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Somerset Rivers Authority (SRA) Board Meeting – 10 September 2021 
 

THE SOMERSET RIVERS AUTHORITY BOARD 
 

Draft minutes of the Board meeting of Somerset Rivers Authority  
held on Microsoft Teams on Friday 10 September 2021 at 10.00am. 

 
 

 
1. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 
Apologies were given on behalf of Roger Burge (Somerset Drainage Boards Consortium). 
 
2. DECLARATIONS OF INTERST 
 
None. 

 
3. MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING 23 JULY 2021 
 
The minutes were agreed as a true and accurate record of the meeting. 
 
4. PUBLIC QUESTION TIME 

 
There were no questions from the public. 

 
5. QUARTER ONE 2021-22 SRA FINANCE REPORT 

 
Ian Tier, SRA Finance Manager, drew Board members’ attention to some of the different 
ways in which they were now being presented with information, such as the reduced 
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number of rows in Table A, where previously separate SRA workstreams were now 
condensed into the SRA Enhanced Programme. Mr Tier highlighted key points from his 
report about current and predicted levels of SRA spending, noting for example that all of the 
SRA’s remaining Growth Deal funding was due to be fully utilised in 2021-22. He also noted 
the proposed reallocation to contingency of a £23,000 project underspend. 
 
Points raised: 
 
SRA Chair Cllr David Hall offered the summary view that the profile of SRA spending was 
backend-loaded towards the end of the year, and was pretty much in line with what was 
expected at the start of the year. Mr Tier and the SRA Senior Manager David Mitchell both 
concurred with this. However, Mr Mitchell also reminded members that at the last Board 
meeting in July he had expressed some concerns, based on his experience of the last year 
and the ongoing effects of the coronavirus pandemic, about the total predicted spend. He 
had wanted to spend time with project managers and update the Board at this September 
meeting. He apologised for not being able to do this now. He would aim to advise members 
about any predictions in need of revision at the next SRA Board meeting in December.  
 
Cllr Matt Martin (Mendip District Council) asked a technical question about the mechanics 
of reallocation to contingency and what he thought that implied about the subsequent 
availability of funding. Mr Tier told Cllr Martin that his interpretation was correct. 
 
As recommended, the SRA Board: 
 
1. Noted the financial performance as at the end of Quarter One of 2021-22. 
2. Approved the reallocation of funds to contingency as per Part Two. 
 

 
6. KEY PROJECT UPDATES 

 
6a. BRIDGWATER TIDAL BARRIER 
 
Dr Rachel Burden (Environment Agency) said that another major milestone had been 
reached, with the Treasury’s approval of the Outline Business Case (OBC) for the 
Bridgwater Tidal Barrier. The OBC set out how the Barrier would provide value for money. 
Approval meant more detailed design work could now be done on the Barrier and 
downstream banks. To inform design work on downstream banks, more ground 
investigations were scheduled for late 2021-early 2022. 
 
Dr Burden said that another submission to the Treasury would be needed once construction 
contract values had been ascertained. As well as scrutinising those, the Treasury would 
also want to check that necessary partnership funding contributions were in place.  
 
As regards the granting of the Transport and Works Act Order (TWAO) required to build the 
Barrier, Dr Burden said the project team was hoping for imminent approval by the Secretary 
of State (SoS) at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). Dr 
Burden reminded the Board that TWAO approval would come with conditions, and the SoS 
could take six months to outline what those conditions were. So although the project team 
was planning to set up on site in late 2022, and start construction early in 2023, Dr Burden 
cautioned that TWAO conditions would affect the pace and speed of delivery. 
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Points raised during discussion: 
 
SRA Chair Cllr David Hall said this was positive news. 
 
David Mitchell asked if all of the match-funding for the project had to be delivered before 
construction began. Dr Burden said there needed to be a high level of certainty about what 
was coming in. She said the Environment Agency was working very closely with 
Sedgemoor District Council on getting the funding profile required to make the Full 
Business Case for the Barrier. 
 
