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“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 26
th

 February 2013 

Repeat:  Sunday 3
rd

 March 2013 

 

Producer:  Nicola Dowling 

Reporter:  Allan Urry 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

URRY: Around the UK, people are still struggling with the 

effects of one of the wettest winters anyone can remember. 

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

NEWSREADER: More people have had to leave their homes because of 

flooding, which is affecting parts of England, Scotland and Wales. 

 

REPORTER: Thousands of acres of farmland and crops are now 

submerged. 

 

WOMAN: The water just came down the hill in an absolute deluge 

all afternoon. 

 

URRY: File on 4’s been on the road, visiting some of the 

communities hardest hit by flooding.  

 

KATY: We were sort of carrying the babies, one each, and I 

think it was at that moment that it hit me.  I was quite calm up until then, but then going outside 

in the water with the kids, the gravity of the situation hits you. 
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URRY: Why were residents on a prestige new estate in Wales 

assured their houses would be safe from the nearby river, only to find their properties 

overwhelmed?  We hear from farmers in Somerset whose fields have been underwater for nine 

months. With winter crops failing and debts mounting, some are said to be close to suicide.  

 

SLATTERY: The day we brought our MP round to meet a number of 

the flood victims, when we walked away from one family who had lost their business and 

home, he said, ‘My goodness, this is like post-traumatic stress disorder.  These people are 

really in trouble.’ 

 

URRY: According to the Government, flooding is the number 

one risk we face from climate change, so has enough been done to protect us from its 

devastating effects?  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY AT FARM 

 

MAUDSLEY: This is where it all come in first, it was up to about there 

first. It was about ... 

 

URRY: About a foot or so, yeah? 

 

MAUDSLEY: And then it come in here ... 

  

URRY: Lin Maudsley’s doing her best to keep her life above 

water.  Lin and her partner are tenant farmers with two hundred acres in Somerset. Pouring rain 

and swollen rivers forced them to bring all their animals in to a small patch of land around the 

farmhouse and outbuildings.  And then, for the first time in 88 years, the house flooded. It’s 

now a dank, cold shell with very few basic amenities. 

 

MAUDSLEY: We lost two fridges, three freezers, two washing 

machines, all the carpets, the furniture, the three piece, tables - all sorts.  Everything in here has 

all got to be ripped out.  Sofas in here we lost as well.  Just about everything on the ground 

floor.  We was in here for five days walking around in our wellies and even sitting in the living 
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MAUDSLEY: room on the sofa that had been flooded with a one ring 

gas cooker and a microwave.   That’s all we had to, you know, to cook with and to get hot 

meals and that, and a kettle. 

 

URRY: Could you get in and out of the farm from here? 

 

MAUDSLEY: No, we couldn’t get off the farm for just about over two 

weeks, couldn’t get off at all.  People was bringing us food in canoes. 

  

URRY: In canoes? 

 

MAUDSLEY: Yeah, yeah, and then once the water subsided a few feet, 

then we managed to get across the field with the tractor along the riverbank … 

 

URRY: You were in a pretty serious situation then, weren’t you, 

being cut off like that? 

 

MAUDSLEY: Yes. 

 

ACTUALITY, SPLASHING IN PUDDLE 

 

URRY: Outside, almost all their land was under water.  They 

didn’t just have to fend for themselves, they also had to look after the animals, which are their 

livelihood. 

 

MAUDSLEY: Usually they would have stayed out in the field, but 

because there’s no grass for them to graze on because it’s still so wet out there, they’ve had to 

be brought in and cared for indoors. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DOG BARKING & LIN FEEDING ANIMALS 

 

MAUDSLEY: There some sugar beet in there to fill them up. 

 

URRY: Would you normally be supplementing their food at this 

time of year? 



-  4 - 

MAUDSLEY: No, not really, no.  The small calves we would, but not, 

you know, not the big ones.   

 

URRY: This is an extra cost for you then? 

 

MAUDSLEY: Yeah. 

 

URRY: Does it make you wonder whether you can continue to 

farm on land like this? 

 

MAUDSLEY: Oh yes, definitely.  If it happens a couple more times, 

then I don’t think we would be able to. 

