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Abstract

Flood risks worldwide are increasing due to climate change. Managing these

risks is ever more necessary. Although flood risk management (FRM) is often

understood as a technical challenge, it also involves decisions about the distri-

bution of resources and risks in floods, which can be inherently unfair. People

are disparately affected by floods due to their location. Because of their various

socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, they also differ in their capac-

ity to deal with floods. These differences need to be recognised in FRM to pre-

vent disproportionate impacts on vulnerable communities. However, at

present, a knowledge gap exists on how to make FRM more inclusive and just,

and discussions on recognition justice in the context of FRM are scarce. This

article therefore examines recognition of differences in the capacity of people

to deal with floods in FRM in England (United Kingdom), Finland, Flanders

(Belgium) and France. We analyse if, and how, these differences are recog-

nised in FRM policy and practice and through decision-making procedures,

drawing on examples from the implementation of five FRM strategies in each

country (flood risk prevention, flood defence, flood risk mitigation, flood prep-

aration and flood recovery). Furthermore, we aim to highlight opportunity

spaces to strengthen recognition justice in future FRM.

KEYWORD S
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Climate change is expected to result in sea-level rise and
increase the frequency and intensity of extreme precipita-
tion events, causing higher risks of coastal, fluvial and
pluvial flooding. These risks are compounded by

population growth, urbanisation and the concentration
of people, infrastructure and other assets in flood risk
areas (Kabisch et al., 2016; Keskitalo, 2013). Floods are
amongst the most common climate-related disasters
(Gourevitch et al., 2020). Worldwide, millions of people
are threatened by flooding causing loss and damage to
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their lives and livelihoods (Begg, 2018; Ciscar et al., 2011;
Hegger et al., 2014; Karrasch et al., 2021; Walker, 2012).
These impacts are often unevenly distributed, with vul-
nerable communities being disproportionately affected
(Boyd et al., 2021; Dorkenoo et al., 2022; Mechler &
Schinko, 2016; Wyns, 2023). As climate change mitiga-
tion efforts are unlikely to prevent floods, adaptation is a
necessity.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) defines adaptation as ‘adjustments in ecological,
social, or economic systems in response to actual or
expected climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts’
(IPCC, 2001). Essentially, adaptation refers to strategies
aimed at reducing risks resulting from climate change
(Keller et al., 2021; Kunreuther et al., 2013). Flood risk
management (FRM) supports the implementation of such
strategies specifically targeted at flood risks
(Keskitalo, 2013; Plate, 2002). The European Floods
Directive (2007/60/EC) requires member states to address
the consequences of floods in addition to their probabil-
ity, stressing the importance of strategies such as preven-
tion, mitigation and preparedness (Kellens et al., 2013).
Research shows that in various countries, strategies are
also being implemented in the context of response and
recovery (Hegger et al., 2014). In this article, we therefore
focus on five FRM strategies to adapt to flood risks:
(1) flood risk prevention, (2) flood defence, (3) flood risk
mitigation, (4) flood preparation and (5) flood recovery.

FRM is often understood as a technical challenge
requiring engineering solutions (Eakin et al., 2021). How-
ever, research shows that ‘technically and economically
effective FRM can be inherently unfair’ (Johnson
et al., 2007, p. 383). FRM focuses on the distribution of
resources and risks related to floods, which has important
justice implications (Eakin et al., 2021). People are also
disparately affected by floods, due to their location and
their social, physical, financial or psychological charac-
teristics, which can create inequalities in the capacity of
people to deal with flood events, as well as in their capac-
ity to participate in the development and implementation
of FRM strategies (Forrest et al., 2020; O'Hare &
White, 2018; Thaler et al., 2018). These differences need
to be recognised and addressed in FRM to prevent dispro-
portionate impacts of floods on those who are most vul-
nerable (de Goër de Herve, 2022; Forrest et al., 2020).

Policy is an important instrument to influence socie-
tal change (de Goër de Herve, 2022) and provides an
opportunity space to address differences in people's
capacity to deal with floods. Ignoring these differences in
FRM can undermine its effectiveness and legitimacy, as
well as exacerbate or introduce new inequalities in floods
(Thaler et al., 2018). As the discussion of recognition in
the context of FRM is still relatively new (de Goër de

Herve, 2022) and a knowledge gap exists on how to make
FRM more inclusive and just in the future (Matczak &
Hegger, 2021), we explore to what extent differences in
the capacity of people to deal with floods are currently
recognised in national-level FRM in four countries:
England (United Kingdom), Finland, Flanders (Belgium)
and France, in the context of the five FRM strategies.

2 | CONCEPTUALISING JUSTICE
IN FRM

2.1 | Three dimensions of justice

Adaptation to flood risks does not only have physical and
hydrological implications but also impacts socioeconomic
systems (Sayers et al., 2013; Thaler & Hartmann, 2016).
Flooding is increasingly recognised as an environmental
justice issue (Thaler & Hartmann, 2016; Walker &
Burningham, 2011). Environmental justice focuses on the
fact that poor communities, indigenous communities and
communities of colour get fewer environmental goods,
more environmental bads, less environmental protection
and unequal access to participation (Schlosberg, 2007). A
focus on environmental justice is highly relevant for the
long-term sustainability of FRM policy (Agyeman, 2013;
Penning-Rowsell et al., 2016), as these policies inherently
entail decisions about the distribution of environmental
goods and bads related to floods (Begg, 2018). Where
equality has been defined as a descriptive approach to dif-
ference (Forrest et al., 2020), describing the (un)equal or
(un)even distribution of decision-making power,
resources and risks associated with floods, justice has a
normative dimension and analyses whether this distribu-
tion is fair (Begg, 2018; Forrest et al., 2020; Thaler &
Hartmann, 2016). It is often understood as a characteris-
tic of the impacts of disasters, strategies and schemes or
decision-making processes (de Goër de Herve, 2022). In
the literature, justice, equity and fairness are often used
interchangeably (Hay, 1995). Another related concept,
solidarity, can be understood as an application of justice
that, in the context of FRM, refers to efforts to protect the
most vulnerable from flooding (Alexander et al., 2018;
Sayers et al., 2018).

