Written evidence submitted by the NFU to Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee call for evidence on the Winter Floods 2014
Introduction

1. The NFU represents more than 55,000 farming members in England and Wales. In addition we have 41,000 countryside members with an interest in farming and the country. The NFU welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee on its inquiry into the winter floods of 2013-14 and the inquiry’s specific focus on the need for maintenance work.

2. Managing flooding more effectively is a vital issue for farm businesses and therefore a policy priority for the NFU. We have consistently sought for better investment in the maintenance of our river network and a reduction in flood risk across both rural and urban areas.
3. It is essential that important lessons are learnt from the devastating winter floods of 2013-14. Climate change scientists have predicted an increase in the intensity, severity and frequency of coastal storms, and rainfall events affecting flooding in fluvial catchments and urban surface water systems in future decades. Society’s approach to flood and coastal management should be planned and maintained to cope with more extreme weather. Policy and practices must make use of all the available methods where appropriate to reduce flood risk including de-silting and dredging, repairing banks and managing vegetation downstream and along our coastal defences, whilst also slowing the flow, storing water and improving infiltration, where appropriate, further upstream.
4. Too often at present farmland and rural communities are being sacrificed as the de facto lowest priority when determining investment decisions to manage and improve the nation’s flood and coastal defences. As a consequence of this prioritisation rural communities and farmers experience a lack of maintenance of watercourse and coastal channels, banks and fluvial assets. This is an unsustainable outcome.
5. The contribution of Britain’s farms should not be ignored if the nation is to become less dependent on food imports. The farming sector is a major employer and in 2013 the national agricultural workforce stood at 464,000. Agriculture’s importance to the UK economy is also emphasized by the fact that the UK has 142,000 businesses that are registered as farm businesses for VAT purposes. Agriculture’s performance has seen the industry contribution to the economy (in GVA terms) grow by a staggering 54% between 2007 and 2012. Similarly, agricultural output has increased from £16bn to £24bn over the same time period. And this has been at a time when the wider economy has battled recession and recovery, with the UK economy only set to recover to 2008 levels later this year. Farming is the foundation stone of the UK’s food and drink industry, and collectively, the UK has a total farming and food sector worth some £96 billion, the equivalent of 7.3 per cent of the GVA of the UK economy.

6. Continued unmanaged (and uncompensated) flooding removes farmers’ ability to earn a sustainable living. Livelihoods are jeopardised as uninsurable losses submerge them in rising levels of debt. Only 5% of the £50 million estimated agricultural losses from flooding in June and July 2007 were insurable
. Agriculture is a major industry and rural employer; to simply sacrifice agricultural land, puts far more at risk than just the food that ends up in shopping baskets and on plates across the country.
7. Critical issues for farming and rural areas that are needed within a review of the Government’s Flood & Coastal Erosion Risk Management (FCERM) policy include:

· Recognition of the true value of agriculture and our rural communities
· Increased funding targeted at maintenance and delivery
· Easier ways to enable the maintenance of our watercourses and flood defences by authorities and riparian owners alike
· Reducing the impacts of urban areas
What has been the agricultural impact from flooding?
8. The Environment Agency (EA) has stated that about 49,000 hectares of agricultural land was flooded in a one week period during February 2014 including about 14,000 hectares on the Somerset Levels and Moors and large areas in the Thames and Severn catchments and along the South Coast of England. In addition ~2,600 hectares flooded during the December tidal surge along the North coast of Wales and East coast of England
, but it is still too early to assess the financial cost to farming. 
9. From an agricultural perspective, animals have had to be evacuated, rehoused, and fed; there will be little or no hay or silage cut this year. Winter crops flooded for extended periods have been lost. Then there is the debris to collect and dispose of together with the damage to machinery and buildings to decontaminate: much of the water contains sewage, diesel and rotting vegetation.  When the water has gone, land must be aerated, sward-lifted and limed before being re-seeded. In addition repairs are need to be undertaken to bridges, culverts and water control structures, field drainage, trackways, gates and boundaries.

