MINUTES OF 139th MEETING OF DRAINAGE COUNCIL FOR NORTHERN IRELAND HELD AT 10.30am ON WEDNESDAY, 18 OCTOBER 2006 AT THE SLIEVE DONARD HOTEL, NEWCASTLE

In attendance:






Present:

Mr G Boyd
Mr J Clarke

Mr G Crawford (Chairman)
Mr P Mehaffey

Mr R Cummings 
Mr E Gaw (Secretary)

Miss J Gault 
Mr P Aldridge

Mr J Hagan
Mr S Dawson

Dr H Johnston
Mr C Barnett

Dr A McGarel
Mrs M McKeown

Alderman R Beggs 
Mr D Maguire

Alderman H Nicholl (Vice-chairman) 
Mrs P McCracken

Councillor A Graham

Councillor O Hughes

Councillor J McBriar

Councillor G McHugh

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Chairman welcomed all those present to the 139th meeting of the Drainage Council and introduced the following Rivers Agency staff:

· Mr Eddie Gaw – Rivers Agency’s new Director of Corporate Services, and new Secretary to the Drainage Council, following Mr Morton’s retirement; 

· Mr Stephen Dawson – of Rivers Agency’s Development Directorate who would be making a presentation to members on cost benefit analysis (Item 7 of Agenda) as requested by members at previous meetings;

· Mr Charles Barnett – Rivers Agency’s Accountant who was attending to present Rivers Agency’s Annual Report and Accounts and answer any questions members might have (Item 15 of Agenda); and

· Mrs Pauline McCracken – of Rivers Agency’s IT Section, attending to give technical support.
The Chairman went on to explain that members would have an opportunity to visit a drainage scheme on the nearby Burren River after lunch. He advised that lunch would be served at approximately 12.30 and that arrangements had been made for a bus to collect members who wished to visit the site at approximately 1.30. 

He added that the meeting would be joined later by Mr Pat Aldridge of the Rivers Agency’s Development Directorate who would be making a short presentation to members on the Burren scheme (Item 16 of Agenda).

The Chairman then invited the Secretary to offer any apologies that had been received.  

2. APOLOGIES

The Secretary offered apologies from Councillors Gillespie, King and McCambridge.
Apologies were also received from Mr McBride.

3. MINUTES OF 138th MEETING

The Chairman asked if members agreed that the minutes of the last meeting were an accurate record. The minutes were agreed and signed by the Chairman.

4. MATTERS ARISING

The Chairman drew members attention to two matters arising from the previous minutes- 

Item 9.5 of the minutes indicated that Dr McGarel had enquired about the Moneyhaw River in Moneymore and that Mr Clarke had agreed to get back to her. The Chairman advised members that Mr Clarke wrote to Dr McGarel on 21 September. 

Item 16.2 of the minutes indicated that Alderman Nicholl had enquired when the River Maine at Sharavogues, Randalstown had last been inspected and that Mr Mehaffey had agreed to check and write to him to confirm. The Chairman advised members that Mr Mehaffey wrote to Alderman Nicholl on 30 June. Alderman Nicholl confirmed this. 

The Chairman asked members if they had any other matters they wished to raise from the minutes of the last meeting. 

Alderman Beggs enquired about the frequency of grille inspections. Mr Mehaffey advised that blocked grilles can pose a significant flood risk, particularly at this time of year when trees shed their leaves and strong winds bring down branches. He advised that the Agency prioritized grille inspections with most being inspected on at least a weekly basis. The Agency was proactive in its approach by inspecting if adverse weather conditions were forecast. 

No other matters were raised and the Chairman invited Mr Clarke to update members on the programme of major works.

5. UPDATE ON MAJOR WORKS PROGRAMME

5.1 Schemes completed since the June 2006 Meeting

Mr Clarke advised that no schemes had been completed since the last meeting.

5.2 Current Schemes

Enniskillen – Killynure Lough Drain; 

Lisburn – Plantation and Altona Streams; and

Newcastle – Burren River Flood Alleviation Scheme.

