
Archived by Flinders University 

This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: 
Tangney, P. (2020). Dammed if you do, dammed if you 
don’t: The impact of economic rationalist imperatives on 
the adaptive capacity of public infrastructure in 
Brisbane, Australia and Cork, Ireland. Environmental 
Policy and Governance, 30(6), 359–372. 

which has been published in final form at 
https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.1893

This article may be used for non-commercial purposes in 
accordance with Wiley Terms and Conditions for self-
archiving.  

Copyright © 2020 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. and and ERP 
Environment. All rights reserved.

http://dspace.flinders.edu.au/dspace/


1 
 

Dammed if you do, dammed if you don’t: the impact of economic 

rationalist imperatives on the adaptive capacity of public infrastructure 

in Brisbane, Australia and Cork, Ireland 

Abstract 
This paper presents a comparative analysis of catchment management dams in Cork, Ireland and 

Brisbane, Australia to demonstrate how interactions between municipal government and expert 

advisors for public infrastructure administration can constrain community climate adaptation. The 

analysis highlights how neoliberal economic rationalism can appropriate public value choice under the 

guise of technocratic expertise. Experts are often considered responsible agents for the effective 

administration of public infrastructure, even when ostensibly technical decisions concerning 

infrastructure management seem to demand normative, political input. Technocratic administration 

arising from economic rationalist priorities can thereby exacerbate the hazards presented by climate 

variability and advancing climate change. Climate risk managers in both cases over-relied on operating 

protocols and the expertise of engineers to administer public infrastructure in pursuit of economic 

priorities. When operating protocols proved insufficient in the face of climate extremes, however, 

blame was assigned to experts despite their making all available attempts to avert disaster. Through 

analysis of these cases, the paper discusses the need for normative transparency in expert-led public 

administration and better integration of multi-level governance for climate resilience when pursuing 

economic rationalist imperatives.  
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climate change adaptation, dam management, economic rationalism, experts, infrastructure 

Introduction 

The administrative challenges presented by catchment dams provide an important case for 

understanding the dynamics of municipal governance of public infrastructure. Administrators of 

natural resource management infrastructure have, in the past, openly advertised their disaster 

preparedness and ability to protect the public from extreme weather events (Heazle et al. 2013). Even 

so, calls for more and better infrastructure may still arrive as reaction to extremes and associated 

infrastructure failure (e.g. Sherval and Greenwood, 2012; Cook 2016; Devitt and O’Neill 2017). As 

Slinger et al. (2011) note, although traditionally the domain of engineers and perceived as a technical 

challenge, the management of large infrastructure such as catchment dams involves a broader 

interaction between competing government and corporate economic and political priorities, and the 

public’s risk appetite for contrasting environmental hazards. 
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This paper examines the management of catchment dams for comparable communities in 

Cork, Ireland and Brisbane, Australia. As these cases show, large dams present an imposing 

constituent of landscape and natural resources management and a central consideration for 

maintaining and enhancing the resilience1 of their associated communities. Dam management 

involves close interdependencies between government institutions and physical infrastructure in ways 

that belie any ostensibly impartial, expert management by engineers. Characterising these 

interdependencies and their politics, I argue, has ever-increasing importance for ensuring 

communities can adapt to the expected impacts from climate change.  

 The paper surveys the official reports of State Commissions of Inquiry, National Legislative 

Committees, High Court and Supreme Court proceedings to provide an overview of official accounts of 

the most recent extreme flooding events affecting these two case-study locations. These cases 

indicate that historic interactions between policymakers, administrators, experts and the public for 

the purposes of disaster preparation and response deserve greater scrutiny as a means to draw 

lessons for the advancement of robust climate change adaptation practices. Catchment management 

in both cases was unable to meet the risk management demands presented by the extreme weather 

events in question, not in terms of the physical limitations of infrastructure per se (although, such 

limitations will likely become increasingly prevalent), but as a result of the economic rationalism 

employed by administrators for public service provision. In the Irish case, economic rationalism 

prevailed during the operation of the dams, thereby ensuring downstream communities were more 

exposed to flooding than they might otherwise have been. In the Australian case, by contrast, 

economic rationalism by downstream municipal government ensured that communities were more 

vulnerable to flooding than they otherwise should have been. In both cases economic rationalism was 

manifest through technocratic operating protocols and administrative procedures that demonstrated 

maladaptive tendencies; opaque normative value choices by public administrators, and poor 

communication and integration between levels and domains of environmental governance.  

The Lee River catchment scheme in Cork demonstrates how statutory provisions for the 

pursuit of economic objectives established before the construction of dam infrastructure impeded the 

optimal risk management capacity of these assets once operational. As a result, dam operations were 

increasingly ill-prepared for managing flood risk and water resource needs alongside corporate priority 

for hydro-electricity generation. This latter priority was pursued by dam engineers via operating 

protocols that limited the pre-emptive flood mitigation capacity of the dams in anticipation of rainfall 

 
1 For the purposes of this analysis, I interpret resilience broadly as the ability of a community and its government 
to retain their essential functions in the face of external shocks (see Tangney 2017). 
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extremes. During the flooding events examined here, both the engineers and local government were 

ill-equipped to make informed risk management decisions within the bounds of their operating 

protocols and disaster planning regimes.  

The Brisbane River scheme, though more flexible in its statutory remit when prioritising 

between flood mitigation and water resource supply, must nonetheless make pre-emptive political 

decisions to optimise climate risk management. These inevitable decisions were neglected by public 

representatives in advance of the flooding events examined here, thereby requiring dam engineers to 

make judgements that were in contravention of the dams’ statutory operating protocols. In addition, 

however, Brisbane City Council’s flood mapping for urban planning downstream of the dams was 

based on erroneous assumptions about how the dams would be managed in practice. These 

assumptions aligned conveniently with Council’s economic rationalist priorities and indicate poor 

communication and integration between governance jurisdictions. Similar to the Lee River case, this 

lack of integration meant that Brisbane residents were considerably more exposed and vulnerable to 

extreme conditions than they expected to be.  

  The first section of this paper briefly reviews some existing perspectives on multi-level 

governance for natural resource management and the role of economic rationalist imperatives 

influencing environmental policymaking. The second section provides an overview of the method and 

scope of this study. The third section examines the case of the Brisbane River dams and their influence 

upon flood risk management for Brisbane City during the 2011 floods. The fourth section examines the 

case of the Lee River catchment, focusing on dam operations before and during the severe floods 

experienced in Cork City in 2009. The final section discusses the implications of these two cases for 

understanding maladaptive governance of natural resources in the face of climate change. 

Multi-level governance of economically rational climate adaptation 

Multi-level governance of environment and natural resources has been an ongoing theme of 

environmental policy and institutional analysis over several decades (e.g. Young 2002; Cash et al. 

