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The purpose of this 
module is to provide 
an introduction to the 
processes and terminology 
associated with flooding.
If you have direct experience 
of flooding you may already 
be familiar with many of the 
issues covered in this handbook.  
However, whether you are a 
community volunteer or live or 
work within an area at risk of 
flooding you may find it useful 
to understand some of the wider 
terms and processes.

Introduction
Flooding is a natural process 
which shapes our landforms 
and river valleys.  It can provide 
important benefits in terms of 
maintaining ecosystems, such 
as wetlands and salt marshes.  
Problems only occur when we 
want to live in, travel across or use 
areas that occasionally flood.  In 
some areas it is clear that flooding 
occurs regularly, such as in river 
floodplains and tidal zones.  In 
other areas flooding may be 
more sporadic and unexpected.  
Flooding may be exacerbated by 
our activities, such as changes 
in agricultural or urban land 
use, modifying stream and river 
channels or through blocked 
culverts and sewers.

Problems only occur 
when we want to live in, 
travel across or use areas 
that occasionally flood.
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Climate change is likely to lead to 
increasingly uncertain weather 
patterns.  It is expected that 
unusual and extreme events will 
become more commonplace in 
future and the rarest events will 
be more extreme than those 
experienced in the past.  It is 
impossible to be precise about 
how much or how quickly the 
situation may change but both 
longer wet periods and more 
intense rainfalls should be 
expected.

Sea levels have also been rising 
naturally since the end of the last 
glaciation, around 20,000 years 
ago, but global warming appears 
to be speeding this process up.  
High spring tides are becoming 
higher.  Climate change may 

Climate change
also lead to deeper low pressure 
weather systems resulting in 
increased storm surges and higher 
waves on top of generally rising 
sea levels.  Coastal defences are 
likely to be overtopped more 
regularly with consequences for 
flooding in coastal communities 
and tidal influences on rivers 
migrating further upstream and 
putting larger areas at tidal flood 
risk.

Flood defences that presently 
provide a given standard of 
defence will need to be upgraded 
just to maintain the same standard 
in the future, or else will provide 
an increasingly lower standard and 
become overwhelmed more often.

Climate change 
is likely to lead to 
increasingly uncertain 
weather patterns.  
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The journey water takes as 
it moves from land to sky 
and back again is known as 
the hydrological cycle.
When it rains the water landing 
on the ground can take different 
routes, depending upon the 
ground conditions.

Some of the water will flow over 
the ground surface – a process 
called runoff.  On rural land this 
water tends to run into small 
channels or furrows in fields, then 
into ditches, streams, rivers, larger 
rivers and finally into an estuary 
and the sea. On urban areas the 
rain may be intercepted by roofs, 
roads or paved areas.  From here 
it may flow to a surface water 
sewer that takes it to a stream or 
river or it may enter a foul sewer 
and flow to a sewage treatment 
works.  If the rainfall is heavy then 
this combined sewer may overflow 
onto land or into rivers, spilling 
untreated sewage in the process.

An introduction to river 
catchments

Some of the rainfall, however, will 
soak into the ground – a process 
referred to as infiltration.  From 
here, some of it will be intercepted 
by plant roots and transpired back 
into the atmosphere through their 
leaves, along with evaporation 
from puddles – a process known as 
evapotranspiration. 

The remaining water that soaks 
into the ground will percolate 
downwards until it reaches the 
water table.  It then recharges the 
groundwater and flows slowly 
through the ground to nearby 
streams and rivers and seeps into 
these rivers, supplementing their 
flow – this process is known as 
baseflow.  Baseflow is the reason 
why rivers flow even when it is not 
raining.
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The amount of water taking 
each of these routes depends 
on ground conditions, the time 
of year and the type of rain.  
Runoff will tend to be greater 
where slopes are steep, where 
soils do not drain easily or the 
land is already waterlogged.  
Evapotranspiration is greater in 
summer when the weather is 
warmer and plants are growing.  
Short, sharp, high intensity rainfall 
tends to lead to greater runoff and 
river flow peaks, whereas long 
duration steady rainfall is more 
liable to take the infiltration route 
and recharge the groundwater 
system and river baseflows.

