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Abstract
In the winter of 2013-2014, the United Kingdom was affected by several floods across England and
Wales. This research study explores the narratives from both experts and locals concerning the causes
and effects of the 2014 flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors. Through in-depth interviews
(N=10) and an online questionnaire (N=21) the study aims to describe the effects on the individuals in
the community, as well as the perceived causes by community members, local experts, and scientific
experts. Lastly, the research attempts to dissect the discrepancies and polarisation between the
Environment Agency and the residents. The 2014 flooding has had a big impact on the mental health
of both residents and Environment Agency staff. The floods also effected the financial situation of
many residents. Generally, it also strengthened the community bond. The Environment Agency
concludes that the flood was caused by severe extended rainfall over a long period of time. Most
residents often believe the flooding was due to the lack of maintenance, but do also largely recognise
that severe weather patterns did play a role.

8

1

Introduction

The scientific consensus around climate change, especially the human contribution to this is widespread. Changes in extreme weather and climate events have been observed over the last decade,
and different facets of it are likely or very likely to increase (IPCC 2013).
According to the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change (IPCC):
“it is extremely likely that human influence has been the dominant cause of the observed
warming since the mid-20th century.”
- IPCC 2013, p.17

One of the most notable results of climate change is more frequent and more extreme weather
patterns. This includes more, and more intense periods of rainfall. Combining this with a rise in sea
level, can possibly create the ‘perfect storm’ in low-lying areas: flooding.
In a country like the Netherlands, flooding is a big part of the national historical narrative (Giebels
1995). Having gone through a traumatic flood event in 1953 with over 1800 casualties, the Dutch
national discourse surrounding flood prevention has been intensively government funded. However,
the United Kingdom does not have such a strong national story surrounding flooding. Flooding that
occurs in the UK is generally brief, and only in small areas (Wheater 2006), making it less of a national
issue, and more of a regional one.
One British county that gained international fame when it flooded in 2014 is Somerset. The Somerset
region is well-known for its issues with flooding over the recent past. The last flood, in early 2014, was
the ‘largest flood event ever known’ (Environment Agency 2015), when the river Parrett and the river
Tone spilled over their banks (see Figure 1) (NASA 2014).
Large parts of the Somerset Levels and Moors -as the flooded area is officially called- were inaccessible
for months due to the flood waters -that at its peak reached a height of almost 2 meters- and around
40 inhabitants were evacuated from their houses for a longer period of time (BBC News 2014).
Over the weeks that the Somerset Levels and Moors were flooded in 2014, regional, national and
international media extensively covered the areas hardships, attracting politicians from all over the
country who went to show their support to the residents, such as Nigel Farage and prime minister
David Cameron (Smith et al. 2017).
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Figure 1: Satellite image of the flooded Somerset levels in 2014. Source: (NASA 2014)

In this study, firstly a research question is proposed to lead the research, followed by a summary of
existing literature and a concluding theoretical framework. In the following chapter, the
characteristics of Somerset and the flooding will be discussed, followed by a description of the used
methods. Next, the gathered data has been analysed and the first research sub-questions have been
answered. Lastly, the conclusion draws together the main findings and theoretical framework, ending
with some reflections on the research project.
The research project focusses around the opinion of inhabitants is towards these floods, and -more
specifically- what their opinions is about why they happened. There can be many different reasons for
flooding, but what do the inhabitants of the area describe as reason? And do they mention climate
change?
When talking about causes, the effects should not be neglected. What are the impacts and effects it
has had on those flooded and the authorities involved? And do those ideas differ between those who
were flooded, and those who were involved professionally?
A lot of academic research has been done concerning flooding and local’s perceptions. However, the
literature concerning the experience of flooding, the presumed reasons behind it and the actions
residents take is ambiguous, inconclusive and in some cases opposing in nature. For this reason, this
research aims to further study, and contribute to the academic knowledge on the perceived reasons
10

behind flooding as experienced by individuals who have experienced them or have been affected or
involved in other ways.

1.1

Research aims

The aim of this research is to get a deeper understanding of how flooding is experienced by people
whom have been personally affected by them, and how they look back on them over time. The
research project will focus on the perceived origins of flooding on multiple scale levels, and eventually
attempt to define whether or not people at the ‘ground-level’ link flooding to environmental changes
such as climate change. Next to this, the research will also look into the perceived effects that the
flooding has had on those affected. Lastly, this research aims to look into a possible discrepancy
between the perceived origins of flooding by those affected and experts, as described by other authors
(e.g. Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Demeritt and Nobert 2014; Walker-Springett et al. 2017).
In this research project, the author will be conducting an in-depth study of the possible causes and
effects of flooding as perceived by individuals which have been affected by one or more major floods.
By focussing on both ‘locals’ and experts, this research study aims to discover if there is a discrepancy
between these two actors (as described by other authors), and if yes, where these discrepancies exist
and what their origin is.
By investigating the different perspectives within the study, the research project aims have a
significant societal impact by providing better awareness of these differences, ultimately hoping to
provide a better mutual understanding between all parties involved.

1.1.1

Research questions

The overarching research question for this research is:
What are the causes of the 2014 flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors and the effects on
flooded communities as perceived by those affected and involved?
To be able to answer the main research question, the research focusses on the following subquestions:
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1. What has caused the flooding according to the government and people living on the Somerset
Levels?
a. Did those who had their property flooded take precautionary measures? And if so,
what kind?
b. What do people living on the Somerset Levels and Moors mention as reasons behind
flooding?
c. What do the EA and the Councils perceive as the reason(s) behind the flooding in 2014?
d. Do experts and those affected observe a link between climate change and flooding,
and why?

2. What effect has the flooding had on the daily life of people affected by the 2014 Somerset
Levels and Moors floods?
a. How has the flooding impacted the way they think about their environment?
b. Do those who had their property flooded think the floods have affected them? How
and why?
c. How do the experts think the flooding has influenced those affected by the 2014
Somerset Levels floods?

3. Are there discrepancies or misconceptions between the government’s statements, and the
locals’ perception?
a. Are there differences between the observed causes and effects by experts and those
flooded? If yes, what are they?
b. What do the EA and the Councils assume the origin(s) of flooding are according to
those flooded? And vice versa?
c. What do the EA and the Councils assume the effect(s) of the flooding on those who
had their property flooded is? And vice versa?

1.1.2

Research design

This research will be a case study of a community. In this case, a group of individuals who live in an
area that has been affected by major flooding: the Somerset Levels and Moors. These individuals will
be questioned about their ideas of the reasons and origins of the floods and how these have impacted
their daily lives.
Next to those whom have experienced the flooding first hand, experts – those who were in a position
of authority during the flood- will be asked similar questions.
12

Looking at different types of case studies, this case is most similar to a unique case, in which a case is
chosen because of its uniqueness (Bryman, 2008). The uniqueness in this instance would be the
perception of the inhabitants towards the specific case of their town. These issues can range from the
big housing development plans on floodplains to (human-induced) climate change. Next to that, the
case also has elements of an exemplifying case, which attempts to capture everyday circumstances
and situations (Bryman 2008), because the research also aims to answer how ‘locals’ view the issue of
flooding on different levels.
In this research, a mixed methods approach was used, integrating both qualitative and quantitative
methods, to aim to provide a comprehensive analysis of the data and observations.
1.1.2.1

Case study selection
As mentioned before, this research study
will be a case study of a community. The
research project will focus on perceived
causes and effects of major flooding.
Therefore, in order to conduct the research,
a community

in an area

that

had

experienced major flooding in the past
needed to be found. Preferably, this region
would have an accessible community as well
as accessible experts and policy makers.
One of the most well-known regions in the
United Kingdom that have been affected by
major flooding in the past, is Somerset.
Somerset

(see

Figure 2),

and more

specifically the Somerset Levels and Moors
Figure 2: Map of Somerset County within England. Source: Wikipedia
2018a

have been subject to major flooding twice

over the last decade, most recently, in early 2014 (FLAG 2016). The community that will be studied for
this research is therefore the people living in the Somerset region. More specifically, those whom have
personally been affected by major flooding in the area. More details on the area will be given in
chapter 3.
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2 Existing literature and theoretical framework
This chapter will attempt to display the existing academic literature surrounding the wider themes in
this research project: hazards, flooding, effects and perceptions. Using this overview, a theoretical
framework will be developed which will further guide the research in order to answer the research
questions previously proposed.

2.1

Existing literature

This section focusses on the existing academic literature concerning the broader subject of hazards,
flooding, perceptions, and effects. Firstly, the general theme of environmental hazards, flooding and
climate change will be explained. Next, attitudes towards both flooding and climate change will be
addressed. Lastly, the literature review will investigate the different academic articles that describe
the effects, responses, and responsibilities towards flooding and flood-risk.

2.1.1

Environmental hazards, flooding and climate change

As much as us humans like to control our environment, there will always be things that are beyond
our control. We have yet to find a way to fully control Mother Nature, and until then we will have to
find a way to manage the environmental hazards and risks that come with living on planet Earth.
Environmental hazards can be both man-made, like air plane accidents, and natural, like earthquakes
for example. Therefore environmental hazards and disasters can generally be split up into two groups:
natural hazards and technological hazards, as displayed in Table 1 (Smith 2013). Natural hazards are
by default caused by natural processes and phenomena, technological hazards on the other hand are
mostly caused by human errors (Smith 2013; Doorn 2015).
Table 1: Major categories of environmental hazards. Source: Smith 2013

However, because of our increasing presence and impact on the landscape and environment around
us, natural hazards may be impacted or even caused by human activity. As Smith (2013) notes:
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“(…) although all ‘natural hazards’ are triggered by physical forces, certain events and their
outcomes may be influenced by human actions, whether deliberate or unintended.”
- Smith 2013, p.5

This causes the previously ‘hard’ distinction between natural and technological hazards to become
more fluid, creating room for terms such as ‘quasi-natural hazards’, ‘socio-natural hazards’ and
‘natural-technological hazards’ (Smith 2013; Doorn 2015).
Because of this increasingly complicated relationship between humans, the environment, and hazards
and disasters, it becomes more and more difficult to find the source of the problem. In a lot of cases
these origins are even a combination of both natural and anthropomorphic causes (Smith 2013). This
increasingly intertwined relation between human and natural factors, and environmental hazards is
displayed in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Human-environment interactions in relation to hazards. Source: Burton et al. 1978, as adapted by Smith 2013

Figure 3 explains that under normal circumstances, natural events and human use systems feed into
environmental resources. However, when there are technological failures or extreme natural events,
they can create environmental hazards. These hazards in turn provoke a human response, which feed
back into the human use system and the natural events system (Burton et al. 1978; Smith 2013).
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It also explains the important influence of global change on both types of hazards. Unfortunately,
climate change is putting more and more pressure on global change, which in turn influences both
natural events and human use. One of these environmental hazards that will probably increase in
frequency is flooding (Alexander et al. 2016; NASEM 2018).
Within the current scenarios for climate change, the risk of flooding will also increase in the United
Kingdom. The sea level rise and increased precipitation will heighten the possibility of coastal, fluvial
and surface water flooding in the UK. Currently, it is estimated that one out of every six residential
and commercial properties are at risk of some form of flooding. And according to worst case
projections, the number of people at risk of flooding could more than double by 2080 (Alexander et
al. 2016).
Rivers in the UK are small compared to global standards, and floods therefore tend to be smaller-scale
events. They are nevertheless devastating to affected communities. In urban areas, development
projects can have major a impact on flooding. Creating impermeable surfaces causes water to bypass
the natural storage capacity of the soil, drastically increasing flood peaks into the local drainage
systems. In rural areas, the main reason for flooding is prolonged rainfall in winter. In these cases the
soils are wet and runoff from storms is readily generated, again creating flood peaks into the drainage
system (Wheater 2006).

2.1.2

Attitudes towards climate change

With climate change being related to flooding (Alexander et al. 2016; NASEM 2018), it is important to
look at the different attitudes people have towards climate change. With the increasing importance
of climate change, ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are becoming more and more
prominent concepts.
Both ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are concepts that have been around for quite a
while, and both are often used interchangeably. However, in general, users of either one of these
concepts have different narratives and intentions (Robinson 2004). In his article, Robinson (2004)
argues that environmentalists that use the concept ‘sustainability’ often intend a ‘value change’,
wanting to change lifestyles and individual values as well as wanting to preserve nature (from a
romantic viewpoint). On the other hand, people that use the term ‘sustainable development’ are often
inclined to look for a ‘technical fix’, wanting to conserve nature (from a utilitarian perspective) and
thinking the solution to the environmental problem can be found in technology (Robinson 2004).
These ideas seem to have an overlap with the idea of natural and technological hazards as described
by Burton et al. (1978) and Smith (2013). Both the framework by Robinson (2004) and Burton et al.
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(1978) mention a natural dimension and a technological dimension. As well as for the natural and
technological hazards, these two narratives are at the two ends of a spectrum and most
environmentalists’ responses lie somewhere among the spectrum. However, it is important to note
that the framework by Burton et al. (1978) is still mostly based on facts, while the framework by
Robinson (2004) is based on perceptions and attitudes.
But attitudes towards climate change also depend on a lot of different variables: they are culturally
driven, socially organised, and politically oriented. All of these factors tend to be localised and
personalised constructions (Lo and Jim 2015). Opposition towards the idea of anthropogenic climate
change and environmentalism may come from opposing beliefs, uncertainty around the phenomenon,
or threatening of social identity. In the midst of all this, self-affirmation may help reduce the
defensiveness of opposing climate change (Fielding et al. 2014).
There are multiple reasons and methods through which people change their attitudes, beliefs and
behaviours towards climate change (Fielding et al. 2014). Changing these attitudes dramatically often
occurs during or after major events:
“dramatic events may simultaneously attack personal beliefs as well as social relations. Rather
than being changed by the force of argument, attitudes are changed by the force of
circumstance”
- Hernes 2012, p.12

Looking specifically at flood victims, people that live in flood-prone areas often downplay their
potential risk. They often fail to respond to public awareness campaigns and as a result, do not take
recommended steps to reduce risk of property damage, injury or even death (Demeritt and Nobert
2014).