There are different conceptualisations of justice, such
as utilitarianism, libertarianism, egalitarianism or Raw-
lsian (see Kaufmann et al., 2018) that can be dominant
within a country, policy or FRM strategy (Thaler &
Hartmann, 2016). There are also different dimensions of
environmental justice. Two commonly discussed dimen-
sions in the FRM literature are procedural and distribu-
tive justice. Procedural justice focuses on the policy
choices made and by whom these choices are made, and
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on decision-making processes and the extent to which
these processes are inclusive (de Goër de Herve, 2022;
Schlosberg, 2004). Stakeholder participation is an
important element of procedural justice, and it has been
argued that participation can reduce inequality in FRM
and contribute to distributive justice (Begg, 2018;
Schlosberg, 2004). Distributive justice evaluates whether
resources and risks associated with floods are fairly dis-
tributed (Kaufmann et al., 2018; Schlosberg, 2004). This
can include the risk itself, costs for flood prevention and
recovery and the distribution of decision-making power.
Hence, procedural and distributive justice are linked
(de Goër de Herve, 2022).

However, this relationship is not straightforward.
Stakeholder involvement does not automatically lead to
fair decision outcomes (Begg, 2018; O'Hare &
White, 2018). If differences in socioeconomic status, age,
ethnicity or other factors that result in a diversity of inter-
ests and needs are not acknowledged in decision-making
processes, then procedural justice is unlikely to contrib-
ute to distributive justice. Martin et al. (2013) therefore
argue that environmental justice should also include the
dimension of recognition. Recognition justice underlines
the need to recognise the diversity of perspectives and
experiences, conflicting interests and socio-cultural char-
acteristics that are at the root of injustice in society
(de Goër de Herve, 2022; Schlosberg, 2004). It focuses on
(dis)respect for differences in individual backgrounds
(Thaler, 2021). Recognition is crucial for participation to
contribute to fair decision-making processes and out-
comes (Paloniemi et al., 2015) because if certain groups
or individuals are not recognised as stakeholders in the
first place, they are not invited to participate and their
needs are likely to be overlooked (Prado, 2022). In other
words, recognition serves as a precondition to
other dimensions of justice (Bulkeley et al., 2014;
Schlosberg, 2004) and is therefore the main focus in this
article.

2.2 | Differences in the capacity to deal
with floods

Recognition justice prescribes that differences in people's
identities, experiences and interests should be equally
acknowledged and represented in policies and pro-
grammes (Whyte, 2011). This is highly relevant for
FRM, as someone's capacity to deal with floods is not
just determined by their location or exposure to risks,
which has often been defined as ‘flood vulnerability’
(Walker & Burningham, 2011). There are various
social, physical, financial and psychological factors
that determine how people are affected by floods

(O'Hare & White, 2018; Taylor, 2014; Thaler et al., 2018),
including socioeconomic status, age, gender, education,
social capital, ethnicity, property type, health and land-
ownership (Coninx & Bachus, 2007; Fielding &
Burningham, 2005; Foster et al., 2019; Norris et al., 2008;
Walker & Burningham, 2011).

If insufficiently recognised, these factors can create
inequalities in the capacity of individuals and communi-
ties to deal with increasing flood risks (Liverman, 2015;
Quandt, 2016). For example, responsibility sharing in
FRM with non-state actors through property-level protec-
tion (Mees, Crabbé, et al., 2016; Mees, Suykens,
et al., 2016) can be problematic if differences in socioeco-
nomic and demographic characteristics are not recog-
nised (Forrest et al., 2020), as those with less financial
means may lack the capacity to take up responsibility
(Snel et al., 2022). This can reinforce existing inequalities,
weakening distributive justice (Thaler et al., 2018). Some
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics (such as
income, education and time availability; see Castillo
et al., 2015) may also impact the capacity of people to
participate in the development of FRM policy and strate-
gies (Harries & Penning-Rowsell, 2011), negatively
impacting procedural justice.

3 | METHODS

This article analyses recognition of differences in the
capacity of people to deal with floods in national-level
FRM in England (UK), Finland, Flanders (Belgium) and
France. In the United Kingdom, the devolved adminis-
trations of individual countries manage their own flood
risks. Similarly, in Belgium, competences for water
management have been transferred to regional levels in
1988. For the sake of comparison, we therefore chose
England and Flanders, respectively, as units of analysis.
Although the four countries are not fully representative
of FRM arrangements in Europe, the countries do
reflect a broad range of flood risks, which occur in
diverse cultural, political and socioeconomic circum-
stances. In terms of FRM, the countries differ in the size
and role of the state, the importance of public funding
and in their prioritisation of FRM strategies (see
Table 1).

We adopt a qualitative approach in this study. First,
key policy documents were identified in each of the
countries that guide national efforts to manage and adapt
to flood risks. We analysed the explicit presence or
absence of recognition of factors that determine people's
capacity to deal with floods in these policy documents.
Analysis of policy documents is important as ‘[t]he use of
policy documents as data allows one to examine what is
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included in the official planning of adaptation and what
is not. Naturally, not everything will be implemented as
stated in strategic policy documents. However, plans and
strategies still create the basis for actions and guide,

e.g., who has access to the adaptation planning’ (Juhola
et al., 2022, p. 610).

