Addendum 1

MEETING HELD 15th JANUARY 2003

SUBJECT :  POST MORTEM – RECENT FLOODING

ATTENDEES : AS PER MINUTES 15th JANUARY 2003

Mr G Bell, Ms B Mitchell and Mr B Keatley from the Environment Agency (EA) kindly attended the meeting to answer questions on the recent flood problems experienced by members of the parish.

The EA firstly made the following points :

1.
Prior to New Year’s Eve all weirs and sluices on the Thames were fully open.

2.
No area is sacrificed to protect another area.

3.
The Jubilee River (Maidenhead) does not contribute to the flood problems despite recent rumours.

4.
EA measure the water as : cubic metres per second  (cm/ps)


During the recent floods the water was flowing at 400 cm/ps


Normal flow is 60 cm/ps


In November 2002 it was 220 cm/ps

The meeting was opened to questions :

1.
Maintenance.  Should cleaning of tributaries/culverts etc be more frequent?


EA advised that maintenance/condition is considered good but the recent floods were the 3rd worst event in 120 years so even if they had cleared immediately before the floods, the flow was such that it would have made little or no difference.  EA explained that over the full catchment area (of rain), at the beginning of December 2002, we had 4 times the average rainfall.


There were expressions of concern when EA advised that although they proposed to clear Berry Brook and Eye Marsh Drain in March 2003, in order to protect habitats, this would not be a comprehensive trapezoidal dredging.


It is believed that the amount of dredging carried out has been reduced.  Is this so?


EA confirmed that the dredging pattern has changed.  They had commissioned a report from Halcrow which had reported that the benefits in dredging more thoroughly are negligible.

2.
Communications to the Public.  


a)    Public not given information such as a fully open river


b)   Difficulties in speaking to a ‘real’ person when phoning the ‘Flood Hot Line’


c)   Information on the Voice message not sufficient or up-to-date.


d)  EA website was down


e)  No out of hours information


EA responded to the above comments.


a)  It is not normal for the EA to specifically advise the public about the opening of weirs along the Thames.  The data of the rainfall etc is collected on a regular basis throughout the day and decisions are made based on that data.  The decisions are made by the Navigation teams (Teddington to Lechlade).


b)  The telephone information line is not as efficient and as helpful as EA would like it to be and they have addressed this issue.  Members of the public suggested information such as ‘how much the river is rising’, ‘over what period’ and ‘when will it peak’.  EA noted this and agreed to look into the recorded information provided.


c)  EA were aware that their website was down.  This they said was unfortunate and has since been rectified.  However, they state that the website is treated as a backup information source only.


d)  A considerable amount of the information the EA provide is released through the media.


e)  EA suggested we look into appointing a local Flood Warden in our parish.  This would enable the EA’s flood warning team to contact them direct and provide him/her with all the relevant information, which he/she can then pass this onto the affected members of the parish.


This was though to be a good idea and so volunteer(s) are now being sought.


Road Closure.    The County Council did not provide adequate signs or cones.

Members of the public had to make their own signs.  

Mrs Viney (Oxfordshire County Council)(OCC) responded on behalf of OCC.

OCC do have signs but were under pressure to ensure that they were delivered to where  and when they were needed.  Some areas received signs too late.

The Police will not put signs out and are unable to enforce road closures unless OCC Highways make a road closure order.

Mrs Viney assured the meeting that the council will try to resolve the matters raised.

EA advised that they proposed to clear Berrybrook in March 2003.

What was the difference between the floods this year and 2 years ago?

EA advised that the rainfall this year was over a shorter period and over the complete catchment area.

Is the new pattern of flooding being established due to climate changes/building on flood plains etc?

EA advised that they had no proof this was the case.

It is believed that the task of dredging has been reduced.  Is this so?

EA advised that the dredging pattern has changed.  They employ consultants to assess the need to dredge.  The benefits in dredging more frequently are deemed to be negligible.

Were the weirs completely open prior to New Year’s Day?  Since the ground was already saturated, would it not have been preferable to have opened the weirs earlier in December to minimise the impact?

EAadvised that they only fully open the weirs when there is a real risk of flood.  It was asserted by Giles Cattermole of Sonning Parish Council that under the 1924 Thames Conservancy Act the EA have a primary duty to keep the river open to navigation at the expense of flooding mitigation measures.  It was confirmed by the EA that for this reason and to prevent damage to habitats, river levels could not be lowered in order to minimise flooding.

Are the EA notified of  proposed building on flood plains?

EA advised that they are notified and their comments are made but the EA have no legal powers to stop building where they feel it would cause a problem.  The information the EA use for making comments on proposed building is based on the 1947 flood levels, which have been the worst.   The information they keep is updated regularly and is available in the public domain (known as Section 105 maps – which would be provided to the Parish Council)

Have the EA been asked to comment on the plans for a marina and rowing course in the parish which includes building in the floodplain?

The EA could not comment on specific proposals that evening but would look and see if this was ‘on their desk’ and promised to write to the parish informing them what their comments/requirements are.

The EA further advised as follows :

Everyone should check to ensure their damp proof courses are above the 1947 flood levels.

If your property is built on gravel, then the water will rise from under your property.