The area of land that contributes 
to the flow in a watercourse 
is known as its catchment.  A 
catchment boundary is usually a 
ridge of high land, a watershed, 
from which the water can flow 
either way, into one catchment 
or another.  What happens in 
one catchment will only affect 
flows within that catchment.  
Rivers in large catchments, with 
contributing tributaries will react 
relatively slowly to rainfall events.  
In small catchments such as steep 
sided river valleys flows in rivers 
may respond rapidly to rainfall 
with little time for warnings.

In small catchments 
such as steep sided river 
valleys flows in rivers 
may respond rapidly to 
rainfall with little time for 
warnings.
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Floods can happen 
anywhere at any time, 
caused by burst water 
mains, blocked or 
overwhelmed drains, rising 
groundwater levels or 
hillside runoff from sudden 
rain as well as flooding from 
rivers and the sea.
The most common sources of 
flooding are:

Sources of flooding
Pluvial flooding

This is a result of very intense 
rainfall that accumulates on 
the ground before it can flow 
anywhere.  A short sharp burst 
of rainfall can deluge the ground 
leading to a rapid build up of 
standing water, often in a matter 
of minutes, that can flow into 
properties or create a hazard by 
inundating the low points of roads.
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Surface water flooding

Surface water flooding may be 
associated with pluvial flooding 
as it also often arises from short 
intense rainfall events.  It occurs 
as the rainwater travels across the 
surface of the ground, or roads, on 
its way to a drainage system.  If the 
local drainage capacity of the area 

is overwhelmed this surface water 
may follow a flow route according 
to the topography, gaining in 
depth and/or speed along the way.  
Surface water flooding can occur 
almost anywhere within both 
rural and urban environments 
particularly if drainage systems 
become blocked.

River flooding

River, or fluvial, flooding occurs 
when a watercourse cannot cope 
with the volume of water draining 
into it from the surrounding land 
and the capacity of the river 
channel is exceeded.  The river 
banks are then overtopped and 
the surrounding land flooded.  
This often occurs where there 
are constrictions in the river flow 
caused by structures such as 
bridges.  Most rivers will naturally 
overflow onto their flood plain 
once every year or so unless 
walls or raised river banks are 
constructed to contain it.
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Tidal flooding

Tidal flooding may occur on the 
coast or in estuaries and low lying 
river reaches from a combination 
of exceptionally high tides 
and stormy conditions.  If low 

atmospheric pressure coincides 
with a high tide, a storm surge 
may happen, raising the sea level 
higher than expected, which can 
lead to serious flooding.  

Coastal flooding

Coastal flooding is also associated 
with high tides but includes the 
additional effects of winds and 

waves.  This may create significant 
dangers in exposed locations.  
Coastal flooding may also interact 
with coastal erosion, which in turn 
may influence the risk of flooding.

Sewer flooding

Sewer flooding occurs when 
sewers are overwhelmed by heavy 
rainfall or when they become 
blocked.  The likelihood of 
flooding depends on the capacity 
of the local sewerage system. 

Land and property can be flooded 
with water contaminated with 
raw sewage as a result. Rivers and 
beaches often become polluted by 
sewer overflows. 
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Groundwater flooding

Groundwater flooding occurs 
when the water table in the 
ground rises above ground 
surface levels, breaking out as 
springs or seeping into cellars. 
It is most likely to occur in areas 

underlain by permeable rocks, 
called aquifers. These can be 
extensive, regional aquifers, such 
as chalk or sandstone, or may be 
more local sand or river gravels in 
valley bottoms underlain by less 
permeable rocks.

Reservoir flooding

Some reservoirs hold large 
volumes of water above ground 
level, contained by walls, or dams.  
Although the safety record for 
reservoirs is excellent, it is still 
possible that a dam could fail.  This 
would result in a large volume of 
water being released very quickly.