These data were supported by formal, semi-structured
interviews with national-level policy makers, public

TABLE 1 Summary of the main characteristics of the countries included in the cross-country comparison.

Flood risks
Governance
characteristics

Role of the state/public
funding in FRM

FRM strategies
prioritised

England
(United
Kingdom)

Fluvial, coastal, surface
water and sewage and
groundwater flooding.

Liberalist-pluralist with
strong decentralisation.
Large cultural and
socioeconomic
differences between
areas, with poverty
remaining a real issue.

FRM is decentralised, with
high expectations on
local governments for
flood protection. Public
funding is often limited
to X pence/pound
sterling. Additional
funding is to be raised
through local
partnerships.

Prevention (through
planning) and defence
are prominent.
Preparation, response
and recovery are also
strong through
emergency response and
insurance. Importance of
mitigation (e.g., nature-
based solutions) is
increasing.

Finland Most commonly seasonal
fluvial floods, but also
coastal and pluvial
floods.

Strong public welfare state,
despite gradual reforms
in the last 30 years.
Income inequality rates
among the lowest in the
EU but concerns around
unequal development of
opportunities.

FRM is based on cross-
administrative
cooperation. FRM is
almost exclusively
publicly funded. Division
of labour between
regional authorities
(fluvial and coastal
floods) and
municipalities (pluvial
floods).

Defence, prevention and
preparation are key
pillars. Mitigation is the
least institutionalised but
gradually becoming more
significant through
nature-based solutions.
Flood recovery is based
on private flood
insurance.

Flanders
(Belgium)

Mainly regular small-scale
fluvial and pluvial floods.
Surface water run-off is
increasing with
urbanisation.

Strong public sector in a
federal structure. Low
and stable income
inequality rates but little
prospect of eliminating
inequality.

Pluralist, state-oriented
decision-making in FRM.
Although FRM is not
legally a state
responsibility, most FRM
strategies are initiated
and funded by the
government. Recently,
more interest in
responsibility and cost-
sharing with citizens.

Defence is the oldest and
strongest. Preparation
and recovery are mainly
governed at the federal
level and are well-
developed, and
prevention and
mitigation have recently
become more strongly
involved in FRM.

France Fluvial, pluvial and surface
water run-off; coastal
flood risks due to sea
submersion and erosion.

Strong public sector with a
tradition of centralisation
until the 1980s (some
decentralisation since).
Poverty rates remain
stable, and the welfare
model addresses
inequality effectively
compared to other
countries.

FRM funding is mainly a
public task.
Responsibilities are
increasingly shared
between the central and
local authorities. Private
responsibilities are
limited. National flood
recovery is financed via
an additional premium
on housing and car
insurances.

Defence has a strong
historical tradition.
Prevention is the main
strategy in terms of social
and political legitimacy.
Strong recovery system
through an insurance
based on solidarity.
Mitigation is less
institutionalised.

Note: The table provides information on the types of flood risks, the cultural, political and socioeconomic context, the role of the state and public funding in
FRM and the strategies prioritised in a national context (see Table 2 for an overview of the five FRM strategies).
Abbreviation: FRM, flood risk management.
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authorities, experts and practitioners involved in the var-
ious FRM strategies, to validate findings from the docu-
ment analyses and to better understand how policies
were being implemented. The interviews also
highlighted examples from FRM practice where there
are efforts to strengthen recognition justice (or the oppo-
site), without being mandated by policy to do
so. Furthermore, interviews were important because per-
ceptions held by public authorities of factors that deter-
mine people's capacity to deal with floods strongly
influence their behaviour, intentions and choices and
can stimulate or prevent policy change (de Goër de
Herve, 2022); that is, they determine the opportunity
space for strengthening recognition in FRM. We con-
ducted 48 interviews in total, the number varying across
the countries due to slight differences in methodology.
In England and Flanders, the focus was on a larger num-
ber of individual interviews, whereas in Finland, docu-
ment analyses were accompanied by a workshop with
national-level experts to interpret the results. In France,
current interviews were combined with data from previ-
ous projects (such as the STAR-FLOOD project). The
interviews were guided by a short list of pre-prepared
questions (as per Seidman et al., 2004). Questions were
tailored to relevant country-specific circumstances and
encouraged open discussion about inequality and justice
concerns in FRM. Thematic analyses of the interview
data were conducted to triangulate the findings of the
policy analysis and interviews.

3.1 | Analytical framework

The five FRM strategies provide structure to our analy-
sis. The strategies (see Table 2) are defined as
‘approaches for dealing with flood risks which can be
distinguished from one another by their focus on the
probability of flooding, its consequences, or on recovery
after a flood has struck’ (Hegger et al., 2014, p. 4128).
We are aware that other categorisations of FRM exist
(see, e.g., Djordjevi�c et al., 2011; Oosterberg et al., 2005).
However, the five strategies, when coordinated and
aligned, are meant to strengthen different flood resil-
ience capacities (the capacity to resist, absorb and
recover, and adapt and transform) (Driessen et al., 2018;
Hegger et al., 2014, 2016). Enhancing the capacity of
people to deal with floods requires recognition of (in)
equality in each of these resilience capacities and there-
fore in each of the five strategies. The strategies cover a
range of interventions and are implemented through
multiple policy domains, by public and private actors
(Forrest et al., 2020; Karrasch et al., 2021; Kaufmann
et al., 2016; Keskitalo, 2013).