2.1.3

Effects, responses and responsibility

Responses towards flooding happen on two scale levels: the individual or community level, and a
policy-driven governmental level.
2.1.3.1

Responses and responsibility on individual and community level

Research shows that people who have experienced floods have a heightened awareness of flood-risk
(Spence et al. 2011). However, people whom have experienced an extreme weather event or flooding
do not show a significant change of attitude towards climate change (Spence et al. 2011; Konisky et
al. 2016). Even though respondents were more aware of flood-risk and felt that they were able to have
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an impact on climate change, participants showed little intent to change their behaviour (Spence et
al. 2011).
On the contrary, research by Rudman et al. (2013) suggests that a direct experience with extreme
weather could increase pro-environmentalism. In a comparative study on the effect of hurricane
Sandy and hurricane Irene on attitudes towards green politicians, showed that hurricane Sandy
changed the communities’ attitude towards these politicians. However, there was no noticeable effect
of hurricane Irene towards pro-environmental attitudes. The researchers believe that the large
difference in media coverage between Sandy -which got a lot of attention- while hurricane Irene only
got minor coverage in the media, may have been a contributing factor to this difference (Rudman et
al. 2013).
The experience of flooding can have both positive and negative effects on communities affected by
them. Floods can create a stronger sense of community, creating a group of ‘insiders’ that have all
gone through the same experience. On the flip side, this also creates a group of ‘outsiders’ containing
for example relatives, friends, or neighbours (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017).
These ‘outsiders’ often fail to fully understand the impact flooding has had on the group of ‘insiders’,
creating a “community of the flooded” (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008, p.135).
Research conducted on the amount and value of property and valuables saved during flooding
concluded that the level of insurance does not seem to affect the efforts of those flooded to save their
property and valuables. The research by Parker et al. (2007) shows that people with new-for-old
insurance were just as likely to take action and be just as successful at it as people without insurance.
Next to this, the study found that the number of people in a household also increases the value of
property that is saved from the flood waters (Parker et al. 2007).
In order to prepare for flooding and make properties more resilient, homeowners can take a number
of resistance measures to prevent floodwater coming in. When bigger floods occur, flood water might
still enter the property. This may even be desirable, as keeping large amounts of water out of the
house may cause the building to collapse (Environment Agency 2018b). Different resistance and
resilience measures to minimise flood damage can be found in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Resistance and resilience measures in flooding situations. Source: Dhonau et al. 2016

However, it needs to be noted that behaviour in response to flooding and damage savings made are
complex in nature. Therefore the variety in individual responses remains largely unexplained (Parker
et al. 2007).
Flooding can also have a major impact on the physical and mental well-being of the people affected.
Experiencing flood, and the subsequent damage to people’s property and personal possessions can
have serious effects on both the inhabitant’s health, feeling of security and sense of self-identity and
place identity (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008).
A study conducted on the health impacts of the 2013-2014 floods in Somerset found that a majority
of the participants noted mental health and wellbeing effects, both at community and individual level,
regardless of having their property flooded. A few participants also mentioned physical health
consequences, but linked those to the stress and anxiety caused by being flooded (Walker-Springett
et al. 2017).
The research also found that individuals who were not flooded continuously endured feelings of stress
and anxiety during the event, related to not knowing if they were going to be flooded eventually.
Those that did get flooded -along with the beforementioned stress factors- were also impacted by the
stress of ‘secondary’ factors, such as recovery activities and communicating with insurance companies
(Walker-Springett et al. 2017).
19

2.1.3.2

Responses and responsibility on policy and governance level

Flood-risk management deals with a lot of factors that are not necessarily policy-based. As can be
derived from Figure 5, there are a number of areas that interact in different ways with one another.
In the framework developed by Johnson et al. (2005), they identify contextual factors, behavioural
factors, the problem domain, and the policy domain. Often, issues in flood management policy are
raised after a severe flooding event (Johnson et al. 2005). However, it is not sure that raising these
issues will change anything for the better in flood policy, especially if the flood event is only
experienced on a local scale. If there is a flood event that is experienced on a national scale, a window
of opportunity may open, which can catalyse policy change, which can affect technology, knowledge,
political context, and even values, beliefs and norms (Johnson et al. 2005; Donaldson et al. 2013).
Flooding remains a difficult issue to solve through environmental policy, as it is always experienced
locally, while the issue itself plays on a global scale (Donaldson et al. 2013).

Figure 5: Framework of flood policy evolution. Source: Johnson et al. 2005

Another hurdle is the opposing approaches towards spatial planning on the one hand, and water
planning on the other hand. Where water management is highly technocratic and focussed on singular
issues, spatial planning is participatory, to some degree political, and focussed on responding to a
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multitude of objectives and constraints (Wiering et al. 2015). In addition, the financial resilience
system for flooding in England can be considered contradictory as well. As Wiering et al. (2015) note:
“Responsibility for purchasing cover and having individual resilience is at the household level;
however, the viability of the market is maintained through the spreading of the burden spatially
and ultimately therefore resilience is achieved through the collective capacity of policyholders.”
- Wiering et al. 2015, p.48

A high level of trust in the government is often associated with a low level of individual preparedness,
as well as a lower level of perceived flood risk. However, in some English cases, the distrust in the
agencies managing flood-risk resulted in feelings of distrust, powerlessness and even fatalism
(Demeritt and Nobert 2014). Therefore, fast action and good communication are vital to preserve the
community’s trust (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Demeritt and Nobert 2014).
The research by Tapsell and Tunstall (2008) also uncovered a large discrepancy between the origins of
the flooding as perceived by respondents as opposed to the Environment Agency:
“Respondents largely attributed the flooding to someone opening nearby flood gates. Other
factors suggested were new building in the floodplain and lack of river dredging. Explanations
given by the Environment Agency on the cause of the flood as being the truly exceptional severity
of the rainfall were rejected by the majority of the respondents”
- Tapsell and Tunstall 2008, p.148

Flood warnings are one of the prominent tools used to inform inhabitants for oncoming flood-risk.
Interestingly enough, such flood warnings are particularly important to people whom have no
previous experience with flooding. Once people have significant experience with flooding -with their
property being flooded four or more times- receiving a flood warning seems to have little effect on
the value of property saved from damage due to flood (Parker et al. 2007). Parker et al. (2007) note:
“Ironically, therefore, warnings are less likely to be received by those who would benefit most
from them: those without prior experience of flood waters in their homes”
- Parker et al. 2007, p.206

2.2

Theoretical framework

Looking into the theory surrounding environmental hazards, we have seen that there are two general
types of hazards: natural hazards and technological hazards. However, as noted before, because of
21

the increasing impact of humans on their environment, the line between the two is fading, creating
room for quasi-natural hazards (Smith 2013; Doorn 2015). The realm of environmental hazards could
therefore be imagined as a scale rather than two boxes: with the one extreme being natural hazards,
the other extreme being technological hazards, and a variety of quasi-natural hazards or naturaltechnological hazards in between (see Figure 6).

Figure 6: Scale of causes. Source: Author

From the literature, we can derive that flooding -especially in the developed world- is a quasi-natural
hazard, rather than a natural hazard (Smith 2013; Doorn 2015). The origins of flooding therefore, lie
somewhere along the scale between natural and technological hazards. Along this scale, policy
makers, experts and those affected can pinpoint different origins of flooding, creating a better
understanding of the individual differences of both respondents and origins.

Figure 7: Scale of responsibility. Source: Author

Next to the natural – technological scale, another spectrum can be identified: the governmental –
individual scale (see Figure 7). In preventing hazards or reducing damage, those affected by them
attribute responsibility differently. One may think that the government or a governmental body is
responsible for protecting individuals. When talking about floods, this results in protection through
flood-protection schemes and other flood-risk management tools (Demeritt and Nobert 2014).
Another individual may think that they themselves are solely responsible for minimizing damage done
by hazards, or in this case floods. This can be done through the use of sandbags and adapting their
property to minimize damage by floodwaters (e.g. heighten power sockets, ‘tanking’ the walls)
(Dhonau et al. 2016).
Just like the natural-technological scale, this distinction is a scale. People who live in a flood-prone
area usually rely on governmental protection, even though they may have their own measures in
place. In low-lying areas such as the Somerset Levels, the water is actively being pumped out of the
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area. This type of intervention needs to happen on a larger scale than just an individual one. However,
the dependence on these governmental measures may vary, which will be visualised through the
scale.
The two scales that are displayed in Figure 6 and Figure 7, combine into a theoretical framework that
will help to determine the attitudes that both experts and locals have towards the origins and
responsibility for the floods. This theoretical framework is displayed in Figure 8.

Figure 8: Theoretical framework describing the relationship between causes and responsibility. Source: Author

The theoretical framework in Figure 8 will provide a guideline to answering parts of research question
1 -on the perceived causes- and 3 -on potential discrepancies between experts and inhabitants.
When looking into the effects that the flooding may have on those living in affected communities, the
literature provides a number of different elements that could potentially be impacted:
•

Mental health, or mental state (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017)

•

The affected community (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017)

•

The households’ finances (Parker et al. 2007; Wiering et al. 2015)

•

Property and personal belongings (Parker et al. 2007)

These factors have been taken into consideration when elaborating on the details of the methodology
in chapter 4, as well as analysing the data, and answering research question 2, on the effects of the
flooding.
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3 The Somerset Levels and Moors
As the Somerset Levels and Moors are such a unique case within the different examples of flooding in
the United Kingdom, it is important to elaborate on the characteristics of the place and the
community.
The region of Somerset is located in the South West of England (see Error! Reference source not
found.), neighbouring the city of Bristol, as well as Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, Dorset and Devon. The
county’s town seat can be found in Taunton. The area is mainly flat, thinly populated and
predominantly agricultural (Wikipedia 2018). The Levels have an elaborate history going back to the
prehistoric ages, with several settlements on the higher grounds in the area. Later on, the Romans
used the area for sea salt extraction, while the Saxons incorporated parts of the moors into their
estates. One of the other notable moments in the Levels’ rich history is the Battle of Sedgemoor, that
was fought near Westonzoyland, a town in the middle of the Somerset Levels and Moors (Wikipedia
2018).

3.1

Geography and physique

The Somerset Levels and Moors -most often called the Somerset Levels, or the Levels- is a low-lying
basin in the north and centre of Somerset County. It consists of a submerged and reclaimed landscape,
laying only slightly above mean sea level (Wikipedia 2018). The Levels lay between the Quantock Hills
and the Mendip Hills, with the Polden Hills and several other higher -previously island- areas sticking
out from the otherwise flat profile (see Figure 9). There are several rivers flowing through the Levels:
the Tone, Isle, Yeo, Brue and Parrett all feed into the Bristol Channel (Williams 1970).
The first drainage of the area dates back to the early 1200s, with monasteries being responsible for
most of the work. Most drainage in the area was done through rhynes (the local name for drainage
ditches and channels). Currently, the Levels are drained through the rhynes, rivers, and the King’s
Sedgemoor Drain -an artificially built channel. A number of pumping stations in the area now pump
water from the rhynes into the rivers and drains (Wikipedia 2018).
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Figure 9: The Somerset Levels and Moors. Source: Wikipedia 2018b

The Bristol Channel is known for its extreme tidal differences, and the Somerset coast is no different.
With mean high water springs of over +6 meters and mean low water springs of -3 meters, the tidal
differences are large to say the least. Luckily, these tides do not pose a large threat to the Somerset
coast because of their temporary nature. But they do pose a threat to the inland areas due to the tide
moving up the river Parrett. Because the tide moves up the river twice a day, it cannot effectively get
rid of the silt. This leads to a build-up of silt in the Parrett. This in turn results in the river not being
able effectively accommodate for freshwater floods running down (Williams 1970).

