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1. Executive Summary 

1. During the first week of December 2015, Cumbria was subjected to its third extreme flood event 
in a decade. Despite this recent experience, the impact of Storm Desmond on the county was 
unparalleled in many respects: i.e. in terms of record rainfall and river flows, the number of 
properties flooded and flood affected and also in terms of the pressure that dealing with those 
impacts placed on all organisations with a role in response and recovery. In effect, Cumbria, its 
institutions and its communities were faced with recovering from a disaster. 

2. Given the scale of the event, the Cumbria Local Resilience Forum partners activated a 
coordinated response effort on Saturday 5th December that drew resources from across the 
country. This acute phase response has already been subjected to a review process, which 
generated 82 recommendations. 

3. Even as people were still being rescued from their homes, /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ resilience partners began 
planning for the recovery challenge; this is a clear illustration of good practice. Partnership 
groups to support recovery were established within the first few days. 

4. Once the response phase had been concluded, formal responsibility for the coordination of 
recovery activities across the four affected districts transitioned to the Strategic Recovery 
Coordination Group (SRCG) chaired by Cumbria County Council. This transition occurred on 
Thursday 10th December. 

5. The SRCG and its sub-groups then acted as a central hub to oversee recovery activities, securing 
additional capabilities and capacities where necessary and always endeavouring to meet the 
ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ principal objective:  

ά²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ with local communities to restore Cumbria to ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅέ 

6. The nine SRCG sub-groups each focused on the coordination of a set of clearly defined, but also 
inevitably cross-cutting, work streams: Financial & Legal; Infrastructure; Business & Economy; 
Health & Welfare; Schools & Learning; Environment; Housing; Communities, and; 
Communications.  

7. This review focused on investigating the activities of the SRCG and its sub-groups for a period 
of more a year and a half following the storm. This long timeline allowed for a greater 
understanding to be developed of both the initial efforts to restore and reconstruct following 
such a major event (e.g. bridge repairs) and the longer-term persistent challenges that have 
affected /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ impacted communities (e.g. householdersΩ negotiations with insurers and 
builders). 

8. What the review found was that all stakeholders in the recovery process appear to have tried 
to act as efficiently and effectively as they could in order to enable ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ recovery. 

9. Despite this, bureaucracy at local and national levels did act to hinder some recovery activity. 
This included difficulties with the interpretation of grant scheme rules, and difference in their 
application between the four affected districts of Cumbria. On occasion this generated a 
reputation risk to local authorities and other agencies.  

10. A key theme within the 58 recommendations (Appx 1) made in this report is, therefore, that all 
organisations should collaborate to develop a unified approach to recovery management, which 
will standardise the processes and assist in ensuring that all those affected receive support 
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fairly1. This includes ensuring that key personnel are trained and prepared for recovery roles (at 
all levels, from communities to SRCG chair) and ensuring recovery coordination is trained for 
and exercised as part of the ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ emergency preparedness programme. 

11. Given the ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ apparently strong culturally rooted resilience and strength in the face of 
adversity, such approaches can only be regarded as critical if any future facilitation of recovery 
in the county is to be perceived as equitable between Districts. 

12. In addition to challenges, the review also identified many examples of notable practice2 across 
all levels of coordination. These included the provision by government of a block grant for 
infrastructure repair. This allowed the Infrastructure sub-group to implement a massive repair 
programme more efficiently than would ever have been possible if projects had been funded 
on a case-by-case basis. 

13. Staying with infrastructure, Cumbria County /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ use of trusted contractors and innovative 
technologies also hastened major projects, such as the reopening the A591 at Thirlmere ahead 
of schedule. 

14. Pride should also be taken by communities that pulled together in concerted efforts to assist 
neighbours, by providing critically important social spaces and ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ points of ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΩ where 
people could meet to find support (e.g. The Encouragement Cabin in Sandylands, Christchurch 
in Cockermouth).  

15. The length of the review process has also meant that insights into the long-term effectiveness 
of recovery schemes could also be identified. These included the observations made in relation 
to the delivery of Property Level Resilience (PLR) grants. Being a relatively new concept, the PLR 
grant process faced many challenges. These included the perceived need within the authorities 
for the scheme to be rolled out quickly, to fit a political (and local authority capacity) agenda, 
which was perceived as too fast for recovering households. This haste appears to have fed 
further challenges, with PLR installation being carried out by contractors with varied levels of 
expertise.  

