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REDUCING FLOOD RISKS 
 
 
Although parish and town councils in England are not “Risk Management Authorities” under 
the Flood and Water Management Act 2010, they have the practical powers and local 
influence needed to help reduce flood risk. This role is especially important in rural and 
semi-rural communities facing increased surface-water flooding, overflowing small 
watercourses, and extreme rainfall. 
 
This report explains how parish and town councils can apply their legal powers to reduce 
flood risk, build resilience, and support catchment-wide management. 
 
Flood Risks Explained 
Flood risk in parish and town areas arises from several sources, each affecƟng communiƟes in different ways. 
 River flooding occurs when rivers or streams overflow aŌer heavy rain, especially near watercourses and 

floodplains.  
 Surface-water flooding happens where hard surfaces stop rain soaking away, causing water to pool on roads, 

estates, and low-lying areas.  
 Groundwater flooding follows long wet periods when rising water tables affect basements, gardens, and older 

properƟes.  
 Sewer flooding can occur when ageing or combined drainage systems are overwhelmed.   

 
The table below summarises key flood risks. 

FLOOD SOURCE DESCRIPTION TYPICAL PARISH/TOWN EXAMPLE 
 

River (Fluvial) Overflow from watercourses in heavy rain CommuniƟes near the a river or brook 
Surface Water (Pluvial) Rainfall that cannot drain away quickly enough Urban streets, car parks, and housing estates 
Groundwater Rising water tables aŌer prolonged wet periods Low-lying parishes on porous soil 
Sewer Flooding Overloaded drains or blocked systems Older town centres with combined sewers 

These categories show how flooding may affect homes, roads, and services, helping communiƟes to prepare. 
 
Every year the insurance industry pays out millions of pounds to cover flood claims across the UK.  The following table 
esƟmates the flood damage and is based on AssociaƟon of BriƟsh Insurers (ABI) and Flood Re reports. 

These numbers are esƟmates because, surprisingly, no UK body publishes annual flood claim counts.  They are 
grounded in ABI payout data, Flood Re scheme reports, and typical average claim values. 
 
Reducing Flood Risk Locally 
Surface-water maps idenƟfy where stormwater may collect, and groundwater risk can build slowly and persist for 
weeks.   

YEAR ESTIMATED UK FLOOD 
INSURANCE PAYOUT  

ESTIMATED UK FLOOD 
INSURANCE CLAIMS 

SOURCE BASIS 

    

2012 ~£200m ~8,000 Wet year, widespread river flooding (esƟmate) 
2013 ~£120m ~5,000 Lower naƟonal flood impact (esƟmate) 
2014 £450m ~12,000 ABI- reported winter storm and flood payouts 
2015 £1.3bn ~10,000 ABI-reported Storms Desmond, Eva, Frank 
2016 ~£100m ~4,000 RelaƟvely quiet flood year (esƟmate) 
2017 ~90m ~3,500 No major naƟonal flood events (esƟmate) 
2018 ~£150m ~6,000 Localised surface water flooding (esƟmate) 
2019 ~£200m ~9,000 Widespread autumn river flooding (Doncaster, Wainfleet) (esƟmate) 
2020 £360m ~11,000 ABI-reported Storms Ciara and Dennis 
2021 ~£120m ~5,000 Moderate surface-water events (esƟmate) 
2022 ~£160m ~7,000 Flash-flood events in summer (esƟmate) 
2023 ~£250m ~8,500 High storm frequency; elevated weather claims (esƟmate) 
2024 £585m ~10,000 ABI weather-related home payouts (flood a significant contributor) 
2025 £312m ~10,400 ABI domesƟc flood payouts 
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Flood Zones indicate the probability of flood risk and have planning implicaƟons as listed in the following table. 

Flood 
Zone 

Annual Probability of Flooding Risk Level Planning ImplicaƟons 

    

Zone 1 <0.1% from rivers/sea (less than 1 in 1,000 years) Low Flood Risk Assessment (FRA) usually not required, unless site 
>1 ha or other risks (e.g., surface water). 

Zone 2 0.1–1% from rivers (1 in 1,000 to 1 in 100) or 0.1–
0.5% from sea 

Medium FRA is required; development generally allowed but assessed 
more carefully. 

