
How the Environment Agency manages flood risk in Wimborne 
Minster 

Frequently asked questions 

What does the Wimborne Minster Flood Alleviation scheme do to 
manage river flows? 

We have no control over the actual flows in Wimborne – this is dictated by groundwater and 
weather conditions. However, the flood alleviation scheme was developed to reduce the risk of 
flooding to at risk properties.  

This was achieved by building flood defence walls, embankments and associated trash-screens, 
penstocks and flap valves. A project has recently been completed to make the original defences 
more robust, and a programme of regular routine maintenance ensures that the assets are fit for 
purpose and maintained/operated correctly during a flood event. Maintenance of the actual river 
channel through Wimborne requires a careful balance of managing flood risk, while at the same time 
protecting the natural environment that we all appreciate so much. 
 
 

Who is responsible for maintaining the rivers in Wimborne Minster? 
 
Under common law, the person who owns the land or property next to a river or other watercourse 
is known as the riparian owner. The riparian owner is responsible for maintaining the beds and 
banks of the watercourse and clearing any obstructions from the channel and the banks, but some 
of the more significant flood prevention actions require Environment Agency consent. A riparian 
owner must accept flood flows through their land, even if these are caused by inadequate capacity 
downstream, but has no duty in common law to improve the drainage capacity of a watercourse.  
 
Landowners normally own a length of watercourse to the centre line of the channel and their 
ownership may be shown on the title deeds for their property. In law they are deemed the riparian 
owner. This link Owning a watercourse - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) explains the rights and 
responsibilities of a riparian owner.  
  
A riparian owner’s responsibility is to maintain the flow of the watercourse. This could involve the 
following:  
• Maintaining the bed and banks of the watercourse, the trees and shrubs growing on the banks  
• Clearing debris, even if it did not originate from your land. This debris could be natural or man-
made  
• Keeping any structures clear of debris. These structures include culverts, trash screens, weirs and 
mill gates.  
You have the right to protect your property from flooding but you must agree your plans with the 
appropriate authority beforehand.  
If the watercourse is classed as a main river (usually larger rivers or streams) the Environment 
Agency is responsible for authorising works and carrying out enforcement action.   
Something on your land, such as a wall, may be important to prevent flooding and could be listed as 
a flood defence asset. You should check with the appropriate authority who is responsible for 
maintaining this.  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/owning-a-watercourse


 
 
 
Follow this link for information on vegetation management best practice for riparian owners 
GardenRiverbankGuide-EmailVersion.pdf (wessexrt.org.uk) 
 
 
The Environment Agency does have permissive powers that allow them to undertake works on Main 
River, as per section 165 of the Water Resources Act 1991, as amended by the Flood and Water 
Management Act 2010.  However, it is important to appreciate that having permissive powers is very 
different to having duties.  In essence, the exercising of these powers is discretionary, and EA cannot 
be held liable for not exercising these powers, whether that is related to the carrying out of 
maintenance, clearance, or enforcement.       
  
The Environment Agency's powers to carry out flood defence works apply to main rivers only.  
Under UK legislation there is no legal requirement for any organisation to build or maintain flood 
defences. We and some other organisations are instead given permissive powers to do this but the 
exercise of these powers is constrained by the need to take into account the costs and benefits that 
will result. 
 
The Environment Agency exercises its permissive powers to carry out annual vegetation 
management to reduce flood risk on the Allen in Wimborne Minster. This includes arching out 
branches and vegetation that could cause a flood risk. 
The delicate balance of vegetation management and reducing flood risk is practiced by our very 
knowledgeable and skilled field team who carry out the work and our in-house ecologists who 
provide us with the information for us to lawfully carry out this work without having a detrimental 
impact to a very precious habitat and ecosystem. 
For more information on vegetation management on a chalk stream follow this link 
 
Water crowfoot, or how we learned to love Ranunculus - Creating a better place (blog.gov.uk) 
 

Flood risk terminology 
 
We no longer refer to 1 in 100 year events, as this is easily misinterpreted, and can understandably 
be misleading for members of the public. The risk of flooding is now described as a likelihood of that 
scale of flood happening during any given year e.g. 1% (1 in 100 years), 0.1% (1 in a 1000 years) and 
3% (1 in 30 years).  The phrase ‘1 in a 100 year flood’ was never intended to be taken literally, and 
was in fact just an expression of a statistical chance.   
We have no control of when, or how much, rain falls but we work with our partners to source 
funding to build flood alleviation schemes and advise on planning up to a certain standard of 
protection using the most up to date flood risk modelling.  

https://www.wessexrt.org.uk/assets/files/GardenRiverbankGuide-EmailVersion.pdf
https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2022/11/30/water-crowfoot-or-how-we-learned-to-love-ranunculus/


How does the river react to rainfall? 

