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SEPA Position Statement 

'The role of SEPA in Natural Flood Management' 
 
 
Summary: 
 
 

The attached Statement aims to clarify SEPA’s role in delivering 
natural flood management under the Flood Risk Management 
(Scotland) Act 2009 and associated government guidance and sets 
out actions that SEPA will take, in partnership with others, to translate 
these policy requirements into practice.   
 

Risks: Local authorities may be under the impression that SEPA has a role in 
implementing natural flood management.  The statement clarifies this 
is not the case; SEPA’s role is to provide data and advice on where 
NFM may be effective, to support responsible authorities in their role, 
and to ensure natural flood management is properly considered 
alongside other measures within FRM plans.   
 

Financial 
Implications: 

There are not considered to be any significant financial implications of 
adopting this position statement.   
 

Staffing 
Implications: 

There are no new staffing implications associated with the adoption 
on this position statement. 
 

Environmental and 
Carbon Impact: 
 

N/A 

Purpose of the 
report: 
 

For information 

Report Author: 
 

Andrea Johnstonova Flood Risk Planning Manager (South East) 
James Curran, Chief Executive 
 

Appendices: Annex 1: The role of SEPA in Natural Flood Management 
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The role of SEPA in Natural Flood Management 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1  This paper presents the SEPA Position Statement 'The role of SEPA in Natural Flood 

Management' (attached as Annex 1).  The primary purpose of the Statement is to 
clarify SEPA’s role in natural flood management and set out actions that SEPA will 
deliver, in partnership with others, to meet its statutory obligations under the FRM Act 
and those set out in the Ministerial guidance.   

 
1.2  This statement was produced in partnership with other responsible authorities and 

stakeholders through the Scottish Advisory and Implementation Forum (SAIFF) and 
its working groups and builds on the work carried out to date by SEPA and other 
partners.    

 
 
1.3  This Statement is aimed at local authorities, other responsible authorities, and the 

wider stakeholders with interest in, and a prior knowledge of, natural flood 
management.  It aims to improve the understanding of SEPA's role and clarify how 
SEPA will support local authorities and other responsible authorities in their role.    

 
2 Background 
 
2.1  As part of efforts under the Flood Risk Management (Scotland) Act 2009 (the FRM 

Act) to implement sustainable flood management policy, SEPA is required to consider 
whether techniques that restore, enhance or alter natural features and characteristics 
can contribute to managing flood risk.  These techniques are often referred to as 
'natural flood management'.   

 
2.2  The Ministerial guidance 'Delivering Sustainable Flood Risk Management' further sets 

out the steps that SEPA and other responsible authorities should take to manage 
flooding in a sustainable way.  This includes steps to work in partnership with others 
and with land managers to consider how restoring and enhancing our landscape can 
reduce flood risk, whilst improving our understanding of catchments and coasts and 
sharing our knowledge and expertise with others.   

 
2.3  The importance of this issue is reflected in the Government’s long-term outcomes for 

flood management1 to promote 'rural and urban landscapes with space to store water 
and slow down the progress of floods'.  This is in the recognition that natural flood 
management can have a role in managing the sources and pathways of floodwaters, 
and, at the same time, provide additional benefits for communities and society by 
restoring and enhancing rivers and coasts, increasing biodiversity, contributing to 
climate change adaptation and improving water quality.   

 
3 Development of this Position Statement 
 
3.1 The Statement was developed in partnership through the Scottish Advisory and 

Implementation Forum on Flooding (SAIFF) and its working group on Natural Flood 
Management.  It has undergone consultation within SEPA (the FRM Act Programme 
and the relevant parts of SEPA Science and Strategy and Operations Directorates) 
and the wider stakeholder community.  As such, the Statement has the support from 
a wide range of organisations, the Scottish Government and within SEPA. 

                                                
1 Set out in SFM guidance: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/351427/0117868.pdf 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/351427/0117868.pdf
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4 Discussion 
 
4.1  Whilst the concept of natural flood management has been around for many years, the 

uncertainties associated with using more natural approaches are far greater than 
those associated with more traditional techniques.  Further work is required to 
address gaps in the evidence base, and develop policies, tools and guidance (such 
as financial support to land managers) to support implementation on the ground.  The 
assessment of the contribution of natural flood management and its implementation 
therefore pose significant challenges, which will require co-ordinated effort from a 
number of organisations.   