10. This winter’s flooding is not unprecedented in 2012 the UK experienced the second wettest year on record with flooding from April through to February 2013. On the 28-30 November 2012 alone 43,000 hectares of farmland was flooded, 9,880 hectares of which were on the Somerset Levels. The adverse weather and flooding in part resulted in a 14% decrease in the bottom line for UK agriculture, as the total income from farming decreased by £737 million in 2012 to £4.7 billion
. 

11. A report commissioned by the Parrett Internal Drainage Board estimated the total agricultural cost from flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors (~5,000 ha) between April and June 2012 were approaching £2 million (±0.5 million)
. However, flooding continued for a further 8 months in Somerset and total agricultural damages during 2012 will have undoubtedly ended up being significantly greater than this. From 2012 we have anecdotal cases of members who lost over £250,000. In 2014 we again have a number of farmers that are getting support from the Royal Agricultural Benevolent Institute, and other charities, to help deal with the stress and uninsurable costs of flooding.

What lessons are we learning from the winter floods in relation to the approach to maintenance work?
12. Defra’s flood risk management policy and its implementation by the EA needs fundamental review to ensure that it is better able to meet the future needs of the country. Funding is critical, but so too is understanding the legislative and policy restrictions impacting the active management of our watercourses and sea defences. The experience of rural and urban communities across the country necessitates that the Government’s concept of ‘making space for water’
 should be revised. Too often environmental restrictions or regulatory costs are cited as a reason for not carrying out necessary activity. 

13. It is becoming increasingly clear that the level of maintenance undertaken by the EA especially in regards to the condition and capacity of watercourses is being reduced to unsustainable levels. The Somerset Levels is a case in point
 but many other examples are cited from around the country. Siltation or overgrown vegetation within a channel, collapse of a bank, the deterioration of a structure (pumping station, weir, embankment outfall etc) may go undetected until there is a sudden failure during a storm event. Inevitably the cost of repair will be far greater than the cost of regular inspection and maintenance. As a result recent flooding has been more severe and greater in duration, extent, depth and frequency than would otherwise have been the case. The rapid assessment of the condition of flood defences being undertaken by the EA and military is welcome, but we are concerned that the condition of channels themselves is not being assessed.

14. A variety of solutions are needed and there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. Managing flood risk purely for urban areas to the cost of rural communities is a false choice and not a sustainable option. The role of farmland should not simply be one of passively receiving uncontrolled flood water; rather we are seeking a more active role for some farms to trap, store and slow water. Flood services such as these should instead be managed and rewarded where they are a cost efficient solution to managing excessive flooding elsewhere. For instance for a washland flood storage scheme on the River Witham, the EA has negotiated compensation packages with individual landowners based on a sliding scale, depending on the flood return period which causes a particular land area to flood. The compensation payment is based on the current land value, associated with its current use and the local land quality, and includes some business reorganisation costs, if appropriate
.
15. For the farming sector it is critical to:

· Ensure environmental protection policies and legislation do not result in the neglect of river maintenance or flood defences to the detriment of people, property and wider environment.

· Learn from flood defence practices in other European countries, namely the Netherlands, to understand how environmental legislation from Europe can be made to work with and not against maintenance.

· Promote a greater role for existing and new internal drainage boards (IDBs) to provide practical local solutions in lowland areas.

· Ensure that where the EA withdraws from maintaining assets it leaves them in a well-functioning condition and compliant with legislation.

· Guidelines and better regulation to make it easier for farmers to undertake their own watercourse maintenance.
Increased funding targeted at maintenance and delivery
16. The funding issues here are twofold:

1) Defra and the Treasury need to reverse cuts made to the EA’s revenue budget for FCERM made during the current Corporate Spending Review (CSR) period and provide a longer term spending outline of what funding is needed and will be provided, in a similar way as has been for FCERM capital schemes through to 2020. A first step would be greater flexibility to transfer budgets between capital and maintenance activities and flexibility in Government funding to reduce delays in the immediate repair of flood defences following major incidents.
2) The EA needs to invest appropriately in maintenance works and provide a transparent funding break down as to how much of the Revenue Funding is annually invested in such works. 

