap supply 

of labour from other countries.  

 

AM: Well, let me give you an example of one of the industries that 

may be in real trouble about this. It’s not a glamorous one; it’s the 

meat processing and abattoir industry. Nearly 70 per cent of the 

people working in that industry right now are EU nationals. And 

the industry itself says it’s really, really hard to recruit British 

people to work in these conditions. What are they supposed to 

do? 
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GE: Well, there are a number of things that have been done in this 

latest proposal from the Home Office. So they’ve loosened the 

salary threshold so that it’s not now a hard threshold. It means 

that they are reviewing the shortage occupation list and there may 

be some roles, skilled roles that could be added to that. Which 

means that people paid less than that £25,000 threshold would be 

able to come into the country because they would earn the points 

by being on the shortage occupation list. 

 

AM: Which in turn raises the question of whether this new plan is 

going to work at all. Because if there was one thing that your own 

Migration Advisory Committee begged you not to do it was the 

shortage occupation list. They said, ‘we do not believe that these 

occupations on the shortage occupation list should have lowers 

salary thresholds as it exempts them from pressure to increase 

wages or improve conditions, which could exacerbate any existing 

shortages.’ In effect, they’re saying, this cut-out renders the entire 

scheme void. 

GE: Well, I don’t accept that – 

AM: Or much less effective anyway. 

GE: I don’t accept that. Look, coming back to this, we want a 

system of controlled immigration where we set our own domestic 

policy. We want that to be a skills-based approach. But ultimately 

the Migration Advisory Committee is an advisory committee, it is 

just that. It is for government to make policy decisions on the 

basis of that advice. And we’ve judged that there will be some 

skills that should be on the shortage occupation list where you 

would enable people to come in below that salary threshold where 

it’s appropriate to do so.  

 

AM: But if in every industry where they say we really need lower 

paid workers from the EU, you let them bring in lower paid 

workers from the EU, then what’s the point of the entire system? 

GE: Well, because they won’t be unskilled. So the shortage 

occupation lists are people with skills. For instance, the current list 
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does include specialist welders, it does include chefs. So it’s not 

just people with PhDs, it’s not just academics, it’s also people with 

skills, manual skills as well who are able to come in under the 

shortage occupation lists. I think that’s an important provision to 

have there, to ensure that important industries that do rely on 

people with practical skills can get access to that skilled labour 

that they need. 

 

AM: So coming back to the abattoirs, at the moment they believe 

that the price of our sausages, British cuts of beef, in meat 

processing firms, is inevitably going to rise for consumers. In the 

supermarket sausages and meat is going to be more expensive 

because of what’s going on in the abattoirs because of a labour 

shortage. What do you say to them? 

GE: Well, look, in some of these areas, particularly food 

processing, there is scope for more automation. It’s not as easy in 

some sectors, like agriculture, but there is a role for increased 

automation. If you look at a bread factory, for instance, you will 

find that a factory that might turn out 60,000 loaves of bread an 

hour might only have a dozen or 15 people working in it. Other 

sectors could go further, by the way. 

 

AM: Let me return to my favourite abattoirs. There are 245 

abattoirs in the UK, of which only 50 are of the size to make 

automation effective and cost effective. Therefore, the vast 

majority of them can’t choose automation as a way around this. 

And I’m sure there are lots of other examples across British 

industry. 

GE: Well, if you look at abattoirs in particular, it’s an interesting 

case. So where agriculture has always relied on overseas labour, 

since the Second World War in fact, abattoirs used to have home 

grown trained labour working in abattoirs. Up until around 2004, 

where we had that big accession. So this genesis of a reliance 

among the meat processing sector in particular on EU labour is 
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relatively recent. And we just need to rediscover the kinds of 

things that we used to do until as recently as 2004.  

 

AM: Nicola Sturgeon just told me that she is going to be bringing a 

non-party political group of business people, business leaders, 

sectoral leaders, from Scotland to Downing Street to ask for help 

because Scotland has a real demographic problem. Scotland needs  

more immigration not less. And they’re really, really worried about 

the effect of your new policy on the Scottish economy. Will you, 

will the prime minister, the Chancellor and others meet them? 

GE: Well, of course I will, and I regularly meet food sectors 

already. I can’t speak for the prime minister, I don’t manage his 

diary. But I regularly meet, for instance, fishing industry 

representatives from Scotland. 

 

AM: That sounds like a yes to me.  

GE: I’m more than happy to meet them to understand their 

concerns, and look, Andrew, I worked in this sector myself. I ran a 

strawberry farm, I know what it’s like -  

AM: I know you did, yes. 

GE: - to try to recruit staff and find staff. I understand the 

challenge. But I would simply say that we have put in place things 

like the seasonal agricultural workers’ scheme that address them. 

 

AM: Let’s move briskly from Strawberries to chicken. Your 

predecessor Theresa Villiers said, as you know, ‘we will not be 

importing chlorinated chicken, we will not be importing hormone 

treated beef.’ Then she said, ‘both of these are illegal under EU 

law, which we are importing into our domestic system.’ Is that 

true? 

GE: That’s correct, yes. So retain the EU law that has brought 

across both the prohibition on sale of chlorine washed chicken and 

also a prohibition on the sale of hormone treated beef. So those 

prohibitions remain place. 
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AM: And you’re sticking with that as a government, despite the 

fact the Americans are furious about it? 

GE: Well, I’m not really sure that the Americans should be furious 

about some of these things, because if you look, for instance, at 

the poultry sector, very few American producers actually use 

chlorine, they tend to use lactic acid. They use other disinfectors 

such as lactic acids. And you know, there’s room for a sensible 

discussion here because we also use lactic acids on some species, 

notably on beef. We don’t use it on poultry.  

 

AM: So there is a compromise to be done.  

G: There’s a discussion to be had, yes. 

AM: George Eustice, thank you very much indeed for talking to us 

today.  

(ends) 

 

 


