
Coronavirus: Environment Agency
update: 22 May 2020

We are aware communities, businesses and the environment rely on our
services. This includes the advice and guidance we offer, our regulatory work
which continues to protect the environment, people and wildlife from harm,
managing the risks of flooding and coastal erosion, and other roles.

In this latest update there is more news for our boating customers.
Meanwhile, we continue to follow the government’s guidance for blue light
services to ensure those in critical roles can continue with their essential
work.

We will continue to review the situation in light of further advice from the
government and will update you accordingly – in the meantime, we remind you
to check the government’s guidance at www.gov.uk/coronavirus. You can also
find out more about our ongoing work during this period in this recent blog
post from our Chair, Emma Howard Boyd.

Our staff

We remain fully operational, with the majority of our staff working from
home. Our remaining frontline teams will be active, where necessary, on the
ground tackling priority issues such as flood risk and pollution. All staff,
wherever they are working, are following PHE guidance to reduce their risk of
either transmitting or contracting coronavirus.

Maintaining, operating and repairing our assets is essential to ensure they
work when required. Our work will continue where it remains safe to do so and
activities comply with PHE advice.

We are also ensuring our contractors are aware of site and people
restrictions and are following the correct procedures.

Offices

The Environment Agency has closed most of its offices. Four offices remain
open for staff whose work is absolutely necessary and cannot be done from
home: Horizon House in Bristol, Quadrant 2 in Sheffield, Temple Borough in
Rotherham and 2 Marsham Street in London.

Our flood defence work

Our flood defence work continues in line with PHE guidance and where it is
safe. We’re ready to respond to flooding, and during coronavirus we continue
to maintain and operate our flood and coastal defences to ensure they protect
people and property from flooding. We’re also maintaining our assets that
support public water supply, industry, infrastructure, food production and
the environment.

http://www.government-world.com/environment-agency-operational-update-3-april-2020/
http://www.government-world.com/environment-agency-operational-update-3-april-2020/
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus
https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2020/04/18/the-environment-agency-and-the-coronavirus-crisis/
https://environmentagency.blog.gov.uk/2020/04/18/the-environment-agency-and-the-coronavirus-crisis/


Much of our work has been identified as essential by the government, so we
are continuing to deliver projects to manage flood and coastal risk. Where
work continues, we have ensured that everyone involved has been trained on
social distancing and will not put anyone at risk. If the work cannot be done
safely, the work will stop.

We are also still carrying out inspections and repairs to flood defences
damaged by spring storms. We are prioritising our work that has the most
impact in terms of protecting lives and livelihoods, including prioritising
the most at-risk communities so they can remain resilient. If repairs to
major infrastructure assets are disrupted by the impact of coronavirus, we
will where possible put in place temporary mitigation for the risk, pending a
full repair.

All our work is impacted by the controls we and government have put in place.
This is likely to mean that completion dates for new projects will slip and
other key activities may take place at less regular intervals. We are keeping
communities informed of any delays and the action that we are taking to
minimise them.

Flood warning service

Continuing to protect lives and livelihoods through our flood warning service
remains fundamental to our work as the nation continues to deal with the
effects of coronavirus. In order to protect our flood warning service during
this difficult time, we have made some minor changes to the service.

In order to safeguard this essential service we will be focussing on the most
important warnings, where flooding is expected or where there is a risk to
life. We will continue to issue our lowest level of flood warnings – flood
alerts – where there is a need to take action but will temporarily stop
issuing them where they indicate that there is a very low likelihood of
flooding taking place. Our teams will continue to work around the clock to
ensure that people have the early warning and safety advice they need to stay
safe.

Our regulatory role

Our priority is to protect people and the environment, and to support those
we regulate. We continue to carry out regulatory visits to sites that could
cause serious environmental harm where appropriate. For all sites, we are
developing ways to continue to regulate during this period, using alternative
regulatory approaches such as increasing desk-based compliance activity and
remote ways of working.

We continue to work closely with businesses and industry to help them meet
their legal requirements. We have clearly set out our approach to regulation
and enforcement during this difficult time, and have introduced new temporary
regulatory position statements (RPSs). RPSs are nationally-applicable public
statements that, provided certain circumstances and conditions are met, allow
specified activity to be carried out without complying with a particular
regulatory requirement. RPSs allow a degree of flexibility while still
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ensuring regulatory standards are maintained to protect people and the
environment. They include clear conditions regarding standards that must be
adhered to.

Across the country, our teams continue to undertake investigations into
environmental offending and prepare legal cases. We will consider the
appropriate regulatory response to any unavoidable non-compliance in
accordance with our policies and guidance on regulation and enforcement.

Coronavirus is not an excuse to operate illegally. We make clear in our
approach to regulation and enforcement that we expect operators to take all
reasonable steps to comply with regulatory requirements using contingency
plans to help them comply.

We continue to enforce regulatory requirements, following the government’s
guidance on social distancing. This includes liaising with courts and,
wherever possible, continuing with any sentencing cases still outstanding
using remote technology to conclude our legal action.

We’re also continuing to work with the police to share intelligence about
criminal activity and take action against those breaking the law.

