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Briefing paper for the Westminster Hall debate on the First Report of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee on future flood and water management legislation, 8 September 2011

The Woodland Trust is the UK's leading woodland conservation charity. We own and manager over 1, 000 sites across the UK and have more than 300, 000 members and supporters.

At the Trust we welcome the energy the EFRA Select Committee has invested in the water agenda. The Committee’s report highlighted the important role the planning system has in aiding flood defence. In recognition of this point the Trust believes that the Government should incorporate the Committee’s advice into the final version of the National Planning Policy Framework.

A recent study undertaken by the Environment Agency and Forestry Commission highlighted the ‘strong evidence to support new proposals to expand woodland in appropriate locations for soil and water benefits.’
  These benefits include the following points:
· Trees and woodland can reduce flood generation through interception
 of rain and increased infiltration of water into the soil. 

· Woodland created on the floodplain can absorb and delay the release of flood waters.

· Trees and woodland can reduce the risk of surface water flooding, which threatens up to 3.8 million homes in the UK.

The challenge
Recent years have seen an increase in flooding. Winter rainfall has risen throughout the UK over the last 40 years and there is now a greater frequency of very heavy rainfall. In towns and cities the increase in hard surfaces, unable to absorb rainfall, often mean drains are overwhelmed and water quickly collects on the surface rushing down streets and over paved areas. The recently published National Ecosystem Assessment
 showed that widespread sealing of the soil surface has resulted in urban soil losing function, thereby contributing to an increased risk of flooding.  In London it is estimated that 3,200 ha of front gardens have been paved; and in Leeds an estimated 75 per cent of the increase in impervious surfaces that has occurred from 1971 to 2004 is a result of the paving of front gardens.
The role of trees and woods

The importance of natural processes in flood defence was recognised in the Pitt Review,
 particularly in dealing with small scale events. Trees and woods as a natural habitat have a particular role to play in reducing the risk of flooding. Indeed, the potential for trees in managing flood risk was recognised in the Natural Environment White Paper for England.
 Trees can decrease the rate at which rainfall reaches the ground and runs off into streams, rivers and drains. Research based on the River Cary in south-west England showed that a 2.2km reach of floodplain woodland could increase flood storage
 by 71 per cent thereby delaying the flood peak progressing downstream.  In both urban and rural areas this allows more time for the natural and man-made drainage system to absorb water. Studies at Pont Bren in Wales have shown that infiltration rates were up to 60 times higher in young native woodland compared to neighbouring grassland.
 Targeted woodland creation may have a marked impact on flood flows at a local level,
 particularly in the UK which has just 13 per cent woodland cover. 
Actions needed:

The full value and potential of trees and woods to help mitigate flooding should be recognised in any future legislation, policy and funding. At the Trust we would like to see the following actions adopted as part of the response to the challenges posed by flooding:

· The role of trees and woods fully recognised in the delivery of the Water Framework Directive
 and the Floods Directive
 in the UK.
· Greater recognition of the role that natural processes and in particular trees and woodland could play in Flood Management plans, alongside any measures for increased engineering solutions. 
· The full value and importance of trees in urban areas recognised in planning for built development.
· Urban tree cover playing a central role in SUDS. Clear responsibility for ownership and maintenance of SUDS. 

· The role of native trees and woods fully recognised in the development of Local Surface Water Management plans by lead local flood authorities.

· Community led action to plant native trees and woods in gardens, streets and community spaces.  
· Increased levels of funding for native woodland creation which recognises the benefits of woodland for flood alleviation, and in a range of other ecosystem services, including improving water quality and reducing risk of soil erosion.

· Further research to fill gaps in knowledge of the role of trees and woodland in flood management in both urban and rural areas, particularly at a water catchment scale.
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