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Tuesday, 27 April 2004

FLOOD INVESTMENT NOT ACHIEVING BEST VALUE, WARNS GUARDIAN

Owners of properties at risk of flooding, as well as the Government itself, are not getting best value for its planned £564 million investment in 2004, despite its acknowledgement of the ever-growing flood crisis, the Flood Protection Association (FPA) has warned.

Instead of investing predominantly in traditional solutions, it should follow the lead taken by the Welsh Assembly and Scottish Executive and help local authorities help property owners to help themselves by offering grants to part-fund the cost of protecting properties and minimising flooding risk.

This would remind owners of individual properties everywhere that while they are responsible for protecting their interests, the Government will help them to do so, and local authorities of the innovative new systems available for protecting whole communities, said the FPA.

Chairman Ron Whitehead claims that since the rallying call issued by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister following the floods of 2000, industry had risen to the challenge to produce products and systems that provided effective flooding solutions and had finally eradicated the need for ineffective and costly sand bags in the 21st Century.

But even the publication last Thursday (April 22nd) of the Government’s Foresight Flood and Coastal Defence Project, described by chief scientist Sir David King as “the most wide-ranging analysis of future flood risk ever made in the UK” has failed to convince the FPA and its members that the Government’s commitment is anything other than shallow.

Mr Whitehead said the Government, through the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and the Environment Agency and its various partners, had supported the FPA’s introduction of new standards for its members and their products to provide tried and tested solutions to the growing flooding problems encountered over the past 10 years.

These were proven in February this year when a £6million raft of products, including a demountable barrier by Bauer Inner City and a temporary barrier by Pallet Barrier, protected more than 70 properties in the 11th Century area of Frankwell, Shrewsbury, from the rising River Severn, saving more than £20 million worth of damage and disruption.

That could be just a drop in the ocean according to the Foresight report that estimates the cost of damage from flooding and coastal erosion could rise by 20 times over the next century, from £1billion a year now to £20billion by 2080. The Government has said it will now draw up a new strategy on flood and coastal defence, due this autumn.

Ron Whitehead said: “The Foresight report is a very welcome contribution to the debate and reinforces what many of us already knew, that the problem was only getting worse. But the extent to which it is likely to do so should raise considerable concern and clearly a range of actions need to be considered and timely in their execution.

“The Government’s commitment to flood risk management is clear but the FPA believes much more could be done to cover the 200,000 properties in England and Wales currently at high risk by using the temporary and demountable systems available to the community and household products for individual properties. It also needs to tackle the urban and small water course flooding which is often not included in the flood risk statistics.”

He added: “We now have the tools that our members have invested considerable time, effort and capital in developing to do the job more cost effectively than traditional flood risk management solutions.

“The Government now needs to keep its side of the challenge issued to the industry in 2000 by investing in these systems and encouraging property owners to do so by offering grants to protect themselves. If it does not, it risks turning swathes of our waterside communities into wasteland, desolating property values and deterring investment.”
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