3.2

Institutional structure

The institutional structure of governmental actors within England and the United Kingdom in general,
can be confusing. Figure 10 illustrates the relationship between the actors and agencies involved. The
agencies with a blue outline are specifically concerned with the environment or water management.
The agencies and actors with a black outline are governmental actors and councils.
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Figure 10: Institutional structure of Councils and authorities in this study. Source: Author

On a governmental level, the department concerned with the management of the environment is the
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). Within this department, there are three
agencies responsible for environmental and flood policy: the Scottish Environment Protection Agency
(on Scottish territory), the Northern Ireland Environment Agency (in Northern Ireland) and the
Environment Agency (responsible for both English and Welsh territory).
The Environment Agency (EA) has over twenty offices all over the country. The office concerned with
the Somerset Levels and Moors is located in Bridgwater, on the edge of the Somerset Levels
(Environment Agency 2018a). The Environment Agency is in charge of managing a wide variety of
environmental issues and topics, including flood risk policies and strategies.
On a smaller water management scale, the drainage boards are responsible for managing water levels
for “the protection of people, property and the environment” (SDBC 2018). To manage the operations
and affairs of the two existing drainage boards in Somerset, the Somerset Drainage Boards Consortium
(SDBC) was formed in 2005, to replace smaller consortia arrangements in the area. The SDBC consists
of two drainage boards: the Axe Brue Internal Drainage Board and the Parrett Internal Drainage Board
(SDBC 2018). These areas do not follow county or district borders, but follow the catchment area of
the respective rivers they are named after (see Figure 11) (ADA 2017).
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Figure 11: Area covered by the SDBC. Source: SDBC 2018

On a smaller institutional scale, Somerset County is divided into five district councils, of which
Sedgemoor District Council is the body concerned with the Somerset Levels and Moors. Within the
Sedgemoor District Council there are a number of parish councils, two of which mainly encompass the
Levels: the Othery Parish Council and Westonzoyland Parish Council.
It has to be noted that the Somerset County Council and all the other lower-ranking councils have very
little influence on the policies created by DEFRA and the Environment Agency. Although there is space
for some bottom-up feedback from the councils, the councillors -especially those on parish levelusually act as spokespeople for the inhabitants, rather than policy makers.

3.3

The 2013-2014 Somerset floods: facts and figures

Between December 2013 and March 2014, the United Kingdom endured a number of long and highly
unusual winter storms that caused prolonged periods of flooding all over England and Wales. The
Environment Agency estimates that the economic damages caused in that period are around £1 300
million. Most of this damage occurred in England, and the greatest proportion of damage was felt by
residential property holders, with an estimated £320 million over 10 465 properties (Environment
Agency 2016).
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During that time, the existing flood defences protected around 1.4 million properties and over 25 000
hectares of agricultural land across England and Wales. In comparison to that, an estimated amount
of 10 465 properties and 45 000 hectares of agricultural land were flooded in that time. In Somerset,
this comes down to 3 500 protected properties and 20 000 hectares of dry agricultural land
(Environment Agency 2016).
Unfortunately, not all land could be protected. Over the three-month period between 1 December
2013 and the end of February 2014, the EA issued 155 severe flood warnings, implying danger to life.
“The flood warnings issued by the Environment Agency will have allowed the emergency services
(such as police and fire crews) to prepare for and assist with evacuations. These evacuations will
have helped to prevent further knock-on effects, such as the need for rescues. RMAs [Risk
Management Authorities] assisted with the implementation of several temporary flood defences
which helped to prevent flooding of thousands of properties.”
- Environment Agency 2016, p.38

On the Somerset Levels, one of the main actions taken was the pumping of floodwaters. At the peak
of the flooding, over 100 pumps were used to remove floodwater from the Levels and Moors, which
included 18 pumps from the Netherlands. Pumps were removing 1.5 million tonnes of floodwater
from the Levels per day in early February. Next to that, the EA also deployed over 150 000 sandbags
and constructed earth bunds to protect more than 20 properties in the area (Environment Agency
2016).
The Devon and Somerset Fire and Rescue Services recorded 870 employees being deployed to the
Somerset floods, assisted by 87 personnel from other fire and rescue services. The fire and rescue
services noted a total of 4 985 hours as being deployed on the levels (Environment Agency 2016).
Access to the area was also severely disrupted. In Somerset the A631 -the road going through
Burrowbridge- was closed of 12 weeks, as well as some rural areas being affected by routes in and out
of the villages being closed off. As a result of this, some villages became cut off, and others faced
detours. The inhabitants of Limington, Somerset faced an initial detour of 17 miles, followed by being
cut off completely for 36 hours. For a number of weeks, accessing Yeovilton, Somerset was only
possible by crossing an airfield by escorted vehicle (Gurner et al. 2014).
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4 Methodology and research framework
This chapter will describe the strategy and methods used to answer the following research questions:
1. What has caused the flooding according to the government and people living on the Somerset
Levels?
2. What effect has the flooding had on the daily life of people affected by the 2014 Somerset
Levels and Moors floods?
3. Are there discrepancies or misconceptions between the government’s statements, and the
locals’ perception?
The following sections will attempt to explain the research strategy, the different aspects of the
chosen methods and provide a methodological framework. Next to this, it will outline the chosen case
study, as well as limitations and positionality, concluding with ethical considerations that are required
for this research.

4.1

Research strategy and conceptual framework

The relationship between theory and findings can be described through deductive and inductive
approaches. This study is focussed around both of these approaches. In the deductive approach, the
literature research results in a hypothesis, to which the findings are measured. While in an inductive
study, theory is the outcome of the research conducted (Bryman 2012; Babbie 2013). Part of this
research structure is deductive, as a literature study has been conducted and a theoretical framework
will help structure part of the findings. However, this research is also largely led by its observations
and findings which in turn hope to deduce a theory. This research project is therefore a mixture of
both deductive and inductive research.
Epistemological considerations “concern the question of what is (or should be) regarded as acceptable
knowledge in a discipline.” (Bryman 2012, p.27) This research study lies between critical realism and
interpretivism. In a critical realism approach, in the researcher recognises that her or his
conceptualisation of reality is “simply a way of knowing that reality” and acknowledges that context
is important (Bryman 2012, p.27). The findings are therefore not necessarily generally applicable.
Interpretivism focusses on the understanding that social action is subjective, and that any deduced
causal explanation or conclusion has to be referenced to social action rather than external forces
(Bryman 2012). While this study does reference external forces such as major flooding, it also focusses
on the social construct and narrative surrounding it, making the research project both critical realist
and interpretivist.
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Lastly, ontology describes the perspective of the nature of social reality (King and Horrocks 2010).
While objectivism (or realism) subscribes to the idea that social phenomena and their meanings
happen independently from social actors, constructionists (or relativists) believe that the world is
more complex and unstructured (King and Horrocks 2010; Bryman 2012). Constructionists believe that
“our understandings and experiences are relative to our specific cultural and social frames of
reference, being open to a range interpretations.” (King and Horrocks 2010, p.9) This research takes a
more constructionist approach, as it acknowledges the background of different individuals, and the
author believes that participants’ responses are based upon their social narrative, culture and
community. This constructionist approach can also be found in the methodology, with a focus on the
use of qualitative methods.

4.1.1

Triangulation

The triangulation of methods is believed to be a way to better understand the phenomenon and leads
to achieving the research objectives in a better way (Kumar 2014). Triangulation within this research
will be achieved through the use of mixed methods, more specifically through the use of the following
methods:
•

Photo elicitation

•

Semi-structured interviews

•

Mobile interviews

•

Online questionnaire

The methodology of this research is mostly qualitative, but also has quantitative aspects. The
qualitative part of this research consists of conducting semi-structured interviews, and on occasion
combining those with photo elicitation and mobile interviews. By conducting an online survey, the
research study also incorporates quantitative measurements in its methodology, as well as gaining
some more qualitative insights. Table 2 displays an overview of the research questions that are
proposed above and how these relate to the research methods.
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Table 2: Research questions and methods

4.2

Research methods

During this research, a variety of methods will be used in order to answer the research questions. As
mentioned above, using a multitude of methods; combining qualitative and quantitative methods
provides a more complete picture of the research study. However, using different methods within this
research will also make it easier to reach participants, as described in the methodological aims in Table
3.
Table 3: Methodological aims and methods

The following sections will describe both the qualitative and the mixed methods approach used in this
research project in more detail.

4.2.1
4.2.1.1

Qualitative methods
Semi-structured in-depth interviews

When interviewing different participants within the research project, a semi-structured interview
design has been used. A semi-structured interview is an interview in which there is a list of specific
questions or topics to be discussed, but interviewees have fairly large freedom in how to respond
(Bryman 2008). The structure has characteristics of both unstructured interviews as well as structured
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interviews. The design is structured in the way that most of the interview is pre-determined, both in
structure as in content, both solidified in the interview guides (see Appendix C; Appendix D). However,
additional questions were asked, where these seemed relevant to the researcher, as well as the
interviewee being asked open-ended questions.
The benefit of the structured side of these interviews is that they provide uniform information that is
easier to compare. While the unstructured side of the interviews allows for more in-depth research
on certain topics (Kumar 2014).
4.2.1.2

Photo elicitation

To provide a more visual framework and try to engage participants more into the research, photo
elicitation was used during semi-structured interviews with locals and local representatives (see
Appendix F). Photo elicitation is based on “the simple idea of inserting a photograph into a research
interview” (Harper 2002, p.13).
Images can evoke deeper elements of the consciousness, because the visual part of the brain
developed before the verbal part did (Harper 2002). Comparative research found that the use of photo
elicitation sharpened the memory of the participants and reduced misunderstandings (Harper 2002).
Harper notes he considers “photo elicitation useful in studies that are empirical and rather
conventional: photo elicitation may add validity and reliability to a word-based survey” (p. 22).
Photo elicitation is a well-known method in social sciences. It is widely used in research concerning in
the experience of food (e.g. Lachal et al. 2012; Justesen et al. 2014), research among children and
young people (e.g. Leonard and McKnight 2015; Pickering 2015), and research within underprivileged
communities (e.g. Barrington et al. 2017). However, the method is relatively unknown in the field of
spatial planning or environmental studies.
The use of photographic images in research can evoke three dimensions of experience: information,
effect and reflection (Mountian et al. 2011). This aspect is especially important in this research study.
As this research focusses on all of these aspects: firstly, the participants will pass on information
through the pictures. Secondly, through these images and the questions asked, the participant will
show how these situations have affected them and others. Lastly, because the flooding happened a
while ago, the images will provide a reflective framework for the respondents.
The use of photo elicitation can also engage people into the research that would step forward when
doing semi-structured interviews (Kong et al. 2015). However, some researchers have also
encountered wariness when asked to participate, mostly in work-related research as well as concerns
involving anonymity and power-relations (Mountian et al. 2011). For this particular research project,
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these concerns are covered under the ethical approval, which have also been solidified in the consent
forms that are signed by both participant and researcher.
4.2.1.3

Mobile interviews

Going different places and having a change of scenery can be very beneficial for social research. As
eloquently put by Murray (2009, p.23): “When we interview participants in their homes, the discussion
will reflect participants’ view and emotionality associated with their home.” Parts of this research have
aimed to cater to this change of environment, interviewing participants while on the move through
their ‘home’ area.
Because the area that had been flooded is quite big -and not all interviewees are able to walk bigger
distances- parts of the interviews have been conducted while riding in a car (see Appendix G). In this
setting, the interviewee is driving the interviewer through the landscape, while talking about the
different impacts the flooding has had on the landscape, as well as its impact on the inhabitants of the
area.
As Murray (2009, p.22) mentions, mobile research is not about “finding ‘truth’ but about investigating
placed narratives”. This rationale follows the used ontology for this research, looking into narratives
rather than explicit ‘truths’.
4.2.1.4

Sampling methods

As the interviews have been conducted with experts, expert and judgemental sampling has provided
respondents for these interviews. When using judgemental sampling, the author selects respondents
whom she finds most relevant and seem to have the required information. In expert sampling, the
respondents are known experts (Kumar 2014). Kumar (2014, p.244) notes that these types of sampling
are “extremely useful when you want to construct a historical reality, describe a phenomenon or
develop something about which only a little is known”, as is the case in this research project.
In conducting the photo elicitation, snowball sampling has been used to find respondents for this
research project. Respondents were reached through the network of other participants. This sampling
method is useful if the researcher knows little about the studied population, and it may be difficult to
frame that population (Bryman 2012; Kumar 2014), which is the case in this research.
In finding participants for the mobile interviews, a combination of snowball sampling, judgemental
sampling and accidental sampling has been applied. The participants were initially selected through
snowball and judgemental sampling, as they were primarily selected for a semi-structured interview.
However, some participants were in possession of a car, and were willing and able to drive around
their neighbourhood, making the sampling method partially accidental as well.
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4.2.2

Mixed methods: Online questionnaire

An online questionnaire has been used within this study as an additional source of both qualitative
and quantitative data. Online surveys can be a quick and easy solution to gathering both qualitative
and quantitative data quickly, as well as reaching large groups of people (Bryman 2012). Next to this,
it can also reach participants who would otherwise be uncomfortable or unwilling to participate
(Marshall and Rossman 2016). Next to this, online questionnaires are usually completed with less
unanswered questions, leading to less missing data (Bryman 2012).
Questionnaires can include both closed and open-ended questions. Open-ended questions can
provide in-depth information, if formulated correctly. They also provide a lot of freedom for the
respondents and take away a lot of interviewer-bias. However, when respondents aren’t able to
express themselves, information may be lost (Kumar 2014).
On the other hand, the use of closed questions often limits the depth and variety of the information
gathered, as well as being more prone to interviewer-bias. However, ‘ready-made’ answers and
categories make the analysis of data easier, as well as it being easier to fill in (Kumar 2014).
Because of the advantages and disadvantages for both types of questions, the online questionnaire
used in this research study consists of both closed and open-ended questions. Through using both
types, the research aims to collect as much information as possible, trying to maintain the balance
between a possible interviewer-bias and providing a survey that is as accessible as possible to fill in.
The questions asked in the survey can be found in Appendix E.
4.2.2.1

Sampling method

While conducting the online questionnaire, both convenience sampling and snowball sampling have
been used to reach respondents. A convenience sample is -as the name implies- a sampling method
that is mostly convenient for the researcher (Bryman 2012; Kumar 2014), which in this case is easy
accessibility. Some respondents may have also been accessed through snowball sampling, in which
case respondents are reached through the network of previous respondents (Bryman 2012).

