What does the Environment Agency say about climate change and flood risk?

Climate change is the biggest threat to our future.

Climate change means that extreme weather events will become more frequent and more dangerous. The severity will depend on the amount of greenhouse gases released into the atmosphere from now on, and how the climate system responds.

It’s not all bad

Global warming could bring opportunities. Most people will enjoy warmer summers, provided they are not too hot – but not the winter rain.  Farmers could use the longer growing season to expand their range of crops – as long as there’s enough water.  Higher levels of carbon dioxide may allow plants to grow faster – again if there’s enough water. Warmer temperatures will allow some plants and animals to expand their range – but for others it will contract.

What might happen?

The UK Climate Impacts Programme scenarios indicate that:

· By the 2080s average annual temperature across the UK may rise by between 2 and 3.5oC but some areas could warm by as much as 5oC

· Heavy winter rainfall events that occur every two years are expected to increase in intensity by between five and 20 per cent

· Relative sea-level around the UK could rise by as much as 86cm in southern England by the 2080s, and extreme high sea levels will occur more frequently

These scenarios are currently being updated. See www.ukcip.org.uk/
Summer flooding

On the whole, we expect that summers will be drier.  But when it does rain, it will probably rain harder. Parched soils are unable to absorb heavy rain fast enough, resulting in localised, but severe, flooding.  For example:

· Unusually severe summer rain in June 2000 caused 1,000 homes to be flooded across Yorkshire and County Durham

· At the end of July 2002 rail services between Harrogate and Leeds were affected by severe flooding

· At the beginning of August 2004, flash floods devastated Boscastle in north Cornwall

· In June and July 2007, prolonged and intense summer rainfall caused widespread flooding in Yorkshire and Humberside, Gloucester, Warwickshire and Worcestershire.

Winter flooding

Winters are becoming wetter and more rain is falling in heavy downpours.  Six of the seven rivers we use to indicate flooding show an increase in frequency of peak river levels. The autumn and winter floods of 2000 were the worst in some areas for 270 years and devastated the lives of thousands of people.  In total, 700 places were hit and 10,000 properties were flooded, some five times.  Significant areas of farmland were flooded, causing an estimated loss of up to £500 million to the farming industry.  Parts of the M1, M3, M20, M23 and M25 were shut, and railway services throughout Wales, southern, north east and south west England were disrupted. Sewerage systems in many areas were overwhelmed, causing up to 30 per cent of all property floods. 

Winter storms and sea level rise

As much as 65 per cent of all flood risk is from coastal and tidal flooding. Across England and Wales, over a million properties are already at risk. As storms and sea levels increase, more properties, businesses and people will be affected.

Sea levels around the UK are now about 10 cm higher than they were in 1900. At the same time, the south east of England is sinking at a rate of 15 to 20 cm a century.  And the average number of winter storms has increased significantly, with the largest increases in the south.  For some east coast locations, extreme sea levels (storm surges) could occur between 10 and 20 times more frequently by the 2080s than they do now. Coastal flooding such as that seen in Cornwall at Looe, Penzance, Porthleven, Flushing and Falmouth on 27 October 2004 will become increasingly common.

The cost of flooding

· 1998 – Easter floods led to the evacuation of 1,500 people from their homes, and a cost to the insurance industry of around £500 million

· 2000 – Heavy autumn rainfall led to 10,000 flooded properties, and nearly £1 billion in insurance claims

· 2004 – Torrential rain and flash flooding across Britain cost over £300 million in the first nine months alone

What does this mean for flood risk management?
Development in inappropriate locations can worsen the problems associated with flood risk and limited water supply. To avoid creating problems in the future it is essential that planners and developers work with the Environment Agency to ensure that development is located in the best place and is resilient to climate change.  Planning Policy Statement (PPS) 25 on development and flood risk will help ensure that new homes and buildings are constructed in sensible locations at least risk of flooding.  
We want to see resilience to climate changes built into new developments and infrastructure. New developments should be built to the highest standards and away from flood risk areas to avoid increasing the risk to life and damage from flooding, and they should incorporate water- and energy-efficient design and sustainable drainage.

We will continue to provide a 24-hour flood forecasting and warning service, raise public awareness and promote uptake of Kite-marked flood-proofing measures.

We estimate that over the next 80 years the cost of engineered flood defences to meet the demands of climate change in England and Wales will be £22 to £75 billion. One third of the coastline surrounding England and Wales is currently protected by sea defences. Sea levels will rise and many of the communities behind these defences will become increasingly exposed to flood risks. The zone in front of these defences will be squeezed by rising sea levels, very valuable habitat and beaches will be lost.  We will need to support government in deciding where we should realign coastal defences to accommodate rising sea levels and where land is too valuable to lose. We have developed allowances for climate change that can be used in the design of all new flood and coastal works. Flood damage already costs about £1 billion a year and our flood risk management prevents further yearly damages of £3.4 billion. 
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