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NEWS RELEASE

For immediate release: 24th October 2008. 

Thames lock house sell off will cost lives, claims MP Salter

Reading West MP Martin Salter has returned to the fray in the campaign against the Environment Agency’s plans to dispose of residential lock-keeper’s homes along the Thames. These plans were put on hold in June following an intervention by the then Waterways minister Phil Woolas, who came down to Cookham Lock to meet the lock-keepers for himself. The meeting was organised by Mr Salter and the Maidenhead MP Theresa May. 

However the E.A are set to recommence their Lock House Review in the New Year and Mr. Salter has written this week to the new Waterways Minister, Huw Irranca Davis MP to warn him that the loss of residential lock-keepers will put lives at risk and to encourage him to put pressure on the E.A to drop their plans altogether. 

In his letter Mr. Salter said:-

“I am writing, as promised, to update you on developments over the Environment Agency’s Lock House Review which proposes to evict 22 Thames lock and weir keepers from their homes and reduce the permanent lock and weir staff from 76 to 60. These proposals have generated massive public opposition and have been considered as dangerous and short-sighted by river users, waterways professionals and by almost every Thames Valley MP”.
He continued:-

“There has been no proper assessment of the increased dangers to river users including boaters, anglers and walkers as a result of the loss of residential staff. I am currently compiling a dossier of the number of life threatening incidents which resident lock-keepers attended over the course of a year that have occurred at the 22 locks and weirs which will be unstaffed outside normal working hours. I and many other Thames Valley MPs have no doubt that, because of increased flooding and the dangerous nature of Thames weir pools, lives will be put at risk should these proposals be implemented. A resident lock-keeper can often rescue a person in the water or a boat swept onto a weir by a flood in a  matter of minutes whereas relief staff on call-out may well arrive too late to prevent a tragedy”.

Mr. Salter also pointed out that their was very little likelihood that the E.A achieving any real savings through the disposal of the 22 lock houses and that, in any case, it was wrong to be reducing the standard of service to river users at a time when their navigation budgets have been boosted by both substantial increases in government grant in aid and inflation busting 12% hike in navigation licenses.

He said:-

“The £200,000 or so of savings are fictional. No account has been taken of the amount of extra work carried out by resident lock and weir keepers which would have to be done in future by standby contractors or operational staff called out on premium rates of pay..... 

On top of this, boaters on the Thames are currently paying for an inflation busting 12% hike in their navigation licenses each year for three years. To put it simply the E.A is proposing to treat their staff appallingly, to endanger river users and to charge more money for providing a worse service”.

Mr. Salter pointed out that the E.A had been strongly criticised in the recent Pitt Review of the 2007 floods for failing to give adequate flood warnings to 448 homes as a result of a breakdown in their telemetry systems. Part of the E.A’s case to reduce the number of resident lock-keepers was their reliance on a headquarters based telemetry system!   
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Waterways Minister

DEFRA

Nobel House
17 Smith Square
London SW1P 3JR

23rd October 2008

Dear Huw,

Re: Disposal of Lock and Weir Keepers’ Houses on the River Thames

Congratulations on your new appointment. I am writing, as promised, to update you on developments over the Environment Agency’s Lock House Review which proposes to evict 22 Thames lock and weir keepers from their homes and reduce the permanent lock and weir staff from 76 to 60. These proposals have generated massive public opposition and have been considered as dangerous and short-sighted by river users, waterways professionals and by almost every Thames Valley MP.

On June 20th, your predecessor Phil Woolas MP met with Theresa May MP, myself, the lock-keepers and their wives, trade union representatives, John Edmonds from the E.A Board and senior E.A managers at Cookham Lock. As a result of this meeting all work on the Lock House Review was put on hold until the review of staff Terms and Conditions (T + C) was completed, or January 1st 2009-whichever was the later.

It has now become apparent that the T + C review will be nowhere near complete by January 1st and that the £200,000 or so of savings are fictional. No account has been taken of the amount of extra work carried out by resident lock and weir keepers which would have to be done in future by standby contractors or operational staff called out on premium rates of pay. 

