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Summary report from LWEC Citizens’ Advisory
Forum, Session 1: Flooding.

Saturday 16th October 2010. Leftbank Centre, Bristol

Introduction
The first session of the Living with Environmental Change citizens’ forum focused on the

topic of flooding and research that is done to minimise its risk and impact. The day consisted

of presentations from OPM, LWEC and expert speakers from the Environment Agency,

together with group discussions exercises.

Participants were asked to discuss how important they perceived different types of research

around flooding to be. The key findings from the discussion are being fed back to LWEC, to

help them develop their strategy for flooding research. In the next session (on Saturday 27th

November) we’ll return briefly to the discussion on flooding research, in order to define a list

of factors that drive priorities and decisions around this topic.

Forum’s responses to flooding
Generally, the forum participants were interested and engaged in the topic of flooding. They

listened to an initial presentation on the causes and impact of flooding in the UK, during

which a number of forum people asked questions to further their own understanding. They

expressed interest in:

 Extreme weather conditions causing flooding: “What is the difference between a tidal surge

and a high tide?”

 Potential changes to levels of flood risk in the UK: “Do you get new flood plains in the UK,

or do they remain static?”

 The quality of UK flood defences and preparations for flood recovery: “Are other countries

better prepared than we are?”

Focus on financial aspects of flood risk and flood impact

After the initial presentation, the participants were asked for their general reflections on what

they had heard. Amongst the group, there was a lot of surprise at the cost of flood recovery

and the impact on the economy. Participants also voiced concern that planners and insurers

can often worsen the risk and impact of flooding. They laid some blame on developers for

building on flood plain areas, and insurers for then failing to offer adequate protection to

those who live in at risk areas. “You hear of people being left high and dry by the insurance

companies”. Several participants referred to local examples of building on flood plains, e.g. in

areas such as Portishead. While participants understood why it was happening (e.g. “there’s

no where left to build”), there was a sense that this needs better management by local

authorities and planners, and better collaboration between researchers and policy makers in

order to facilitate this.

http://www.lwec.org.uk/
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Forum’s responses to flooding research
Opinions on the importance of flooding research

The forum then moved on to a presentation on the different types of research related to the

topic of flooding, and subsequent discussion. Most participants noted that before being

involved in the forum they knew very little about the different types of research that were

being done. However, the majority did support the view that flooding is an important area for

research investment, particularly in light of:

 The cost of the clear-up and its impact on the ‘public purse’. Many participants reflected

that they were surprised – even ‘astonished’ – at the cost of responding to just one flood.

If this cost could be saved by better knowledge and understanding around flood risk and

impact, then that is a worthy cause.

 The emotional distress and disruption caused by flooding. A minority of participants had

personal experiences that they drew on to illustrate this point. For example, one man

had been flooded in his car, and said the experience was fairly traumatizing. Again, if

research could prevent this emotional distress, then it was felt to be a valid use of public

resources.

In contrast to the above opinion, a significant minority of participants also perceived flooding

to be an ‘Act of God’ or ‘just one of those things’ that affects a handful of unlucky people.

Some of these participants also felt that, in general, research around flooding is of limited

value since we’ll never be able to prevent it completely and it is impossible to prepare for

every eventuality.

Need to ensure research is used by local decision makers

Those participants who were more supportive of flooding research stressed that it is only

valuable if the wider system of decision makers (including local authorities, planners,

regulators) are also committed to using and implementing the research, and if they have the

necessary resources to do so.

Questions about adapting building and development practices

Furthermore it was also felt there was a need for additional research and focus on the

question of how building on flood plains can be made lower-risk. Participants noted that if the

demand for affordable housing and cheaper land are not going to go away, then research

needs to be invested in adapting buildings to better withstand flood risk. Participants

mentioned building houses on stilts in vulnerable areas, and using architecture to design in

improved water management, e.g. green roofs and water storage facilities.

Forums’ priorities for flooding research
Participants were then asked to rank each of the areas of flooding research according to their

level of priority, from most important to least important.

1. Measuring and predicting when and where it will flood

2. Understanding the impact of land shape/type on flood risk

3. Understanding how changes in UK climate and land use can affect water flow

4. Understanding how flood defences can reduce the risk of flooding
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5. Understanding the psychology of how people respond to risk of flooding

6. Understanding best practice in flood response

7. Understanding long term impact of flood recovery

Research to understand and predict flood risk/impact (types 1, 2, 3)

Across all the groups, these types of research were said to be important. In no cases were

any of these ranked in the bottom three places. Participants were keen to prioritise research

in modelling and prediction since they believed that, it could prevent devastating financial

and emotional impacts on communities in the UK.

