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Community Volunteer’s Guide 
 

General Principles 
The principal activities of Community Volunteers involve gaining an understanding of local conditions, 
understanding what local resources are available, knowing who in the locality is vulnerable, acting as part of 
a local communications system, cooperating with the emergency services and passing information between 
all parties.  
 
You are not an alternative to the emergency services and must not act as such. 
 
As a Community Volunteer you are a volunteer, you do not have duties; you have volunteered to carry out 
activities to help the community. In particular you are not required to enter water or move heavy equipment. 
Should you choose to enter water only do so if it is still and shallow and never do so alone. Where wellington 
boots and do not go further if the water is coming over the top of them. Take a stick with you and check in 
front for hazards such as open manholes and ditches concealed by the flood. Do not attempt to clear 
watercourses or to repair/operate sluice gates or other water control equipment. Do not attempt to lift 
anything that you feel is in any way beyond your capabilities. Get help as soon as you think it might be 
necessary.  
 
If your own property is threatened by flood or other risk you must make sure it is safe and secure first before 
trying to take on any aspects of your role as Community Volunteer 
 
Community Volunteers are expected at all times to avoid putting themselves or others at risk. 
 

Community Volunteer’s Role Before a Flood or Other Emergency 
Understand Flood Risk Within Your Local Area  
The risk of flooding that your community faces changes over time. New buildings, roads and even farming 
and land use practices can affect flood risk. Watercourses, culverts and drains can be affected by debris that 
could restrict their flow. Keep aware of how changes within your local environment may impact on the risk of 
flooding.  
 
Identify Critical Infrastructure  
Some drains, barriers and watercourses are critical for the prevention of flood. Try to identify these and 
report them to the Flood Group Chairman for inclusion on the Emergency Plan’s maps. If these become 
compromised in any way report it to the Village Coordinator so that the appropriate people can be asked to 
clear them. 
 
Identify Properties at Risk of Flooding  
Get to know which are the properties most likely to flood and the likely flow routes of floodwater. Flood risk 
maps are available on the Environment Agency’s website and are included in the rear of the Community 
Emergency Plan. If you know of any properties that have flooded in the past or are at particular risk tell the 
Flood Group Chairman so that he can include the information on the Emergency Plan’s maps.  
 
Identify Vulnerable Individuals  
Build up an understanding of who lives in your area and especially anyone who may require priority attention 
during a flood such as the elderly, sick or less mobile.  
 
Take Part in Training and Activities  
We hope to organise training and meetings to provide information to help you to carry out your role in a safe 
and responsible way. Please take part.  
 
Please familiarise yourself with the contents of the Community Emergency Plan and how to respond during a 
flood. You should always follow the guidance and advice set out in the plan as well as any training you have 
received to ensure you do not place yourself or others at unnecessary risk.  
 
Encourage People to Be Prepared 
The community cannot provide equipment to protect much private property. Please encourage people whose 
property is at risk to make their own preparations.   
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Community Volunteer’s Role During a Flood or Other Emergency 
Follow the procedures set out in the Community Emergency Plan; they are there to ensure a co-ordinated 
response from the community in the event of a flood and to promote your wellbeing and that of others. Your 
priority at all times is to ensure your own safety and not to place yourself at unnecessary risk of injury or 
harm. 
 
Follow All Guidance and Requests from the Emergency Services. 
 
Relay Information to, from and about the Local Community  
The Emergency Services, local authorities or the Environment Agency may ask you for your local knowledge 
or for you to relay information to the community. In this event the Flood Warden or Village Coordinator for 
your area will contact you. You may be asked to provide information about local conditions such as, for 
instance, the state of roads and pass it back to the Flood Wardens. Or go door to door passing on warnings 
or information to local residences and businesses. 
 
Erect Flood Warning Signs 
You may be asked to erect flood warning signs. 
 
