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Dear Mrs Harrison
RE Cuckmere estuary draft flood risk management strategy.
I have read with interest the draft flood risk management strategy for the Cuckmere estuary.  Options for the area have often been discussed by the Sussex Wildlife Trust and we are grateful to the Environment Agency (EA) for presentations given to the Trust regarding emerging ideas for the valley at various times in the past.  I would now like to make the following comments on behalf of the SWT.
The SWT has consistently supported an approach to flood risk management that works with, rather than against, natural processes.  This is our general position and we consider that the Cuckmere estuary is a particular location where this sort of approach is most appropriate.

The Cuckmere estuary is a Site of Special Scientific Interest supporting a range of wetland wildlife and drawing in a large number of visitors to the area.  However, the natural functioning of the valley is constrained by past flood defence works.  Although still a valuable area, these old defences have reduced the wildlife and landscape value of the area and have compromised the potential for enhancement.  
The Cuckmere valley is currently something of a tourist hot spot.  There is no reason why this should be compromised by an approach to flood defence that makes good use of the natural functioning of the valley.  In fact an imaginative scheme should make the area still more attractive for both people and wildlife so further enhance the tourism potential of the area, along with knock-on benefits to the local economy.
The canal cut across the valley in the 1840’s is an eyesore in its own right and prevents the natural flooding of the flood plain.  This has numerous effects, all of which are well-known to the EA.  Water no longer flows through the meanders making their eventual silting up highly likely.  The prevention of natural flooding has also resulted in a relatively species poor grassland habitat rather than the more species rich wetland that should be present in the area.  Fortunately much ecological interest remains in the ditches so restoration is a strong possibility.  .
A major concern to the SWT is “coastal squeeze”.  Again well-know to the EA, this is the process whereby rising sea levels erode coastal habitats which are then prevented from migrating inland because of the presence of hard flood defences.  Rare coastal habitats therefore become squeezed against the sea defences eventually disappearing altogether.  This is not only a major loss to biodiversity but the removal of an expanse of protective habitat also increases the erosive powers of the sea on the flood defences themselves.  Re-built flood defences in their current location will have to be far stronger than if the area had a protective zone of coastal marsh reducing the power of incoming waves.  This is one of the main reasons why we objected to a planning application put forward by a small group of local people in May 2004.  Even if they were not concerned by the wildlife loss caused by such a scheme, one would have thought local people would have been more uncomfortable with a hugely expensive scheme with such clear damage to the landscape which might also increase the risk of flooding upstream.
I am strongly supportive of an approach to flood defence in the Cuckmere valley that aims to improve the area’s natural functioning.  The Sussex Wildlife Trust therefore supports the Environment Agency's recommendation, option 1b and I congratulate the EA for its extensive background work that enabled such a scheme to be proposed.
In supporting option 1b I would like to add the following further comments:
· The strength of the scheme is in its adaptable approach.  As I understand it the valley will be monitored to see how it develops as flood defence structures degrade.  The option will then be open to investigate ways of working with partners to deliver additional benefits in this evolving system.  This approach is strongly supported but relies heavily on smart use of modern technology (survey, monitoring and modelling).  I encourage the EA to ensure that the scheme is carefully monitored so best use can be made of this adaptive approach. 
· Previous consultations indicated plans for maintaining and increasing access so that people can continue to be brought into the area and enjoy the enhanced landscape.  If well managed such access provision should be compatible with wildlife objectives.  I encourage the EA to be proactive, perhaps by working with other partners, in maintaining and enhancing access to the area.
· In practice option 1b and 3b might merge, option 3b having some of the attributes that option 1b might end up with as a result of an adaptive response.  I encourage, and support a partnership approach so that aspects of 3b can be worked in to the emerging strategy.  It may be that such an approach can attract novel sources of funding either from within EA, from elsewhere in government or from partner organisations and so deliver the added benefits of option 3b

· I do not support option 3a.  This addresses just two of the three cells in the valley and the advantage of options 1b and 3b is the holistic approach.
· I do not oppose option 1a but this seems to have the disadvantage of removing the flexibility to make positive use of natural processes that are a key feature of option 1b.
· I object to options 2a, which involves maintaining defences at their current height and particularly to option 2b which proposes raising defences to cope with increasing flood risk.  This results in all the disadvantages outlined above and, with increased storminess, will probably be subject to catastrophic failure.
· Some reports on the recommended proposal refer to the valley being “abandoned to the sea” or simply “flooded”.  I feel that the EA should counter such statements.  The practical effect of the scheme is that parts of the valley will be flooded on the highest tides for short periods about twice a day.  The picture given in some media reports, of an area permanently engulfed in sea or mud, gives a false impression that should not be allowed to persist.
To summarise therefore, the Cuckmere estuary is a valuable area for its wildlife and landscape.  It is, however degraded because of past flood defence works.  The SWT therefore supports proposals for flood defence that aim to re-naturalise the valley so delivering flood risk management, biodiversity benefit and an improved landscape in a way that works with and improves the natural functioning of the estuary.  The SWT therefore supports option 1b as outlined in the management strategy.  We also support option 3b and do not see this as incompatible with option 1b.
Yours truly,

Dr A Whitbread
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