                                           OFFICE OF PUBLIC WORKS

                                    FLOOD MANAGEMENT PROGRAMME

                                                     Tom Sherlock

                                                   Principal Officer

The Office of Public Works was assigned responsibility in 2004 as the lead Agency for delivering the Governments policy on Flood Risk Management.

That policy as set out in the 2003 Report of the Flood Policy Review Group and approved by the Government is:

To minimise the national level of exposure to flood damages, through the identification and management of existing risk and particularly potential future, flood risks in an integrated, proactive and catchment based manner.

The report also recommended that a two-pronged approach to flood management be pursued with a greater level of importance attributed to non-structural flood relief measures, supported where necessary, by traditional flood relief measures.

 

I have been asked to talk to you today about the programme of work that OPW is pursuing to implement Government Policy on Flood Risk Management. I am particularly glad to have the opportunity to speak to a group of senior Local Authority officials, since we in OPW regard the Local Authorities as key stakeholders in most of our work and we work with you as full partners in many of our initiatives.

 

I am conscious that this is a conference about Climate Change, so I will try very briefly to give you some idea of how Climate Change shapes the context within which we are implementing our work programmes.

The Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government is responsible for the National Climate Change Strategy. The role of OPW is to work within that strategy and to take on board advice and the current range of estimates coming from climatologists, and to develop and implement policies and procedures for managing the potential change and, most importantly, the associated uncertainty.

From an OPW perspective, this uncertainty is the biggest challenge associated with the climate change scenarios being developed by climate scientists. If we knew with confidence what was going to happen, it would be far easier to make the economic and other decisions related to investment in flood protection and risk management works, development planning, etc. The uncertainty requires policies to be implemented that are based on emerging scientific data and general assumptions about its impacts 

Because of this uncertainty, adaptability is a key attribute of the design of our flood defences. Given the level of uncertainty about the precise effect that climate change will have on future river flows in different parts of the country, it does not make economic sense to build defences now to standards that may not apply for thirty to fifty years hence, and which even then may well prove to be wrong. It is however, advisable where possible to build in the ability to readily and cost effectively adapt defences to cater for actual climate change impact at a later stage. This is the precautionary approach we adopt and so when examining and selecting scheme options, we take account of the capacity of the different options to be adapted at a later stage as one of the assessment criteria.

That is how we currently deal with Climate Change in our Structural Flood relief programme. With regard to the non-structural elements of our programme, these as we will see are inherently more readily adaptable to take account of the best information available at any particular time.

I will now outline briefly some of the key elements of OPW’s Flood Management Programme and talk a little about each of them.

· Flood Studies Update

· Strategic Hydrometric Review

· Flood Hazard Mapping

· Catchment Flood Risk Assessment and Management Plans

· Planning and Development Guidelines

· Flood Forecasting and Warning

· Emergency Plan Guidelines for Extreme Flood Events

· Public Awareness

· Channel Designation

· Flood Defence Asset Database 

· E C Floods Directive

· Structural Works

· Research

The Flood Studies Update is a project, which I expect many in this audience will be familiar with already. It is nearing completion and will update information on river flows, which are used by design engineers for a wide variety of purposes in the course of their work. Once the updated information is available it will be much easier for designers to make allowance for any additional climate change impact, based on the best available information at any particular juncture.

The Strategic Hydrometric Review is a project aimed to ensure that the national network of hydrometric data collection is adequate to provide the information that is likely to be needed by OPW in the future for design purposes including flood risk management purposes.

I hope most of you will be familiar at this stage with our Flood Hazard Maps website, www.floodmaps.ie. This website carries historical data on flood events. A great deal of the information was gleaned from the archives of the Local Authorities and I would like to take this opportunity to express our appreciation to the Local Authorities for their co-operation. The website provides a lot of valuable information, which is useful to Planners in particular. We hope it is helping to raise awareness of flooding as a risk and assisting Planners to avoid unsustainable development. The website is updated regularly to ensure it remains as relevant as possible.

OPW will be commissioning Flood Risk Assessments for all of the River Catchments over the course of the next 5 to 7 years approximately. These assessments will result in the identification and mapping of flood risk within the catchments for a number of river flow scenarios. Management plans for areas of significant risk will also be developed. The end product of these studies will be a Catchment Flood Risk Assessment and Management Plan. This will define existing and foreseeable hazards and risks within each catchment and the methods, mechanisms, policies and proposals for managing the hazards and risks.

The CFRAMP process includes examination of the 'most likely future scenario' in terms of risk, and management options for dealing with the risk identified. It is important to note that Climate Change is considered at every stage of the process.

The process will generate the predictive flood envelopes for a number of flood probabilities, which includes mapping of the most likely future scenarios to provide information on extents and depths [and in some cases velocities] of flooding that might occur in the future.

We have begun the process with pilot studies for the Rivers Lee, Dodder and Suir. For anyone seeking information, there is an informative website for the Lee project, [www.leecframs.ie] which is maintained by our consultants Halcrow. More localised plans have already been completed for Portarlington and Tullamore and a significant amount of information is available for the river Tolka in Dublin We have also recently commenced a study in Fingal and East Meath.

We recognised at a very early stage that the Planning and Development process would be critical in the effort to avoid the creation of future flood risk. It is not sufficient to have a clear policy on the matter but it is also necessary to have clear guidance on how that policy can be applied in practise in particular scenarios to ensure that development when it is permitted is sustainable and where relevant to help people to understand why development may not be sustainable.