Floods can happen 
anywhere at any time
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Whilst flooding is a 
natural process, there are 
both natural and man-
made influences that can 
affect the likelihood of it 
happening.
When rain falls onto the ground 
the route by which it flows 
through the catchment, and the 
speed at which it flows, depends 
upon the ground conditions.  If 
the ground is relatively permeable 
and free-draining then more 
rain is likely to soak into the 
ground through infiltration 

Factors that can  
influence flooding

and enter rivers slowly through 
baseflow.  If the ground is naturally 
impermeable then the runoff from 
a rainstorm event will be greater, 
resulting in larger and faster peaks 
in river flows.  The river and stream 
systems within the catchment 
will tend to generally reflect this 
in their nature, or morphology.  
However, if the ground is already 
saturated due to prolonged rainfall 
leading up to a rainstorm event 
then the water will not be able to 
infiltrate the ground, leading to a 
rapid runoff that may overwhelm 
the streams and river, leading to 
a greater likelihood of river or 
surface water flooding.
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Factors that may inhibit the 
capacity of the catchment to 
absorb water into the ground 
include:

• Waterlogged or saturated 
ground due to previous wet 
conditions

• Dry and hard-baked ground 
may also lead to increased 
runoff if rainfall occurs after a 
particularly dry spell

• Frozen ground means that snow 
melt may result in rapid runoff

• Paving over of gardens or 
uncontrolled development 
involving hard surfaces

Alterations to streams and rivers 
might impact on flood risk, by 
constricting the flow or channel 
capacity.  For this reason any works 
proposed to watercourses require 
consent.

• If the watercourse is classified as 
a Main River then an application 
must be submitted to the 
Environment Agency to provide 
consent

• If the works are to an Ordinary 
Watercourse then the Lead 
Local Flood Authority must be 
consulted to issue the consent

Changes in agricultural practices 
may also increase the runoff from 
fields through:

• Removal of peat bogs

• Drainage of marshy land

• Changes in crop type

• Ploughing across the contours 
on steep slopes

• Trampling and compaction by 
animals or farm machinery

• Use of polyethylene and 
polytunnels

• Widening farm gates to allow 
access for larger machinery

• Removal of hedgerows to create 
larger fields
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Blockage of the free flow of water 
is a major factor that can increase 
surface water and river flooding:

• Gullies and other inlets to 
drainage systems may become 
quickly blocked with leaves, 
especially in the autumn

• Debris carried with floodwater 
can become lodged in culverts 
or under bridges

• Trash screens are designed 
to stop debris from clogging 
channels, but need to be 
kept clear to avoid becoming 
obstructions themselves

• Erosion of river banks can lead 
to slumping of material onto the 
bed

• Sediments can clog channels 
due to the release of materials 
from upstream

Rivers that are close to the sea 
may suffer from tide-locking.  
When tides are high, downstream 
conditions restrict the outflow 
leading to a backing up of water 
levels along the river length.  This 
effect may extend quite a long 
way inland, depending upon river 
gradients.  In coastal areas river 
flooding occurs more often at 
times that coincide with high tides.

Blockage of the free flow 
of water is a major factor 
that can increase surface 
water and river flooding.
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House building and new 
development is often 
perceived to lead to 
increased flood risk.  The 
creation of impermeable 
surfaces such as roofs, 
roads and paved areas 
means that nearly all of the 
rainwater will run off into 
the drainage system.  This 
can lead to a rapid pulse of 
water quickly entering the 
river system in response to 
rainfall over the developed 
area and causing a much 
higher peak flow in the 
river than would occur in 
the natural (greenfield) 
situation.  
Modern new developments, 
however, are required to use 
Sustainable Drainage Systems 
(SuDS) for managing rainwater.  
SuDS mimic natural systems by 

Impact of new 
developments

promoting the infiltration of 
rainwater into the ground, where 
possible, or using ponds or basins 
to store water and attenuate 
flows so that peak flows in rivers 
receiving runoff from these areas 
are no higher, and possibly less, 
than the equivalent greenfield 
runoff flows. SuDS often utilise 
any, or a combination, of:

• Soakaways

• Infiltration trenches

• Infiltration basins

• Swales – shallow vegetated 
ditches

• Attenuation basins and ponds

• Wetlands

In addition to their rainwater 
management function, basins, 
ponds and wetlands may also 
provide enhanced amenity and 
ecological benefits.