Zone 3a ≥1% from rivers (1 in 100 or more frequent) or 
≥0.5% from sea 

High SequenƟal Test applies; ExcepƟon Test oŌen required; highly 
vulnerable uses not permiƩed. 

Zone 3b FuncƟonal floodplain (land used to store/route 
water during floods) 

Very High Very liƩle development permiƩed; treated as essenƟal flood 
storage. 

 
 Why Town and Parish Councils Are Important 
Parish and town councils play an important role in flood-risk management because they are closest to the land, 
residents, and everyday infrastructure that affect how water moves through a community. They can manage town or 
parish-owned land by adding small drainage features, maintaining ditches, improving infiltraƟon, and using green 
spaces as buffers during heavy rain. 
 
Their role in the planning system also gives them influence over new development. As planning consultees, they can 
promote Sustainable Drainage Systems (SuDS), object to proposals that increase runoff, and include flood-resilience 
policies in Neighbourhood Plans. These powers help councils guide local growth and reduce the risk that development 
will worsen flooding. 
 
Town and parish councils are also central to community preparedness. They can coordinate volunteers, run flood-
warden schemes, maintain local equipment stores, and set up communicaƟon networks to warn residents early and 
support vulnerable people during flood events. 
 
They can raise local funding for resilience projects and aƩract partnership contribuƟons from larger organisaƟons. By 
working with Risk Management AuthoriƟes, including Lead Local Flood AuthoriƟes, the Environment Agency, and water 
companies, town or parish councils ensure that local knowledge shapes wider catchment planning. Together, these 
powers make them a key part of pracƟcal, locally tailored flood-risk reducƟon. 
 
Legal Basis for Town and Parish Council Flood PrevenƟon 
Parish and town councils have a clear legal basis for reducing local flood risk. Their main powers come from the Local 
Government Act 1972, which allows them to provide and maintain land, buildings, and ameniƟes, support community 
wellbeing, and manage or adapt land they own. These powers can support Sustainable Drainage Systems (SuDS), ditch 
and drain maintenance where the council is a riparian owner, small-scale resilience measures, and community flood 
plans. SecƟon 111 also allows councils to do anything “conducive or incidental” to their funcƟons, giving a legal 
foundaƟon for many pracƟcal flood-risk acƟons. 
 
Although town and parish councils are not Risk Management AuthoriƟes, the Flood and Water Management Act 2010 
supports community involvement, partnership working, and local contribuƟons to flood-risk schemes. It idenƟfies Lead 
Local Flood AuthoriƟes, water companies, the Environment Agency, and Highways authoriƟes as statutory partners. 
Town and parish councils can work with these bodies by sharing local knowledge, supporƟng catchment-wide planning, 
and contribuƟng to resilience projects. 
 
The Localism Act 2011 further strengthens this posiƟon through the General Power of Competence. Eligible councils 
may do anything an individual can legally do, unless prohibited by law. This gives them broad freedom to fund resilience 
projects, install SuDS, commission drainage works, run flood-warden schemes, and prepare community emergency 
plans. The Highways Act 1980 also allows councils to report blocked drains, request acƟon from Highways authoriƟes, 
and maintain roadside ditches where they own the land. 
 
Where a town or parish owns land beside a watercourse, the Land Drainage Act 1991 makes it a riparian owner. This 
creates duƟes to maintain the watercourse, keep it clear of obstrucƟons, allow natural flow, and manage banks and 
vegetaƟon. These responsibiliƟes directly support local flood-risk reducƟon. The Civil ConƟngencies Act 2004 also 
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reinforces the value of community emergency planning, supporƟng town or parish-led flood plans, resilience groups, 
and volunteer coordinaƟon. 
 
Town or parish councils can also use powers under the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 to prepare 
Neighbourhood Development Plans, comment on planning applicaƟons, and shape local policies on SuDS, runoff, and 
watercourse protecƟon. The Local Government Finance Act 1992 enables councils to raise money through the precept, 
grants, and partnership contribuƟons, providing a financial route for flood-risk projects. 
 
Together, these laws give parish and town councils a strong framework for local flood-risk acƟon. While they cannot 
deliver major flood-defence infrastructure, they can take pracƟcal, targeted steps that improve resilience and reduce 
the local impact of flooding. 
 