 

URRY: Lin Maudsley’s not alone.  In an area around 27,000 

hectares – that’s bigger than Britain’s second largest city, Birmingham – two-thirds has been 

persistently flooded.  The scale of the problem becomes clear as you try to drive around the 

area. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: We’re going along roads here which are flooded, 

regularly closed.  As you look out on either side of the road here, it is just fields and fields 

under water.  In fact, there’s a question mark over whether we’ll be able to get through to see 

the people here that we’ve come to see and speak to, some of whom have been cut off really 

for months on end. 

We made it - just - to Tony Bradford, an arable and beef farmer with 350 acres. 

 

BRADFORD: The low land on the moor, we haven’t been able to cut 

some of the grass and the quality of what we’ve cut has absolutely been terrible, the cattle 

won’t eat it, so we're short of fodder. We haven’t drilled a crop, we haven’t got any crops in the 

ground whatsoever.   We’ve got 150 acres of corn to put in, in our arable rotation and we 

haven’t got an acre in.  Neighbours, they have got far bigger acreage of that which they haven’t 

planted and what they have planted has rotted in the fields.  Some have sold altogether because 

they simply haven’t made any food whatsoever last summer to feed their cattle, so they have 
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BRADFORD cont: taken the decision to sell and hoping to restock at a later 

date when the land recovers, but at this stage we don’t know when that will be. 

 

URRY: Do you think you’ll be able to keep going? 

 

BRADFORD: It’s going to be very very difficult short term, and I think 

this flooding situation, which we’ve had now for ten months, it’s going to have a long term 

impact on everything and every farmer in the area. 

 

URRY: How long has your land been under water? 

 

BRADFORD: Some of it’s been under water now since last June.  It 

goes down, it comes up.  When the river’s up, it all flows back in and over and then it just 

disappears, so it goes and comes back.  It just goes up and down with the tide. 

 

URRY: There is a battle going on to help this community, but it 

looks like there won’t be enough money to win it. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PUMPING  

 

URRY: Most of the area is marshland, a lot of it flat, reclaimed 

from the sea, so it’s the job of the Environment Agency to try to manage the water problem. 

They have long established pumping stations in the area, but they have supplemented those with 

other equipment from around the country, including almost every large portable pump they own. 

 

ACTUALITY ON BANK 

 

WILLIAMS: So we’re actually standing on the bank and we can see 

the three pipes running into, and between them these pumps will do two tons a second of water. 

 

URRY: Two tons a second? 

 

WILLIAMS: Two tons a second, yes.  Across the Somerset levels we’ve 

brought in eighteen additional pumps and they will pump over five million tons in a week. 
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URRY: Robbie Williams is the Agency’s area operations 

manager.  Even all the extra pumps and costs of £10,000 a day hasn’t been enough to save 

arable land.  The problems started as far back as last spring, when warm weather and floods 

combined to devastate farming. 

 

WILLIAMS: We had a really warm spell, so the sun just heated up the 

water and then all the organic matter starts to stew, and what we had was a toxic moor, so by 

pumping it out into the river you could destroy the habitat of the river.  So that was a very very 

specific event to this area in the summer, and effectively we had that again in July. 

 

URRY: What were you able to do about that, given that this was 

toxic stuff? 

 

WILLIAMS: That was a huge challenge for us, so we had to treat the 

water using hydrogen peroxide, before it could go into the river, which massively slowed down 

the rate at which we could pump, which meant that the water stayed in the moors longer, which 

meant it did more damage, so that’s hugely frustrating for the farmers that were having to see 

their land being destroyed.  And there are many many businesses, not just farming businesses, 

that had their businesses destroyed – hundreds of thousands of pounds of damage. 

 

URRY: The wet winter has made the situation worse.  Some of 

the roads around the area have become impassable.  The main A361 from Taunton to 

Glastonbury has been closed for weeks at a time.  And there’s been little respite.  But could 

more have been done?  Some are blaming the Environment Agency for not keeping rivers clear 

so water can more easily drain away. The Local Inland Drainage Board, whose members 

include farmer Tony Bradford, say they’ve managed to keep some water flowing by clearing 

ditches and dykes which criss-cross the area. But those flows have to make their way to rivers 

like the Parrett, which is choked with silt. 

 

BRADFORD: As we’re looking at the river now, you can see some 

willow trees growing in the middle of the river. 

 

URRY: Yes. 
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BRADFORD: Well, that is just silted up and the trees are growing in 

the silt, so if all that silt was removed, you can see how much wider and how much more 

capacity the river would have to take this water. 

