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INTRODUCTION

Flooding is a major and growing problem 
for rural communities throughout the 
UK. The winter storms of 2013–14 
demonstrated how communities can 
become cut-off and how people’s lives 
can be disrupted and devastated by 
the effects of flood water. This project  
aimed to provide a more effective way 
for communities to become resilient 
in the face of hazards like flooding and 
sought to explore the potential for using 
‘social learning’ between community 
members, academic researchers and local 
government and agencies to understand 
the flood risks. This is particularly important 
to consider in relation to risks associated 
with a changing climate and changes to 
land management in the area. The project 
has worked towards defining a clear 
approach for understanding and promoting 
community resilience to flooding in 
Crediton that will help people to prepare 
for and cope with future flood events.

The project had the following objectives:

1.  To adopt a community-centred approach 
for understanding risks associated with 
flooding;

2.  To encourage the participation of as 
many people as possible in the project 
to understand local flood risks, and use 
as many sources of information as we 
can from the local area and the climate 
science community;

3.  To stimulate interest in creating a local 
approach for managing flood risks and 
reduce the vulnerability we have to 
flooding as far as possible. 
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PREVIOUS RESEARCH  
AND PROJECT RELEVANCE

There has been increasing controversy in 
recent years about the causes of flooding 
events in the UK and what can be done 
to reduce the risks posed by flooding to 
lives, property and businesses. In part, 
this controversy has stemmed from the 
different ways people understand the 
environment around them. For example, 
much of the debate in the aftermath of 
the flooding on the Somerset Levels in 
2014 has focused on the merits and 
problems of dredging rivers, with many in 
the scientific community holding different 
views from some in local communities. 
Scientists no longer dispute whether 
humans are changing the climate, but are 
now working on understanding the 
degree to which extreme weather events 
can be attributed to human-induced 
climate change resulting primarily from 
greenhouse gas emissions. This project 
uses these insights to study how serious 
the risks will be and how to address 
them. Climate change is expected to lead  

to an intensification of weather events in 
the UK and in the southwest, this may 
bring about increases in the amount and 
intensity of rainfall. But the media doesn’t 
always reflect this, sometimes giving the 
impression that scientists are unsure 
about climate change. This project has 
been about recognising that there are 
different types of knowledge we can use, 
and it aims to find ways of reaching some 
consensus about how they can be used 
together. This has drawn on previous 
work from the University of Exeter, 
where researchers have worked with 
Exmoor National Park Authority and 
people in Dulverton, Somerset, to 
explore the causes of flooding in  
the town. 

WHY FOCUS ON CREDITON 
AS A CASE STUDY?

Crediton does not have a severe flooding 
problem at present, yet it is an area that 
is surrounded by low-lying land and rivers 
that can cause severe loss of transport 
infrastructure in times of flood. Indeed, 
the town’s location means that intense 

rainfall events can cause serious surface 
water flooding. The expected increases 
in extreme weather events caused by 
climate change therefore mean that the 
town itself might be at greater risk of 
sudden and severe flash floods.
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KEY FINDINGS

The following provides a summary of the key findings from the group’s research so far,  
which will form the basis of working with Sustainable Crediton to take the work forward:

 Crediton’s recent and historic record of 
flooding is not dramatic or unusual – but 
in common with many communities, 
it has had a number of small-scale 
problems over the years.  

THE CREDITON FLOOD RESILIENCE GROUP

The project has been run by the Crediton 
Flood Resilience Group, which has 
representatives from the community of 
Crediton, Devon County Council, Climate 
Outreach and climate change researchers 
from the University of Exeter. It has also been 
supported by the Environment Agency and 
the Devon and Somerset Fire and Rescue 
Service. The group is an affiliate of Susitanable 

Crediton and has explored current 
understandings of flood risk and the ways 
Crediton’s vulnerability will change in the 
future by undertaking local research, exploring 
archives and identifying key vulnerabilities. 
The group has finished its first phase of 
research and the findings of its work are now 
being taken forward to be acted upon in 
association with Sustainable Crediton.

The group comprises people from Crediton and local agencies and the University  
of Exeter:

This means that the findings from this 
project could be of value to many 
communities experiencing similar issues:

 Crediton’s local incidents are sometimes 
associated with river flooding, but more 
commonly from intense rainfall causing 
high levels of water to run-off farmland 
and streets to cause flash floods;

 There is widespread agreement that 
farming practices, highway / storm drain 
maintenance, riparian maintenance of 
waterways and new development in the 
built environment all play a major part in the 
number and severity of flooding incidents;

 We acknowledge the body of evidence 
on climate change and how this might 
affect the intensity and frequency of 
severe weather in the future. We 
conclude that it would be wise to plan 
for the possibility of increasing problems 
associated with severe weather;

 We recognise that for the foreseeable 
future, public sector spending will 
continue to be restricted. As a result, 
local communities might need to 
become more proactive and self-reliant 
in managing these issues;

 At a local level, our priority must be to 
identify what we might do to lessen the 
number of future events and to lessen 
their impact. This might be rephrased as:

o How to reduce or stop flooding  
from happening;

o How to respond to specific incidents 
(crisis management);

o How to follow through in the aftermath 
of specific incidents;

o How to reduce vulnerability from 
possible events.

