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Causes and impacts of recent flood events
Although the flooding over Christmas 2012 was directly the result of rainfall amounts and 
intensity, many within the Barle catchment have argued that the flooding in communities 
like Dulverton was exacerbated by a range of factors, such as changing land management 
practices (woodlands and pasture lands), river channel management policies, and the 
interaction of existing infrastructure (e.g. bridges) with flood waters.  Alongside these 
possible ‘causes’ are the experiences and stories of those directly affected by the floods, 
such as householders and businesses, who hold valuable knowledge about how the 
Christmas 2012 floods occurred and their impacts on livelihoods and family life. 

Flooding and 
the River Barle 
Catchment

Dulverton and the catchment of the River Barle is located 
in an upland area of South West England that receives high 
amounts of annual rainfall, much of which is received as 
intense rainfall events and which can mean the water courses 
in the area fill rapidly, resulting in very ‘flashy’ rivers.  As a 
result, communities like Dulverton are and have always been 
susceptible to flood events. However, the floods over the 
Christmas period of 2012 were particularly significant in the 
damage they caused, both in terms of properties flooded and 
the infrastructure disrupted in the catchment. 

Centre: Dulverton Bridge over the River Barle, 
late afternoon 23rd December 2012 . 
Top: The river in quieter times. Bottom: Dulverton 

Tarr Steps 1st Jan 2012 showing the damage resulting from the 22-23rd flood event. 
Inset: the Tarr Steps before December 2012
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The River Barle Flood Project
Taking into account the sense that the floods of Christmas 2012 could have been exacerbated 

by a range of factors and the major impacts such events have on the community and economy 

of a settlement like Dulverton, the Exmoor National Park Authority commissioned the 

University of Exeter’s Geography Department to undertake a piece of research with people 

in the catchment to assess the impact of the 2012 floods and consider what could be done in 

the future to make the catchment more resilient. 

The project aimed to use an inclusive and community-based approach to discuss and identify 

different kinds of knowledge about flood events in and around Dulverton, Exmoor.  This meant 

hearing from a range of stakeholders, including local residents, business owners, landowners, 

members of local planning authorities, the Environment Agency and emergency planning 

teams.  The most effective way to hear from all of these different groups was to convene a 

half-day workshop at the Exmoor National Park Authority Headquarters, which took place on 

the 27th of November 2013 (see page 7).

Project aims
The aims of the workshop were as follows: 

1.  To enable participants to share their experiences and impacts of recent flood events 
through the use of spoken word and images or other media and artefacts;

2.  To explore with participants their understandings of flood events and their causes, drawing 
on both recent events and those within living memory;

3.  To understand some of the knowledge controversies between and within different groups 
in the community;

4.  To write a summary report for wide dissemination in the local area and to gather feedback 
from local people on the basis of this report;

5.  To work with the people of the Barle Catchment on the priorities they identified for 
promoting greater resilience to flood events in the future. 

Significant damage 
to road surfaces and 
pathways was caused by 
flood water Opposite: Damage to Northmoor road and inset destruction of the road and parking area at 

Marsh Bridge
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Through its extensive contacts network, the Exmoor National Park Authority were able to supply the 

University researchers were provided with a list of potential attendees from the local area, who 
were subsequently invited to participate in a workshop meeting on the 27th of November 2013.
The workshop lasted for 3 hours and was designed to enable participants to speak freely in a 
spirit of collaboration. Participants were encouraged to:

• Share experiences and memories of flooding events;

• Draw on knowledge about how flood events happen and why they occur in the way 
they do;

• Understand where differences in opinion lie and why these occur;

• Think about the potential for community collaboration to cope with future flood 
events. 

In facilitating the discussions, the researchers asked participants to adhere to the following 
guidelines so that all voices could be heard:

• ‘If you’re a talker, become a listener for the day’;

• All voices count and count equally;

•  All knowledge is valuable, be it scientific, anecdotal or experiential;

• Come ready to learn from others with different experiences;

• Reaching a consensus is not the aim of the day – exposing opinions, knowledge and 
experience is more important.

