
 

  

Briefing Note: Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire 
June 2025 

Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire, has a long history of flooding from the 
River Avon. This briefing describes Bradford-on-Avon's flood 
history, summarises investigations and proposed schemes over 
recent years and the current situation.   

Bradford-on-Avon's Flood history   
Bradford-on-Avon has flooded on many occasions. Notable flooding occurred in 1925, 1932, 1960, 1968, 
1979, 2000, 2003, 2013, 2014, 2023 and 2024, with November 2024 having the River Avon’s highest 
flood record since recent gauging began in the town in 1998.    

This is associated with the 1000 km/3 catchment floodplain which 
is about 600m wide upstream narrowing to approximately 70m as 
it cuts through the South Cotswolds hills and into Bradford-on-
Avon.   

Both sides of the River Avon are known to have flooded during 
large rainfall events, most notably around the Bull Pit and town 
bridge areas. There are other areas of the town that we know to 
flood from surface water which are outside of the area of studies 
the Environment Agency has undertaken.   

What has the Environment Agency done to understand the flood 
risk?  
Many flood studies of Bradford-on-Avon have been undertaken, and a flood alleviation scheme was first 
proposed in 1979. This and other schemes have not been progressed due to the adverse impact they 
would have on the historic environment. The original scheme proposal in 1979 was a permanent flood wall 
along both banks of the Avon. This wall would have been 2.4m high to protect the town from flooding from 
the river.    

Further proposed schemes in the early 2000’s considered much 
lower walls (about 1.3m) that would be more in keeping but would 
not protect the town from the largest flood events but were again 
rejected due to their impact on the local environment. If the lower 
walls had been installed to this level, they would have been over 
topped in the November 2024 flood event.    

Our understanding of flood risk in this area has developed since the 
early 2000’s, and the proposed lower wall scheme was amended in 
2017 to also include pumping stations which sought to remove some 
of the surface water flood risk that could occur behind the walls during flood events. The outcome of this 
was that the scheme was too expensive for the government flood funding available at the time.    

Following the 2023 flooding, and the withdrawal of the temporary barriers, the Environment Agency agreed 
to review this previous scheme proposal and look to understand if there may be a solution that would 
reduce the risk of flooding for the town. The findings of this work are covered next.   

Bradford-on-Avon looking toward the Bull Pit 

Flooding at the back of the Swan, circa 1963  



 

  

What are the findings of the latest review?    
We have reviewed the 2017 outline business case and brought it into line with the current central 
government flood risk funding rules. The summary of this work is that due to the complexities of this 
location, the overall scheme, including the surface water pumping stations, has increased in cost from 
£4.5million to over £11million.    

This then led us to consider an option which replaced the permanent 
surface water pumping with temporary pumps. This option reduces the 
initial cost of the scheme to about £3.1 million, with the further ongoing 
operational costs, to manage the surface water, needing to be picked 
up by Wiltshire Council. However, current central government flood risk 
funding doesn’t cover the whole cost of this work and would leave the 
project needing to find approximately £1.7 million in partnership 
funding, before operational costs. We discussed this with the Town 
Council, Wiltshire Council and Wessex Water and currently we cannot 
identify any forthcoming opportunities to fill a funding gap of this scale.  

It was further discussed, with partners, that the historic nature of the 
town centre, which is at highest flood risk, is essential to the character 
of the town. This character is fundamental to the appeal of the town’s 
tourism and local economy. This combined with the fact that the 
current flood scheme proposals would still be overtopped in significant 
events (like November 2024), would give any scheme too many 
compromises to the town’s character. Therefore, it was concluded that there was not sufficient justification 
to demonstrate that the flood risk benefits, for the community, would outweigh the harm to the historic and 
economic environment.  

The conclusion of this review between the professional partners, was that at this time, we should focus 
what resources are available on community level resilience, rather than investing more time and resources 
on a permanent flood risk management project.  

This does not mean that there will never be a scheme, as changes to government policy and funding, 
climate change impacts, technology or innovation could result in a better position to proceed. In fact, this 
month, June 2025, the government has started a consultation on how they may alter the funding and 
prioritisation of flood and coastal risk management investment over the next 10 years.    

What other options have been considered before?   
• Enhanced maintenance of the river channel (dredging/desilting). However, this would not reduce flood 

risk sufficiently, with properties still flooding at the smaller, more frequent flood events. It was 
established that there is insufficient depth below the existing channel. You would need to be excavating 
bedrock for sufficient capacity, and in doing so it is likely to have unexpected consequences and 
change the way the river and groundwater flows through the town. Additionally, it would potentially 
increase the flood risk to downstream communities.   