16. Undoubtedly, there has been incidence of good practice, with some companies being seen to 
go out of their way to ensure households are protected to expected standards. However, some 
uncertainty remains over whether many installations will perform in a future event.  

17. A recommendation that is clearly supported by the Cumbrian experience, therefore, is that 
there remains an urgent need for a level of nationally-defined standards within the somewhat 
nascent PLR delivery chain, which include standards for independent surveys and quality 
control. Without such standardisation there is a real risk that the visible evidence of the 
considerable investment already made by government in PLR (i.e. any completed installations 
which do not protect to expected standards) may, in the worst case, discredit the important 
potential of property level protection as a publicly acceptable and accepted adaptive risk-
reduction measure.  

18. Another issue whose visibility increased over time is the impact of being flooded on mental 
health. Some of this is due to fear of future flooding, but the psychological and emotional 
pressures caused by having to endure the long-term negotiations and disruptions that have 

                                                           

1 These standardised processes should maintain accord with government sustainability and socio-economic 
equity aims, not just focus on delivering assistance equally (i.e. where everyone receives the same). 

2 The term ΨƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩ is used here to mirror the phrase already adopted by JESIP within the emergency 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ Joint Organisational Learning (JOL) workstream, where it is used to denote examples of formally-
assessed good practice.  
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become a feature of the recovery process also contribute. Whilst these are potentially άnormal 
reactions for people dealing with abnormal circumstancesέ (Whittle et al., 2010), a number of 
recommendations have been made regarding the importance of ensuring appropriate support 
is signposted and available over the long-term. 

19. In review it should be clearly acknowledged that the recovery from Storm Desmond has been 
achieved effectively, given the genuine challenges of scale and capacity. In all, however, 58 
recommendations have been made, which span the breadth of activities overseen by the SRCG 
structures (see: Table 1). If integrated effectively, both into the ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ business-as-usual 
processes and into wider resilience building processes across the country, those coordinating 
future recovery operations will undoubtedly benefit.  
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2. Introduction 

άLƴ many disasters, events that seem larger than life are dealt with and managed, 
mostly, if not always most visibly, by the actions of ordinary people, extending their 
knowledge, skills, and resources to address small elements of the big, perhaps 
catastrophic, problem. In some cases, these are people charged with official 
responsibilities, who go beyond what they had expected they would ever need to do. 
Others are people who never considered themselves disaster responders and yet, step 
up to the ǇƭŀǘŜΦέ 

American Dunkirk ς The Waterbourne Evacuation of Manhattan on 9/11 (Kendra and 
Wachtendorf, 2017: p.4) 

 

ά¢ŜŀƳ Cumbria got on with it, didn't waste energy moaning" 

Recovery Workshop participant 

 

20. During the first week of December 2015, Cumbria was subjected to its third extreme flood event 
in ten years. The impact of Storm Desmond on the countyΩǎ communities and infrastructure 
was, in many ways, unparalleled. 

21. The acute phase response to Storm Desmond was carried out through an integrated multi-
agency approach. This acute response has already been reviewed in order to identify both good 
practice and learning opportunities (Deeming, 2016a). 

22. Structures to support the recovery of the many individuals, households and communities 
affected were established early, in parallel to the acute phase operations that aimed to protect 
life and property. The formal handover from the acute phase (chaired by Cumbria Police) to 
recovery (chaired by Cumbria County Council) took place on Thursday 10th December. 

23. Recovery has now been ongoing for 24 months and, as a complex, long-term, process involving 
many organisations, it is not as straightforward to review as the highly dynamic acute-phase 
operations. However, knowing that it was important for the county to understand where its 
recovery operations had been successful and where they could be improved, in late 2016 
Cumbria County Council commissioned a review of all the recovery activity overseen by the 
cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ Strategic Recovery Coordination Group and its nine sub-groups. This report constitutes 
the final output of this review process. 