 
4.2  SEPA has been given a role under the FRM Act to co-ordinate the delivery of 

sustainable flood management in Scotland and in particular to set objectives and 
identify actions to manage flood risk that are most sustainable, including natural flood 
management.  SEPA is expected to do this in collaboration with other responsible 
authorities and stakeholders.  Part of this work is to ensure that SEPA and other 
responsible authorities develop the skills and knowledge to enable the 
implementation of natural flood management techniques alongside other more 
traditional engineering.   

 
4.3  SEPA has considerable expertise in hydrology, flood risk, hydro-morphology and 

water management in general.  SEPA is therefore well positioned to support the work 
on natural flood management.  This work will be taken forward by working in 
partnership with others, helping set the appropriate strategy, providing tools and 
guidance and by supporting research and demonstration projects that will allow the 
evidence base for a variety of natural flood management techniques to be developed.   

 
4.4  The statement of SEPA's role in natural flood management, attached as Annex 1, 

clearly sets out the activities that SEPA is able to take forward over a period from 
2011 to 2015 using existing staff and expertise.  Many actions identified in the 
Statement have already been initiated and are on the way, including demonstration 
projects on Eddleston Water, Allan Water and the Firth of Forth.  Partnership 
approach has been adopted through SAIFF and its working group on Natural Flood 
Management, which is now entering year 3 activities.     

 
4.5  SEPA believes that actions identified in this Statement will strengthen the partnership 

approach to implementing natural flood management and contribute to developing 
better understanding of natural flood management techniques and issues.   

 
5. Recommendations 
 
5.1 The Agency Board is asked to note the background to and contents of the attached 

SEPA Position Statement. 
 
 
 
 
Andrea Johnstonova Flood Risk Planning Manager (South East) 
 
James C Curran Chief Executive 
 
03 February 2012 
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Annex 1: The role of SEPA in Natural Flood Management 

 
This Statement clarifies SEPA's responsibilities in natural flood management under the Flood 
Risk Management (Scotland) Act 2009 (the FRM Act) and sets out actions that SEPA will 
take, in partnership with others, to translate these policy requirements into practice.  The 
actions set out in this document apply to the period from 2011 to 2015 and will not only 
enable SEPA to meet its statutory requirements, but also provide support to those authorities 
responsible for implementation of natural flood management on the ground.   

This document is intended for responsible authorities under the Flood Risk Management 
(Scotland) Act 2009 and stakeholders with a prior knowledge of natural flood management.    

This document was developed in partnership with others through the Scotland's Advisory and 
Implementation Forum on Flooding (SAIFF) and its Task and Finish group on Natural Flood 
Management.  SEPA is grateful for their input and comments on this paper.   

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 
As part of efforts under the Flood Risk Management (Scotland) Act (the FRM Act) to 
implement sustainable flood management policy, SEPA is required to consider whether 
techniques that restore, enhance or alter natural features and characteristics can contribute 
to managing  flood risk.  These techniques are often referred to as 'natural flood 
management'.   
 
Natural flood management is part of a suite of measures to manage flood risk and includes a 
range of techniques that aim to work with natural hydrological and morphological processes 
to manage the sources and pathways of floodwaters.  At the same time, natural flood 
management can improve the quality of our natural and urban environments and provide 
many additional benefits for water quality, ecology, climate change, and recreation.   
 
Whilst the concept of natural flood management has been around for many years, the 
assessment of its contribution and on-the-ground implementation poses a number of 
significant challenges.  For example, the evidence base for some of these techniques is still 
lacking, in particular relating to the effects on large scale, catchment-wide floods.  Further 
work is also needed to develop delivery mechanisms such as financial support.   
 