As recommended, the SRA Board: 
 
1. Noted that HM Treasury has approved the Outline Business Case for the project. 
 
6b. RIVER SOWY-KING’S SEDGEMOOR DRAIN (KSD) ENHANCEMENTS SCHEME 
 
Dr Burden said that preliminary works were either complete, nearly complete or significantly 
underway, and Upper Sowy bank earthworks were now complete. Lower Sowy works would 
be ramping up in the next week, then works on King’s Sedgemoor Drain (KSD) would 
follow, subject to risks including bad weather, COVID-related shortages of construction staff 
and resources, and the wait for Scheduled Monument consent [related to the Battle of 
Sedgemoor in 1685] from within the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). Dr 
Burden said that DCMS consent would be needed before KSD earthworks could be started. 
Approval was expected imminently.  
 
Dr Burden said the project team had been working extremely hard for long hours. She 
suggested to the Board that sending a special message of thanks to the team would be 
good for their morale. 
 
Points raised during discussion: 
 
SRA Chair Cllr David Hall said he was sure the Board would be very pleased to hear of the 
progress being made, and he would happily write to the project team to express the Board’s 
gratitude for their hard work. Cllr Hall also welcomed forecasts of drier, more settled 
weather. 
 
David Mitchell asked Dr Burden how confident could the SRA be about Phase One of the 
Sowy-KSD Enhancements Scheme being completed this year. She replied that confidence 
was growing day by day that all of the SRA’s Growth Deal funding from the Heart of the 
South West Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) would be spent, and the Environment 
Agency and its contractors would crack on and do as much of the earthworks as possible 
this year. Works on outfalls would probably be done in the spring, as they were a late 
addition to the programme.  
 
SRA Vice Chair Tony Bradford (Parrett Internal Drainage Board - IDB) was concerned 
about what might happen if delays were caused by bad weather this year. In particular, he 
feared that works could drag on for another two or three years, if the need to comply with 
environmental regulations meant that works could only be done around September time. 
Where possible, he would like to see some give and take.  
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Claire Newill (Natural England) stressed that Natural England could not override 
environmental regulations. However, she said that weekly meetings were scheduled with 
the Environment Agency and other partners so that if anything out of programme occurred 
then between them they could speedily seek resolutions. She said Natural England was 
fully behind this scheme and willing to help facilitate its progress. Mr Bradford thanked Ms 
Newill for this contribution, which he said he found very reassuring. 
 
Summing up, Cllr Hall welcomed people’s willingness to apply common sense, work 
together and move forward and he once again thanked the project team for all of their 
efforts so far. 
 
As recommended, the SRA Board: 
 
1. Noted that works are underway on channel improvements. 
2. Noted that the works contract completion will be subject to weather experienced in the 
autumn. 
 
6c. MITIGATION ACTION PLAN 
 
John Rowlands (Somerset Rivers Authority) said he hoped that his paper would put the 
Mitigation Action Plan into context, update Board members, and help to explain why it was 
extremely challenging to deliver works on the Somerset Levels and Moors, but not 
impossible. The aim of the Mitigation Action Plan was to offset the potential environmental 
impacts of the Oath to Burrowbridge dredge that had been delivered for the SRA by the 
Parrett IDB, and of ongoing works delivered as part of the full River Sowy-King’s 
Sedgemoor Drain Enhancements Scheme. Mr Rowlands said his paper drew on earlier 
work by colleagues in the IDB, Environment Agency and Natural England. Good team 
working had produced a robust plan that had two main parts, one looking at site-specific 
mitigations for areas with enough data, the other focused on areas which had less data but 
where information could be used from elsewhere.   
 