2006). The associated challenges have been frequently noted in relation to climate adaptation and 

disaster risk management (Howes et al. 2015; Torabi et al. 2017). A number of studies conclude that 

climate change governance is stymied by poor communication and integration, both vertically 

between national and municipal levels of government (Amundsen, Berglund and Westskog 2010; 

Burton 2014), and horizontally within and between responsible governance institutions (Pilli-Sihvola 

and Vaatainen-Chimpuku, 2016; Seidler et al. 2018). These difficulties arise, in part, from institutional 

and political structures that maintain governance ‘silos’ and discourage collaboration (Forino et al. 

2017). What is less frequently elucidated, perhaps, are the exact failure mechanisms by which poor 
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integration of policymaking can contribute to either institutional or community maladaptation to 

climate change.  

One area of focus needing greater examination in particular, are analyses that link multi-level 

governance interactions specifically to the technical administration of public infrastructure for 

environmental management. It has been noted in the past that the dimensions of infrastructure 

primarily relevant for understanding and addressing climate change adaptation are its physical 

location, exposure and vulnerability to climatic forces (Zimmerman and Faris, 2010). Yet, as Granberg 

and Glover (2014) amongst others argue, this preoccupation with the physical attributes of 

infrastructure in the face of climate extremes belies their complex relationships within broader 

municipal governance structures and processes. Effective climate adaptation depends as much on 

good governance as on carefully designed and optimised engineering (Hauge et al. 2017). Moreover, 

these governance processes are inevitably political (Bulkeley, 2009) relating to, among other things, 

contested meanings of space, place and environment (Rickards 2010; Tangney 2017). 

Alongside the frequent lament for more joined-up multi-level governance to enhance adaptive 

capacity and to effect climate adaptation, there has been an increasingly audible decry of neoliberal 

assumptions, approaches and strategies to climate policymaking. As with multi-level governance 

integration, however, the exact mechanisms by which neoliberal rules and institutional norms and 

structures constrain adaptive capacity are not well analysed (Fieldman, 2011). This lack of clarity may 

emerge, foundationally, from the ambiguities associated with the term ‘neoliberalism’ itself, and 

subsequently, from the context-specific ways in which ‘actually occurring neoliberalism’ manifests in 

governance practice (Castree 2008). Heynan and Robbins (2005), Sager (2011) and Granberg and 

Glover (2014) nonetheless largely agree on the neoliberal forces directing the management of the 

natural environment. These comprise practices of limited, competitive governance of risk and 

resources; the privatisation and enclosure of common pool natural resources in a way that restricts 

communities once linked to them; and, the valuation of the natural environment in ways that 

commodify ecosystems and their constituents.  

For the purposes of the study presented here, there are two particular characteristics of 

neoliberalism arising through these practices that are intimately linked to the aforementioned 

problems arising from multilevel climate governance. The first of these can be referred to as economic 

rationalism; the weighing of economic costs and benefits associated with decisions concerning, for 

instance, urban and regional development. This rationalism can be juxtaposed with a scientific 

rationality more commonly associated with, for instance, prescriptions for ‘risk-based’ decision-

making. As Tangney (2019) notes, this latter form of rationality assumes that bio-geophysical problems 
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can be objectively defined, and management options derived with the use of politically immutable 

(social-)scientific evidence. Under a risk-based approach for climate adaptation, for instance, this 

evidence should take primacy over consideration of short-term costs and benefits. Economic 

rationalism on the other hand is often pursued for the purposes of the aforementioned neoliberal 

governance ethos. Despite lingering externalities and contestable discounting of the future for the 

present, this ethos expects privatised natural resource management, and the commodification of eco-

system services. Economic rationalism has been shown to be in considerable tension with scientific 

rationality for the purposes of climate adaptation, particularly when the latter seeks greater emphasis 

on pre-emptive investment decisions based on scientific model-projections of future climate (Porter et 

al. 2015). Precautionary risk-based action struggles for its justification under an economic rationality 

that may be disinclined to account for future risks necessarily shrouded in intractable uncertainties 

(Tangney, 2017). As the following cases show, economic rationality can manifest at governance 

junctures where it clashes with contrasting political and scientific perspectives. 

The second characteristic of neoliberalism relevant for multilevel governance is the 

promulgation of the ethos of community self-reliance (McClure and Baker 2013). This ethos may seek 

to attenuate climate risk management responsibilities for central government and its provision of 

public infrastructure (Granberg and Glover 2014) in ways that exacerbate communities’ climate 

exposure and vulnerability (Fieldman 2011). The self-sufficiency ethos may be in tension with 

economic rationalism, for instance, when government seeks to maximise urban development of a sort 

that carries community expectations for supportive public infrastructure. As the cases below 

demonstrate, however, technocratic approaches to public administration may serve to maintain both 

neoliberal perspectives simultaneously. Under neoliberalism communities must enhance their 

resilience to climate extremes without over-dependence on public infrastructure. And when 

infrastructure fails, it is experts and their technical protocols that are to blame, not any underlying 

economic rationalist priorities that set the terms of those protocols in the first place. Thus, the experts 

who design and oversee technocratic administration may become the scapegoats for maladaptive 

public service provision. 

Method 

This paper focuses on case-studies that make useful comparators for the purposes of drawing salient 

lessons for climate change adaptation. Both cases are focused on the governance arrangements of 

mature liberal democratic constituencies and involve very similar engineering arrangements for the 

management of water supply and flood mitigation. Both cases must balance competing environmental 

and natural resource demands in a zero-sum game of infrastructure management. Both cases are 

situated in river plains with historically high exposure to flooding events (Jeffers 2011; QFCI 2011), and 
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with the expectation of increasing vulnerability as a result of climate change (Guerreiro et al. 2018; 

Hennessy et al. 2007).  

The analysis presented here is drawn principally from a review of official legislative and legal 

accounts of the flooding events documented in the aftermath of the two case-study events. The 

documents in question are lengthy, containing much detail that is extraneous to the focus of this 

paper. The literature review focused on relevant sworn testimonies and official legal judgements 

arising in the years immediately following the flooding events in question. Using these sources 

provides a level of detail and information credibility not available through other potential sources (e.g. 

mainstream media reports, or even, research interviews). The analysis is supplemented with review of 

academic scholarship examining these events. While this review is used to draw salient lessons for the 

purposes of understanding economic rationalist imperatives and technocratic administration, it does 

not seek to present conclusions about the legal liabilities arising from these disaster events. The cases 

are described here to the extent that they highlight the tensions arising between economically rational 

governance and engineering considerations for flood risk management.  

For the Brisbane case, the account presented is drawn principally from the Queensland Floods 

Commission of Inquiry which produced interim and final reports on the events preceding and during 

the 2011 floods (QFCI 2011, 2012). Combined, these reports amount to 924 pages of detailed analysis, 

including a vast array of sworn expert testimony. As such, the Commission’s reports can be considered 

a definitive account of these events. This analysis is then supplemented with review of the official 

judgement in 2019 by the New South Wales Supreme Court in the matter of a class action suit taken 

against Queensland state government and the dam operators by property owners downstream of the 

Dams.  