17. Overall levels of spending on flood and coastal risk management have not kept pace with inflation and have declined in real terms during the current CSR period. Recent increases in investments in capital schemes have, in part, masked the severe declines in revenue expenditure that impact on the EA’s flood risk management staffing, response, warning and maintenance. The EA’s FCERM revenue budget was set to be £60million less in 2014-15 than in 2011-12
. However, this was before the Winter storm events and we await further details of how additional funding announced for repair work will alter this outlook.
18. An increase in the investment targeted at maintenance by the EA especially on Main Rivers and coastal defences is strongly needed. We do not believe that the revenue budget for the EA is sustainable to deliver the routine maintenance works required. Indeed the EA is having to look at withdrawing maintenance from a number of stretches of Main River where it has assessed works to be either uneconomic or unaffordable and the EA appear to be progressively withdrawing from maintenance activity on all but the assets they consider to be of high consequence. Underinvestment in the maintenance of assets and watercourses may take a number of years to become evident, but once an asset or system is compromised the cost may be substantially greater and indeed may have become unaffordable as a result.
19. We note that during the tidal surge of the 6 December along the East Coast of England coastal defences generally performed well despite the 2,600 hectares of agricultural land that was flooded. This is thanks to a long standing legacy of periodic maintenance to 2,800km of sea defences along the stretch of coast affected, many built after the 1953 event. However, breaches did occur and many were the result of a combination of overtopping coupled with the washing out of embankments owing to a lack of vegetation management on the landward face
. These cases should act as a warning to the need for further long term maintenance of assets along our coasts. 
20. We are concerned that sufficient clarity has still not been provided on the maintenance investment being made by the EA and how this has been reduced over past years. The NFU is continuing to seek answers from the EA as to how annual investment in revenue maintenance has altered over the past five years both nationally and regionally and how each year’s allocation compares with the needs assessment made by the EA’s regional staff. It is noteworthy that for many water companies the amount they spend in revenue is approximately the same as their budget for capital expenditure and yet in flood risk management these two issues are woefully out of balance. Tellingly the EA now estimates that the benefit costs for capital works averages at 8:1 whilst for maintenance the benefit cost delivered is 9:1 and increasing owing to restrictions in investment.
21. We welcome the additional £140 million announced in the Budget 2014 for flood risk management following the recent floods but recognise that much of this investment will simply relate to restoring defences following this winter’s adverse weather and must be considered a sticking plaster to more chronic issues with investment.

Easier ways to enable the maintenance of our watercourses and flood defences by authorities and riparian owners alike

22. Regulation and bureaucracy significantly add to the cost and timing of works. We are surprised that works to de-silt 8km of the Rivers Parrett and Tone has now been estimated to cost in the region of £5.7 million when initial estimates were for only half of that amount. We are concerned that the high costs of this work are due to the urgent need to rectify decades of under investment, rather than a reflection of de-silting costs more generally. Similarly we are concerned that the current framework contracting mechanism being used by the EA is not delivering the desired value for money and contractors previously used with local knowledge or with specialist skills have to be overlooked.
23. We recognise that even if more funding for maintenance operations is provided it is inevitable that the EA will have to withdraw from some assets and parts of the system it currently maintains. Instead it is hoped that increased maintenance investment would fund essential works to ensure the continued conveyance of critical and larger parts of the system and technical works beyond the capabilities of the majority of riparian owners.

24. However, we are concerned that any process to transfer assets or maintenance must ensure that all alternatives to transferring such assets to riparian management are properly explored, that liabilities are fully identified and explained, and that assets being transferred are functioning as designed and in a good state of repair before an asset is transferred.

