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ITEM CA7

Reducing the impact of flooding – Environment and Economy Scrutiny Committee 

EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY

1. In July 2007 the most severe flooding for at least 50 years affected Oxfordshire, causing widespread damage and affecting the lives of many people.  The Committee decided that there was a need for a review which would reassure people that the appropriate lessons had been learnt and that action was being taken to protect them, as far as possible, from future events.  It was intended to draw together the many reports that were being compiled and to distill from them a set of practical recommendations that would enable Oxfordshire County Council to mitigate the risk that future floods may present to Oxfordshire’s installations, its people and their property.

2. Floods cannot be prevented. They are part of the natural functioning of river systems in response to heavy rain. If the forecasts by the proponents of global warming prove to be justified, flooding can be expected to be both more frequent and more severe in future than they has been in the past. Now is an opportune time to look for ways in which their effects can be mitigated.  Inhabited areas can be protected from flooding by building barriers or new watercourses, but these are often major engineering works, which are beyond the budget of the County Council. The Environment Agency (EA) has schemes coming forward to protect Oxford City and Banbury, which are to be welcomed, but it must be understood that preventing floods in one place may lead to flooding in another. As an example, a proposed flood defence scheme to protect an industrial area in Banbury has been met with opposition from landowners and from Oxfordshire Highways because water held back by it would cause flooding on roads and agricultural land. Similarly, many of our witnesses have suggested that their problems would be solved by better maintenance of ditches and drain. However, one should not ignore the possibility that draining surface water away more quickly would cause rivers to rise and burst their banks sooner should not be ignored.

3. Recommendations will be found in this document to improve the maintenance of ditches and watercourses. This should not necessarily be taken to mean that all of them should be kept clear. The Lead Member Review Group recommends that authorities undertaking this work should prioritise the maintenance of watercourses according to the following hierarchy:

a. Those that protect strategic installations;

b. Those that protect residential property;

c. Those that protect commercial property;

d. Those that protect roads;

e. Those that drain farmland.

4. It must be accepted that flood plains are a natural resource, which are essential to reducing flooding in populated areas.  They are places where surplus water can pool harmlessly until the rivers have time to drain it away.  Flood plains are in danger of encroachment by building development and by changes in agricultural practice.  There are landowners who seek to prevent their water meadows flooding so they can grow crops on them.  Strict control of the development and use of flood plains is fundamental to flood protection.  Little or no attention seems to have been given to enhancing the ability of flood plains to absorb water.  Council planners may wish to investigate the possibility of employing worked-out gravel pits as storage ponds which could be emptied in the summer and filled when flood conditions occurred.  The proposed Steventon reservoir would provide another resource to manage flooding. We heard evidence from the Environment Agency that if it had been completed before 2007 then flooding in Abingdon would have been less severe than it was. 

5. Flooding takes several forms. Coastal flooding only affects Oxfordshire indirectly in that the EA may assign it a higher priority than fluvial flooding.  Inland floods can be fluvial, that is overflowing rivers, or it can be flash flooding or rising groundwater.  The same mitigation measures may not be appropriate for all of these.  Rising groundwater can be exacerbated by inadequate sewerage systems.  There are many places in the County where foul water and rainwater are allowed into the same sewers.  When the flow in these exceeds capacity, properties are flooded not just by water but by sewage as well.  We consider that when giving permission for the extensive new housing developments that are planned for Oxfordshire, much greater emphasis should be given than has hitherto been the case to the provision of separate sewers for storm water and foul water, and to the adoption of Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS).

