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FLOOD RECOVERY

Report by Head of Business Improvement (Environment & Economy)

Introduction

1. As a result of exceptional rainfall in Oxfordshire on 20 July there was substantial flooding of areas of the county.  After the initial emergency situation, Thames Valley Police formally handed over responsibility for recovering to normality to the relevant local authorities.  This responsibility was picked up by the Oxfordshire Chief Executives Board.  It was agreed to set up small secretariat under Paul Gerrish (Head of Business Improvement in Environment & Economy Directorate) to co-ordinate recovery.  The secretariat has now been stood down by the Oxfordshire Chief Executives’ Board as the remaining work is now being treated as business as usual.

2. This report outlines the impact that the flooding had on the people and businesses, the arrangements that were made as a consequence, the cost of the flooding to the County Council and the longer-term flooding issues in Oxfordshire.

The Impact on People

3. The district councils estimate that in total 2,460 houses were flooded, i.e. water entered the habitable part of the house, analysed as follows:

	West Oxfordshire
	1,631

	Vale of White Horse
	570

	Oxford
	190

	Cherwell
	66

	South Oxfordshire
	3

	Total
	2,460


4. Wherever possible district councils provided people with help and advice to either obtain alternative accommodation or to enable them to start the clean up and recovery process. Two specific work streams were set up to help people in this respect.  

5. One work stream covered waste and clean up and was led by officers from the Oxfordshire Waste Partnership.  They co-ordinated information about how each district council was to respond to people’s needs and made this information widely available.  They were able to move fairly quickly to ‘business as usual’.  There were a few issues around collection of sandbags and the additional cost of waste collected on landfill tax payments, but there were no major problems.

6. A second work stream covered the impact on vulnerable people.  This was led by the County Council and Primary Care Trust. 202 people were moved from care homes; 137 of these have now been returned.  A further 150 people were rescued from their own homes; 139 of whom have now returned to their homes.  The team will be monitoring all these people and follow up visits are planned as a priority to ensure they all eventually return to normality.  

7. Two care homes are badly affected and will be closed until at least the end of this year.  As there is little spare capacity across the county’s care homes, this is likely to have an adverse effect on the local care market.  The floods are also likely to have a knock-on impact on the housing market, with most rented property now taken by those out of their homes because of the flooding.

8. Those people whose health is adversely affected but do not meet our eligibility criteria for services are being directed to their GP.  All GPs have been sent a letter making them aware of the possible health implications for those affected by the flooding. 

Impact on Businesses

9. The recent floods have obviously had an impact on some businesses in the county, although we have limited information on the actual numbers affected. The impact has been in terms of 

· Damage to property 

· Staff absences due either to not being able to travel to work or from staff being flooded themselves

· Customers not being able or interested in accessing shops, services and visitor attractions

· Suppliers not being able to keep shops or businesses supplied

Local authorities, the Regional Development Agency, SEEDA, Business Link and umbrella groups such as the Federation of Small Businesses have reacted swiftly to offer financial assistance and/or advice to help alleviate the problems faced by businesses both during and after the flood.

10. In terms of areas affected, the information we have includes:

	West Oxfordshire and Witney
	Hotels and shops in west Witney and a small industrial estate were severely affected. Away from Witney a range of individual and isolated clusters of businesses have been affected, particularly in the south of the district

	Oxford
	businesses in Botley Rd and Osney Mead Industrial Estate

	
	Limited impact on businesses in Abingdon Road, mainly residential

	Vale and Abingdon
	About 20 businesses affected but impact was greater in residential areas. Flood damage in Woolstone, Wantage and Steventon was due to pluvial flash flooding from the rain rather than fluvial flooding from high river levels

	Banbury
	Wildmere Road and Tramway industrial estates, Lower Cherwell Street and around Spiceball Sports Centre. In general flooding felt to be less severe than Easter 1998.