 

URRY: Board chairman Peter Maltby says the river has lost up 

to 40% of its capacity because of silting. But he’s been told the Agency can’t afford to carry 

out dredging to clear it. 

 

MALTBY: Basically they will spend money to stop houses flooding 

but they won’t spend any money to stop agricultural land flooding.  Back in September or 

October I went to Smith Square in London to see Richard Benyon with others. 

 

URRY: He’s the Environment Minister. 

 

MALTBY: Exactly.  He’s the Minister of the Environment.  And he 

said, ‘Well, you’ve got to come up with a solution that everybody locally agrees with.’ We've 

had meetings.  Everybody locally agrees that the solution is to dredge the Parrett.  Now the 

money doesn’t appear to be there. 

 

URRY: The Environment Agency’s Robbie Williams agrees 

dredging would help, but argues the extra cost can’t be justified, even though they’re having to 

spend thousands more on pumping. 

 

WILLIAMS: There’s absolutely no doubt that dredging would have 

reduced the amount of time that they’ve had to pump and indeed, following the July flooding, 

we’ve done a lot of work to assess the impact of doing dredging.  We’ve been modelling it, 

particularly down this area where we’re standing, down where the Tone meets the Parrett, and 

what that’s shown us so far is that the cost to do the dredging that we think you’d have to do to 

get the full benefits is sort of pushing £3 million, but the benefits are in that sort of area as well, 

so it’s going to be very difficult for us to justify that sort of spend.  And to put it in context, if I 

take the example of the scheme in Exeter that’s just got funding recently, that scheme will cost 

about £26 million to do and the economic benefits will be over £200 million. 
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URRY: People here are losing out because Agency spending is 

based on a cost benefit analysis, which prioritises protecting life and property over agricultural 

land. The more populated the area, and the more economically important, the more likely the 

formula will be triggered in its favour. And that’s not a profile that fits this part of Somerset. 

But Gill Slattery, a Lib Dem District Councillor in the area, says it’s a crude tool which fails to 

take into account the full impact of floods on people’s lives. 

 

SLATTERY:  The day I brought our MP round to meet a number 

of the flood victims, when we walked away from one family who had lost their business and 

home, he said, ‘My goodness, this is like post-traumatic stress disorder.  These people are 

really in trouble.’  You see sadness, you see worry about the future, you see concern, worry 

about the rest of their family and the distress is enormous.  Farm Crisis Network was set up 

several years ago and they work with people on suicide watch, and they’ve been in this area a 

number of times.  I don’t know who because they work confidentially, but just to know that an 

organisation with that kind of brief is active in your community tells you a great deal. 

 

URRY: You’ve lost out because a cost benefit analysis that’s 

done suggests that because of the low density of population here, it’s not worth investing in. 

 

SLATTERY: You know, we’re looking for the Government to really 

understand that there’s a need for a different way of looking at rural communities, and 

understanding that just counting up how many people live there is not appropriate.  That works 

very well in the towns, but the sort of funding formula that’s been applied to what’s needed is 

not appropriate here.  It’s completely undervaluing or not valuing at all what villages offer to 

Britain. 

 

URRY: The Local Government Association told a Parliamentary 

Committee earlier this month the funding formula is biased against rural areas. What’s more, 

the head of the Environment Agency, Lord Smith, told the same committee the EA’s 

maintenance budget is reducing and they’re getting to a point in some areas where they’re 

going to have to stop pumping and try to get others to do it instead, because they haven’t got 

the funds.  Their budget’s been cut and two thousand staff are to go.  The Somerset Levels 

already resembles a wasteland, and it looks as though the Environment Agency is in retreat.  

Floods Minister Richard Benyon, who has visited the Levels, denies that funding is the issue. 
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URRY cont: Farmers from that area came to see you in London in the 

autumn, didn’t they, and you told them that a local solution would have to be found and that 

had to be acceptable to all, so they all had meetings and everyone decided that dredging was 

what was needed and now they’ve been told there’s no money for it. 

 

BENYON:  Dredging does take place, so to say there’s no money 

available is not correct. 

 

URRY: Not dredging the stretch of rivers that they’re talking 

about, which they say would help. 

 

BENYON: Well that we are continuing to look at and I would want 

the Environment Agency to be the lead agency on this.  They are the ones with the expertise.  

