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18 March 2009 

New measures to cut Pickering flood risk
 

Work is about to start on a pilot project to reduce flood risk in the Pickering and Sinnington areas.

The £700,000 scheme for upstream of Pickering is one of three pilot schemes nationally to be chosen by Defra to assess how land management can reduce flooding and, if successful, the techniques could be adopted elsewhere in the country.
The Pickering project will include planting trees, creating buffer strips along watercourses and blocking moorland drains, to increase the time it takes from rain falling on the upper catchment to flood waters arriving in the watercourse flowing through Pickering and Sinnington.
 

Floodplain woodland can act as physical barrier for floodwater to flow through and trees also help to slow down the flow by improving soil structure to prevent erosion and increase water absorption into the ground. 
 

Woody debris in smaller tributaries can function as dams to trap sediment and reduce flow, and buffer strips - leaving up to six metres of river bank fallow - allow grass and vegetation to perform a similar job.
 

Ditches were dug in some moorland areas in the last century to drain land for food production but blocking these drains will add to the time it takes for water to run off the land and potentially flood lower-lying areas.
The pilot project will last for two years, starting in April 2009, and is a partnership between the Environment Agency, Forestry Commission, Durham University, the North York Moors National Park Authority, Natural England, and Ryedale District Council.

“Our objective is to find a solution that will reduce flood risk for Sinnington and Pickering for the benefit of the local community and the environment,” said Environment Agency project manager Jeff Pacey.
 

“We are looking at alternative measures to reduce flood risk and this whole catchment approach is quite new.
 

“We will use information from this river catchment to see whether this type of approach will work in other locations across the country.”
 

Mr Pacey said the new approach could be particularly beneficial for Sinnington, where the open landscape leads water levels to react much more quickly to heavy rain. The measures will not prevent flooding entirely but should reduce the frequency of flood events and their severity.
The work will be science-led with input from Durham University and Forest Research, the research arm of the Forestry Commission. This follows a study - entitled "Making Space for People in Flood Risk Management" - by the Ryedale Flood Research Group, following a close collaboration between academic researchers and local people.
Professor Stuart Lane of Durham University, one of the academic researchers, said: “It is very reassuring to see that the potential of this work is now to be tried out. It is only by working to restore the natural function of the river catchment that truly sustainable flood risk reduction measures will be achieved.”

 

Working with local people is one of the main aims of the new project partnership, which will be involving key organisations such as Pickering's town council, civic society and flood defence group.
  

Last summer Defra announced its intention to fund pilot projects to assess how land management can reduce flooding, and has chosen Pickering as one of three pilot projects nationally. It granted £247,000 towards the cost, with the balance of the funding coming from the Environment Agency, Forestry Commission, North York Moors National Park Authority, Natural England and the Yorkshire Regional Flood Defence Committee.
  

Vince Carter, Forestry Commission Regional Development Manager said: "The Forestry Commission is a committed partner in the Pickering Beck project. There is growing evidence that strategic tree planting and woodland management can help reduce flood risk. 

 

“At Pickering and Sinnington we have an opportunity to demonstrate and evaluate just how effective forestry options might be. Land management change holds out the possibility of reducing the scale of the risk affecting these two vulnerable communities."
Just over half the land involved in the project is in public ownership, with the Forestry Commission and the North York Moors National Park Authority the main landowners.
Peter Barfoot, the North York Moors National Park Authority’s Director of Conservation, said: “I’m delighted that the bid has been successful and that the project can now go forward. We will work closely with the Environment Agency, Forestry Commission and other partners to try and ensure the project’s success.”

The Yorkshire Regional Flood Defence Committee, which raises money from local authorities in the region, has earmarked £50,000 towards the project.

Jeremy Walker, chairman of the Yorkshire Regional Flood Defence Committee, said: "The committee sees better upland management as a key weapon against increasing flood risk.  We have supported pilot work in the region for some time and have now earmarked £50,000  to support this work at Pickering Beck. I am delighted that our bid has won the backing of DEFRA against a lot of competition from schemes elsewhere in England."
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