6. In an ideal world each river’s catchment area would be managed by a single co-ordinating authority. Currently, responsibilities for land drainage form a complex web, which cut across agencies and local authority boundaries. The Environment Agency is the relevant operating authority for flood defences on designated main rivers.  Culverts under roads are generally the responsibility of the relevant Highways Authority (County Council or Highways Agency). The district councils and the City Council expect the Highway Authority to be the lead Operating Authority where inadequate watercourse maintenance or failure of flood defences may lead to highway flooding. Culverts under railways are the responsibility of Network Rail and they will be expected to be the lead operating authority where inadequate maintenance leads to flooding of any description. The district councils and city council, as the local planning authorities, are expected to take account of flooding risks in all matters relating to development control, including making sure development plans and individual planning applications are in accordance with Planning Policy Guidance 25
so that development does not increase risk of flooding to occupied property.  A number of observers, including the House of Commons Select Committee investigation into flooding
 and the Pitt Review
 are concluding that this division of responsibility and the resulting way in which permissive powers operate, actually increase the risks of some people suffering flood damage.

7. In times of flood, householders have come to expect that the local authorities will protect their property by providing sandbags.  This is a labour-intensive procedure which can side-track staff from more useful activities.  Moreover it is not a very effective defence. Better defences are readily available in the marketplace and we believe that the Council needs to persuade people to protect their own property by using them.

8. We would like to suggest that the functions Oxfordshire County Council should concentrate its efforts on are:

a. To take a lead in partnership working with other agencies to ensure that a flood alleviation policy is bound in to the planning process, and that it has an even-handed approach to all parts of the County.

b. To protect vital infrastructure.

c. To make sure that robust emergency plans are in place to deal with future flooding events

d. To pay greater heed to the need to clear its own ditches and culverts and those that are the responsibility of private landowners.

e. To institute an education programme for householders and businesses to protect their own premises more effectively.

f. To encourage all public utilities and public bodies to take their responsibilities towards the public seriously.

9.  In the Lead Member Review Group’s opinion, these guidelines apply to a greater or a lesser degree to all parties to mitigate future flooding. It is only if all such parties recognise and honour these intentions that we will achieve the aims of this scrutiny review.

Recommendations by Organisation

Oxfordshire County Council:
The Cabinet are RECOMMENDED to:

i. With its partners, instigate a countywide programme of public education in respect of flooding, including:

a. Riparian owners’ rights and responsibilities.

b. Advising householders and businesses how to make their homes more resilient and flood resistant.

c. Encourage businesses and householders to have adequate insurance.

d. Advising businesses to prepare emergency plans, including what to do in the event of flooding.

e. Information for Parish Councils.

f. Explanation of the flood warnings system.

ii. Encourage local communities to form flood forums.

iii. Encourage town and parish councils to develop or update their own emergency plans, copies of which should be forwarded to the Emergency Planning Unit.

iv. Cooperate with the Environment Agency, Thames Water and other relevant bodies to build up a register of drainage assets, as recommended in the Pitt Review. 

v. Work in partnership with the district councils, city council and other relevant partners to map surface water systems and distribute copies to parish councils.

vi. Encourage the construction and implementation of Surface Water Management Plans. 

vii. Lobby the Government to make Surface Water Management Plans statutory in areas of critical drainage.

viii. Support the Government’s proposals to remove the right to connect to the sewerage system.

ix. Support the Government and local planning authorities in promoting the use of permeable materials on all new developments and redevelopments, particularly within the floodplain.

x. Promote the use of Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS) and other permeable materials on all future local authority construction projects.

xi. Ensure that watercourses that are the responsibility of the local authority are appropriately maintained.

xii. In partnership with the Environment Agency, undertake a survey of all sluice gates in the county to ensure that they are fully functional and that their ownership and any accompanying responsibilities are clarified.  

xiii. Undertake, in partnership with relevant organisations, the enforcement of riparian owners’ responsibilities.

xiv. Lobby the Environment Agency and Central Government to make the Flood Warnings Direct Service an opt-out service as opposed to an opt-in service.

xv. Resist, except in exceptional circumstances (PPS25), all development on Oxfordshire’s floodplains.

xvi. Consider the effects of mineral workings on flooding.

xvii. Develop a protocol with the police, district councils and city council for delegating the authority to close roads during flood events.