4.3

Limitations, problems and positionality

Because the sample size for the interviews is small (N=10 for interviews, N=21 for online
questionnaire), the sample cannot be considered representative of the community as a whole. Rather,
it represents the opinions, experiences and narratives of individuals. Next to that, other factors such
as political preference, age, gender or educational level cannot effectively be accounted for. This may
have affected the quality of the research outcome. Furthermore, in-depth interviews -and qualitative
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research in general- always involves unique individuals and can therefore provide different outcomes
as opposed to a large scale quantitative research.
Another limitation is the internet-based approach of the online survey. There can be a number issues
concerning the reliability of online research: access to internet can be highly variable within a
community; it is difficult to probe respondents; and only a limited amount of the research questions
can be answered through internet-based research, whereas interviews can provide a wider framework
to answer questions (Bryman 2012).
Looking into flood-related research shows that this area has been extensively researched over the last
couple of years. This may result in a ‘research-tired’ attitude in both locals and experts, which will
make it harder to conduct research and find suitable and willing participants, creating a larger chance
for a non-response error (Bryman 2012).
Because of the use of snowball sampling and other non-probability sampling methods, it is hard to
have a representative group of respondents for a multitude of reasons. Most prominently, because
participants are acquaintances, and people tend to surround themselves with people with similar
views and beliefs (Kumar 2014). The research project has attempted to account for this by
approaching different organisations through which to start the sampling process. However, a fully
representative sample is impossible to ensure on this scale.
As a researcher one always tries to not influence the research with a personal opinion, however some
sort of bias or subjectivity can never be completely eliminated. Growing up in a country that is not the
UK might possibly affect the researchers’ positionality, as well as the researchers’ educational
background in sustainability, sustainable development and the environment.
Lastly, not being a native speaker of the language might cause a barrier between the researcher and
the interviewee. Although the researcher is fluent in English, the many different accents that one can
find all around the UK can sometimes prove to be hard to adapt to in the beginning. This issue has
been resolved by recording (and occasionally videotaping) the interviews, so the data can be analysed
after the interviews, if there are any uncertainties.

4.4

Ethical considerations

This research involved the direct interaction with a variety of residents from the area affected by the
2014 Somerset floods, as well as experts and semi-experts from neighbouring areas, and therefore
ethical considerations are required to ensure integrity. The ethical considerations will follow the
Cardiff University guidelines, and the ethical considerations form has been filled out before the start
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of the data collection (see Appendix A). When interacting with participants, an informed consent
statement has been created and distributed among all participants. Through the form, voluntary
participation in this research will be ensured, and participants will be ensured the option to withdraw
at any point during the research. Data will be and remain anonymised and privacy of participants will
be of paramount importance. Personal details will not be used in the research without explicit consent
of the participants. It has become apparent to the author that the community is very small and
therefore anonymisation of data might be more difficult than in larger sample groups. The author has
done her utmost best to keep descriptions of participants as vague as possible, without losing valuable
context to the research.
Physical and mental well-being of participants will be of utmost importance and everything will be
done to ensure the well-being of participants. The author acknowledges that the experiences
interviewees went through can be considered emotional and even traumatic. Bringing up these
sensitive topics during the interviews has been done with utmost care, mental health was only briefly
addressed directly, and participants have been told that they do not have to share anything they do
not feel comfortable with.
The work of other authors has been acknowledged and referenced using the Harvard referencing
system, to the researchers’ best intentions and capacity. Through the research the highest level of
objectivity in discussions, analyses and any other parts of the research will be maintained.
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5 Analysis and results
This chapter aims to draw together the data collected through the different interviews and the
conducted online survey. The questions in both methods have been stated differently but do pursue
to contribute to answering the same research questions. During data collection, different types of
questions were asked, and qualitative and quantitative data were combined. Therefore, the data
provides a bigger picture of individual narratives, as well as providing for triangulation.
This chapter uses a distinct differentiation between ‘interviewees’ and ‘respondents’. In this chapter,
‘interviewees’ are considered to be participants whom have been a part of an interview within this
research study. A ‘respondent’ on the other hand, is an individual that has filled in the online
questionnaire, that was also part of this project. Within this research, there are 10 interviewees,
spread across 8 interviews. As well as 21 respondents whom participated in the online survey.
The first section of this chapter will provide a line out of different terminology that arose during the
research: looking into the differences between people who had been affected and those who had
their homes flooded, as well as the different scales on which participants could be considered experts.
The sections after this will follow the themes and concepts that are used in the research questions of
this study, these being the causes, effects and discrepancies that have been uncovered in this
research.

5.1

Those affected, those flooded, and experts

The research questions talk about several groups of people involved in the flooding, and therefore
being involved in the research study. During this study, it became apparent that these groups needed
to be defined further. The following sections go deeper into the different groups of people involved
in this research study.

5.1.1

Those affected vs. those flooded

While conducting the research it became evident that not only those whose property had flooded
were badly affected. This is might be an obvious point to make, but it is important for the context of
the research to distinguish a difference between those who had their property flooded and those who
were affected in other ways.
Out of the 21 respondents of the online questionnaire, 9 people (43%) that their property or
belongings had been affected, while 8 respondents (38%) note that they had been affected in other
ways (see Diagram 1). These other ways include disrupted and significantly longer commutes (4
37

respondents) as well as homes being cut off or even inaccessible despite fact that they weren’t
flooded.
Diagram 1: Number of respondents affected. Source: Author

One respondent notes working as an engineer for the Environment Agency, whom also notes a
significant impact. This can also be derived from the interview conducted with people working at the
Environment Agency. One of the interviewees mentions a significant impact on employees of the EA
at the time of the floods:
“I’m sure they didn’t like coming in for a shift, picking up the phone to be verbally abused. For 8
hours. And then go home and come back again, and come in for the next shift, pick up the phone
and be verbally abused by the same person.”
– Interviewee B1, Expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018

One of the inhabitants that had been flooded himself also observed the impact on the employees at
the Environment Agency.
“It affected him [Interviewee B1, EA expert], because he was off sick ill afterwards because of all
the hassle. And he was one of the managers at the Agency. So it affected a lot of people.”
– Interviewee F, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

The effects on inhabitants of the flooded area whom did not have their property flooded should be
noted as well. One respondent notes not being able to return home for three months, despite not
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having his property flooded. Others note commuting distances drastically increasing with one
respondent noting:
“a normal 2 mile journey to work in Long Sutton became a 14 mile one”
– Respondent #21, 3 May 2018

Of course, the impacts on the people who had their property flooded for an extended period of time,
have been affected by the floods in very significant ways as well, as will be discussed extensively in
the following sections. But this does not mean that the impact on those not flooded should be
overlooked or dismissed. The literature also addressed that those who were not flooded reported
stress and anxiety during the event, because of the constant worry of becoming flooded (WalkerSpringett et al. 2017). On top of that, those not flooded may have had their friendships affected, as
the flooding could have caused misunderstandings between parties that were and were not flooded
(Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017).

5.1.2

The expert – local spectrum

During the research it also became evident that the group of previously determined experts was not
as specialised as was hoped. The group of experts therefore effectively narrowed down to employees
of the Environment Agency. Next to that, people who fulfilled positions in both the Sedgemoor District
Council as well as the Westonzoyland Parish Council were interviewed. Because of the small, rural,
and often communal nature of the area, these ‘executive’ community members whom have lived
within the Somerset Levels for many years, have expert knowledge of their surroundings and know
many people that have been affected in some way or the other. One interviewee took on a mediating
role as both district councillor and police civil servant, mediating between affected inhabitants and
executive bodies and agencies.
“I’m not really an expert, but I’m trying to sound like one. (…) We all turned into hydraulic
engineers at the pub”
– Interviewee C, local councillor, Westonzoyland, 23 April 2018

Because of this rather informal level of expertise within the local community and the singular expertise
that is coming from the Environment Agency, it is difficult to deduce triangulated data from the
predefined experts. For practical reasons within answering the research questions it is therefore easier
to consider both the local experts as well as the professionals at the EA as ‘experts’ in comparing their
opinions to the ones from others affected.
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It needs to be noted however, that the people working at the Environment Agency are the only experts
interviewed with scientific knowledge about the issue. The local experts interviewed -as mentioned
before- have a thorough understanding of their local environment, which is also acknowledged by the
EA:
“There is no question about it, is that they are very, very well informed of what’s going on in a 3
km circumference of where they live. They’re experts. No question about that. But you spread it
out a little bit, and then they see that there’s a lack of clarity- a lack of understanding.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018

However, the attitude from the EA employees remains sceptical, as they also note that the local
experts’ knowledge does not spread far from their home, which implies that they might not be able
to see the bigger context of the flooding. As well as their scientific background in the field being
limited, as they are not trained in the field of hydrology or managing flood-risk. Their focus expertise
for this research study is therefore considered to be with their in-depth knowledge of the community
and their often mediating position during and after the 2014 flooding.
Within this research, 2 scientific experts have been interviewed that work at the Environment Agency,
one of which was also in an executive position during the flooding in 2014. Additionally, one of the
participants that has been interviewed as a resident of a flooded property was also an employee of
the Environment Agency at the time. Lastly, there is one respondent in the questionnaire that
identified himself as an employee of the EA. Next to this, two people have been interviewed with the
specific intent of getting to know their expert local knowledge as parish and district councillors during
the time of the floods.

5.2

Causes of the 2014 flooding on the Levels

One of the primary focus points of this research is the perceived causes of the floods, as described in
research question 1: What has caused the flooding according to the government and people living on
the Somerset Levels? This section aims to dissect and answer this question. One of the first elements
to look at when studying the causes of the floods on the Somerset Levels is the Environment Agency.
As previously determined, they are the only party in this research study that have a scientific
background as to why the Levels and Moors flooded in early 2014. According to the experts
interviewed at the Environment Agency, there’s really only one cause: consistent rain over a long
period of time.
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“It rained a lot. We’d had one dry day. From 18th of December to beginning of March. (…) it was
the spread of the rain. You know, we’ve had the 5th wettest March [this year] on record. Didn’t
flood anybody. That’s because we had: Rain. Period of dry. Rain. Period of dry. Rain. And that’s
the luxury that we didn’t have in 13-14. We had rain every day. And for us, it’s fundamental.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018

An article by Wheater (2006) notes that in rural areas flooding often happens in winter, as the soil
becomes wet and saturated with water, creating a readily generated runoff of rainwater. The
consistent and intense amount of rain being the cause of the flooding is also reflected in the report
written by the Environment Agency (2016).
When asked to list all the causes of the 2014 flooding, most respondents to the questionnaire
mentioned poor maintenance (76%) as one of the causes, closely followed by severe weather (71%)
(see Diagram 2). Poor maintenance, especially dredging -or the lack thereof- have been a major factor
in the debate between the Environment Agency and the locals (which will be further discussed in
chapter 5.4). It is therefore not surprising that it comes out as one of the top causes in the
questionnaire.
“And the big hobby horse was the dredging at the time.”
– Interviewee C, local councillor, Westonzoyland, 23 April 2018

The emphasis on dredging within this area, and within the debate on causes of the flooding is rather
large. This topic which will be addressed further in chapter 5.4.2. Dredging is also the main focus of
the main action group within the area: The Flooding on the Levels Action Group (FLAG). FLAG was and
is one of the major platforms of volunteers in the area, as well as pushing the residents’ interests after
the floods. It has to be noted, that respondents for the online questionnaire were gathered through a
Facebook page which was run by FLAG. This may have caused a bias within the results. However, it
was also mentioned by almost all interviewees during this study as something that was considered a
cause by either themselves or other people within the community.
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Diagram 2: Causes of the 2014 flooding according to questionnaire respondents. Source: Author
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As mentioned before, the Environment Agency considers the severe weather to be the main culprit
of the 2014 flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors. This opinion is shared by most of the
respondents of the questionnaire, with 15 respondents listing it as one of the causes. However, during
the interviews, not all interviewees were sold on this idea. Some noted that it had rained a lot this
year, but the Somerset Levels had not flooded. Some attributed this to the improved measures in
place by the EA, others attributed it to the failure of the EA to stop the flooding in 2014.
“But we’ve had 3 years now of, you know, this year we did get a lot of rain. And it didn’t come
our way. And it’s just a really gradual building up people’s confidence.”
– Interviewee A, inhabitant, Moorland, 20 April 2018