Points raised: 
 
Cllr Mike Stanton (South Somerset District Council) thanked Mr Rowlands for a very helpful 
paper. Cllr Stanton asked two questions to help him report back to parish councils in his 
ward, about general improvements in ways of dealing with storm water around Thorney and 
Midelney (prompted by the second map in Appendix 1), and about improvements to 68 
water level control structures in the Raised Water Level Area at Westmoor. Mr Rowlands 
said that dredging and Sowy-KSD works had created more capacity in rivers and opened 
up more flexible possibilities for alleviating flood risks but the SRA still had to maintain the 
status quo for sites with environmental designations, in particular the splashy conditions 
favoured by over-wintering and breeding birds. So although flood risks were being reduced 
for people, people should not notice any difference in the appearance of ecologically 
important areas. At Westmoor, Mr Rowlands said that improvements to water level control 
structures should help farmers continue to be paid environmental subsidies for the part they 
had to play in managing and maintaining suitable conditions. He added that parish councils 
he knew in Cllr Stanton’s area supported this endeavour. 
 



 
 

ITEM 4 Draft Minutes of SRA Board meeting on 10 September 2021  5 
 

Emma Baker (Environment Agency) felt the Mitigation Action Plan was now the most 
important thing for the SRA, essential for legal compliance. With that in mind, Ms Baker 
expressed concerns about progress with operating protocols for this winter, Water Level 
Management Plans, deadlines and resources. Ms Baker said the Environment Agency 
would help as well as it could, and she praised John Rowlands, but she worried that it 
would be a struggle to hit deadlines. She would like to see the SRA Board resource this 
work appropriately. 
 
Iain Sturdy (Somerset Drainage Boards Consortium) said that the map referred to by Cllr 
Stanton showed the area affected by the Oath to Burrowbridge dredge plus the full River 
Sowy-King’s Sedgemoor Drain Enhancements Scheme – not just the current Phase One – 
and so it overstated the impact of current works. He said the aim of the Mitigation Action 
Plan was no environmental change in winter months. It was not an open agenda for doing 
everything possible to enhance the environment – which might come out of other work. He 
acknowledged the operating protocols deadline, but said that because not all Sowy-KSD 
works had been completed yet, potential harms would not occur until that stage, and they 
would be better identified through monitoring current conditions to establish a baseline for 
the purpose of being able to make comparisons and establishing protocols. 
 
Tony Bradford said the IDB had given assurances at several meetings that changes would 
be mitigated. He worried that nobody knew what changes there were going to be. Weather 
patterns and the way they affected different places were unpredictable. As an example he 
cited Chedzoy Moor, where he had got his feet wet that morning.   
 
John Rowlands agreed that a lot of monitoring was needed. Climate change meant that 
things were going to be different in the next five to ten years, so the SRA and its partners 
needed plans that accurately reflected what was known – and that allowed for flexibility.  
 
Claire Newill agreed that the SRA and its partners needed to be able to adapt to things it 
was not possible to predict, and she thanked everyone for showing continued commitment 
to deliver the Mitigation Action Plan.  
 
David Mitchell agreed with Emma Baker about the importance of the Mitigation Action Plan. 
He said the work of developing and implementing its provisions needed to be done through 
the organisations delivering the projects that required mitigation. It was not work that could 
be resourced from within the SRA team: John Rowlands should be seen as an extra 
resource to help maintain momentum and come up with solutions, not as the plan’s main 
mover. Mr Mitchell asked Mr Rowlands to find out from SRA partners what further 
resources were wanted, so that budgets could be discussed. He hoped that existing 
budgets would be sufficient, if not matters would come back to the Board. 
 
Cllr David Hall welcomed members’ general underlying agreement that flexibility would be 
key to going forward. 
 