24. Unlike many other recovery reviews that have been completed within the first few months of 
an incident, the near two-year window on activities analysed to prepare this report has 
provided real opportunities to understand the resilience that underpins the recovery of 
communities and systems recovery from this event. However, it also reveals the sometimes 
systemic (e.g. austerity-based) barriers that have acted to slow other aspects of recovery. Using 
this rich data stream, this report attempts to encompass learning from a range of experiences. 
Accordingly, the report should be understood as building recommendations that reflect and 
integrate multiple perspectives; from formal agencies and authorities, the third and business 
sectors and from communities and affected individuals. In addition, the recovery review has 
identified a number of issues that primarily relate to the acute phase response, but were not 
picked up in that debrief report. These are included in this recovery report where it is 
considered they are significant issues that should not be lost. 

25. The report commences with an introduction to the reviewΩǎ process and aims. This is followed 
by a section that describes the context of the storm and its impacts. The next section then 
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provides an introduction to the concept of Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) and to 
the place of recovery within that framework. 

26. Following this contextualisation, the main report will then introduce the concept of the 
Strategic Recovery Coordination Group (SRCG), and discuss its role and that of its nine sub-
groups in facilitating recovery. Throughout the report, recommendations will be made to 
relevant bodies wherever evidence suggests that improvements in recovery practice and/or 
coordination could be achieved.     

2.1 Recovery review: Aims: 

27. This recovery review had 3 principal aims: 

¶ To assess the effectiveness of /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ recovery structures following Storm 

Desmond, from both organisational and community perspectives 

¶ To identify good practice and where lessons need to be learned 

¶ To develop recommendations to improve /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ future recovery processes, 

capabilities and emergency planning arrangements 

28. This project has focused on examining the role of the SRCG, its sub-groups and the wider 

community in supporting recovery. It has not investigated, in detail, the parallel flood risk 

management and flood resilience work that has been carried out by the Environment Agency 

and other Risk Management Authorities (RMA), by the Cumbria Floods Partnership initiative, 

the Cumbria Strategic Flood Partnership3, or by Cumbria County Council in its role as Lead Local 

Flood Authority (LLFA) (e.g. Section 19 reporting)4. 

2.2 Recovery review: timeline and data collection  

2.2.1 Review timeline 

29. Recovery starts as soon as a hazard passes. Accordingly, recovery for the residents of Flimby 
and Maryport, who experienced severe flooding on the night of 3rd December 2015, had already 
started before Storm Desmond even arrived over the rest of the county on Saturday 5th 
December.  

30. Recovery is also a long-term process. As this report is being drafted 22 months on, there are still 

people out of their homes as a result of delays and complications with their recovery. It is, 

however, important to apply parameters to the investigation, in order that notable practice and 

lessons to be learned can be understood against a defined timeline.  

31. Debrief investigations rarely commit beyond a year after an event. However, recovery from 

such an extreme event takes a long time, and one year would have been too short a period of 

time to consider the effectiveness of recovery, as many activities were still ongoing at this stage.     

                                                           

3 There is some independent discussion of the CFP process from Jan 2016 ς Dec 2016 in a separate EU-funded 
report: https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BySVyEajWokmWm9PVGdkdWFmOGs/view?usp=sharing  

4 i.e. Section 19 of the Flood and Water Management Act (2010) describes the Lead Local Flood !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ duty 
to investigate flood events:  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BySVyEajWokmWm9PVGdkdWFmOGs/view?usp=sharing
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32. Accordingly, the timeline for this work was notionally set as an 18-month period from Thurs 3rd 

Dec 2015 to Weds 1st June 2017.  

33. However, for some recovery challenges (e.g. drying and restoring some buildings; mitigating the 

mental-health effects of flooding and flood risk), even a year and a half can still be regarded as 

little more than an incubation period (Tapsell and Tunstall, 2008). Accordingly, this review has 

maintained a monitoring role until October 2017 in order to identify any additional observations 

and/or recommendations that continued to emerge. 

2.2.2 Data collection 

34. In order to develop a high-level understanding of the recovery process and its challenges and 
successes, a series of interviews and focus groups were conducted with key members of the 
Strategic Recovery Coordination Group (SRCG) and its sub-group members. In December 2016 
an initial analysis of these data was used to develop an interim recovery debrief report 
(Deeming, 2016b).   

35. During 2017, further interviews and meetings were conducted with a wider constituency of 
participants in the recovery process, including community members and members of some 
participating third sector organisations.  