They do tell me that de-silting is appropriate in some cases, but it is not the most effective way 

of managing flood risk in others, and where you’ve got a tidal river in particular you can see 

the fruits of your labours completely reversed when certain conditions take place immediately 

afterwards.  We want to get this right.  Everyone comes to me with an instant silver bullet 

solution, but this is a complex piece of hydrology. 

 

URRY: People feel abandoned though, don’t they? 

 

BENYON: I completely concede that if you are trying to run a 

farming business, it must feel very bleak and I don’t take anything away from the levels of 

misery, and I want to make sure that we are coming out of this situation better prepared for 

future years. 

  

URRY: But even in areas where spending on flood defence is 

supposed to be adequate, it doesn’t always mean you’ll be protected. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: We’ve driven from Somerset to Ruthin in North Wales, 

and I’m on a relatively new link road right now.  In front of me, snow-capped mountains above 

a beautiful valley with a river running through it.  It’s quite a picture and really not surprising 

that people want to live here.  This road was built to make that happen and I can see off to my 
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URRY cont: right a prestige development that’s been in the planning 

since the 1990s. People finally started living here in 2009.  Now everyone knew that this is a 

floodplain, but they weren’t expecting what happened. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH CHILDREN 

 

CHILD: What’s that? 

 

KATY: It’s a daddy. 

 

CHILD: Yeah. 

 

KATY: Yeah, daddy. 

 

URRY: Katy Williams moved to the Glasdir estate to start a 

family. She and her husband were delighted when she gave birth to twins seventeen months 

ago. When buying their house, they’d been reassured about protection from the nearby River 

Clwyd. 

 

KATY: We were given a document, as was everybody else down 

here, that with planning stipulations on that said that even in the event of a 1 in 1000 year 

flood, the floor levels were built at such a level that we wouldn’t have water ingress to the 

properties.  I mean, other people have had assurances that, oh ha ha, if it does flood we'll come 

and get you in our canoe, that sort of thing, you know.  The sales people were making very 

light of we’re never going to flood, it’s safe down here and I think they probably believed that. 

 

URRY: But it was supposed to be able to withstand a 1 in 1000 

year event, is that right? 

 

KATY: Yes, yes, that’s the document we've got, that even in a 1 

in 1000 year storm we wouldn’t flood. 

  

URRY: But they did, and it wasn’t a 1 in 1000 flood. These are 

industry standard measurements used to assess risk. What happened was rated as a less than a 1 

in 200 year event.  The family were alerted by someone banging on their front door. 
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KATY: One of the rare mornings we’d had a bit of a lie in with 

the twins and we were in bed and we got a knock on the door from the postman and I thought 

he wanted to leave a parcel.  And then, because he knows my husband, he phoned him and 

said, ‘You’d better get downstairs, you’re flooding.’  So he came downstairs and opened the 

door and about six postmen came in, moved all our furniture upstairs.  I saw to the children 

upstairs, but looking out of the window we could see the other side of the estate was already 

under water and the water was just coming closer and closer by the second, you know, you 

could see it inching towards us and you just know there was nothing that could be done to stop 

it coming in. 

 

URRY: So how bad was it when it came in the house? 

 

KATY: One of our neighbours measured and it was over 30 cm 

of water throughout the house. I left with the children at about ten past eight in the morning.  

We had to go through the back door, out through the garden with the dog, through the fences at 

the back and out onto the road. And, you know, I was up to my thighs in some places in water. 

The dog was swimming.  We were sort of carrying the babies, one each.... 

 

URRY: You must have been quite scared with the children. 

  

KATY: Yes, it was very traumatic.  I think it was at that moment 

that it hit me. I was quite calm up until then, but then going outside in the water with the kids, 

you know, you just, the gravity of the situation hits you. 

 

ACTUALITY IN VALLEY 

 

URRY: Much of this valley is a big, flat floodplain. The Glasdir 

estate was raised up off the ground and it sits atop an embankment or plateau six or so feet 

high. But the problem is they built a road along one side of the estate and raised it up on 

another embankment, which split the floodplain in two. If the river floods, what you’re left 

with is a dam.   

So to combat that, they built drainage tunnels under the road, at ground level.  Meic Davies, a 

flood risk manager for Environment Agency Wales, showed me how that was supposed to 

work. 



-  12 - 

DAVIES: This is one of a bank of five pipes leading under this 

highway.   

 

URRY: It’s a pretty simple thing really, we can see right through 

to the other end, there’s daylight out the other end out onto a field, it’s about thirty metres long. 

