




 
Following the August 2008 flooding an Action Plan was drawn up listing 12 points for action to 
improve future responses to flooding events.  Of those 12 points, 11 have been completed 
and one remains outstanding.  The outstanding action relates to Local Councils becoming 
more involved during a flooding event.  I am aware that Rivers Agency has taken action to 
address this issue, and has received positive responses from some Councils.  All Councils 
should agree these protocols, and these should be further expanded to include community 
organisations.  The completed actions included use of the new Flooding Incident Line facilities 
to take calls, addressing mobile communications difficulties and extension of satellite sandbag 
stores to speed up provision of sandbags to vulnerable areas.  All of these actions were 
evidenced in the Rivers Agency response to the recent flooding in October 2011. 
 
Compared with 2009 Operational Response 
 
The bulk of the flooding on the 2009 incident occurred after 19 November, due to the 
inundation from Lough Erne.  There was also flooding in the Boho area from 4 November 
along the floodplain of the Sillees River.  Fermanagh experienced an unprecedented level of 
rainfall totalling 336.8mm over the period 17 October 2009 to 27 November 2009.  The total 
rainfall for the month of November for the county was recorded at 280mm, against the 
previous record of 191mm and a long term average for the month of 103.25mm.  
 
The persistent rainfall caused water levels in the Erne System to rise to the point where the 
recorded levels at Belleisle, Portora and Rosscor were the highest since the current regime 
was introduced in the 1950s.  However, only three properties were flooded during the 2009 
event, largely due to the historic careful planning of houses away from areas at risk of 
flooding in the area.  The event was also different from the floods of 2008 and 2011 where 
rainfall over a short period of time caused widespread flooding across the province.  There 
are few points of similarity between this incident and the river and surface water floods of 
2011 or 2008. 
 

Image 7 – Flooding of Lough Erne area 2009 

 
 

Preparations for the 2009 event included making several thousand sandbags available for 
delivery and placement.  Pumps were also checked to make sure they were in working order, 
immediately in advance of the incident.  Grilles and culverts in the area were also checked 
and cleared.  Around 200 calls for assistance were received in the 2009 event, and regular 
contact was maintained with other Government bodies involved, including the District Council.   
 
Following the flooding in Fermanagh in November 2009 the Fermanagh Taskforce Report 
was published.  Two recommendations relevant to the Rivers Agency were: 

• To work with the Electricity Supply Board to examine options for improvement to the 
operational regime to reduce flood risk.   
The first stage of this work was to model the Erne system and this is currently being 



pursued following receipt of funding in the October monitoring round and is due for 
completion next year. 

• Consider options for a flood alleviation scheme at Derrychara Link.    
Rivers Agency working with Roads Service has installed a pumped system at 
Derrychara Link to deal with high lough levels.   

 
In addition Rivers Agency has produced a leaflet for the Lough Erne System which includes 
information on providing for a flood and has installed markers at bridges which inform the 
public on Lough levels. 
 
I do not consider that the recommendations from the 2009 event at Lough Erne are directly 
relevant to the river and surface water flooding that took place in October 2011. 
 
Conclusions on Rivers Agency Actions During Floods 
 
The Rivers Agency response to callers in October 2011 was well within their target of 90% 
responded to within 3 hours.  Although the volume of calls was smaller in this instance than in 
either 2008 or 2009, the operational performance has been improved through the application 
of lessons learnt from those earlier floods.  Response times to calls for assistance were much 
shorter in the recent October 2011 event. 
 
I consider that the Rivers Agency has built up a commanding expertise in flood response.  I 
have been impressed by the knowledge and commitment of staff.  However, the Agency is 
not resourced to deal with flood incidents any larger than ‘Level One’ flood incidents, of which 
the October 2011 incident is an example.  I believe this is the fundamental finding of my 
report.  I recommend that capacity and funding within the Rivers Agency is progressively 
increased, so that the Agency is equipped to deal with larger scale events. 
 
Inter-organisation protocols have improved the co-ordination and communication of the 
response, but this can still be improved further.  In light of the limited capacity of the Rivers 
Agency, there is a need for other organisations to contribute to the flooding response, and in 
this way to increase the capacity of the Agency to deal with larger scale incidents.  I believe 
that Local Councils and Community groups can play their parts to improve the emergency 
response to flooding, for example, in the distribution of sandbags, allowing Rivers Agency 
staff to be deployed where their expert response will make the greatest difference. 
 
