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Welcome to
Issue 80...

Council met on Wednesday 20th
November 2013 at the Conference
Centre, Warwick Enterprise Park,
Wellesbourne

The November Council is the meeting at which the budget for the year ahead is agreed and is
often the final meeting for some trustees, who will hand over their responsibilities at the end
of the year. This year Council expressed its thanks for the work of Jon Knight who was handing
over the work of Treasurer (to Mike May) and to Trevor Hocking who was handing over the role
of Publications Officer (to Roy Kennedy). Council also thanked Jon Pickup who had reached
the end of his term as Convener of the Nematology group committee. Council looks forward to
working with all the new trustees in 2014.
Council welcomed Richard Binks as Convener of the Food Systems Group to his first Council
meeting and were pleased to meet John Andrews who has taken on the role of Conference and
Editorial Administrator in the AAB office. Council also approved applications for membership
from 85 new applicants and noted the breadth of interest amongst applications for membership.
We look forward to working with these new members in the months and years to come.
Council thanks all members who attended the AGM at Innovation Farm, NIAB, as well as those
who sent apologies, proxy votes and especially those who contributed to discussions via Email.
The full Annual Report for members including Accounts was approved and so we were able to
fulfil our legal requirements through reports to the Charity Commission.
The overall aim of the budget for 2014 is to achieve a balanced budget on operations before
investment in the Food and Energy Security journal. The Strategy and Budget sub-group had
reviewed the budget in detail ahead of the Council meeting and worked through the assumptions
underlying the decisions made about cost allocations. To the treasurer’s relief no flaws were
found in the assumptions or calculations and Council approved the Budget for 2014.
The AAB is involved as a member organisation of the UK Plant Sciences Federation and as part
of our meeting Council had a presentation from Jackie Caine on the current key activities of
the PSF. The PSF is convened as a special interest group of the Society of Biology and currently
has 31 member organisations (currently not including research institutes). Its overall aim is to
bring together the range of disciplines and organisations involved in plant sciences and provide
a single voice to influence policy and funding and to provide outreach and support for earlycareer researchers. You can find out more at http://www.plantsci.org.uk/
Council discussed the range of possible approaches now available for engaging with members
and the public more widely on topics relevant to applied biology. It was considered very
appropriate for the AAB to engage with these routes of engagement especially associated
with conferences at relatively little additional time/cost requirement. Council is very interested
in supporting the development of innovative approaches to information sharing and would
welcome ideas from members on how we could achieve this most effectively as part of our
“conference” programme. A working group is beginning to look at the use of Aspects as an
on-line resource and it will also take a preliminary look at other ways to capture and share
information – if you want to get involved in its work or just want to share some good ideas you
have seen work in practice, please contact me at gensec@aab.org.uk
							

Elizabeth Stockdale, General Secretary

The incessant storms and rainfall the past few months
made this the wettest winter since records began in 1910
According to the Met Office’s provisional figures, the UK received 486.8mm of rain between 1
December 2013 and 19 February 2014. This beat the previous record of 485.1mm of rain - set
in 1995. Furthermore 632.5mm rain fell in south west England - beating the 1990 record.
The UK government is discussing new rules to stop farmers contributing to flooding through
poor land management.
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Experts say careless farming has made floods worse as some upland farmers have caused soil
and water to flush into rivers by leaving fields bare and compacting land with cattle and heavy
machinery. Environmentalists say grants should be withheld if farms are managed in a way
that encourages floods - but farmers don't want more regulations. Scientists are particularly
concerned about maize, the crop that creates most rainfall run-off, some want maize to be
banned from steep slopes because its bare rows contribute so much to flooding and silt.
Scientists at Cranfield University are testing a range of soils. The regulations are being discussed
at informal consultations, run by Defra, over what farmers should do to qualify for the £3.6bn
grants they receive from the taxpayer. There is pressure for landowners to capture more rain
where it falls in upper catchments of rivers by causing localised mini-floods so the water can
seep into the soil instead of flushing into the rivers. In a related project on Exmoor, South West
Water is working with landowners to restore peat bogs to improve water storage. In the past,
farmers have been paid to dig drainage channels in peat to improve its productivity for sheep
and cattle. Productivity did not increase, but flooding did as water flushed off the moorlands to
swell river systems.
We are paying again to reverse the failed policy and fill in the drainage channels. The scheme
costs £2.2m. "It's having huge impact," said Dylan Bright of South West Water. "By the time
the restoration of the catchment is completed, the moor will be able to hold the equivalent of
more than 6,000 Olympic-sized swimming pools of water. It'll hold back rainfall from flowing
down to places like Exeter."