The time of year and where the rainfall hits the ground, all factor into the response time in the Stour 
and Allen Catchments. Summer rainfall in the Allen catchment will likely provoke no fluvial response 
due to lower water table and transpiration. In the winter, rainfall will recharge the aquifers that 
provide the base flow for both the Allen and partially in the Stour. Groundwater input resulting in 
higher flows may take a longer period of time to respond after rainfall. On the Stour, a flood peak 
following a rainfall event has the travel time of approximately 15hrs from Blandford to Wimborne, 
but this can be highly variable depending on the season.  
 
The Allen catchment is approximately 157km2 all comprising of chalk bedrock, it is an exposed 
aquifer and recharge zone. Periods of prolonged heavy rainfall penetrates the fractures of the chalk 
and raises the water table through a process called the recharge phenomenon. This provides the 
base-flow to the Gussage, Crichel and Allen. This response usually can take up to two weeks and as 
long as groundwater levels remain high so will the base flow in the River Allen. Groundwater levels 
can also remain high for weeks, even months, before they recede. 
The Stour reacts very differently to rainfall due to the nature of the impermeable geology north of 
Blandford and also the addition of flow from smaller watercourses and tributaries.  Surface water 
runoff from Towns and conurbations situated along the Stour will also contribute to the flow. This 
peak can pass through Wimborne much quicker than the high levels in the Allen take to recede. 
The Geology changes around Wimborne from impermeable clays and mudstones to chalk. This 
means that when groundwater levels are high, they can increase flows in the Stour.  However, when 
groundwater levels are low, peaks of flow can be absorbed into the chalk, reducing the flow peak 
dramatically. 
Groundwater input to the Stour does typically increase during the winter months, but in itself would 
not be sufficient to cause a significant flood on the Stour without an additional rainfall event. 

The Environment Agency has local monitoring stations at Gillingham, 
Hammoon, Blandford, Wimborne Minster, Ensbury, Iford and 
Throop.  The levels recorded at these stations may appear different – 
why is this? 

A peak traveling downstream is a natural phenomenon, and hence different levels will be seen at 
different locations along the Stour as the peak travels down the valley. You can monitor river levels 
online by following this link 

Live flood map - Check for flooding - GOV.UK (check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk) 

Why does the Environment Agency sometimes close the penstock on 
the Pippin Stream?  
 

We usually only consider closing the penstock on the Pippins stream once the river level at Walford 
Mill reaches 0.5metres - as per our flood incident procedures. Closing the penstock is not a decision 
we take lightly. 

Click this link for River Allen level at Walford Mill - GOV.UK (check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk) 

https://check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk/river-and-sea-levels?v=map&lyr=mv,ri,ti,gr,rf&ext=-15.75447,46.93027,10.799683,57.928516
https://check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk/station/3299


Once the level in the River Allen rises above 0.5m at Walford Mill, there is an increased risk of 
flooding to the properties within the defended area (behind the flood defence walls and 
embankment), and capacity within the Pippins Stream through the car park needs to be kept 
sufficient to cope with any localised rainfall run-off, natural seepage through the ground from the 
elevated River Allen channel, and groundwater input. 

Rather misleadingly the level in the Pippins Stream may look quite low in the area immediately 
downstream of the penstock, but levels further downstream can be very high under these 
conditions. This is because, once the River Allen reaches that level of around 0.5m at Walford Mill, 
the large rectangular flap valves at the downstream end of the Pippins Stream start to be held closed 
by the water pressure (caused by the River Allen being so high). Under these conditions, the water in 
the Pippins Stream cannot drain freely back into the River Allen. 

 


