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Explanation of issue/crisis and objectives: 
December 2015 was the wettest December since records began in 1910. Across the county, 
Leeds, Calderdale, York and Bradford experienced significant and widespread flooding from 
some of the highest recorded river levels on the Aire, Calder and Foss. 21 severe flood 
warnings were issued across Yorkshire on 26 December 2015 alone. 
 
The Environment Agency’s flood defences in Yorkshire protected 22,000 properties, but over 
5,700 homes and businesses were flooded, mostly on Boxing Day. Over 1,100 assets (flood 
defences) needed to be inspected following the floods. 
 
Effective and timely communications following the flooding proved crucial in managing and 
maintaining the reputation of the Environment Agency. A politically sensitive issue with 
communities, partners and Government demanding answers, meant we needed to be 
focused and work at pace. Our key objectives were: 

1. Reputation management: maintain confidence by keeping people updated on our 
work to repair flood defences, ensuring they are back to the standard of protection 
they were before the floods. 

2. Building trust and relationship management: professional partners, MPs, Defra and 
government see how we are working to improve flood protection for affected 
communities. 

3. Internal: a dedicated team delivering flood recovery communications at pace, over a 
sustained period of time. 

 

Research, planning and strategy: 
Drawing on learning from previous experiences, we knew that a flood of this magnitude 
would require a dedicated communications and engagement team to manage the work 
throughout the year. A team of 14 was set up within one month of the event.  
Although the initial asset inspections were completed by February 2016, the main work 
would not begin until June 2016; 6 months after the flooding. Reputation management was 
crucial. A detailed communications and engagement plan was produced outlining: 

 Key messages for different communities and areas which benefitted from extra 
funding and those which didn’t 

 Risks and opportunities around the assets we were repairing 

 Stakeholders – their interest, our relationship with them and key messages 

 Key media outlets which we needed to build and maintain relationships with. 
 



Tactics and their implementation, including creativity and innovation: 
Tactics and implementation 
In implementing our plan we used a number of tactics and emphasis was placed on key 
anniversaries to highlight our progress. Tactics included: 
 
Social media/ digital 

 On average 3-5 tweets per week to visually show our repair work: totalling 
approximately 150 tweets 

 Facebook Blogs to explain the work of our teams out in the communities, including 
high profile areas such as the Foss Barrier 

 Links with community pages on other websites and forums to share messages 

 Utilising partner websites to promote our community events and works. 
 
Media 

 Proactive press releases to local and national media 

 Working with Defra media team and partners to release information in a co-ordinated 
way 

 Special briefings for key papers (The Press, Yorkshire Evening Post and Yorkshire 
Post) to ensure we were on the front foot in explaining our work. These relationships 
were key in securing balanced coverage 

 Providing media handling plans for contentious issues: including flood plans for York 
and Calderdale and Foss Barrier investigation report 

 Conducting spokesperson briefings and training to ensure messages were delivered 
with empathy, assurance and with a focus on empowering communities to take 
action. 

 
Customer enquiries 

 A dedicated team maintaining a specialist database to track enquiries 

 Holding letters for replies requiring more time to compile 

 Managing relationships through face to face meetings with complainants. 
 
MP briefings 

 Proactive briefings for MPs; updating them on repair work and work planned with 
extra funding. Phone calls were made where particular issues required. Tailoring our 
communications meant MPs could share our updates with constituents 

 Developing engagement plans with certain MPs who required frequent 
correspondence. 

 
Community engagement 

 Designing and managing publicity for community drop in sessions to allow the public 
to give their views and to maintain our visibility 

 Organising multi-partnership, community information centres in Calderdale and 
Leeds for residents to visit and get information 

 Regular updates on progress for community groups. 
 
Internal communications 

 Developing a fortnightly Recovery Briefing for Directors and Senior Managers to 
ensure they were kept abreast of our work 

 Weekly news stories in our e-newsletter: increasing staff morale. 
 
Stakeholder engagement 

 Weekly briefings to the Secretary of State for the Environment, detailing our timeline 
for works and key issues 



 Extending invitations to VIPs to showcase our work and boost staff and community 
morale 

 Communications meetings with local authorities to ensure planned engagement with 
consistent messaging. 

 

Demonstrate how negative impacts were avoided, positives achieved and 
improvements made: 
Actionable Insights 
 
What worked well 

 Forming relationships with key journalists to ensure more balanced coverage and 
maintain interest 

 Forming dedicated team for flood recovery 

 Comprehensive Media Handling Plans supporting range of staff from senior 
managers through to ministers 

 VIP visits highlighting our work and keeping it in public eye 
What didn’t: 

 Having no control over other news announcements which overshadow ours. 
 

Measurement and evaluation: 
Against our three key objectives we achieved the following outcomes: 
 
Reputation management: 

 Issued 90 proactive press releases to local and national media 

 We secured 935 flood related regional media items over the June to December 
period. 751 of these were positive, 166 balanced, 11 negative and 5 neutral in tone 

 Worked with 10 regional media journalists, tailoring opportunities to meet their needs, 
from exclusive interview offers to film and photo opportunities. 

 
Building trust and relationship management: 

 Wrote over 100 proactive briefings for MPs and local councillors updating them on 
our work 

 Replied to over 200 MP enquiries 

 Responded to over 500 customer enquiries 

 Managed publicity for over 120 drop-ins, exhibitions and public events: attended by 
more than 1000 people 

 Organised and managed 12 VIP visits, including the Prime Minister and Secretary of 
State for the Environment 

 Over 50 updates were sent to Secretary of State in addition to more than 60 face to 
face meetings 

 Setup regular meetings with Defra and national colleagues to ensure all were sighted 
on local issues. 

 
Communications resilience: 

 14 staff were taken offline to form a dedicated communications and engagement 
team for flood recovery. The team was set up within three weeks of the flood incident 
and ran for a year 

 Won the internal #Team EA award for Yorkshire’s part in the national recovery 
programme 

 Our staff survey showed 88% of staff in the recovery team felt satisfied in their job 
which was 22% above the rest of the organisation. 



 

Budget and cost effectiveness: 
Budget and cost effectiveness 
All communications and engagement costs were covered in house. The approximate cost of 
14 staff for a year equates to £500,000. 

 