Exmoor is rich in peat bogs, the sphagnum moss that forms peat holds up to 20 times its
dry weight in water. Preliminary trials on Exmoor by Professor Richard Brazier, from Exeter
University, show that blocking drainage channels has allowed the moorland to hold a third more
rainfall - this can make the difference between flooding and not flooding. Prof Brazier concerned
about land management on farm fields, said “Too many farmers leave vulnerable soils bare and
allow soil and water to run off”
Roger Harrabin (Environment analyst) looked at how Exmoor peat bogs are being restored
to their natural state to help soak up water, he claims that current government rules on soil
management are often ignored by farmers, who face a 1% chance of an inspection to check
that they are earning their grants by adhering to the regulations. Maize farming in the wet west
of England is a particular problem, he says, as there are no rules for producing the crop. Three
quarters of the maize fields in the south-west contribute to flooding, a report in the journal Soil
Use and Management says.
Farm vehicles tend to compact the soil of maize fields, causing massive run-off. "Personally I
think the best thing would be simply to ban the cultivation of maize on steep fields," Prof Brazier
told BBC News.
Farmers reject a ban on maize on slopes: "We don't need any more regulations on farmers,"
Mark Humphry told me on his part-flooded farm near Taunton. "We are working with local Defra
officials to get advice on vulnerable soils; that's the best way of doing things." The NFU is trying
to reduce the number of rules on farmers. Mr Humphry agreed that farmers should do more to
protect soils from run-off but said housing, roads and airports were also responsible for making
floods worse in Somerset. Farmers like Mark Humphry reject a ban on growing maize on slopes
But experts say more needs to be done to protect vulnerable soils, like those around the River
Parrett which flooded the Somerset Levels. Professor Bob Evans from Anglia Ruskin University
in Cambridge told BBC News: "The National Soil Map makes it clear that some soils on the
Parrett catchment are vulnerable to run-off". Erosion probably increased in the 1970s-80s
because of the change in cropping to winter cereals around that time." He too is especially
worried about maize: "The possibility of erosion occurring in winter cereals is one field in 42, in
maize it's one field in seven."
Professor Jane Rickson from Cranfield University measures the impact of rainfall on different
crops and soil types using an indoor rain simulator to look at how smarter land management
could help reduce flooding "We have to be much smarter about the way we manage the land,"
she said. "If we manage soil properly it can absorb a lot of rainfall. We can't prevent flooding
but we can certainly inhibit flooding by good land management."
Furthermore the government's desire to make farming more profitable by encouraging highvalue crops like maize, potatoes and asparagus has tempted farmers to plough up grassland
that previously used to bind fragile soils together.
Capturing water where it falls was one of the key objectives laid down in the Pitt Review of
the 2007 floods and Defra is hoping to expand that work as part of its response to this year's
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flooding. Scientists fear that the government will be diverted from the task by the political
clamour to increase dredging. "Dredging will only solve part of the problem," said Prof Rickson.
"If you get dredging wrong, you can make matters worse by making it flood somewhere else.
Dredging is an endless expensive commitment year on year. "It would be better to keep as
much soil out of the rivers in the first place." A Defra spokesperson said: "We are currently
seeking views on the rules that farmers need to follow, including soil management and erosion
prevention, in return for the CAP funding that they receive."
by Roger Harrabin Environment Analyst from BBC
The action plan - commissioned by Environment Secretary Owen Paterson - was compiled
by Somerset County Council, the Environment Agency, residents and other interested parties.
It aims to prevent the sort of flooding which has affected Somerset's Levels and moors over
recent months. Asked where the remaining money to fund the proposals would be found, Mr
Paterson said 'money no object' was a reference to the immediate recovery from flooding. "But
what I am launching today is the 20-year plan," he said. Mr Patterson welcomed the £20.5m
already put forward as an "extremely good start" and said there would be "significant national
money". But he added: "I also think it is right there should be a partnership with locals raising
money locally, doing further work which is not currently being done, and all that together will
make a very good package that really will make the levels a much more stable place over the
next 20 years."
The plan includes looking at extra permanent pumping sites to clear water off the Levels more
quickly.
Somerset County Council Leader John Osman said: "The plan contains some firm ideas for
what we can do now, but also some broad ambitions such as a sluice or barrage for the River
Parrett and long-term projects to prevent water entering the area in the first place. We listened
to local people in drawing up the plan and we will spend a lot of time now talking and listening to
them again to ensure the plan is fit for purpose and supported by local people. I am particularly
pleased that the DFT has made such a significant contribution. We are very grateful." Among
the first to see the plan was the Flooding on the Levels Action Group (Flag) Chair Heather Venn,
who said the group was "cautiously optimistic". "We need to keep a careful eye on this and it is
absolutely crucial that the funding is there, but it is a very positive first step and we welcome
much that is in it".
In addition to essential measures, the plan suggests considering a further £203.78m of flood
management work; efforts to help one of Britain's most flood-prone regions will cost "tens of
millions of pounds", according to the Environment Agency.
A plan to safeguard the Somerset Levels is due to be unveiled. Parts of the area have been
underwater for more than two months with many homes, roads and farms still affected. One
measure announced is a scheme to clear a stretch of waterway where two key rivers meet,
dredging the first 8km of the Rivers Tone and Parrett to the 1960s river profile. Computer
modelling of that proposal shows that dredging could reduce the height of flooding and its
duration. Local people have long demanded dredging, arguing that the floods have been
exacerbated by silt clogging the rivers. Further steps are expected to include installing bigger
pumps and providing better protection for villages. A long-standing proposal to build a new
barrier to hold back high tides may also be brought forward. In a winter of extreme weather,
the sheer duration of the floods in the Somerset Levels has made the plight of this area highly
sensitive politically.
