Background


This case study was written, with the support of the Environment Agency, for use with undergraduate students studying hydrology. It has also been used on the Research Councils Graduate Schools Programme for post-graduate students. 


The case study could be used with any group of people for whom Flood Warning, Flood Defence, Politics or Public Relations are matters of interest.


The case takes about three hours to work through, and is best used in a single three-hour session, but it could also be used over a week or two with students managing their own time to meet and work together. In this situation the tutor would introduce the case in about 20 minutes, assign students to working groups, and receive the final output one or two weeks later.


The case as written asks the students to prepare and give a press briefing - a specific kind of presentation in which they seek to persuade the media to ‘carry their story’. In fact, the ‘output’ of the case study could be in a variety of forms ranging from a press notice and briefing pack to a variety of presentations. To cope with changes in student output required, you may change the last section of the Student Notes titled Your Task. There are more notes about this under the heading Phase 3: Output.


How to use the Case Study


You should always have the students working in groups for this case - it is intended to provide experience of teamwork as well as insights into flood management issues and understanding of how communications with the public can be managed.


Groups should ideally be of about six students. Five is ok, but an absentee might make the group too small. Seven is also ok. If your students are experienced in working in teams, you could try with groups of eight or nine.


There are three main phases: briefing, working and output.


Phase 1: Briefing


You will want to make a verbal presentation introducing the case. This can contain information not in the student notes as ‘colour background material’, and a set of notes has been prepared which provides for this need. This presentation should ideally not extend beyond 20 minutes. You also may wish to adapt the materials offered to provide links to the subject of study or interest that the students are working on.


The following documents are for handout to the students (after the introductory briefing ideally):


Student Brief (3pp, one per student)


How and when the Environment Agency issues Flood Warnings (3pp, two per group)


The Health Effects of the Easter 1998 floods in Banbury and Kidlington (Executive Summary of research by Middlesex University) (4pp, two per group).


An Audit of public reaction to the existing warning methods (Summary of research by the Flood Hazard Centre at Middlesex University) (4pp, two per group).


An examination of how the public might respond to some other warning methods (Summary of Research by BRMB International - British Market Research Bureau) (4pp, two per group).


Tutor’s Introductory Briefing to Groups 


This is intended for use with students who have limited knowledge of the Environment Agency.


The facts about the Environment Agency are correct at September 1999, they can be updated by reference to the Environment Agency’s web site: http://www.environment-agency.gov.uk/. 


The Environment Agency is the biggest environmental regulator in the world. It is a non-departmental Government Office employing 10,000 people in England and Wales. Scotland has its own variant. The Environment Agency has a vision of ‘A better environment in England and Wales for present and future generations’. Their area of responsibility includes amongst other things water resources; water quality; fisheries; navigation; recreation; conservation; preventing pollution; waste management and the management of contaminated land.


The biggest area of expenditure is Flood Defence. The twenty-four hour flood defence service costs some £260 million annually and employs about 3,000 staff. The Environment Agency manages flood defences along more than 36,000 kilometres of our rivers and coasts in order reduce the risk of flooding to more than a million properties and their occupants. About 1.3 million properties in England and Wales are at risk. 


The real problems with flooding are:


That it will happen. It is inevitable. 


It is a serious hazard. If you live on a flood prone area you are more likely to die from a flood than from fire, and you are less likely to be burgled than flooded.


The Easter 1998 floods led to five deaths. There was major trauma and disruption to the lives and property of everyone affected by flooding. 


When a house is flooded the first nine inches of water (25cm) causes 95% of the damage. Occupants lose phone and electricity lines, and gas and water pipes may be damaged. Two feet (60cm) of water will sweep a car away; six inches (20cm) of flowing water will knock you over. If you are flooded the water is almost certainly contaminated with sewage and ruins all the household goods that are touched.  


House walls dry out at the rate of an inch per month, so for a normal nine inch brick wall that means at least nine months before the house is properly habitable.


Another real problem is that people do not behave as might be expected. During the Yorkshire Derwent floods in 1999, householders received warnings with ample time to clear their ground floor rooms. Some people who could not really believe it would happen placed sofas and other furniture on baked bean cans and went to bed. They woke up to find 3 feet of sewage-laden water downstairs and everything ruined. 


Flooding is a big, serious problem – lives get lost. 


At this point, spell out the problem that the students will be tackling (see Student Notes) and re-iterate the fact that funds are short, and so they must seek creative ways of communicating information to the public. 


How do you get people to react well to a rare event, which is horrible if it happens to you?


At this point, spell out the output task the students must complete (presentation, written report…).


Phase 2: Working


The extent to which you wish to monitor the groups at work will dictate how you organise (or let the students organise) this phase. You may wish to be able to listen in to discussions, in which case you will need to organise working space and time for the student groups. If you do not, you can allow the students to manage their own time and meeting space. They will need between 1½ and 3 hours joint working time.


Phase 3: Output


Tutors can choose a variety of outputs for the case. 


