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Partnership Funding in flood risk management: multi-level stakeholder 
engagement � a question of roles and power 

Thomas Thaler1,a, and Sally Priest2 
1Institute of Mountain Risk Engineering, University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences, 1190 Vienna, Austria 
2Flood Hazard Research Centre, Middlesex University, NW4 4BT London, United Kingdom 

Abstract. The paper examines the new flood risk policy discussion in England and Wales. The summer floods in 
England in 2007 caused large damages to the environment, economy and humanity. Following this key flood event, 
the Government has started to redefine the national flood and coastal risk management policy in England and Wales. 
The key issue in the new policy agenda is to encourage the responsibilities of local authorities and reduce the central 
role of flood risk management. This decentralisation in flood risk management has a series of consequences in the 
development of new governance structures. The main reason for this shift from central to local level is the belief that 
local authorities deal with public administration tasks in a more efficient way. Nevertheless, the main problem is the 
gap between the delegated tasks and the lack of transfer of resources, especially the issue concerning funding is still 
unclear and unresolved. This constraint will go with fiscal and administration cuts. The consequences will be (1) 
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proportional transfer of resources to local authorities they will not be able to deal with new tasks. Therefore, in 
practice there are many limitations, barriers and concerns with the new policy direction.  

1 Introduction  
In recent years, the localism-debate has become more 
popular in policy discussion [1, 2]. The outcome has been 
a re-arrangement of roles and responsibilities of the state 
and individual households. Key drivers for this new 
policy include (1) the European Union, with regional and 
local policies and programmes, such as the Rural 
Development Program (CAP), Urban I and II as well as 
various directives (Water Framework Directive or EU 
Floods Directive), (2) national programmes, such as 
regional and local knowledge clusters or re-urbanisation 
programmes, (3) request for more political participation, 
accountability, and legitimacy by local groups and (4) 
recent financial and economic crises [3, 4, 5, 6]. The 
central government used the new discussion to re-
organise the role, responsibility and function of the public 
administration, especially with the introduction of non-
state actors in policy discussions [3, 7]. The main 
characteristic of new localism debates is focused on 
encouraging local public authorities to increase their role 
and responsibility in the flood risk management policy 
process. This includes a shift of responsibility and duties 
between national and local bodies, but often without a 
change of legal framework or shift of additional resources 
and power between different scales [7] resulting in a new 
understanding and definition of the state construction [8, 
9]�
���
����
��������
���ates focus on key principles of 
economic effectiveness, accountability and legitimacy 

[10]. For Boyle [11] the localism debate has been more 
than only a decentralisation of responsibility towards 
lower public authorities and organisations. Localism 
processes allow the public administration an increased 
democratic legitimacy and accountability of their policy 
actions [12]. On the other hand, scholars see in the 
localism process as a dangerous development of change 
in the state structure with a negative impact on 
democratic structures and social equity [3, 13, 14]. A key 
issue in this new policy agenda is to encourage the 
responsibilities of local authorities and reduce the central 
organisation of flood risk management. In this line, the 
flood risk management policy follows other policies. 

The aim of this paper is to present the impacts of the re-
organisation on the flood risk management policy in 
England. We focussed our research towards the 
introduction of the Partnership Funding scheme and its 
consequences. 

2 Methodology 
This paper seeks to investigate the re-organisations in 
English flood risk management policy, based on the 
introduction of the Partnership Funding. To identify and 
evaluate the new funding regime this paper uses a 
qualitative and explorative research design. A semi-
structure qualitative approach was adopted to understand 
the impact, the challenges and the barriers in the policy 
discussion. This research interviewed a range of key 
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stakeholders (n=15) ! included professional in the areas 
of Cumbria and Northumberland, public authorities, 
academics working the area of flood risk management 
and other stakeholders at risk of flooding. 

3 Study sites description 

The research is based in two study sites in Cockermouth 
and Morpeth. The selection of the two case studies is 
based on various criteria (matching) with the aim of 
hypothesis generating. Key selection criteria were the 
implementation of the new funding regime in flood risk 
management. A second argument was the previous flood 
frequency and recent flood history, especially key flood 
events.  