For the Cork case, the account presented of the 2009 floods is principally drawn from sworn 

expert testimonies and judgement recorded for the first in a series of High Court proceedings between 

the Electricity Supply Board (ESB) (the dam operator) and University College Cork, a significant 

downstream property owner. Similar to the Queensland Commission of Inquiry, the lengthy 

judgement (555 pages) from this first legal proceeding provides a very detailed official account of the 

events in question involving extensive expert and witness sworn testimony. To supplement this 

account, the paper draws on the proceedings of a Joint Parliamentary Committee established by the 

two houses of the Irish legislature. These proceedings provide addition sworn testimony from relevant 

experts and the ESB recorded shortly after the flooding events in question.  
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The Brisbane Floods 2011  

The city of Brisbane sits on the flood plain of the Brisbane River and has always been subject to 

extreme climate events. Brisbane is subject to a non-annual climatic pattern known as the El Nino-

Southern Oscillation, which exposes the city to intermittent episodes of both extreme flooding and 

drought (Hennessy et al. 2007). As a result, the Brisbane region has long been preoccupied with 

disaster risk management and in recent years, has also been a focus of extensive research in the field 

of climate change adaptation policy and practice (Burton, 2014; Tangney 2017). Since 1841 there have 

been at least seven extreme flooding events involving destruction of property and/or loss of life, with 

the events of 1893, 1974 and 2011 most notable in this regard (Cook 2016).  

Brisbane city is served by a catchment management scheme overseen by a statutory 

authority, Seqwater, that is responsible for bulk water supply to the southeast Queensland region. At 

the time of the 2011 floods, Seqwater reported to the Queensland Department of Environment and 

Resource Management (DERM) and delegated its flood management operations to SunWater, a state-

owned infrastructure development corporation. The catchment scheme includes the Somerset and 

Wivenhoe Dams that are operated in series, impounding waters in their respective reservoirs. The 

Somerset reservoir and dam sub-system thereby feeds the Wivenhoe sub-system which in turn feeds 

Brisbane City. Both dams were designed to fulfil the dual uses of water supply and flood risk 

management (QFCI, 2011, 38/9). For periods of expected prolonged heavy rainfall (e.g. forecasted La 

Nina events), the dams can be operated in tandem to attenuate downstream flooding. As discussed by 

Heazle et al. (2013), however, the dams’ dual-use design involves a zero-sum game, whereby, 

maximising the flood risk management potential of the dams (through pre-emptive water release) 

compromises water storage for supply, and vice versa. The dams’ dual operational responsibility, 

therefore, inevitably places limitations on both of these engineering objectives.  

<INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE> 

The initial motivation for construction of the dams arose as a result of public outcry in the 

aftermath of the 1893 floods. Nonetheless, construction did not begin until 1935 and was completed 

when Wivenhoe Dam came online in 1985 (Cook 2016). Contentious public debate over water 

management planning and infrastructure in Brisbane has diminished little over the years. At the time 

of the 2011 floods, Brisbane Council had instigated a process of urban consolidation and densification 

that was accompanied by increasing calls for review of the city’s flood risk management protocols, as 

well as those of the Wivenhoe and Somerset Dams. In fact, the review of Brisbane’s flood risk 

management provisions had been ongoing for several decades without resolution and had become a 

subject of increasing public scrutiny (QFCI 2012, 49). The dams have long been accompanied by 
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popular misconceptions concerning their ability to prevent downstream flooding entirely, rather than 

being, at best, one part of a broader flood management strategy (QFCI 2011, 39). As discussed here 

and elsewhere (Tangney, 2015), this misconception appears to have significantly influenced the 

development of Brisbane City Council’s urban planning regime. Flood risk assessment for Brisbane City 

has relied on erroneous assumptions about the dams’ operating protocols for informing City Council’s 

urban zoning. The hazard vulnerability resulting from, and potential adaptation responses limited by, 

these assumptions have combined to significantly constrain the city’s overall resilience to extreme 

climate events. 

 Between 2001 and 2009 Southeast Queensland, along with much of the southeast region of 

Australia, was affected by the Millennium Drought. So severe was its effects that by 2007 the 

Wivenhoe reservoir was at 15% of its water storage capacity (CSIRO, 2011). By 2010, although the 

drought was over, drought management policy was still very much the central focus of both 

government administrators and the public (Stark 2018). At this time the Queensland Water 

Commission and Seqwater (the statutory dam operator) initiated an investigation into the feasibility of 

enhancing Wivenhoe dam’s Full Supply Level as a means to enhance the region’s resilience to drought 

periods (QFCI 2011, 45). Conversely, when the Bureau of Meteorology briefed the Queensland State 

government later that year about the expected onset of a La Nina event, along with warnings of heavy 

rainfall over the coming summer of 2010-11 (QFCI 2011, 46), there followed a brief inquiry by DERM 

about whether or not to pre-emptively lower dam water levels to allow more storage space in 

anticipation of flooding. Clearly a decision was needed about the relative risks presented by the 

possibility of further drought versus that of impending floods.  

It is now a matter of public record, however, that then-State Minister for Natural Resources, 

Mines and Energy, Stephen Robertson MP “parked” the issue (QFCI 2011, 46). In testimony to the 

Queensland Floods Commission of Inquiry, Robertson who, along with the Director-General of DERM 

had ultimate responsibility for prioritising dam operations (QFCI 2011, 49/50), claimed to have made 

an explicit decision to make no pre-emptive release. Yet, there is no record of any such decision being 

made, nor could anyone else who testified recall him making any such decision at any point. The 

Commission concludes that, contrary to his claim, he appears to have made no explicit decision one 

way or another, and by default therefore the decision was made to maintain the dams’ Full Supply 

Levels in advance of the La Nina rains (QFCI 2011, 46). Robertson’s tacit decision-making occurred 

despite formal appeals from downstream residents and farmers during the summer of 2010 

requesting pre-emptive water releases (QFCI 2011, 45/6).  



9 
 

 The summer of 2010-11 eventually recorded the strongest La Nina event since the 1970s, 

while the last time Brisbane City had experienced flooding on an equivalent scale was in 1974. This 

time, however, 35 people were killed alongside approximately AUD$5 billion in damages. While the 

Commission of Inquiry’s interim report highlights Mr Robertson’s decision-making (or lack thereof), 

this line of inquiry was not pursued further in its final report. Instead, the engineers operating the 

Dams were placed under inordinate scrutiny. The Commission – with assistance from independent 

expert witnesses – eventually determined that although the engineers had used impeccable expert 

judgement under stressful conditions in the course of managing extreme conditions over a series of 

days in early 2011, they failed to follow the Dam’s statutory operating protocols to the letter. The 

Inquiry’s reports indicate that the engineers had effectively no choice but to abandon the precise 

terms of their operating manual due to its ambiguity in relation to extreme flood dynamics, so as to 

maintain the structural integrity of the Wivenhoe Dam (QFCI 2012, 436-524). The Commission’s expert 

hydrologist concluded: 

“in light of the information available at the time […] allowing for the limits of the strategies in 
the Wivenhoe manual, the flood engineers achieved close to the best possible flood mitigation 
result for the January 2011 flood event” (QFCI 2012, 524). 