Mr Clarke explained that the schemes at Enniskillen and Lisburn were 50% and 90% completed respectively. He advised that completion for both was expected in March 2007. He advised members that they would be briefed on the Burren River Flood Alleviation Scheme towards the end of the meeting.  

5.3 Schemes Proposed to Commence Soon

Whitehead - Slaughtersford Water;

Banbridge -Belmont Stream Phase II; and

Stoneyford - Stonebridge Meadows (subject to Drainage Council approval).

Mr Clarke advised that the Whitehead and Banbridge schemes, which had been presented at a previous Drainage Council meeting, were expected to commence at the start of winter 2006/07 and spring 2007 respectively. He advised that the Stoneyford scheme would be covered under emergency works (Item 10 of the agenda) and commencement would be subject to Drainage Council and DFP approval. 

5.4 Undergoing Design

Limavady – River Roe Flood Banks;

Coleraine – Lodge Burn; 

Bellaghy – Oldtown Drain Extension;

Magherafelt – Ballymoghan;

Moneymore – Moneyhaw River;

Lower River Bann – Motorisation of Sluice Gates; and

Portrush – Tar Burn.

5.5 Undergoing Feasibility Study

Londonderry – Nixon’s Corner;

Belfast – East Belfast & the Loop River;

Whiteabbey – Concrete Row, Threemile Water & Greenisland Stream;

Carrickfergus – Sullatober & Carnraway Burn;

Mallusk – Ballymartin/Blackwater; and

Ballymoney – Ring Road.

The Chairman invited questions, of which there were none, before inviting Mr Mehaffey to present the Flooding Report. 

6. FLOODING REPORT

Mr Mehaffey advised members that he was pleased to have no major incidents of flooding to report due to a relatively dry summer with July in particular standing out as the warmest and driest in recent years. August and September were changeable but still relatively dry despite the tail-end of Hurricanes Gordon & Helene.

Mr Mehaffey turned to tide levels explaining that there had recently been heightened Media interest due to predicted extreme tides levels some 100-200mm above normal, the highest for 18 years. He gave a background explanation to tides and the way in which they are predicted years in advance based on average meteorological conditions. He explained that the highest tides were usually predicted to occur at the equinoxes [March and September].  He advised that extreme meteorological conditions such as low barometric pressure and strong winds, which would induce storm surges, had a greater effect on actual tide levels than fluctuations in the predicted tide levels.

In February 2002 the predicted high tide level had been exceeded by around 1 metre due to extreme meteorological conditions and some isolated flooding had occurred.

Mr Mehaffey advised that the Agency would continue to monitor predicted weather conditions but as high pressure and calm conditions were prominent at the moment he did not envisage any major problems. 

Mr Hagan commented that much of the recent media hype had been due to the fact that the high tide in 2002 had caused extensive flooding in the Republic of Ireland.   

Mr Mehaffey invited questions, but members had no questions or comments to make.

[Councillors Graham and McHugh joined the meeting at this point] 

The Chairman invited Mr Dawson to make his presentation on cost benefit analysis.

7. PRESENTATION ON COST BENEFIT ANALYSIS

Mr Dawson delivered a detailed presentation on Economic Appraisal (EA) in flood management including:

-Strategic Framework;

-Elements of EA (financial, environmental, social, accountability & quality assurance);

-Evaluation of Costs;

-Evaluation of Benefits (direct/indirect & tangible/intangible);

-Social Flood Vulnerability Indices;

-Damage Weighting;

-Treatment of Project Risk; and

-Calculation of benefit to cost ratios for options. 

Questions were invited and Mr Cummings asked how climate change was assessed in the analysis. He also questioned the low value that appeared to be placed on agricultural land at present and whether this might change in future should there be a change in food production policy.

Mr Dawson explained that advice is taken from DEFRA with regards to climate change, which is based on ongoing research. He concurred with Mr Cummings’ interpretation of the value currently placed on agricultural land explaining that damage due to flooding had reduced relative to urban areas. This increase in urban damage increases the benefit and thereby the priority assigned to urban flood alleviation projects. He conceded that it was possible for this to change in the future.

