
Capturing the catchments behaviour using a 
participatory approach: know what evidence to capture 

before, during & after extreme weather (flood) events

This training card is aimed at members of the community who 
want to monitoring their water environment and are interested 
in capturing evidence before, during and after flood or extreme 
events. It details what type of information is useful to collect. 
Please also read the ‘Stay Safe’ training card http://bit.ly/1ctBUbE. 
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Who is this training 
card for and what it is 
about?

What do you mean by 
‘extreme weather 
(flood) events’?

Why record 
information before, 
during and after a 
flood (or other type 
of extreme weather) 
event?

Since extreme weather events do not occur as often, we do not 
have many observations on record to characterise and 
understand such events, especially in rural locations. Flood 
events often come and go very quickly so we are relying on 
people in the local area to capture such ‘evidence’. This type of 
information is extremely valuable: we can reconstruct what 
happened and how quickly, acknowledge impacts and it can 
help support, for example, flood risk management activities.

Here we refer to extreme weather events as those which are 
rare in nature, unusual to us and do not happen very often. 
Extreme weather events may include floods, droughts and 
prolonged or widespread snowfall. Extreme weather events can 
cause devastating impacts to people, infrastructure and 
ecosystems. In terms of the river environment, this could occur 
when heavy rainfall is experienced, when river levels are 
extremely high or low or when rivers burst their banks.

The following guidance is based around wet weather, rising river levels and flood events 
because these are current UK issues. It can however be applied to droughts and snow events.

Types of flooding: 

Types of flooding 
which you are most 
likely to experience:
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What evidence should I collect and how?

When do I need to 
observe flood events?

Ideally before, during and after rainfall events i.e. the 
‘normal’ and ‘extreme’ conditions. It is suggested that you 
monitor local weather forecasts and weather warnings so 
that you are aware that a flood event could happen or 
perhaps that streams and rivers are likely to change rapidly:

Do I always have to 
collect ‘before, during 
and after’ data?

Not at all. As long as you are aware that this type of 
information is useful to the local community and 
catchment managers. By involving the wider community 
(rather than one person) we can piece together all 
evidence collected. Obviously, the more information we 
have, the stronger the overall picture will be.

Met Office weather forecasts: www.metoffice.gov.uk/public/weather/forecast/
Met Office rainfall radar: www.metoffice.gov.uk/public/weather/forecast/map/
Met Office weather warnings: www.metoffice.gov.uk/public/weather/warnings/

2. Generic advice - collect evidence which will help characterise..
• The nature of the event itself
• The cause(s) and mechanism(s) of the event
• Any impacts caused
• How quickly the river system responds and then returns back to normal (progression).

1. Before you start collecting evidence remember:
• The most important information you can collect is during the peak of the event (e.g. 

highest river level, maximum flood extent). The progression of the flood is still valuable.
• Where possible work in pairs, tell people your whereabouts, wear suitable clothing and 

footwear and carry a mobile phone in case of an emergency
• Vital information – ensure each observation you make is accompanied by a DATE, TIME

and precise LOCATION . Location can also be represented as a grid reference.
• Floods are dangerous. You do not need to come into contact or stand close to the river or 

flood – collect your evidence using PHOTOS and VIDEOS in a safe place from higher 
ground (on a hill). ANECDOTES are useful as they describe what you have experienced.

How do I benefit from 
observing extreme 
(flood) events myself?

• Greater awareness and understanding of extreme 
weather (flood) events

• Better prepared for flood events and increased resilience
• Greater knowledge = stronger community.
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3. ‘Useful’ evidence to look out for = good quality observations:

Observation Description
Recommended observational 

technique(s) !

Flood extent & 
high water mark

How far has the flood extended? Look 
out for the flood water itself but also 
water stains, damp lines, debris lines 
and/or flattened vegetation which 
indicates the maximum flood extent. 
Remember that the flood peak may 
have passed and started to recede -
can you spot any evidence to suggest 
what the maximum extent was?

Photographs & videos supported by 
anecdotes. Drones, kites or even a just a pole 
with a camera on the end (improvise!) are 
useful ways of capturing the extent from 
above or from a height. How high has the 
water level reached on the river level gauge 
boards? Remember that the ‘peak’ level is 
the most interesting piece of information. 
Take multiple shots within a short time.
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Flow (velocity)
How fast is the river or stream 
flowing?

Videos - keep your camera still & video for at 
least 10-20 seconds. Supported by anecdotes 
(slow, medium, fast, torrent). 