What the Council may do 

 Install SuDS on council-owned land — such as rain gardens, swales, permeable paving, wetlands, tree pits, 
and green roofs on community buildings. 

 Maintain ditches, drains, and watercourses — meet riparian duƟes by removing obstrucƟons, managing 
vegetaƟon, and keeping water flowing naturally. 

 Manage council-owned land to reduce runoff — improve infiltraƟon, reduce hard surfaces, and use parks, 
greens, and car parks for temporary flood storage. 

 Influence planning decisions — promote SuDS in new developments, challenge proposals that increase 
runoff, and include flood-resilience policies in Neighbourhood Plans. 

 Prepare and update Community Flood Plans — define response procedures, evacuaƟon routes, vulnerable-
resident support, and communicaƟon arrangements. 

 Coordinate flood-warden schemes — monitor watercourses, report rising levels, support residents, and 
liaise with emergency services. 

 Fund local resilience projects — use the precept, apply for grants, and contribute to partnership-funded 
schemes. 

 Work with Risk Management AuthoriƟes — coordinate with LLFAs, the Environment Agency, water 
companies, and highways authoriƟes so local acƟon supports catchment-wide plans. 

 Report blocked drains and request acƟon — escalate drainage issues and support roadside drainage 
maintenance through the Highways authority. 

 Support emergency preparedness — organise resilience groups, coordinate volunteers, and maintain local 
equipment stores. 

 
Limits of the Council’s role 
Parish and town councils can help reduce local flood risk, but their powers are limited by law, resources, and statutory 
responsibiliƟes. They are not Risk Management AuthoriƟes (RMAs) under the Flood and Water Management Act 
2010, so they are not responsible for major flood defences such as embankments, flood walls, pumping staƟons, or 
large culverts. They also cannot enforce flood-risk regulaƟons or issue statutory noƟces; these powers sit with Lead 
Local Flood AuthoriƟes, the Environment Agency, water companies, and planning authoriƟes. 
 
Their watercourse powers are also limited. They cannot work on main rivers, which are controlled by the Environment 
Agency unless explicitly permiƩed to do so.  On ordinary watercourses, they can act only where they are the riparian 
owner and cannot compel private landowners to clear ditches, remove blockages, or maintain watercourses. 
Enforcement rests with the Lead Local Flood Authority, so councils must rely on persuasion and partnership. 
 
Their planning role is advisory. They may recommend SuDS, raise runoff concerns, and include flood policies in 
Neighbourhood Plans, but district or unitary planning authoriƟes make the decisions. They also cannot carry out 
Highways drainage works; they can only report problems and request acƟon from the Highways Authority. 
 
Funding is another constraint. Precepts and grants usually support small-scale budgets, not major engineering 
schemes, which typically need Risk Management Authority or naƟonal funding. Town and parish councils also cannot 
direct emergency services or act as Category 1 or 2 responders; they may support preparedness, volunteers, and 
equipment, while formal command remains with statutory responders. 
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Overall, parish and town councils can influence, coordinate, and support, but they cannot command, enforce, or 
deliver large-scale infrastructure. Their role is local, pracƟcal, and community-focused, complemenƟng statutory 
flood-risk management. 
 
Policy purpose 
The adopted flood-risk policy will form part of the parish or town council’s core policy framework, guiding how it 
manages its land, assets, and community responsibiliƟes.  It will support local resilience work by underpinning 
Community Flood Plans, volunteer coordinaƟon, and communicaƟon during severe weather.  
 
The policy will also shape land-management decisions—such as SuDS installaƟon and drainage maintenance—and 
provide a consistent basis for the council’s role as a statutory planning consultee when responding to development 
proposals or preparing Neighbourhood Plans. 
 
