
BDMA Conference, Stratford upon Avon, 23rd November 2017 

 Thank you for that introduction and may I say what a pleasure it is have the 
opportunity to address the conference today. It’s great to see the passion and 
expertise on display here and it’s really confirmed my view that politicians must work 
with the industry in this area; to share ideas and learn from each other’s 
experiences. 

My role in Labour’s DEFRA team includes responsibilities for Flooding, fishing, 
Coastal Communities, and generally all water! It’s a wide brief that has taken me 
around the country meeting people including fishermen, lifeboat crews, and navy 
patrol staff.  

 

 

 However, it was the floods part of the job that initially attracted me to this 
position and I’ll mainly focus my remarks around this issue. My interest in flooding 
comes primarily from my experience with the floods on Boxing Day 2015 when 
flooding became the number one issue in my constituency.  

 Storm Eva devastated the Calder Valley and the town of Sowerby Bridge near 
Halifax. The chief officer for highways and engineering at the council described the 
River Calder as having become “weaponised” over Boxing day, picking up 
everything in its path and using it to smash its way through the valley, taking on the 
bridges, roads, homes and businesses in its way. 

 I set up a temporary constituency office in the flood affected area and some of 
the cases coming to us were just heart-breaking. 

There are a number of old mills and factories along the river Calder, a 
reminder of our days as a textile powerhouse, and many of those buildings have 
been converted into apartments. I met with residents who lived in the ground floor of 
some those apartments, where every room was flooded. 

I also visited businesses, some which were big employers in my constituency, 
who have never flooded before, but the cost and the devastation caused by flooding 
just once, meant that they were seriously considering whether to rebuild or to leave 
the area for good. 

Around the country the floods that winter are estimated to have had an overall 
economic impact of more than £5 billion. Thankfully we didn’t see a repeat of these 
events last winter however the threat is always present. A recent report by the 
Committee on Climate Change noted that increasingly extreme weather will affect 
some places worse than others and warned: 

“Improving protection for some communities will be possible whilst others will 
face the prospect of significantly increased risks. This will affect property values, 
business revenues and in extreme cases the viability of communities.” 



So finding solutions to reduce flood risk and improve resilience could not be 
more important. The future of entire communities is at stake. 

 

 

The response to Storms Eva and Desmond showed how we depend on a 
wide range of agencies, council services and a number of government departments. 
At times it was difficult to gather which part of Government was taking responsibility, 
and this is something that needs to be improved going forward. However, there was 
much to be commended in the response. 

I want to pay particular tribute to the incredible number of volunteers who 
came out to help following the worst of the rains on that Boxing day. Ordinary people 
mostly local to the areas affected, but also many who travelled from much further 
afield, all played their part in the clean-up. The staggering generosity and 
compassion of those volunteers, who gave up time over the Christmas period that 
would otherwise have been spent with family and friends, helped make a huge 
amount of progress in the hours and days immediately after the floods.  

Volunteers came together to clean up the streets, and to help homeowners 
and businesses with the removal of ruined and contaminated goods and furniture, 
which freed up council officers to deal with the most serious incidents. The depth of 
the community spirit that got communities through the worst was staggering. 

Local Government played a key role in coordinating the response. Local 
authorities have been at the sharp end of Government austerity measures however 
emergency events like these show why their role is so important. They are the 
people who are already on the ground and who best understand the local area. They 
have the infrastructure to deliver effective communications to residents and to the 
wider public, and they can rapidly deliver funds to those who need support.  

Sir Michael Pitt’s 2008 review into flooding made it clear that we need to put 
the community back at the heart of decision making in flood management. Councils 
are embracing this approach particularly well with flood partnership boards; and it is 
becoming standard across many flood protection schemes. One example is in 
Mytholmroyd in the Calder Valley, where 3000 residents are receiving unique voter 
tokens with which they can choose the type of finish for the flood wall for the village. 
It shows how partnership work between a local council, the construction sector, the 
Environment agency, and local residents can create a sense of ownership in a 
project by the community. 

