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Submission to National Flood Resilience Review - Immediate measures 
Advice from the Adaptation Sub-Committee of the Committee on Climate Change 

 
 

The ASC's analysis (see Annex) suggests that immediate measures can be taken to improve how 
flood risks are communicated, and to reduce the risks associated with floodplain development. 
 
The language used to communicate flood risks can be improved, both nationally to the media 
and general public, and locally to communities. 
 
How risks are communicated should recognise that the chance of a significant flood event 
happening somewhere in England is much higher than the likelihood of flood damage to an 
individual location.  National communications should avoid inadvertently giving a false sense of 
security by using language that might suggest such events are unlikely to recur. Instead, to 
encourage action to be taken in the affected areas as well as elsewhere, the public needs to 
recognise that the flood events seen in recent years are to an extent to be expected, and are likely 
to continue. At a national level, flood events should be described by the chance of that size of 
flood event happening somewhere in England each year as well as the chance of the event in that 
location.  Locally, risks to individual communities might be expressed in terms of the percentage 
chance of repeat flood event within a reasonable period, such as within a decade, or within the 
period of a typical 25-year mortgage. 
 
The risks implied by continuing floodplain development can be reduced, by assessing the long-
term implications of recent housebuilding and shifting the balance of responsibilities between 
developers, local authorities and water companies. The ASC would be pleased to commission 
analysis in partnership with Defra, DCLG and the Environment Agency to assess the long-term 
flood risk implications of the 100,000 new homes that have been built in the floodplain since 2008. 
 
There is the potential to introduce measures to: 

1. Withdraw the automatic right to connect new development to existing public sewers, to 
shift the emphasis in favour of sustainable drainage systems (SuDS) and in doing so reduce 
the chance of urban flooding during periods of heavy rainfall. 

2. Make water companies statutory consultees on development applications, to reinforce the 
use of SuDS and prevent increasing pressure being placed on already over-capacity sewers. 

3. Require developers to retain liability for flood damage to new homes, for say ten years, to 
sharpen incentives for flood risks to be assessed and managed appropriately. 

4. Make transparent decisions that involve putting more people and property in areas of flood 
risk. There should be a requirement to inform prospective purchasers about the residual 
risk of flood damage to new homes, and to routinely publish for each new development: 
the final Flood Risk Assessment, the Environment Agency’s statutory flood risk 
management advice and the details of any objections, and the conditions imposed by the 
planning authority to reduce the potential for flood damage. This is so that those that 
advise upon, design and approve floodplain development can be made more accountable 
for the decisions they take.   
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ANNEX: Measures to improve risk communication and floodplain development 

Introduction 

1. The Committee on Climate Change was established under the 2008 Climate Change Act, with 
an Adaptation Sub-Committee (ASC), to advise the Government on the risks from climate 
change and to report to Parliament every two years on the progress being made to prepare 
the UK for a changing climate. The ASC’s first report to Parliament was published last June and 
flagged the residual risk of flooding as a ‘double red’. This was because the number of homes 
in areas at a high risk of flooding is projected to increase and as yet there is no comprehensive 
flood risk management strategy in place to address this. 

 

The language of flood probabilities understates the potential for significant flood damage 

2. Significant flood damage is almost to be expected in any given year, with perhaps an evens 
chance annually of a 1-in-100 year flood event taking place somewhere in England (ASC 
estimate). There have been at least 12 significant flood events in England since 2000. 

3. For example, the 2007 flood event has been described as a 1-in-200 year event (for the 
locations affected) but there is a 1-in-25 annual chance of a £3 billion flood somewhere (EA, 
The Risk of Widespread Flooding, 2011) and a 33% chance of at least one such event in the 
next decade. There is a 12% chance of Flood Re’s 1-in-200 reinsurance limit being exceeded at 
least once within its 25 year lifetime. 

4. Therefore it is important to recognise that flooding cannot be altogether prevented. Flood 
events can continue to be expected even before climate change is considered. 

 

Taking a National Resilience approach to floodplain development 

5. Development in the floodplain continues despite the safeguards in the National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF).  More than 100,000 new homes have been built in the floodplain since 
2008, with 28,000 of these in areas at a 1% or greater annual chance of inundation (taking 
flood defences in to account). Data is not collected on whether and how these homes have 
been made flood resilient, but for example ASC data suggests only 10-15% of new homes have 
been built with sustainable drainage systems (SuDS) despite the planning system prioritising 
the use of SuDS since 2007. 

6. There is evidence that local planners and developers are taking a ‘compliance’ approach to 
flood risk; putting too much faith in the limited protection that flood defences provide and not 
taking sufficient account of the uncertainty within even the best flood models (See Annex A). 

7. From a local perspective, new development in 1-in-100 areas may represent an acceptable 
risk, as the chance of flood inundation in that individual location is relatively low. However, 
from a national perspective, given significant flooding will happen somewhere on average 
every year or two, new development will increase the chance and the impact of any flood 
event that takes place. Even if individual homes are built flood resilient, new development 
reduces the space available for flood waters, puts more people at risk, and will increase the 
long-term costs of flood prevention as new development increases the economic case for 
investment.  

 

  

https://documents.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/6.736_CCC_ASC_Adaptation-Progress-Report_2015_FINAL_WEB_070715_RFS.pdf
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Measures to reduce the risk of floodplain development 

8. Addressing the above issues requires a fundamental review of the safeguards within the 
National Planning Policy Framework. As a starting point, the ASC recommended last year in its 
report to Parliament (see Annex B) that DCLG should work to collect data on past development 
and its impact on long-term costs and risks (rejected in October’s Government response). We 
would be pleased to work with Defra, DCLG and EA to commission such a study. 