A lengthy debate then ensued amongst members concerning the protection of agricultural land. 

[Mr Aldridge joined the meeting]
Mr Hagan advised that Rivers Agency’s link to DARD has become less clear as its priorities have turned from land drainage for agricultural purposes to flood protection and that the Agency’s relationship with DARD was currently under review [Environmental Governance Review (EGR)]. 

Mr Hagan advised that in project appraisal terms it was rarely viable to carry out schemes solely for agricultural purposes. He added that the Rivers Agency maintained designated watercourses in rural areas, but that it could not recommend a new designation of a watercourse for agricultural reasons only as it was no longer cost beneficial to do so.    

Mr Clarke advised that agricultural schemes are subject to the same cost benefit analysis as any other scheme and that the benefit was not as great in relative terms as it might have been 20 years previously.  

Mr Cummings referred to the impact of development on flooding of agricultural land and general discussion on the effects of changes in land use followed. 

Alderman Nicholl referred to the PPS14 Planning Statement curtailing rural development and driving more people into towns. He asked whether Planning Service would be aware of the cost implications of their policies in terms of flood protection.  Mr Hagan assured that there were consultation arrangements in place and Mr Dawson advised that the Rivers Agency does have an influence on planning through those systems.

Councillor McHugh queried the analysis and 1:100 year assessment. He also asked about policy on land use for the production of bio-fuels. Mr Dawson explained that Rivers Agency took its lead from DEFRA on analysis figures. He explained that while DARD had a policy on the production of bio-fuels, it was not something that was within the remit of Rivers Agency or the Drainage Council. 

The Chairman advised that discussion was straying into issues over which the Council had no remit and that the whole issue was clearly one that would warrant consideration in more detail at another time.   

Alderman Beggs asked that it be put on record, for the information of those not present, that a low priority was effectively being put on the protection of agricultural land under the current system of analysis.

Dr McGarel queried the use of a 1:100 year flood protection figure when an example in the presentation had a 1:200 year protection figure. Mr Dawson explained that 1:100 year was the standard fluvial flood protection provided in urban areas and that the example she had referred to (Strangford) related to sea defences that are afforded the extra protection due to the damaging effects of salt water.   

Councillor Graham asked whether there was any independent checking of economic appraisals given that the calculations appeared to be complex. Mr Dawson advised that DARD Economics and Statistics Branch and DFP regularly conducted checks.

Councillor Graham commented that the analysis appeared to be overly concerned with intangibles rather than a common sense approach being taken. Mr Dawson advised that a pragmatic approach was taken with intangibles and that the examples shown were merely to demonstrate the range of considerations that have to be made in determining what can and cannot be measured. 

Mr Hagan concluded that members had the opportunity to make their concerns known through the Flood Management Policy Review consultation process before the November deadline.

The Chairman thanked members before turning to the next item on the agenda.

8. PROPOSED DESIGNATION OF WATERCOURSE

U3BEL1C Ext, Clowney River Extension, Belfast


Mr Mehaffey gave a background report and on the proposal of Councillor Hughes, seconded by Councillor McBriar, the Council determined that the watercourse should be treated as a designated watercourse.   

9. PROPOSED DE-DESIGNATION OF WATERCOURSE

MW3954, Portmore Lough West Drain, Deerpark, Ballinderry


Mr Mehaffey gave a background report explaining that the proposal was at the request of the RSPB who were the riparian landowners and who wished the de-designation to allow them to manage the wet lands of their nature reserve. Mr Mehaffey advised that Rivers Agency is satisfied that the de-designation will not have a detrimental effect on drainage of lands outside the RSPB Reserve and that the downstream reach will remain designated. 

On the proposal of Dr McGarel, seconded by Dr Johnston, the Council determined that the stretch of watercourse specified should be de-designated.   