• Upstream flood storage. There are more than 30 million cubic metres (1000 litres in a cubic metre) that 
move through the river in a major flood. It has been determined that it is very unlikely that we could 
secure sufficient land upstream to be able to store a volume of water which would make any significant 
difference.   

• Underground flood storage. Discounted for cost, environmental challenges and the same reasons as 
above ground.   

 

Flooding in Market Street 2023 



 

  

• Automated (self-raising) flood barriers were considered but were technically difficult to install in this 
historical location and also had a higher a chance of failure, due to other users of the area or potential 
failure of moving parts over their lifetime term.   

• A bypass channel is not possible considering the local topography making it prohibitive in cost due to 
the distance and complexities of installing a tunnel or pipes through hills. Additionally, it would likely 
increase the flood risk to downstream communities.   

• Natural Flood Management would not currently deliver sufficient reduction in flood risk to properties, but 
there is support from flood risk management bodies to extend the amount of natural flood management 
solutions in the upstream catchment that may benefit the smaller and frequent flood events through 
other project work.   

Why does the Environment Agency not install the temporary flood 
barriers?    
The review of temporary barriers found that the narrow confines 
of the location at Bradford-on-Avon could trap, and harm 
people should the barriers shift under pressure from water.    

The Environment Agency have previously considered different 
alternatives from deploying the barriers differently, adopting 
different barriers, training others in their deployment. But none 
of this previous work solved the problem that they are now deemed unsafe. The Environment Agency, 
Wiltshire Council and Bradford-on-Avon Town Council have agreed that they should look at this specific 
issue in more detail to understand whether there are any alternative community scale resilience 
interventions that can be implemented to reduce the impacts of flooding.   

It should be noted that many of the commercial properties in this location have installed property flood 
resilience measures themselves which currently provides them with a higher level of protection than that 
was given by the barriers. The flooding in November 2023 would have overtopped the temporary barriers, 
but not the barriers installed by the individual properties.   

Removing the temporary barriers also does not affect flood risk elsewhere in Bradford-on-Avon.    

Property Flood Resilience  
The Environment Agency has a scheme that can help individual residential properties that have flooded 
internally or are shown on our flood maps to be in a very significant flood risk area.   

We can reach out to the affected properties that we consider are eligible, to organise a survey of the 
property and potential measures that may help the individual properties become more resilient to 
flooding.  These measures may include flood barriers across doorways, flood doors, non-return valves, 
pumps, air brick protection and sealing up all services entering a property etc.   

Unfortunately, this scheme does not cover commercial properties, at the moment. This point is looking to 
be raised by Brian Matthews MP in parliament to ask if the government scheme can be extended and be 
modified, in the future, to allow commercial properties to be eligible.   

In the meantime, we recommend residents and businesses to: 

• check your current and long-term flood risk here: Check the long term flood risk for an area in England - 
GOV.UK (www.gov.uk);    

• look at the advice on preparing for flooding at: Prepare for flooding: Protect yourself from future flooding 
- GOV.UK (www.gov.uk); and    

https://www.gov.uk/check-long-term-flood-risk
https://www.gov.uk/check-long-term-flood-risk
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.uk%2Fprepare-for-flooding&data=05%7C02%7Cmichael.holm%40environment-agency.gov.uk%7C67e237024d394462867308dc18d3af14%7C770a245002274c6290c74e38537f1102%7C0%7C0%7C638412544645971000%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=72faYOSxcr77gaHlU8aHnXZyOUZxgUL%2Fh95wte76Aso%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.uk%2Fprepare-for-flooding&data=05%7C02%7Cmichael.holm%40environment-agency.gov.uk%7C67e237024d394462867308dc18d3af14%7C770a245002274c6290c74e38537f1102%7C0%7C0%7C638412544645971000%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=72faYOSxcr77gaHlU8aHnXZyOUZxgUL%2Fh95wte76Aso%3D&reserved=0


 

  

• sign up to receive any flood alerts and flood warnings for your local area here: Check for flooding in 
England - GOV.UK (check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk)   

• find out more about property flood resilience here: https://floodmary.com/  

What next?  
The Environment Agency, Wiltshire Council, Wessex Water, and Bradford-on-Avon Town Council plan to 
hold a drop-in session relating to flooding on:  

21st July 2025, 2pm – 6.30pm at Holy Trinity Church, Church Street, Bradford-on-Avon, BA15 1LW   

https://check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk/
https://check-for-flooding.service.gov.uk/
https://floodmary.com/

