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Buryyourheadunderground
Localauthoritiesneed

to besurethey'vegottheirdrainage infrastructuremapped
, saysRodBeardshall

...no-onereally
knowswhatlies
where

,

how it'
s

connected

together ,

and
whereproblems
maylurk

As
theDerwentwatersrecedeandCumbria

countsthegargantuancost
of restoringits

bridges ,

homesandbusinesses
,

the
finger-pointingwillalreadybewellunderway.
Justhowcouldthishappen again afterallthe
recommendations

of theDEFRA
/ PittReview

, following
thesimilarlydevastatingfloodsacrossGloucestershire
in 2007?Wasn' t Britainsupposed to beonalert

,

proactively readywithpre-emptive defences?

Apparentlynot .Butweshouldn' t besurprised . The
sheerworkthatthisdemands

is colossal
,

andnot
something thatcanbeachievedovernight.

Thefloodsthathavecausedsuchdamageand
heartacheacrossNorth-WestEnglandandbeyond ,

aswellasthecomparablescenarios
in Tewkesbury

andsurroundingareas in 2007
,

wereexacerbatedby
inadequateanddamagedwater-drainagesystems.
Part of thereasonsuchcommunity impactskeep
happening (

theUKhasnowhadthree ' once in
a

lifetime'events in lessthanfiveyears )

is because the
complexunderground infrastructurethatmakesup
thisvitalsystem is poorlyunderstood . Assuch

,

how
can it bemanagedeffectively?

Much of thecountry's drainagesystem is around
150yearsoldandpoorlymapped ,

sothatno-one
reallyknowswhatlieswhere

,

how it'

s connected
together ,

andwhereproblemsmaylurk . This is why ,

whenanemergency situationpresentsitself
,

it so
oftencatchesthe infrastructure authoritiesoffguard.
Whenthelocalauthorities

(

LAs
) postfloodwarnings ,

thebesttheycando
is rallytheemergency services to

beonstandby ,

andbeginstockpiling thesandbags.

Theissue of who is responsiblehasundoubtedly been
a significantpart of theproblem , thoughPittReview
recommendations andsubsequent Billsthataregoing
throughParliament arenowprovidinggreaterclarity.
ThesespecificallyensurethatLAsandlocalhighways
departments aremadedirectlyaccountable forthe
upkeep of theinfrastructure

in theirownareas.
Avoiding thebrunt of future incidents

(

of whichthere
arelikely to bemany ,

if weassume thatthreemajor
events in fiveyears is nocoincidence

)
,

relieson
decisiveactionbeingtakennow even

if thiswilltake
a
lot

of timeandinvestment.

Mappingtheproblem
Thefirstprioritymustbe to buildup a detailedmap of

localdrainagenetworks
, showinghowtheseintersect

andinteractwithotherkeyinfrastructurecomponents ,

suchashighwayembankments .Onlybyknowing
what' s there

,

andwherevulnerable or problematic
assetsare

,

willtheLAsbe
in

a position to focus
investment andproactively avertfutureproblems .This
is

a hugetaskbut
,

if it is neverstarted
,

it willneverbe
completed ,

andthis is theonlywaycouncilswillbe
able to effectively manageandreducerisk.
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Gloucestershire andWiltshireareamongthecounties
thathavenowheededthewarningsandbegunthe
process of mappingouttheirdrainageinfrastructure

,

sotheycanfocusproactiverepairs in
knownareas of

risk .Byacting ' early' ,theyhaveavailedthemselves of

governmentgrantsfromDefra .Byrecordingand

mappingthesources of
commonpubliccomplaints

(

aboutexcesssurfacewater
, blockagesandlow-level

flooding )

,theyaregraduallybuildingup a picture of

potentialproblemareas
,

sotheycanactnow to avert
moreseriousincidents.

Thetechnology is alsoavailablenow to
send

miniaturisedgyroscopic (

instrumentsnow
in

productionderivedfromguidancetechnologies )

devicesdownintothedrainagesystems to
track

what' s
thereandidentifyemergingproblems in

time
to mitigaterisk . Bycombiningsuchfacilitieswith

specialist infrastructure andassetmappingand

planningsoftware
,

theLAshavetheirbestchance of

gettingontop of
thesituationonceandforall ,

Notthattheyhavea
choicenow : accepting

responsibility
TheFloodandWaterManagementBill

,

whichhas
nowbeenintroducedintoParliamentand is highly
likely to

beenacted
,

willensurethatLAscanno
longerpleadcostandlack of

resourcesasexcuses

fornotimprovingtheirinfrastructuremaintenanceand

proactive floodriskmanagement . Defrawillnow

requireLAs to stepupto
theirresponsibilities in much

thesamewaythattheutilitieshave to keepdetailed

records of theirundergroundassets to justifycapital
expenditureplans to regulators . Theirduty of

care
extends to goodrecord-keeping of

theirassets
,

somethingthatwillnowbeasked of LAs.

This is likely to
lead to

thecreation of morelocal
`SurfaceWaterManagementBoards'including
districtcouncils

,

whichactastheplanningauthority
in

theirarea
,

sothattheburdenfordevelopingasset

managementplansextendsbeyondlocalHighway
Authoritiesandcontractors.

Traditionally , floodingissueshavebeenthedomain of

twoorganisations : theEnvironmentAgency (

EA
)

and
thevariouswatercompanies .ThenewFloodingand
WaterBilltransfersdutiesawayfromboththeEAand
thewatercompanies ,

withnewdutiesgoing to local

...localauthoritiescannolonger
pleadcostandlack of

resources

asexcuses

drainage ' partnerships' or
boards :

theEAwill
retainresponsibility forcoastal floodingandpolicy
formulation

;

watercompanieswillretainresponsibility
foralluvial

(

river
)

floodmanagement ;

andthe
remainingduties whichwillbeextensive will
restwithLAs . HighwaysAuthoritieswillbe
responsibleforsurfacewateranddrainsleading

to
rivers

or

watercourses.

Peoplefirst'
In anycase

,

LAshave a moralresponsibility to

look
aftertheircitizens .ThePittReviewurgedlocal

government to ' putpeoplefirst' in
theirflood

planning ,

sincetheexperience of
2007wasthatLAs

appeared to

havelittle
or

noknowledge of theimpact
onpeople or

theirhomes in theevent
of significant

localisedflooding.

A so-called '

100-yearstorm' themostintensive for
planning shouldoccuronceevery100years .Yet
Britainhasexperiencedtwosucheventsbetween

2007-2009
(

themostrecentdeemed a

'

1 ,000-year'

event
)

,

andclimatologistsareforecastingothersimilar

eventsoverthenext50years.

But
,

to
understand therisk of

downstream impacts ,

it

is imperative to
visualiseandunderstand thenetwork

belowground ,

aswellasthesurfacedetails . Which is

whyLAsacrosstheUKandIrelandare
,

foronce
,

beingencouraged to burytheirheadsunderground.

Formoreinformationonpointsraised in thisarticle
,

contactnicolam@itprco.uk

RodBeardshall is EngineeringDirector at
Exor

Relatedcompetencies include : M009
,

TO13
,

T029
,

T061
,

T072
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