It is also no longer acceptable for 
rainwater from new developments 
to mix with foul water drainage in 
combined sewers except as a last 
resort.
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The likelihood of flooding is 
described as the chance that a 
location will flood in any one year.

If a location has a 1% chance of 
flooding each year, this can also be 
expressed as having:

• a 1 in 100 chance of flooding in 
that location in any year.

• betting odds of 100 to 1 against 
a location being flooded in any 
year.

Flood risk and flood 
frequency

However, this doesn’t mean that 
if a location floods one year, it will 
definitely not flood for the next 99 
years. Nor, if it has not flooded for 
99 years, will it necessarily flood 
this year.

When we describe the chance of 
flooding, we give it one of four 
descriptions or put it into one of 
four categories:

High greater than or equal to 1 in 30 (3.3%) chance in any 
given year

Medium less than 1 in 30 (3.3%) but greater than or equal to 1 in 
100 (1%) chance in any given year

Low less than 1 in 100 (1%) but greater than or equal to 1 in 
1,000 (0.1%) chance in any given year

Very Low less than 1 in 1,000 (0.1%) chance in any given year.

The lower the percentage then 
the less chance there is of flooding 
in any one year; the higher the 

percentage then the more chance 
there is of flooding in any one year.
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An example of chance is:

If you pull one ball out of a bag 
containing 100 balls of which one 
is red and the rest are green you 
have a 1 chance in 100 of the ball 
you’ve chosen being red. That 
chance is less than the chance 
of getting a red ball from a bag 
containing 30 balls where again 
one ball is red and the rest green 
(in this case the chance is 1 in 30). 
In the case of flooding, the fact 
a flood has happened doesn’t 
change the chance of it happening 
again, so to mimic that situation 
the ball that had been pulled out 
would be put back in the bag 
before the next one is pulled out 
so the chance remains unchanged.

Similarly if the chance of flooding 
is 100 to 1 (or 1 chance in 100) 
then there is less chance of 
flooding than somewhere believed 
to have a chance of flooding of 30 
to 1 (or 1 chance in 30).

Information within this section has been 
reproduced with kind permission from the 
Environment Agency1.

An area with a high chance 
of flooding has greater than 
or equal to 1 in 30 (3.3%) 
chance in any given year.
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Flood risk is not just the 
likelihood of flooding, but 
the possible damage a 
flood could do as well.
When we talk about flood risk we 
mean two things:

• the likelihood of a particular 
flood happening - this is 
expressed as a chance of it 
happening in a given year, for 
example, ‘In this location, there 
is a 1 in 100 chance of flooding 
in any given year’

• the impact or consequences 
that will result if the flood occurs

We need to know both the 
chance of a flood occurring and 
the severity of any impact (which 
may change depending on how 
extreme the flood is). Then we 
can describe what the risk is for a 
particular area.

Communicating ‘flood risk’ 
and flood risk mapping

The Environment Agency carries 
out flood risk assessments 
based on information about the 
hazards and types of risk a flood 
presents, and their likely social, 
environmental and economic 
impacts.

The Environment Agency 
publishes maps (visit www.gov.uk 
and search for ‘flood risk maps’) 
showing flood risk to areas of land 
from rivers and the sea, reservoirs 
and surface water.

It is important to remember that 
the chance of a flood occurring is 
there at all times - this year, next 
year and future years.
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The Environment Agency does 
not hold information on floor 
levels, construction characteristics 
and designs of properties that is 
needed to be able to say whether 
flooding of a certain depth 
would enter into a property and 
cause damage. Therefore, not all 
properties in areas shown at risk 
may flood, but it is important that 
you check the maps to see if you 
are in an area at risk of flooding 
from rivers, the sea, reservoirs and 
surface water.
Information within this section has been 
reproduced with kind permission from the 
Environment Agency1.

The Environment Agency 
publishes maps (visit www.
gov.uk and search for ‘flood 
risk maps’) showing flood 
risk to areas of land from rivers 
and the sea, reservoirs and 
surface water.
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1. Weather warnings used by the  
Met Office

Weather warnings and 
flood alerts

Fundamentally, the Met Office 
provides meteorological data 
and information to customers. 
Generally, they do not provide 
a service which identifies the 
impact. The role of identifying the 
impact and providing advice on 
how to respond is delivered by 
other organisations such as the 
Environment Agency.