The workshop attendees were split into four equal sized groups, each facilitated by a University 
researcher. Each group was led through the agenda, which dealt with the following issues.
After the workshop, the University researchers collated all of the group feedback (on flip chart 
paper and on audio tape) and analysed the data, which forms the next part of this report. 

The most significant impact 
was the removal and 
deposition of vegetation 
along river banks

Group familiarisation and getting to know 
each other

Introductions between pairs of participants in mixed 
groups

Experiences of flooding: historical and 
contemporary narratives

Participants encouraged to share experiences of 
flooding from their own point of view

Identifying the causes and impacts
Group discussion about causes and impacts and 
points of contention disagreement and where more 
information is needed

Identifying and prioritising possible actions
Groups encouraged to list and prioritise actions and 
their benefits and disadvantages

Plenary: priorities and role of the workshop 
for the future

Discussion of key priorities for immediate actions 
amongst the whole workshop group

The River Barle Flooding Workshop: how it worked

Opposite: Marsh Bridge sign post the afternoon after the event. Inset: the field gate on the right of 
Marsh Bridge
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KEY FINDINGS: ONE Identifying the impacts of flooding
During the first part of the workshop, participants discussed the various impacts that flooding has had on both 
the physical and social environment. The following provides a synthesis of the views discussed.

1. Changes to the physical environment
A flood event of the magnitude seen in December 2012 led to significant changes in the physical 
environment that contributed to flooding problems along the course of the Rivers Barle and Exe.   
These included:

• Significant erosion of soil and silt on valley slopes and heavy erosion of river banks;

• The channel form of the river was significantly altered in part, with many instances of gravel 
accumulation.;

• The most significant impact was the removal and deposition of vegetation along river banks.

2. Damage to infrastructure
The rapid rise in flood water and significant amount of debris within the channel led to significant damage 
to infrastructure, including:

• Debris blocking bridges. At Dulverton, this happened within 1.5 hours of the main flood peak;

• Significant lengths of fencing were removed or damaged along the River Barle, in some cases 
contributing to river channel blockages;

• Significant damage to road surfaces and pathways was caused by flood water;

• Within Dulverton, some properties were flooded and damage was caused to vehicles and other 
services within the community;

• The community of Dulverton remained isolated overnight due to the flood water and several local 
roads were impassable for some time afterwards.

3. The impact of flooding on the community
The December 2012 flood event caused a range of physical and economic impacts, including:

• Significant damage to properties leading to considerable repair costs;

• Impact to insurance of both domestic properties and businesses;

• Retail outlets suffered from a lack of access and closure due to flood water damage;

• Tourism within the catchment may have been impacted by the disruption to landmarks such as Tarr Steps.

Participants highlighted the importance of psychological impacts resulting from the flood event, including;
• The flood event occurred prior to the Christmas holiday, accentuating the trauma for many residents;

• Whilst many were aware of the risk of flooding, it was acknowledged that the magnitude of the 
event, the speed of onset and the lack of preparation time came as a shock to many residents;

• Several participants recalled their experiences of high magnitude events in the past, one of which was 
the devastating Lynmouth floods of August 1952;

• The event left many in a state of fear and accentuated the feeling of vulnerability within the community; 

• Nonetheless, participants also noted that the event demonstrated a strong community spirit and the 
capability of residents to take action in a time of crisis; 

• The event made more local residents aware of the risks associated with flooding and encouraged 
many to actively address this issue as one of continuing importance to the community.

Debris blocking the bridge 
at Dulverton, this happened 
within 1.5 hours of the main 
flood peak
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KEY FINDINGS TWO: Identifying the causes of flooding
Workshop participants spent the second part of the workshop outlining two broad areas of concern 
surrounding the causes of flooding along the River Barle.  The following is a summary of the group’s discussions. 

