
 

 

SRA BOARD MEETING – 10 FEBRUARY 2016 
 

THE SRA BOARD 
 

Minutes of a Meeting of the Board of the Somerset Rivers Authority held at 
the offices of Mendip District Council on Wednesday 10th February, 2016 at 

10am. 
 

PRESENT 
 
Cllr John Osman (in the Chair) 
Tony Bradford, Parrett IDB, Vice-
Chairman  
Jeff Fear, Axe Brue IDB 
Cllr Anne Fraser, SDC 
Nick Gupta, EA 
Matthew Heard, Natural England 
David Jenkins, Wessex RFCC 
Cllr Tom Killen, MDC 
Peter Maltby, Parrett IDB 
Cllr Ric Pallister, SSDC 
Cllr Anthony Trollope-Bellew, WSC 
Cllr John Williams, TDBC 
 
Officers in Attendance: 
Doug Bamsey, SDC 

Emma Beardsley, SCC 
Stuart Brown, MDC 
Rachel Burden, EA 
Brendan Cleere, TDBC  
Sarah Diacono, SRA 
Paula Hewitt, SCC 
Stephen Parker, Natural England 
Nick Stevens, SDBC  
Iain Sturdy, SDBC 
Vega Sturgess, SSDC 
Ann-Marie Wood, SCC 
 
Apologies for absence: 
Kathryn Holdsworth, Defra 
Cllr Harvey Siggs, MDC 
 

 
Cllr Osman began by thanking all the public sector staff who had done so 
much recently to clear trees and roads and deal with storm damage. Their 
hard work was a timely reminder of the SRA’s flood protection role.  
 
1. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST – agenda item 1 
 
Members of the Board declared the following personal interests: 
 
Cllr Fraser declared her membership of the Wessex Regional Flood & Coastal 
Committee and the Parrett Internal Drainage Board. 
 
Tony Bradford declared his membership of the Wessex Regional Flood & 
Coastal Committee and the Parrett Internal Drainage Board; Peter Maltby 
declared his membership of the Parrett Internal Drainage Board; Jeff Fear 
declared his membership of the Axe Brue Internal Drainage Board. 
 
Tony Bradford and Peter Maltby also declared interests as owners of land 
close to the Sowy/KSD system (agenda item 6).  
 
2. MINUTES OF MEETINGS OF THE SRA BOARD HELD ON 21st 
OCTOBER 2015 - agenda item 2 
 



 

 

Peter Maltby raised a minor change. The minutes of the Board Meeting held 
on 21st October 2015 were otherwise signed as correct. 
 
3. PUBLIC QUESTION TIME – agenda item 3 
 
There were questions from David and Brenda Orr, the RSPB / Somerset 
Wildlife Trust, and Rebecca Graham. The Orrs were not present: their 
question, and the answer to it, can be read at 
www.somersetriversauthority.org 
 
Mark Robins spoke for the RSPB / Somerset Wildlife Trust and asked: What 
was the theology of the SRA with regard to flood plains? Referring to the 
Somerset Levels, he said that flood plains had many virtues and values, 
particularly as regards flood risk management. He wanted the SRA to raise 
the profile of flood plains; he thought the SRA did not talk about flood plains 
quite as much as it might and there was a conversation now running about 
natural flood management and the concept of Slowing the Flow, particularly in 
the upper and mid catchments which he said had incredible attributes. Sarah 
Diacono read out the written answer that had been prepared (see 
www.somersetriversauthority.org) but added that the question as verbally put 
had been different to the one submitted. She said the SRA’s Land 
Management workstream was consistent with and overseen by the Slow the 
Flow concept and that just over £0.5m Growth Deal money had been 
earmarked by the SRA for the Hills to Levels project, led by FWAG, jointly 
funded with the People’s Postcode Lottery and also involving the RSPB. She 
said the SRA’s 5 Year Plan took a holistic longer-term view of the 
management of whole catchments, whereas early in its life the SRA had 
needed to fix some problems quickly with some hard engineering. Slow the 
Flow is more long-term.  
 