The Met Office ‘National Severe 
Weather Warning Service’ 
(NSWWS) provides the public with 
free advice, alerts and warnings 
for most types of severe weather. 
Alerts are issued 2 to 5 days ahead, 
whilst warnings are issued up to 24 
hours ahead.



Understanding flood risk

23

2. Flood Warnings and Alerts issued by 
the Environment Agency

Floodline Warnings Direct is 
the free service provided by 
the Environment Agency that 

Flood Alerts

Flooding is 
possible.  
Be prepared.

Flood Alerts are 
issued from two 

hours and up to two days ahead. 
Flood Alerts relate only to flooding 
from rivers or from the sea. When 
a Flood Alert is issued, it will mean 

that flooding is possible and for 
customers to be prepared. The 
impact at this stage is normally 
limited to the flooding of low 
lying land, roads and gardens. 
Flood Alerts are issued either 
based on rainfall forecast, or from 
levels being met at one of the 
Environment Agency river level 
gauges. 

provides flood warnings by phone, 
text or email.  Visit www.gov.uk 
and search for ‘sign up to flood 
warnings’.
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Flood Warnings

Flooding is 
expected. 
Immediate action 
required

Flood Warnings are 
issued half an hour to one day 
ahead. Flood Warnings also relate 
only to flooding from rivers or 
the sea. When a Flood Warning is 

issued, it will mean that flooding 
of property is expected and 
customers should take immediate 
action. Typical impacts on the 
ground include the flooding of, 
homes and businesses, major 
infrastructure, caravan and 
campsites and railways. 

Severe Flood Warnings 

Severe flooding. 
Danger to life.

Severe Flood 
Warnings are issued 
rarely but when 

they are, it indicates that there 
is a threat to life. These types of 

warnings are issued after dialogue 
with professional partners 
including the emergency services. 
Impacts on the ground include 
deep fast flowing water, potential 
or observed collapsed buildings 
and communities fully isolated by 
flood water. 

River levels on the internet 
(RLOI) is a free service to 
customers. RLOI can be seen at 
anytime on the Environment 

Agency website on www.gov.uk 
- search for ‘river levels online’. 
However, the level shown will only 
show the information when the  
level gauge was last interrogated. 
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3. Warning and informing emergency 
responders

The Met Office and the 
Environment Agency work 
together in a joint Flood 
Forecasting Centre to provide the 
most complete picture of national 
flood risk, from developing 
weather through to the actual 
flood event itself.

Through the Flood Forecasting 
Centre a national forecasting 
and alert service is provided 
to emergency responders. The 
centre operates 24 hours a day, 
365 days a year, giving emergency 
responders longer lead times and 
targeted information to prepare 
for flooding. 
Information within this section on “Warning 
and informing emergency responders” has 
been reproduced with kind permission from the 
Environment Agency1.

The Met Office and the 
Environment Agency work 
together in a joint Flood 
Forecasting Centre to 
provide the most complete 
picture of national flood risk
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Different sources of 
flooding are more difficult 
to forecast than others.  It 
is important to be aware 
that flooding could occur 
without a Flood Alert 
or Flood Warning being 
issued by the Environment 
Agency.
Coastal or tidal flooding can be 
forecast with greater certainty 
than fluvial or surface water 
flooding.  Coastal or tidal flooding 
is linked with low atmospheric 
pressure, onshore winds and high 
astronomic tide levels. 

Fluvial or river flooding may occur 
when river levels are raised and 
channels may be overtopped.  
Heavy rainfall may trigger rainfall 
gauges and river level monitors 
may also be triggered if present.  
However, it should be noted 
that raingauges are not located 
everywhere and will only detect 
the rainfall in a specific location. 
Equally, river level gauges are 
not located in all watercourses. 

Limitations of flood 
warnings

Currently, the Environment Agency 
can only offer Flood Warnings for 
rivers where there is an established 
river level gauge and where there 
is a strong relationship between 
the river level and the onset of 
property flooding.