3.1 Cockermouth 

The civil parish of Cockermouth is located in the highly 
frequented tourism area in Lake District in the Borough 
of Allerdale, with the two rivers the Cocker and Derwent 
confluence close to the town centre. Cockermouth was 
flooded three times in less than four years ! in 2005, 
2008, 2009 and in 2016. The 2009 event affected the 
whole of Cumbria as well as parts of Ireland and 
Scotland, but the Derwent and Cocker valley were 
particularly hit in 2009 (interviewee_7; interviewee_8). 
Flooding occurred due to the high peak flow from the 
River Derwent (see Figure 1). In Cockermouth more than 
693 residential and 225 businesses were affected [15]. 
Cockermouth includes a large number of rural oriented 
small-medium businesses, with more than 80% of them 
affected by the flooding (interviewee_7; interviewee_8). 

 

Figure 1. Overview Cockermouth 

Source: own development; © [16] 

3.2 Morpeth 

The second case study area Morpeth is the administrative 
head of the Northumberland County Council. The county 

town has had a long flooding history at various levels: 
e.g. in 1963, 1967 and 2008. Key problems in the town 
are fluvial flood hazards from the River Wansbeck as 
well as three smaller rapid response catchments (Cotting 
Burn, Church Burn and Postern Burn) which run through 
the town (interviewee_14). Furthermore, Morpeth is 
affected by problematic surface runoff (interviewee_15). 
After the 1963 flood event, the public administration 
implemented flood defence schemes, mainly by 
improving and providing new river defences in the town, 
but for only some areas (interviewee_15). High Stanners 
and Mitford Road (see figure 2), for example, had no 
flood defence scheme. The rest of the town had a flood 
defence scheme of about 1:50 year standard of protection, 
with the exception of the Middle Green area, which had a 
higher defence standard ! around 1:75 year flood 
defence. The heights of flood defence scheme were based 
on the flood depth from the 1963 flood event 
(interviewee_10). In 6th and 7th of September 2008, 
around 964 properties (e.g. 403 privately owned and 212 
socially rented properties) were affected by the flood 
event [17]. 

 

Figure 2. Overview Morpeth 

Source: own development; © [16] 

4 Results and discussion 

4.1 Partnership Funding policy in English flood 
risk management system 

The introduction of the Partnership Funding scheme 
occurred in April 2011. There were multiple drivers for 
change and a move back towards locally-based flood risk 
management. Key factors included the results from the 
EA study Investing for the Future published in 2009 [18] 
and the recommendations from the Pitt Review [19]. The 
former study recognised the need for an increase to the 
annual flood risk management budget of around £20 
million, exclusive of the annual rate of inflation [18]. 
However, based on the Government spending review 
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(October 2010) and with the result of the current pressure 
on public spending and resources, the central 
Government reduced the public national funding in the 
next years. The spending review foresaw a reduction of 
the capital works from £354 million (2010-11) to £259 
million (constant over the next spending review period) 
as well as the revenue funding (maintained work, 
emergency response, hazard and risk mapping and 
modelling) from £275 million (2010-11) to £226 million 
(2014-15). One reason for this budget reduction is the 
fiscal squeeze and state budget deficit. However, the 
Government announced an increase of an additional £120 
million for new flood defence buildings in the next two 
years, with a key objective of economic growth [20]. 

The UK central Government has recognised the need for 
additional financial contributions from third parties (i.e. 
non-state actors, EU or county councils). This allows the 
possibility to realise more flood alleviation schemes, and 
in particular if they do not realise the necessary 
requirements of the 100% funding. In terms of 
contributions, the Partnership Funding scheme is based 
on external contributions, if the results from Partnership 
Funding calculator suggest that the full national grant 
cannot be met. Despite this, there are no real substantial 
differences between the previous funding regime and 
Partnership Funding. In addition, formal approval has 
been re-designed under the new system. In a Partnership 
Funding scheme, the risk management authorities (such 
as the EA, a LLFA, a district council, an IDB), a water 
company or a highway authority) have to develop and 
coordinate all requested paperwork for the new flood 
defence scheme. A new role of the EA is to monitor and 
steer the local authorities planning process. Furthermore, 
the Partnership Funding scheme includes additional 
administration steps in the overall process; in particular to 
guarantee (legally) the financial contributions from each 
of the actors (national and third parties). However, 
discussion of a change in the national flood risk 
management funding regime to open it to third actors is 
nothing new. In the past years, owing to lack of national 
funding, the EA tried to encourage private and local 
actors to contribute to the flood defence schemes, but 
with low success (interviewee_9). Nevertheless, the 
success of the new funding scheme is debatable and 
raises the question of whether the contribution by third 
actors can close the funding gap from current austerity 
policies. 

