
30

Lead Partner contact details List of project partners

31

Flood Plain Land Use Optimising Workable Sustainability

FLOWS

10

Background
The world’s climate is changing – over the twentieth century  

average global surface temperatures have increased by 0,6°C and 

the ten hottest years on record have all occurred since the  

beginning of the 1990s.  This rise in temperature is one of the most 

serious environmental threats facing the world today.  The North 

Sea Region will feel its impact.  Sea levels are expected to rise due to 

melting land ice and the thermal expansion of the oceans.  Winter 

rainfall will also increase.  As a result, the region will be affected 

more often and more severely by extreme water levels.  

The resultant implications for housing and business developments 

are a challenge to spatial planners.  A clear and sustainable  

approach to water management needs to be devised.  However, 

there are significant obstacles to drawing up such a strategy.  One 

problem is the range of factors – not only environmental, but also 

social and economic – influencing the planning process.  Further-

more, many different bodies and institutions, often with opposing 

views, have interests in developments in areas at risk from flooding.

The countries of the North Sea Region face similar issues.  But,  

due to varying experience in dealing with flood risk, as well as  

variations within national legislation, there is little unity of  

approach.  The project, Flood Plain Land Use Optimising Workable 

Sustainability (FLOWS), has been founded to bring coherence and 

direction to the development of a water management scheme.

Aim
The ultimate goal of FLOWS is to improve the sustainability of 

development in areas at risk of fluvial flooding.  The partner 

organisations are making the most of their transnational partner-

ship to ensure that the final strategy – planned for publication at 

the close of the project – is based upon a broad scope of experience 

and comparative analysis.  It is planned to be an authoritative and 

reliable guide to spatial planners in their decisions on flood risk.  As 

a consequence of its work, FLOWS expects flooding of new develop-

ments to be minimised and existing properties to be both more 

resistant to flooding, so that it is harder for flood water to enter 

in the first place, and resilient, making it easier to clean up after a 

property has been flooded. For that purpose the project partners 

will put their efforts together in order to set good examples of infra-

structure improvements. This is to be achieved through building up 

demonstration show cases on how to safeguard and minimise the 

damage and disturbance on properties caused by floodwaters in 

low-lying urban conditions.

Activities and Outcomes
FLOWS is concentrating on four key areas.  Firstly, a compara-

tive study of mapping and modelling techniques is being imple-

mented.  The aim is to develop systems for completing maps to the 

highest and most accurate standards possible.  So far, FLOWS has 

completed an inventory of possible approaches to mapping and 

modelling, together with when each technique should be used.  The 

project has also developed “water opportunity maps” for use in 

urban and agricultural development.  These illustrate up-to-date 

information and will, one day, be used in conjunction with the  

decision support system currently under construction.

Secondly, the FLOWS initiative will run a thorough investigation 

into the social aspects of flooding.  A broad spectrum of indivi-

duals – ranging from experts to laypeople – is being consulted in 

order to gain an impression of public perceptions.  FLOWS wants 

to discover how much flood risk is felt to be acceptable, and what 

people expect of flood defence systems.  To this end, the partners 

have already contacted approximately 4000 people by telephone.  

Results from these national polls will be used in subsequent focus 

groups and project activities.  Another example is the establishment 

of communication networks.  Partners in Sweden, Norway and the 

UK, have reported great success in establishing new communica-

tion networks between a variety of private and public stakeholders.  

Representatives from organisations such as the fire service, the 

insurance sector, emergency planners, local authorities and  

community action groups have been brought together to fashion 

joint solutions.  Previously, it was rare for these bodies to meet to 

discuss flood risk specifically.  The impact of FLOWS in Sweden in 

this regard has been particularly acute.  Owing to these discussions, 

Did you know... The concepts adopted in the work  
of FLOWS are already becoming recognised by national  
authorities. In the UK, the project was presented to the  
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) and it is hoped  
to support the revision of the Government Policy which sets  
out how flood risk is incorporated into spatial planning. 
Simultaneously, in Sweden, the project results were used by 
a local Member of the Parliament in preparation of a Bill on 
Flooding to the Parliament.

This project is studying the feasibility of building a dam, following flooding in Arvika.
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“Experts dealing with flood risk could put forward their countries’ 
approaches and structures in terms of development around 
flooding and flood control.  There were some very clear differences 
in approaches and you could clearly see both the good and bad 
points in each approach.  Each participant could use this forum 
to assess and fine tune their own approaches and take on board 
other more effective approaches.” Andy Dunlop, Cambridgeshire 
Fire and Rescue, participant in the International Expert Panel in 
Lillehammer January 2005.
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steps are now being taken to consider introducing a national  

coordinating agency, similar to the UK’s Environment Agency.  

A third activity of FLOWS is to examine techniques in all partner 

countries for integrating flood risk information into the spatial 

planning process.  As part of this survey, partners will identify 

and share best practice techniques which they can then each use 

to make improvements in their own area.  Furthermore, this is 

supported through the experimental retrofitting work carried out 

under the project. For example in the UK two demonstration  

buildings have been selected for retrofitting with flood damage 

reduction measures, along with two new development sites, which 

will include flood mitigation measures when built. FLOWS plans 

to distribute its findings through a variety of media, including a 

television production and an interactive learning package.  This will 

contribute to the awareness-raising campaign.  In the Netherlands 

and Germany this has already started.  Here, interactive learning 

programmes have been introduced to explain the water manage-

ment decision-making process to the general public.  Six role play 

sessions will help groups of people learn about sustainable water 

management in spatial planning.  

Other FLOWS projects are also making progress.  These include the 

comprehensive analysis of flooding in a large watershed area  

of Värmland, Sweden.  FLOWS is developing and evaluating  

innovative pilot schemes in response to this study.  Innovative pilot 

schemes have been introduced – one, for example, aims at a better 

understanding of the dynamics of sedimentation and flood risk in 

river deltas using a new three-dimensional simulation model.  The 

results should lead to better flood management.  Similar projects 

are being implemented throughout the North Sea Region.  At the 

start of the initiative, the FLOWS partners all agreed a common 

methodology of implementation and evaluation.  As a consequence, 

a range of schemes and techniques can be explored quickly and 

cost-effectively, giving extensive and conclusive evidence.

The Future
The FLOWS project will continue to pursue its objectives of 

improving the use of flood risk information and techniques in 

the spatial planning process.  As new networks are established, 

the effects of the project will become more pervasive.   Expertise 

and knowledge will spread throughout the North Sea Region and 

through informal links to other European partners.  

FLOWS has already been successful in bringing its initiative to the 

attention of national governments.  In the UK, the project has been 

presented to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, with reference 

to the current Government Policy on incorporating flood risk into 

spatial planning. In Sweden, a Member of Parliament has used the 

partnership’s expertise to prepare a bill on flooding.

It is hoped that a sustainable approach to flood risk will become  

accepted practice, reducing the impact of climate change on  

housing and business developments in the future. 

A field trip for FLOWS delgetes organised by the Enviroment Agency showing the 
flood defences protecting the city of Lincoln, UK.

Site visit gets FLOWS colleagues together to discuss common problems, based on the experience of each other.

“Few Europeans living in flood prone areas are aware of the flood 
hazard. Norwegians and Swedes are better informed. Recently a 
questionnaire was performed in Norway, Sweden, Germany, the 
Netherlands and England to get more knowledge about how people 
living exposed to flood risk view their situation.” published in 
the newspaper ”Dagsavisen” 19 October 2004.