4 | RESULTS

Table 3 provides an overview of recognition justice in the
five FRM strategies in England, Finland, Flanders and
France. The table shows that in the strategies of flood risk
prevention, defence and mitigation, there is little explicit
recognition of differences in the capacity of people to deal
with floods. It should be noted that our interview data
suggest that interest in the (un)equal impacts of floods is
increasing amongst flood risk managers, as illustrated by
the following excerpt from England: ‘it is not just mate-
rial damage to your house, to your carpet, to your floors.
It is about disrupting your life, disrupting your work.
[For some] people, depending on their age or capabilities,

TABLE 2 Overview of the five FRM strategies and their main

characteristics.

Strategy Characteristics

1. Flood risk
prevention

Prevention measures aim to decrease
the consequences of flooding by
decreasing the exposure of people/
property, etc., via methods that
prohibit or discourage development
in areas at risk of flooding (through
spatial planning, reallotment or
expropriation policy).

2. Flood defence Flood defence measures aim to decrease
the probability of flooding through
infrastructural works, such as dikes,
dams, embankments and weirs,
mostly referred to as ‘flood defence’
or ‘structural measures’.

3. Flood risk
mitigation

Mitigation focuses on decreasing the
consequences of floods through
measures inside the vulnerable area.
Consequences can be mitigated by a
smart design of the flood-prone area.
Measures include spatial order, water
retention within the protected area or
(regulations for) flood-proof building.

4. Flood preparation
(and response)

Consequences of floods can also be
mitigated by preparing for a flood
event. Measures include developing
flood warning systems, preparing
disaster management and evacuation
plans and managing a flood when it
occurs.

5. Flood recovery This strategy facilitates a good and fast
recovery after a flood event. Measures
include reconstruction or rebuilding
plans as well as compensation or
insurance systems.

Abbreviation: FRM, flood risk management.
Source: Adapted from Hegger et al. (2016).

PAAUW ET AL. 5 of 16



TABLE 3 Overview of the results of the analysis conducted in the four countries.

Flood risk prevention
Flood
defence

Flood risk
mitigation

Flood preparation (and
response) Flood recovery

England
(United
Kingdom)

The columns of flood risk
prevention, defence and
mitigation in England can
be covered by the fact that
FCERM Grant-in-Aid
funding considers the
index of multiple
deprivation (number of
households in the 20%
most deprived category).
However, the index is
defined mainly by
household income.

N/A N/A Responsibilities in
preparation are
coordinated through Local
Resilience Forums and
Strategic Coordination
Groups. These include
local emergency response
and health bodies who
should have the local
knowledge to identify
vulnerable groups.
Furthermore, the National
Flood Emergency
Framework recognises
groups that might be
particularly vulnerable,
for example, children,
elderly, mobility impaired,
mental/cognitive, and
sensory impaired or the
homeless.

FloodRe recognises the
importance of risk-based
pricing and delays the
impact on high-risk
properties. However,
social vulnerabilities are
not recognised by this
system, which is based on
asset value. Can be
problematic, for example,
for asset rich, income
poor.

The Neighbourhood Flood
Vulnerability Index
recognises susceptibility
and inabilities to prepare,
respond, and recover from
floods, as well as levels of
community support.

Finland N/A N/A N/A The FRM plans include
references to locations of
societal infrastructure
such as hospitals, schools
and kindergartens that
require special attention
in emergency responses.
The FRM plans also
mention the varying
abilities of people to
protect themselves in an
emergency due to health
or age (‘people with
reduced mobility’ and
‘elderly people dependent
on home care’).

N/A

Flanders
(Belgium)

N/A N/A N/A The National Crisis Centre
in Belgium recognises and
considers language and
ethnicity in crisis
communication. The River
Basin Management Plans
identify institutions that
are difficult to evacuate
(e.g., hospitals, care
homes, schools and
prisons). Furthermore,
social vulnerability maps
exist showing the
socioeconomic impact of
floods. This is based on
information about the
number of, for example,

Flood damage is included in
the mandatory fire
insurance. If someone
does not have fire
insurance but is entitled to
social welfare benefits on
the day a flood occurs,
they can request a
certificate from the Public
Centre for Social Welfare
to request compensation
from the federal Disaster
Fund. This relief
mechanism recognises
differences in people's
capacity to recover from
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it has a more significant impact’ (interview, 23-05-2022).
There are also some examples from FRM practice, such
as in local projects, where differences between people are
taken into consideration. However, efforts to strengthen
recognition in national-level FRM policy in prevention,
defence and mitigation are rare. The strategy of flood
preparation, however, is more sensitive to differences in
the capacity of people to deal with floods. In the follow-
ing sections, we illustrate the lack of recognition in pre-
vention, defence and mitigation by drawing attention to
three issues that emerged across the four countries: diver-
sification of FRM and unclear responsibilities, an over-
reliance of cost–benefit analyses (CBA) and tokenistic
engagement.

4.1 | Diversification of FRM and unclear
responsibilities

The five FRM strategies are implemented by different
policy domains which has important implications for the
division of responsibility. Roles and responsibilities in
FRM may be well defined in law, such as through the

Flood and Water Management Act 2010 in England and
the National Flood Risk Act in Finland. However, in
practice, the situation becomes more complex. The
results show that this is especially true for flood risk pre-
vention, defence and mitigation in the four countries.
Flood causes and impacts often span administrative
boundaries and involve assets (e.g., infrastructure, natu-
ral habitats, residential areas) that are the responsibility
of different flood risk managers. For example, in Flan-
ders, responsibilities are divided over four categories of
watercourses and four levels of government (Mees,
Crabbé, et al., 2016; Mees, Suykens, et al., 2016). During
interviews, Finnish FRM experts raised the concern that
the complex and ‘fuzzy’ actor networks in FRM often
lead to processes that lack transparency. Similarly, in
England, ‘there are so many people involved in flooding,
the layers of bureaucracy, you know, even we struggle
with it sometimes […] and have been doing it for
20 years’ (interview, 10-02-23). Unclear responsibilities
may obstruct strengthening recognition justice in FRM
for two reasons.