Surface water flooding caused 
by flash floods is more difficult 
to forecast.  Weather conditions 
may be local and short-lived and 
flooding itself may be caused by 
a blockage in a stream channel or 
culvert.

Not only is it more difficult to 
forecast surface water flooding, 
but the lead times may also be 
dramatically reduced.  A rapid 
response river catchment with 
steep hills may only offer perhaps 
a 20 minute lag between peak 
rainfall and flooding further 
downstream.  It is therefore 
important to be aware of heavy 
rainfall at the edges of the river 
catchment area.
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Defra

Managing flood risk: 
who is responsible?

Defra has overall national 
responsibility for policy on 
flood and coastal erosion risk 
management, and provides 

funding for flood risk management 
authorities through grants to the 
Environment Agency and local 
authorities.

The Environment Agency

The Environment Agency is 
responsible for taking a strategic 
overview of the management of 
all sources of flooding and coastal 
erosion. This includes, for example, 
setting the direction for managing 
the risks through strategic plans; 
providing evidence and advice 
to inform Government policy 
and support others; working 
collaboratively to support the 
development of risk management 
skills and capacity; and providing 
a framework to support local 
delivery. The Agency also has 
operational responsibility for 
managing the risk of flooding from 

main rivers, reservoirs, estuaries 
and the sea, as well as being a 
coastal erosion risk management 
authority. As part of its strategic 
overview role, the Environment 
Agency has published a 
National Flood and Coastal Risk 
Management Strategy for England. 
The strategy provides a lot more 
information designed to ensure 
that the roles of all those involved 
in managing risk are clearly 
defined and understood.
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Anyone owning land 
or property alongside a 
river or stream or other 
watercourse including 
a culvert, in legal terms 
is likely to be a “riparian 
owner”.  A riparian owner 
has certain rights and 

Private land owners and 
riparian law

As the Riparian owner your rights 
include:

As the Riparian owner your 
responsibilities include:

• to presume you own the 
land up to the centre of the 
watercourse unless your deeds 
indicate otherwise

• the right for water to flow 
onto or under your land in its 
natural quantity and quality

• the right to protect your land 
from flooding and erosion with 
permission from the relevant 
authority

• to accept flood flows through 
your land, even if these are 
caused by inadequate capacity 
downstream

• the responsibility to pass on 
flow without obstruction, 
pollution or diversion

• the responsibility for 
maintaining the bed and banks 
of the watercourse

responsibilities, particularly 
regarding maintenance, 
which could affect flood 
risk. Some of these rights 
and responsibilities which 
are particularly relevant to 
flood risk are summarised 
below:
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Please note this is not a complete 
or exhaustive list of rights and 
responsibilities of private land 
owners.  For more information 
please see the Environment 
Agency’s guide “Living on the 
Edge: A guide to your rights 
and responsibilities of riverside 
ownership” - visit www.gov.
uk and search for ‘living on the 
edge’. The Environment Agency 
carries out maintenance on “main 
rivers” to manage flood risk, using 
its discretionary powers.
Information within this section has been 
reproduced with kind permission from the 
Environment Agency2.

For more information visit 
www.gov.uk and search 
for ‘living on the edge’ 
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Lead Local Flood Authorities

Internal Drainage Boards

Lead Local Flood Authorities 
(unitary authorities or county 
councils) are responsible for 
developing, maintaining and 
applying a strategy for local flood 
risk management in their areas 
and for maintaining a register of 

flood risk assets. They also have 
lead responsibility for managing 
the risk of flooding from surface 
water, groundwater and ordinary 
watercourses.  Lead Local Flood 
Authorities are also required to 
set up a SuDS Approval Body for 
evaluating and approving the 
rainwater management systems 
proposed for new developments.

District Councils

District Councils are key partners 
in planning local flood risk 
management and can carry out 
flood risk management works on 
minor watercourses, working with 
Lead Local Flood Authorities and 
others, including through taking 

decisions on development in their 
area which ensure that risks are 
effectively managed. District and 
unitary councils in coastal areas 
also act as coastal erosion risk 
management authorities. 