The Agreed strategy
The plan comes after the Environment Secretary Owen Paterson visited Somerset and called
on local organisations to pull together an agreed strategy within six weeks. The Government
has already promised an extra £10m to assist the area. One major cost accounted for is £4.1m
for the dredging operation along the rivers Parrett and Tone. Officials estimate that to increase
the capacity of the Sowy King Sedgemoor Drain & upgrade the artificial river, the Sowy, could
cost £4-8m and the plan for a tidal barrier or sluice at Bridgwater - to keep the highest tides
out of the River Parrett with the objective of achieving delivery by 2024 priced at nearly £25m
back in 2009, understood to be higher now. David Rooke, head of flood risk management at
the Environment Agency, refused to put a price tag on the overall cost of the proposals. But,
in a BBC interview, he said: "It would be tens of millions and it would need to be sustained for
the next 10-20 years."
Mr Rooke warned that if the Somerset Levels were protected to a far higher standard,
other areas may demand the same level of defence too - current funding will not cover
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that. "To avoid the sort of extreme event that we've seen, if we replicated that standard
right across the country you'd be talking many billions of investment to give people
the same standard of protection, at the moment Government policy is not to do that."
That involves officials estimating the benefits of any scheme in terms of economic gain
or households protected - and until recently, the Somerset Levels have fared badly in that
calculation. The plan to start dredging has been assessed in detail by flood risk specialists
from the consultancy Black & Veatch. Principal engineer Andy Wallis, who has long experience
of the Somerset Levels, said research into an earlier flood in the same area in the winter of
2012 showed that dredging could bring benefits. "Flooding is all about risk and you can never
eliminate risk but you can very much reduce the risk and what dredging does is reduce the
volume of water ending up in these areas." We know the current event is more extreme than
last year and we know that dredging in this area would have had a benefit - it certainly wouldn't
have eliminated flooding but it would have affected the duration of the event."
by David Shukman Science Editor from BBC
Over the last six years, the Environment Agency have protected over 220,000 properties in
England from flooding, through building flood defences. They have spent over £962 million on
developing these schemes.
On Thursday 20 February, Prime Minister David Cameron announced details of flood support
packages for homeowners and businesses. This support includes: Support for communities,
businesses and farmers
Support for businesses - Businesses that have been flooded since December 2013 will qualify
for 100% business rate relief for three months, government will guarantee to reimburse councils’
costs of providing 100% rate relief, the initial funding allocations to councils in flood affected
areas from the new £10 million Business Support Scheme have also been set out today.
Help for homeowners - as announced by the Prime Minister, the government will provide up
to £4 million to councils to help provide people whose properties are flooded with a council tax
rebate of at least three months, the new Repair and Renewal Grants will go live from 1 April and
will provide financial support for households and businesses to contribute to work that improves
a property’s ability to withstand future flooding. Grants of up to £5,000 will be paid to flooded
homeowners and businesses, once a survey to identify appropriate resilience measures has
been completed; the cost of the survey is part of the grant.
Business Rate Relief Scheme - 100% rate relief for three months will be available to businesses
that have been flooded, we expect local authorities to implement 100% rate relief immediately,
businesses with a Rateable Value of over £10 million will not be eligible for rates relief & central
government will reimburse local authorities for the costs of implementing 100% rate relief
Council tax exemption for flooded properties - DCLG has made £4 million available for this
scheme to enable local councils to provide a council tax rebate to those whose homes have
been flooded.
£5,000 Repair and Renewal grants - these one-off, time-limited grants are for up to £5,000
and are for flooded homes and businesses, measures funded by these grants must not duplicate
repairs that should be covered through insurance policies: the funding is solely available for
additional future resilience or resistance measures and the scheme will go live from 1 April 2014
Business Support Scheme - up to £10 million has been made available to provide emergency
funding and support to businesses in flood affected areas - our guidance highlights equivalent
schemes where the average grants were £2,500 per business.
The UK's winter floods have given the jobs market an "unexpected boost" as new staff are
hired to cope with the clean-up, Manpower has said.
The recruitment firm estimates the repair work could be worth about £250m to the construction
industry. Energy firms also hired more staff to restore power to homes affected by the bad
weather, Manpower said. In its latest employment report, the recruitment company said all
sectors of the economy intend to hire more staff. It is the first time that has happened since
2008. Mark Cahill Manpower Group UK Managing Director said “It’s the first time Manpower's
forecasts have been positive since the recession.” The firm believes the government's help to
Buy scheme is partly to thank, but that the bad weather could also be responsible. "With over
6,000 properties flooded, and an average repair bill of £30,000-£40,000, the beneficiaries of
all this extra work will be builders who are already being called in to repair homes," Mr Cahill
added.
Russell Millman
AAB Office
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