Output Type 1


In the first trial run of the case, the students were briefed as stated below:


“Your group will make a presentation at a press briefing at the end of this case


Remember, you represent the Environment Agency (and thus the Government in the form of the Secretary of State for the Environment) and the press briefing will involve correspondents from all aspects of the media: tabloid and broad sheet newspapers, television and radio. It is rumoured that John Humphreys may be present, and may wish to conduct a one-to-one interview with one of your group for tomorrow's ‘Today’ Programme on Radio 4 (so you should prepare for this eventuality as well).”


A number of media correspondents were role-played by other tutors in the ‘press briefing’. 


Output Type 2


At The University of Leeds (level 2 undergraduates), students were briefed as follows:


“Your group is to produce a press briefing document of not more than 200 words in which you will indicate at least six (one per person in your group or more) actions that you propose to implement to improve flood warning issues nationally. Each person in the group must also write (for individual assessment) a 100-word explanatory note explaining in more detail how and why one of those actions is necessary.”


There are many other forms of possible output, ranging from producing the script for a promotional video to writing a formal report on recommending actions to take…


Supplementary Issues


The questions (not scripted) asked by those ‘correspondents’ in the first trial run give some idea of the scope that students might be challenged to cover during the case. The questions were asked following each group’s briefing, and were tailored to the specifics of those presentations.


Megan Smith, Whitstable Whistler (about call centres), - Isn’t it true that whenever governments have set up ‘call centres’ they have failed. What makes you think this flood response Call Centre system you are proposing would work? 


Daffy Williams, Brecon Bugle (regional issue), - You seem to be suggesting that people living in upland areas need a lower level of protection than those on the flood plains of southeast England. In this area of Wales, flash floods are a real problem. Why are we in Wales getting a lesser standard of treatment?


Alice Eager, Nursing Times (about supporting traumatised people) – You have proposed that following a flood a Trauma Centre should be set up and fully staffed by experts. My experience of this sort of emergency is that the medical services are very stretched. If the flood is extensive, will counsellors have to be brought in from outside the area? The health service in most regions is already at full stretch. Could you tell me more about the sourcing and financing of staffing? 


Stephen Upcock, Daily Telegraph (is there enough money to do what you propose?), - throughout your presentation, you have reiterated the need to be conscious of financial limitations on what you can deliver. Are you implying that despite the enormous sums of money made available by this government that the budget is not big enough to handle the problem?


Anita Wish, Worthing Wizard (Is part of the proposition workable?), - You have proposed a new set of warning symbols. You talk about using local newspapers to warn residents in specific local areas. Surely by the time the paper is printed this will be too late? 


Megan Morris, Malton Mobiliser (Trauma support again), - I am very interested in your proposals for post flood care of individuals. What sort of training programs are you proposing for trauma counsellors? 


Dick Dastardly, The Sun (Bullish, what’s new about this question), - When it is clear all your previous flood warning strategies have failed what make s you think this one will actually work? 


Bill Black, Birmingham Mail (some people cannot afford proper insurance), - You have proposed that their should be a flood insurance incentive for those people who take precautions against flooding, connect to telephone warning systems. However, in inner city areas in the Midlands people cannot afford insurance, what assistance will be available for them?


John General, The Independent (so what’s new) – In a nutshell, how does the new system improve on the old one?


Claire Straw, Rural Examiner (rural problem of remoteness), - I was very interested to hear about your ‘neighbour tell neighbour’ programme and your proposal for sirens. But how does this policy help my readers in the countryside where neighbours and friends often live more than half a mile apart, and it is ten miles or more to the nearest Civic Centre? 


Emily Elderly, Bournemouth Weekly (about impact on the elderly), - It is fascinating to hear of your plans to focus on educating kids in school so that they will influence their families. In Bournemouth, many residents are elderly, they don’t have kids in school, most no longer have a car and have limited mobility. How will your plans provide support to elderly residents?


Dick Dastardly, The Sun (Have you tackled the right problem), - Why bother with all this ‘paper’, advice leaflets, and social guff, - why not just build big flood defences?


Ellen Okay, Green Weekly (Is the proposal wasteful), - Your campaign makes use of extensive leafleting, you have proposed leafleting every household in England and Wales and repeating this on a regular basis. Why do you want to leaflet every home, why not save resources by leafleting flood prone areas only. 


Olden Bent, Cleethorpes Courier (Elderly people again), - While for many people your suggested new flood alert symbols will be helpful, you new slogan, ‘When it’s a warning, climb the stairs’ is going to cause many residents of Cleethorpes who live in their bungalows, and many of these are elderly, considerable panic. What support are you proposing for those who have nowhere to climb to?


Steve Soap, TV Quick (Educate through soaps on TV), - Our viewers will be interested in your plan to raise awareness of flood issues by asking producers of soap operas to include flooding in the drama. I see Coronation Street under 3 feet of water, Jim struggling to get Maude out in her wheelchair, Spider trapped in the attic with Les Battersby and the garage and corner shop out of action for ever. Don’t you think that this kind of exposure could lead to unnecessary panic and with the inevitable hyping up in the media, an over-reaction to floods in the future? 
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