 The Commission of Inquiry’s reports, however, tell a parallel story intimately connected to the 

impacts from dam operations preceding and during the 2011 floods, and to the disaster impacts that 

were to accrue. The accrued flood damages could not be attributed entirely to the mishandling of dam 

operations. As explained in detail by Tangney (2015), the disaster impacts were almost certainly 

accentuated by erroneous assumptions by Brisbane City Council about the likely operation of the 

dams; one that directly impacted the city’s urban development zoning. These assumptions had, over a 

period of more than 30 years, resulted in the systematic underestimation of Brisbane’s flood risk 

thresholds, which were used to establish urban development patterns in the city. While the dams’ 

operational limitations and poor pre-emptive decision-making – as described above – were certainly 

contributory factors to the eventual disaster, a significant compounding factor was the city’s poor 

urban planning practices that left Brisbane ill-prepared for the flooding to which it was ultimately 

exposed.  

Between 1976 and 2011, Brisbane’s urban development was directed in considerable part 

using flood risk thresholds known as ‘Q100’ levels (QFCI 2012, 48). Q100 was used by Council as an 

indication of the height of potential flood waters at specific locations that would be statistically likely 

to recur once every 100 years. Several Q100 estimates were commissioned by City Council during this 

period on the basis of hydrologic/hydraulic modelling of the flood plain and assuming significant flood 

mitigation capacity from the upstream dams (Tangney, 2015). Q100 levels were used by Council as a 
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principal metric by which to set limits on the location and intensity of urban development in the 

floodplain. Using the Commission of Inquiry’s reports, in combination with expert consultant reports 

commissioned during this period, Tangney (2015) highlights how, for more than 30 years, Brisbane 

City Council systematically underestimated flood risk by assuming a mode of dam operation in their 

calculation of Q100 which  – in the event of the 2011 floods at least – was categorically incorrect. Their 

interpretation of how the dams were being operated had remained largely unchanged since the 

original construction of Wivenhoe Dam; it did not adequately reflect the dams’ dual use mandate and 

the associated zero-sum dilemma described above.  

In fact, Brisbane City Council had commissioned a total of five estimates for Q100 since 1976 

and had repeatedly rejected those calculations which had (somewhat sensibly in hindsight) assumed a 

precautionary limit to the flood mitigation capacity of the dams in practice. Instead, the Council 

continued to use an outdated set of Q100 calculations which were, by any precautionary estimate, a 

poor indicator of flood risk exposure to the residents and property of Brisbane. The Commission noted 

that: 

“If a flood study were to return results with a Q100 higher than Brisbane City Council’s defined 
flood level, the council is likely, prudently, to reconsider its adherence to that line.” (QFCI 2012, 
48) 

Tangney (2015) shows, however, that the Council’s concurrent explicit prioritisation for maximising 

economic development in the flood plain stands out as an all-too-obvious motive for their repeated 

rejection of precautionary Q100 estimates. Recalibrating Q100 levels to more accurately reflect the 

likely operating limits of the dams, would have reclassified a significant swathe of urban property in 

Brisbane as being at higher risk of flooding than they were assumed to be. A scientifically rational 

reclassification of flood risk was repeatedly avoided, Tangney infers, because of the obvious 

repercussions arising for property prices, investor confidence and an electorate’s understandable ire.  

 With this case, therefore, we see the close interconnections between physical infrastructure, 

municipal governance and the primacy of economic rationalist imperatives. The dams have tied State 

Government and its reporting institutions into a zero-sum game that necessitates a very political 

decision about the relative priority given to managing competing, alternating extremes of flooding and 

drought. The responsibility for this recurring decision is maintained under the guise of experts’ 

operation of the dams via a protocol that was shown to be inadequate for the events in question. 

Meanwhile, for more than 30 years Brisbane City Council’s Q100 metrics had been in direct conflict 

with State government’s priority for drought management and the associated limitations of their dam 

operating protocols, leaving the residents of Brisbane unwittingly vulnerable and under-prepared for 

flooding extremes (Tangney 2015). A precautionary recalibration of Q100 in line with the parameters 
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of State government’s zero-sum management of the dams, appears to have been repeatedly 

suppressed (QFCI 2012, 48-50). An obvious motive for this suppression was to be found in the 

Council’s economic rationalist ambitions for urban development. Any upward adjustment of Q100 

would likely instigate an unfavourable readjustment of property values and insurance premiums, with 

accompanying political repercussions (Tangney 2015). 

Since the 2011 floods it is noteworthy, therefore, that the dam manual has been significantly 

overhauled to remove ambiguity and to ensure that engineers can adhere to its protocols under the 

most extreme flooding events (DEWS 2014). At the time of writing, however, the culpability of the 

dam operators has nonetheless been reinforced by a class-action suit successfully brought against the 

engineers, their employers and the sponsoring Queensland state government department by property 

owners in the Brisbane floodplain. The New South Wales Supreme Court ruled, contrary to the 

Commission’s investigation, that the engineers had demonstrated negligence in their interpretation of 

the manual. In providing his final ruling, Justice Beech-Jones acknowledged but disregarded the 

Commission of Inquiry’s expert testimony which had previously indicated that the engineers had made 

sound judgements under pressure but had been essentially forced to abandon the precise terms of a 

poorly designed manual (NSW Supreme Court 2019).  

Brisbane City Council has now abandoned the controversial Q100 metric as a means of 

communicating flood risk to the public and to property owners. The Council’s current urban plan 

makes no mention of ‘Q100’, referring instead to a 1% Annual Exceedance Probability informing its 

zoning decisions (BCC 2014). As with the city’s previous plans, the current plan must inevitably make 

assumptions, precautionary or otherwise, about dam operations overseen by State government with 

direct implication for the city’s flood risk metrics. These assumptions are not made clear in the city 

plan, even though Council concedes that the dams inevitably affect the city’s vulnerability to flooding 

(BCC 2014, SC6.11). Notable, however, is the plan’s rezoning to ‘high density development’ of 

significant areas previously identified as being at high and medium flood risk relative to Q100 levels, 

with specific provisions ensuring appropriate flood protection is incorporated in the design of all new 

buildings in these zones (BCC 2014, s8.2.11). In their review of dam operations and the manual, 

meanwhile, State government has now clarified how the dams will be managed in the event of 

intersecting extremes of flooding and drought, in a way that appears to leave considerably less 

ambiguity when informing Brisbane City Council’s flood risk mapping (DEWS 2014).   