36. On Thursday 27th April, a major Storm Desmond Recovery Debrief workshop was held at Rheged 
(Appx 2). During this event, over 100 delegates (around half from communities and third sector 
organisations) participated in a range of plenary and table-based data collection activities (Appx 
3). All these data were subsequently analysed by the project team and the themes and findings 
synthesized directly into this debrief report.  

37. In addition to the collection of interview data, Carolyn hǘƭŜȅΩǎ5 continued engagement on the 

SRCG Community sub-group and other task groups within the recovery effort has enabled some 

the challenges that underpin several of the findings in this report to be better contextualised. 

3. Context of storm impacts  

3.1 History of flooding in Cumbria 

38. As 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ most mountainous county, Cumbria has a long history of flooding, with recorded 
events dating back hundreds of years (Whyte, 2009, Environment Agency, 2006). Looking back 
only a decade, the floods of 2005 and 2009 had represented some of the most extreme wide-
area floods experienced in the county since at least 1968, and possibly since 1822 (CFLAG, 2016, 
Environment Agency, 2006). In 2009, the rainfall at Seathwaite, near Keswick registered as the 
most intense 24hr rainfall event (316 mm) in the UK on record (Eden and Burt, 2010). Sadly, this 
record was only set to last until Storm Desmond struck the county on 5th December 2015 (Marsh 
et al., 2016), when 341 mm of rain fell within 24 hours at Honister Pass. 

3.2 Timeline and scale of Winter storm impacts 

39. Looking at a shorter timescale, it can also be seen that the conditions prior to the arrival of 
Storm 5ŜǎƳƻƴŘΩǎ record rainfall had preconditioned the county to serious flooding. Between 
12th November and 29th November 2015 the UK had been subjected to a string of storms 
(Abigail, Barney and Clodagh) (Marsh et al., 2016).  

                                                           

5 See Appendix 6 for team biographies 
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40. Storm Abigail triggered a multi-agency response in Cumbria ς including military assistance ς 
because forecasts had suggested it would cause significant flooding. Whilst this flooding failed 
to materialize, the rainfall Abigail and the following storms dropped on the county served to 
completely saturate the catchments. It also raised the level of Thirlmere to the point where 
there was little remaining freeboard to prevent overflows resulting from any additional 
precipitation. 

41. Serious flooding commenced on the night of 3rd December when Flimby and Maryport were 
subjected to intense surface water inundation, and over 150 homes were flooded. A senior Fire 
Officer in attendance, who had experience of both the 2005 and 2009 floods, believed this was 
the most dangerous flooding he had ever seen. 

42. Storm Desmond itself hit Cumbria on Saturday 5th December, resulting in flooding to properties 
across the County - from Workington (in the West) to Brough (in the East), and from Longtown 
(in the North) down to the Furness Peninsula (in the South). (Figure: 1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Location and numbers of affected properties across Cumbria Environment Agency ©Crown Copyright 

 

43. The flooding experienced as a result of Storm Desmond was spread over a number of days; 

towns such as Kendal, Keswick and Appleby flooded around Saturday lunchtime, whilst 



8 

 

communities further downstream flooded later that day. /ŀǊƭƛǎƭŜΩǎ flood defences were not 

overtopped until Sunday, although the likelihood of Carlisle flooding had been known and 

planned for by the authorities for many hours. 

44. After Storm Desmond had passed, additional storms throughout December continued to 

present significant risks. /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ authorities reactivated the Strategic Coordinating Group in 

parallel to the recovery coordination to plan the response for further flooding on a number of 

occasions, and this inevitably lead to a slowing of recovery work as the same organisations and 

individuals were involved in both structures: this overlapping of SCG and SRCG operations had 

never been previously done in the County. Unfortunately, a small number of communities, 

including Glenridding, Appleby and Shap, did experience repeated flooding. 

 

 

Figure 2: The cycle of repeated flood response activations undertaken by Cumbria's strategic partnership 
throughout November and December 2015 

 

3.3 An άǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘέ storm: effects, impacts and consequences 

45. Storm Desmond has been described by many as άǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘέΦ  This description has caused 
some frustration within affected communities, as it is clear from the history above that severe 
flooding is not new to many people and communities in Cumbria, who have experienced 
repeated flooding of their homes and businesses. Some of the worst affected homes have 
flooded 4 times in 10 years. There was, at times, a feeling within communities that the term 
άǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘέ was being used an excuse for both the perceived άŦŀƛƭǳǊŜέ of flood defences 
and for the apparently slow pace of recovery work. 