There has been no proper assessment of the increased dangers to river users including boaters, anglers and walkers as a result of the loss of residential staff. I am currently compiling a dossier of the number of life threatening incidents which resident lock-keepers attended over the course of a year that have occurred at the 22 locks and weirs which will be unstaffed outside normal working hours. I and many other Thames Valley MPs have no doubt that, because of increased flooding and the dangerous nature of Thames weir pools, lives will be put at risk should these proposals be implemented. A resident lock-keeper can often rescue a person in the water or a boat swept onto a weir by a flood in a  matter of minutes whereas relief staff on call-out may well arrive too late to prevent a tragedy.

The E.A management clearly needs to withdraw these proposals and commit to retaining resident lock-keepers at all 57 locations along the Thames. Nothing else will be acceptable particularly as the Review will almost certainly end up costing more money than it saves. All this follows some generous increases in the DEFRA grant-in-aid for navigation from £8.3 million in 2004/05 to £13.3 million in 2006/07 and a Flood Risk Management budget which is increasing from £650 million to £800 million by 2010. Lock and weir-keepers salaries are funded from both navigation and Flood Defence Budgets. On top of this, boaters on the Thames are currently paying for an inflation busting 12% hike in their navigation licenses each year for three years. To put it simply the E.A is proposing to treat their staff appallingly, to endanger river users and to charge more money for providing a worse service.

I also need to draw your attention to three other matters. Firstly, if the lock-keepers lose their homes many of them will be unable to carry on living in the Thames Valley due to their low wages (£15K on average) and will seek employment elsewhere. This will result in the loss of hundreds of years of collective experience from the river which we can ill afford. Secondly, the much vaunted telemetry system for managing flood risk on the Thames was roundly criticised in the recent Pitt Review. A total of 448 out of 1925 homes that were flooded in July 2007 did not receive a proper advanced flood warning and yet the introduction of telemetry has been given as a reason for no longer needing residential lock-keepers to keep an eye on water levels. I have attached the relevant section from the Pitt Review for your information. Thirdly, the Lock House Review flies in the face of all previous public policy and in particular the Fourth Report of the Environment, Transport and Regional Affairs Select Committee (2001) and the latest Quinquennial Review of the Environment Agency. These reports accepted the E.A’s case of a strong link between navigation and Flood Defense roles and were central to the argument that the E.A should retain navigation on the Thames rather than handing it over to British Waterways. In evidence the E.A argued that their on-site staff gave them a huge advantage over British Waterways both in operational and efficiency terms as “costs can be shared where staff work on Flood Defence in the winter and as lock and weir-keepers in the summer”. It is blindingly obvious, especially so in the context of climate change producing more not less flooding, that weir-keeping is not a 9-5 role and that an on-site presence is required more than ever.


I apologise for writing at some length but I thought you should have the full picture as soon as possible. I have already met with Lord Smith, the new E.A Chairman and a further meeting is planned with all interested Thames valley MPs in the New Year. I shall be meeting the new Thames Region Director of the E.A, Howard Davidson, on November 21st to discuss a sensible way forward and will brief you again shortly afterwards.

I am copying this letter to Lord Smith, Mr. Davidson and the Thames Valley MPs.

I hope this is useful.

Yours sincerely

Martin Salter MP

ABSTRACT FROM PITT REPORT DETAILING TELEMETRY FAILURE IN 2007 FLOODING
Abstract taken from page 47 of the Pitt Report, section 1.10 and 1.11

1.10 The Environment Agency forecast flood levels and issued warnings relatively accurately. However, problems arose in four of eight Environment Agency regions across England and Wales affected by the Floods.

1.11 In the Thames region, the Environment Agency’s rainfall runoff forecasting model for the Thames and its tributaries worked well and the magnitude (but not he timing) of the event was well forecast. However, on the mornings of 21 and 25 July the Regional Telemetry System partially failed, thus providing no data to the National Flood Forecasting System (NFFS). A total of 24 telemetry outstations out of 632 (4 per cent) experienced some kind of failure during alarm errors. On one site, due to a river alarm that failed, a flood warning was issued two hours after flooding had commenced. In total, 448 out of 1,925 (23 per cent) properties in the region affected by main river flooding were in areas that did not receive a warning in time.
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