xviii. Seek the advice of Thames Water and the Environment Agency on all planning applications.

xix. Lobby the Government to provide further funding to rural counties such as Oxfordshire for flood defence schemes.

xx. Require the Oxfordshire County Council representative on the Flooding Long Term Issues Group (FLTI Group) to report to the Environment and Economy Scrutiny Committee on a six monthly basis.

xxi. Formalise the Flooding Long Term Issues Group in order to ensure a coordinated approach to flood management in Oxfordshire.

xxii. Support the appointment of a dedicated officer to support the Flooding Long Term Issues Group, funded jointly by all the partners represented on the group. 

xxiii. Urge the Government to ensure equitable distribution of compensation from the European Union and, honour the pledges that they have made.

xxiv. Insist, when negotiating contracts for care homes, that the providers have business continuity plans that address the issue of flooding and make clear where the financial burden lies when residents have to be evacuated.

Oxfordshire District Councils and the City Council:

Oxfordshire District Councils and the City Council are RECOMMENDED to:

i. Promote the use of Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS) and other permeable materials on all future construction projects.

ii. Ensure that watercourses that are the responsibility of the local authority are appropriately maintained.

iii. When concluding a legal agreement for new developments, consider whether Section 106 (S106) monies should be sought to increase drainage capacity. 

iv. Undertake, in partnership with relevant organisations, enforcement of riparian owners responsibilities. 

v. Seek the advice of Thames Water and the Environment Agency on all planning applications.

vi. Resist, except in exceptional circumstances (PPS25), all development on Oxfordshire’s floodplains.

Oxfordshire Highways:

Oxfordshire Highways are RECOMMENDED to:

i. Instigate a regular inspection of larger culverts and publish a programme for clearing and maintaining them.

ii. Use Oxfordshire County Council’s public website to publish yearly plans of highways cleaning and maintenance. 

iii. Ensure that grips and their access points, where appropriate, are kept open to allow surface water to escape into a suitable run-off area. 

iv. Wherever possible, delegate responsibility for minor works to parish councils to alleviate flooding.

v. Review their road building practices to ensure that flood risk is not increased as a result of construction.

vi. Develop a protocol with the police, district councils and the city council for delegating the authority to close roads during flood events.

Environment Agency:

The Environment Agency is RECOMMENDED to: 

i. Extend the Flood Warnings Direct Service to all main watercourses in Oxfordshire.

ii. To improve telemetry on tributaries of the River Thames in the county to give an overall picture of water movement and to allow key service providers and residents to be more prepared. 

iii. Publicise the criteria they use to decide whether watercourses should or should not be cleared.

iv. Ease the permission regime covering ditch clearance by third parties.

v. To consider listing on their website, all licences issued for the pumping of water in and out of rivers

Thames Water:

Thames Water is RECOMMENDED to:

i. Review the resilience of their installations to flooding and publish their findings and intended actions.

ii. As a matter of priority ensure that combined sewerage systems are replaced by a separate foul and surface water systems.

iii. Ensure that all reported incidents have reference numbers and these are logged in order to create a log of calls and jobs.

iv. Substantially increase their investment in the separation of foul and surface water.

v. Ensure that full details of sewerage systems are available to local authorities.

Other Bodies:

Southern Electric and British Telecom are RECOMMENDED to:

i. Review the resilience of their installations to flooding and publish their findings and intended actions.

The National Farmers Union (NFU) is RECOMMENDED to: 

i. Advise and encourage members to adopt farm practices, wherever practicable, that do not exacerbate the risk of flooding.

Ofwat are RECOMMENDED to:

i. Permit Thames Water to increase their investment in the separation of foul and surface water.

�   Planning Policy Statement 25: Development and Flood Risk, Department for Communities and Local Government.                    


�  Flooding, House of Commons, Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee.


� Learning the Lessons from the 2007 Floods, The Pitt Review, June 2008.
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