 



Review of Rivers Operational Activities – After Flood Incidents 
 
 
Actions taken by River’s Agency since the flooding 
 
When water levels started to recede, Rivers Agency staff began checking culverts and grilles, 
assessing damage and carrying out any urgent repairs or cleaning of blockages to ensure 
free flow of water.   
 
Significant repairs have been carried out: in the vicinity of Coalisland Mill Race: near A5 main 
Derry to Strabane Road at Cloghcor, where flooding was prevented; and to the canal wall 
which was breached and caused flooding at Clonoe.   
 
Works have been undertaken to remove blockages on the Cloughfin River, and further 
maintenance is planned for the Cloughfin River in the coming year.  Rivers Agency is also 
considering measures to ensure the free flow of water on the Lurgan River, near Belcoo, 
including the removal of a weir.  The Agency will also pursue enforcement procedures where 
investigations have revealed unapproved works causing obstructions to flows. 
 
Other staff gathered information to support their investigations into the flooding.  This has 
been prioritised so that the worst affected areas are examined first.  The purpose of the 
investigations is to establish causes of flooding and to examine if further maintenance or 
repair works are required due to the flooding events.  Work done includes taking aerial 
photographs, collecting data on rainfall, river water levels, and height of flood waters, etc.  
This data also informs future flood maps, and calculations of the probability of future flooding 
at the locations affected. 
 

Image 8 - Areas affected by October 17th flooding, with estimated future probability 
 
 
 



 
An internal review of the Agency’s response to the October 2011 flooding has been prepared, 
and I have considered the evidence provided in that report as part of my review.  In addition, 
the Agency has created an Action Plan where it has identified areas that can be improved.  
The Action Plan includes commitments to: review sandbag stores; review the reporting to 
headquarters, during flood incidents; engage better with elected representatives, the public 
and media; and to expand staff training. 
 
The Agency has also undertaken to review its Business Continuity Plan in light of a 
communications incident during a power cut.  This incident is detailed further in the 
communications section of this report. 
 
I endorse the actions identified by the Rivers Agency internal review; these should be pursued 
taking account of the recommendations of this report. 
 
Additional Reviews and Site Visits 
 
After the flood incidents in October 2011, I undertook a series of site visits and specific 
investigations into the flooding at Clonoe, Sixmilecross, and Beragh, with some support from 
Rivers Agency Engineers.  I provide a summary of my investigations and findings below.  A 
timeline of my review is included at the end of this chapter. 
 
Conclusions in respect of Clonoe Flooding 
 
I first met with the residents of Clonoe, alongside the Minister, on the 26th October.  Several 
houses in the area had been flooded.  I listened to the homeowners involved, and their main 
concern was that the planning permission conditions may not have been fulfilled when the 
houses were first built.  The recurrent flooding has left them facing difficulties of soaring 
insurance premiums, and the sentiment of those affected was generally that the houses 
should be demolished and the residents compensated so that they can move elsewhere. 
 
I undertook eight site visits on the 1st November to establish the sequence of events and 
causes of flooding.  I examined the watercourses and likely sources of flood waters.  I accept 
the Rivers Agency report into the causes of flooding at Moors Close.  However, it is my 
opinion that the burst canal bank played an even more significant role than is recorded in that 
report.  I note the working arrangements between DCAL and the Rivers Agency in respect of 
maintenance of the canal, and that Rivers Agency have effected a temporary, emergency 
repair whilst a more permanent solution is considered. 
 
Having also investigated the residents’ concerns about the specifications at time of building, I 
have found evidence that development levels were not supplied by the developer as 
requested, and that the planning conditions were not properly implemented.   
 
Conclusions in respect of Sixmilecross Flooding 
 
On the 17th November, I visited 2 families who were flooded at Sixmilecross, and a further 2 
families who were stranded by the flood waters.  The incident that cut these families off was 
the sweeping away of a 42 foot span of road bridge by the surging river outside Sixmilecross.  
At the time of the flooding, an elderly member of one of the households needed to be taken to 
hospital, and this added to the concerns of the residents involved.   
 
The cost of replacing this road bridge, at their own expense, will come to some £40,000 - 
£55,000, as this is an undesignated watercourse that doesn’t fall under the authority of the 
Rivers Agency.  This work is also not eligible for funding under the additional £1m funding 
made available by the DARD Minister. 
 
It is my understanding that the water pressure on this road bridge continued to rise, with the 
increasing flood waters, until the entire span gave way.  It is possible that this build-up of flood 
waters may have contributed to the rapid surge in flood water that took place further 
downstream, at Beragh. 