First, a lack of clarity over responsibilities in FRM
can lead to inaction as time and energy are spent

TABLE 3 (Continued)

Flood risk prevention
Flood
defence

Flood risk
mitigation

Flood preparation (and
response) Flood recovery

residents entitled to social
welfare benefits, disabled
people and people
>75 years old.

floods, based on
socioeconomic status.

France N/A N/A N/A The Local Safety Plans (Plan
Communal de Sauvegarde)
are important tools for
preparation, implemented
by municipalities. In
drafting the plans, a study
on the potentially affected
population is required,
considering the elderly
(>65 years old), disabled
people, etc. Some
municipalities have Safety
Communal Groups
(Réserves Communales de
Sauvegarde), where
volunteers participate in
rescue operations and
connect inhabitants to
municipal services during
emergencies.

Solidarity is a principle in
the French constitution.
In the context of floods,
this refers to financial
solidarity through
insurance. Furthermore, a
disaster compensation
scheme exist that covers
damage during major
disasters. All landowners
and car owners contribute
to the scheme. However,
no distinction is made in
the capacity of vulnerable
groups to contribute.

Note: The table shows for each of the FRM strategies whether or not there is recognition of differences in the capacity of people to deal with floods. N/A
indicates that no examples of recognition justice were found in that strategy.
Abbreviation: FCERM, Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management.
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coordinating collaborative work, and it raises questions
around who is responsible to strengthen recognition in
the first place. Interview data show that FRM practi-
tioners often feel that addressing differences in the capac-
ity of people to deal with floods is not their responsibility.
In Flanders, these differences are seen as broader societal
problems that should be dealt with outside of FRM:
‘these inequalities are not related specifically to water
management and FRM policy. These are fundamental
inequalities of people in society […] and have nothing to
do with FRM. It also happens in the domains of child
poverty, youth, healthcare, and education’ and ‘it is not
the flood risk managers' responsibility’ (interview,
26-08-21). In France, responsibilities in FRM have been
clarified following the 2004 Law on the Reform of Civil
Security and the 2014 MAPTAM Law (Fournier, 2019)—
with a greater share of tasks for local authorities in pre-
vention, defence and preparation. However, until now,
this has not placed recognition at the centre of the
debate, raising questions around the extent to which
flood risk managers perceive it as their responsibility to
tackle.

Second, if responsibilities in FRM are unclear, the
burden of holding actors to account—and even figuring
out who the responsible actors are—can fall on vulnera-
ble communities. Partnership Funding systems for FRM,
such as introduced in England, illustrate this further and
demonstrates how complicated FRM projects can be. In
2011, the government set a limit on the proportion of its
own contributions per £1 towards projects, with local
authorities coordinating fundraising efforts to cover the
remaining costs (Penning-Rowsell, 2015). Although this
is a way to tailor solutions to local problems—and boost
innovation (Alexander et al., 2016)—the process can be
laborious, expensive and ad hoc, and it exposes the com-
plexities of governing flood risks. It is not uncommon for
residents to spend ‘honesty hours a day, sometimes all
weekend, writing letters, reading reports’ (interview,
09-12-2022), just to understand who is responsible and
whom to report problems to. Similarly, interviews in
Finland show that those at risk of flooding have problems
identifying which actors are responsible for FRM in the
region, which, for example, is illustrated by the low
engagement of citizens in drafting the FRM plans
(FRMPs).

4.2 | Over-reliance on CBA

In addition to unclear responsibilities in FRM, decision
making is often based on CBA in flood risk prevention,
defence and mitigation. Flood risk managers in Flanders,
for example, explain that when deciding on a measure, the

focus is on ‘costs and benefits, on how much money we
can save, and how much we have to invest’ (interview,
30-09-22). The same applies to France and Finland
(Centre Européen de Prévention du Risque
d'Inondation, 2010; Finnish Ministry of Agriculture and
Forestry, 2010a). The results show that most CBA
approaches in FRM focus on maximising flood risk reduc-
tion benefits (i.e., largest number of assets protected at the
lowest possible cost). Flood risks are often determined by
modelling the flood hazard and the economic impact, that
is, the number of buildings and built assets at risk. This
approach may be too narrow for FRM because it obscures
the need to recognise the impact of floods on those who
are more vulnerable to those impacts. In England, a recog-
nition mechanism has been included in CBAs. For exam-
ple, the Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management
(FCERM) Grant-in-Aid funding calculator considers the
benefits of projects for deprived households when allo-
cating funding for FRM (Environment Agency, 2022).
However, this indicator, which in itself plays a relatively
minor role, lacks nuance and is weighted heavily
towards income and employment data, whereas deter-
minants of social vulnerability—such as ethnicity,
health or landownership—carry little weight.

