
Natural Flood Management:
Lunch and Learn

Aly Maxwell – Wessex Natural Flood Management Advisor

24th April 2025



‘’Natural Flood Management (NFM) uses and emulates 
natural processes and features to reduce the risk of 
flooding…. 

…These processes protect, restore and mimic the natural 
functions of catchments and floodplains to slow and store 
water and also help provide wider environmental benefits’’.

What is Natural Flood Management?



• Working with Natural Processes

• Nature Based Solutions 

• Slowing the Flow

• Emulating / restoring natural processes 

• Creating / restoring the ‘sponge effect’

• Catchment management

• Starts in the field

• Compliments traditional flood risk management

• Effective locally and with smaller floods

• Delivers Multiple Benefits 
– water quality, biodiversity, healthy soils

• Multiple, (often) low cost interventions

• Challenging in Groundwater dominated 
catchments

• No Silver Bullet -  Won’t stop all flooding!!

What is Natural Flood Management?



What is Natural Flood Management?

Measures can:  

• increase infiltration to ground

• Intercept surface flows and 
hold water back

• Slow the flow in channel

• Store and slow the flow 
across floodplains

Working with Natural Processes Evidence Directory 
- Working with natural processes to reduce flood 
risk - GOV.UK

https://www.gov.uk/flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-management-research-reports/working-with-natural-processes-to-reduce-flood-risk
https://www.gov.uk/flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-management-research-reports/working-with-natural-processes-to-reduce-flood-risk


How to deliver with the right ethos

Restoring natural processes Emulating natural processes

• Larger spatial scale

• Better fit for farm business models

• More multiple benefits/funding streams

• Less maintenance and liability

• Smaller spatial scale

• Limited farm business benefit

• Fewer multiple benefits/funding streams

• More maintenance and liability

Considerations:
• Start at the headwaters of 

your catchment and work 

down. 

• Find where the flood water 

is coming from!

• Bigger scale first – explore 

options on left hand side 

before right hand side.

• Is it a regulatory issue 

that’s causing runoff? 

Consult before committing 

capital spend

• SCALE, SCALE, SCALE… 

are you likely to get to 

10,000m3/km2?

Land 
Management

• Headwater drainage

• Peatland restoration

• Soil aeration

• Sward lifting

• Cover/catch crops

• Stock fencing

• Crop/agronomy advice

• Under sowing maize

Woodland

• Catchment woodland

• Cross-slope woodland

• Shelter belts

• On-floodplain woodland

• Riparian buffer strip woodland

Floodplain
• Floodplain reconnection

• Stage zero

Storage

• Leaky dams

• Offline ponds

• Online ponds

• Sediment traps

• Soakaways

• Runoff pathways
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Greater depth

More property 

flooded

Onset of flooding

How NFM Works
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How NFM Works

Slow Flood

Fixed volume of water

Less depth

Flood plain used for longer
• Slow the flow

• Delay the peak

• Reduce time to peak

• Same amount of 
water
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Wider Benefits of NFM
• Reduces flood risk

• Improves Water Quality
• Reducing soil erosion

• Improves biodiversity
• Creating new, expanding existing and connecting areas of 

high biodiversity value 

• Improves Farm productivity – 
• Retaining stop soil
• Improved grass growth during summer droughts
• Improved resilience to pest and disease

• Increases water availability during summer and 
droughts

• Improves community and ecological resilience to 
impacts of climate change

• Improves carbon sequestration in:
• Trees
• Soils
• Wetlands
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Typical Issues
During periods of prolonged and / or extreme rainfall

• Field run off 
• Soil erosion and soil loss
• Road flooding / muddy flooding / blocked gullies
• Autumn harvest and overwinter bare soils
• Compacted soils 
• Eroded Tracks 
• Efficient drainage – modified streams, 

underdrains, field ditches
• Property flooding



Examples of NFM Measures
To Increase infiltration of rainfall

• Improve soil health and structure – more worms!
• Land management improvements
• ‘Right crop right soil and place’
• Sub soiling / aeration / break compaction 
• Contour ploughing
• Herbal Leys / Mob grazing / Regenerative Agriculture
• Tree Planting / woodland creation / Agroforestry 



To hold back and attenuate flow
Intercepting surface flow paths

• Buffer Strips

• Ponds, swales and wetlands

• Bunds, bunded hedges

• Cross slope hedge planting

• Ditch and field drain blocking

Examples of NFM Measures



Examples of NFM Measures
To ‘slow the flow’ 
instream
• Leaky woody barriers

• River Restoration

• Deculverting

Focus on smaller streams and headwater 
tributaries



Examples of NFM Measures
To ‘slow the flow’ across floodplains
• Wetland creation

• River Restoration

• Reconnect floodplains

‘Focus on lower reaches and rivers



CIRIA SUDS Guide:

SUDS Guide

NFM in Urban Spaces

Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS)

Rainwater harvesting

Water Butts and Rain Gardens

Permeable pavements and carparks

http://www.ciria.org/ItemDetail?iProductCode=C753F&Category=FREEPUBS


Beavers
• Protected, management of dams possible.  
• Wild release under licence.
• Wild populations already present across Wessex
• Evidence for flood risk, water quality and water resource benefits
• Can be positive in the right place.  
• Can cause issues in the wrong place. Management is key
• ‘Do NFM’ for Free!