 

DAVIES:    It’s about thirty metres long, yes, and the way it’s 

designed is that water enters the flood plain.  When there’s a flood from the River Clwyd, it 

will be guided towards this low area here so the water can flow under the road and not into the 

estate. 

 

URRY: But that didn’t work.  After the flood, the Environment 

Agency Wales were asked by the First Minister to carry out a preliminary inquiry.   Meic 

Davies believes part of the problem may have been that grilles or screens had been fitted over 

the openings, which weren’t up to the job.  

 

DAVIES: In any flood, particularly in a rural area like this, you 

will find a lot of natural debris – leaves, branches, twigs and so on being carried down by the 

flood, and whereas they can travel through some culverts, these particular culverts had what we 

call weed screens or trash screens placed on the upstream end of them to prevent blockage 

inside them and for health and safety reasons, but we believe that those screens were at least 

partially blocked, which meant that they weren’t working as fully as they could otherwise have 

done, which caused the back up of water.  We do think that the screens that were there could 

have been better designed. 

 

URRY: What was the Environment Agency’s recommendation 

about the screens then that have caused the blockage which has led to the flood? 

 

DAVIES: The Environment Agency at the time consented this 

particular piece of work and one of the clauses in the consent was that screens, if they were to 

be part of the design, should be to industry standard, which means that they are a particular size 

and are constructed at a particular angle to enable the maintenance to be carried out. 

 

URRY: So your recommendation was for an industry standard 

screen to be put in and that didn't happen? 
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DAVIES: Correct. 

 

URRY: So what did happen?  We’ve been trying to find out. The 

Welsh Government told us the now defunct Welsh Development Agency, the land owners, 

submitted a flood assessment to the local planning authority, Denbighshire County Council and 

that the Agency funded the road. Denbighshire told us they adopted the road, but didn’t put any 

flood protection measures in place, nor did they specify or build the culverts.   The developers, 

Taylor Wimpey, told us environmental assessments they commissioned were based on reports 

by the Welsh Government which highlighted flood defence measures put in by the Government 

and the County Council to a standard set by the Environment Agency. No-one told us who put 

the screens on.  Amid this staggering lack of clarity, another investigation is underway, led by 

Rebecca Maxwell, a senior Denbighshire Council official, who doesn’t want to discuss the 

screens either. 

One thing the Environment Agency has been clear about is the fact that the grilles that were put 

over the front of these tunnels, which were supposed to let flood water through, were not done 

to industry standards.  Does that concern you? 

 

MAXWELL: I think the thing that concerns us is whether or not the 

tunnels work, the culverts work as they are supposed to work. 

 

URRY: But that’s one of the reasons they say the tunnels didn’t 

work as they were supposed to work, because they had grilles on them that weren’t the required 

standard. 

 

MAXWELL: I don’t know that they’re that explicit in the report .... 

 

URRY: They’ve just been explicit with me in interview. 

 

MAXWELL: Right, okay. The thing that is of most concern to us as a 

council is making sure that the flood defences for Glasdir work in the way that they’re intended 

to work and that the residents at Glasdir have their homes protected. We are undertaking the 

investigation to fully understand how to ensure that the culverts work properly and also 

whether anything else is required to provide appropriate levels of protection for that estate. 
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URRY: It looks as though answers to questions about the wrong 

kind of screens will have to wait. But the Environment Agency’s report also raises other, more 

fundamental concerns about the lack of a route for floodwater to escape and drain away.  More 

controversially, the Agency argues flood defence did not fail.  This is how they come to that 

conclusion.  They confine the definition of defences as the raised embankment upon which the 

estate is built.  They say the embankment did not suffer a breach or collapse. The River Clwyd 

pouring over it is described as ‘overtopping’ and overtopping is not what the Agency calls ‘the 

accepted definition of failure.’  The accepted definition of failure for residents like Katy 

Williams is being forced to flee with your toddlers in your arms on a dark November morning 

as floodwater engulfs your house. 

 

KATY: We’ve got photos of the day of the flood, the day after 

the flood.  There’s an aerial photograph showing the southern flood plain completely 

underwater with Glasdir, the road acting as a dam and the northern flood plain was practically 

bone dry, so something went very wrong with those culverts, whether they were blocked or 

whether they were designed poorly, I don’t know but .... 

 

URRY: So the road was acting as a dam instead of an underpass 

really. 