The Cork Floods 2009 

Cork City sits on the flood plain of the River Lee on the south coast of Ireland and has a long history of 

frequent flooding, dating back to the very founding of the city in the 17th Century. Nonetheless, flood 
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risk management and climate change adaptation for Ireland’s more vulnerable regions has received 

increasing attention in both the public and academic spheres in recent years (Devitt and O’Neill 2017; 

O’Neill 2018; McDermott and Surminski 2018). Between 1841 and 2014 Cork City experienced more 

than 300 flooding events, with notable extremes in 1853, 1916 and 2002, amongst others (Jeffers, 

2011; 2014). Perhaps as a result of frequent flooding, however, the city’s history tells of its citizens 

often being well-prepared in advance of many of the more extreme floods arising during this long 

period (Jeffers 2014). Indeed, the name Cork derives from the Gaelic word for a marsh and before the 

establishment of a drainage scheme, the city contained river channels that were gradually filled in to 

make way for streets (Cork City Council 2019).  

Since 1957 Cork has also been served by a dam catchment management scheme. As for the 

Brisbane case, Cork’s catchment scheme comprises two dams. The Lee is impounded first by 

Carrigadrohid Dam, which then feeds the Inniscarra Reservoir and Dam which in turn feeds the city of 

Cork. The Lee scheme was commissioned in 1949 under the statutory remit of the Electricity Supply 

Act 1945 (UCC v ESB 2015, 39-40). The Act grants the dam owner and operator, the Electricity Supply 

Board (ESB) (a statutory corporation), powers to impound riparian waters and divert and remove 

roads and bridges for the purposes of electricity supply (UCC v ESB 2015, 30). In addition to this dam 

infrastructure, since 2006 the Office of Public Works (OPW) has undertaken a Catchment Flood Risk 

Assessment and Management (CFRAM) planning exercise, mandated under the European Union 

Floods Directive. The CFRAM planning process was initiated by the OPW in 2006 and was ongoing at 

the time of the 2009 floods (JCEHLG, 2010). The initiative received minimal public attention until the 

latter stages of the process when the OPW proposed significant flood management infrastructure for 

the city centre that has met with strong public opposition (Jeffers 2019; OPW 2017).  

<INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE> 

Similar to the Brisbane case, the Lee dams were designed for dual-purpose use, albeit to 

generate hydroelectricity for the region and to provide water resources to Cork City and surrounds, for 

potable water supply and the maintenance of downstream fisheries (UCC v ESB 2015, 42-3). The 

Carrigadrohid and Inniscarra Dams were completed in the 1950s and although not primarily designed 

for flood risk management have often been used to attenuate flooding in the past (Fitzpatrick and 

Bree 2001). The dams were originally constructed to prevent dam failure in the event of a 1 in 10,000-

year flood, and both the dams and their operating protocols were upgraded in the 1990s to ensure 

this design capacity (UCC v ESB 2015, 41,60,70,74). The 2009 flooding events were rated as a 1 in 800-

year event by the ESB (Jeffers, 2011) indicating that, despite a 1-in-10,000 year safety rating,  the flood 
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mitigation capacity of the dams is significantly lower in practice, determined both by dam engineers’ 

operating protocols and by the particular dynamics of individual flooding events.  

Public inquiries in the aftermath of the 2009 floods suggest an increasing desire for these 

dams to fulfil three rather than two explicit functions in practice, in tune with the ongoing and 

increasing climate risks faced by Cork City (JCEHLG, 2010; OPW 2017). In fact, the ESB have previously 

actively promoted the flood risk management potential of the dams (UCC v ESB 2015, 48-50). This 

bravado was expressed despite the dams intended primary purpose and the ESB’s subsequent 

retraction of such claims during the aforementioned legal proceedings (UCC vs ESB 2015, 50). Water 

resources, on the other hand, are a primary consideration for the dams’ operation. Although drought 

is a rare occurrence in the region, the dams serve its primary potable water needs and dam water 

levels are varied throughout the year to balance the needs for electricity supply and water demand 

(UCC vs ESB 2015, 61). Given the relatively high average rainfall in the region, it is somewhat surprising 

that greater explicit provision was not made for flood risk management in the ESB’s operating 

protocols. However, it was the particular rainfall dynamics preceding the flooding events of 2009 

which highlighted the inadequacy of the dams’ operational capability in this regard.  

The already water-logged landscape on the evening of the 19th November 2009 meant that 

the hydrological response of the Lee Valley to heavy rainfall was particularly ‘flashy’2 (UCC v ESB 2015, 

438). The already-full dams could not react fast enough to the rapid influx of rainwater into the 

reservoirs in a way that could have avoided the resulting downstream flooding. Following almost 

continuous intense rainfall over the preceding month, up to and including the peak flooding events of 

the 19th and 20th of November (UCC vs ESB 2014, 88), it is surprising that the ESB did not take a more 

precautionary flood risk management approach. The ESB is briefed daily by the Irish meteorological 

bureau (Met Eireann), with additional warnings if rainfall exceeds certain thresholds. On the 16th 

November, the ESB was provided just such a private warning about heavy rainfall expected in the Lee 

Catchment for the 19th November, in addition to the vast quantities of rain that had already fallen that 

month (UCC vs ESB, 2014, 85, 91). On the evening of 19th/20th the ESB was faced with rainfalls which 

were ultimately beyond the capacity of their operational guidelines to attenuate. As a result, for 

approximately 12 hours, the ESB was forced to release waters at a rate that caused extensive flood 

damage to residential and other property owners of Cork City.  

The dams’ rainfall monitoring and operational protocols indicate, perhaps, just how low a 

priority flood risk management was for the ESB. Its engineers testified that their rainfall gauges 

 
2 The term refers to a rapid response of runoff levels and flowrates to rainfall that might otherwise be delayed by 
soil and/or aquifer percolation. 
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upstream of the dams were highly unreliable due to sparse distribution, poor design and poor location 

(UCC v ESB 2015, 88-9). The hydrological model used by the ESB to understand flood dynamics was, 

likewise, inadequate and the engineers recounted how, on the evening of the 19th November, the 

model failed to work on three separate attempts. As a result, the dam engineers had poor information 

on the expected rainfall input to the reservoirs as well as the implications of dam releases (UCC v ESB 

2015, 79,97). The operational guidelines for dam management indicate how the assets in question can 

result in maladaptive outcomes. The High Court proceedings describe how the ESB had, in accordance 

with its statutory remit under the Electricity Supply Act, managed the dams in an economically rational 

way; to maximise electricity output and, by implication, their profitability (UCC v ESB 2015, 84-5). To 

achieve this aim, the guidelines described two thresholds between which the operators should seek to 

maintain dam water levels.  

The Maximum Normal Operating Level, or MaxNOL, is defined as:  

“the highest level allowable in the operation of the reservoir under normal operating 

conditions. It can only be exceeded under special flood instructions”.  