10. EMERGENCY WORKS

Stonebridge Meadows, Stoneyford, Co Antrim (Adjacent to MW3810 Stoneyford Tributary)

Mr Clarke gave a background report detailing 3 separate flooding incidents in recent years which had affected households in the Stonebridge Meadows housing development. He explained that further flooding is inevitable and that the proposed works are required to provide protection for 15 houses that are at immediate risk.  He explained that the works are being proposed as “emergency” as the usual process could take up to 18 months, during which time the households would be flooded if action was not taken sooner. He advised that the Drainage Council would be asked to consider designating the watercourse at a later date if agreement was reached to proceed with the works proposed. He outlined interim measures that had been considered – the provision of “floodgates” rather than sandbags – but advised that this option came with related liability issues and a precedent that may leave government liable in future.

Mr Cummings asked where responsibility lay and Mr Hagan advised that the flood risk had been known, and had been raised in consultations.    

Dr McGarel commented that there appeared to be a system failure. Mr Hagan advised that this case was somewhat historical and that PPS15 Planning Statement which covers drainage and development has now improved the system. 

Alderman Beggs suggested that such problems might occur when there had been a change in the use of land but that the systems in place surrounding planning and development should prevent circumstances of this kind.

Dr McGarel asked about insurance liabilities and Mr Clarke advised that there was an agreement between the Association of British Insurers and government whereby insurance payments would be honoured in non-persistent cases of flooding and that the proposed works would help ensure that Stonebridge Meadows did not become a persistent case. 

Alderman Beggs felt strongly that representations needed to be made by Drainage Council on the issue and Mr Cummings endorsed that view.

After much discussion Mr Clarke advised that the issue was a complex one with many parties involved in the development from the point of conception. Alderman Beggs suggested that to avoid any controversy DFP should be made aware of the circumstances of the case. Mr Hagan advised that DFP would be advised when Rivers Agency sought approval for the expenditure.   

Councillor Graham was supportive of the works stating that while he was hesitant in getting into apportioning blame, it was very clear that no blame lay with the affected householders. Alderman Beggs seconded the proposal, while still having serious concerns.  

The Chairman suggested that members would have the opportunity to discuss the principles of the case further under the Flood Management Policy Review. 

11. MINOR WORKS 

U502A, Woodlands Stream, Holywood, Co Down

Mr Mehaffey drew members attention to these minor works which were being presented for information only.

12. CORRESPONDENCE RECEIVED SINCE LAST MEETING

The Secretary referred members to copies of the following correspondence provided in their folders:

12.1 Submission sent by the Chairman on 7 July 2006 to Professor Tom Burke CBE in response to the Environmental Governance Review (EGR) Panel’s letter of 6 April 2006.

12.2 Letter to John Dallat MLA on 6 July 2006 notifying him of the Drainage Council’s determination on 22 June 2006 not to designate the old course of the Agivey River, Aghadowey and advising him of the right of appeal.

12.3 Letter to the Ulster Farmers Union on 10 July 2006 in response to their letter of 4 July 2006 on behalf of Mr Tommy McGeown of Damhill Road, Magheralin who is concerned about developments on the Belfast Road and Ballymacbredan Road, Magheralin. UFU have been advised that this is not a matter for Rivers Agency.  





12.4 Letter from the EGR Panel forwarded to the Chairman on 2 August 2006 advising that the Panel is unable to meet with him due to timetable restrictions.  

12.5 Letter to Ms Maureen McIlvar on 15 August 2006 in response to her letter of 4 August requesting an appeal against the Drainage Council’s determination on 22 June 2006 not to designate the old course of the Agivey River, Aghadowey. Ms McIlvar has been advised that her letter has been passed to the Lands Tribunal to consider.

12.6 Letter to Mr Gregory Woulahan of RSPB(NI) on 7 September in response to his letter of 14 August 2006 requesting de-designation of drains at Portmore Lough, Aghalee (an RSPB Reserve). Members considered this request under Item 9 and determined that the stretch specified should be de-designated as requested. Mr Woulahan will be notified of the determination in due course.  