In recognition of the benefits that natural flood management can provide, a co-ordinated 
effort from a number of organisations is required to address these challenges.  SEPA is keen 
to work in partnership with others to support this work.  We will do so by: 

- Contributing our expertise to the work on natural flood management, in particular the 
work of SAIFF, in order to identify gaps in delivery and take actions to further the 
implementation of natural flood management  

- Developing an improved understanding of catchments and coasts and identifying 
areas in Scotland with the potential for natural flood management  
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- Supporting research and demonstration projects that look at the benefits of natural 
flood management in reducing flood risk and providing additional value 

- Communicating with a wide range of audiences by raising awareness, providing 
advice and guidance   

- Co-ordinating with Water Framework Directive activities to seek delivery of multiple 
benefits.    

 
We believe that these actions will not only support the delivery of SEPA's statutory 
requirements, but at the same time, support the wider implementation of natural flood 
management and other responsible authorities, in their role in implementing natural flood 
management on the ground.   
 
2.  VISION FOR NATURAL FLOOD MANAGEMENT 
The vision for natural flood management in Scotland, as set out in the Government’s long 
term outcomes for flood management2, is to promote 'rural and urban landscapes with 
space to store water and slow down the progress of floods'.  This is in the recognition 
that restoration and enhancement of natural features and characteristics of a landscape can 
have a role in managing the sources and pathways of floodwaters.  This will not only 
contribute to the sustainable management of flood risk but, at the same time, provide 
additional benefits for communities and society by restoring and enhancing rivers and coasts, 
increasing biodiversity, contributing to climate change adaptation and improving water 
quality.   
 
3.  THE ROLE OF SEPA IN NATURAL FLOOD MANAGEMENT 
Under the FRM Act, SEPA has a role in producing the assessment of the contribution that 
natural flood management can make to managing flood risk.  Where SEPA identifies that 
natural flood management can contribute to managing flood risk, we must take this 
information into account when setting objectives and identifying measures in flood risk 
management plans.  This means that natural flood management will be assessed and 
appraised against, and in combination with, other approaches with the aim of identifying the 
combination of measures that is most sustainable.  The uncertainties associated with using 
natural flood management actions are greater that those for more traditional flood defences.   
 
In order to fulfil our role, further work is required to address gaps in evidence base, and 
develop policies to support implementation on the ground.  We are therefore keen to ensure 
that we support the wider implementation work on natural flood management by working in 
partnership with others, helping set the appropriate strategy, providing tools and guidance 
and by supporting research and demonstration projects that will allow the evidence base for 
a variety of natural flood management techniques to be developed.   
 

                                                
2 Set out in SFM guidance: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/351427/0117868.pdf  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/351427/0117868.pdf
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SEPA does not have direct responsibilities for implementing natural flood management; this 
is the responsibility of local authorities, other responsible authorities and, where appropriate, 
other stakeholders using appropriate means of delivery.  We therefore expect that local 
authorities and other responsible authorities will take a pro-active role in testing and 
implementing natural flood management on the ground.  This includes implementing natural 
flood management as part of flood protection schemes.   
 
In addition to the responsibilities under the FRM Act, SEPA is also the competent authority 
for implementing the Water Framework Directive and co-ordinating the delivery of actions to 
protect and improve the condition of the water environment.  SEPA has considerable 
expertise in water and land management as well as significant scientific capabilities in 
hydrology, geomorphology and other related disciplines.  SEPA is committed to ensuring that 
the use of this existing expertise is maximised and that steps are taken to align flood risk 
management measures with the delivery of Water Framework Directive restoration 
objectives.   
 
SEPA as an organisation is therefore well positioned to support, advise, and assist in work 
on catchment management in general and natural flood management in particular.  We are 
keen to work in partnership with others, and our effort will focus on several key areas: 
 

- Contributing our expertise to the work on natural flood management, in particular the 
work of SAIFF, in order to identify gaps in delivery and take actions to further the 
implementation of natural flood management  

- Developing an improved understanding of catchments and coasts and identifying 
areas in Scotland with the potential for natural flood management  

- Supporting research and demonstration projects that look at the benefits of natural 
flood management in reducing flood risk and providing additional value 

- Communicating with a wide range of audiences by raising awareness, providing 
advice and guidance   

- Co-ordinating with Water Framework Directive activities to seek delivery of multiple 
benefits.    