Once this upper operating level is reached, dam operators are obliged to discharge waters in order to 

return dam levels to within the normal operating range (UCC v ESB 2015, 60-1). The Target Top 

Operating Levels, or TTOLs, on the other hand, are defined as:  

“the top operating level which the station shall endeavour to maintain during non-flood 

conditions. [TTOL] varies throughout the year to take account of seasonal factors such as low 

flows in summer and likely floods in winter”.  

TTOLs are “economic” targets set at a level below the MaxNOL threshold in order to maximise power 

output from the dams’ generators. TTOL is higher in summer to allow for greater storage of water 

resources and lower in winter to avoid the need for additional spilling beyond the dams’ mandatory 

discharges (UCC v ESB 2015, 61). While TTOL is specified as a ‘top’ operating level, however, dam 

operators have interpreted it as “an economic sub-band” between TTOL and MaxNOL (see Figure 3). 

Therefore, although the operating guidelines might indicate that the flood mitigation capacity of the 

dams constitutes the dams’ capacity between MaxNOL and TTOL, this capacity was often significantly 

less in practice (UCC v ESB 2015, 62). It is noteworthy that during the month of November 2009, even 

after Met Eireann’s rainfall warnings on the 16th November, the ESB maintained water levels at or 

above the TTOL threshold (UCC v ESB 2015, 180). In advance of the expected flooding events the 

Inniscarra Reservoir was maintained at 98% of full capacity in pursuit of its economic rationalist 

priorities (JCEHLG 2010, 61).  
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<INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE> 

The ESB claims that (on the issue of dam releases at least) it followed operational guidelines to 

the letter and admitted no liability for their actions in advance of the flooding events. In fact, ESB 

engineers’ High Court testimony indicated those guidelines had been breached in an effort to curb the 

worst flooding effects of the 19th November (UCC v ESB 2015, 109-11). In any case, the ESB are not 

obliged to follow the guidelines per se; they merely contain the protocols that allow the ESB to pursue 

its statutory remit under the terms of the Electricity Supply Act 1945. Engineers had managed the 

floods pursuant to ESB’s profit-seeking rights under the terms of the Act. In his judgement over the 

proceedings of UCC v ESB (2015, 84-5), Justice Max Barrett concluded: 

‘…ESB identifies TTOL and then, for reasons unclear but likely driven by excessive greed for ever 

greater profit, consistently exceeds that level of optimal efficiency, operating instead to higher 

water-levels that yielded flooding [that] would have been obviated or reduced had ESB but 

confined itself to “optimising availability for power generation and minimising unnecessary 

spilling of water from reservoirs” […] one will search in vain in the evidence to find any 

convincing explanation as to why ESB does not operate to TTOL’  

Yet, the flooding events of the 19/20th of November indicate that pursuit of this statute was in direct 

conflict with Cork City’s climate risk management needs. The dam operators might, under a more 

flood risk-averse operating regime for instance, have reduced dam waters to a level below TTOL 

following Met Eireann’s rainfall warning of the 16th November.  

In practice, the ESB’s statutory obligations constrained the dams’ optimal provision of flood 

risk management. Their reactive flood mitigation activities under operational protocols were then 

further constrained by their limited ability to track rainfall and rising reservoir levels, or to model these 

variables and their effects on downstream flooding. The 2009 flooding impacts were some of the 

worst on record for the catchment, but under a changing climate the ESB might reasonably expect 

worsening extremes of heavy rainfall that will increasingly test the adequacy of their operating regime 

for the Lee catchment scheme (Guerreiro et al. 2018). While this incident highlights the ESB’s risk 

management limitations, as in the Brisbane case, it also drew attention to the public’s and local 

government’s expectations for the dams’ capability in this regard; expectations which likely 

contributed to a lack of preparation from residents and property owners downstream of the dams 

(UCC v ESB 2015, 48,121).  

A Joint Parliamentary Committee was established by the Irish Legislature in 2010 to 

investigate the previous winter’s floods. The ESB’s testimony to this committee highlighted that, much 
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like the Brisbane case, Cork City Council had not consulted the dam operator concerning the design 

and implementation of the Council’s CFRAM planning prior to the 2009 floods (JCEHLG 2010, 34-7). 

UCC v ESB (2015, 223-4) similarly indicated a lack of appropriate integration of emergency 

management planning between responsible parties. The Committee’s testimonies and the High Court 

proceedings describe how City Council and property owners were ill-prepared for the flooding which 

occurred (JCEHLG 2010, 29-32; UCC v ESB 2015, 55-7). This lack of preparation appears to have been 

as a result of poor communication, in relation to emergency management planning between ESB and 

City Council, as well as for warnings to the city immediately prior to dam releases (UCC v ESB 2015, 

149,165,203). Although the ESB did provide warnings, these warnings appear to have been inadequate 

and/or misinterpreted in terms of the severity of the situation (JCEHLG 2010, 16,34,68; UCC v ESB 

2015, 142). As with the Brisbane case, we see how poor communication between dam operators and 

local government contributed to cascading vulnerabilities associated with unrealistic expectations of 

flood risk exposure, over-confidence in the dams’ flood mitigation capacity, and thereby, inadequate 

preparation for extreme events. 

Much like in Brisbane, this case demonstrates how catchment dams can tie climate adaptation 

responses into a limited and ultimately inadequate set of flood mitigation actions. For Cork City, 

appropriate adaptation was circumscribed by the statutory remit of the ESB to maximise electricity 

generation and profitability via operational protocols that did not allow for pre-emptive dam releases 

below the levels that assure optimal achievement of these principal goals. Yet, the ESB also promoted 

the flood mitigation capacity of the dams in a way that fuelled complacency from downstream 

residents and property owners in advance of the 2009 floods. In addition, poor communication 

between municipal government flood risk planning and ESB corporate operations resulted in a lack of 

coherence between these important and complementary administrative branches for the purposes of 

climate adaptation and disaster resilience. This means that the city was ultimately left both more 

exposed and more vulnerable to extreme flooding than it should have been. 

Since 2009, there has been significantly greater attention from government agencies and the 

public into the operation of the dams and flood risk management provisions for Cork City. Included in 

the CFRAM process following the floods and proposed under the OPW’s resulting Lower Lee Flood 

Relief Scheme are specific amendments to the operating protocols for the Inniscarra and 

Carrigadrohid dams. These amendments, the OPW claims, will allow for pre-emptive drawdown of 

dam levels in advance of expected heavy rainfall events thereby facilitating the potential for almost 

40% reduction in peak flows (OPW 2017). The liability of the dam engineers for the events of 

November 2009, on the other hand, is still in question. The High Court proceedings from which much 

of this analysis was drawn, had concluded that the ESB were 60% responsible for downstream damage 
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to the plaintiff’s property (UCC vs ESB 2015). This judgement was subsequently over-turned on appeal, 

but the case now awaits final judgement in the Supreme Court (Jeffers 2019). 