Rebecca Graham said that FLAG [Flooding on the Levels Action Group] 
thought that catchments needed to be managed in a holistic way. Ms 
Graham’s four questions, with written answers to them, can be read at 
www.somersetriversauthority.org 
  
4. 2016/17 FUNDING AND LANDOWNER CHARGES – agenda item 4 
 
Sarah Diacono gave a presentation in which she recapped on the Board’s 
decision in November 2014 to pursue the creation of the SRA as a precepting 
body with the power to levy charges both on householders and Somerset 
landowners/occupiers outside of IDB areas. Since then, several complexities 
and issues had emerged. During 2015, there was informal consultation with 
organisations including the NFU and the CLA and on 1 February 2016 a 
formal consultation session was held with a cross-section of Somerset’s 
landowners/occupiers.  
 
Key conclusions of the formal consultation were: 

 No support for the principle of precepting landowners. 

 Encouragement and advice about land management was likely to be 
more effective. Sarah Diacono said that consultation had revealed a 
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considerable appetite amongst consultees for taking a leadership role, 
which was encouraging.  

 There were equity issues to do with incentivising, given that some 
landowners already practice helpful land management. 

 People were very much concerned by the prospect that administrative 
burdens and complexity were likely to swallow up revenue obtained. 

 No support for administrative boundary, only catchment. 
 
The following points were raised during the Board’s discussions. (Note: 
Anthony Trollope-Bellew, who had arrived late at the meeting, apologised for 
being late, and declared an interest as a landowner). 
 

 Land management was absolutely critical and catchment sensitive 
farming should be encouraged and supported 

 Introducing landowner charges would involve considerable complexity, 
and legislation establishing the SRA as a precepting body was more 
likely to succeed if matters were kept simple 

 Charging landowners/occupiers would not foster a spirit of 
collaboration 

 Farmers should be encouraged to get their grass fields to absorb water 
far better than they do now, and a suggestion was made that the SRA 
should consider buying a slotter machine (manufactured in Somerset) 
for loaning out to landowners. 

 
Clr Osman summed up by saying that the SRA had been right to look at the 
issue of landowner charges but it was an extremely complex area, offering a 
lot of pain and very little gain, and legislation would be more difficult to draft 
and get through Parliament if landowner charges were included. He said he 
wanted to work with landowners to do what was best for Somerset’s 
environment and he urged further consideration of the idea of buying a slotter. 
 
RESOLVED: The Board voted (with Peter Maltby and Anthony Trollope-
Bellew abstaining) to support the recommendations made:  

 Drop the requirement for landowner/occupier charges within the 
precepting legislation 

 Review options for greater landowner/occupier involvement in land 
management work stream to build on interest 

 
The Board then discussed the Government’s decision to let councils in 
Somerset raise council tax by 1.25% to pay for the SRA in 2016/17 and 
reviewed local authorities’ progress to this end. 
 
Peter Maltby said the Somerset Drainage Boards Consortium had agreed to 
donate the same sum to the SRA in 2016/17 as it had in 2015/16; Cllr Osman 
said this was greatly appreciated. 
 
The Board agreed to write to Government ministers expressing the SRA’s 
continued strong wish for legislation to be introduced this year establishing the 
SRA as a precepting body, and also agreed to investigate Cllr Trollope-
Bellew’s suggestion of buying a slotter machine for loaning out to landowners. 



 

 

 
5. MEETING THE NEEDS OF THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT – agenda 
item 5 
 
Matt Heard presented a paper to underline the important role that the natural 
environment plays in increasing local flood resilience, sustaining local 
communities and businesses, and encouraging visitors to Somerset. He said 
it was important to address the concerns that had been expressed in some 
places about nature and wildlife being seen as an impediment to flood works, 
and also to recognise concerns that if some flood works went wrong then 
considerable harm could be done to the natural environment. He thought the 
Board now had an opportunity to move beyond the “slightly false conflict” 
between the interests of the environment and flooding and to recognise the 
assets that Somerset had and the role they could play in the future. He said 
that some things being proposed had the potential to do harm but this harm 
could be mitigated through careful design and clear operational protocols 
which would give people confidence in the SRA’s transparency. 
 