Assist with the Distribution of Sand bags / Gel sacs  
Sand, sandbags and gel-sacs are stored in a number of locations within the valley; see Maps for location. 
When filling, distributing or installing these, always follow the advice and guidance set out in your training.  
 
Where Possible Help Organise Assistance to Vulnerable People 
During an emergency you may be asked to visit vulnerable people in the area to see if they need assistance 
and to assist in organising help if they request it. This may be done in conjunction with the help of Social 
Services or the Woodford Link Scheme.  
 
Help at Village Hall 
In some extreme emergencies the Woodford Village Hall will be brought into community use. Some 
Community Volunteers may be asked to help with its operation. 
 
Collect Information about the Flood  
Collect and record information during a flood and pass it to the Flood Group Chairman for collation and 
passing on to the Environment Agency. Notes and especially photographs on flow routes and water levels 
can be very useful.  
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Safety Information  
This section of the Community Volunteer Guide highlights some of the possible hazards that you could 
encounter while performing your duties, with an explanation of what they are and how they can be avoided.  

 
Drowning  
A person can easily drown in just an inch of water and 15cm (6in) of flowing water is all it takes to sweep an 
adult off their feet. This Emergency Plan does not require Community Volunteers to enter water, however 
should you chose to do so you should satisfy yourself that it is safe to do so, only enter if you know the water 
is shallow and still, do not do it alone and take a stout stick to check for open manholes, ditches and other 
potential hazards that may be concealed under the water.  
 
The water meadows in the valley are full of drainage ditches and a fast flowing river that you wont be 
able to see during a flood. They are highly dangerous when flooded. Do not enter them! 
 
Disposal of contaminated equipment  
Sewage and other pollutants can contaminate sandbags and other equipment. If you think that the items 
used have been polluted contact the local council for information and disposal. The EA booklet 'After a flood' 
contains useful advice.  

 
Leptospirosis 
Leptospirosis bacteria from rat urine, cattle urine and other sources can enter rivers sewers and floodwaters. 
This contaminated water can get into you via cuts, your eyes and mouth and give you a Hardjo infection or 
Weil’s disease. The symptoms start off like flu with a bad headache and possibly vomiting. It can then lead 
onto meningitis, kidney failure, brain damage and even death. Always where rubber gloves when working 
with anything contaminated by floodwater, put waterproof plasters on any cuts and grazes before starting 
work and always wash very thoroughly when you have finished. Keep your hands away from your mouth and 
face and do not touch dead rats. If you feel ill go to your doctor - Leptospirosis is much less severe if treated 
promptly. 

 
Hypothermia  
Getting too cold causes hypothermia. You can get it because you are not wearing enough or you have got 
wet. The early symptoms are persistent shivering, difficulties moving and confusion/difficulties thinking. 
Dress appropriately with lots of layers, waterproofs and a hat. If you get wet go home and dry out. 
 
Hostile situations  
If people become aggressive in anyway, leave them alone and do not attempt to help unless approached 
and asked specifically. If they require emergency assistance contact the emergency services.  
 
Manual handling  
As a Community Volunteer people might expect you to help move property with them; you are not required or 
obliged to do so. Make it clear to people you must attend to your main responsibilities first. If you chose to 
help do not move anything you do not feel entirely comfortable with. If you think you might need help get it. If 
there are other community volunteers more suited, trained and used to manual handling than you are, get 
them to do it or to help. 
 
Slips, Trips and Falls  
Walk with care and always wear sturdy, appropriate footwear.  
 
Livestock  
Livestock is unpredictable in behaviour and can be very dangerous, especially if under stress. Only approach 
livestock with a trained person (i.e. a farmer), and again, only if you feel it is safe to do so. 
  
Traffic  
During flooding people will want to remove people and property away from the affected area as quickly as 
possible, and will not always be concentrating on their driving and the road ahead. Poor driving conditions 
and decreased visibility in bad weather will often exacerbate this problem. Also watch out for vehicles being 
driven excessively fast through floodwaters or in slippery conditions. Always wear a high visibility jacket and 
take extra care when crossing roads and thoroughfares. Watch out for manhole covers that have been 
'blown' off, a stout stick can be used as an aid to balance and to probe shallow water.  
 