Slowing the flow - the role of beavers in Natural Flood Management

Mammal Mapper –

The Mammal 

Society

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKTyo06kRt8
https://www.mammal.org.uk/volunteering/mammal-mapper/
https://www.mammal.org.uk/volunteering/mammal-mapper/
https://www.mammal.org.uk/volunteering/mammal-mapper/
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Wessex NFM Programme 2017-2025
Map showing EA funded NFM Projects:
Wessex NFM Programme (WRFCC)

Defra NFM Programme

£25M NFM Programme

This does not include all NFM related projects (other funding sources) 

Key 

Appraisal project 

Delivery project 

Dorset Rural Runoff Project (DRRoP) 

Dorset Rural Runoff Project (DRRoP) 

Upper Bristol Avon

Cam Headwaters

Wriggle

Wiltshire Rural Runoff Project (WRRoP)

Defra NFM Programme 

£25M NFM Fund

Bristol Frome

Riverlands

Brit Catchments



Wessex NFM Programme 2017 - 2024

Catchment Partnership and 
Partner Working
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• Stour Headwaters

• Somerset Frome

• Brue headwaters

• Bristol Frome

• Riverlands

• Wild Woodbury

• Heart of Wessex

37 Bunds
4 Km New 

Hedge Trees
7.4 Km Ditches 

blocked

83 Ponds or 
Scrapes

70 Ha Wetland 
created/ 

enhanced

3,500 Trees 
Planted

20 Projects

Riverlands DRRoP Winford Brook

River Wriggle Bristol Frome
Brue 

Headwaters

Key Locations



Wessex NFM Programme: Case Study

• In response to 2023/24 flooding

• Small communities in 
headwaters affected by field run 
off and surface water

• Led by Wiltshire Wildlife Trust

• Support; Wiltshire Council, NE 
CSF, BART

• NFM and Land management 
improvements to reduce field 
run off and soil loss
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Wiltshire Rural Runoff Project (WRRoP)



Wessex NFM Programme: Case Study

• West Somerset and Exmoor National Park - Aller and 
Horner catchments

• Estate wide and Landscape scale project

• Land management improvements

• Tree planting
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Riverlands, Holnicote – National Trust

2025 UK River Prize - Holnicote Estate Project

• Ditch blocking pond creation

• River restoration / Stage Zero Restoration
• Modelling shown 30% reductions in peak and increases in time to peak 

• Beaver enclosure

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RCuHo0Nfurg


Key Links 

Data and Evidence
• Working with Natural Processes Evidence Directory - Working with natural processes to reduce flood risk - GOV.UK

• Natural Flood Management evidence - GOV.UK

• WWNP Mapping - Mapping Potential for WWNP - Online Maps (full functionality)

• ALERT Tool - Tools | Farming Advice Service

• Flood Hub - Natural Flood Management (NFM) | The Flood Hub

• Slow the Flow - Introduction to Natural Flood Management - Slow The Flow

• Catchment Based Approach - What is Natural Flood Management? - CaBA (catchmentbasedapproach.org)

• CIRIA NFM Guide - NFM Guide

NFM Films
• Two Valleys Slow the Flow - Harnessing Nature's Power - Two Valley's Project | WWT

• Hills to Levels Multi Benefit Project - Hills to Levels Multiple Benefits Project – The Multiple Benefits of Natural Flood 
Management

• High Water Common Ground - Film Trailer

• Cumbria Wildlife Trust NFM Animations - Combating the effects of climate change | Cumbria Wildlife Trust

https://www.gov.uk/flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-management-research-reports/working-with-natural-processes-to-reduce-flood-risk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/natural-flood-management-evidence
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/mapviewer/index.html?webmap=7315f943998847e2b3797a85665f5438
https://www.farmingadviceservice.org.uk/csf/tools
http://thefloodhub.co.uk/nfm/
https://slowtheflow.net/introduction-to-natural-flood-management/
https://catchmentbasedapproach.org/learn/what-is-natural-flood-management/
https://www.ciria.org/ItemDetail?iProductCode=C802F
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5b8Gpz0KRig
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HuIivbT7a1Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HuIivbT7a1Y
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=high+water+common+ground&sca_esv=87987e31af6ab5dd&udm=7&biw=1912&bih=920&ei=3sAIaO6hBuKuhbIPp6vRyQo&ved=0ahUKEwjuiLSH-e2MAxViV0EAHadVNKkQ4dUDCBI&uact=5&oq=high+water+common+ground&gs_lp=EhZnd3Mtd2l6LW1vZGVsZXNzLXZpZGVvIhhoaWdoIHdhdGVyIGNvbW1vbiBncm91bmQyBhAAGBYYHjILEAAYgAQYhgMYigUyCBAAGIAEGKIEMggQABiiBBiJBTIFEAAY7wUyBRAAGO8FSMMnUABY6yNwAHgAkAEAmAF4oAHNDqoBBDIwLjS4AQPIAQD4AQGYAhigAuEPwgIKEAAYgAQYQxiKBcICCxAAGIAEGLEDGIMBwgIOEAAYgAQYsQMYgwEYigXCAgUQABiABMICCBAAGIAEGLEDwgILEAAYgAQYsQMYigXCAgcQABiABBgKmAMAkgcEMjAuNKAHy4IBsgcEMjAuNLgH4Q8&sclient=gws-wiz-modeless-video#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:5af67d43,vid:gh2gOHypnQM,st:0
https://www.cumbriawildlifetrust.org.uk/fighting-climate-crisis/combating-effects/slow-the-flow#films


Thankyou, Any questions?
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