4.2 Political mobilisation at local level 

The introduction of the Partnership Funding, encouraged 
a change in the governance structure as well as their 
interaction. Today, the English flood policy discussion 
includes more and different actors who are involved in 
the decision-process. The local stakeholders in 
Cockermouth and Morpeth show a genuine interest, 
knowledge and resources in the development of a flood 
defence scheme in the town. In general, Morpeth and 
Cockermouth have atypical social classes as compared to 

other areas of England within both communities showing 
low levels of social deprivation in their administration 
unit. In both case studies, the key actor group has been 
identified as the local Flood Action Group (FAG), which 
has been organised by local private households as a self-
help group. The creation of the FAG is strongly based on 
the interest and frustration of local residents after recent 
flood events. Results from the interviews highlighted that 
the first role of the FAG was to create a voice through 
which to lobby for a local flood defence scheme to 
protect their properties. Consequently, in this way they 
have taken over this lobbying role from local politicians.  

In Morpeth, for example, the members of the local FAG 
are generally well educated (e.g. lawyers, or architects) 
and they have a good knowledge about the flood risk 
problem. Moreover, they have a good network to the 
various local political actors in the ongoing flood risk 
policy discussion as well as being able to argue and lobby 
in an effective way (interviewee_10). They show a 
profound knowledge about the topic as well as social and 
cultural capital and the right habitus [21]. They 
recognised the influence and potential power they have 
and have understood the need to get involved in the 
decision-process in order to realise the defence scheme. 
In sum, the network towards Members of Parliament and 
County Council played an important role in the case 
studies. Above all, the members from the EA have to 
communicate to the local stakeholders and to take their 
views into account. 

4.3 Incentives for local contributors 

The co-���������
�������
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was initiated after recent flood events or a series of 
different flood events (i.e. Cockermouth). In the case 
study of Cockermouth, the partnership approach between 
the community and the EA began mainly as a result of 
the 2009 floods. Between the years 2005 and 2008, 
Cockermouth was affected partly by two small flood 
events. After the 2005 floods, some residents of the town 
organised for their area a first local self-help group. 
However, the organisation had no wider diffusion to the 
whole town. The 2008 flood event re-enforced the 
creation of a second local self-help group in 
Cockermouth, to tackle the surface runoff problem in the 
Gote Road. The Gote Road organisation started an 
intensive relationship with local and national politicians 
as well as with the regional office from the EA 
(interviewee_8). The 2009 flood caused a large impact on 
the whole town with the creation of the Cockermouth 
FAG. Furthermore, the role of the Cockermouth FAG 
shifted from a lobby group to a professional partner in the 
discussion. The already existing experiences from the 
previous flood events as well as through broader 
interaction in the community, recently the FAG could 
attract new members with different backgrounds and 
knowledge (interviewee_2). The FAG collaborated with 
an external consultant company to present their first flood 
risk management plan for the town on a professional 
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basis. At the beginning, the EA was reported to be mainly 
reserved and defensive regarding co-operation with FAG 
(interviewee_8). However due to the increase in  
professionalism of the local FAG, the EA opened the 
door to the FAG to be part of the planning process; this 
was a shift from a top-down relationship to a more equal 
partnership between the different actors. In summary, a 
key aspect was the change in the local FAG by 
incorporating internal and external knowledge, such as 
recruitment of specialists and collaboration with private 
consultant groups (interviewee_8; interviewee_9: 
interviewee_10). The FAG was able to increase their 
scope of action and the relationship with local and 
Members of Parliament (scale jumping). Analysing the 
interviews, the jumping scale mobilised local actors to 
interact at a higher level (regional and national level). 
Here, the local actors moved to a higher level to ensure 
their interests. Furthermore, interviewees reported a slight 
opening of the EA towards local stakeholders in the past 
years. The shift has been partly away from a strong top-
down approach with a low influence and power of 
stakeholder participation (mainly consultant approach) 
towards a broader co-operative process in the decision-
making. Today, the EA negotiate with the different actors 
more intensively and they also take the local views, ideas 
and concerns into consideration. At the same time, the 
local actors have to take part in the discussion process. 
The co-management approach between the national and 
the local actors moved from a consultative towards more 
a co-operation approach [22, 23]. Thus, the local actors 
have become more responsible and active in the flood 
risk management discussion, especially in the design of 
the new defence scheme. However, responsibility and 
ownership remains in the hand of the EA, because they 
own the defence scheme and they are responsible for the 
maintenance. 