A cause that is closely related to poor maintenance, is bad river defences. With 48% of respondents
listing this as one of the causes, it is the third biggest cause listed in the questionnaire. This might be
related to comments of a small number of respondents and interviewees mentioning a reservoir that
had been released, because it was about to breach, therefore flooding Moorland and the Somerset
Levels even more.
“I don’t know. I’ve heard both sides of the story. Some people swear it was true, they knew the
guy that was on duty that night that opened the flood gates to relieve the pressure. The
Environment Agency have sworn blind, put their hand on a bible and said: ‘No, it never
happened.’ But the water did suddenly surge forward. It must’ve come from somewhere.
Where? Who knows.”
– Interviewee E, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018
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Some residents seem to distrust the Environment Agency in their claims, with some residents also
feeling like information has been withheld from them. More of these misunderstandings and
discrepancies between the experts’ statements and the residents’ perceptions will be addressed in
chapter 5.4. This is also reflected in other literature on previous flooding in other parts of England,
with the analogy between the two situations being incredibly accurate. In a 2008 article, Tapsell and
Tunstall wrote:
“Respondents largely attributed the flooding to someone opening nearby flood gates. (…)
Explanations given by the Environment Agency on the cause of the flood as being the truly
exceptional severity of the rainfall were rejected by the majority of the respondents”
– Tapsell and Tunstall 2008, p.148

A surprisingly high number of respondents defined other causes within the previously set causes in
the survey. However, there is not a singular answer that can be derived from this. Some respondents
mention a redirection of funds, others mention new housing projects on the floodplains in Bridgwater.
Two respondents note that the lack of trees and other foliation further up in the catchment area which
in their opinion increased the flow of water from higher and more upstream areas. A cause that was
also mentioned by one of the interviewees.
Only 7 out of 21 respondents note that the characteristics of the landscape on the Somerset Levels
are to blame for the flooding. Employees at the Environment Agency are quite clear in their opinion
that the landscape characteristics of the area, being a moor and being drained constantly are a major
contributor to as to why the water ended up in the Levels and stayed there for the amount of time
that it did. One respondent to the questionnaire noted:
“This area is named after the “summer people” because it could only be inhabited in the
summer.”
– Respondent #4, 18 April 2018

When asked what the primary reason for the flooding was and being asked to pick one of the
previously mentioned causes, over half of the respondents’ noted the poor maintenance as the main
cause of the flooding (see Diagram 3). Only a quarter of respondents agree with the statements from
the Environment Agency noting that severe weather would have been the main cause of the flooding
in 2014.
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Diagram 3: Main cause for the 2014 flooding according to all respondents. Source: Author

Again, a small number of respondents also noted other factors causing the flooding, respectively
noting the amount of rainfall, poor management of upstream catchment and lack of funding as the
main causes for the 2014 flooding on the Levels and Moors. The amount of rainfall in this sense can
be seen as synonymous with severe weather, which is also the reason given by the official report of
the Environment Agency (Environment Agency 2016), as well as expert interviewees. Poor
maintenance seems to be a consistent factor in perceived reasons by locals in England, as this also
came up as the main culprit in a study by Tapsell and Tunstall (2008).
With only 4 respondents noting climate change as one of the reasons behind the flooding, and none
of the respondents seeing it as the main cause of the flooding, there seems to be no perceived
connection between climate change and flooding by the respondents. This corresponds with findings
by Spence et al. (2011) and Konisky et al. (2016), who found that even though extreme weather events
-like flooding- increases the awareness of flood-risk perception, it does not significantly change their
attitude towards climate change. This may also be due to the fact that flooding is experienced locally,
and climate change is a global issue, as argued by Lo and Jim (2015). However, several interviewees
did mention climate change as a contributing factor, although being uncertain whether this could be
proven or not.
“I think one of the things that we’re seeing – I think it’s climate change. But I’m not sure that
we’ll ever be able to prove that in my lifetime. It will be done by back analysis, 50 years hence,
somebody will say: ‘Oh yes, it was- we could see the signs.’”
– Interviewee H2, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018
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5.3

Effects of the 2014 flooding on the Levels

This section aims to clarify the effects the flooding has had on those flooded, affected and involved,
as well as provide an answer to the second sub-question: What effect has the flooding had on the
daily life of people affected by the 2014 Somerset Levels and Moors floods? As mentioned in the
literature review in chapter 2, there are already quite a lot of known effects of flooding. These include
a major impact on physical and mental well-being (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al.
2017), as well as their health, feeling of security, self-identity and place identity (Tapsell and Tunstall
2008). On top of which the sense of community can also be strengthened or weakened, depending on
the circumstances (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017). Within both the
interviews and the questionnaire, these factors were specifically addressed. In the questionnaire,
people were asked to rate whether they agreed or disagreed with certain statements. The statements
and the level of agreement can be found in Diagram 4. To assess the general opinion, the Likert scale
has been used to quantify the respondent’s answers from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Respondents could also choose to neither agree nor disagree if they felt impartial or ambiguous
towards the statement.
Diagram 4: Noted effects of flooding. Source: Author

As a whole sample group, all respondents of the questionnaire disagreed or strongly disagreed with
the statement that the flooding had had no effect on them. All but one respondent (95%) found it had
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had a profound effect on the community as a whole. Other factors have a wider distribution and will
be addressed in the following sections.

5.3.1

Effects on those flooded

The group that comes to mind first when researching the effects of flooding is the group of people
whom had their property flooded. 6 out of the 10 people interviewed during this research study had
their property flooded for extended periods of time.
“But we were out of the cottage for 14 months because it was the drying period that took the
time. And it all had to be re-plastered and everything.”
– Interviewee F, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

For many properties, the evacuation seems to be rather unforeseen and quick. Many interviewees
mention seeing the water coming for weeks, but never thinking that they would be evacuated. This
has had an immense mental impact on the inhabitants.
“(…) when we left, we’d had a month of watching the water come. And, so the gentleman across
the road actually described it as water torture ‘cause you could see it coming.”
– Interviewee A, inhabitant, Moorland, 20 April 2018

A lot of interviewees also mention that they have seen a lot of people struggle with these mental
issues around them, some until the day of today. Some interviewees mention people whom do not
want to speak about the flooding anymore, or just wanting to move on with their lives. Others have
not spoken about the effect the flood waters have had on them ever since they happened. One
interviewee mentions a difference between women and men in the ability to speak about the issue.
“I’m not being sexist when I think I say that it affects women more than men. Because I think
women are the home-makers in the sense, aren’t they? Historically, let’s say. It annoys me when
people say: ‘Oh, my wife didn’t work, she stayed at home and brought the children up.’ She didn’t
work? What did she do bringing the children up? What’s bringing children up? That’s work, isn’t
it? When I think back of the different people who were affected. It seems to be that the wives
were affected more than the men. But then is it us being: ‘Oh, I’ve got to be- we’re men, we’re’
-like that psychology?”
– Interviewee F, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

Results from the questionnaire give a more diverse image of the mental impact of the flooding. 63%
of those who had their property flooded agree or strongly agree with the statement that the flooding
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impacted them mentally. Two of the respondents (25%) feel ambiguous towards that statement, while
one respondent strongly disagrees it affected them mentally. This is interesting as it opposes the
general findings of the interviews. All interviewees that had experienced the flood first-hand noted
mental health effects and losing a feeling of security.
“And the other thing I would’ve lost would probably be my sense of security. We all think our
homes are our castles. Well, mine was besieged and destroyed, and I was deprived of my home
for 9 months.”
– Interviewee G, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

This loss in sense of security is also noted in the literature by Tapsell and Tunstall (2008). The findings
of both the research by Tapsell and Tunstall (2008) and by Walker-Springett et al. (2017) support the
reports by the interviewees that the flooding has had a large mental impact. However, the findings
from the online survey contradict this view, as the result from the questionnaire is not significant.
Literature about whether or not flooding can strengthen the community bond points out that in many
cases it can intensify the relationship between different members of the community, but it also points
out that in some cases it can create us-them contradictions that can damage connections (Tapsell and
Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017). In these cases, the flooding can drive a wedge between
long-lasting friendships. If one person or couple has had their property flooded, but the other has not,
it can lead to miscommunication and misunderstanding from both sides. The results from this study
show a similar pattern.
“There were rifts as well. There were two couples I can think of, who were very, very friendly.
They’d all been teachers together or something. And one couple were flooded, and one couple
weren’t. And neither of them could actually appreciate the other ones’ problems. And they had
drifted apart. It did go both ways.”
– Interviewee H1, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

However, many interviewees mention how the community came together and became stronger
through this flood, helping each other. Some interviewees also mention that in the short term, it
negatively affected the communities’ ties, as many inhabitants were out of the area for the months
following the floods which made it hard to keep in contact.
“It broke it up. Because people were living in different places. So you didn’t see people. You didn’t
know how they were getting on. What progress was happening in their properties. (…) But then
when people could start coming into the village, they weren’t living here. There was a few still
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here. But the majority of people had moved out. So unless you actually saw someone (…) Or if
you were coming out here, you wouldn’t have seen them. And as I say, being away like we were,
14 months. Yes, I caught up with some people, but other I didn’t. So you didn’t know what was
going on. Some have never come back.”
– Interviewee F, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

However, almost all interviewees mention that it made the community bond stronger than before, as
people were trying to help each other, as well as being able to relate to one another because of the
flooding.
“I think probably, it’s better now than it ever was. Because there was no ‘well you got flooded
‘cause you’re a bad person, and you smell because…’. There was none of that because we all got
it. So everybody had to go. But it took a long time to come back, because obviously everybody
was out for 9 months. (…) So yeah, it probably took a good 18 months, by the time people had
been home, but it has brought everybody together because we all suffered exactly the same.”
– Interviewee A, inhabitant, Moorland, 20 April 2018

One participant mentions having built a friendship with people from other parts of the UK that came
to volunteer. Most interviewees mention their thankfulness for all the help and goods they received
from people all over the country.
“There was a lot of volunteers. An awful lot of people from all over the country volunteered to
come and help. (…) We had a big hedge that died, because of the flooding. And [husband]
happened to see one of them and was saying to them about it. The next day they came, complete
stripped the hedge out, down to the ground level. They even swept up after themselves. They
were amazing. They were clearing out houses. They were doing jobs for people. Rescuing things
that people- were precious to them. I can’t praise them highly enough. They were wonderful.”
– Interviewee E, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

Within the flooded respondents in the questionnaire there seems to be a consensus that the flooding
impacted the community, all respondents that reported being flooded either agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement that it affected the community. Most also agree or strongly agree that it
affected themselves socially, apart from one respondent whom disagreed with the statement.
Because the evacuation was rather rushed, and because many did not foresee the severity and the
length of the evacuation, precautionary measures that were taken were minimal.
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“We thought 200mm over that vast area would be an awful lot of water. And therefore, we
couldn’t contemplate any more than that. As [Interviewee H1, wife] says, we’ve taken those
things upstairs. We’d raised the furniture that was left downstairs. On bricks and put yoghurt
pots around the feet of the table and things like that. So, a couple of bricks and a yoghurt pot.
We would have coped with the 200mm of water.”
– Interviewee H2, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

Other interviewees mention not taking measures at all, and not having changed this since either.
“We’ve had to go back with things [e.g. plugs] higher, but that’s just building regs [regulations]
these days not because we’ve chosen to do that.”
– Interviewee A, inhabitant, Moorland, 20 April 2018

Out of the 9 respondents of the survey that noted that their property or belongings had been affected
by the flood, 8 respondents agree or strongly agree with the statement that their property had been
affected. One respondent disagreed with the statement noting:
“My property was one of only 15 not flooded in Moorland.”
– Respondent #15, 19 April 2018

Even though a lot of interviewed locals lost a significant amount of belongings and property during
the floods, most people that have been interviewed note that they themselves haven’t been
financially affected as such. Most interviewees mention having insurance, but they also note that they
know residents that were not insured for flooding. Another interviewee notes that the insurance rates
have gone up over the last year, increasing their financial burden four years after the event.
“It’s [the insurance cover costs] rocketed up for a lot people. There’s things in place now called
flood wave insurance. But the insurance companies have to buy into it and it is a lot of money.”
– Interviewee A, Moorland, 20 April 2018

However, it needs to be said that those flooded did lose personal belonging that cannot be replaced,
such as photographs, furniture that had been inherited and other belongings with emotional value.
The responses within the questionnaire seem to slightly contradict this. Most respondents that have
been flooded feel either ambiguous (25%) towards the statement that the flooding has impacted them
financially or agree (25%) or even strongly agree (50%) with the financial impact of the event. One
respondent also mentions a £320k insurance cost. This could be explained by the fact that some
houses in the area are made of cob, as some interviewees also mention. This historic way of building
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walls could contribute to the lengthiness and large costs of the renovations for these particular
houses. The statement in the literature by Parker et al. (2007) supports this vision, as it also mentions
that regardless of type of insurance cover, people were likely and willing to save as much possessions
as possible.
The flooding also impacted the way inhabitants think of their environment. As previously mentioned,
the flood affected the sense of security of some inhabitants, but some interviewees also mention that
people have become more ‘jumpy’ when it starts raining a lot, or if nearby fields flood.
“I think probably everybody would say that – everybody gets a bit jumpy, everybody does – ‘Oh
my god it’s gonna rain!’”
– Interviewee A, inhabitant, Moorland, 20 April 2018

This effect is also reflected in the literature, as Spence et al. (2011) notes that the experience of
flooding can heighten the awareness of flood-risk, in addition to the previously mentioned mental
effects (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Walker-Springett et al. 2017).

