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Coastal Flood Events and Potential Habitat Loss on the Suffolk 
Coast 

 
With the availability of projected flood zones for specific scaled tidal flood events 
and remotely sensed habitat mapping it is possible to put an estimated figure on 
the amount of habitat at risk from saline inundation. Using data from the 
Environment Agency it is possible to look at the consequences of two probabilities 
of flood event; a 1 in 100 year event (FZ3) and a 1 in 1000 year event (FZ2). 
However for the Deben Estuary we were also provided with an estimated flood 
zone for a 1 in 20 year 
flood.  
 
As fig.1 shows there aren’t 
huge differences between 
the flood zone extents and 
this is partially because 
they are restricted by the 
ground topography and 
secondly that the flood 
zones are projected 
without taking sea 
defences into account.  
 
This shows that if sea 
defences are totally 
undermined by any event 
the results will be quite 
similar but in reality it can be very generally surmised that defences will stand up 
more successfully to a 1 in 100 compared to 1 in 1000 event. 
The habitat most at immediate risk of damage from saline inundation from a tidal 
flood event is Coastal and Floodplain Grazing Marsh (CFGM) and this is the habitat 
primarily looked at in this document. However the Suffolk coastline is also home to 
some large reedbeds and other significant habitats designated as County Wildlife 
Sites (CWS) which are at similar risk of saline damage from a tidal flood event. 
Boundaries for County Wildlife Sites are accurately mapped along with various 
amounts of supporting information detailing reasons for designation and main 
habitat types. However on the other hand habitat mapping uses a technique known 
as remote-sensing. Remote-sensing is a technique that employs studying several 
‘remote’ sources i.e. aerial photography, OS Mapping, stewardship agreements 
etc… at the same time to build a picture of habitat extent without ground truthing. 
Although effective at a landscape scale at capturing habitat data, any data 
captured using this technique has to be treated with a certain degree of care.  
 
Coastal and Floodplain Grazing Marsh 
 
Using data recently updated for the various national wetland habitat inventories 
along with less prescriptive data outlining areas of possible CFGM a figure of 
approximately 10,739 ha of this habitat can be said to exist in Suffolk. To put this 
in a more coastal context, approximately 4,159 ha occurs within the Suffolk Coast 
and Heaths AONB and 5,408 ha (50%) within the Suffolk extent of the Countryside 
Character Area (Suffolk Coast and Heaths), see fig. 2.  This shows that although not 
restricted to coastal areas, CFGM survives in significant proportions in these areas 
compared to other character areas in the rest of the county.

Fig.1 
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Fig. 2 
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Looking at the whole of Suffolk approximately 57% of the total area of CFGM would 
be inundated by a 1 in 100 year tidal flood event and approximately 60% by a 1 in 
1000 year tidal flood event. However when looking at CFGM in coastal areas the 
figures are significantly increased with approximately 87% at risk from a 1 in 100 
year tidal flood event within the Suffolk Coast and Heaths Countryside Character 
Area, increasing to approximately 98% at risk from a similar flood event within the 
Suffolk Coast and Heaths AONB. This high figure reflects the very definition of this 
habitat (being floodplain) and it’s important to note that mapped CFGM is 
restricted not by land parcel alone but by the combination of mean fluvial and 
tidal floodplain areas. Figure 3 shows an example of the extent of FZ3 (1 in 100 
year tidal flood event) in relation to mapped CFGM and shows the areas potentially 
damaged by saline inundation. 
 

 
 
Reedbed 
 
Reedbed is perhaps one of the hardest habitats to map as it its often regarded as 
an integral part of other habitats and often doesn’t occur in large enough portions 
to map separately, especially when mapped at regional scale. However in Suffolk 
there are some large examples of reedbed, especially in the coastal area. Different 
to CFGM, reeds will often survive well in brackish conditions so damage will occur 
from prolonged saline inundation from a tidal flood event. In the Suffolk Coast and 
Heaths Countryside Character Area there are 691 ha of mapped reedbed and 98% is 
at risk of saline inundation from a 1 in 100 year flood event and within the Suffolk 
Coast and Heaths AONB the extent of habitat at risk is similar. 
 

Fig.3 
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County Wildlife Sites 
(CWS) 
 
In Suffolk, County 
Wildlife Sites equate 
to an area of 19,675 
ha which is roughly 
5% of the county (as 
of 2010) and these 
sites represent 
significant examples 
of habitat and 
mosaics of habitats. 
From a 1 in 100 year 
tidal flood event 
approximately 1,487 
ha of County Wildlife 
Site would be 
inundated which 
equates to 7.6% 
across Suffolk. A 1 in 1000 year event would mean that 7.9% would be at risk.  
Figure 4 shows a snapshot of the impact a tidal flood event could have on County 
Wildlife Sites in the coastal area east of Woodbridge. 

 
 
Within the Countryside Character 
Area for Suffolk Coast and Heaths 
there is a total of 6,619.2 ha of 
County Wildlife Sites and a 1 in 
100 year tidal flood event would 
potentially inundate 15.9% of this 
total figure. This figure increases 
when just looking at the Suffolk 
Coast and Heaths AONB with 
18.6% of the total area of CWS 
within the AONB at risk from 
saline inundation.  
Figure 5 shows the County 
Wildlife Sites at risk from saline 
inundation and thematically 
shows which sites will be 
proportionally inundated the 
most. 
 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4 

Fig. 5 
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Deben Case Study 
 

 
For the Deben area we 
have been able to look 
at an estimated 1 in 20 
year tidal flood event. 
Even though this event 
is more likely to happen 
the extent of flooding is 
very similar to a 1 in 
100 year tidal flood 
event. However, like 
the other projected 
flood zones the 1 in 20 
does not take into 
account sea defences 
which are more likely to 
withstand a 1 in 20 
event compared to a 1 
in 100 or 1000 event. 
 
 
 
 

 
When looking at the Deben area, figures for CFGM, Reedbed and County Wildlife 
Sites were calculated by creating a study area which consisted of a 4 km buffer of 
the Estuary (see fig.6). 
In this area there are approximately 649 ha of CFGM, 29 ha of reedbed and 990 ha 
of County Wildlife Site. Most of these County Wildlife Sites are mosaics of habitat, 
marshes or wetland type habitats.  
Using the 1 in 20 year tidal flood catchment it is possible to say that roughly 68% of 
CFGM, 95% of reedbed and 16% of the total area of County Wildlife Sites in this 
area are at risk from saline inundation. 
Though not referred to here, it would be possible to draw up similar figures for 
other remotely sensed habitat mapping including for example saltmarsh and 
vegetated shingle etc… 

Fig. 6  