In addition to the official bodies involved in this area, recent events have 
shown how Social Media allows people to coordinate in ways that just wouldn’t have 
been possible, even ten years ago. Facebook pages in particular are playing a 
crucial role as people alert their neighbours to the latest forecasts and weather 
warnings and share advice and best practice. The Environment Agency have 
developed some really good tools for anticipating flooding, in particular their latest 
river monitoring system which covers 36,000 kilometres of rivers in England. Armed 



with this information people are helping ensure that their friends and neighbours are 
aware of the risks. 

Social media has also played a huge role in increasing awareness of 
resilience measures that can be installed on a property. 

 

 

£5000 grants for repairing and enhancing flood affected properties were 
extremely welcome after the floods. Social media helped ensure that all eligible 
applicants applied for this funding and provided information on the process, as well 
as advice on more technical problems such as arranging for surveyors. To look back 
on posts from this time, it is so reassuring to see a community coming together in the 
immediate aftermath of this devastating event, to ensure that everyone is better 
protected in the future. 

These resilience measures are crucial as, no matter how hard we try, there 
will always be circumstances when the worst happens.  

Repairs to flood-damaged homes would, at present, involve taking out most of 
the damaged elements of the house and, once the house has dried out, putting 
similar plasterboard back in, installing a new chipboard kitchen, and using non-water 
resistant flooring and insulation materials. 

The result is that if the home were to flood again in the future, it would suffer 
the same fate. 

I welcome the work of the Building Research Establishment who have 
developed a prototype Resilient House at their innovation park at Watford. Initiatives 
like this show how practical measures can be taken in a home to make it not just 
resilient to the effects of flooding but actually resistant to up to 2 feet of water. 

Businesses across the country are embracing resilience measures. In 
severely flood hit towns many businesses have done so as insurance becomes 
unaffordable. Alongside the standard adaptions such as raising plugs and installing 
water proof floors, it’s great that many now have doors which can be fitted with a 
temporary barrier if the water levels rise. 

Yet homeowners seem to be slower at taking up this approach. So it’s worth 
asking ourselves; why aren’t resilience measures becoming more widespread? 

Part of the problem could be that there is still a lack of awareness of these 
advances in flood protection, or alternatively we may need to go further in building up 
confidence in their abilities. On this, we could perhaps all consider our own roles in 
ensuring that more people understand what is available to them. 

Barriers to adopting such measures could be financial, or it could be a lack of 
information about the risk of future flooding, or of course a reluctant to accept 
information about the risk of future flooding.    



What is unlikely to change, is that people will be most willing to enact 
resilience measures, after having been flooded. This is when choices have to be 
made on repairs and when grants and insurance pay-outs are likely to be available. 

Insurers play a key role here, and I commend the ABI for its good work 
highlighting the importance of resilience after the Storm Eva and Desmond floods. It 
is crucial that insurers do have those conversations with homeowners, to take the 
time to install protective measures, which will seek to protect their homes for the 
future. 

 

 The insurance market, is of course hugely important to homes and 
businesses threatened by flooding. Labour supports the Flood Re scheme designed 
to deliver cover which had previously been unavailable or unaffordable homeowners 
at risk of flooding. It has been relatively successful in securing cover for high risk 
homes.  

However, we believe that it can still be improved as there are a number of 
groups not covered by its provisions. These include leaseholds in larger blocks 
containing four or more homes. This is problematic for me locally largely due to 
those converted mills up and down the Calder Valley, as I mentioned earlier.  

I have met residents who own their own flats, yet were told by their residential 
block management company that they could not secure affordable flood insurance 
for the building itself. We also need to consider properties which are used as B&Bs 
where we’re also seeing insurance problems because it is the owners home, but also 
a business.  

 But it’s insurance for small and medium sized businesses which still concerns 
me the most. They are not covered by flood re and face huge costs from lost stock 
and earnings. BIBA introduced a scheme to provide more competitive commercial 
insurance for SMEs last year, which is a welcome move, however it is still early days 
in its development and I think we need more time to assess how effective this has 
been in solving the problem. 