46. However, the overall scale of flooding caused by Storm Desmond was significantly greater than 
either the 2005 or 2009 floods, being spread over four of /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ six districts. This factor 
combined with its flooding of more than twice as many properties than the previous storms, 
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illustrate that the event can realistically be seen to meet the United Nations definition of a 
disaster6.  

47. This meant that the recovery challenges facing Cumbria were indeed unprecedented; Storm 
Desmond flooded over 5,500 homes and 1,000 businesses, damaged or destroyed 792 bridges 
and nearly 400 km of major road, and affected public sector buildings including /ŀǊƭƛǎƭŜΩǎ Civic 
Centre and 44 schools. 

άtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ events were much smaller scale and easier to target resources. 2015 split our 
resources and transport infrastructure problems meant we just ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ get to ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦέ  

South Lakes Housing Assn.  

48. There were many other significant impacts, including one tragic death that occurred as a direct 
result of the flooding. 

49. This overall scale was not always immediately clear to communities, who were understandably 
focused on the damage they could see in their local area, with many people only appreciating 
the full extent of the damage in other communities a number of months later.  

50. Whilst it is important to understand the huge scale of the ǎǘƻǊƳΩǎ physical impacts, it is equally 
important to understand the massive and wide-ranging consequences for the individuals, 
communities and organisations affected. 

51. Families saw their homes and possessions destroyed, and were faced with a long recovery 
journey ς often living away from home (or upstairs in their flooded home) for many months, 
negotiating with a complex mix of utilities companies, insurance companies, loss adjustors, 
builders and grant schemes. At the same time, they were attempting to hold down jobs, get 
children to school and continue their other caring responsibilities.  Farmers were cut off from 
their land and stock, and businesses were affected by both the direct costs of flooding and a 
reduction in footfall. Recovery was a stressful experience for almost everyone affected by the 
flooding, but the impacts were often worse for those who were already more vulnerable due 
to age, health conditions or disabilities, caring responsibilities, low income and/or inadequate 
insurance. These challenges, the fear of future flooding, and their effects on mental wellbeing, 
are discussed in more detail in later sections 

3.4 Understanding recovery, relative to other work streams 

52. The combination of the unprecedented scale of the ǎǘƻǊƳǎΩ impacts and the repeated need, for 
the authorities to recommit to preparedness and response activities (rather than focus purely 
on the desperately needed recovery work) throughout December, demonstrates an important 
point.  

53. Neither response nor recovery are Ψ.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ as ǳǎǳŀƭΩ activities for /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ public sector; they 
have to take place in addition to the normal work of organisations. A relatively small number of 
people, across all the authorities, agencies and partners have been faced, effectively since 

                                                           

6 άA disaster is defined by the United Nations as: άa serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a 
society at any scale due to hazardous events interacting with conditions of exposure, vulnerability and capacity, 
leading to one or more of the following: human, material, economic and environmental losses and impacts. 

The effect of the disaster can be immediate and localized, but is often widespread and could last for a long period 
of time. The effect may test or exceed the capacity of a community or society to cope using its own resources, 
and therefore may require assistance from external sources, which could include neighbouring jurisdictions, or 
those at the national or international levels.έ 

https://www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology 

https://www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology
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Storm Abigail on 12th Nov 2015, by the need to simultaneously balance, resource and deliver 
four distinct, but intrinsically linked work streams for the population of Cumbria: Business-as-
usual; Planning for the future; Emergency response; and Recovery from any emergencies 
(Figure 3). How this complex partnership has managed to achieve this challenge will be 
discussed in the following sections. 