5.3.2

Effects on those not flooded

The effects on those who have not been flooded should not be underestimated. The sample size on
the interviews for this particular group is smaller, with only 4 interviewees. However, 10 respondents
(48%) of the online survey mention that they have family or friends that had been flooded or that they
had been affected in other ways.
Within the group of respondents that did not have their property flooded, there is a bigger gap
between feeling socially impacted and feeling that the community has been affected. 90% of
respondents strongly agree that the community has been affected by the flooding, with only one
respondent noting they agreed with the statement. However, the social impact on themselves seems
to be weaker. Seven respondents (70%) note that they feel the flooding affected them socially, with
the remaining respondents feeling ambiguous (10%) or disagreeing that they have been socially
affected by the flooding (20%).
Even though the property of the respondents has not been affected, a majority still mentions being
financially affected by the flooding. Six respondents (60%) agree or strongly agree with this statement,
20% feel ambiguous and the remaining 20% do not feel they have been financially impacted by the
floods in 2014. The relatively big number of people that have not been flooded but have been
financially impacted could be explained by the fact that commuting distances for people in the area
had massively increased due to the flooding.
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“Commute to work was double the distance and time, cost etc.”
– Respondent #10, 18 April 2018

It is hard to define effects on the mental health of those affected but not flooded. In the questionnaire,
most respondents’ answer to the question whether or not the flooding impacted them mentally is
that they either disagree or feel neutral towards that statement. However, two respondents do
strongly agree with that statement, one of them being an engineer at the Environment Agency. During
the interview with employees of the Environment Agency, the personal and mental impact that the
flood operation had had on the people working at the EA was also mentioned.
“People went through marriage breakups, a lot of people didn’t see their children’s birthdays,
they didn’t see their Christmas parties, they didn’t see their graduation. So, a lot of people put a
lot of effort into helping people. But, put that into some context, of course outside this building
there are people who were flooded. They’d lost their possessions, and I guess – at the end of the
day, the possessions that they’ve lost they can’t replace. Similar for the people who manage the
flood, they will never ever replace those events that they missed through those 11 weeks and 3
days.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018

This statement shows that the impact of the flooding on professionals is also profound. Of course, as
the interviewee notes himself, 11.5 weeks is not comparable to 9-14 months of being away from
home. But the impact of those 11.5 weeks of working more than full-time hours and missing profound
life events such as birthdays and graduations should not be underestimated. As well as the long-term
effects it has had on some peoples’ relationships, like broken marriages.

5.4

Discrepancies and misconceptions

One of the main differences between the Environment Agency and the inhabitants is the perceived
causes of the flooding in 2014. While the EA strongly emphasises that it was the severity of the
continuous rain, many inhabitants believe it is a lack of maintenance, and therefore the Environment
Agency is to blame. The following section focusses on the apportioning of blame on by the inhabitants,
followed by a discussion on dredging and a discussion on the role of the media, fake news and urban
legends, while aiming to provide a framework to answer the last research question: Are there
discrepancies or misconceptions between the government’s statements, and the locals’ perception?
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5.4.1

Blame and polarisation

As mentioned before, the debate seems to be very polarised between the Environment Agency on the
one hand and the flooded residents on the other. Through the interviews, there are many remarks
noting what ‘they’ think or ‘they’ should have done, implying the Environment Agency did not do
enough to ‘save’ the people on the Levels. Some interviewees and respondents seem to blame the
Environment Agency for what happened, going as far as saying the EA ran out of diesel to power the
pumps, or -as mentioned before- that they opened a reservoir upstream. According to employees at
the EA, there are many misconceptions about the function of the Environment Agency in general, as
well as in handling the floods.
“Blame must be apportioned. Whatever happens, blame must be apportioned, and clearly the
Environment Agency is to blame, even though people aren’t even aware of what we stand for.
What we do. We are still in the Environmental Agency. There is a huge lack of understanding. It
displeases me that 22 years after the agency was born, we are still having to -not necessarily
defend, but to explain to people what our role is. You know, people say: ‘you’re responsible’. No.
We have two responsibilities. One is to issue flood warnings, and the second is that when we do
deliver works, we have responsibility to maintain and enhance the environment. That’s it.
Everything else is permissive powers. So, in other words, we’re under legal obligation. If it’s
affordable, if it’s technically justifiable and feasible, we will do it. And at the top, we work out:
do we have the money? Yes. Can we afford it? Yes. Is it doable, by an engineering perspective?
Yes. Is it doable from an environmental perspective? Yes. Then, three yesses make it worth it.
But the first thing is, is that we always stumble on the first.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018

Almost all of the misconceptions and discrepancies mentioned in this section are about the sometimes
emotional debate between the Environment Agency and the inhabitants of the Somerset Levels and
Moors. Employees at the EA often feel blamed or might even feel like a scape-goat for what happened
during the flooding, while it is not perceived as being a main task of the Agency to deal with this. One
of the interviewed residents of the area, whom also worked for the Environment Agency at the time,
also expressed feeling guilty about the situation.
“I think everything [wife, Interviewee H1] says is exactly how I felt. But I had the additional
burden. Because I felt guilty. It was working for the organisation [EA] that I did. And it used to
be part of my responsibility to look after this area. It somehow felt it was my fault. So that wasn’t
easy to cope with. Logically, I knew it wasn’t. I knew it was the amount of rain that we’d had.
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And I knew that there was nothing I could have done that would have been any different from
what my colleagues had done. So there was no point in me feeling like that.”
– Interviewee H2, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

This feeling of guilt implies that his employer -the Environment Agency- is blamed by either himself or
the community around this individual. The possible internal feeling of conflict of interest between the
EA and the community, resembles the polarisation that was mentioned before. This distrust in the
managing agency, as well as the blame on lack of maintenance is also reflected in the article by Tapsell
and Tunstall (2008) in a study on flooding in different English cases.
The general idea of some interviewees and respondents is that the Environment Agency did not do
enough or did not act fast enough. Some interviewees mention that they had been asking the EA for
weeks to install more pumps but felt that the Environment Agency did not listen to their requests, and
only started acting when it was already ‘too late’. Other mention going to the EA to warn them
beforehand but getting dismissed.
“And about 5 years ago, just before the flood, my husband was so concerned about what he
could see going on inside the river. He went to the Environment Agency and using his expertise
[in oceanography, and movement of water and tides], tried to tell them that something was
gonna happen. And got dismissed. You know, this is a bloke with 3 degrees. He knows what he’s
talking about, and some young guy showed him a computer model and said: No. He said: No,
but I’ve lived here for 30 years. ‘That’s accurate-’. ‘No, no, no’. And then it started raining, and
it rained for about 3 weeks solid. And the moors that are designed to hold the water, they held
the water, but there was nowhere for it to go.”
– Interviewee E, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

This again shows the discrepancy between the inhabitants of the Somerset Levels and the actual
power that the EA has. It however also shows that there is some common ground in the cause of the
problem: the excessive amount of rain. The Environment Agency, on the other hand also mentions
the lack of understanding that the residents have for the amount of time it takes to set up an operation
this size, as well as the underappreciation of the amount of work that employees of the EA had done
and were doing at the time. While inhabitants often feel like this has happened to them. This almost
fatalist approach can also be found in the literature by Demeritt and Nobert (2014).
The literature also mentions that people living in flood-prone areas often downplay their potential risk
and fail to accurately respond to public awareness campaigns (Demeritt and Nobert 2014). One of the
interviewees’ responses clearly reflected this statement:
53

“We’ve always had power points that were about a meter, meter and a half off the floor. That
was done deliberately, because we knew that it could flood here. And also, as we got older, it’s
easier not to have to reach down all the time. And if you’ve got a table or something, to have
the plug just above it is so much easier. So the electrics weren’t affected at all. We were lucky
there. But no, we didn’t have any flood gates or anything like that. But we never expected it to
flood. It never floods here. Except then it did. And we weren’t expecting it.”
– Interviewee E, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

Rationally, most interviewees seem to know that they live in a flood-prone area. However, they did
not feel threatened by the water before. This might perhaps be because the area has not flooded in
almost 200 years, making it that residents have no previous flood experience. Literature by Parker et
al. (2007) reflects this, as they note that flood warnings are particularly important to people with no
previous flooding experience.
Adding to the idea that the flood was ‘to blame’ on someone or could have been prevented is the use
of the police helicopter to tell the residents of the Somerset Levels to evacuate. A police helicopter
flying over on Wednesday, telling the residents to evacuate came back in every interview conducted
with residents. While it was not mentioned by both the local experts and the Environment Agency
interviewees. Some residents believe that because the police helicopter was let up, there must have
been some sort of decision made to flood the area beforehand.
“And the police wouldn’t get involved, sending a helicopter over off their own back. Decisions
must’ve been made.”
– Interviewee G, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

According to the EA, if anything like this were to have happened, the towns on the Somerset Levels
would have been swept away by the force of the water coming in.
“And if you’re gonna speak to one person today and he will mention a reservoir -water being
released. We continue to debunk that. Because the evidence and us deliberately flooding
Northmoor to save the towns of Bridgwater and Taunton -why would we? Because Taunton and
Bridgwater already have a flood defence scheme in place. And the release of water from a
reservoir so far upstream would have washed away whole towns.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018
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5.4.2

“The d-word”: Dredging

Within the area, one of the major action groups that have pushed both the media and the
Environment Agency towards taking action -FLAG- is specifically centred around dredging. This makes
“the d-word” -as referred to by an interviewee- one of the most consistently mentioned factors in this
research, or more specifically: the lack of dredging leading up to the floods in 2014. According to the
Environment Agency, this is a very expensive and unsustainable measure. Because of the tidal nature
of the rivers in the area, silt will come back up, and once you stop dredging, the rivers will silt up again.
It is also an incredibly expensive measure and therefore not deemed a sustainable solution.
“We cannot, this is not sustainable. It’s- dredging, I’m sure you’ll ask me about dredging in a
minute. If you’re not, you’ll be the first. That hasn’t asked me about dredging.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018

However, some interviewees and respondents believe that this would have been part of the solution
to the problem or would have even prevented the whole flood event from happening.
“it’s huge, it’s – because they hadn’t done anything for this 20 years, what then happened was
avoidable if they had carried on doing it. But hopefully we’ve caused enough of a stink this time,
that things won’t happen for another 20 years. We need regular maintenance, because the
river’s tidal.”
– Interviewee A, inhabitant, Moorland, 20 April 2018

Most of this debate comes down to the before mentioned ‘blame game’. And the following distrust in
the governmental actors can lead to feelings of distrust and powerlessness, as pointed out by Demeritt
and Nobert (2014).

5.4.3

‘Fake news’, the media, and communication

During the interviews with the Environment Agency, the interviewees mentioned the large impact of
social media during the flooding. The interviewees mention the beneficial impact it has had on the
community, but also how they underestimated the impact of social media during and after the floods
in spreading false information and ‘fake news’.
“I suppose if I ever doubted -some of the comments that have been made recently about fake
news- the things that I saw in 2014 convinced me that there is fake news. It’s very easy to
manipulate the news stories, and the agendas and things like that.”
– Interviewee H2, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018
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According to literature, fast action and good communication are vital to preserve the community’s
trust (Tapsell and Tunstall 2008; Demeritt and Nobert 2014).
Many interviewees also mention the large presence of the media, and the prolonged attention that
the flooding event got from them. Some interviewees comment that the constant media attention
took a mental toll on people, with some other inhabitants being scared of the media, to the point of
running away from them.
“I was putting myself up to the media, because I’m not your average Mrs. Angry, to be trotted
out. I’m trying to be the voice of reason. (…) And it didn’t really work. Because people don’t
actually remember me, unless they come up to me in the street. They remember some of the
other people who’ve been on. You know, the lady they poked with a sharp stick until she cried.
Or something like that. Because that’s brilliant television. It was nothing like what life was
actually like for us. I mean, people cried buckets, but it wasn’t in that photo opportunity kind of
way. And it was one of the things that people found extremely difficult to cope with. Was the
constant media attention actually. I saw people run away when the camera was produced. And
actually physically run away.”
– Interviewee H1, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018

The article by Rudman et al. (2013) claims that prolonged media attention could have an effect on the
perceptions of the inhabitants towards climate change. However, this does not seem to have
happened in this case. This might be the case because of the narrative of the media attention,
focussing around the lack of maintenance. This may in turn have increased the polarisation between
the Environment Agency and the residents.
Communication has improved however. The debate seems to have been very emotional just after the
floods but has calmed down in some perspectives.
“The first meeting I went to, they said: ‘Is there a grant for a body bag for EA staff?’ We were
punched. We were kicked. We were spat at. That doesn’t happen now.”
– Interviewee B1, expert, Bridgwater, 23 April 2018
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Some residents also realise the strain that the Environment Agency employees were on at the time of
the floods.
“It’s not dear Robert [pseudonym], who works for the Environment Agency who when he stood
up and said to people: ‘If this goes wrong again in the future, it’s my head on the block.’ And
each time I see him, I go: ‘Oh it’s still there then Robert!’”
– Interviewee F, inhabitant, Moorland, 9 May 2018
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6 Conclusions and recommendations
The following chapter aims to draw conclusions from the beforementioned analysis. Combining the
analysis with the literature review, this chapter aims to answer the main research question, as well as
proposing recommendations for the future, ending with some reflections on the research and
research process.