As recommended, the SRA Board: 
 
1. Noted the latest position with the Mitigation Action Plan (MAP) project. 
2. Acknowledged further mitigation actions will be required to fully deliver the 
MAP . 
3. Noted the risk of non-delivery of the MAP. 
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7. DEFRA ENVIRONMENTAL LAND MANAGEMENT (ELM) TEST AND TRIAL 
 
Ben Thorne (Farming & Wildlife Advisory Group SouthWest – FWAG SW) outlined the 
background to the SRA’s funding of an Environmental Land Management (ELM) Test and 
Trial on the Somerset Levels and Moors, and sought the Board’s approval for a change in 
the way that funding was going to be distributed to participants in the Test and Trial. Mr 
Thorne said that as the UK was no longer in the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy, the 
Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Defra) was exploring new mechanisms 
for making public payments for the public services that could be provided or produced by 
certain types of land management.   
 
Mr Thorne said the Somerset Levels and Moors were very dependent on public payments, 
worth around £5 million a year. The phasing out of those payments could have 
considerable effects on the unique characteristics of the Levels and Moors, and the people 
who made a living from that landscape. Mr Thorne said it was therefore important to be able 
to make a case to Defra for continuing public payments for public services such as the 
seasonal management of flood water on the Levels and Moors. Discovering more about 
how this might work in practice, and how local farmers and people would feel about it, was 
the point of this Test and Trial exercise. 
 
Mr Thorne said there were two target areas, down from an original four, in response to local 
feedback. Mr Thorne also said that it had been originally proposed to run a reverse auction, 
where the principle is that people who can provide a public service come to an online 
marketplace and bid for what they think they can provide that service for. However, in 
talking to farmers, it became clear that this approach would not be beneficial. Reverse 
auction mechanisms had been successful in other contexts, but here farmers wanted to 
know exactly what they were going to get in return for their participation. So Mr Thorne 
concluded by saying that he wanted to make the Board aware of this situation and seek 
members’ endorsement for a more straightforward process of assigning set amounts of 
money per hectare. 
 
Points raised: 
 
Cllr Mike Stanton asked if this trial was going to be in unhealthy competition with Wessex 
Water’s subsidiary Entrade’s initiative, which he said was in effect using a reverse auction 
process – and was offering farmers money for various things including planting trees to 
mitigate phosphate discharges? Ben Thorne said that FWAG SW was very involved with 
Entrade’s Somerset catchment market, and was working with farmers looking to enter that 
market. He said there was no conflict between the two, they were in different parts of the 
county, and the Test and Trial was specifically focused on small floodplain areas. 
 
Cllr Stanton also asked about the reference in Mr Thorne’s paper to the “concern expressed 
by a significant stakeholder”. Iain Sturdy said the Parrett IDB, which was that stakeholder, 
would have preferred to have tested just one site (Aller Moor), but people’s interest was 
such, particularly in the other site (Curry Moor), that the IDB was willing to do what it could 
to help this trial go through as successfully as possible. He said the IDB had been doubly 
reassured, firstly that the proposals for Curry Moor had changed so they were now about 
holding on to water in an already flooded area for a little bit longer once it was down to a 
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suitable level so that other areas could evacuate differently, secondly that the IDB and the 
Environment Agency would be consulted before final decisions about hanging on to water 
would be taken.  
 
Mr Sturdy added that it would be good in future to pick low-lying areas that did not generally 
get flood water, because IDB members were keen to understand more about how water 
could be safely stored in areas to provide catchment-wide flood risk reduction benefits. 
 
Tony Bradford reiterated the IDB’s support, but worried about the fate of idealistic 
aspirations in a world that was not ideal, and of textbook plans when up against surprises. 
He said that incidents like 2012 and 2013-14 had not been about people putting water 
where they wanted it to go, instead water went where it wanted to go. Mr Bradford argued 
for flexibility, and for rules and regulations not being too strict, because the weather was a 
law unto itself. 
 
Ben Thorne thanked the IDB for their input and support, and noted that the Environment 
Agency had also had concerns in one area about managing flood water a little bit 
differently, so it was it sensible to be cautious. This trial’s aim was learning, through 
gradualism, not absolutism. Mr Thorne said that his main concern was finding money to 
subsidise the management of the Somerset Levels and Moors floodplains, trying to recoup 
the £5million that could be lost. The process was being very much driven by talking to 
farmers on the ground who were very keen individually and collaboratively, and were 
working together in association. Mr Thorne said this was really encouraging, because one 
could not take the kind of approach this trial was taking unless farmers across the whole of 
a moor agreed to enable it to happen. 
 