54. These conflicting demands were not restricted to the agencies and organisations coordinating 
response and recovery; communities and individuals at risk of flooding faced similar challenges. 
Repeated flood warnings caused significant stress even when no further flooding occurred, but 
the distress was even greater when homes and businesses suffered repeated flooding, and 
clean up and recovery needed to start again from scratch.
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Figure 3: Illustration of four key work streams on-going and needing attention at any one time in a hazard-exposed county
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4. How the formal response to, and recovery from, Storm 
Desmond has been coordinated in Cumbria 

4.1 Cumbria Resilience: The Local Resilience Forum 

55. Contingency planning for emergencies in Cumbria is carried out by a multi-agency partnership 
called the Local Resilience Forum (LRF): this forum is referred to in the county as Cumbria 
Resilience. The LRF-based approach is built on the concept of delivering multi-agency Integrated 
Emergency Management (IEM)7 , through collaboration, communication and coordination 
between all the agencies and organisations that have been designated as Category 1 and 
Category 2 responders8 under the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (CCA). In addition to these core 
statutory LRF members, Cumbria Resilience includes and links to a wider range of partners, 
including community, volunteer-led organisations such as /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ mountain rescue teams, 
Churches Together and Rotary. 

56. Prior to Storm Desmond, the Cumbria Resilience partnership had been active in meeting their 

statutory duties in relation to contingency planning. In relation to flood planning, specifically, 

Cumbria Local Resilience Forum had developed a detailed Multi Agency Flood Plan, as well as 

ensuring its partners had their own contingencies in place. The county had also developed 

recovery plans. All these plans together provided a framework for the response to the storm 

and its aftermath.  

Integrated Emergency Management (IEM): the initial acute/response phase 

57. Acute phase preparedness and response during major emergencies is conducted through a 
structured coordination framework (Figure 4).  

58. Figure 4 illustrates how responsibility for delivering IEM operates through a tiered approach 
involving strategic, tactical and operational levels (JESIP, 2013, 2016), with a multi-agency 
coordination group at each of the 3 levels. These coordination groups are most often chaired 
by a Police Officer, but IEM operations in a multi-agency setting should not be thought of as a 
ΨŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ and ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ framework. All agencies retain ΨŎƻƳƳŀƴŘΩ of their own resources 
during emergencies (e.g. Fire Officers can always give orders to Fire Fighters using their Gold, 
Silver and Bronze hierarchy). When operating in the IEM multi-agency structure, the Chair does 
not command the group (e.g. Tactical), but provides a central point of leadership for the 
collaboratively coordinated decision making and response processes. 

59. Emergency response in the UK is also determined using the concept of subsidiarity, meaning 
decisions should be taken locally where possible. However, large scale emergencies often 
require wider coordination to ensure limited resources are allocated to the areas of greatest 
need. (Cabinet Office, 2013a).  

60. Storm Desmond rapidly escalated into a major emergency of national significance; in addition 

to the flooding already described in Cumbria, areas of Lancashire, Northumbria and southern 

Scotland were also affected. Therefore, figure 4 also illustrates the national strategic level, 

                                                           

7 The six phases of IEM: Anticipation, Assessment, Prevention, Preparation, Response, Recovery Management 

8 Cat 1 Responders are the main organisations involved in most emergencies at a local level (e.g. emergency 

services - Police, Fire & Rescue etc. - along with health sector and local authority partners). Cat 2 responders are 
those organisations involved in some emergencies (e.g. utilities and transport companies) (HM Government, 
2012: p.7). In Cumbria both the County and District councils are Cat 1 responders. 
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which came into operation with the activation by government of the Cabinet Office Briefing 

Room (COBR) committee and Lead Government Departments (e.g. Defra for flood response).   
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Figure 4: The principal tiers of Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) during major emergencies (adapted from: JESIP, 2013) 
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61. Beneath the national tier, at a county scale, the strategic, tactical and operational components 
of IEM can be thought of in terms of baking a cake: 

¶ At Strategic level: a recipe is agreed (i.e. the direction is set)  

¶ At Tactical level: the ingredients and utensils are gathered (i.e. solutions are devised) 

¶ At Operational level: the cake is made (i.e. solutions are delivered) 

 

62. Box 1 illustrates how this stepped process operated in relation to one specific aspect of the 
Storm Desmond response. 

 

63. The response to Storm Desmond required the mobilisation of a huge medley of specialist assets 
and personnel. It is, undoubtedly, testament to the professionalism of these personnel and to 
the sensible, pragmatic and altruistic reactions of individuals and communities throughout the 
county that only one life was lost directly to the ǎǘƻǊƳΩǎ effects. 