Mr Heard spoke of the richness of Somerset’s natural capital; for example, 
100,000 birds over-wintered on the Somerset Levels - people did not 
recognise enough what an achievement this was. He wanted Natural England 
to work together with famers and landowners; said the SRA had the 
opportunity to set positive leadership around the environmental agenda; noted 
that around £2m a year went into the Levels to farmers for environmental 
schemes; said that prolonged and extensive floods were as bad as for the 
environment as they were for local people and businesses; and thought that 
with careful design and clear protocols there would be nothing in schemes 
such as the Sowy / KSD and Bridgwater Barrier that would be detrimental to 
the natural environment. 
 
Points raised during the Board’s discussion included: 
 

 Flood protection work was supported in West Somerset because 
flooding had a devastating effect on the tourist industry; people’s 
perceptions about flooding were very important 

 Tree planting might be part of a solution but it was not the entire 
solution; there was also a need to look at other land management 
ideas  

 The system of Special Protection Areas for birds was likely to get more 
important as climate change takes hold  

 Nobody had any intention to change any existing water level 
management plans 

 Stewardship agreements were key; Natural England were keen to be 
more flexible to get the right agreements in place, and would like to do 
more with catchment-sensitive farming to align to the SRA’s 
programme; it would be helpful if the SRA could make a case to 
Government about the need for more local flexibility in some schemes 
which had been designed nationally to work everywhere but local 
managers would like to be able to meet specific local needs 



 

 

 The need to get conveyance right and rivers running at the design 
capacity they were intended to. If rivers were squeaky clean and 
structures were operated to control water, then levels could be set at 
whatever depths people wanted them 

 
Cllr Osman concluded by saying that the environment was an important part 
of the SRA’s mindset and deliberations when any decision was made.  
 
The Board noted the four recommendations of the paper to: 
1. Acknowledge the local, national and international conservation importance 
of the Somerset Levels and Moors wetland, and of other natural assets in 
Somerset including the Mendip Hills, the Quantocks, Exmoor and the 
Somerset coast; and the benefits these areas bring to local people and 
businesses. 
2. Acknowledge the important role that the natural environment, and the 
Somerset Levels and Moors in particular, play in increasing flood resilience.  
3. Put into practice a catchment approach to flood risk management across 
Somerset, and create new mechanisms and incentives for farmers and 
landowners to engage with natural flood management. 
4. Recognise that upgrading and operating the water level management 
infrastructure in Somerset could damage the natural environment and 
therefore require delivery partners to work together to address these concerns 
and set up clear and transparent operational protocols.  
 
6. SOWY / KSD UPDATE AND DECISION – agenda item 6 
 
Rachel Burden gave a presentation in which she updated the Board on 
feedback from the public drop-in session about the Sowy/King’s Sedgemoor 
Drain held the previous week; outlined a schedule that been re-programmed 
to allow more time for stakeholders’ views to be taken into account; asked the 
Board if they wished to proceed to the next stage of this scheme, moving to 
the tendering of a design and build contract; asked the Board to decide who 
the SRA’s delivery partner for the next stage of this scheme should be. 
 
Ms Burden said the drop-in session had been very well attended, with the 
majority of people wanting the scheme to go ahead. Top three concerns were 
1) environmental stakeholder concerns about water levels being too low and 
other potentially adverse impacts 2) the flipside of the first concern; 
landowners worried about Allermoor spillway and too much water entering the 
Sowy/KSD system 3) the need to allow sufficient time to get the scheme right 
and achieve the right balance of interests: the right solution for the 
environment, landowners plus all other stakeholders. To minimise 
compensation costs, Ms Burden recommended looking at the construction 
programme, still achieving a fully consented scheme this year, but 
concentrating to begin with on construction at the lower end of the system. 
Engineering works would be straightforward, but stakeholder engagement and 
buy-in would take time.  
 
