Failure to Prevent Floods Could Push Up Food Prices
by Louise Gray
July 4, 2013 - The Environment Select Committee said spending on maintenance of defenses and watercourses at its lowest for many years, despite the increasing risk of floods.  The cross party group said the Government should be spending at least £20 million more every year on protecting the country from floods.  More than 200,000 homes in Britain are at risk of flooding.
Anne McIntosh, Chairwoman of the committee, said it is not just homes at risk.  She said farmland is also in danger of being flooded, meaning harvests will fail, forcing the UK to import food at much higher cost.  “It will push up food prices if land continues to be flooded,” she warned.
The latest Government statistics show spending on big capital projects will remain static at around £259 million throughout the 4-year spending period.  At the same time, ‘maintenance spend’ at the Environment Agency is falling from £108.1 million in 2010/11 to £84 million in 2011/12.  It is set to fall further to £60.7 million by 2014/15.
Mrs. McIntosh said the Government needs to invest more in flood protection.  She warned that a new deal with the insurance industry to pay for defenses, that will add around £10 to each home's premium, is not enough.
“Record rainfall in the past 2 years has led to extensive flooding, cost the economy millions and caused disruption and distress to householders and communities across the UK….  Additional capital funding for flood defenses is welcome, since every £1 spent on flood defenses to protect communities spurs growth and delivers economic benefits worth £8.
“But spending on flood defenses has not kept pace with rising risks from more frequent severe weather.  The Chancellor must ensure that investment increases by £20 million year on year.  We need that money over the next 25 years to protect homes and businesses better.  Maintenance of these defenses and effective dredging of watercourses must be a priority.”
The committee also said developers and councils should ensure homes are not built on flood plains, following the revelation in the Daily Telegraph that almost 4,000 homes were built against Environment Agency advice in the last 5 years.
Meanwhile, a report commissioned by the Energy Saving Trust Foundation, in partnership with the Government, found the biggest consumers of water in the home, using a quarter of the total – 3% more than lavatories (22%).  At Home with Water found an average shower lasts 7.5 minutes – and cutting a MINUTE off that time would save British households £215 million on energy bills each year.
A DEFRA spokesperson said: “We’re currently spending over £2.3 billion on tackling the risk of flooding.  Together with contributions from other partners, this is more money than ever before….  We have secured a historic 6-year settlement on capital spending for flood defenses.  From 2015 we’re spending £370 million on building new flood defenses, rising to over £400 million in 2021.  We are providing an above-inflation increase of £5 million for the Environment Agency’s floods maintenance work.  "We have also reached an agreement with the ABI guaranteeing affordable flood insurance for people in high-risk areas both now and in the future."
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