
The post-Christmas floods have shown that natural 
disasters have a range of political implications. 
The sight of dozens of high-profile politicians 

in wellies visiting villages across Somerset and the 
Thames Valley was the first sign that the storms had a 
political dimension.  

The importance of crisis leadership
In a crisis of this sort, it is essential that the government 
is seen to be active and engaged. Looking to impose 
his leadership on the response to the floods, David 
Cameron called off a trip to the middle east and chaired 
regular morning meetings of Cobra, the emergency 
committee. There were good reasons for this:
• Cameron had not forgotten that back in 2007 he was 

criticised for being absent from his own flood-hit 
Witney constituency. 

• In 2005 George W. Bush took a political battering 
following his slow response to the effects of 
Hurricane Katrina. 

• In contrast, Barack Obama’s assured handling of 
Hurricane Sandy in late 2012 may have contributed 
to his election win in November of that year.

The blame game 
As the UK floods worsened the government was 
criticised in the media for the perception that it was 
slow to act in the early stages of the bad weather. Several 
commentators suggested that Downing Street was in 
panic mode. By mid-February Cameron had declared 
that ‘money is no object’ when it comes to flood relief. 
His increasing visibility was designed to send out 
reassuring signals that the government did care.

It was not only the government that was being blamed 
— or doing the blaming — for an alleged inadequate 
response. The organisation that manages river and 
coastal flooding, the Environment Agency (EA), and its 
chairman, Chris Smith, took heavy criticism for both an 
alleged lack of visibility on the ground and for its longer-
term approach to flood management. 
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The issue illustrated how governments can come 
unstuck during natural disasters. It was widely reported 
that the government had cut flood defence spending 
since coming to power and the journalist James Forsyth 
made the broader point that:

‘ when a government loses its reputation for competence, it 
forfeits credit for the good things that happen on its watch.

 ’Political arguments

Right… 

For those on the right of the political spectrum, the 
floods highlighted some important political themes. 
• The problems with quangos. These are the semi-

autonomous bodies that governments establish 
to run key services and distribute public funds. 
The EA is one such body and was criticised for its 
bloated bureaucracy and not being democratically 
accountable. 

• The EA was criticised for its alleged reluctance to 
adequately dredge rivers. The Spectator magazine 
claimed that it had been deliberate EA policy 
to allow floodplain areas to flood in the name 
of wildlife diversity, irrespective of the human 
consequences. For those on the right the EA is in the 
grip of environmental zealots aided and abetted by 
EU regulations that make dredging uneconomical.

…vs left
Those on the left tended to argue that the floods were 
further evidence of human-induced climate change 
and its consequences: the New Statesman magazine 
ran a dramatic cover story entitled ‘The dawn of the 
Storm Age’. 

Meanwhile, Alex Andreou in the Guardian argued 
that the floods proved the need for a ‘well-funded, 
paternalistic state’. He suggested that the current 
coalition’s neo-liberal economic model was inadequate 
to deal with such a crisis, given its reluctance to support 
an interventionist state. Like others (including some 
on the right), he argued that the government’s austerity 
programme had made a bad situation much worse. 

Weblinks to follow up
Alex Andreou writing in the Guardian:   
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/feb/07/

david-cameron-floods-socialist-crisis-prevention

UKIP leader Nigel Farage on the floods:  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=0c0mYfp3-sc

Conclusion
Far from being ‘just’ a natural disaster, the floods 
tapped in to a host of political themes: climate change, 
environmentalism, the quango state, the European 
Union, the international aid budget, coalition economic 
policy and how to manage a political crisis. 

Task
The floods could be used as a political case 
study. Create a mind-map showing the links 
between the floods and politics, including 
different political viewpoints. Use this e-review 
to help you get started.
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