9. Other short-term measures are possible, including to make more transparent and easily 
accessible the audit trail of key documents: developer flood risk assessments, Environment 
Agency advice and the details of any objection, and planning authority decision notices 
together with any conditions imposed. This would allow standard conveyancing searches to 
identify risks and communicate them to prospective purchasers. 

10. There is also scope to reduce the impact of new development on existing public sewers. 
Recommendations made in the 2008 Pitt Review to make SuDS the default option have not 
been implemented, but could be taken forward relatively easily: 

a. Withdraw or make conditional the automatic right to connect new development to 
sewers (in the Water Industry Act 1991, Section 106). Whilst this right remains 
developers are always likely to favour conventional drainage, and the onus rests with 
planning authorities to justify why SuDS are necessary in each case. Withdrawing the 
right to connect would switch the onus on to developers to justify why SuDS are not 
possible for a given site. SuDS cost no more to install than conventional drainage and 
no more to maintain than the current surface water charge paid by households. 
Detailed guidance on building and maintaining SuDS has been published by the 
construction industry association, CIRIA. From an urban water management and 
climate change adaptation perspective, SuDS deliver a range of important outcomes: 
improving air and water quality, and biodiversity, helping to recharge urban aquifers, 
and reducing the urban heat island effect. They represent a low regret measure. 

b. Make water companies statutory consultees on planning applications from a drainage 
perspective.  This could be linked with the above proposal, so that the automatic right 
only remains if the water company has been consulted on the detailed drainage design. 
Water companies are consultees on the formulation of Local Plans, but these are 
strategic documents that contain insufficient detail to fully consider the impact of new 
development on the public sewer network. 

11. There is also the potential to sharpen the incentives on developers to take the management of 
flood risks for new development more seriously.  At the moment developers commission and 
fund a Flood Risk Assessment for a site but bear no liability if it understates the true risk or if 
flooding damage occurs in practice.  FRAs can show greater or lesser risk depending on the 
modelling assumptions used. One approach would be for developers to retain liability for any 
flood damage to new homes for a limited period, such as the first ten years.  This could be 
linked with the existing 10 year warranty scheme offered by NHBC. This would be a near zero-
cost measure if developers are already managing flood risks appropriately, and would be an 
insurable risk if desired. Whilst the chance of flood damage to a development within the first 
ten years might be negligible, developers over time would build up a portfolio of risks for 
different sites and would be incentivised to minimise their overall financial exposure.  

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/government-response-to-2015-progress-report/
http://www.susdrain.org/resources/ciria-guidance.html
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APPENDIX A: Cockermouth development example 

A new residential care home and sheltered housing development was built in Cockermouth in 
2012 in an area that flooded in 2009. Residents had to be rescued in December 2015 even though 
floor heights were supposedly above the 1-in-1,000 year flood level. The site is undefended within 
the meander of major river, on the very edge of Flood Zone 3. Care homes are classed as 
inappropriate development in Flood Zone 3 under the NPPF. 

 

 
 
As data is not collected on the safeguards taken in planning and building new development, it is 
not clear whether this is an exceptional case or symptomatic of a broader problem. 
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APPENDIX B: Outstanding recommendations from the ASC’s 2015 statutory report 

 

Area Recommendation (number) Government response 

Residual 
flood risk 

2. Develop a comprehensive strategy to tackle 
the increasing number of homes in high risk 
areas, making full use of the Flood Re scheme. 

Not appropriate at this time. 

Surface water 
flood 
management 

3. Withdraw automatic right to connect new 
development to sewerage network. 

4. Make water companies statutory consultees 
on planning applications with drainage 
implications, and put in place monitoring 
arrangements to assess uptake of SuDS and 
paving over of front gardens. 

Not necessary – planning 
system strengthened in April 
2015 to encourage SuDS. 

Floodplain 
development 

6. DCLG and EA should publish an assessment 
quantifying the impact of new development on 
long-term flood risk. 

Not necessary, planning policy 
is avoiding inappropriate new 
development 

Infrastructure 10. Cabinet Office should work with 
infrastructure operators to develop consistent 
indicators of network resilience and 
performance. 

11. Cabinet Office should confirm that all 
critical national infrastructure are now resilient 
to a 1-in-200 flood event as a minimum, as Pitt 
Review recommended. 

Being considered for 2016 
round of Sector Resilience 
Reporting. 

 

Not appropriate to protect all 
assets to the same standard, 
some more vulnerable that 
others. 

Emergency 
planning 

18. Cabinet Office should undertake a 
quantitative assessment of the capability of the 
national emergency planning system to 
manage extreme weather events; and in light 
of the findings, publish a summary outlining 
where further capability may be needed. 

19. DCLG should work with Local Resilience 
Forums to instigate a system that 
quantitatively assesses local capabilities to 
respond to extreme weather events. 

Not necessary as information 
on capabilities already 
collected through National 
Capabilities Survey (but data 
collection is only partial). 

 

Disagree – LRFs are not 
accountable bodies, and the 
National Capabilities Survey is 
sufficient. 

Flooding of 
agriculture 
land 

22. Defra, EA, Association of Drainage 
Authorities, NFU, CLA should pilot integrated 
approaches to managing flood risk on 
farmland, including catchment management, 
best practice farming approaches, drainage and 
flood defences. 

Supported by no additional 
action proposed. 

 