In the four countries, efforts are being made to map
the socioeconomic impacts of floods. In Finland and
France, factors that determine someone's capacity to deal
with floods are increasingly highlighted, but this often
occurs on voluntary basis. For example, in France,
through the preparation of Local Safety Plans, municipal-
ities may decide on identifying individuals and communi-
ties with reduced capacities to prepare for floods
(Direction de la Défense et de la Sécurité Civiles, 2005).
In Flanders and England, maps showing the social
impacts of floods already exist (e.g., Sayers et al., 2017).
However, these are often based on quantitative data and
do not incorporate the community perspectives. The
maps are also not formally used in FRM decision making,
although in England, they have been used in research
projects to improve the understanding of flood insurance
take-up and social vulnerability more broadly. When
deciding on projects, the objective is to maximise project
longevity and the number of houses protected. CBAs do
not pick up on the socioeconomic and demographic char-
acteristics of people living in these houses because of the
difficulty of attaching a monetary value to these aspects
(interview, 30-09-22).

4.3 | Tokenistic engagement

There are traditions of public engagement in FRM in the
four countries. The commitment to consultation is often
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enshrined in law, both national and international. Under
the European Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC),
for example, member states are obliged to consult the
public when preparing the river basin management plans
(RBMPs). This is also the case for the United Kingdom,
as much of the WFD has already been transposed into
UK law before leaving the European Union. However,
opportunities for genuine participation in FRM are rare.
In Flanders, participation possibilities are often limited to
official public enquiry, focussing on informing rather
than co-producing (Mees, Crabbé, et al., 2016; Mees,
Suykens, et al., 2016). ‘Flood risk managers start partici-
pation processes with a list of potential measures in mind
and try to get citizens to propose the same ideas. Citizens
feel like they came up with the plan, which provides
more support for the measures’ and ‘participation […] is
seen as a means to reduce resistance’ (interview,
29-09-21; 26-10-21).

Similar concerns exist in England. For example, ‘[t]he
FCERM Strategy was developed collaboratively. […] But
the final draft that communities were involved in […] and
what came back out of Defra [sic] […] are two rather dif-
ferent things. So, the language got changed from being
collaborative and more sympathetic, to being very minis-
terial and top-down’ (interview, 30-03-2022). Most
FCERM decisions in England involve a degree of com-
munity engagement and discussion as authorities are
obliged to consult locally. However, the quality of this
engagement and the extent to which local perspectives
influence the decisions varies. In France, participation
procedures during, for example, the establishment of
Flood Prevention Plans often consist of public hearings
and are not designed to build co-decision, despite a
national commitment to discussion and deliberation at
an early stage (Ledoux, 2006). In Finland, however, flood
risk prevention is a decentralised process that stimulates
self-governance. According to the Finnish Local Govern-
ment Act, residents and service users must be granted
broad rights to influence decision-making. The municipal
governments, in turn, are obliged to consider residents'
interests and needs. However, even with these far-
reaching participation opportunities for residents,
resources of groups to participate are not equally divided
creating an environment for potential political power
imbalances (Sjöblom, 2022).

These imbalances underline the importance of recogni-
tion in participation processes. Although it is acknowl-
edged that those who participate are often not
representative of all groups in the society, it remains
unclear how to involve and engage vulnerable groups.
Flood risk managers in Flanders underline that it remains
‘difficult to involve everyone. […] Citizens who participate
are always those who are already involved in water policy

or in nature associations. […] It is very difficult to reach
socially vulnerable groups’ (interview, 27-09-21). Further-
more, in England, participation in policymaking can be
‘lacking in transparency, not engaging the right citizens,
and consulting too narrowly’ (House of Commons, 2012).
In other words, without explicit recognition, it is unlikely
that everyone will attend participation processes, and
some needs may be overlooked. Combined with processes
that inform citizens of actions, rather than facilitate their
input into the design of these actions, this may result in
tokenistic engagement processes.

4.4 | Recognition in flood preparation
(and response)

In contrast to the strategies of prevention, defence and
mitigation, flood preparation is more sensitive to differ-
ences in the capacity of people to deal with floods. For
example, the RBMPs in Flanders and the FRMPs in
Finland identify institutions that are difficult to evac-
uate, such as hospitals, care homes, prisons and
schools (Coordinatiecommissie Integraal Waterbeleid
(CIW), 2011; Finnish Ministry of Agriculture and
Forestry, 2010b). The Finnish FRMPs also recognise
the varying abilities of people to protect themselves in
an emergency, although rescue needs are discussed in
terms of property characteristics. In England, the
National Flood Emergency Framework, a policy
framework for flood emergency planning and
response, contains a section to help operating authori-
ties identify those groups in society that are most vul-
nerable to floods, focusing on factors such as age,
mobility, (mental) health, and language (Department for
Environment, 2014). Similarly, in France, Local Safety
Plans are drafted by municipalities and identify communi-
ties most likely to be adversely affected by floods
(Direction de la Défense et de la Sécurité Civiles, 2005).
Recognition of differences in the capacity of people to deal
with floods can also be seen in crisis communication for
flood emergencies. In Flanders, the National Crisis Centre
considers language and ethnicity through inclusive com-
munication, because ‘it is of paramount importance that
everyone understands the information. Whether you are
Belgian or non-Belgian, a visitor or a resident, that does
not matter’ (interview, 29-10-21).

Furthermore, compared with prevention, defence and
mitigation, the countries show robust frameworks for
clarifying the roles of different actors in flood preparation
and response. During—and in the immediate aftermath
of—flood events, time is limited and responsibilities need
to be clear to facilitate quick action. Responses are also
often practised regularly by emergency planners and
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responders. The ability to respond quickly combined with
a good understanding of the different factors that deter-
mine someone's capacity to deal with floods may reduce
the likelihood of floods disproportionately impacting the
most vulnerable.