Claire Newill agreed that it was excellent to have this trial, and good to help farmers access 
funds in future. Many new markets were emerging, and not every market and every 
opportunity would suit every farmer, so people needed to be thinking through a full range of 
possibilities.  
 
Cllr David Hall said that SRA partners could not plan for every eventuality, but it was wise to 
plan for what people hoped would be the norm or business as usual, while building flexibility 
into everything. 
 
As recommended, the SRA Board: 
 
1. Noted progress made in delivering the Environmental Land Management (ELM) Test and 
Trial project. 
 
2. Endorsed the proposed change to the delivery methodology of this project. 
 
8. RIVER BRUE 
 
David Mitchell, SRA Senior Manager, said that he and his team had been reviewing Brue 
matters and considering recommendations that for various reasons had not previously been 
acted upon. Listed in his paper were actions that he believed – depending on cost – it 
would now be worth taking in a search for as much certainty as possible about future Brue 
options. He said the SRA could commission those actions and move things some way 
forward but doing this would not in itself overcome the current biggest hurdle to the 
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successful delivery of a project. This was not having a delivery partner in position to take on 
a significant amount of preparatory work and then the delivery of dredging, if dredging 
emerged as the final conclusion about what should be done.  
 
Mr Mitchell said that he had hoped to have got further with costing his list, but he would now 
work with a range of colleagues on questions of costs and benefits and come back to the 
December Board meeting with a proposal. He believed that a lot would be learned from the 
results of Brue investigations, but it would be up to Board members to confirm if they felt 
comfortable about going ahead with initiatives such as modelling while not at that point 
having a future delivery mechanism for works on the Brue.  
 
Points raised: 
 
Claire Newill said that seeking to answer questions might be a good next step and that 
Natural England was open to explorations, as the Brue valley was a really strategic 
location, where a lot of other work was happening. For example, it was right at the heart of 
Natural England’s proposed Super NNR (National Nature Reserve). Ms Newill also cited 
the possible strengthening of links between Glastonbury and Shapwick / Avalon Marshes. 
She asked if the SRA could seek to put its work in the context of people’s wider ambitions. 
David Mitchell agreed that the SRA should aim to integrate, be complementary or at the 
very least not be in conflict. 
 
Jeff Fear (Axe Brue Internal Drainage Board) welcomed signs of progress. He suggested 
that if dredging between Westhay Bridge and Highbridge did not finally materialise, then 
work on Brue tributaries could increase capacity. Mr Mitchell said that would be considered. 
 
Iain Sturdy said that he would support the development of a revised mathematical model for 
the Brue but he cautioned that to make it fit for purpose from where it was now would be a 
burdensome and expensive task. It would be vital to make sure that people would be happy 
to use the model developed as the basis for taking works forward whatever they might be.  
He would hate for time and money to go into a model if its outputs were then to be 
questioned. Partners would therefore need to agree that the model’s outputs would be tools 
that they would want to use, complemented with local knowledge.  
 
Mr Mitchell said he wanted to talk to partners and win support. 
 
Cllr David Hall thought it wise to take one step at a time. 
 
Cllr Matt Martin asked about the £279,000 that had been ringfenced for Brue works by the 
SRA Board in July. He was reassured that this money could be quickly put to use without 
undue complications of governance. 