 

KATY: Yeah, yeah.  I mean, all of the residents have said that, 

that we were dammed in; it basically looked like somebody had put the plug in on us and left 

the taps running. 

 

URRY: Families must hope Denbighshire Council’s 

investigation will get to the bottom of what went wrong. That’s not going to be easy, because 

of the many players in this soggy drama.  Little wonder that they want someone to be held to 

account.  But that’s another difficult area for the council’s Rebecca Maxwell. 

Is anyone taking responsibility for anything on this, in terms of what went wrong? 

 

MAXWELL: The council is doing what it needs to do at the moment 

to understand what happened on 27th November and whether as part of that there are things 

that need to happen to manage appropriately the flood risk around the Glasdir estate. We 

shouldn’t forget that the weather conditions and the ground conditions on the 27th were 
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MAXWELL cont: exceptional.  It was extremely heavy rain falling on 

already saturated ground with river levels at some of their highest levels recorded.  

 

URRY: You’re not quite answering the question though, which 

was, is anyone taking responsibility for any failure of that system at the moment? 

  

MAXWELL: I think it’s not clear that there is a specific failure for 

anyone to take responsibility for.  At the moment we’re trying to investigate, to understand 

fully what happened on the 27
th

 November.  

 

URRY: I doubt it’s going to come as a great deal of comfort to 

those people who can’t even get back into their homes at the moment, the fact that you’re now 

trying to find out what the council should have known beforehand. 

 

MAXWELL: As I’ve said, the residents at Glasdir are very pleased 

that we’re undertaking this investigation and are working with us on it.  They’re keen to 

understand why it happened and to make sure that any action we take is actually aimed at 

tackling the right thing rather than just jumping to any solution. 

 

URRY: The Ruthin case raises concerns about the strategy of 

development on floodplains, particularly with weather predictions suggesting more extreme 

and persistent rainfall.  A report last year by the Committee on Climate Change, a Government 

advisory body, actually found such development in England was galloping ahead.  Dr 

Sebastian Catovsky led the research. 

 

CATOVSKY: We did a very detailed mapping of pretty much every 

property that had been built in the last ten years and matched it against the Environment 

Agency’s flood maps.  The amount of development in the floodplain increased by 13% over 

the last ten years compared to just 7% outside the floodplain.  I think the second big finding for 

us was that while around 80% of the development in the floodplain was well protected by flood 

defences, there were still 20% that were built in areas of significant risk, that’s… 

 

URRY: One in five properties? 
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CATOVSKY: One in five properties in the floodplain, yes, so that’s 

40,000 properties over the last ten years. I think the challenge for the country, particularly with 

climate change, is it the right model to continue to build in areas where, although they may 

have some protection, you can’t eliminate all the risk of flooding and of course that risk will 

increase with climate change. 

 

URRY: Floods Minister Richard Benyon argues the problem is 

down to a legacy of poor decision making. 

Why is development on floodplains continuing? 

 

BENYON: Oh, look, I mean, I do think, as I go round the country I 

think there have been some crazy developments in past years, and that’s why we were 

absolutely adamant that in the new national planning policy framework there should be a clear 

statement on building in floodplains, and that’s what we have got .... 

 

URRY: I suppose the question is whether it’s being followed 

really. 

 

BENYON: The Environment Agency is a statutory consultee.  We 

think in most cases, as I say 96% of planning applications are in line with Environment Agency 

advice, we have been absolutely clear in our national planning policy framework that the 

guidance remains, that development should not take place in floodplain. 

 

URRY: The Committee on Climate Change research reveals 

spending on flood defences is not keeping pace with the recommendations made by the 

Environment Agency of £20 million extra per year above inflation.  Instead, the committee 

finds it’s not even keeping up with inflation. All this is happening at a time when the Agency 

itself is facing cuts. But Phil Rothwell, head of Flood Risk Management Policy, argues they’re 

making changes to adapt. 

 

ROTHWELL: I think we’ve tried to get over that by increasing the 

amount of income from external sources, by being more efficient and more effective, and by 

looking at exactly where we spend our money.  Where are the areas at highest risk?  Where can 

we best put our efforts to reduce that risk?  And it’s no different now, even though money is in 
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ROTHWELL cont: shorter supply than we might like.  There will never be 

enough money to fully protect everyone everywhere from flooding, and so we have to, we have 

to work with what we’ve got.  But there will always be development behind flood defences in 

the floodplain, because many of our defences are adequate to the task of defending those areas. 