Discussion: Lessons for the development of climate adaptation policy 

These comparable cases provide important points of reflection in the context of impending climate 

change. The Brisbane (2011) and Cork floods (2009) were the sorts of extreme event which cannot 

alone be attributed to climate change, but which scientists warn are the likely sort of extremes we 

should expect with greater frequency and intensity in the future (Guerreiro et al. 2018; Hennessy et al. 

2007). As such, they are likely to test much of our existing infrastructure in terms of its ability to cope 

with changing climate dynamics and increasing extremes. What was noteworthy about the flooding 

events discussed here, was not their magnitude in terms of maximum flood height (neither of which 

broke any records), but rather the particular characteristics of the rainfall events and associated 

hydrology that demonstrated the limitations of the operating protocols for the infrastructure in 

question. In turn, these limitations inevitably revealed downstream vulnerabilities as a result of 

inadequate municipal governance provisions for disaster preparation and response. In practice, the 

apparent two dimensionality of these assets (arising from their prescribed zero-sum dual uses) belies a 

complex array of interdependencies between municipal government, semi-state institutions and local 

communities. Thankfully, it appears that municipal governments in both cases are beginning to learn 

the lessons of their past maladaptive practices in this regard. The sorts of failures identified here 

nonetheless help to elucidate the types of political-economic governance challenge associated with 

infrastructure provision in the face of climate change (Gersonius et al. 2012). 

Pursuing economic rationalism under a changing climate 

As these cases illustrate, a key challenge for climate resilient infrastructure has concerned the 

alignment of economic rationalist priorities with climate adaptation goals. The privatisation and 

deregulation of common pool environmental resources, although long recognised as problematic 

(Castree, 2008), continue to present dilemmas for robust risk management of public resources in 

many constituencies, particularly where those resources have unevenly quantifiable costs and 

benefits. Whereas scientific understandings of climate change and its potential impacts often rely 

upon concepts of ‘risk’ over the long-term, the economic-rationalism of contemporary neoliberal 

governance is incentivised to focus on shorter-term costs and benefits in ways that are often at odds 

with the uncertainties and lack of specificity associated with scientifically-derived climate change risks 

(Porter et al. 2015; Tangney, 2017). The economic rationalist paradigm, therefore, becomes 

problematic when administering climate adaptation policy. 
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For the Lee River in Cork, a mandate to build catchment management assets was derived from 

the Electricity Supply Act (1945) and a subsequent operating regime that sought, as its principal 

objective, to maximise hydroelectricity ahead of more expensive sources of energy generation. Under 

a changing climate the ESB will need to manage the dams not simply as dual-use assets but across four 

potentially competing demands: power generation (and profit), flood risk management, public water 

supply and mandatory-discharge for the maintenance of downstream eco-system services (fisheries 

etc). What effect might the ESB’s corporate mission henceforth have upon community resilience? This 

may depend on the eventual provisions of the OPW’s CFRAM plan and its ability to attenuate the 

worst outcomes of economic rationalism that manifested through the ESB’s operating protocols 

during the 2009 floods. The floods provided a timely lesson to the city’s administrators about the need 

for appropriate administration of public infrastructure in light of anticipated climate change, albeit an 

expensive one for downstream property owners. The spectre of climate change highlights how the 

demand for ‘clean’ hydroelectricity from these assets will increasingly compete with the need for 

maintaining and enhancing resilience to extreme events. The expanding range of significant 

operational variables as a result of climate change will require ongoing careful management of 

competing priorities.  

 Adherence to strict protocols as a means to economically rational administration, or for 

circumscribing the limits of legal liability, may prove increasingly untenable under a changing climate 

within many comparable constituencies. As the cases here suggest, continuing to do so may 

increasingly implicate engineers and other experts in the causes and culpability associated with 

disaster events, in ways that they have limited capacity to overcome given the prevailing uncertainties. 

These cases demonstrate how economic rationalism can remain concealed within technocratic 

approaches to public management. More appropriately, it is argued, urban planning and infrastructure 

management should proceed through ongoing public deliberation concerning the competing risks 

associated with climate hazards and how pre-emptive disaster management should proceed under 

uncertainty. Given the controversial nature of this challenge, it is perhaps unsurprising that these 

cases also indicate a propensity for public administrators to downplay the significance of 

infrastructure as a determining factor in flood risk exposure. Brisbane City Council appear to 

increasingly expect property developers to provide their own flood protections, while the ESB have 

renounced their previous audacious claims about the dams’ flood protection abilities. These findings 

speak to the neoliberal ethos of self-sufficiency, whereby communities are expected to be less reliant 

on public infrastructure in the first place.   
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The bounded rationality of multi-level governance 

For the Brisbane River catchment, while economic rationalism does not seem to have been a direct 

consideration for the dam operators (SEQwater), nor for Minister Robertson’s political decision-

making in advance of the 2011 floods, it nonetheless had a significant effect on Brisbane’s 

downstream disaster management. Under a more integrated multi-level approach, Brisbane City 

Council’s economic rationality would have informed dam operations and the relative priority assigned 

to flooding versus water supply following the Bureau of Meteorology’s forecast of impending La Nina 

rainfall. The Council held explicit strategic priorities to maximise urban development in areas of high 

flood risk. Appropriate cross-level communication between local and state government concerning 

strategic priorities could have counteracted any adverse effects from Council’s economic rationalist 

priorities. Better integration might have directed governments and their reporting institutions toward 

deliberation over the value of pre-emptive dam releases to mitigate flood risk over the La Nina period. 

Yet, in the months before the 2011 floods, Brisbane City Council were not consulted in the decision-

making process concerning dam releases. State government was focused on drought management as 

a result of the preceding 9-year drought (Stark 2018). Conversely, City Council had, over several 

decades, failed to satisfactorily consult State Government or the dam operator (SEQwater) when 

setting Q100 thresholds for the city’s urban zoning. Instead, they maintained a long outdated and 

erroneous assumption about the flood risk management capacity of the dams, assuming that they 

would provide significantly greater flood mitigation capacity than they did (Tangney, 2015). This lack 

of integration between the decision-making of regional infrastructure managers on the one hand, and 

the urban development priorities of local government on the other, speaks to the unnecessarily 

bounded rationalities of decisionmakers as a result of technocratic approaches to environmental 

management, poor communication and a lack of joined-up governance.  