 
Conclusions in respect of Beragh Flooding 
 
In respect of the Beragh flooding, the main conclusion from my review was that Rivers 
Agency had the expertise, but not the capacity or funding, to deal with these events.  This 
was made clear as the Agency’s staffing resources were stretched during this incident, and 
that a preventative scheme has been planned for some time but had not gone ahead due to 
funding constraints.  I have recommended that this capacity is built up and that the funding to 
the Agency is increased, over a period of time.   
 
I attended the scene of the flooding at Beragh on the 25th October, with the Minister.  I had 
already received briefing and had meetings with Rivers Agency staff that afternoon, on this 
subject.  I met the residents, listened to their concerns, and expressed these at a Talkback 
interview that evening.  I met the residents again at a community meeting on the 
17th November, when they described their concerns as: the Flood Incident Line was not as 
helpful as they would have liked; the flood arrived very quickly, from both the river and from 
drains; they were dissatisfied with having to deal with different departments for the different 
aspects of flooding experienced (Roads Service, Rivers Agency, etc); they questioned 
whether planning advice had been complied with at the time of building; they were concerned 
about insurance premiums rising; and they felt the solution was the buying out and demolition 
of their properties to create floodplains.   
 
On the 25th November the Minister returned to Beragh with an update and the following 
commitments from the Rivers Agency: to bring forward flooding alleviation works for Beragh in 
2013; to seek the delisting of the old railway bridge that may be obstructing the flow of water, 
so that it can be removed; and to consider the replacement of the road bridge. 
 
As well as taking part in discussions to facilitate some of the above commitments, I 
investigated the other concerns of the Beragh residents.  I found that both Riverdale and 
Meadowpark were build in accordance with the advice provided by the Rivers Agency on 
flood risk.  The water level specifications required for the developments appear to have been 
adhered to, and so this was not a factor in the October 2011 flooding incident at Beragh, in 
contrast to Moors Close. 
 
The flooding alleviation works will address the main concerns raised by residents, and may 
have a beneficial impact on insurance premiums and other related issues. 
 
 
 
 



Timeline of my investigations into the flooding of October 2011. 
 
25th October 
 
3:00pm onwards:  Meetings with Rivers Agency officials.  Briefing on the flooding to date, general context, and specific incidents. 
 
7:00pm:   Beragh site visit in the evening, meeting residents.  Talkback media interview given at Beragh. 
 
26th October  
 
6:00pm   Clonoe meeting with flooded residents, Minister and Rivers Agency officials also in attendance 
 
1st November 
 
10:30:  Eight site visits completed as part of investigation into Coalisland flooding, including the relevant watercourses, site of canal wall 

breach and others.  Accompanied by two Rivers Agency engineers. 
 
2nd November 
 
Afternoon  Meeting with the Minister to discuss the flooding situation and seek her agreement to an outline approach for the review. 
 
17th November 
Morning: Meeting at Sixemilecross with 4 families affected by the flooding, including a site visit to witness the 42 foot span of road bridge that 

was swept away during the flooding, effectively isolating residents on the other side of the river. 
 
12:00 onwards Meeting with the flooded Beragh residents, accompanied RA officials.  Seeking the views of residents as part of the ongoing 

investigation into the flood incidents. 
 
25th November 
9:00am: Return to Beragh with Minister, announcing her commitments to the residents and that Rivers Agency will consider (with others as 

appropriate) the replacement of two bridges (one listed railway, other road bridge) that may be obstructing flow of the river. 
 
29th November 
Evening  Further community meeting with Beragh residents. 



Rivers Operational Activities – Communication 
 
 
Nature and level of communication by the Rivers Agency 
 
The Rivers Agency communicates with a range of differing stakeholders during flood 
incidents, from the residents affected by flood waters to media reporters covering the events.  
Differing formats and levels of information are required when communicating with these 
parties, so that the Agency can get its important messages out effectively.  The context in 
which the Agency operates is often an emerging situation, under pressured circumstances.  
Good communication is even more important during events like these. 
 
As part of my review, I have considered evidence on a range of communications by the 
Agency: 

• on the ground meetings with the public, and with public representatives; 
• responses to phonecalls reporting flood incidents; 
• communications with other Government organisations dealing with the flooding; 
• briefings to the Minister and senior Departmental staff; 
• media interviews; and 
• a debriefing and lessons learnt exercise with other agencies.  