River level 
(depth)

How deep is the river or stream?
Visually observe or take photo of a river level
gauge board. Or use a fixed position over 
time.

Floating debris

Can you see anything being picked up 
and transported by the river or flood 
water? E.g. signs, tree branches, 
fencing, picnic tables, wheelie bins?

Video if possible, photographs if the items 
are stationary.

Anecdotes
Provide your own description of what 
happened, the time and duration of 
the event and any impacts witnessed.

Write it down in a weather diary or share it 
with the community via the river app or 
social media. Also possibly find in the media.

Damage or 
disruption

Can you spot any damage, blockages 
or disruption caused to people, 
property and/or infrastructure as a 
result of the flood? E.g. drains clogged 
up, bridges/culverts clogged, 
properties flooded.

Photograph or video supported by 
anecdotes. Find in the media.

Ecological or 
habitat
destruction

Can you see any dead or distressed 
species e.g. fish. Has their habitat been 
affected?

Photograph supported by anecdotes (can 
you make a quantitative guess of the impact 
caused?)

Water clarity 
(colour)

Are particular watercourses brown and 
murky (i.e. acting as a sediment source 
and pathway)?

Locate these and photography them.

River bank 
(morphological) 
change

Can you spot anything different to 
normal relating to the shape of the
river e.g. bank collapse, gravel bar 
deposition, sediment deposition. Has 
the meander bend changed or 
remained the same?

Photographs of sudden change. Fixed point 
photography (take a photo standing in the 
same position) of the meander bends over 
time is useful. 

Catchment 
management 
measures

Are the management measures 
performing as expected? E.g. are the 
leaky dams or ponds holding back 
water and sediment? Are they slowing 
the flow?

Photograph and/or video management 
features before, during and after heavy 
rainfall. Supporting anecdotes are also 
useful. Capture evidence upstream, within 
and downstream of the feature.
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4. Examples of what to look out for:

Meander 
erosion

Debris carried 
& damage

Impact on 
property

Blockages Extent of flood

Extent of flood and properties / 
infrastructure affected

Anecdote of event

Colour of 
water

In the Media
River level 

Colour of water

Weather diary
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4 (continued). Examples of what to look out for:

Video of velocity / flowVideo of blockage, debris and colour of water

Extreme weather

Flood extent, and 
footpath damage 

Maximum 
extent / level

Extent of flood

Extent of flood

Deposition of sediment under bridges & culverts

Maximum flood level (high 
water mark)
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How do I submit my 
observations and 
when?

Please submit your observations using the ‘Red Burn Citizen 
Science’ webpage here: http://bit.do/redburn-submit

If you use Twitter, remember to tweet your observations to 
@RedBurnAcomb and use appropriate hashtags (e.g. #Flood 
#FlashFlood #Storm). 

For further support and guidance please contact Action 4 Acomb – contact details can be 
found on the website: http://www.action4acomb.co.uk/

i Did you know that the Haltwhistle (Burn) community are also collecting evidence 
before, during and after flood events. One citizen scientist measured 41mm rainfall (24 
hour total) on 30th April 2014. Weather descriptions also sourced from the community 
confirm that this amount of rainfall fell mostly within a 40 minute period, causing 
flooding in a number of locations. To contrast this, a total of 26.5mm was observed for 
the whole month in September 2014. 
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A few last tips… • Appreciate scale whilst taking photographs. To do this you could use 
a person in the photo (or at least a foot), brick walls as an informal 
ruler, tape measure, camera case or a fixed reference point etc. There 
are no right answers, just improvise!

• Take as many videos and photographs as you can and ensure they are 
clear.. All data is useful and it ensures everything is captured.

• Enable GPS (your location) on your smart phone, tablet and if 
available, camera. If you don’t have this, describe the location using 
postcodes, grid references (http://www.gridreferencefinder.com/), 
street names etc.

• Ensure the correct date and time is set on your device. Is it set as 
GMT or BST?

• The community has already identified areas which are prone to 
flooding. Identify interesting and useful monitoring locations by 
taking a look at their photographs here: http://bit.do/redburn-photos. 
Remember that flooding can strike anywhere, even after low rainfall 
totals.

• Please always cooperate with and stay clear of the emergency 
services during flood events. Their response is the main priority.

• Do not walk through flood water – it may be fast flowing, 
contaminated & there may be uncovered manholes which have burst.

Your flood and weather related observations will be combined to, and enrich, the rest of the 
community-based data collected.
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