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What needs to be done to achieve sustainable flood management? 

 

There are still many policy barriers in place, which slow down the implementation of the new sustainable approach to 
flooding.  RSPB Scotland recommends that in order to achieve sustainable flood management (SFM), the following 
five key steps must be taken:   

Address contradictions in flood management legislation 
 
Flood management policies need to be brought in line with the requirements of SFM under the WEWS Act.   
The Scottish Executive needs to review and where necessary amend the provisions within the Flood Prevention 
(Scotland) Act 1961, Coast Protection Act 1949 and the Land Drainage (Scotland) Acts 1930 and 1958.   

Establish clear lines of responsibilities for co-ordinating flood management  
 
The responsibility for flood management in Scotland is highly fragmented, with no single organisation  
responsible for co-ordinating action on the ground. The Scottish Executive needs to establish clear lines of re-
sponsibilities for co-ordinating flooding, both inland and at coasts.   

Deliver fully integrated River Basin Management planning (RBMP) and flood management  
 
There is currently no mechanism in place to a ensure catchment based approach to addressing flooding.   
Integrating RBMP and flooding would ensure that full river basins are considered when addressing flooding 
problems.  The Scottish Executive should deliver fully integrated RBMP and flood management.    

Implement better statutory land-use planning system, which promotes Sustainable Flood 
Management, SUDS and prevents further development on floodplains  
 
Statutory land use planning affects the location and surface water run off of new developments.  The Scottish 
Executive needs to implement better statutory land-use planning system, which promotes SFM inland and at 
coast, Sustainable Urban Drainage Schemes and prevents further development on floodplains and in vulnerable 
coastal areas.    

Better integration of flooding with rural land use management framework and other  
government policies, which encourage floodplain restoration and coastal realignment  
 
SFM will not be achieved without a full integration with rural land use and other government policies and funds.  
There is an urgent need to integrate flooding with rural land-use management framework so that land managers 
can adopt practices that reduce the risk of flooding and protect the environment.  This should be encouraged 
across a range of government policies.   

 

 

 

 

 

Further recommendations are made in the full report.   
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RSPB Scotland is part of the RSPB, the UK-wide 
charity working to secure a healthy environment 
rich in birds and other wildlife helping to create a 
better world for us all.  





 Flooding in Scotland 

 Flooding is a real issue in Scotland and likely to get worse due to 
climate change.  Winters are predicted to become wetter, with 
increases in rainfall intensity and frequency.  Floods, which are 
currently considered ‘extreme’ will become more common in the future.  
Many towns and villages suffer from flooding each year, causing 
millions of pounds worth of damage and serious threat to human life.  
Recent flood risk maps published by SEPA indicate that extensive 
built-up areas are at risk.   
 

 
In the uplands, important peatland 
habitats, and natural forests, which help 
regulate water flows and maintain water 
quality, have been drained and damaged.  
Such approaches are known to 
exacerbate flooding – by draining water 
faster and moving large quantities of 
water further downstream and causing 
flooding elsewhere.  

 
A traditional approach to flooding does not work.  A new approach is needed that allocates public 

funds towards management of floodplains, restoration of the natural environment, and sympathetic 

management of land that together aim to reduce the rate at which water reaches our 

watercourses and vulnerable communities.  Such an approach delivers social, economic and 

environmental benefits and thereby contributes to a sustainable Scotland.   

Flooding is a natural phenomenon, but 
one that is also exacerbated by human 
mismanagement of the environment.  The 
problem of flooding has been made worse 
by the way we construct and defend 
ourselves against floods, and the way we 
manage catchments.  Rivers throughout 
Scotland have been straightened and 
floodplains drained to allow for farming, 
urban development and transport.   

 

 

Flood management in Scotland is largely piece-meal and very 
reactive – based on flood warning systems and  
hard-engineering. This situation is made worse by the  
fragmented nature of responsibilities for flood management in 
Scotland and a lack of co-ordination at catchment scale.   
 
There are currently 2 pieces of primary legislation in place with 
contradictory objectives for flood management.  These are the Flood 
Protection (Scotland) Act 1961 and the duty to promote sustainable 
flood management under the WEWS (Scotland) Act 2003.  The main 
objective of the ‘1961 Act’ is the carrying out of flood defence work by 
local authorities, based on hard engineering measures and gives a 
misleading impression that floods can be ‘prevented’.    
 
On contrast, the WEWS Act promotes sustainable flood management, 
based on a strategic, catchment approach and soft-engineering 
techniques.  These contradictory provisions in flooding policies create 
problems for local authorities, engineers and practitioners in carrying 
out their flood protection roles.   

Current flood management in Scotland 
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 The new approach to flooding 

The rigorous and forward thinking of the Parliament’s Transport 
and Environment Committee in its consideration of the Water 
Environment and Water Services Bill promised to change the way 
we deal with flooding in Scotland.  This new policy introduced a 
duty on Scottish Ministers, SEPA and responsible authorities to 
‘promote sustainable flood management’.   
 
However, four years on, we are seeing very little change 
happening on the ground.  Development is still allowed to take 
place on floodplains and there have only been a handful of 
attempts to plan on a catchment basis.    
 
The design of flood schemes is still dominated by the traditional 
approach and hard engineering.  Land managers, farmers and 
local authorities alike do not understand what sustainable flood 
management means in practice and the Scottish Executive has 
been slow in taking this issue forward.    

 
What is sustainable flood management? 

‘Sustainable flood management’ is achieved by adopting the following elements to manage the risk of flooding: 

a strategic, catchment based approach (the whole river basin, from source to the sea) 
 
protecting and using natural systems and habitats  

promoting ‘soft engineering’ techniques 

 

Sustainable flood management embodies a shift from our 
predominantly piecemeal and reactive approach, towards a more 
strategic catchment based approach which uses natural processess 
and natural systems to store and slow down the flow of water.  
 
Such an approach offers a long term, sustainable solution to 
flooding in the face of changing climate and weather patterns.  It is 
a cost-effective means of tackling flooding - protecting homes and 
businesses whilst benefiting environment and biodiversity.   
 
There will, of course, still be a place for hard defences – sometimes 
there may be no alternative, but these should be built ‘around’ soft 
engineering measures.  However, policy and other practical barriers 
still exist that slow down the implementation of a sustainable 
approach to flooding.   
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