1. An environment that is naturally susceptible to flooding
Participants agreed that there are many natural factors that promote flooding within the catchment: 

• The high elevation of Exmoor and location within the Southwest of Britain makes it susceptible to 
high and often intense rainfalls;

• The size and nature (steep sided valleys) of the river catchments promotes rapid runoff of water into 
water courses;

• The potential increase in rainfall intensity due to human-induced climate change may be an important 
underlying factor and could become increasingly significant.

2. Significant changes in land-use and management practices through time
Participants commented on the changes in land use and management practices within the catchment 
throughout the 20th century. The most significant changes outlined and their associated effects included:

• The widespread transformation of pre-war mixed woodland and heathland to post-war 
intensification of grasslands and pasture land;

• Vegetation changes leading to increased soil compaction and reduced infiltration of rainwater into soil;

• Although in early stages, the potential effectiveness of the peatland water retention measures was 
questioned, particularly in the winter months when the peat is likely to be waterlogged already.

A significant concern raised by participants related to changes in land management practices adjacent to 
stream/river channels. This has had several impacts:

• High river flows often result in river bank vegetation being incorporated into the river, often 
contributing to debris that obstructs flow through bridges;

• Many bridges are old structures and vulnerable to collapse or serious damage during high river flows, 
potentially leading to damaging pulses of flood water;

• Whilst the promotion of vegetation on river banks can be ecologically beneficial, it was felt that 
current clearance practices are inadequate, often leading to dead/cut wood being incorporated into 
the river channel;

• The number of landowners and agencies responsible for areas adjacent to the river channel has 
resulted in uncertainty surrounding responsibility for clearance and monitoring of land management 
practices;

• Roads and tracks often act as conduits for flood water and so better design and maintenance was 
discussed;

• It was acknowledged that many policies follow a ‘one size fits all’ approach and may not be the most 
appropriate ways of managing the catchment

Significant damage to properties 
leading to considerable repair costs

Opposite top: Late afternoon 22rd December 2012, looking from the bridge towards Stanbury’s. Below damage to 
the Marsh Bridge area and historic view of Marsh Bridge (inset).
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KEY FINDINGS THREE: Identifying and prioritising possible actions
During the final part of the workshop, participants explored the potential scope for actions to reduce 
impact of future flood events. Participants acknowledged that flooding is a natural process and regardless of 
individual opinions surrounding potential increases in flood intensity/frequency under a changing climate, there 
was widespread consensus that flooding will continue to occur. Discussion centred on a range of potential 
approaches to address the extent of flooding and flood damage:

1. Catchment-scale factors to consider
• Any significant action must seek to involve the large number of landowners and managers within  

the catchment;

• Despite being a complex issue, it was widely acknowledged that more appropriate management of 
channel side vegetation is a key priority; 

• Emphasis was placed on the historic role of the water authority and lengthsmen, whose management 
of potential sources of debris (trees, farm waste, channel obstructions) may have resulted in a 
reduction of material being incorporated into the river during flood events; 

• Significant emphasis was placed on the need for clearer definition of responsibilities between relevant 
authorities and the role of these organisations in managing channel processes; 

• These concerns were balanced by the requirements placed on organizations to conform with 
government policy and the constraints placed upon them by the economic situation.

2. Community-scale factors
Participants recognised that a range of actions to address the impacts of flooding may be pursued, including:

• Whilst many of the buildings are old and some of listed status, there was widespread agreement that 
where possible, domestic modifications may strengthen the ability of residents to recover from future 
floods. These measures may include replacing carpets with solid, raising electric from ground level and 
moving valuable items to the first floor of buildings, where possible; 

• The potential for small-scale flood defence measures that may be installed outside properties to 
lessen the impact of flood water to properties; 

• Replacement of the bridge at Dulverton was not seen as a viable option, due to the historical 
significance of the structure;

• It was also agreed that no further building should be permitted within areas at immediate risk of flooding. 