25. On the latter point there is growing evidence of a need for the EA to be able to invest to withdraw from maintaining certain assets around the country where currently these assets are in a poor state of repair or do not comply with regulations, most notably the Eel Regulations (England and Wales) 2010
. The justification being that an IDB, local authority or riparian owner may well be unwilling or unable to take on the risks and liability resulting from a poorly maintained asset but would be able to take on routine maintenance activity if the asset’s condition was improved to an adequate standard. However, existing investment rules effectively limit the ability of the EA to fund such works. Assets are therefore being allowed to deteriorate before a long term management agreement can be reached.

26. In some cases, regardless of withdrawal farmers may be willing to maintain their own watercourses but are often prevented from doing so by the EA— in order to protect habitats or biodiversity—or they find the EA's licensing regime difficult to navigate.

27. The NFU has been actively involved in encouraging a more straightforward mechanism by which riparian owners can undertake maintenance operations such as de-silting without the need for consent of the EA which can be complicated to seek, take up to two months and may come with additional requirements and costs which are not clearly or transparently described prior to application.

28. The River Maintenance Pilots that are ongoing provide the opportunity to trial a regulatory position statement on de-silting and a good practice guide for watercourse maintenance for lower risk operations. This will allow de-silting operations within the pilot area on lengths of main river up to 1.5km in length or 20% of a land holding, whichever is lower. The pilots are progressing in seven areas around the country, but not all of the pilot sites will necessarily demonstrate maintenance operations by farmers. Some of the sites will trial co-operation agreements between the EA and IDBs for main river works whilst some others are demonstrating the need for other approaches to regulating maintenance.

29. If the approach applied within the regulatory position statement is deemed a success it should facilitate a better regulatory approach being rolled out nationwide where lower risk maintenance works will not require consent of the EA but instead a requirement to follow a basic set of rules much like those applied by the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency in Scotland
.

30. It is important to note that bank reformation works, such as the repairing of a bank slip is not included within the scope of the pilots or regulatory position statement and is an issue that farmers will need greater flexibility on as this is often an area of work that requires urgent attention following flood events.

Recognition of the true value of agriculture and our rural communities

31. The NFU continues to make the case to Defra and the EA that the approach currently used to value farm land means that the benefits of its defence are not fairly reflected in any assessment to allocate flood defence funding. This is because of the narrow application of the Treasury's Green Book rules and Defra’s guidance on the Valuation of Agricultural Land and Output for Flood and Coastal Defence Appraisal purposes.  This results in a valuation is related to its land classification value and any agricultural production generally is assumed to be as for wheat as it is the most prevalent crop within the UK. No estimate is included for the consequential losses for other parts of the rural economy, for the food chain, or for the opportunity cost of lost domestic production replaced by imported food.  This is a very complex area of economics but the result in our view is a significant undervaluation of farmed land and of domestic food production to society. 
32. The NFU therefore believe there is an urgent need to review the Flood and Coastal Defence Appraisal Guidance Economic Appraisal Supplementary Note to Operating Authorities: Valuation of Agricultural Land and Output for Appraisal Purposes

May 2008
 to ensure that farmland is properly valued in terms of its long term value to society rather the present situation where a discounted market value is applied. This is in need of the core assumptions within the guidance based on the existing CAP agreement and Single Payment Scheme). Critically, consideration must be given to the future value of production.

Reducing the impacts of urban areas

33. The NFU recognises the additional run off burden that urban areas place upon the wider catchment downstream, regardless of whether they fall within the floodplain. We recognise that there is an urgent need to implement future-proofed standards for sustainable drainage on new developments and retrofit measures to existing urban areas. At the same time it will be important to ensure that all sustainable urban drainage systems (SuDS) have robust and properly funded plans to maintain drainage systems.

In what circumstances is dredging effective in reducing flood risk? When is dredging not effective?