Flooded Roads 
Roads might become severely flooded and will need to be closed to through traffic. This usually falls under 
the responsibility of the police, district council or the Highways Agency. But often a Community Volunteer can 
place a 'Flood' sign close to the road more easily and quickly. Check with your Flood Warden first. 
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Community Volunteers Legal Responsibilities and Advice  
 
If a Community Volunteer causes damage, who is liable?  
As you will be acting as agents of Woodford Parish Council, it is implied that the Parish Council indemnifies 
you against liability arising from your actions unless you act negligently. All Community Volunteers should 
check the Parish Council insurance policy to ensure they are covered against liability for their actions. 
 
It should be stressed that in an emergency situation it is likely that a Community Volunteer will be under 
considerable pressure. By taking reasonable care, and following the agreed actions laid out in the 
Community Emergency Plan and associated documents, the Volunteer should be protected against civil 
claims. The best endeavours principle would normally apply. Only where negligence is shown to be 
malicious could a Volunteer be found to be at fault. The standard parish council insurance coverage is 
usually valid against this sort of claim. It is probably worth checking - if only for your own peace of mind.  
 
What if a Flood Warden is injured?  
As mentioned it is important to check whether you are indemnified against personal injury within the Parish 
Council insurance policy. The Environment Agency or Wiltshire Council will not be liable for Community 
Volunteer injuries unless the injury arose due to their negligence. The Parish Council will never ask a 
Community Volunteer to carry out any duties that would place them in danger.  
 
What if a Flood Warden or Community Volunteer fails to give a warning?  
It is important to remember that the Environment Agency has a power, rather than a duty, to give flood 
warnings, and the same principle also applies to a Flood Warden or Community Volunteer. In English law, a 
failure to act does not normally attract liability. Therefore, as the law stands, it is unlikely that you would be 
liable for any damage that arose from failing to warn a member of the public of an impending flood. This 
would not be the case though if it could be proved that you purposefully withheld information from the public 
in the event of a flood, and as a direct result, an individual incurred additional damage caused by the flood.  
It should be noted that the legal distinction between failing to act and acting has never been part of European 
law. The coming into force of the Human Rights Act 1998 does make it more likely that the courts will seek to 
blur this distinction in English law. As of yet, no court cases have been brought against Community 
Volunteers in order to test this theory.  
 
Please be assured that it is highly unlikely that any court will prosecute a Community Volunteer or Flood 
Warden as a consequence of their actions as long as they acted in good faith and with good intentions.  

 
Relationship with Councils 
As a Community Volunteer you do not receive payment. The contract, if any, is solely between the Parish 
Council and the Community Volunteer. There is no employment contract between a Community Volunteer 
and the Environment Agency or Wiltshire Council. The community volunteer is advised how to carry out their 
duties by the Parish Council. 
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Roles and Responsibilities of Authorities  
Local authorities do not have a statutory duty to provide sandbags or give other assistance at times of flooding. But they 
will usually endeavour to help, particularly in cases of emergency. Most local authorities take the threat seriously and will 
put aside adequate resources to help combat the risk of flooding. However resources are limited and the view of most 
authorities on residential flooding is that householders should take measures to protect their own properties. In some 
locations, where there is a known flood risk, the parish council may hold a limited supply of sand and empty sandbags for 
distribution at times of emergency. They are used to divert water flows and protect property. Often the flood warden will 
coordinate this when a flood warning has been received.  
 
Roadside ditches 

The maintenance of these is normally the responsibility of the adjoining landowner (riparian owner) and not the highway 
authority. If road flooding occurs as a result of blockages in these ditches the highway authority may use its legal powers 
to require the riparian owner to clear the ditch.  
 