4.4 Conflicts and barriers 

The Partnership Funding scheme includes various 
problems, challenges and barriers in the implementation 
of the policy. First, there is the question of fair sharing of 
responsibility between the different actors. The 
Partnership Funding scheme only includes flood defence 
schemes where the EA is responsible for the scheme. 
Since the introduction of the new Flood and Water 
Management Act [24] the local actors (LLFA) are 
responsible for the management of surface runoff. In the 
case of Morpeth, fluvial and pluvial flooding are the main 
flooding problems. Within the new Act, the 
Northumberland County Council as LLFA is responsible 
to manage the problems with surface runoff and risk from 
ordinary watercourses. This causes conflicts and 
misgivings between both actors, because LLFA expect 
financial contributions from the EA. Second, there is the 
question of fair risk-sharing [25]. The Partnership 
Funding scheme foresees a fixed amount from the 
national funding sources. In the past, the EA matched any 
additional costs. Nowadays, the EA has shifted some of 
the financial risk towards the third actors. Consequently, 
the third actors have to increase their contribution if the 

project costs increase. A third point relates to the 
financial contributions. However, the local actors were 
not able to close the financial gap. The shortfall of 
£700,000 was in the end paid by Cumbria County 
Council (interviewee_9). In contrast to the Morpeth case 
study, no private actors were integrated in the funding 
scheme at all. The Northumberland County Council did 
not ask for any other actors to contribute to the scheme. 
This was mainly based on a political decision by the 
County Council (interviewee_15). Here, the local FAG 
has been shown as a strong lobbying and pressure group. 
Addressing the financial contribution by the 
Northumberland County Council it has shown a strong 
interplay between the local actors and the Members of 
Parliament. The result of this political decision was that 
other projects in local authorities across the county 
cannot longer be completely funded by Northumberland 
County Council. The County Council have to request 
additional contribution from third actors 
(interviewee_15). This includes that Partnership Funding 
encourage a shift in the flood risk management away 
from a public good towards a club or event private good 
[26]. In particular, areas which require funding from third 
parties need well-established social and cultural networks 
to realise their flood defence scheme. Furthermore, 
decision processes of the selection of flood defence 
schemes is more based on the political will, relationships 
and interests; rather than an objective decision process. 
Spaces of engagement (networks) have a more important 
role at local level [27]. We identified that the national 
Government has no clear guidelines on how to implement 
Partnership Funding in practices. Currently, the 
implementation process is strongly based on local actors 
and their interests as well as the EA (interviewee_9; 
interviewee_10). Furthermore, analysing the interviews 
results indicate deficiency in the knowledge transfer 
between national and local authorities. Also, a clear 
problem is the aspect of democratic process (legitimacy) 
in flood risk management, especially with the non-elected 
local FAG and the EA. This has resulted in the decision 
process tacking a backwards step in the selection of the 
flood defence schemes away from depoliticised-
technocratic decision-process practices (introduced under 
the priority scoring scheme) to a charity hazard decision-
process practices. This results in an uneven development 
in the country, owing to the unequal capacities at the 
local level [28, 29]. A key problem is the question of 
power sharing between the national and local actors, 
especially in the planning process. The interviews show 
that the willingness to enable local actors to contribute to 
the planning process depends strongly on the involved 
people with the result that the local actors have the 
responsibility to financially contribute. 

5 Conclusion  
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