Rural land management 

Recent reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy have led to new initiatives to manage the land in a more environmentally sensitive manner that may help to reduce flood risk.  There is evidence to suggest that land managers will introduce flood prevention measures if these are made a condition of support to farm incomes. Changes in land use management can increase or reduce the risk of flooding:

Grassland

Livestock grazing on some soil types can compact the soil surface and degrade its structure, including grazing on recently sown grass, sheep fattening and livestock rearing on fodder 
crops. This influences local runoff.

Arable land

On arable farms surface runoff increases at the local scale - small changes on arable land can lead to significant local changes in runoff.  Farmers can reduce the environmental impacts of runoff by:

· cultivating over-winter stubble to improve permeability and reduce surface runoff.

· putting in buffer strips to slow runoff and protect roads and properties.

· constructing silt traps at strategic locations to help reduce siltation in rivers

· contour ploughing.

Increases in average farm size and average field size have contributed to changes that affect soil structure, for example by compacting the sub-soil, puddling the soil surface and increasing the rate of loss of organic matter.  This structural damage results in decreased infiltration, decreased water storage in the soil, and potentially increased runoff, erosion and peak flood rates.  Some crops are a high risk because farmers use specialist machinery or methods of production, for example potatoes or winter wheat, maize and modern dwarf orchards.

Forests

It is commonly believed that forest canopies reduce flooding through rainfall interception
 and by trees taking up water.  But the current research evidence shows this is not always true:

· well-managed forests can help reduce local flooding and peak flows for smaller more frequent flood events, including extreme summer flood events

· but forests are less effective at reducing extreme flood events at the catchment scale.  

Adapted from Environment Agency R&D Update review of the impact of land use and management on flooding, April 2006
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