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Dredging
Dredging to remove silt (referred to here as dredging for simplicity) and clearing channels are important parts of the Environment Agency’s maintenance regime. Last year (2012/13) we spent £45 million on keeping water flowing in channels (conveyance), which included dredging. These activities are done where they will improve the channel’s ability to carry increased river flows and where funding is available.
Government Policy

The current policy on the allocation of funding for flood and coastal risk management, including dredging, has not changed. The one exception to this is on the Somerset Moors and Levels, where dredging is one of the actions to be funded by Government in the flood action plan announced by the Secretary of State to help reduce the duration and extent of flooding. Additional Government support for flood risk management and recovery elsewhere has also been announced.

Defra funding is available towards dredging where it is shown to be a genuinely cost effective way of managing flood risk, taking account of the other options available. However, the effectiveness of dredging in managing flood risk varies  for each stretch of river. It is therefore right that the Environment Agency should assess its value carefully on a location by location basis, working in close consultation with local communities and organisations including Internal Drainage Boards (IDBs) where appropriate.. 

In some areas dredging can be the most cost effective approach. In others it can make flooding worse downstream and would divert resources away from other flood risk management activities which are far more beneficial to local communities (e.g. maintaining pumps, sluice gates or raised embankments, clearing vegetation, obstructions etc.)

Somerset Moors and Levels

We have just been through three months of extreme weather with heavy rainfall and high tides which have, in effect, stopped water draining  off low lying land and reduced the amount of time for pumping to take place. This is an unusual event.  Dredging will increase the capacity of the main river channels, reducing the extent and duration of the flood and increasing the amount of time pumps can operate.  Flooding on the Somerset Moors and Levels can never be stopped altogether but dredging, along with other actions such as community level protection, raising roads and reducing the run-off from farmland and towns will reduce the frequency and impact of future floods.. The Somerset Drainage Consortium, in their 10 point plan recognises that some homes, businesses and farms will remain vulnerable to the sort of rainfall experienced this winter. 

The Secretary of State asked for an Action Plan to be developed by mid-March to look at different options for how flood risk could be better managed sustainably over the next 20 years.  The SoS has been clear that the Plan needs to stack up against other proposals for funding elsewhere in the country, and that a partnership approach will be essential.

The Somerset Levels Action Plan has now been agreed and implementation has begun.  Dredging 8kms of the River Parrett and Tone is one of the first actions to be delivered with work starting at the end of March 2014 or as soon as it is safe to do so Communities and partners across the Somerset Moors and Levels acknowledge that the dredged channel will require on-going maintenance since silt is brought in daily by the tide.  The Government has explained that funding for the on-going maintenance will need to be found locally. Defra and the Environment Agency  will now consider whether there are any lessons that can be learned for other parts of the country.

Why have things changed?
Historically, rivers were dredged to remove silt more frequently to improve land drainage and support agricultural production. Today, Government policy and good value for money means we focus our work where it delivers the greatest flood risk benefit. The priority is to focus on work which manages flood risk to people and property rather than work which sustains land drainage. This will mean reducing or stopping maintenance work in some “low consequence systems”, i.e. areas where the impact of flooding affects fewer people.

We have reviewed our maintenance programme to make sure it continues to spend taxpayers’ money where it delivers the greatest flood risk benefit. We assess all flood risk management activities using a risk based approach and invest in those activities that will contribute most to reducing flood risk per pound of funding. We compare investment in dredging, weed control, maintaining defences, clearing blockages, or pumping water from flooded land to find the most effective use of the funds that are available. For some watercourses dredging would be needed year after year and can have very little effect on reducing the impact of a flood. It can also be expensive, time-consuming and not as effective as other flood risk measures.We need to consider long term benefits and costs and manage our watercourses in a sustainable manner
What’s the difference between dredging and desilting?
There is a distinction between dredging and de-silting. 
De-silting involves the removal of accumulations of silts and sediments in order to restore the channel capacity. It does not involve widening or deepening the channel. 
Dredging goes further than desilting by enlarging the channel  through deepening and widening. 

In the media, the term “dredging” is being used generically to describe all forms of channel work, so for the purposes of this briefing we are also calling it dredging.
What is meant by watercourse maintenance? 
Our maintenance activities are divided into four main areas: 

Operation: Including inspecting assets, providing utilities, operating flood barriers and pumping stations to reduce flood risk and managing water levels.  
Conveyance: Including weed cutting, dredging to remove shoals and silt, clearing screens and removing obstructions from rivers so that water can flow freely along the channel. 
Structures: Maintaining structures and defences including carrying out inspections and minor repairs, managing grass, trees and bushes, and controlling populations of moles or rabbits on our flood embankments. 
Mechanical, Electrical, Instrumentation, Control and Automation (MEICA): Including carrying out minor repairs and replacements to pumps and tidal barriers. 

Reducing red tape
We are working to remove unnecessary burdens which could discourage farmers and landowners who wish to undertake their own watercourse maintenance.  In October 2013 we launced seven River Maintenance Pilots around the country.  These will be used to test how we can ease consent requirements for watercourse maintenance and improve partnership working, while ensuring the environment is protected.
We are also working more closely with other Risk Management Authorities, such as IDBs, to discuss future maintenance plans and any opportunities to reduce costs. We are developing flexible agreements (Public Sector Cooperation Agreements) which allow IDBs to undertake maintenance works on main river where there is benefit to both parties and to local communities. Works under these agreements can include de-silting. Further details are available on the easinet.
Dredging pilots

To further develop knowledge and understanding of dredging, in 2011 we carried out pilot studies in our South West, South East and North East regions. These trials assessed the effect of dredging on flood risk to people and property across a variety of different watercourses. The study showed that dredging and removal of channel obstructions can be more effective in some locations than in others. It has to be considered on a location by location basis. The trials report is available on our website.

Lower Thames Dredging Study 2008

A study of the Lower Thames by consultants Halcrow, measured the benefits of dredging based on bathymetric surveys (looking at cross sections of the river). The clear conclusion was that during dry years when river flows were low, silt was deposited and built up on the river bed. During wetter years when flows were high, this silt was agitated by the flow, suspended in the water and moved downstream.

Rivers are dynamic systems and each river is different. This study demonstrates that for the Lower Thames, the natural activity of the river moves significantly more silt around than mechanical dredging, which is expensive, both economically and environmentally.

Additional Government support

A range of support schemes have been announced to support those households, businesses, and communities which have been affected by flooding. Further details are at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-floods-2014-government-response#get-latest
An additional £130m has been provided for flood risk management in England. This is split between £30m for 2013/14 and £100m for 2014/15. This money is for the additional costs of emergency response and recovery, essential repairs to priority defences, and the maintenance of existing flood defences. Of the £130m funding, as the Prime Minister has announced, £10m has been ring fenced for Somerset and £15m for maintaining existing flood defences. Any questions relating to the source of this money should be directed to government.
In addition, the Government is carrying out a rapid review of the additional work needed to restore our flood defences and maintain them in target condition. Owners of third-party assets, which have been damaged by the recent flooding, are encouraged to get in touch with us.
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