 
3.1   Contributing our expertise to the work on natural flood management, in particular 
the work of SAIFF, in order to identify gaps in delivery and take actions to further the 
implementation of natural flood management  
 
We will support Scottish Government in its role to develop policies to support implementation 
of natural flood management.  We will work in partnership with local authorities and other 
responsible authorities to identify gaps in delivery, and take actions to support 
implementation of natural flood management.  Initially, this will be achieved through the work 
of the Scottish Advisory and Implementation Forum on Flooding (SAIFF) and through local 
partnerships and flood management advisory groups established to support the development 
of local flood risk management plans.  Working in partnership through SAIFF, SEPA will 
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deliver actions identified in the natural flood management work-plan.  This includes 
contributing to developing guidance for local authorities and responsible authorities on 
methods to consider natural flood management in the design of flood protection schemes.  
This partnership approach will help develop and deliver joint aspirations on natural flood 
management and develop common understanding of issues and solutions.   
 
In summary we will: 

- Provide support and advice to Scottish Government in developing policies to support 
delivery of natural flood management, in particular rural land use policy  

- Work in partnership with local authorities, other responsible authorities and 
stakeholders  through SAIFF, the national and local flood management advisory 
groups and through local partnerships to identify further actions required to support 
implementation of natural flood management  

- Provide ongoing support and expertise to the SAIFF Task and Finish group on 
Natural Flood Management 

- Work in partnership with others to develop guidance for local authorities and other 
responsible authorities on the role of natural flood management in reducing flood risk, 
in particular how to consider natural flood management in the design of flood 
protection schemes.  

 
3.2   Developing an improved understanding of catchments and coasts and identifying 
areas in Scotland with the potential for natural flood management  
 
SEPA is required to produce an assessment of the potential that natural flood management 
characteristics can offer to managing flood risk in rivers and on coasts.  This information 
must be considered when identifying the combination of measures to manage flood risk3 in 
flood risk management plans that are most sustainable.  In delivering this assessment, SEPA 
will draw on national and international research and use internal and external expertise to 
guide this work.  In the process, we will develop an improved understanding of the 
hydrological, ecological and morphological condition of Scotland's catchments and coasts.  
This information, as well as the tools and guidance supporting this work, will be developed in 
partnership with other organisations and shared with other responsible authorities and 
stakeholders as appropriate.  We will be open and transparent in discussing, developing and 
sharing this information.   
 
In summary we will: 

- Work in partnership with others to deliver the assessment of the potential contribution 
of natural features and characteristics in time for the objective and measures setting 
process due to take place in 2012/2013 for SEPA flood risk management strategies  

- Draw on national and international research on natural flood management and use 
our internal expertise in flood policy, hydrology, ecology and geomorphology as well 
as expertise outside of the organisation to support and guide this work 

                                                
3 These requirements are set out in sections 20 and 28 of the FRM Act 
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- Develop maps of natural features (wetlands, woodlands and coasts) incorporating the 
latest information developed as part of Scottish wetlands inventory in 2012 and other 
information available externally 

- Work with Scottish Government and in partnership through SAIFF to develop 
appraisal methodology for identifying actions that are sustainable based on the 
ecosystem approach that fully considers the costs and benefits of natural flood 
management.    

 
3.3   Supporting research and demonstration projects that look at the benefits of 
natural flood management in reducing flood risk and providing additional value 
 
The evidence base for natural flood management is currently limited and research and 
demonstration projects are needed to improve the knowledge of natural flood management 
techniques.  Robust and reliable science must be applied at all stages of flood risk 
management and therefore SEPA is committed to supporting research that addresses priority 
research questions, and in particular, the catchment scale effects of natural flood 
management techniques.  SEPA is also committed to contribute actively, alongside other 
organisations, to establishing and supporting demonstration projects.  Already, a number of 
demonstration projects have been initiated with the aim of improving understanding of natural 
flood management techniques, their effectiveness and issues on the ground.  At the same 
time, we are keen to develop better understanding of how such projects can deliver other 
benefits for morphology, biodiversity and the rural sector.  One organisation can not deliver 
this alone - a co-ordinated effort from all responsible authorities is required.  We expect to 
work in partnership with others and for local authorities and other responsible authorities to 
take a pro-active role in trialling and demonstrating natural flood management measures on 
the ground and as part of demonstration projects as well as flood protection schemes.   
 