Land drainage  

Local councils are the local land drainage authority for non-main rivers, but the maintenance of most watercourses is the 
responsibility of private owners (riparian owners) or of the local water supplier. The council has no responsibility for the 
maintenance of watercourses and land drainage (except on council-owned land). However, they may be able to offer 
general advice. The Environment Agency may undertake maintenance of some main river sections, however the 
responsibility is still with the riparian owner.  
 
Public surface water sewers 

These are drainage systems, usually piped, which are maintained by the water supplier. However, it is possible that the 
water supplier and waste disposal authorities are different organisations. 
  
Highway drains 

Drains, culverts under public roads, piped roadside ditches or other drainage that has been specifically built to-drain the 
highway. The highway authority maintains these.  
 

Authorities Involved  
The following organisations may be involved in direct specific action during a flooding event. Property owners are listed 
as it is their responsibility to protect their own property from flooding 
 
Environment Agency  

Maintain flood defences  
Issuing flood warnings  
Receiving and recording details of all flooding incidents  
Monitoring the situation and advising other organisations  
Dealing with emergency repairs and blockages on main rivers and own structures.  
 
Wiltshire Council 

Co-ordinating emergency arrangements  
Maintaining safe conditions on the roads  
Putting flood warning signs on the roads  
Organising road closures and traffic diversions  
Clearing blockages on highway drainage systems  
Protect property from flooding by water from the highway (optional) 
Emergency assistance  - providing sandbags (optional) 
Clearing blocked watercourses etc. (Land Drainage Act powers)  
Environmental health issues - pollution  
Parish Council  
Preparation of Flood Plan and organisation of Community Emergency Volunteers 
Flood warning dissemination (by local agreement with Environment Agency)  
Provision of gel sacs/sandbags and other emergency equipment (if in stock)  
 
Fire and Rescue service  

Rescue  
Responding to all emergency incidents as required  
Assisting the populace where a need is identified and the use of fire service personnel and equipment is relevant.  
 
Water company  

Emergency overpumping or tankering at pumping stations  
Clearing blockages in public sewers and outfall grills  
Repairing burst sewage and water pumping mains.  
 
Property owners  

The principal actions of owners of property at risk of flooding or which is flooded are:  
Moving to a safe area if life is at risk  
Preventing water from entering property if possible  
Switching off electricity and gas supplies at mains  
Moving valuable possessions above floor areas liable to be flooded.   
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Additional Notes for Village Coordinators 
Village Coordinators should follow the same recommendations and can carry out all the activities described 
above for Community Volunteers. In addition Village Coordinators:  
 

1 Act as the central hub for communications within their allocated part of the valley. (See 
Communications Tree at the beginning of the Community Emergency Plan.) 

2 Chase those responsible to clear critical ditches and drains. 
 

Additional Notes for Flood Group Chairman 
The Flood Group Chairman should follow the same recommendations and can carry out all the activities 
described above for Community Volunteers. In addition the Chairman will: 
 

1 Act as Flood Warden if the other wardens are not available. 
2 Organise training for Community Volunteers 
3 Organise occasional meetings of the Flood Group to review arrangements 
4 Make agreed additions and alterations to the Community Emergency Plan 
5 Collate information collected by Community Volunteers on Flooding and pass on to Environment 

Agency. 
 

 

Additional Notes for Flood Wardens 
Flood Wardens should follow the same recommendations and can carry out all the activities described above 
for Community Volunteers. In addition Flood Wardens: 
 

1 Act as the central hub for communications between the Emergency Services/Local 
Authority/Environment Agency and the Village Coordinators. (See Communications Tree at the 
beginning of the Community Emergency Plan.) 

2 Coordinate the responses made by the Community Volunteers in times of Emergency 
3 Pass on and discuss significance of Flood/Weather Warnings to Village Coordinators 
4 Determine when actions under the plan are triggered  
5 Determine priorities for the use of sand-bags etc. 

 
 

 