 We decided therefore to set about developing guidelines on the management of flood risk in the planning and development process. We are working with colleagues in the Department of the Environment Heritage and Local Government and in the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food to develop the guidelines, which it is intended will be issued to Planning Authorities by the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government under Section 28 of the Planning and Development Act. We hope that it will be possible to publish a draft guidance document for consultation later this year as part of the process.

I should say that the policy is already very clear and will not change. Development in the floodplain should be avoided wherever possible. However OPW recognises that life is not always that simplistic and planners have to take account of a range of policies when examining proposals. The bottom line from an OPW perspective is that development should never add to existing risk and should where possible mitigate risk. The guidelines will we believe be helpful to all parties in the planning process in implementing best practise.

The combination of the availability of the catchment Flood Risk Management Plans and Planning and Development Guidelines, will we expect provide a very solid basis to ensure sustainable development into the future

We are developing Flood Forecasting and Warning Systems as part of the Flood Relief schemes for Clonmel Mallow and Fermoy. These schemes rely to a significant extent on the erection of demountable defences for their effective operation. It is therefore necessary to ensure the relevant Local Authorities will have adequate advance warning of possible flood events to enable them to have the defences erected in good time. The warning systems will rely on a combination of river gauges and rainfall gauges to predict flow conditions in the affected areas.

We are examining the possibility of developing a national flood warning system. However we know from contact with our colleagues in the U K that this can be a very resource intensive task and it remains to be seen whether we will be able to develop a workable proposal.
Despite our very best efforts it will never be possible to entirely eliminate the risk of flooding. Flooding is a natural phenomenon and if experience teaches us anything it surely is that nature cannot be entirely overcome. Even where we provide flood defences to the highest standards, there remains a residual risk, which must be effectively managed. Accepting this reality and based on observation of problems that arose in some actual flooding situations, OPW recognised that it was necessary to develop some guidance to assist Local Authorities, who are the front line responders in such situations, in refining their own Emergency Plans. We have developed a guidance document in consultation with a small number of Authorities and we are now working with the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government to finalise it. I understand it will be issued by the Department as part of a suite of policies it is developing on different aspects of emergency management.

 

Public Awareness/Preparedness is aimed at raising the awareness of those in areas at risk as to what to do before, during and after a flood. An initial national Public Awareness campaign, featuring information leaflets, media notices and a dedicated website, www.flooding.ie, was launched in 2005.  

During 2006 the campaign was built upon, with a second national media campaign, updated literature and website, and also focusing attention on risk areas, through targeted distribution of information leaflets, billboard placement etc. 

This year an assessment of the effectiveness of these campaigns will be carried out with a view to refining future campaigns
 

We have commenced consideration of a policy and procedure for designating for maintenance by OPW high-risk channels that are not currently our responsibility. It is noteworthy that although arterial drainage schemes were never designed to prevent urban flooding very few flood events occur in towns on drained and maintained channels. We believe it may be possible to manage some emerging flood risk, relatively inexpensively by implementing a similar maintenance regime. We would envisage a crucial role for Local Authorities in identifying channels, which should be considered for designation, and in their ongoing maintenance.

 

I might mention that we are already working in partnership with a number of Local Authorities to deal with small but nevertheless troublesome flooding issues in their areas where it has been possible to identify solutions that can be justified on environmental social and economic grounds and which are relatively straightforward to deal with. 

 

A Flood Defence Asset Database is being developed as part of the Lee Catchment Flood Risk Assessment and Management Study, which will be completed this year. This will facilitate the collection of relevant information in relation to any flood defence assets within the catchment. Asset data collection will be undertaken through the catchment flood risk assessment and management studies and we will eventually have a complete national database of flood defence assets that will help us to make decisions about which ones should be maintained, how work should be prioritised, etc.

 

 

OPW was centrally involved in agreement with the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, in the negotiation of the EC Floods Directive. We are currently commencing work on the transposition of the Directive into national regulation.

 

The Directive requires Member States to complete preliminary flood risk assessments to identify areas where significant flood risk exists. Where significant risk is identified Member States must 

 

 

We also as many of you will be aware, have a substantial programme of Structural Defence Works in hand. We have completed quite a number of schemes since we were given the power to undertake localised schemes in 1995.

The most notable of these is probably the scheme here in Kilkenny City. The scheme attracted a lot of publicity, mainly for the wrong reasons. However I am glad to say the problems that existed have been overcome, the scheme is very cost effective and is working effectively. I believe it has enhanced the appearance of the river through the city and I would encourage you if you have time to take a quick look at it.

 

This year to date we have placed contracts for schemes in Clonmel, Ennis and Mallow and we expect to place a contract for Fermoy by mid-year. We also expect that contracts will be placed by Carlow County Council and Waterford City Council, for defence schemes in their areas developed in co-operation with OPW and fully funded by OPW.

We will be working with all of these Authorities on the detailed design of further phases of schemes in these areas and with several other Local Authorities on schemes for their towns. The total provision for Flood Risk Management measures in the National Development Plan is €380m. I outlined at the beginning of this presentation how we are dealing with the Climate Change issue in the design of these works.

 

The final element of our programme that I want to refer to briefly is the area of research. We have only relatively recently began to commission research on different aspects of flood risk management. We are however very aware of the importance of ongoing research to ensure our programmes meet the highest standards. We also have very good relations with our colleagues in Northern Ireland and with DEFRA and the Environment Agency in the U K and we are developing contacts with many of our European colleagues.

Specifically in relation to climate change this is another area of great interest for us and we have had some preliminary discussion with Met Eireann to explore the possibility building on some of the research into climate change to try to refine the information to more accurately predict its impact on flood risk. We are only at the very early stages of this work however.

 

That concludes my presentation. Thank you for your attention
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