6.1

Different attitudes towards flooding and responsibility

In chapter 2.2, a theoretical framework was introduced, focussing on both the responsibility aspect
and the origin aspect (Figure 8). Combining this framework with attitudes found during the analysis of
the data, creates an updated theoretical framework (see Figure 12). The theoretical framework
provides four different categories of approaches or attitudes. These categories are an exaggerated
representation of what one might typically find, and individual attitudes may have characteristics of
multiple categories. The different categories are explained below.

Figure 12: Updated theoretical framework describing different types of responses. Source: Author

Firstly, category 1 approach sees the government as the main carrier of responsibility for the flooding,
combined with the idea that the flooding was mainly a natural occurrence. They assumed the
measures the government had in place were enough to protect them from the extreme weather
conditions. They feel like they were to some degree let down by the governmental body, even though
they know that the circumstances were extraordinary. This attitude is represented in a small part of
the participants, often mixed with a category 3 attitude.
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Category 2 attitudes view the government as the main entity to blame for the floods. As well as
thinking the floods had technological causes. They assumed that the governmental measures were
going to protect them, and feel like because of neglect, irresponsible management or even purposeful
action, they have been flooded. They expect that the governmental bodies will function better in the
future and -as it was a technical failure- they do not expect it to happen again. This category accounts
for the largest group of interviewees and respondents. Most of the literature (e.g. Tapsell and Tunstall
2008; Demeritt and Nobert 2014; Walker-Springett et al. 2017) reflect the idea of a technical source
of the problem, as well as ‘blaming’ the government to some extent.
In category 3, people think that the causes were natural and that they should protect themselves from
the floods. They perceive the flooding as an unfortunate part of life in this area and take measures in
and around their property to minimise the damage. This attitude was also found in a small group of
participants, in combination with a category one stand-point.
Lastly, a category 4 approach sees the floods as a technological failure but believes that one should
have individual protection in place. These individuals take measures in and around their property
because of a lack of trust in the technologies in place. This attitude only seemed to be found in one
interviewee whom mentioned taking many precautionary measures, while believing that the origins
of the flood were technical.
It must be noted that the government is often solely responsible for maintaining and establishing
technological features. It is unclear if the bias towards a category 2 approach is because of this, or
because of the general distrusting narrative that has been built up over time. Participants with other
attitudes often have a combination of category 1 and 3 approaches. They realise that the flooding has
a natural origin but feel that protection should come from both government and the individual
homeowner.

6.2

Main findings

What are the causes of the 2014 flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors and the effects on
flooded communities as perceived by those affected and involved?
Based on scientific evidence, the 2014 flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors was caused by an
excessive amount of rain over a longer period of time (Environment Agency 2016), as is a common
cause of flooding in rural areas in the UK (Wheater 2006). Many residents of the Somerset Levels
believe that the flooding also has to do with a lack of maintenance on the side of the Environment
Agency. However, the EA notes that there is a cost-benefit analysis that is being made, and that it is
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only obliged to deliver limited services on a limited budget. A number of residents fail to realise that
the Environment Agency -and sometimes even particular employees- have no say in how much money
they get to spend on ‘saving’ the Somerset Levels. Employees at the EA mention that they would like
to spend more money, but that funds are limited and beyond their control.
The effects of the flooding on the Somerset Levels and Moors are variable from person to person. In
general, most residents have been affected mentally by the flood, losing a sense of security, and
having high levels of stress and anxiety both during and after the flood, as also reflected in literature
by Tapsell and Tunstall (2008) and Walker-Springett et al. (2017). Staff at the Environment Agency was
also affected mentally, which some residents fail to realise. Little to no academic research has been
done on the effect of the 2013-2014 floods on the mental health of EA staff, which certainly provides
an area of further research.
Many residents have also suffered financial losses due to the floods. This may be through uninsured
losses, taking additional precautionary measures that were not covered, or by increased insurance
cost further down the line, this is consistent with academic literature by Parker et al. (2007).
Participants note that a positive effect that came out of the flooding was the increased communal
bond, although some individual relations did suffer. This stronger communal bond, as well as some
individual faded relations was also found by both Tapsell and Tunstall (2008) and Walker-Springett et
al. (2017).

6.3

Reflections

I hope that through this research, future communication between both the Environment Agency and
the residents will be more understanding of mutual differences. I was once told that in a debate or
conversation, one can choose to stand on the green circle (open to feedback and different points of
views) or the red circle (not willing to hear the other’s opinions and views). I was told that in order to
have an effective conversation, both parties have to stand on the green circle. I hope that this research
will bring all parties closer to that green circle.
Doing this research project has been an adventure with many ups and downs. My research was not
off to the best start when I had both of my supervisors replaced due to unforeseen circumstances.
However, my supervision from that point on has been as good as I could have hoped for. I also
struggled gaining access to the community. As I am not a British citizen, both learning to understand
the system, as well as trying to find willing respondents was tough at the start. I spent a lot of time
researching my methodology, but -as anyone doing research will tell you- my methods continuously
changed during my fieldwork. I gained a lot of inspiration from speaking to all the parties involved,
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and really enjoyed my research from that point on, as I felt like I was starting to untangle the different
theories and methods that had built up in my head. I am glad that this project has shown me how
much I can enjoy doing academic research and I am hopeful that I can carry this attitude through to
my PhD.

61

7 References
ADA 2017. An introduction to Internal Drainage Boards. Available at: https://www.ada.org.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2017/12/IDBs_An_Introduction_A5_2017_web.pdf [Accessed: 3 June 2018].
Alexander, M. et al. 2016. Analysing and evaluating flood risk governance in England: Enhancing
societal resilience through comprehensive and aligned flood risk governance arrangements. Flood
Hazard Research Centre: Middlesex University.
Babbie, E.R. 2013. The practice of social research. Thirteenth edition. Belmont, Calif: Wadsworth
Cengage Learning.
Barrington, C. et al. 2017. Using Photo-Elicitation Methods to Understand Resilience Among UltraPoor Youth and Their Caregivers in Malawi. Health Education & Behavior 44(5), pp. 758–768. doi:
10.1177/1090198117728756.
BBC News 2014. What are the Somerset Levels? BBC News 7 February. Available at:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-somerset-26080597 [Accessed: 8 May 2018].
Bryman, A. 2008. Social Research Methods. 3rd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bryman, A. 2012. Social research methods. 4th ed. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press.
Burton, I. et al. 1978. The Environment as Hazard. 2nd ed. New York and London: Guildford Press.
Demeritt, D. and Nobert, S. 2014. Models of best practice in flood risk communication and
management. Environmental Hazards 13(4), pp. 313–328. doi: 10.1080/17477891.2014.924897.
Dhonau, M. et al. 2016. Homeowners guide to flood resilience: A living document. Available at:
http://www.knowyourfloodrisk.co.uk/sites/default/files/FloodGuide_ForHomeowners.pdf.
Donaldson, A. et al. 2013. Overflowing with issues: following the political trajectories of flooding.
Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space 31(4), pp. 603–618.
Doorn, N. 2015. The Blind Spot in Risk Ethics: Managing Natural Hazards. Risk Analysis 35(3), pp. 354–
360. doi: 10.1111/risa.12293.
Environment Agency 2015. Somerset Levels and Moors: reducing the risk of flooding. Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/somerset-levels-and-moors-reducing-the-risk-offlooding/somerset-levels-and-moors-reducing-the-risk-of-flooding [Accessed: 26 March 2018].
Environment Agency 2016. Delivering benefits through evidence: The costs and impacts of the winter
2013
to
2014
floods.
Bristol:
Environment
Agency.
Available
at:
http://rpaltd.co.uk/uploads/report_files/the-costs-and-impacts-of-the-winter-2013-to-2014-floodsreport.pdf.
Environment Agency 2018a. Office access and opening times. Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/environment-agency/about/access-and-opening
[Accessed: 8 May 2018].
Environment Agency 2018b. Prepare your property for flooding: A guide for householders and small
businesses.
Available
at:

62

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file
/451622/LIT_4284.pdf.
Fielding, K.S. et al. 2014. Developing a social psychology of climate change. European Journal of Social
Psychology 44, pp. 413–420.
FLAG 2016. FLAG Flooding on the Levels Action Group - Dredge the Rivers !- Home. Available at:
http://www.flagsomerset.org.uk/ [Accessed: 18 April 2018].
Giebels, L.A.M. 1995. G.P. van de Ven, Leefbaar laagland. Geschiedenis van de waterbeheersing en
landaanwinning in Nederland. BMGN - Low Countries Historical Review 110(2), p. 240. doi:
10.18352/bmgn-lchr.4003.
Gurner, A. et al. 2014. Fact, feeling and future. A report following the Somerset winter floods of 2013
and 2014 commissioned by the Bishop of Taunton, July 2014. Wells, Somerset: Diocese of Bath and
Wells.
Harper, D. 2002. Talking about pictures: A case for photo elicitation. Visual Studies 17(1), pp. 13–26.
Hernes, G. 2012. Hot Topic - Cold Comfort: Climate Change and Attitude Change. 1st ed. Oslo:
NordForsk.
IPCC 2013. Summary for Policymakers. Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA:
Cambridge
University
Press.
Available
at:
http://www.climatechange2013.org/images/report/WG1AR5_SPM_FINAL.pdf.
Johnson, C.L. et al. 2005. Floods as Catalysts for Policy Change: Historical Lessons from England and
Wales. International Journal of Water Resources Development 21(4), pp. 561–575. doi:
10.1080/07900620500258133.
Justesen, L. et al. 2014. Understanding hospital meal experiences by means of participant-drivenphoto-elicitation. Appetite 75, pp. 30–39. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2013.12.012.
King, N. and Horrocks, C. 2010. Interviews in qualitative research. Los Angeles: SAGE.
Kong, T.M. et al. 2015. Enhancing Participatory Evaluation of Land Management through Photo
Elicitation and Photovoice. Society & Natural Resources 28(2), pp. 212–229. doi:
10.1080/08941920.2014.941448.
Konisky, D.M. et al. 2016. Extreme weather events and climate change concern. Climatic Change 134,
pp. 533–547.
Kumar, R. 2014. Research Methodology: A Step-By-Step Guide For Beginners. 4th ed. London: SAGE
Publications Ltd.
Lachal, J. et al. 2012. Qualitative research using photo-elicitation to explore the role of food in family
relationships among obese adolescents. Appetite 58(3), pp. 1099–1105. doi:
10.1016/j.appet.2012.02.045.
Leonard, M. and McKnight, M. 2015. Look and tell: using photo-elicitation methods with teenagers.
Children’s Geographies 13(6), pp. 629–642. doi: 10.1080/14733285.2014.887812.

63

Lo, A.Y. and Jim, C.Y. 2015. Come rain or shine? Public expectation on local weather change and
differential effects on climate change attitude. Public Understanding of Science 24(8), pp. 928–942.
Marshall, C. and Rossman, G.B. 2016. Designing qualitative research. Sixth edition. Los Angeles,
California: SAGE.
Mountian, I. et al. 2011. On utilising a visual methodology - Shared reflections and tensions. In: Visual
Methods in Psychology - Using and Interpreting Images in Qualitative Research. Oxon: Psychology
Press, pp. 346–360.
Murray, L. 2009. Contextualising and Mobilising Research. In: Mobile Methodologies. Springer Nature,
pp. 12–23.
NASA 2014. Somerset Levels Swamped : Image of the Day. Available
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=83157 [Accessed: 26 March 2018].

at:

NASEM 2018. Natural Hazards. In: A Decision Framework for Managing the Spirit Lake and Toutle River
System at Mount St. Helens. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, pp. 127–152. Available
at: https://www.nap.edu/read/24874/chapter/6 [Accessed: 10 June 2018].
Parker, D. et al. 2007. New insights into the benefits of flood warnings: Results from a household
survey in England and Wales. Environmental Hazards 7(3), pp. 193–210. doi:
10.1016/j.envhaz.2007.08.005.
Pickering, D. 2015. Children in Wales conference, Cardiff: Promoting and Empowering the Rights of
Disabled Children and Young People. 11 November
Robinson, J. 2004. Squaring the circle? Some thoughts on the idea of sustainable development.
Ecological Economics 48, pp. 369–384.
Rudman, L.A. et al. 2013. When truth is personally inconvenient, attitudes change: The impact of
extreme weather on implicit support for green politicians and explicit climate-change beliefs.
Psychological Science 24(11), pp. 2291–2296.
SDBC 2018. About Us | Somerset Drainage Boards Consortium.
http://www.somersetdrainageboards.gov.uk/about-us/ [Accessed: 4 June 2018].