11. Tourism was affected by the media response casting Oxford as a ‘city underwater’.  This gave negative associations for the entire county. Initially there were cancellations of 30-40% of booked beds in Oxfordshire. However, those cancelled beds were taken by displaced residents and news crews. Against expectations most tourism businesses have managed to maintain or increase business throughout this period. Those that have made losses have reported that difficult road conditions and negative media coverage discouraged visitors. Blenheim Palace and other attractions considered to be ‘outdoors’ experienced a fall off in visitor numbers.

12. For many businesses it will take time to calculate losses from not just the immediate flood damage (for which many are insured) but also for loss of trading and loss of profits (for which most businesses are not insured.) More information is being collected for purposes of making claims to the EU Solidarity Fund.

13. Farmers are expecting substantial crop losses, with hay crops particularly affected.

Financial Issues

Financial Cost to Oxfordshire Councils

14. The finance leads from each local authority have been collating the financial impact of the floods on the county.  These can split into three categories: immediate response, reparation of immediate damage and longer-term damage.  It is not possible at this stage to quantify the longer-term damage.  The current estimate of the costs in the other two categories can be summarised as follows:

	
	County £’000
	Districts £’000
	Total £’000

	Immediate response
	
	
	

	Emergency Planning
	200
	
	200

	Fire & Rescue Service
	200
	
	200

	Highways
	400
	
	400

	Other Services
	97
	228
	325

	Total immediate response
	897
	228
	1,125

	Reparation of damage etc.
	
	
	

	Schools
	632
	
	632

	Other property
	761
	700
	1,461

	Bridge repairs
	250
	
	250

	Additional waste 
	50
	
	50

	Co-ordination of recovery
	50
	
	50

	Total reparation of damage etc.
	1,743
	700
	2,443

	Total quantified costs so far
	2,640
	928
	3,568


15. Under the Bellwin scheme, the Government reimburses councils for the cost of any immediate response to an emergency above a certain threshold.  For the County Council the threshold is £1.285m.  As a consequence the County Council is unlikely to receive any funding from this scheme, unless some of the costs of reparation can be claimed.

16. The County Council will, however, be able to recover the property costs of £1.393m from insurance; £750k of this would be self-funded from the Council’s own Insurance Fund and £643k from external insurers.   The Council has also received a flood recovery grant of £180k from the Department for Schools, Children and Families.  The total cost to the County Council is £2.640m.  Adjusting for the external insurance and grant contributions (totalling £820k), the net cost to the Council is currently estimated at £1.817m.

17. In addition to this there is the cost of longer-term damage to roads and bridges.  Although it is not possible to quantify the cost, it could be as much as £1m.  The Government has indicated that it is only willing to consider funding such costs if they exceed 15% of the annual structural maintenance budget.  This would equate to about £2.2m.  On this basis we would not be eligible for funding.  It is proposed that the Council pursue this issue with the Government and seek financial assistance for these costs.

Flood Recovery Grant
18. The Government has announced that the Oxfordshire district councils will receive £861k Flood Recovery Grant to support the work of authorities in helping those in greatest and most immediate need get back on their feet.  District councils will be able to spend the money how they wish in line with local priorities.  West Oxfordshire DC will receive the majority (£600k), the Vale of White Horse £200k, Oxford City £50k and Cherwell £11k.  

19. The WODC scheme for using the grant has three elements:

· a basic award of £250 per eligible household;

· an additional hardship award to recognise special circumstances; 

· any balance unallocated be utilised to contribute towards financing priorities identified by communities to rebuild community infrastructure or help reduce future flooding risk.

Other district councils have developed similar schemes.  County Council officers had hoped to fund some of the costs of co-ordinating recovery from the grant but this has not been agreed by the district councils.  However, there is agreement in principle that any residual grant after allocation to the first two categories above could be used by agreement for prevention measures that would reduce the risk of future flooding.

