
The recent spate of flooding in various parts of the country this winter 
brings to mind how wildlife can be affected by wet weather and floods. 
Flooding is part of the natural cycle of weather-related events to affect 
our countryside and is generally more common during autumn and winter. 
However a downpour in spring or summer can also lead to flash floods. 
There were numerous reports of the effects of wet weather and flooding on 
wildlife during the winter of 2013-2014 when the south and south-west were 
battered by severe storms.

Some species of wildlife may be particularly vulnerable in prolonged wet 
weather. For example extended periods of rainfall can restrict barn owls’ 
ability to hunt, as their delicate plumage becomes waterlogged. Water 
voles spend much of the winter in burrows, where they store food. If water 
levels rise very quickly voles can be flooded out and washed away. Being 
poor swimmers, they may try to take refuge on higher ground, where 
unfortunately they can be easy targets for predators such as mink and birds 
of prey. Otter holts may also be flooded in these conditions. Animals that 
hibernate under vegetation such as hedgehogs are also at risk of drowning if 
their hibernation sites are on flood plains. Other hibernators such as adders 
are known to adapt to flooding by hibernating at higher sites. Fast-flowing 
rivers and streams with high sediment loads make hunting difficult for fish-
eating birds such as herons and kingfishers. Some types of fish can also be 
affected. The eggs of migratory fish such as Atlantic salmon and brown trout 
that have been laid in gravels on the river bed are at risk of being washed 
away during high flow levels or floods.

Land and river management practices may also cause problems for wildlife 
during wet weather and floods. The increasing fragmentation of habitats can 
mean that animals are not able to find refuge from the effects of extreme 
weather events. If river embankments are overtopped then floodwater 
can get trapped for long periods of time. This layer of overlying water can 
drown invertebrates in the soil, such as worms and insects, which are vital 
food sources for some birds. Embankments also have the effect of pushing 
water downstream, which can increase the risk of flooding for habitats and 
communities downriver. Intensive agriculture can also increase erosion rates 
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during rainfall and cause high levels of silt to build up, leading to poor water 
quality. Heavy rainfall can also cause storm sewers to release pollution, such as 
untreated waste and toxic substances, which can have serious consequences for 
wildlife in streams and rivers.

Despite these negative effects it is also important to remember that flooding is 
a natural process and, when not excessive, can benefit many species of wildlife. 
Floodwaters help plants and animals to disperse across the landscape and 
colonise new areas. Flooded areas enable ducks such as tufted duck and teal 
to feed in new patches of open water. Wading birds like snipe and lapwing feed 
around the edges of floodwater, picking up small insects and worms. The smaller 
temporary ponds that are created during flooding also provide breeding sites for 
the common frog.

Most wildlife can cope with predictable flood patterns. It is out of season 
flooding or extraordinary weather events that cause problems. As extreme 
events now appear to be happening more often, possibly linked to climate 
change and its effects on rainfall levels and intensity, now seems a prudent 
time for better planning and more adaptive management of catchment areas to 
reduce the risk of flood events to both people and wildlife.

Simon Harding

This information comes mainly from the Wildlife Trusts website


