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Revealed: how 
Tory cuts are 
wrecking UK 
fl ood defences
■  Ministers warned of risk – document
■  Twice number of homes to face threat 
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Corbyn poised 
to move Benn  
in high-stakes 
reshuffl  e

A young Syrian girl outside her tent at the Barelias refugee camp in the Bekaa valley, 
eastern Lebanon, which has been hit by snowstorms. (Christmas appeal raises £2m, 
page 4; refugees in asylum limbo, page 19) Photograph by Lucie Parsaghian/EPA
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 by John Vidal 
and Toby Helm

 Many of Britain’s flood defences are 
being abandoned or maintained to min-
imal levels because of government cuts 
that could leave almost twice as many 
households at “signifi cant risk” within 
20 years, according to a leaked docu-
ment submitted to ministers.

The paper, written by the body repre-
senting all major organisations respon-
sible for fl ood defences, was presented 
to ministers on 30 November last year 
– days before Cumbria was hit by the 

heaviest rainfall  recorded in 24 hours in 
Britain. 

It was then discussed by fl oods minis-
ter Rory Stewart  and Oliver Letwin, the 
cabinet offi  ce minister leading the gov-
ernment’s fl ooding review.

The leaked document says: “We have 
had the fi ve wettest years since 2000. 
The  Environment Agency’s  funding for 
maintaining flood assets has fallen by 
14%. Downward adjustments have also 
been made to intended revenue spend-
ing commitments.”

It adds: “Failure of assets and net-

works is more likely as extreme weather 
events become more frequent and 
unpredictable. We must change our 
approach to managing water level man-
agement assets and systems …  adopting 
a more long-term approach.”

Referring to the threat to more 
households as a result of cuts, the 
experts say: “Annual fl ood and storm 
damage costs are approximately £1.1bn, 
according to the Association of British 
Insurers, and those households at sig-
nifi cant risk [of fl ood damage] through 
a reduction in our capacity to man-
age water levels could increase from 
330,000 today to 570,000 in 2035.” Fur-
thermore, a 10-60% increase in extreme 
rainfall could lead to a quadrupling of 
fl ooding in urban areas. 

Written by the Association of Drain-
age Authorities (ADA), whose members 
include the Environment Agency, it is 
further proof that ministers were being 
told  before  last month’s fl oods   that cuts 
had left large parts of Britain in greater 
danger. The experts called for a com-
plete rethink of the way fl ood defences 
were maintained and funded. 

After much of the north of England 
and Scotland endured misery over 
Christmas, ministers had admitted that 
fl ood defences were inadequate in many 
areas, but insisted that extreme weather 
was to blame, not government cuts. But 
the experts challenge this view,  saying 

 by Toby Helm
Political Editor 

Jeremy Corbyn is ready to off er the 
shadow foreign secretary, Hilary Benn, 
a move to another shadow cabinet post 
in what is likely to be an imminent, 
high-risk reshuffl  e aimed at ensuring 
that his top team speaks with one voice 
on foreign and defence matters, the 
Observer understands. 

The Labour leader may make a 
series of highly controversial changes 
within days  that could also include 
a switch for defence spokeswoman 
Maria Eagle .

 The reshuffl  e  – while not fi nalised, 
and with no date yet set – is being 
planned principally as a way to avoid 

the Labour leader publicly voicing 
opposing views to members of his 
shadow team on their specifi c briefs .

Corbyn believes that the party is 
remarkably united on most domestic 
issues, including economic policy, and 
that it now has to present a similar 
front on foreign aff airs and defence  in 
votes on key issues such as Trident  in 
the coming months.

But  if Benn and Eagle are singled 
out,  it will be seen by  detractors in 
the parliamentary Labour party and 
shadow cabinet as a declaration of war, 
particularly as Corbyn began his lead-
ership promising to allow everyone on 
the front bench the freedom to express 
diff ering views . Among those who, 
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