In summary we will: 

- Support UK and Scottish initiatives that deliver research on the effects of natural flood 
management techniques.  In particular, these include research commissioned by the 
Scottish Government, Environment Agency, SNIFFER, LWEC's UK Flood and 
Coastal Erosion Research Strategy4 and the work of Scottish Universities and the 
Centre for Expertise on Water (CREW)5.   

- Work closely with the Environment Agency, the Scottish Government, other 
responsible authorities and stakeholders to establish a range of partnership led 
demonstration projects that investigate the effects of natural flood management 
techniques and delivery of other benefits 

                                                
4 Living with Environmental Change (LWEC) has developed a first partnership led Flood Research 
Strategy aiming to co-ordinate UK research investment and contribute to the UK’s understanding of 
both the causes of flooding and responses to it.  For further information see 
http://www.lwec.org.uk/activities/uk-first-flood-research-strategy  
5 Centre for Expertise on Water (CREW) was created to deliver advice and research to the Scottish 
Government and other partners on a range of issues including natural flood management.  For further 
information see http://www.crew.ac.uk/.   

http://www.lwec.org.uk/activities/uk
http://www.crew.ac.uk/
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- Provide ongoing support for the Eddleston Water project, the Allan Water natural 
flood management project and the Firth of Forth Futurescapes   

- In partnership with others, investigate approaches to providing long-term support to 
demonstration projects 

- Examine how expertise and advice in restoration and natural flood management may 
be provided.    

 
3.4   Communicating with a wide range of audiences by raising awareness, providing 
advice and guidance   
 
Awareness raising and communications are needed to raise the profile of natural flood 
management and improve the public's and land managers' understanding as well as 
understanding by key responsible authorities.  SEPA is committed to contribute to developing 
communications, and where appropriate, using our campaigns to raise awareness of natural 
flood management.  We are keen to build on the success of, and learn from, our work in the 
priority diffuse pollution catchments, which is supported by the NFUS and raise awareness in 
those priority catchments that are affected by flooding.   
 
In summary we will: 

- Assist in development of a natural flood management communication plan, in 
particular communications work required to support the development and publication 
of the assessment  of the potential contribution that natural flood management can 
make to managing flood risk  

- In partnership with others, develop leaflets and communication materials to support 
delivery of natural flood management  

- Expand the scope of SEPA proactive engagement and educational work in priority 
catchments to include information on natural flood management, in particular in areas 
identified as being at significant flood risk.   

 
3.5   Co-ordinating with Water Framework Directive activities to seek delivery of 
multiple benefits    
 
River Basin Management Plans set out actions that aim to improve the ecological status of 
water environments.  SEPA is committed to ensuring the appropriate level of integration 
between river basin management plans and flood risk management plans to ensure the 
delivery of joint objectives and multiple benefits.  Where possible, we are keen to ensure that 
natural flood management actions also support the delivery of river basin management 
planning objectives, and that river basin management planning objectives take into account 
flood risk issues.   
 
In summary we will: 

- Ensure that information we develop is co-ordinated with information developed for 
river basin management planning with the aim of delivering multiple objectives where 
possible 
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- Ensure that opportunities for multiple benefits are identified, as part of our work to 
assess the potential contribution of natural flood management to reducing flood risk, 
in order to make links with river basin management planning at an early stage of the 
process 

- Ensure that opportunities for the delivery of multiple benefits are identified in the 
Restoration Plan being produced as a supplementary plan to the River Basin 
Management Plan.  

 
 
4.  CONCLUSIONS 
There are big challenges associated with implementing natural flood management.  SEPA 
believes that with appropriate commitment and partnership working, we can meet these 
challenges to ensure that natural flood management becomes an important part of a portfolio 
of measures to manage flood risk.  Much has already been achieved, and more can be 
achieved in future by bringing all interested parties, experts and responsible authorities 
together to further develop our understanding of natural flood management techniques and 
their benefits.  SEPA has shown a clear commitment to this work, in the recognition that such 
approaches can contribute to managing flood risk alongside other structural measures, whilst 
at the same time, delivering many additional benefits in water quality, biodiversity, climate 
change, and recreation.   
 