5 | DISCUSSION

One of the main results of this paper is a difference in
attention to recognition justice amongst the different
FRM strategies. We found that flood risk prevention,
defence and mitigation do not actively recognise differ-
ences in the capacity of people to deal with floods,
whereas flood preparation does. In the following sections,
we further explain this by drawing links to relevant liter-
ature. We also discuss strategies that serve as opportunity
spaces for strengthening recognition justice in FRM.

5.1 | The challenge of recognition
in FRM

The strategies of prevention, defence and mitigation cur-
rently do not explicitly recognise differences in the capac-
ity of people to deal with floods in the four countries.
This may be explained by the fact that these strategies
mainly focus on reducing the exposure of people and
infrastructures to floods. Generally, flood risks are deter-
mined based on the function of hazard (i.e., the probabil-
ity of a flood event), exposure (i.e., number of built assets
at risk) and vulnerability (Koks et al., 2015). However,
understanding of the different factors that determine vul-
nerability, or people's capacity to deal with floods,
remains incomplete. It is often believed that flood expo-
sure is the main determinant, but studies have shown
that vulnerability is also strongly rooted in how people
are affected by floods (Munyai et al., 2019). The social,
physical, financial, or psychological characteristics that
determine someone's capacity to deal with floods are
often overlooked.

In light of increasing flood risks, major investments
are needed in all FRM strategies. However, the results
show that decision making in prevention, defence and
mitigation in is often based on hydrological modelling,
determining the optimal—and usually technical—
solution in terms of reducing the exposure of people and
infrastructure. Combined with limited financial resources
in FRM (Koks et al., 2015), this leads to decision making
based on expected flood risk reduction benefits. A posi-
tive element to CBA in FRM is that it favours those areas
with the highest risks. However, studies have shown that
CBAs undervalue the socioeconomic impacts of flooding

(Cutter et al., 2013; Kind et al., 2017). The interests and
needs of those who struggle to deal with floods are there-
fore often not recognised (Kind et al., 2020). Frameworks
have been presented that integrate these impacts into
CBAs, by considering differences in the capacity of peo-
ple to deal with floods. For example, Kind et al. (2020)
illustrate the feasibility of a social welfare CBA that
accounts for socioeconomic and demographic population
characteristics and their resilience. Their framework
draws attention to the importance of flood insurance
(i.e., flood recovery) in situations where individuals'
capacity to deal with floods is low. However, this raises
questions around the ability of groups with limited finan-
cial means to afford flood insurance (Koks et al., 2015).
In addition, although addressing the socioeconomic
impacts of floods through flood recovery is an important
step forward, strengthening the capacity of people to deal
with floods requires enhancing recognition all FRM
strategies.

In the results, we presented the diversification of
strategies as a potential obstacle to recognition justice in
FRM, as it causes confusion around who is responsible
for addressing justice concerns. Not only is a clear divi-
sion of responsibilities key to ensuring that FRM systems
function effectively (Begg, 2018), confusion around who
is responsible also places the burden of identifying FRM
actors and holding them to account on vulnerable com-
munities. Clarifying responsibilities requires efforts to
align the different domains involved in FRM (water man-
agement, spatial planning and crisis management,
amongst others) through bridging mechanisms such as
information exchange, coordination of policies and coop-
eration mechanisms (Driessen et al., 2018). Although
Hegger et al. (2020) found that efforts are being made to
strengthen the collaboration between the strategies in,
for example, England and France, often a holistic per-
spective across the five strategies is still missing.

5.2 | Opportunity spaces

Although recognition currently seems undeveloped in
FRM in England, Finland, Flanders and France, opportu-
nity spaces can be identified to strengthen recognition
justice in all four countries. We found that flood prepara-
tion is more sensitive to differences in the capacity of
people to deal with floods, compared to prevention,
defence and mitigation. We therefore further explain why
this is the case and underline the importance for the
other strategies to take preparation as an example. We
also discuss flood risk prevention as an opportunity space
for recognition justice, as this strategy is increasingly
important adapt to flood risks (Hartmann et al., 2019).
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5.2.1 | Links between flood preparation,
disaster relief and health care

Flood preparation actively recognises differences in the
capacity of people to deal with floods. Preparation focuses
on flood warning systems, preparing disaster and evacua-
tion plans and managing a flood when it occurs (Hegger
et al. 2013) and requires attention to emergency plan-
ning, crisis management and disaster relief. It has been
widely acknowledged that some groups in society are
more likely to be adversely affected by flood disasters
(Fothergill & Peek, 2004). Essentially, preparation is
about saving lives during and in the immediate aftermath
of a flood. For this to be successful, knowledge of differ-
ences in the capacity of people to deal with a flood event
is required (Flanagan et al., 2011). An understanding of
the needs of individuals and groups may stimulate
informed decisions and coordination between govern-
mental first aid responders, NGOs and individuals (Orru
et al., 2022). The importance of considering differences in
the capacity of people to deal with disasters has also been
underlined outside of the academic literature. For exam-
ple, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction
(UN, 2015) calls for frameworks to better understand the
drivers of risk, such as the consequences of poverty and
inequality for the susceptibility of a community to the
impacts of a hazard. Furthermore, there are strong link-
ages between the domains of disaster relief and health
care. Health care organisations are an integral compo-
nent of emergency and disaster response (McCarthy
et al., 2009), and there has been extensive research into
understanding the factors that determine someone's vul-
nerability in health care (Waisel, 2013). This may have
strengthened recognition justice in flood preparation.