Meanwhile, Chedzoy sluice refurbishment was due to start in March 2016 and 
take two months;  the next phase of Beer Wall work was scheduled to run – 



 

 

depending on the weather – from April to September; the removal of the lump 
of concrete from under Dunball Old Bridge was underway, with additional 
works following; a high-level habitat regulations and environmental 
assessment was being shared with Natural England and would shortly be 
shared with the NGOs; the EA was looking to award a contract in June/July, 
finalise environmental consents in late summer or early autumn, and aiming to 
do some construction towards Dunball later this year. The overall scheme 
should be substantially completed by 2018, tying in with funding from the 
Heart of the South West Local Enterprise Partnership. 
 
Cllr Osman opened the discussion by saying that he had spoken to more than 
18 people at the Sowy / KSD drop-in session, and only had one objection, 
from someone living on the moors in West Somerset. He added that the SRA 
had to get this scheme right, and that the timescales outlined should be for 
guidance only. He believed that a design and build contract would prove 
quicker and more cost-effective. 
 
Points raised during the discussion included: 
  

 Concentrate enhancements within the moors and not in the channels 
themselves; bring the scheme back to the board in future, for example 
after the tendering process; there was a risk of getting only a limited 
number of contractors 

 A two-stage channel down through the Sowy system (where 
appropriate and where maintenance allows) would tick a number of 
boxes for the Water Framework Directive, and allow the EA to bid into 
a Water Framework Directive pot of money to supplement this project, 
which would help the SRA 

 Concern about the uncontrolled flow of water about Allermoor Spillway; 
the need to look at dredging between Oath Lock and the King Alfred 
Inn; as the scheme goes right through the heart of five drainage board 
districts, it was imperative for different bodies to work closely together, 
to help each other and to keep each other informed, so as to get the 
biggest benefits from what could be a fantastic scheme 

 As landowners are concerned that the scheme will result in more 
frequent flooding of their land and expect that somebody will therefore 
compensate them for their losses and impacts on their land 
management practices, it is really important to get organisations talking 
to each other, early 

 The need for trust and support from all partners to help the EA 
minimise compensation claims 

 Digitised maps would help Board members from other parts of 
Somerset to continue to better understand the Sowy / KSD area  

 Environment Agency supplier frameworks provide good value and 
open competition 

 
RESOLVED: The Board voted to: 

 Note the feedback from consultation and stakeholders and the revised 
programme for delivery of the Sowy/KSD scheme. 



 

 

 Proceed to the next phase of the Sowy/KSD scheme, and put a Design 
and Build contract out to tender. 

 Approve the Environment Agency (EA) as the SRA’s delivery partner, 
and the use of the EA’s existing supplier frameworks. 

 
7. SRA MoU and CONSTITUTION REVIEW – agenda item 7 
 
Cllr Osman agreed with Tony Bradford’s suggestion of arranging a separate 
meeting specifically for the discussion of this item, backed by Cllr Fraser who 
said that as this Board was potentially being used as a model for other parts 
of the country it was worth spending time to get things right now. Cllr Trollope-
Bellew asked if coastal flood risk could be included as that would make a big 
difference to West Somerset. The Board agreed to discuss the MoU and 
Constitution at a separate meeting/workshop, to be held before the current 
agreements expired. 
 