 
My report has already touched on various aspects of the Agency’s communications.  I have 
recommended that the protocols the Agency has are expanded to include Community 
Groups.  It is also vital that the Agency agrees protocols with all of the Local Councils, as 
soon as possible.   
 
144 calls were received by the Agency from the Flooding Incident Line and direct to offices 
relating to the flooding on the 17th October.  These were responded to with an average time of 
just over 30 minutes.  The response time for one call was longer than 3 hours.  During the 
second period of flooding, 281 calls and responded, on average within an hour.  The Agency 
took longer than 3 hours to respond to 3 of these calls.  In total, 99% of calls were dealt with 
within 3 hours.  This is well in excess of the Rivers Agency’s target to respond to 90% of calls 
within 3 hours.  This represents very strong performance by the Agency, and is a significant 
improvement on the response times to the past flooding events I have raised in earlier 
sections of my report. 
 
I note that the Agency provided Ministerial briefings at 12:00 and 17:30 on the 17th October, 
and responded to 3 press enquiries between the 18th and 19th.  5 radio interviews were given 
by the Agency on the 24th-25th October, and 12 more press enquiries were responded to 
following the second incident of flooding. 
 
I recommend that the Minister receive an early brief, in future, as soon as it is decided to take 
pre-emptive action to prepare for a possible flood.  While the Minister received briefing prior to 
the first calls for assistance, and was kept informed of the developing situation, an early brief 
would allow the Minister to focus attention on the situation, and to engage with the media, 
residents, and the Agency from the outset.  The Minister should be made aware of potential 
flooding as soon as staff are diverted from normal work. 
 
I attended several meetings where Rivers Agency officials were present and provided 
information and advice to flooded residents.  The communication was hands on, helpful, and 
the expertise of the officials involved was clear.   
 
The Agency took part in teleconferences to discuss the flooding response, chaired by Belfast 
City Council on the 23rd, 24th and 25th October.  All emergency responders took part in the 
conferences, to co-ordinate and share information.  Rivers Agency also took part in a local 
teleconference organised by the Western Emergency Planning Coordinator.  An internal, 
structured de-brief of Rivers Agency staff from all offices involved was undertaken on Friday 4 
November.  This internal communication exercise reviewed the event, and informed the 
Rivers Agency internal review and action plan. 
 



 
Conclusions on Communication Incident 
 
At 15:30 on the 17th October there was a power failure in Rivers Agency Headquarters, 
Hydebank, during the first flooding incident.  Fifteen minutes later the Uninterruptible Power 
Supply back up ran out, and the building lost power.  Since the newly installed IPT telephone 
system uses the internet, rather than a traditional telephone line, this meant that telephones 
went dead at 15:45.  Requests for assistance by members of the public to the Flooding 
Incident Line then had to be emailed to Rivers Agency and picked up by staff on mobile 
devices.  The power failure lasted until 17:10.   
 
At 17:15 the Lisburn office also advised that their telephone system was not accepting 
incoming calls.  This was immediately referred to IT Assist (the Civil Service IT provider) for 
urgent action given the flooding emergency.  Telephony in Lisburn was restored shortly after 
21:00 on 17 October.  
 
The current IPT telephony system is not robust enough to cope with any normal power 
outage.  Most power cuts last well in excess of 15 minutes so telephones will become non-
operable in most government buildings should they experience a power cut.  It is not 
appropriate for offices providing emergency response to be left without telephones during 
power cuts, which may even stem from the same emergency staff are trying to deal with. 
 
I note that Rivers Agency have raised this issue with IT Assist, and I recommend that an 
alternative means of telephone communication is included in the Agency’s Emergency Plan, 
as a back-up for incidents such as these. 
 



Rivers Operational Activities – Summary of Recommendations 
 

• I recommend that all Local Councils agree to play a part in the emergency response 
to flooding.   
 

• I recommend that the Rivers Agency explore the willingness of Community Groups to 
be part of the organised flood response. 
 

• I recommend that sandbag reserves are increased over time. 
 

• I recommend that sandbag reserves are stored over a wider number of locations, 
preferably close to identified flooding ‘hot spots’. 
 

• I recommend that capacity and funding within the Rivers Agency is progressively 
increased, so that the Agency is equipped to deal with larger scale events. 
 

• I recommend that the Minister receive an early briefing, in future, as soon as it is 
decided to take pre-emptive action to prepare for a possible flood.   
 

• I recommend that an alternative means of telephone communication to the IPT 
telephony is included in the Agency’s Emergency Plan, as a back-up. 
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