Arguably, the strategies that focus on reducing flood
exposure should consider the strength of recognition jus-
tice in flood preparation as a best practice, as the effec-
tiveness of FRM strategies also strongly depends on the
capacity of individuals to adapt (Koks et al., 2015). Fur-
thermore, ignoring capacity differences in FRM can cre-
ate or exacerbate inequalities in flood risks (Thaler
et al., 2018). Strengthening different resilience capacities
(see Driessen et al., 2018) requires attention to social
determinants of vulnerability in all FRM strategies. This
calls for a simplification of the actor networks that cur-
rently characterise prevention, defence and mitigation.
Or, alternatively, work may be required to ensure that
FRM systems adopt varied governance modes to cater for
the complexity of both the system and the needs (Pahl-
Wostl, 2019). Either way, we are inclined to suggest that
a simplification (and clarification) of roles and responsi-
bilities would be a useful step, following the example of
the robust division of responsibilities in flood preparation

in the four countries. In a simpler system, resources spent
coordinating collaborative work could be redirected to
increase the capacity to consider and reduce the social
vulnerability of communities (Orru et al., 2022).

5.2.2 | Spatial planners as multidisciplinary
actors in flood risk prevention

It has been widely accepted that traditional flood defence
is reaching its limits. Residual flood risks remain
(Plate, 2002; Santoro et al., 2019). Measures such as
embankments and dams can also exacerbate environ-
mental problems, resulting in increased flood risks and
high maintenance costs for infrastructure (Seijger
et al., 2017). In recent decades, there has been more inter-
est in the use of water retention areas, increasing the
space for rivers to flow freely and nature-based solutions
to reduce flood risks (Hartmann et al., 2019). These types
of strategies inherently focus on the use of space, and
more specifically, on preserving open space for water,
which requires the active involvement of spatial planning
through flood risk prevention and mitigation
(Hartmann & Driessen, 2017).

The growing importance of spatial planning for FRM
underlines the urgency of strengthening recognition jus-
tice in flood risk prevention and mitigation. The need for
planning to consider social, cultural and economic pro-
cesses has been acknowledged (Friedmann, 1973;
Healey, 2003). This is especially relevant, as measures in
prevention and mitigation (e.g., natural water retention
areas, increasing green spaces) have been related to
issues of accessibility, social exclusion and displacement
of communities through green gentrification, potentially
exacerbating inequality (Sekulova et al., 2021). The litera-
ture underlines that spatial planners are often seen as
multidisciplinary and mediating actors, guiding decision-
making related to all governmental policy domains
(Boussauw & Lauwers, 2020; Busscher et al., 2019). Plan-
ners' expertise and multidisciplinary role might put them
in a position to better account for differences in the
capacity of people to deal with floods and to inspire engi-
neers (responsible for flood defence) to take community
and resident perspectives into consideration. This is not
to say that planners should take sole responsibility for
this task, but it does point to the need for strengthening
collaboration between the domains involved in FRM.
Future research could explore the potential for planners
to account for differences in the capacity of people to deal
with floods.

Although at present, spatial planning has not placed
recognition justice firmly on the FRM agenda, we found
some best practices in spatial planning in the four
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countries that may provide an opportunity space to
strengthen recognition. For example, in Finland, preven-
tion is the main responsibility of municipalities and is
strongly based on municipal autonomy and self-
governance. Laws and regulations ensure broad partici-
pation rights for residents and service users, with oppor-
tunities for citizen influence often in the initial stages of
planning processes. Hence, prevention in Finland is
locally and democratically organised, which increases
opportunities for residents to have their needs and inter-
ests heard—contributing to both recognition and proce-
dural justice (Begg, 2018). Participation processes can
bring fresh perspectives to decision making (O'Hare &
White, 2018), which strengthens the sensitivity of deci-
sion outcomes to differences in the capacity of people to
deal with floods. In Flanders, those who rent or sell their
property are obliged to disclose flood risks, a measure
called the ‘duty to inform’ (Mees, 2017). It ensures ten-
ants or buyers are informed about the existing flood risks
of the building or land they are interested in. A similar
obligation exists in France (Ledoux, 2006). This is impor-
tant in the context of recognition justice because it
ensures that those groups who may be less aware of exist-
ing flood risks and are less likely to receive information
in disaster situations are up to date (Fielding &
Burningham, 2005; Tyler et al., 2019; Zahran et al., 2008).

6 | CONCLUSION

This article provides a cross-country comparison of recog-
nition justice in FRM in England, Finland, Flanders and
France. Through an analysis of national-level policy and
interviews with public authorities, experts and practi-
tioners in FRM, we found that (1) there is little explicit
recognition in FRM policy, although there are promising
examples in practice where work is being done to take
different needs and perspectives into consideration, and
(2) there is a difference in recognition between the five
FRM strategies. The strategies of flood risk prevention,
defence and mitigation focus on hazard reduction and
minimising the exposure of people and assets to floods,
whereas flood preparation is more sensitive to differences
in the capacity of people to deal with floods. This could
be explained by the connections between preparation
and disaster relief, where determinants of people's capac-
ity to deal with an emergency have been researched
extensively and, in practice, have proven crucial to
decrease human suffering and economic losses. We
argued that the strategies of prevention and preparation
are important opportunity spaces to strengthen recogni-
tion justice in FRM.

Although we acknowledge that cultural, political and
socioeconomic differences exist, which may complicate
the comparison between the four countries in this article
(as well as translating the results to other countries),
strong common themes emerged nevertheless. We also
mainly focussed on national-level FRM, whereas local-
level policymakers and practitioners may be better placed
to recognise differences in the capacity of people to deal
with floods—due to their closer proximity to residents.
However, national-level policy does provide the frame-
work within which local-level plans are formulated and
is therefore a valuable starting point to analyse recogni-
tion justice. Future research might explore the issues
raised here in different socioeconomic and cultural con-
texts, as well as analyse local-level policies and plans.
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