64. Despite this success, the Cumbria Local Resilience Forum (CLRF) took the need to learn lessons 
from the way the response had been coordinated very seriously. Accordingly, in early 2016 a 
debrief report was commissioned, to investigate all aspects of multi-agency working that had 
been undertaken during preparation and response to the storm. This review was completed in 
July 2016 (Deeming, 2016a) and made a total of 82 recommendations for improving multi-
agency working. All these recommendations were accepted by CLRF and work is on-going across 
a variety of programmes to meet them.    

Box 1: ΨLǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ as a simplified illustration of integrated emergency management 
(IEM) 

During the height of the Storm Desmond response on 5th December, news started to reach the 
Strategic Coordinating Group (SCG) that communities along the shores of Ullswater were being 
cut off and isolated from support due to rising lake levels, landslides and road-surface damage. 
Accordingly, it was important to formulate and activate a plan to reduce risks for these 
communities.  

After deliberating this information, the SCG agreed and communicated a strategic direction that 
άThere will be no isolated communitiesέΦ  

Taking this direction from the SCG, the Tactical Coordinating Group (TCG) then interpreted what 
it meant, in terms of what preventing the isolation of all at-risk communities in the county would 
need, in terms of solutions (e.g. what assets and activities would be required). 

Communicating and developing a plan with the Operational Coordinating Group (OCG), who had 
deployed personnel to Ullswater, the TCG started to direct water rescue and other resources to 
the area. These included out-of-county water rescue teams and military vehicles with wading 
capability. The employment of these assets had been negotiated by the SCG and authorised by 
other LRFs, and in the case of the military assets, by COBR itself. 

Over the following hours, with everything in place, the integrated response was delivered 
effectively and ensured that the Glenridding, Patterdale and other communities were safely 
reconnected to support lines, which included the delivery of food and water and the restoration of 
utilities.  
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4.2 Recovery: doctrine and structures 

4.2.1 The Recovery Advisory Group (RAG) 

65. Cumbria Local Resilience FƻǊǳƳΩǎ considerable experience with emergencies, and the 
associated knowledge gained in the importance of supporting recovery efforts from the earliest 
opportunity, meant that recovery structures were activated alongside the SCG at an early stage. 
The Recovery Advisory Group (RAG) first met on Sunday 6 December, and sub-groups were 
quickly established. This was an important action that aligned clearly with the National Recovery 
Guidance (NRG) (HM Government, 2013b), which Cumbria Local Resilience Forum had been 
instrumental in developing following the ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩǎ experiences during 2005 and 2009.  

66. The importance of having recovery structures in place at an early stage is illustrated in the fact 
that even as Storm Desmond arrived over the county, the Flimby and Maryport areas were 
already commencing their recovery from the significant flooding they had experienced on 3rd 
December. Likewise, the complexity of the response/recovery conjunction was further 
exhibited throughout the week, from 3rd to 10th December, as different locations experienced 
storm effects, responded and then started to recover on different timescales. Unfortunately, 
locations such as Glenridding were forced to experience this cycle several times, as one flood 
followed another in rapid succession through December. 

67. The fact that some senior managers were needing to deliberate both SCG and RAG strategies 
simultaneously would have undoubtedly added to accumulated role pressure. However, it must 
also be remembered that many responders in offices and at the operational frontline, were also 
wrestling with this response/recovery conjunction in equal fashion. Consider here, for example, 
the staff at Carlisle City Council who worked with Mountain Rescue volunteers in order to 
retrieve benefits details from the flooded Civic Centre. Without this action, hundreds of people 
would have gone without vital benefits payments that week.  

4.2.2 Transition 

68. As the need for response activities diminishes, the SCG will decide a point at which their control 
and coordination function should be handed over to the appropriate local authority partner to 
take on the recovery coordination role. This partner, who is already chairing the RAG, will then 
become responsible for chairing and facilitating the gamut of recovery activities, as the RAG 
converts into the Strategic Recovery Coordinating Group (SRCG). Given Storm Desmond had 
affected many areas of Cumbria, the chairing role was taken on by Cumbria County Council 
(rather than one of /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ 6 district councils) as they were best placed to oversee the 
complicated and long-term recovery activities.   

69. Due to uncertainties in relation to how weather effects were playing out through the week 
following the storm, the respective SCG and RAG chairs do seem to have experienced some 
difficulty in deciding exactly when the formal transition from acute response to recovery should 
be made. This being largely due to the reality of the situation wherein the was no sense through 
this period of the stepping down of pressure on responders. However, following discussions 
with COBR, the SCG finally stood down and handed over to the SRCG at 17:00hrs on Thursday 
10th December 2015. 