Available

at:

Smith, A. et al. 2017. ‘We cannot let this happen again’: reversing UK flood policy in response to the
Somerset Levels floods, 2014. Journal Environmental Planning and Management 60(2), pp. 351–369.
Smith, K. 2013. Environmental Hazards: Assessing risk and reducing disaster. 6th ed. Oxon: Routledge.
Spence, A. et al. 2011. Perceptions of climate change and willingness to save energy related to flood
experience. Nature Climate Change 1, pp. 46–49.
Tapsell, S.M. and Tunstall, S.M. 2008. “I wish I’d never heard of Banbury”: The relationship between
‘place’ and the health impacts from flooding. Health & Place 14(2), pp. 133–154. doi:
10.1016/j.healthplace.2007.05.006.
Walker-Springett, K. et al. 2017. Wellbeing in the aftermath of floods. Health & Place 43, pp. 66–74.
doi: 10.1016/j.healthplace.2016.11.005.

64

Wheater, H.S. 2006. Flood hazard and management: a UK perspective. Philosophical Transactions of
the Royal Society A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences 364(1845), p. 2135. doi:
10.1098/rsta.2006.1817.
Wiering, M. et al. 2015. The rationales of resilience in English and Dutch flood risk policies. Journal of
Water and Climate Change 6(1), pp. 38–54.
Wikipedia 2018. Somerset Levels. Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Somerset_Levels
[Accessed: 8 May 2018].
Williams, M. 1970. The Draining of the Somerset Levels. London: Cambridge University Press.

65

Appendices
Appendix A: Ethical Approval Form ...................................................................................................... 67
Appendix B: Overview of interviewees ................................................................................................. 73
Appendix C: Interview guide Experts .................................................................................................... 74
Appendix D: Interview guide Residents ................................................................................................ 76
Appendix E: Online questionnaire ........................................................................................................ 78
Appendix F: Photos used in photo elicitation ....................................................................................... 82
Appendix G: Routes mobile interviews ................................................................................................. 88

Appendix A: Ethical Approval Form

CARDIFF SCHOOL OF PLANNING AND GEOGRAPHY
Ethical Approval Form
Student Projects (Undergraduate & Taught Masters)
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and

submitted
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Evelyn

Osborne

email:

OsborneE1@cardiff.ac.uk / Tel Ext: 76131 / Room 2.54 Glamorgan Building).

In the case of dissertations it is the responsibility of the student to submit the form, duly
signed by their supervisor, and secure ethical approval prior to any fieldwork
commencing.
A copy of the signed form should be included by all students with their final
dissertation.

Title of Project: Postgraduate dissertation: Flooding, origins and
perceptions on the Somerset Levels.

Name of Student(s): Lotte Hoeijmakers

Name of Supervisor/Module Leader: Dr. Thomas Smith

Degree Programme and Level: MSc European Spatial Planning
and Environment Policy
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Recruitment Procedures:
1 Does your project include children under 16 years of age?

Yes

No
x

2 Have you read the Child Protection Procedures below?
3 Does your project include people with learning or

N/A

x
x

communication difficulties?
4 Does your project include people in custody?

x

5 Is your project likely to include people involved in illegal

x

activities?
6 Does your project involve people belonging to a

x

vulnerable group, other than those listed above?
7 Does your project include people who are, or are likely to

x

become your clients or clients of the department in which
you work?
8 Does your project include people for whom English /

x

Welsh is not their first language?

* Cardiff University’s Child Protection Procedures:
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/govrn/cocom/resources/2010%20November%20Safeguarding%20Children%20&%20VA's.doc

If you have answered ‘yes’ to any of the above questions your supervisor will need to
explain how you will deal with these ethical issues.
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Data Protection:
9

Yes

No

N/A

Will you tell participants that their participation is x
voluntary?

10 Will you obtain written consent for participation? If x
“No” please explain how you will be getting informed
consent.
11 If the research is observational, will you ask

x

participants for their consent to being observed?
12 Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from x
the research at any time and for any reasons?
13 Will you give potential participants a significant x
period of time to consider participation?

If you have answered ‘no’ to any of the above questions your supervisor will need to
explain how you will deal with these ethical issues.

Possible Harm to Participants:
14 Is there any realistic risk of any participants

Yes

No

N/A

x

experiencing either physical or psychological distress
or discomfort?
15 Is there any realistic risk of any participants

x

experiencing a detriment to their interests as a result
of participation?
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If you have answered ‘yes’ to any of the above questions your supervisor will need to
explain how you will deal with these ethical issues.
Yes

No

N/A

Data Protection:
16 Will any non-anonymised and/or personalised data

x

be generated and/or stored?
17 Will you have access to documents containing

x

sensitive1 data about living individuals?

x

If “Yes” will you gain the consent of the individuals
concerned?

If there are any other potential ethical issues that you think the Committee should
consider please explain them to your supervisor. It is your obligation to bring to the
attention of the Committee any ethical issues not covered on this form.

Health and Safety:

Yes

Does the research meet the requirements of the University’s Health &

x

Safety policies?
http://www.cf.ac.uk/osheu/index.html

1

Sensitive data are inter alia data that relates to racial or ethnic origin, political opinions, religious beliefs, trade
union membership, physical or mental health, sexual life, actual and alleged offences.

70

Prevent Duty:
20

Yes

No

N/A

Has due regard been given to the “Prevent Duty” in x
particular to prevent anyone being drawn into terrorism
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachm
ent_data/file/445916/Prevent_Duty_Guidance_For_Higher_Educati
on__England__Wales_.pdf

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/public-information/policies-andprocedures/freedom-of-speech

Any changes to the nature of the project that result in the project being significantly
different to that originally approved by the committee must be communicated to the
Ethics Committee immediately.
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1/ As the supervisor/module leaders, I confirm that any ethical issues arising from this
student project were discussed in advance with participating students (please
indicate how here)

No ethical issues of concern arise from this research.

2/ As the supervisor/module leader (please delete as necessary) for this student
project, I confirm that I believe that all research ethical issues have been dealt with in
accordance with University policy and the research ethics guidelines of the relevant
professional organisation.

Date

5/4/18 Name Tom Smith

Signature

If any of the shaded boxes have been ticked the supervisor/module
leader must explain below how the potential ethical issue will be
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Appendix B: Overview of interviewees
Interviewee
acronym
Interviewee A

Sex (Age
group)
F (30-50)

Interviewee
B1

M (5070)

Interviewee
B2

F (20-30)

Interviewee C

M (7090)

Interviewee D

M (7090)
F (40-60)

Interviewee E
Interviewee F
Interviewee G
Interviewee
H1
Interviewee
H2

M (6080)
M (6080)
F (50-70)
M (5070)

Relation to research

Type of interview

#

Date (Duration)

Leader local action group,
inhabitant home flooded
Moorland
Performance Team
Leader for the EA during
floods, now specialist
advisor
Employee EA, previously
researched flooding on
Somerset Levels
Parish councillor
Westonzoyland,
inhabitant of area
surrounding the flooding
Sedgemoor District
councillor
Inhabitant home flooded
Moorland
Inhabitant home flooded
Fordgate
Inhabitant home flooded
Moorland
Inhabitant home flooded
Moorland (couple)
Inhabitant home flooded
Moorland (couple)

Semi-structured,
photo-elicitation

1

20-04-18 (43
min)

Semi-structured

2

23-04-18 (1h
11min)

Semi-structured

2

23-04-18 (1h
11min)

Semi-structured,
photo-elicitation,
mobile interviews

3

23-04-18 (53
min)

Semi-structured,
mobile interviews
Semi-structured

4

Semi-structured,
photo-elicitation
Semi-structured,
photo-elicitation
Semi-structured,
photo-elicitation
Semi-structured,
photo-elicitation

6

30-04-18 (52
min)
09-05-18 (36
min)
09-05-18 (43
min)
09-05-18 (34
min)
09-05-18 (1h 20
min)
09-05-18 (1h 20
min)

5

7
8
8
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Appendix C: Interview guide Experts
General introduction:
Could you tell me about your current position and what organisation you work for?

Is this different from your position in 2013-2014, if yes, what was your position at that time?

Were you in a position of authority during the floods of 2013-2014, or any previous flooding events?

What was the task of you and your organisation during the flooding?

Could you describe for me what happened within your organisation during and after the flooding in
2014?
Have there been changes since then?

Effects of flooding
Have you personally, or anyone close to you, been affected by the flood on the Somerset Levels in
2014 (or any other previous flooding)?

What effects did the flooding have on the landscape?

What consequences did the flooding have for the inhabitants of the area?
Financially?
Emotionally?
Socially?

74

Did the inhabitants of the area have measures in place to minimize the damage? If yes, what were
they?
Did you notice a change in this after the flood?
If yes, how?
If no, why?

Origins of flooding
Are the foods a natural occurrence, a man-made induced occurrence, or a combination of both?

What do you think caused the flooding in 2014?

What was the opinion of the general public about the reasons behind the flooding
Why do you think this is the case?

What is your opinion about the relationship between climate change and flooding?
Why?

What is the opinion of the general public about the relationship between climate change and flooding?
Why?
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Appendix D: Interview guide Residents
Section 1: General introduction:
Could you tell me about yourself and how long you’ve lived in this area?

Could you tell me where you were just before and during the flood in 2014?

Section 2: Effects of flooding
What was the effect of the flooding in 2014?
What effect did the flooding have on you and your household?
What effect did the flooding have on your and your household’s finances / financial situation?
What effect did the flooding have on your property?
What effect did the flooding have on the community?

What effects did the flooding have on the landscape?

Did you have protective measures in place (sand bags, high plugs etc.)?
If yes, what were they?
If no, why?
Has this changed since 2014? Why?

Was there support in place from the agency or the council?
What was it?
Has this changed since 2014?
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Section 3: Origins of flooding
Could you describe for me what happened environmentally leading up to the flooding in 2014?

Could you describe to me what happened during and after the flooding in 2014?
What do you think caused the flooding in 2014?
Why?
How do the floods still have an impact today?

What does the EA and the Council state is the reason for the flooding in 2014?
Is your opinion different? If yes, how?
Why do you think this is the case?

Do you think climate change and flooding are related?
Why?
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Appendix E: Online questionnaire
(Note: asterisked questions are compulsory)
Welcome!
This research project is part of my postgraduate dissertation at both Cardiff University and Radboud
University Nijmegen (the Netherlands).
The aim of this research project is to investigate, and get a deeper understanding of the perceived
reasons behind flooding, and the effect flooding has had on those affected. I will focus on both policy
makers and those affected by the flood waters, as well as investigating a possible discrepancy and
misunderstandings.
This questionnaire consists of 10 questions and takes less than 10 minutes to complete.
All information given is confidential and anonymised, and no individual will be identified in any report
or publication.
Thank you very much for your help and participation!
If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to contact me at hoeijmakersle@cardiff.ac.uk!
Question 1*: Please tick the following box:


I understand the information above and agree to be a part of this study

Question 2*: What is your gender?


Female



Male



Other / Prefer not to say

Question 3*: What is your age?


Under 18



18-25



26-30



31-35



36-40



41-45



46-50



51-55
78



56-60



61-65



66-70



71-80



80+

Question 4*: Where did you live in early 2014?

Question 5*: Were you personally affected by the flooding in 2014?


Yes, my property and / or personal belongings were affected



No, but I have close family or friends that were affected



No, I was not affected by the flooding



Other (please specify)

Question 6*: Please rate the following statements:

The 2014 flooding affected me

Strongly

Disagree Neither agree Agree

disagree

or disagree

Strongly
agree







































































personally
The 2014 flooding affected me
socially
The 2014 flooding affected me
mentally
The 2014 flooding affected me
financially
The 2014 flooding affected my
property and/or personal belongings
The 2014 flooding affected the
community
The 2014 flooding didn’t affect me
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Other (please specify)

Question 7: Please describe what happened to your property, your surroundings and the community
during and after the flooding in 2014?

Question 8*: What do you think cause the flooding in 2014? (Please check all that apply)


Poor maintenance of rivers (lack of dredging etc.)



Bad coastal defences



Bad river defences (river lock gates, drainage channels, ditches etc.)



Act of God



Landscape characteristics (Area sitting around 3-4 meters above sea-level etc.)



Severe weather



Climate change



None of the above



Other (please specify)

Question 9*: Which of the above mentioned is the most prominent reason for the 2014 flood? (Please
select one)


Poor maintenance of rivers (lack of dredging etc.)



Bad coastal defences



Bad river defences (river lock gates, drainage channels, ditches etc.)



Act of God



Landscape characteristics (Area sitting around 3-4 meters above sea-level etc.)



Severe weather



Climate change



None of the above



Other (please specify)
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Question 10: Are there any other impacts or origins of flooding, or do you have any other comments?
Please mention them below:

Done
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Appendix F: Photos used in photo elicitation
Interview A
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Interview F, G, H
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Appendix G: Routes mobile interviews
Interview C

Interview D
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