 

URRY: Well, are they?  Are you saying that flood defences 

broadly are adequate in this country, that they’re doing a good job? 

 

ROTHWELL: Well, there’s a lot more that we can do, clearly.  There 

are five and a half million people at flood risk in this country, half a million people at high 

flood risk from rivers living in the floodplain, and so we can always do more.  We are striving 

to do more with what we get and to bring in extra funding from other sources and I think we’re 

being very successful at that.  We’re also working with local authorities and drainage boards 

and others, water companies to try and stitch together the best possible deal to reduce flood 

risk. 

 

URRY: Stitching together deals is what many may now have to 

rely on for protection. The buzz phrase is ‘partnership funding’.  Government puts up some 

cash, local authorities, the Environment Agency, water companies and others find the rest. 

Sounds like a good idea, but where is all this extra money, and can towns and cities actually get 

their hands on it to build infrastructure before a catastrophic event occurs?  It’s a race against 

time those right on the front line of flood defence are having to get to grips with. 

 

WRAGG: The structure we're stood in front of here is the Hull tidal 

surge barrier and what this is is a structure where a large radial gate drops down from a big 

gantry which straddles the river, and basically that stops the tidal surges from travelling up the 

river system into the city and causing flood risk.  With the storminess and the excessive rainfall 

and some of the tidal surges we’ve seen over the last few years, it’s certainly irrefutable that 

this thing’s being used more and more and more. 

 

URRY: 95% of Kingston upon Hull is at or around sea level. It’s 

under assault from water in all directions, because it sits in a basin through which rivers flow 

out to the Humber estuary. The barrier we are looking at with the City Council’s Flood Risk 

Planning Manager, Steve Wragg, is part of a series of defences which are in place.  Despite all 
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URRY cont: that, in 2007 Hull was overwhelmed by a new threat.  It 

was caught out by torrential downpours which caused surface water to overload the drains and 

sewers. One person lost their life, eight and a half thousand homes and thirteen hundred 

businesses were flooded.  All but a handful of the city’s schools were forced to close and for 

many, it took years to recover.  More investment is needed to renew, replace or improve the 

city’s defences.  The good news for Hull is that, under a risk based formula operated by 

DEFRA, the Government department with responsibility for flood protection, Hull actually 

qualifies for 100% funding.  But it’s not being handed over. 

 

WRAGG: The Environment Agency are talking about more than 

£40 million of investment on the River Hull.  We’ve not got the figures yet for the River 

Humber, but they’re likely to be around the same sort of values - in excess of £30 million for 

the big surface water storage schemes, and Yorkshire Water investment, we’re still working on 

the detail of that at the moment, but it’s likely to be in the same sort of funding window as the 

others there, so we’re talking in excess of £100 million and upwards here for the city of Hull. 

 

URRY: They’re not handing that out at the moment though, are 

they? 

 

WRAGG: The DEFRA approach is that even those schemes that 

score the highest on those sort of scenarios still need to seek other contributions or matched 

funding or other ways forward, so that’s something that we need to explore further with the 

Environment Agency. 

 

URRY: You’re having to hack your way through a funding 

jungle, aren’t you? 

 

WRAGG: Clearly yes, there’s lots of different sorts of funding out 

there and ... 

 

URRY: Well, that must slow you down. 
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WRAGG: It does, it does. I’m dealing with European funding at the 

minute and that’s an extremely lengthy process and the DEFRA funding and all the other 

funding approaches.  But I think many organisations and many other industries would say 

exactly the same. 

 

URRY: But it all takes time, with no guarantees of 

supplementary money from other sources.  And that’s what troubles Professor Lynne Frostick 

of Hull University, who was part of an independent review body which investigated what went 

wrong the last time the city was seriously flooded, back in 2007. She questions whether the 

funding model will deliver. 

 

FROSTICK: My worry is that with partnership funding, everyone is 

chasing a diminishing pot of money, so if you’re going to the EU, the EU has less money and 

more people to spend it on, so what’s the chances of getting that money?  Partnership funding 

sounds very good in principle, but it slows everything up and if you’ve got an urgent situation, 

you’re not going to get through that and get the money in time to get that work done to protect 

people in a timely manner.  I don’t like the fact that it’s a partnership funding system.  I think if 

an area needs to be protected, then the money should be spent to protect it, not suggest that 

they’ve got to find half the money themselves. 