To expand on these four points:-

  How to reduce flood risks or stop 
flooding from happening:

o Identify the (probable) causes of specific 
incidents;

o   Identify the parties concerned (e.g. 
residents affected by flooding, owners / 
occupiers of land contributing to flooding, 
local authorities, South West Water, 
Environment Agency);

o Endeavour to bring all parties together to 
discuss problems and potential solutions;

o  Keep working at it! The causes of 
flooding are often complex and take time 
to understand.

 How to respond to specific incidents 
(crisis management):

o   Call out neighbours and others willing to 
help (e.g. friends and family);

o   Check safety of affected parties who may 
be unable to respond to emergencies 
(e.g. non-ambulant);

o   Pool available resources (e.g. brooms, 
sandbags, pumps) and agree who’s  
doing what;
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  How to reduce vulnerability from 
flood events:

o   Ensure infrastructure is maintained so 
that drains, gullies and culverts work 
effectively during flood events;

o   Clarify who is responsible for 
maintenance and enabling people 
to know who to contact to report a 
maintenance problem;

o   Consider how hazard-resistant  
design can reduce flood damage  

and enable faster recovery times from 
flood events;

o   Ensure that vulnerable groups (such as 
those who have disabilities, are house-
bound and who don’t have access to the 
Internet) are made aware of flood risks 
and can take action in an emergency;

o   Provide community support through 
emergency services and emotional 
support in a flood emergency and its 
immediate aftermath. 

NEXT STEPS

The Crediton Flood Resilience Group is 
working to transform these findings into 
ways that can help make Crediton and its 
people more resilient to future flooding, 
especially in the light of evidence that 
suggest rainfall events may become more 
frequent and intense in future. 

This is being done in these ways:

 By working with Crediton Town Council 
as they develop their emergency plan 
for Crediton, ensuring that flooding 
is fully integrated into this new plan 
and by providing a basis for helping 
the community to consider long-term 
resilience to flooding, both before and 
after a flood emergency;

  By engaging with and having a 
partnership approach to working with 
local agencies. Devon Country Council, 
the Devon and Somerset Fire and 
Rescue Service and the Environment 

Agency have all been involved with this 
project and the work of the group and 
respect and will work with its findings;

  The group has become an affiliate of 
Sustainable Crediton. By becoming part 
of a major community group in the area, 
this will help the flood resilience group 
to ensure that people in Crediton are 
involved in understanding, preparing for 
and reacting to flooding in the future;

  The University of Exeter and the 
Crediton Flood Resilience Group 
is working with organisations at the 
regional level in the South West to 
promote the research undertaken 
in Crediton and to learn from the 
experiences of others about how to 
promote flood resilience.

o   If lives, homes or businesses are at 
immediate or imminent risk, call the 
emergency services;

o   If a lower level of risk, call the local 
authority (e.g. Devon County Council 
Emergency Centre) to report the 
incident and request appropriate 
assistance;

o  Take photographs for evidence;

o   Make a written record of important 
events and actions (including timings 
and measurements, where possible and 
safe to do so) while these are still fresh 
in your mind;

o   Check regularly to ensure that 
volunteers are not in danger, not too 
wet or too tired to continue;

o   Keep up morale with tea, snacks, 
supportive comments;

o   Consider other actions that might be 
required (e.g. moving vehicles which 
might be needed, moving possessions 
from ground floor rooms).

  How to follow through in the 
aftermath of specific incidents:

o   Encourage all affected parties to meet 
together to discuss the experience and 
agree further actions;

o   Assemble and compile evidence 
available. Identify gaps in your  
pooled knowledge / evidence and  
seek to rectify;

o   Contact local authorities, owners 
/ occupiers of land contributing 
to flooding, South West Water, 
Environment Agency to ensure 
that they are aware of the incident 
and agree how and when they will 
work with you in responding to 
it - endeavouring to bring all parties 
together to discuss problems and 
potential solutions;

o   Keep working at it. Recognise that 
some large organisations can take  
a while to respond to non-urgent 
issues, but don’t give up until you  
have achieved a workable and 
acceptable solution;
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RESOURCES

Existing resources to help you understand flood risk can be accessed  
from the following sites:

 Environemnt Agency Flood Warnings Direct service:  
fwd.environment-agency.gov.uk/app/olr/home 

   Devon County Council’s Report a Blocked Drain service:  
new.devon.gov.uk/roadsandtransport/report-a-problem/

   Devon, Cornwall and Isle of Scilly Local Resilience Forum:  
www.dcisprepared.org.uk/about-us

   Devon Resilience Forum:  
www.devoncommunities.org.uk/Pages/Category/devon-community-resilience-
forum?Take=17

   Devon County Council Emergency Planning service:  
new.devon.gov.uk/emergencies/ 


