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Why does Oxford flood?

Oxford’s history goes back to the 9th Century and the times of Alfred the Great, when people decided
that this crossing point on the River Thames was the place to settle down and make a living. The
centuries have brought fame, wealth, learning and the finest art and architecture to the city. But there
is another legacy: flooding. It is a combination of the location, landscape, geology and long-term
development in the floodplain that make Oxford so vulnerable to flooding.
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The millions of litres of water that flow down the River Thames from the Cotswolds have to pass
through the city on the way downstream. Yet more water flows down the River Cherwell. When there is
heavy rain, the river levels rise. And all that water has to make its way through the narrow gap between
Sandford and Kennington, as it makes its way through the river and stream system towards London
and eventually the North Sea.

Oxford City Centre

The millions of litres
have to pass through
this gap. It is less than
800m wide...
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Changes to the rivers made by generations of
Oxford dwellers have worsened the flooding
problems.

Botley Road heads out towards Bristol from
what was the West Gate of the city. Itis also a
causeway across the floodplain, impeding the
progress of the Thames and other streams that
flow beneath it.

Another manmade obstacle is the railway line

as it enters the city from the south at Redbridge.
When blockages occur — or the stream systems
cannot cope with the sheer amount of water they

have to handle — the effect is felt upstream. For
the residents of areas such as New Botley and
the Hinkseys, that often means their homes are in
danger of flooding.

The city has never had any formal flood defences.
It is surrounded by sites of natural and scientific
importance, such as Port Meadow.

The role of the Environment Agency

Here are some of the ways we currently reduce
the flood risk and the impact of flooding in the
Oxford area.

Electronic surveillance of water levels on the Oxford river system
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