PracƟcal PrevenƟon Measures 
EffecƟve flood prevenƟon does not require large budgets. It depends on focused, pracƟcal measures such as: 
 Regularly inspect and clear town or parish-owned ditches, culverts, gullies, and grips to ensure water can flow 

freely during heavy rainfall. 
 IdenƟfy roads, lanes, and low spots prone to pooling and work with the highways authority to improve drainage, 

camber, or run-off routes. 
 Support tree planƟng, hedgerow restoraƟon, leaky dams, and soil-improvement projects that slow water 

upstream and reduce peak flows. 
 Establish or support volunteer groups to monitor watercourses, report blockages, distribute sandbags, and assist 

vulnerable residents. 
 Encourage residents to install flood doors, air-brick covers, non-return valves, and raise home uƟliƟes; share grant 

informaƟon where available. 
 Maintain a town or parish flood plan covering communicaƟon, safe routes, emergency contacts, and locaƟons for 

temporary support or equipment. 
 Record recurring flood locaƟons, blocked drains, and near-miss events to build an evidence base for Risk 

Management AuthoriƟes and future funding bids. 
 Collaborate with the Local Lead Flood Authority (LLFA), Environment Agency, water companies, and Highways to 

align town and parish acƟons with wider catchment-scale flood-risk management. 
 
Taken together, these acƟons help build a local culture of flood awareness and strengthen resilience across the whole 
town or parish. Town and parish councils cannot eliminate flood risk, but through pracƟcal land management, strong 
partnerships and clear public messaging, they can make communiƟes far less vulnerable to a growing climate-driven 
threat. 
 
Review and ReporƟng 
The flood prevenƟon policy should be reviewed annually or aŌer any significant flood incident. Patrol findings, risk 
areas, and public feedback will inform updates to signage, land management, and communicaƟon. 
 
Flood Warden Patrol AcƟons 
When a patrol idenƟfies a risk, they should: 
 
Assess the situaƟon safely 
 Observe the risk from a safe locaƟon, avoiding fast-flowing water, blocked culverts, or unstable banks.  
 IdenƟfy the type of risk (rising water levels, blocked drains, debris, property impacts), and  
 Judge whether it is escalaƟng. 

 
Report significant risks immediately 
 NoƟfy the town or parish council’s clerk or flood coordinator if one has been appointed. 
 Report any significant flood to the relevant Risk Management Authority (LLFA, Environment Agency, Highways, or 

water company).  
 Provide clear details on the locaƟon, severity, water depth, flow speed, and any immediate hazards. 
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Warn residents if necessary 
 If the risk threatens homes, roads, or vulnerable people, wardens should acƟvate local communicaƟon channels: 

door-knocking, WhatsApp groups, town or parish alerts, or social-media updates prioriƟsing elderly or 
mobility-impaired residents. 

 
Support local miƟgaƟon 
 Where it is safe to do so, help place flood signs, direct traffic away from flooded routes, assist with sandbag 

distribuƟon, or help residents move vehicles or belongings.  
 NEVER enter floodwater or aƩempt to unblock culverts. 

 
Record and map the incident 
 Document the risk with photos, Ɵmes, water levels, where the water came from, where the water flowed to, and 

list any contribuƟng factors. This evidence supports future maintenance, funding bids, and town or parish 
flood-risk planning. 
 

Monitor changes over Ɵme 
 AŌer reporƟng, conƟnue observing the situaƟon at safe intervals, noƟng whether water levels are rising, 

stabilising, or receding, and updaƟng the town or parish coordinator. 
 
Coordinate with emergency services 
 If the risk becomes severe or threatens life, wardens should withdraw to a safe distance and escalate to the 

emergency services using 999 and ensure access routes are clear. The warden’s role is to support, not replace, 
professional responders. 

 
Stand down safely 
 Once the risk has passed, wardens should confirm stand-down with the town or parish coordinator, submit 

incident notes, and help communicate “all clear” messages to residents. 
 
Partnership Working 
Floods do not respect manmade boundaries.  Therefore, the town or parish Council should collaborate with: 

 the local Fire & Rescue Service 
 district and county councils (and unitary authoriƟes) 
 landowners and farmers 
 wildlife and conservaƟon organisaƟons 
 neighbouring parishes 

 
 
This Guidance is brought to you by the Future Flood Resilience Group and the Vale of White Horse District Council 
Climate Action Fund. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

DISCLAIMER 
This guidance note is for general information and education only. It is not legal, financial, medical or professional advice, and should not 
replace consultation with a qualified professional. Although the information was checked at publication, the author(s) and organisation 
do not guarantee its completeness, accuracy or reliability. Use of this material is at your own risk, and the author(s) and organisation 
accept no liability for any loss or damage arising from its use. 
 


