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The UK’s first adaptation of irrigation 
technology into a flood alleviation 
scheme has removed the spectre of 
flooding from hundreds of homes and 
commercial properties in Oxfordshire.

Banbury has suffered persistent damage 
from flooding due to the incapacity of the 
River Cherwell to convey excess surface run-
off. The Banbury Flood Alleviation scheme 
comprises an on-line flood storage reservoir 
(the largest ever constructed in the 
Thames Valley), with a 2.9km long earth 
embankment across the valley upstream of 
the M40, forming a dam impounding river 
flows in the floodplain.

The Environment Agency’s design concept 
proposed that flow control structures 
should throttle the river flows to 38m3/s 
and impound the additional floodwater in 
the reservoir. Control of discharges from 
the flood storage reservoir should occur 
automatically, with no moving parts or 
reliance on remote operation or power 

supplies, to relieve the impact on upstream 
landowners. 

In place of a traditional gated structure 
or series of Hydrobrakes®, the scheme 
uses a double-barrel orifice, which was 
physically modelled to confirm viability. 
The totally passive design discharges a 
constant amount of water downstream as 
the reservoir fills up and the head across 
the flow control structures increases. Other 
benefits include increased reliability with 
no risk of mechanical failure, and greatly 
reduced capital and maintenance costs. 

Banbury provides a template for a 
sustainable solution to flood alleviation 
and has already been used elsewhere. The 
scheme has been successfully tested twice, 
protecting Banbury from flooding in April 
and November 2012.

Good communications and successful 
stakeholder engagement mitigated any 
disruption such as road closures.

Banbury Flood Alleviation Scheme

Judges' comments
“This is shining example of a 
public sector client being prepared 
to take a substantial risk to 
embrace new ideas and being 
proved right. The wholly passive 
control device has virtually no 
ongoing operational costs.”
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