4.3 The Strategic Recovery Coordination Group (SRCG): Structure 

70. Once transition had occurred, the SRCG took over all recovery coordination activities as outlined 
in the cƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ General Emergency Recovery Plan (Cumbria Resilience, 2012). However, just as 
the SCG had national strategic support from COBR, so too, the scale of the recovery challenge 
necessitated that the SRCG was itself supported by a national strategic body; the Ministerial 
Recovery Group (MRG). 
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71. Figure 5 illustrates the structure of /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ Recovery Structures following Storm Desmondς 
the SRCG and its sub-groups. 

72. The recovery structures have similarities to the strategic, tactical and operational levels of the 
response phase SCG, but the local authority leadership of the SRCG is even less focussed on 
ΨŎƻƳƳŀƴŘƛƴƎΩ than is the police leadership of the SCG. Much of Cumbria County /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ role 
in chairing the SRCG was to support the delivery of solutions developed locally, by statutory 
partners, voluntary organisations and communities themselves. The recovery structures 
provided a mechanism to coordinate this activity, identify and fill gaps, provide information and 
resources, and to escalate concerns that could not be resolved at a local level. 
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Figure 5: The Cumbria Local Resilience Forum Strategic Recovery Coordination Group: Structure 
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5. Impact assessment 

73. One of the earliest recovery tasks was to develop a clear awareness of the nature and scale of 
the ǎǘƻǊƳΩǎ impact, by conducting a substantive impact assessment.  

74. This impact assessment was carried out through the coordination of a range of approaches and 
assets, including desktop analysis, military support, and door-knocking by large numbers of staff 
and volunteers. 

75. The image that rapidly developed was one of significant and widespread damage and 
destruction. Whilst the use of emotive adjective άǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘέ drew some criticism when it 
was used to describe the record rainfall that had triggered the flooding, it is perhaps justified in 
this context. The overall impacts of Storm Desmond on the ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ communities and 
infrastructure were indeed άǳƴǇǊŜŎŜdeƴǘŜŘέ compared to any other locally-recorded recorded 
disaster. 

76. The impact assessment was collated by Cumbria Intelligence Observatory, as part of the 
Programme and Resource Office supporting the SRCG (Cumbria County Council, 2016). This 
impact assessment was refined and updated throughout the recovery process, as, for example, 
additional flooded properties were identified through the grant application process, and the 
nationally accepted definition of a άŦƭƻƻŘŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅέ became clearer. Some of the key impacts 
of impact assessment are outlined below to give an indication of the recovery challenges facing 
the SRCG, its subgroups and /ǳƳōǊƛŀΩǎ communities. 

¶ 5,319 homes (eventually rising to 5,525) and 1,029 businesses flooded, with many 

more άŦƭƻƻŘŜŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘέ (for example, suffering disruption due to road and bridge 

closures). 

¶ Around 600 farms suffered loss of stock, flooded land or other damage. 

¶ 2 major bridges (Pooley Bridge and Staveley) destroyed and three major roads closed 

due to significant damage (the A591 at Dunmail Raise, the A592 along Ullswater, and 

the A686 at Langwathby), with a total of 792 bridges and over 350km road damaged 

(and 107 road closures). 

¶ The main West Coast Rail line was closed for two weeks due to damage between 

Oxenholme and Penrith (with a further closure following Storm Frank due to damage 

north of Carlisle) 

¶ 44 schools were affected by the floods, with 4 closed for significant periods; 17 

nurseries and 6 childminders were also affected. 

¶ A further 44 public sector buildings were flooded, including Carlisle City /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ Civic 

Centre, libraries, care homes, and Police stations. The premises of a number of local 

charities, sports clubs and community groups were also affected. 

¶ Public spaces (such as Fitz Park in Keswick and Memorial Gardens in Cockermouth) 

and large areas of privately owned land were covered in gravel or other flood debris. 

77. There was a huge range of consequences from this physical damage, with many affecting 

different people in different ways, some of which are summarised below: 

¶ Individuals were faced with cleaning their homes, and negotiating with a complex 

range of organisations including utility companies, local authorities, insurance 




























































































































































































































































