Increasing confidence in predictions and models

Initially, some participants argued that there’s little value in putting large amounts of resource

into forecasting and particularly into long range weather forecasting / climate predictions

‘when they can’t predict what the weather will be like tomorrow’. They felt they had

experienced first-hand the inaccuracies of weather forecasts so they limited faith in investing

in this kind of research to minimise flood risk. However, most of the comments of this nature

were made towards the beginning of the session. Hearing examples of where forecasting

had successfully led to greater lead times for flood warnings had an important impact on

participant’s views on the value of this kind of research. Also, as participants became aware

of the different type of science needed to predict climate change versus the type of science

needed to predict short term weather patterns, they began to advocate the value of these

kinds of research.

Predicting when, where and how it will flood helps to make the most of local
resources

Discussing these types of research further, some participants highlighted that predictive

models would also allow authorities and developers to make the most intelligent use of land

available, since they would know where it was relatively safe to build. Similarly, other

participants highlighted that food prediction and risk modelling were important in making sure

there was a targeted use of flood defences.

Distinction between impact of climate change and impact of development

One group within the forum were quick to point out that research into the impact of climate

change and the impact of development on flood risk should be seen as two very distinct

strands.

When arguing in favour of research into the long term impact of development on flood risk, it

was mentioned that policy-makers need to manage pressures that could make this problem

of development worse (e.g. uncapped immigration).
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Research to improve flood defences (type 4)

Varied opinions on the usefulness of flood defences in the long term

Opinions on the value of this type of research varied significantly. For one group, this type of

research was the most important. If flood defences could be developed sufficiently well, then

communities (and in particular the most vulnerable members of community) could be

protected from flood damage. Similarly, another group placed this as the second most

important type of research.

However, other participants were concerned that flood defences do not offer a long-solution

to flood risk, since “you can’t keep building higher and higher flood walls”. In response to this,

other members of the group suggested that the priority should be placed specifically on

innovative flood defences such as permeable paving materials, which would not cause such

disruption to a place or a community.

Need to understand flood defence maintenance, for best value for money

One group were particularly keen that research into flood defences should include research

into how best to maintain and adapt flood defences that are already in place. As flood

defences can be very costly assets, there is a need to make sure that public authorities get

the best value for money from them.

Research to improve flood response and recovery (type 5, 6, 7)

Participants’ confidence in the value of “social research” to improve responses (of both the

general public and of public services) to flood risk and flood events was more limited. During

the course of the group discussion (both with and without the experts) confidence in this type

of research did increase, but in general, these three types of research were all ranked lower

than the other two categories discussed above. (The one exception, detailed below, is

“Understanding best practice in flood response”, was placed as a number one priority by one

group.)

It is interesting to note that some participants revealed that they only ranked these as less

important as they believed they should be “cheaper” and so should not need to be prioritised

in terms of research spend.
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Varying levels of confidence in psychological research to improve public’s response

to flooding

Some participants argued for the importance of research into the psychology of people’s

response to flood risk, since they felt this would encourage pro-active behaviours of those

living in at-risk areas. It was felt that it was easier to affect changes in people’s behaviours

than to control the external environment and/or understand it (both now and in the future).

One participant mentioned the significant shift in people’s behaviors around smoking, as

evidence of how it is possible to improve the public’s response to flood risk. “If you can get

people to stop smoking, you can get them to not pave over their garden. Surely.”

Another participant mentioned the importance of doing local research into how to encourage

a better response to flood risk:

“We need to look at local areas, everyone is different, so you should know that they’re

going to react different ways in different areas.”

Others were of the view that it was extremely hard to change people’s behaviours, and you

were better off putting your resources into understanding and adapting the environment.

Research into flood response – should be common sense

One group placed this type of research as the most important area for spend and resource.

They were of the view that flooding will inevitably continue to happen, so the biggest priority,

in order to save lives, emotional distress and financial damage is the quality of our immediate

response. The same group wanted to prioritise the protection of the most vulnerable groups

in the community, – i.e. the young, the infirm and the elderly. Within this context, it was felt

that case study research from previous episodes of flooding could have a lot to teach

emergency services about their response.

However for all other groups, this was strongly de-prioritised, in favour of research that might

help to prevent flooding. It was also felt that flood response should be “common sense”, and

it was questioned why emergency services could not learn lessons from other disasters.

Nonetheless, some participants recognised that these issues would probably be higher up

the list if they had personally been affected by flooding and had experienced the aftermath.
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Next steps

1. A draft version of LWEC’s flooding research strategy is to be put to an open
consultation, i.e. it will be published online for all those who wish to comment on it to
do so. As and when we have details of the consultation, we will forward these on to
the forum. It is not expected that many participants will comment on the draft version
of the consultation; however, some of them may wish to do so; it may also raise
further questions which they would like to be explored

2. Responses to the forums’ questions around flooding research and requests for
additional information are answered in the accompanying document.

3. During the next session, the forum will discuss in more depth the drivers behind their
prioritising certain types of research. The remainder of the next session will focus on
the topic of adaptation and research into adaptation – i.e. research into the ways we
can change, as a society, in order to accommodate the real effects of climate
change.