Internal Drainage Boards, which 
are independent public bodies 
responsible for water level 
management in low lying areas, 
also play an important role in the 

areas they cover (approximately 
10% of England at present), 
working in partnership with other 
authorities to actively manage and 
reduce the risk of flooding.
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Highway Authorities

Water and Sewerage Companies 
are responsible for managing the 
risks of flooding from water and 

Highway Authorities are 
responsible for providing and 
managing highway drainage and 

roadside ditches, and must ensure 
that road projects do not increase 
flood risk. 

Water and Sewerage Companies

foul or combined sewer systems 
providing drainage from buildings 
and yards. 

Duty to co-operate

Under the Flood and Water 
Management Act 2010 all 
risk management authorities 
mentioned above have a duty to 
co-operate with each other and 
to share data. A key theme of 
the Pitt Review was for flood risk 
management authorities to work 

in partnership to deliver flood risk 
management better to the benefit 
of their communities.
Information within this section has been 
reproduced with kind permission from Defra - 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs3.
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In 2008 the Pitt Review 
reported on the lessons 
learned from the summer 
2007 floods that affected 
much of the United 
Kingdom.  It identified 
that there were not clear 
lines of responsibility 
for different sources of 
flooding, particularly 
for surface water and 
groundwater flooding.  In 
all, the Pitt Review provided 
92 recommendations 
for improving flood risk 
management in the UK.
Many of these recommendations 
were embodied within the Flood 
and Water Management Act of 
2010.  This Act set up the upper 
tier (county) councils or unitary 
councils as Lead Local Flood 
Authorities.  

The European Floods Directive 
of 2007 is embodied in UK 
law through the Flood Risk 
Regulations of 2009.  These require 
Lead Local Flood Authorities to 

Recent legislation
broadly assess the flood risks 
across their areas.  If certain criteria 
are met, in terms of the number of 
properties at risk of surface water 
flooding in a given proximity, then 
the Lead Local Flood Authority 
is required to formulate a Flood 
Risk Management Plan.  The 
Environment Agency is also 
required to produce Flood Risk 
Management Plans for main 
rivers, reservoirs and the sea and 
in accordance with the National 
Flood Risk Management Strategy 
of 2011.

The National Planning Policy 
Framework came into being in 
2012, replacing a raft of previous 
planning guidance.  It continues 
the previous approach of directing 
new developments toward areas 
of lowest flood risk and ensuring 
that flood risk is not increased for 
others.  
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Water Framework Directive

The Water Framework Directive is 
a European law, which provides a 
framework for the protection of

the water environment (including 
rivers, lakes, estuaries and other 
watercourses). It aims to:

• protect and enhance our water 
environment

• promote sustainable water 
consumption

• reduce water pollution

• lessen the effects of floods and 
droughts

The Water Framework Directive 
is being applied in England 
and Wales using River Basin 
Management Plans. When the 
Environment Agency does 
flood risk management works, it 
assesses whether its proposals 
could damage the river. If this is 
the case, it must complete a Water 

Framework Directive compliance 
assessment. It must make sure 
that the proposal does not cause 
environmental harm, and helps 
to deliver the actions set out in 
the local River Basin Management 
Plan. This also applies to any 
person who would like to carry out 
works affecting a watercourse.

Under the Water Framework 
Directive, a riparian owner who 
harms a watercourse may be 
required to put it right.

For more information on how the 
Water Framework Directive affects 
you, please visit the Environment 
Agency website.
Information within the section relating to 
the “Water Framework Directive” has been 
reproduced with kind permission from the 
Environment Agency2.
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This information pack is intended as a 
guide only.  Whilst the information it 
contains is believed to be correct, Cornwall 
Community Flood Forum can take no 
responsibility for actions taken based on 
the information contained in this pack.

© Cornwall Community Flood Forum 2014.

All information correct at the time of going to print.

The purpose of this module is to provide 
an introduction to the processes and 
terminology associated with flooding.

If you have direct experience of flooding 
you may already be familiar with many 
of the issues covered in this handbook.  
However, whether you are a community 
volunteer or live or work within an area 
at risk of flooding you may find it useful 
to understand some of the wider terms 
and processes.