 
As recommended, the SRA Board: 
 
1. Noted the latest position in relation to progressing the aspiration to undertake dredging 
on the River Brue. 
2. Approved the proposed next steps. 
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9. 2022-23 SRA ENHANCED PROGRAMME 
 

David Mitchell, SRA Senior Manager, said that 20 proposals had so far been submitted for 
possible inclusion in the SRA’s 2022-23 Enhanced Programme of works. As the SRA 
usually got around £2.9million through council tax, and the total value of proposals received 
so far was around £5.3 million, the programme was oversubscribed. Mr Mitchell contrasted 
this situation with last year, when the numbers were much lower because of the impacts of 
the coronavirus pandemic. This year, therefore, he would as per usual be able to present a 
full draft Enhanced Programme to the December Board meeting for members’ provisional 
approval. A final programme would then return in March for members’ definitive approval, 
following SRA partners’ budget-setting meetings in February.  
 
Mr Mitchell said that around 75% of the money bid for related to the SRA’s Workstream 1 
(Dredging & River Management). He was reluctant to reveal more, as lots of details were 
being checked and it was possible that some projects might not get through the SRA’s first 
sift. 
 
Cllr Mike Stanton – speaking for South Somerset District Council as a provider of funds to 
the SRA – noted that only 25% of money bid for so far related to non-Dredging & River 
Management activities. He said that he was still not convinced that dredging was the most 
important solution. It was popular with people, and visible, but in his view it should be seen 
as one of several useful ways of alleviating flood risks. As examples he mentioned long-
term resilient infrastructure and land management. Cllr Stanton said he did not want to find 
himself at December’s Board meeting having to object to the balance of workstreams, and 
so he asked to be sent more details of the SRA’s scoring system and processes, and he 
asked for South Somerset District Council’s representatives on the SRA’s Management 
Group and Technical Group to stay in touch with him as the draft Enhanced Programme 
was assembled.  
 
Iain Sturdy agreed that managing flood risk required a combination of many things. But he 
stressed that conveyance was what kept water in rivers for as long as possible before it 
spilled out onto floodplains and into society. He agreed that when water was out, the SRA 
and its partners needed to think about how to handle it, and how to make people and 
places more resilient, but in the first instance keeping water in rivers was the most practical 
aspect of reducing the depth, frequency and duration of flooding generally. There was, he 
argued, a balance to strike.  

 
As recommended, the SRA Board 

1. Noted the latest position in relation to proposals for the 2022-23 SRA Enhanced 
Programme of works.  

 
10. FLOOD ACTION PLAN REVIEW 
 
David Mitchell, SRA Senior Manager, went line by line through a presentation of his notes 
from the Board’s recent workshop about Somerset’s 20 Year Flood Action Plan. Subjects 
covered included points made by David Warburton MP, reflections on where the SRA was 
now, initial thoughts on a new Flood Action Plan, and next steps before the December 
Board meeting. Mr Mitchell said it was essential for people to have a shared understanding 
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of the context and future context in which the SRA needed to operate. At the start, in 2013-
14, people had a visceral understanding, but there had been a lot of changes over the last 
few years, and people’s shared understanding now needed to be refreshed and renewed. 
 
Points raised: 
 
Cllr David Hall said that David Warburton was very supportive of the SRA and had offered 
to help facilitate a meeting with the Secretary of State at Defra. He was also keen to get 
across messages about funding to Rebecca Pow in her capacity as Flooding Minister. 
 
Cllr Mike Stanton said that he had spoken separately to Mr Warburton, who he agreed was 
firmly on the SRA’s side. Cllr Stanton urged anyone present with any influence over 
politicians to seek to use it. 
 
Cllr Hall said the workshop had been well-attended and he thanked everyone who had 
attended for speaking openly and constructively about a wide variety of topics. He looked 
forward to a similar event being held in the not too distant future. 

 
11. ANY OTHER BUSINESS (AOB) 
 
None. 
 
12. PAPERS TO NOTE 

 
12a. Taunton Strategic Flood Alleviation Improvements Scheme   

No points were raised. 

 

12b. Strategic Approach to Mitigation 

No points were raised. 

 

SRA Chair Cllr David Hall thanked the Board for attending. 

 

The meeting closed at 11.56am. 

 

 

 


