Flood plans 'backed by science' - agency
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THE new regional director of the Environment Agency has insisted plans to abandon flood defences in East Anglia's estuaries - surrendering thousands of acres of land to the sea - are “backed by science”.

Harvey Bradshaw, who will oversee flood defence policy for the foreseeable future, said the agency was “committed” to listening to local people, but added it would not “readily” put aside its proposals, which have angered coastal communities.

Mr Bradshaw takes over the role at a time when the agency is facing widespread criticism over its plans to stop maintaining flood defences in East Anglia's estuaries in order to release funds to help protect centres of population.

Plans to phase out maintenance in the Blyth Estuary, increasing the flood risk to farmland, 40 homes and the A12 road, are currently being exposed to public comment and similar proposals for the other estuaries in Suffolk and north Essex are expected to follow within the next two years.

The agency claims the cost of maintaining the river walls does not make economic sense when money is urgently needed to protect centres of population.

But last night, two of the region's MPs called on the agency to stand up to the Government and demand extra cash.

In an interview with the EADT, Mr Bradshaw admitted the agency faced difficult decisions. However, it was “absolutely committed” to involving local communities in the process.

“The fact is that this country has not got the money to go on building defences higher. We've got to make decisions and those decisions will be based on risk.

“However, this will never be a backroom job - we will be out and about, listening and giving clear reasons why decisions have been made.

“The whole point of a consultation is to get public views. But when we put out proposals they are backed by a lot of science. We won't readily put that aside but we will be receptive to the views of communities.”

Mr Bradshaw said he did not accept criticism that the agency was putting wildlife before humans.

“Our number one duty is to people and property. It is enshrined in the way we work,” he said.

But last night John Gummer, MP for Suffolk Coastal and a former Environment Secretary, said the agency needed to stand up to the Government. 

“I created the Environment Agency as an independent agency which was supposed to stand up to the Government and tell the Government when it is getting it wrong, yet it has failed to tell the Government that it needs to spend greater sums of money,” he said.

“So instead of doing that it invents policy which fits its budget instead of turning it around the other way, which is that as the Environment Agency we must tell the Government that if we are going to protect the coastline it will cost a lot of money. That is the issue.”

North Essex MP Bernard Jenkin said it was “crazy” to put homes at risk and lose vital farmland.

He said he was “increasingly concerned” about the security of peoples' homes in places like Jaywick, Brightlingsea and Manningtree. “We shouldn't be forcing farmers to give up their land and let it be flooded,” he added.

Guy McGregor, chairman of the Blyth Estuary Strategy Group, combining Suffolk County Council and the two local district councils, said proposals for the Blyth Estuary represented an “obsession” with implementing national policy at the expense of local interests.

“We accept we have serious issues here on the east coast. We are not adopting King Canute attitude but the idea it would be a nice thing to revert land to medieval marshland at the expense of civilised living in Suffolk is laughable,” he said.

Michael Ladd, vice-chairman of the Blyth Estuary Group, added: “Our view is that we would prefer to have a simple scheme to make the existing river walls a bit higher to take account of sea level rise.”

