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When crises happen we like to find 
someone to blame. Is that a fair 
response to this winter’s flooding?

Strong words have been levelled at the Environment 
Agency (EA) in recent weeks. ‘I am really sorry 
that we took the advice…we thought we were 

dealing with experts,’ said Eric Pickles, communities 
secretary, when asked if the government should have 
followed Environment Agency management advice in 
Somerset. Ian Liddell-Grainger, MP for Bridgwater in 
Somerset, described Lord Smith, the chairman of the 
Environment Agency, as ‘a coward and a little git’. 

Is this criticism fair? Given the critical role of the EA 
in managing rivers, flooding and coastal erosion this is 
an important question to consider. 

The scale of the task
Whatever you think of the EA’s response to flood risk, 
and specific flood events, there is an argument that 
its job has been getting harder. Since 2000 the UK has 
experienced four major flooding events (see table).

Major UK flooding events since 2000

Date 
Homes and 
businesses flooded 

Estimated 
damages 

Sept–Dec 2000 10,000 £1 billion 
Jun–Jul 2007 55,300 £3 billion 
Apr–Nov 2012 8,000 £1.2 billion 
Dec 2013–Feb 2014 5, 800 ?

There were other serious floods in Glasgow in 2002, 
Carlisle in 2005, Morpeth in 2008 and Cumbria in 
2009. Even before the recent flooding in Somerset, and 
along the Thames and Severn, the EA had to deal with 
the east coast storm surge in December — the worst 
since 1953. 

The flooding 
blame game

The Environment Agency 
Since 1996 the Environment Agency (EA) has been 
the government body that manages England’s 
rivers in terms of water resources, pollution and 
flood risk. It also manages air pollution, angling and 
some river navigation. It employs 11,200 people 
with an annual budget of over £1 billion. The EA 
is responsible to the government Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). 



the budget deficit. The graph shows Defra spending on 
flood and coastal-erosion risk management in recent 
years. Taking into account inflation, spending has fallen 
in real terms: the £509 million spent in 2005–06 would 
have been £643 million at 2012–13 prices.

An impossible task? 
The real culprit in this winter’s flooding appears to be 
exceptional rainfall. This has been linked to unusual 
jet-stream patterns that bring extended periods of wet 
weather to the UK. There is also the issue of a growing 
population. In mid-2005 the population of England was 
50.6 million, by mid-2012 this had risen to 53.5 million. 
An argument could be made that the EA is being given 
a declining budget to protect an increasing number of 
people from weather events that are becoming more 
extreme.

Questions for debate

1 The EA’s flood protection cost–benefit formula 
is that every £1 spent on flood defences must 
produce £8 of economic benefit. If this penalises 
low-value farmland (like the Somerset Levels) in 
favour of protecting high-value urban areas, is it 
fair?

2 Should people who live on floodplains expect to 
be protected from floods, or should they have 
to protect themselves?

3 Should flood defence spending be increased as 
a ‘special case’ while other budgets are cut? 

4 The EA has been accused of ‘spending £31 
million on a bird sanctuary in Somerset, but 
failing to find £5 million to dredge rivers’. Does 
this suggest the EA prioritises wildlife over 
people? 

Weblinks to follow up
The Environment Agency website www.
environment-agency.gov.uk/ has information on 
flood risk and how the Agency manages flooding. 

The £31 million bird sanctuary from Question 4 
(Steart Marshes) is managed by the Wildfowl and 
Wetlands Trust here http://steart.wwt.org.uk/
background/. Read about it and decide for yourself!

The Met Office has a timeline of extreme UK 
weather events here www.metoffice.gov.uk/
climate/uk/interesting. 

‘Unprecedented’ rainfall?
According to the Met Office:
• Autumn 2000 was the wettest since 1766, as was 

April to July 2012. 
• Summer 2007 was the wettest since 1789. 
• January 2014 had three times the average rainfall, 

and was the wettest since records began.
It is unrealistic to expect all homes, businesses and 

farmland to be free from flooding from such excep-
tional events. 

Budget cuts
It was announced in October that the EA’s staff would be 
cut by 15% in 2014 and its budget by 10%. Such cuts are 
part of the government’s ‘austerity measures’ to reduce 
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Defra spending on flood and coastal-
erosion risk management, 2005–13
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