Flood Appeal Fund
20. The Oxfordshire councils decided to participate in the national Flood Appeal fund launched by the Red Cross.  We are unclear at this stage how much the county is likely to receive from the fund, although it is unlikely to be a substantial amount as it will be distributed across the country based on numbers of houses flooded. The latest estimate suggests a figure of about £120k. Arrangements are in hand for this to be distributed by a committee comprising local civic leaders, including district and county council chairmen, town mayors from Abingdon and Witney and representatives from the voluntary sector.  It is likely that West Oxfordshire District Council will take the lead in the supporting administrative arrangements. As soon as we know when the money is likely to be available this will be publicised widely.

Longer-Term Issues

21. The Director for Environment & Economy, Richard Dudding, brought together the Oxfordshire councils with the Environment Agency to consider a number of issues.  Set out below are the issues considered and the outcome of the meeting:

· The nature and extent of the risks, including climate change impacts

· The Environment Agency would be publishing a report on the July flooding in October, taking account of feedback from the drop in surgeries they held in Witney, Abingdon and Oxford. It is anticipated that this will be available in a few months time.

· Possible major flood protection schemes:

· Banbury Flood Alleviation Scheme 

· There was a high prospect of the scheme proceeding, with a target date for a public enquiry of spring 2008 

· There was general agreement to do everything possible to achieve this outcome.

· Oxford 

· The position was complex because of high engineering costs and environmental constraints

· A major scheme was some way off because of the costs and the necessary research

· Even lesser schemes would require up to two years to specify

· Risk of repeat flooding is high and there is an case for properties to be managed on that basis

· Other areas

· The Environment Agency were to undertake quick studies in smaller settlements

· Possible smaller measures, including land management, ditch and gully clearance etc.; 

· There was public pressure to improve land management and gully and ditch clearance.  Local action can be effective in this respect.

· WODC are planning a major programme of action with local communities over the next three months.

· Opportunities should be taken to engage parish councils about these issues.

· Possible measures to reduce the impact of new development; 

· The planning ground rules should be understood and followed.

· The Environment Agency had no particular problem in Oxfordshire with planning authorities disregarding flood risks.

· Engaging the public to improve risk awareness and self help.

· All opportunities should be taken to convey the risk of flooding to the public and the available countermeasures.

· District councils would consider additional promotional activity for self help

· It was agreed that there was scope to improve immediate flood warnings and ensure emergency services understand the range over which such warnings will need to be given

22. Additionally, in the forthcoming service and resource planning round, climate change is one of the four overarching long term themes.  As part of this the Council will need to consider investment needs to adapt to increased flooding risks and how we could lobby for additional resources to fund this. The Environment Agency report could be helpful to us, either in formulating our plans or in supporting the case for additional resources.

23. The Environment & Economy Scrutiny Committee has also expressed an interest in reviewing this area, which may need to be a joint review with the Community Safety Scrutiny Committee depending on the issues to be covered – which have not yet been agreed. It may be appropriate to consider offering district council colleagues the chance to participate in this.

Financial and Staff Implications

24. There are no direct financial and staffing implications from this report.  The financial implications of floods are contained in paragraphs 14 to 21 above.

RECOMMENDATION
25. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to:

(a) thank the emergency services and other Council staff for their dedication to both their job and helping the people of Oxfordshire following the July floods;

(b) note that recovery has now moved to business as usual;

(c) instruct the Head of Finance to pursue re-imbursement by the Government of the costs incurred by this council as a consequence of the floods;

(d) note that officers are pursing longer term issues with the other councils in Oxfordshire and the Environment Agency and receive a report back in due course;

(e) note that Sir Michael Pitt has been commissioned to undertake a national review of the response to the floods on behalf of the Government and instruct officers to contribute to this.

26. The Cabinet is also RECOMMENDED to consider whether it wishes to give any advice to the Community Safety and Environment & Economy Scrutiny Committees about the scope of their review.  

PAUL GERRISH

Head of Business Improvement (Environment & Economy)
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