 

URRY: How urgent is it then? 

 

FROSTICK: I think not just for Hull but for other areas like Hull, I 

think it’s very urgent, because this change towards very intense rainfall appears to be 

accelerating, so I think it’s becoming more urgent rather than less urgent.  But the problem is 

that if you don’t have a flood for a few years, everyone becomes complacent, they think 

they’ve solved the problem and then, until you get another big emergency, big flood, people 

are affected, big problems, then somebody does something. 

 

URRY: So, in a city with a population of more than a quarter of a 

million, high levels of poverty and deprivation, most of it at risk if it does flood, another big 

downpour at a time when the ground is already saturated could test Hull’s resilience to the 

limits. And if the economic climate means Hull can’t get all it needs from Government, what 

chance do other communities have?  It’s a question which concerns local councils, many of 
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URRY cont: whom have new duties for managing flooding under 

laws passed by Government in 2010.  DEFRA have recently put up an extra £120 million for 

flood relief. But MPs on a Select Committee were told earlier this month that councils now 

have 46% of the responsibilities, yet they only get 6% of the budget.  Andrew Cooper, who 

speaks for the Local Government Association on this issue, says it makes partnership funding 

all the more difficult and some places get left behind. 

 

COOPER: I’d use an example like Hebden Bridge in West 

Yorkshire, was flooded three times.  Now if you look at the area that was flooded, you’ve got a 

lot of small shops, independent shops, not part of chains, family businesses, and so if you’re 

looking for partnership funding for an area like that, it’s going to be very difficult for those sort 

of businesses to be stumping up additional cash when they’re actually just simply trying to 

keep afloat.  If Government was actually to put just a bit of additional funding in to help 

schemes with merit get off the ground, then that would be helpful. 

 

URRY: The money’s not there is it, really?  The Government 

hasn’t got it, well DEFRA hasn’t got it. 

 

COOPER: Government’s about choices, isn’t it, and there’s all sorts 

of choices that Government could make regarding spending and we are actually only usually 

talking about a fairly small percentage of the total cost of a flood scheme, and the cost of 

cleaning up and the cost of insurance and all those sort of things are going to be mitigated if 

you actually do these schemes and get them off the ground.  If you look at the scale of the 

challenge, we were given an additional £120 million was allocated for flooding following the 

issues that we had for flood defences this year.  Resources are simply not going to match 

demand. 

 

URRY: What percentage of homes then will that extra money 

protect? 

 

COOPER: Well, of all the funding that’s available for flood 

defences is only going to cover about 10% of those areas which are expected to be at risk. 
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URRY: For the Government, Environment Minister Richard 

Benyon insists that they’re doing all they can to protect people and property.  But he accepts 

they can’t do it all. 

 

BENYON: Of course there’s going to continue to be flooding. No 

politician or official would be in his right mind if they said that they can guarantee protection 

for everybody and flooding is a miserable experience and very damaging for the economy.  

We’ve just got to use our resources as best we can, we’ve got to be better prepared and that’s 

why we’ve defended the flood warning scheme, for example, from any of the spending 

restrictions, and we now have people who are much better prepared than ever before for 

flooding when it occurs. 

 

URRY: It’s not really about protecting people any more, is it?  

It’s about helping them to recover quicker after it’s actually happened. 

 

BENYON: It is absolutely about protecting people.  That’s why 

we’re spending £2.3 billion of your and my taxpayers’ money and we want to make sure it’s 

spent properly.  That is a huge amount of money and it’s quite right that we are finding 

innovative ways of levering money through business, through innovative use of the planning 

scheme, through local levies to .... 

 

URRY: Well yes, but only 10% of areas at risk will be protected, 

so isn’t the point really that you’re never going to find the rest of the funding for the other 90%? 

 

BENYON: No.  We’re going to eat into the houses and properties that 

are still at risk by continuing to build flood defences, continuing to maintain defences that have 

been built in the past, and while eight thousand properties flooded last year, over two hundred 

thousand properties didn’t because of recently built flood defences.  That has got to be an 

example of why we’ve got to continue to prioritise spending on flood defences.  But of course 

properties are still going to get flooded and that’s a regrettable fact.  It always took place in the 

past and the risk of it happening more in the future because of climate change is there.  We’ve 

got to just work on the best evidence, provide the best resources we can and make sure that we’re 

protecting as many homes and properties as we can from flooding, and that’s what we’re doing. 
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