8. QUARTERLY REPORTS – Q3 2015/16 FINANCIAL REPORT – Q3 
2015/16 COMMON WORKS PROGRAMME, Q3 2015/16 ENHANCED 
MAINTENANCE PROGRAMME – PROGRESS UPDATE – agenda item 8 
 
Financial Report: Emma Beardsley presented a summary report, showing 
that in interim funding and Growth Deal funding the SRA had a total of just 
over £15.7m to spend over the four-year period to 2019, and Q3 information 
received indicated that the SRA was proposing to spend approximately £4.5m 
before the end of the 2015/16 financial year. In future years it was proposed 
to spend £11.2m, of that nearly £6.3m had been confirmed for projects, with 
delivery partners to agree how to spend the balance. 
 
CWP: Ann-Marie Wood explained that Didier Lebrun had been unable to 
attend because of illness; she could not give the scheduled update, but if 
there were any queries, she would make sure they were answered. 
 
Sarah Diacono outlined changes that had been made to the presentation of 
the CWP to make it clearer that this programme referred to works funded from 
the base budget of Somerset flood risk management authorities, not the work 
funded by the SRA itself. Members welcomed these, but felt that the 
information on the website could be improved to make the distinction clearer 
there.  
 
Further changes were suggested to show funders and deliverers and joint 
funders, and correct some geographical errors. 
 
EMP: Iain Sturdy said the EMP represented a good news story, with nearly all 
work completed, in progress or about to commence. The Parrett maintenance 
dredge was progressing very well, with completion planned for early March 
followed by a seamless handover of site (Westonzoyland Pumping Station) 
and river to the EA for pioneer dredging (with full mobilisation on site planned 
for the week starting 29 March). 
  



 

 

Brue tree work had been delayed and was being carried forward to next year, 
with a start now proposed around September. 
 
De-silting Haymoor - to improve conveyance and make effective use of 
equipment already in the area - was an additional scheme. 
 
The Board also heard that a riparian enforcement officer was expected to be 
appointed and in post by April 1. 
 
The Board noted the report and approved the additional scheme.       
 
9. FLOOD ACTION PLAN LEADERS STATUS REPORT: BRIDGWATER 
BARRIER, UPPER TONE – PROGRESS UPDATE BY EXCEPTION – 
agenda item 9 
 
Cllr Williams asked for more detail about the topical subject of urban water 
management. Sarah Diacono said this workstream had been revised, partly 
because of changes to the rules about sustainable drainage systems. It was 
going to the SRA’s management group for review, and then would come to 
the next Board meeting in March. 
 
Peter Maltby asked if commercial sensitive information could be discussed at 
the Board Workshop about the MoU; this was agreed by Cllr Osman. 
 
Bridgwater Barrier: Doug Bamsey gave a verbal update, including the 
information that consultants had been appointed, a workshop had been held 
to identify stakeholders, and a drop-in session for the public was being 
planned, along with a continual process of stakeholder engagement. 
 
Upper Tone Flood Alleviation: Brendan Cleere said the project was on 
course, work was being done on finalising the Memorandum of Understanding 
with the EA; looking to award a contract for detailed design in June. 
 
10. AOB – agenda item10 
 
Cllr Osman said that Ray Adlam (who was unable to attend today’s meeting) 
had asked for a paper to be prepared on environmental regulations and their 
impact on the Somerset Levels and Moors. This would come to the next 
Board meeting. 
 
David Jenkins thanked Tony Bradford for organising, through the South West 
Association of Drainage Authorities, a useful visit from representatives of the 
Lincolnshire partnership. 
 
Cllr Fraser said the minibus tour of sites associated with the Sowy / KSD had 
been really meaningful and helpful, emphasising how action in one place 
could have knock-on effects elsewhere. Cllr Osman suggested this could be 
an annual event. Sarah Diacono raised the idea of ‘SRA In Practice’ days so 
that Board members and stakeholder groups could see what was the SRA 
was doing. Cllr Osman suggested inviting the media to see the huge amount 



 

 

of good work being done. Matt Heard also offered to take people round 
wildlife sites if that would be interesting or helpful. 
   
The meeting finished at 11.59am. 
 
Chair Signature: 
 
 
 
 
Date: 
 
 