 Cross-level governance for the Cork dams was similarly exacerbated by poor communication 

and integration between the ESB and municipal government administrators responsible for disaster 

risk management. Unrealistic expectations for the flood mitigation capacity of Cork’s dams had been 

promoted by the dam operator, despite clearly conflicting corporate priorities. Residents were not 

warned of the maximum discharge rate from the dams on the evening of the 19th November 2009, nor 

given appropriate indication of what level of flooding would likely result. In any case, the ESB’s flood 

models were not functioning at the time of the incident so they were not in a position to adequately 

warn downstream residents. In the years preceding this event, however, Cork City Council had also 

failed to adequately consult with the ESB. As described by ESB administrators testifying to the Joint 

Parliamentary Committee (JCEHLG 2010, 8), the OPW’s CFRAM process, established in 2006, assigns 

defined roles and responsibilities to Cork City and County Councils and the ESB, yet the ESB were 
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notably absent from the beginning stages of this process. This failure may have arisen from 

heightened expectations concerning the upstream flood mitigation potential of the dams, as in the 

Brisbane case. The damage caused by the 2009 flood, therefore, arose both from a failure to operate 

the dams in a flood risk-averse way, and from poor coordination between dam operations and 

responsible parties in municipal government. It is noteworthy, therefore, that the newest draft of the 

CFRAM plan now includes specific provisions for integrated coordination of public infrastructure and 

flood warning systems between all levels of administration and governance (OPW 2017). 

Conclusion 
The cases compared in this paper demonstrate two contrasting modes by which the ostensibly 

technical operation of physical infrastructure develops close interdependencies with neoliberal 

approaches to municipal governance. Economic rationalism may be inscribed in the operating 

protocols of assets themselves, thereby constraining the precautionary operation of infrastructure in 

anticipation of extreme weather events. Alternatively, operating protocols may be at odds with the 

economic rationalist priorities of municipal government as a result of poor communication and 

coordination between governance institutions. Both cases demonstrate how economic rationalism 

sets the terms of technocratic approaches to administration, with unintended consequences for the 

exposure and vulnerability of communities to climate extremes. The centrality of economic 

rationalism in many comparable constituencies, alongside neoliberal expectations for self-reliance, 

suggests a propensity for communities’ maladaptation to climate change under the assumption that 

public infrastructure demands technical expertise alone for its operation. When combined with the 

already well-documented challenges of multi-level governance for climate adaptation (i.e. the 

tendency for poor integration and communication within and between governance levels), these cases 

show how economic rationalism can compound the challenges faced by communities under a 

changing climate. These examples indicate a need for close examination of the interdependencies 

between infrastructure management and governance institutions to elicit lessons for communities’ 

preparation and response to extreme events. 
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Figure Legend: 
Figure 1. The Wivenhoe and Somerset Dams on the Brisbane River, Southeast Queensland 

Figure 2. The Inniscarra and Carrigadrohid Dams on the River Lee, Cork 

Figure 3. Operating thresholds for the Inniscarra Dam on the River Lee, Cork 
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APPENDIX 
Brisbane Catchment Management Responsibilities  
(Please note: the table highlights only those responsibilities directly relevant for the case-study events outlined here) 

Administrative 
Organisation Remit Mandate Oversight 

Queensland State 
Department of 
Environment and 
Resource 
Management 
(DERM) 

State Government ministerial department 
responsible for water resource 
management with responsibility for, inter 
alia, regulation of dams and dam safety 

• Queensland Water Act (2000)  
• Queensland Water Supply Act (2008) 
• Southeast Queensland Water Restructuring Act 

(2007) 

Stephen Robertson (MP) – 
Minister for Natural 
Resources, Mines and 
Energy 
 

Seqwater (aka 
Queensland Bulk 
Water Supply 
Authority) 

Statutory Authority responsible for bulk 
water supply to southeast Queensland. 
Seqwater owns and operates 26 dams 
across the southeast Queensland region 

• Southeast Queensland Water Restructuring Act 
(2007) 

Queensland Department of 
Environment and Resource 
Management (DERM) 

SunWater Limited State-owned corporation responsible for 
water management infrastructure 
development in southeast Queensland 
region. Manages a number of other dams 
in southeast Queensland in parallel to 
Seqwater, not including the Wivenhoe & 
Somerset Dams 

• Under licence from Seqwater, administered the 
Southeast Queensland Flood Operations Centre 
until July 2011.  

 
[Three of the four Dam Engineers working in the Flood 
Operations Centre that were implicated in the flooding 
events of 2011 were employed by Seqwater; the fourth 
was employed by SunWater Ltd] 

Queensland Department of 
Environment and Resource 
Management (DERM) 
 
Seqwater 
 
 

Brisbane City 
Council (BCC) 

Local government authority responsible for 
Brisbane’s city planning and associated 
flood risk mapping; 
BCC is also responsible for overseeing 
development and implementation of Local 
Disaster Management Plans 
 

• South East Queensland Regional Plan 2009-2031; 
• Queensland Sustainable Planning Act (2009); 
• Queensland Disaster Management Act (2003) 

 

Queensland Department of 
Infrastructure, Local 
Government and Planning 
 
Emergency Management 
Queensland division – 
Queensland Department of 
Community Safety 
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Cork Catchment Management Responsibilities 
(Please note: the table highlights only those responsibilities directly relevant for the case-study events outlined here) 

Administrative 
Organisation Remit Mandate Oversight 

Office of Public 
Works (OPW) 

Statutory authority for implementing Ireland’s 
National Flood Policy. Coordinating body for the 
implementation of flood risk management 
planning mandated under European Union 
legislation 

• European Union Floods Directive (2007) – 
Catchment Flood Risk Assessment and 
Management (CFRAM) planning 

• The Planning and Development Act (2000) 

• Irish Government 
Department of Public 
Expenditure and 
Reform 

Cork City Council Local government authority of Cork City with 
responsibilities for spatial planning, flood risk 
management and emergency management 
within the Lee River Catchment 

• European Union Floods Directive (2007) – 
Catchment Flood Risk Assessment and 
Management (CFRAM) planning 

• Local Government (Planning and Development) 
Act (1976) 

• The Planning and Development Act (2000) 
• National Framework for Major Emergency 

Management (2006) 

• Office of Public Works 
 
• Irish Government 

Department of Housing, 
Planning and Local 
Government 

Cork County 
Council 

Local government authority of County Cork 
(excluding Cork City) with responsibilities for 
spatial planning, flood risk management and 
emergency management within the Lee River 
Catchment 

• European Union Floods Directive (2007) – 
Catchment Flood Risk Assessment and 
Management (CFRAM) planning 

• Local Government (Planning and Development) 
Act (1976) 

• The Planning and Development Act (2000) 
• National Framework for Major Emergency 

Management (2006) 

• Office of Public Works 
 
• Irish Government 

Department of Housing, 
Planning and Local 
Government 

Electricity Supply 
Board (ESB) 

A statutory corporation of the Irish Government 
that oversees electricity transmission nationally 
and holds 43% market share of the generation 
and supply of electricity across the Republic of 
Ireland. ESB is the owner and operator of the 
Carrigadrohid and Inniscarra Hydro-electric 
Dams 

• Electricity Supply Act (1927) and Amendment Act 
(1945) 

• Statutory consultee under Catchment Flood Risk 
Assessment and Management (CFRAM) planning 
of the European Union Floods Directive (2007)  

• Commission for 
Regulation of Utilities 
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