Whilst there was no shortage of enthusiasm for a community based approach to deal with the effects 
of flooding, it was acknowledged that several key factors have to be addressed prior to significant action, 
including:

• A better programme of education to engage residents with an action plan;

• Further clarification on the limits to community action and relevant health and safety implications;

• A better understanding of potential sources of funding to initiate and sustain local initiatives, including 
training and coordinating action plans. 

Opposite: River Barle, late afternoon 22rd December 2012, inset the river in quieter times
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Participants discussed small-scale actions that are underway to increase the resilience of the community and 
ways in which these actions could be expanded. These include:

• The need for a clear network of communication between contacts in Dulverton so that the most 
vulnerable people can be evacuated to safety at short notice;

• The Town Hall was identified as an appropriate point from which to coordinate a community flood 
plan and may act as a point of refuge for those who have been affected by flooding;

• The community could reduce its vulnerability by creating an emergency supply of food, water and 
necessary essential supplies that could be used in case of an emergency. 

Priorities identified by the workshop group
The final part of the workshop asked participants to outline how they felt the concerns raised could be dealt 
with in the future, based on the preceding set of discussions and findings.
The four major issues raised in the final session were the following:
  • Hearing from those who’ve experienced flooding:

Workshop participants found the testimonies of those who had been directly affected by flooding 
compelling and insightful. In particular, participants felt that those residents of Dulverton who spoke 
about their experiences had much more to share with the wider community about their preparations 
for flood events and the ways they coped after such events. It was felt that for flood planning to be truly 
effective, the impacts of flooding and the role the community plays in helping people during and after 
flood events needs to be better understood. It was suggested that a workshop could be held to hear 
specifically from those directly impacted by flooding and evidence gathered to obtain a broader picture. 

  • A strategy for engaging landowners:
The landowners who participated in the workshop were able to add a significant amount of knowledge 
to the group’s understanding of land management practices and the challenges faced by land owners 
in the catchment. They argued that greater resilience to flooding could be achieved by engaging more 
landowners in education programmes that explored the role of land management practices and their role 
in determining surface water runoff rates and obstructions in channels that can exacerbate flooding. 

  • Understanding the history of flooding:
It was agreed that flooding is a problem that has a long history within the catchment and that it is 
a challenge that will be ever-present and will possibly be exacerbated by greater rainfall intensities 
due to human-induced climate change. However, there was a feeling amongst participants that 
the nature and characteristics of floods had changed through time, possibly linked to changes in 
land use and land management over time. The group felt it was important to acknowledge and 
research these changes through archival material, such as photographs and flood records.

  • Communicating the local flood resilience plan:
Finally, participants argued that whilst many people in Dulverton were aware of the local flood resilience plan, 
there were vulnerable individuals and groups who were unaware of how to prepare for and react to a flood 
event. In particular, there was concern that the positive response by many residents should be something that 
is used as a model for promoting resilience throughout the catchment’s communities. This was particularly 
important when it came to acknowledging the acts of community support witnessed during flood events, 
such as the provision of food and drinks and manual labour for clearing out and securing properties. 

Flooding is a problem that 
has a long history within the 
catchment

Historic Dulverton flood damage. with debris stroon street in Dulverton and damage to a property adjcent to the 
River Barle Bridge (inset).
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Next steps and the workshop group’s future
The four priorities outlined on page 15 of this report form the basis for future work to better understand the 
causes of flooding in the Barle Catchment and what can be done to reduce the risks associated with flooding, 
particularly when climate change predictions suggest that there could be a greater occurrence of intense 
rainfall events in the future.

The ideal organisation to lead a consultation on how to take this work forward is Dulverton Town Council, 
which is best placed to ensure that momentum is maintained and the local community closely involved.  
Exmoor National Park Authority has expressed its willingness to work with the Town Council to support the 
engagement process.
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Exmoor National Park Authority Headquarters 
which hosted the Workshop (inset).