 I’m leading on a report for the Labour Environment team on Flood Re which 
will launch for evidence before the end of the year. We’ll be looking at how insurance 
is working in practice and if any policy changes are needed. As part of this we’ll be 
looking at the requirements of SMEs. This will all go towards forming a well 
evidenced policy offering in this area. 

 

 

In financial terms, the most important decisions on flood defences are made by the 
Treasury who set the budget for capital projects on flood infrastructure, and for 
maintenance. 
 



It was therefore welcome to see a modest increase in the funds available for flood 
and coastal defence schemes in the budget yesterday. They have announced 
around £25m extra a year over the next three years. However continued cuts to the 
general DEFRA budget mean that there will be fewer experts who can produce the 
modelling and design for effective protections, so it’s still moving in the wrong 
direction. 
 

This Government did eventually deliver a high level of flood funding over the 
last Parliament, but it’s important to remember that it was originally set to fall. It was 
only after the winter floods of 2013/14 that they recognised that it was a false 
economy to cut spending on flood protection. Labour support a high level of 
Government spending on flood protection and would stop the continual cuts to 
DEFRA’s budget, which is leading to a reduction in expert staff and technological 
know-how. 
 

I am a big advocate of natural flood management which can complement 
traditional ‘hard’ infrastructure and have been out planting trees and building leaky 
dams. For too long flood prevention has neglected the uplands, from where most of 
the water rapidly flows during periods of heavy rain. By creating an environment 
where water is slowed and absorbed before it reaches the valleys we can reduce the 
risk of conventional defences being breached.  
 

Water companies are doing some good work here. Yorkshire Water for 
example have announced that they will trial reducing the level of some of their 
reservoirs this winter to manage flood risk and will plant over 200,000 trees on the 
uplands.  
 

However, if this practice is to become more widespread there are some 
issues that need sorting out in Westminster. At the moment water companies have a 
statutory responsibility to prevent droughts, with financial penalties if they fail to do 
so, yet there are no such legal responsibilities, or monetary incentives, to tackle 
flooding.  
 
This is something I’ll be urging the Government to address. 
  

 

We all get a sense that flooding seems to be increasing in both frequency and 
severity as a result of our changing climate. It’s arguably the greatest challenge 
faced by the world today.  

Already, this is costing us dearly: the Environmental Agency now puts the 
annual bill from floods at £2.2 billion a year, and, with credible forecasts showing 
worsening weather conditions, this has been projected to rise as high as £12 billion. 

Labour have set out a plan to better assess how climate change and 
environmental degradation will impact the public finances. A Labour government 
would ask the Office for Budget Responsibility to include the impact of climate 
change and environmental damage in its long-term forecasts. We want to ensure 
that long-term impacts of climate change and environmental damage, including 



effects on food prices, flooding and loss of productivity in more frequent extreme 
weather, have a direct impact informing economic policymaking. 

Labour are also absolutely committed to tackling climate change and putting 
the country back on track to meeting the targets in the Climate Change Act and the 
Paris Agreement; crucial targets, which will have a huge impact on our environment. 

 

 

Finally all of our time in parliament is dominated by Brexit at the moment. In 
relation to the environment, over 40 per cent of the entire EU budget is spent on 
farming and agriculture and a quarter of all EU laws relate directly to DEFRA. There 
will be opportunities in this process to design a new system of environmental 
regulations and subsidies that encourage the reduction of flood risk. We need to look 
at schemes such as incentivizing farmers to allow flooding of their land to ease the 
flow of rivers when they hit built up areas.  It’s still early days in the negotiations but 
this will become increasingly important to sort out as we approach the exit date. 

 

As we go forward I hope to be able to meet many of you again, either in 
Westminster or on my trips around the country. You are the people whose 
experiences can help shape our policy and our team always welcomes any advice or 
guidance, be that of a technical or political nature!  

As we go through the Brexit process there’s a lot of work to be done, scrutinising the 
legislation, safeguarding it when required, pushing it further where possible, and 
holding this Government to account where necessary.   

I can assure you that when it comes to ensuring effective partnership working, 
protecting levels of spending for resilience and infrastructure, promoting natural flood 
management and working to improve the insurance market, we’ll be making those 
arguments loud and clear.  


