
Highwaysauthoritiesmustlookbelowthesurface
If localauthoritieswant to avoidthepainandcost

of yetanotherflooddisaster
,

theymusthavetheirdrainageinfrastructuremapped , saysRodBeardshall
,

EngineeringDirector
at Exor.

AsCumbriacounts thegargantuancost of restoring
itsbridges ,

homesandbusinessesafterlast
November'

s
floods

,

thefinger-pointing is well

underway . Justhowcouldthishappen - again
afterall of therecommendationsmade in the
DEFRA

/

PittReport , following thesimilarly
devastatingfloodsacrossGloucestershire in

2007?
Wasn' t Britainsupposed to beonalertnow

,

proactively readywithpre-emptivedefences?

ApparentlynotButweshouldn' t besurprised . The

sheerworkthat thisdemands
is colossal

,

andnot
somethingthatcanbeachievedovernightTherecent
floodswereexacerbatedbyinadequateanddamaged
waterdrainage systems . Part of thereasonsuch

community impactskeephappening (

theUKhasnow
hadthree ' once in a lifetime'events in lessthanfive

years )

is becausethecomplexunderground
infrastructure thatmakesupthisvitalsystem is poorly
understood . Assuch

,

howcan it bemanagedeffectively?

Much
of thecountry' s drainagesystem is around150

yearsold
,

and
is poorlymapped ,

sothatnoonereally
knowswhat lieswhere

,

how it' s connected together ,

andwhereproblemsmaylurk . This is why ,

whenan

emergency situationpresentsitself
,

it sooftencatches

theinfrastructure authoritiesoffguard . WhentheLocal

Authoritiespostfloodwarnings ,

thebesttheycando is

rallytheemergency services to beonstandby ,

and

beginstockpilingthesandbags . Theissue of who' s

responsiblehasundoubtedly been a significantpart of

theproblem , thoughPittReportrecommendations and

subsequent Billsthataregoing throughParliamentare

nowprovidinggreaterclarity , specifically ensuringthat
LocalAuthoritiesandlocalHighwaysdepartmentsare

madedirectlyaccountable fortheupkeep of the
infrastructure in theirownareas . Avoiding thebrunt of

futureincidents reliesondecisiveactionbeingtaken

now - even if thiswilltake a lot of timeand
investment . Thefirstprioritymustbe to buildup a

detailedmap of localdrainagenetworks
, showinghow

theseintersectandinteractwithotherkey
infrastructure components ,

suchashighway
embankments . Onlybyknowingwhat' s there

,

and
wherevulnerable

/ problematicassetsare
,

willthelocal

authorities be in a position to focusinvestment and

proactively avertfutureproblems . This is a hugetask

but
,

if it is neverstarted
,

it willneverbecompleted ,

and
this is theonlywaycouncilswillbeable

to effectively

manageandreducerisk . Gloucestershire andWiltshire

areamongthecounties thathavenowheededthe

warningsandbeguntheprocess of mappingouttheir

drainage infrastructure
,

sotheycanfocusproactive

repairs in knownareas of risk . Byacting ' early' , they
haveavailedthemselves of governmentgrantsfrom
DEFRAByrecording andmappingthesources of

commonpubliccomplaints (

aboutexcesssurfacewater
,

blockagesandlow-levelflooding )
, theyaregradually

building up a picture of potentialproblem areas
,

sothey
canactnow to avertmoreseriousincidents.

Thetechnology is alsoavailablenow to send

miniaturisedgyroscopic (

instrumentsnow in production
derived fromguidance technologies )

devicesdown into
thedrainagesystems to trackwhat' s thereandidentify
emergingproblems in time to mitigaterisk . By
combiningsuchfacilitieswithspecialist infrastructure

andassetmappingandplanningsoftware
,

theLocal

Authoritiesareaffordedtheirbestchance of gettingon
top of thesituationonceandforall . TheFloodand
WaterManagementBill

,

whichhasnowbeen

introducedintoParliamentand is highlylikely to be
enacted

,

willensurethatlocalauthoritiescannolonger

pleadcostandlack of resourcesasexcusesfornot

improvingtheirinfrastructure maintenanceand

proactivefloodriskmanagementDEFRAwillnow

requireLocalAuthorities to stepup to their

responsibilities in muchthesamewaythattheUtilities

have a duty of care to keepdetailedrecords of their

undergroundassets
,

to justifycapitalexpenditureplans
to regulators . Theirdutyof careextends to goodrecord

keeping of theirassets
, something thatwillnowbe

asked of LocalAuthorities . This is likely to lead to the
creation

of morelocal ' Surface WaterManagement
Boards'includingDistrictCouncils

,

whoactasthe

planningauthority in theirarea
,

sothattheburdenfor
developingassetmanagementplansextendsbeyond
LocalHighwayAuthoritiesandcontractors . But

,

to be
able

to understand theriskof downstream impacts ,

it is

imperative to beable to visualise andunderstandthe
networkbelowground ,

aswellasthesurfacedetails.

Which
is whyLocalAuthoritiesacrosstheUKand

Irelandare
,

foronce
, beingencouraged to burytheir

headsunderground.
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