34. Dredging has a role to play in reducing flood risk where it can be used as part of a wider integrated management approach especially in artificial lowland systems. Both de-silting and channel re-profiling are commonly referred to as dredging. Where it is employed for water level management purposes today in England dredging should more accurately be termed de-silting in most instances, which involves the removal of sediment from the bottom and sides of river channels to ensure greater capacity of a channel to allow for conveyance of water. This is not the same as river re-profiling where channels are deepened beyond their natural or designed capacity or artificially straightened. 
35. De-silting will continue to have a key role to play in the management of lowland water systems, such as the Fens, to sustain land uses and livelihoods. Periodic de-silting is essential to keep outfalls clear of debris and silt so flow is not constricted, and to ensure pumping stations can operate effectively. 57% of Grade 1 agricultural land is below the 5 metre contour and approximately 40% of the vegetables produced in England come from the low-lying fens
. Therefore, long term food security is dependent upon a long-term commitment to water level management and watercourse maintenance, including de-silting.
36. Moving progressively up the catchment, where rivers generally become more dynamic, the role of de-silting diminishes, but may still be valuable in managing accumulations of sediment at and around pinch points in the river (e.g. weirs, bridges culverts etc) or along artificially created or modified drainage channels. The removal of sediment may also be necessary as part of bank repair works throughout river systems where banks have become weakened or eroded and slumped into a watercourse causing a constriction in flow. 

37. It is correct to identify that dredging can have a negative impact on downstream flood risk if employed in the wrong locations. It is also important to emphasise that where dredging is employed there needs to be a long term commitment to periodic maintenance as new silt will accumulate within the river bed over time
. However, neither of these points should be used to discount the option of de-silting out of hand, instead de-silting should be rationally assessed alongside other maintenance and management options both for the watercourse and wider catchment. 

References

� Posthumus, H., J. Morris, T. Hess, D. Neville, E., Phillips, A. Baylis (2009) Agricultural damage caused by the summer 2007 floods in England. Journal of Flood Risk Management 2(3): 182-189.


� Environment Agency (2013) East Coast Tidal Surge: Recovery advice for the agriculture sector


� Defra (2013) Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2012 - Gov.uk


� Morris, J. and Brewin, P. (2013) The Impact of Seasonal Flooding on Agriculture: The Spring 2012 Floods in Somerset, England. Journal of Flood Risk Management -01116-12


� Making Space for Water - ARCHIVE: Defra - � HYPERLINK "http://archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/flooding/policy/strategy/" �http://archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/flooding/policy/strategy/� 


� Environment Agency (2012) Lower Tone and Parrett – Curry Moor and North Moor


Summary Sheet 1 – Capacity of the Rivers Tone and Parrett


� Scottish Government (2005) Natural Flood Storage and Extreme Flood Events Final Report - � HYPERLINK "http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/04/19110405/04070" �http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/04/19110405/04070� 


� Defra (2014) Funding for Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management in England - � HYPERLINK "https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/277910/flood-coastal-erosion-funding.pdf" �https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/277910/flood-coastal-erosion-funding.pdf�


� NFU (2013) December 2013 tidal surge floods – Agricultural impact


� Environment Agency (2014) Eel passes and eel screens - safe passage for eel webpage - � HYPERLINK "http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/business/topics/water/146448.aspx" �http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/business/topics/water/146448.aspx�


� SEPA (2013) Guidance on registration for dredging straight burns - � HYPERLINK "http://www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_regulation/guidance/river_clearance_and_dredging.aspx" �http://www.sepa.org.uk/water/water_regulation/guidance/river_clearance_and_dredging.aspx�


� Defra (2008) Flood and Coastal Defence Appraisal Guidance Economic Appraisal Supplementary Note to Operating Authorities: Valuation of Agricultural Land and Output for Appraisal Purposes. - � HYPERLINK "https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/181440/treat-land.pdf" �https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/181440/treat-land.pdf�


� NFU (2008) Why farming matters in the Fens - � HYPERLINK "http://www.nfuonline.com/final-document/" �http://www.nfuonline.com/final-document/�


� CIWEM (2014) Floods and Dredging - A Reality Check