13. RPA AND EGR UPDATE

The Chairman invited Mr Hagan to update members on any developments. Mr Hagan advised members there was little progress to be reported as the EGR (the outcome of which is expected to be an Environment Agency that may include Rivers Agency’s functions) is still ongoing. He confirmed that, following interview by the EGR Panel, Rivers Agency had provided a further written submission, as had Mr Crawford on behalf of the Drainage Council. Updates can be found on the EGR website at www.regni.info. He also advised that the Panel had presented an interim report to the DOE Minister on 21 September 2006.

Mr Hagan advised members that there would be further consultation and it was anticipated that a final report would be submitted to the DOE Minister by the end of March 2007.
The Chairman invited questions and there were none. 






14. CORPORATE AND BUSINESS PLANS

The Chairman invited Mr Hagan to address members. Mr Hagan referred members to the Corporate and Business Plans which had been sent to them, highlighted key areas, and advised that he would be happy to answer any questions members might have. 

Councillor Graham initiated debate on the ongoing difficulties associated with the recruitment of Professional and Technical staff into the Public Sector, the main problem identified as being pay.  Mr Hagan advised that the problem was widespread and that Rivers Agency could only prioritise work with the staff it had until a resolution could be found. He advised that the matter was to be discussed during forthcoming Business Planning.  

Mr Clarke advised that there was a problem throughout the industry and that he would be meeting with professionals from other government agencies to discuss. Dr Johnston advised that the Industrial Advisory Committee was well aware of the problem but that universities had limits on intake and that intake was to the maximum.   

Alderman Beggs advised that the Audit Office had experienced a similar problem in recruiting Accountants, as the Private Sector could offer better pay with perks, and asked whether the issue of salaries could not be raised with the Public Accounts Commission.

The Chairman offered the support of Drainage Council should Mr Hagan wish the Council to write to anyone. 

15. ANNUAL REPORT AND ACCOUNTS

The Chairman invited Mr Barnett to address members. Mr Barnett highlighted a few key areas of the unqualified accounts for 2005/06 including:

· Income & Expenditure Account for year ending 31 March 2006;

· Balance Sheet as at 31 March 2006; and

· Fixed Asset Note.

Mr Barnett invited questions and Mr Cummings asked whether any activities had needed to be curtailed due to other priorities. Mr Hagan explained that there was only one “pot” and therefore all expenditure needed to be prioritised. He advised that Rivers Agency can bid for more money but that there can be no guarantee that such a bid will be successful.

Councillor Graham commented that it was always good for an organisation to get an unqualified set of accounts. 

16. SITE VISIT

The Chairman invited Mr Aldridge to address members. With the use of a powerpoint presentation Mr Aldridge briefed members on the Burren Flood Alleviation Scheme. He explained the history of flooding in the area and showed aerial photographs of the area flooded in December 1986, February 1994 and November 1997 and also photographs of flooding in Ballaghbeg Park and the Castlewellan Road during the February 1994 incident. He also highlighted the area affected and due to be protected by the scheme on an ordnance survey map.

He explained how in the upstream reaches of the Burren River flooding occurs due to lack of channel capacity and how in the downstream reaches flood levels are influenced by flows in the Shimna River. He explained that 850 homes are at risk with potential flood damage estimated at £23M and that in providing protection a balance had to be struck between protecting property, releasing land for development and protecting the environment - he gave details of the Environmental Impact Assessment that was carried out.

Mr Aldridge went on to show a cross-sectional diagram of the flood-bank strengthened by a sheet pile core and also before and after pictures of key areas of the works.     

He explained that where possible work is scheduled outside term-time of  the nearby school to minimise disruption.

Mr Cummings enquired as to the cost and Mr Aldridge explained it was £4.5M with a £23M benefit.

17. ANY OTHER BUSINESS

17.1 Members Folders

The Secretary brought members attention to the following forms in their folders: 

· Enquiry form; and

· Travel Expenses form.

17.2 Next Meeting

The Secretary advised that it was proposed to hold the next meeting around the end of February 2007 and asked whether members had any preferences for a date or location of venue. It was agreed to leave the decision to the Secretariat and that members would be advised in due course.    

17.3 The Chairman confirmed there was no other business to be discussed and thanked members for having attended.  
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