We absolutely recognise the added financial strain coronavirus is putting on
businesses and have written to all our customers to invite them to contact us
to discuss payment options if they experience difficulties.

Bathing water sampling

Continuing to protect people and the environment remains fundamental to our
work as the nation continues to deal with the effects of Coronavirus. We are
following government guidelines to reduce the spread of Coronavirus through
social distancing and only travelling for essential purposes, this has meant
a temporary pause of our water sampling work at bathing waters.

Pausing sampling at bathing waters will not affect the water quality at
bathing waters and our teams will continue to respond to serious pollution
incidents. We will continue to publish our daily pollution risk forecasts on
our water quality website during this time. Following the publication of the
government’s revised workplace guidance on 11 May, we are now considering if
we can resume our water sampling work in line with the latest social
distancing advice.

Angling and our fisheries

Our priority remains to ensure the safety of people and the angling
community.

In line with updated government guidance, restrictions on angling have been
eased as of Wednesday, 13 May. This means anglers may now fish on their own,
with their household, or with 1 other person while adhering to social
distancing rules and staying 2 metres apart at all times.

Further guidance is available on our website and anglers must fish legally,
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including having a valid fishing licence and adhering to relevant byelaws.

Fishing licences continue to remain on sale and we will communicate with
customers should there be any change to the provision of fishing licences.

To date, we have paused the majority of our non-essential fisheries activity,
such as improving habitats for fish, facilities for anglers and fish-
stocking, in line with government guidelines. Proactive operational activity
will be restarted as soon as possible, also in line with those guidelines.

Meanwhile, we continue prioritising our response to reported incidents of
serious harm to the environment, subject to local conditions. We are working
to achieve the right outcomes for people, public health, and fisheries
legislation.

Illegal fishing, pollution and incidents that harm the environment should be
reported to our 24-hour hotline on 0800 80 70 60, and serious breaches of the
coronavirus restrictions should be reported to the police on 101 or via the
website of your local police.

Our waterways

Environment Agency teams have been out working at speed to carry out the
inspections and maintenance tasks necessary to ensure the river channels,
locks and other navigation assets are safe for boaters to resume their
activities.

This week we reopened the Medway waterways, and stretches of the Anglian
Waterways and Thames are expected soon with the remainder by 1 June. Our lock
keepers will be out and about to help boaters. Other waterways regulators
have adopted a similar timescale for opening up their waterways again.

We have reassured boating customers that we are keen to get people boating as
soon as we can. The Environment Agency has written to boating and navigation
groups 5 times throughout coronavirus to provide updates on lockdown
restrictions and changes along our waterways.

To get people back on the water as soon as possible, we have also let boat
owners know they can visit their moored boats to ensure they are well
maintained and we have encouraged boat owners to register with us and start
booking in boat safety scheme checks.

For more information head to this page for updates or call our enquiries
team.

Billing

The Environment Agency recognises some customers will be particularly
affected by the measures to restrict the impact of the virus. We will
consider requests for payment plans if customers experience difficulties
paying bills on time. Income from fees and charges ensures the Environment
Agency can continue to provide an appropriate level of regulation and
services for our customers to ensure the environment and people are
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protected.

Customer contacts

During this pandemic the Environment Agency continues to protect people and
the environment, working alongside our partners. Please report any pollution
incidents on 0800 80 70 60 and stay #floodaware.

General enquiries

National Customer Contact Centre

Email: enquiries@environment-agency.gov.uk

Telephone: 03708 506 506

PO Box 544 Rotherham S60 1BY United Kingdom

Telephone from outside the UK (Monday to Friday, 8am to 6pm GMT): +44 (0) 114
282 5312

COVID-19: Temporary changes to Subject
Access Request guidelines

Only go outside for food, health reasons or work (but only if you cannot
work from home)
If you go out, stay 2 metres (6ft) away from other people at all times
Wash your hands as soon as you get home

Do not meet others, even friends or family.

You can spread the virus even if you don’t have symptoms.

Veterinary practice premises:
temporary change of premises
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In light of the enhanced precautions on social distancing we must take as a
result of coronavirus (COVID-19), the Veterinary Medicines Directorate (VMD)
has relaxed the enforcement of the Veterinary Medicines Regulations (VMR) to
allow the supply of veterinary medicines by veterinary surgeons from a
temporary premises when access to the Veterinary Practice Premises (VPP)
registered with the RCVS is limited or no longer possible.

Wholesale dealers will be allowed to supply veterinary medicines to
veterinary surgeons at such temporary premises.

This decision has immediate effect and will last until 31 August and then
cease.

The VMD will not issue an improvement notice if there are breaches of the
relevant provisions of Schedule 3 of the VMR during this period. For further
information read the statement from the VMD (PDF, 172KB, 2 pages).

This is a temporary VMD enforcement policy in relation to specific
obligations under the VMR only. The VMR continue to apply. The VMD may
continue to take action to enforce those obligations in cases where the
procedures described in the attached statement are not followed.

The Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) have issued guidance for
veterinary professionals on how to continue to undertake veterinary work.

Further information is available on the RCVS website in respect of Controlled
Drugs Guidance

Published 3 April 2020
Last updated 31 July 2020 + show all updates

31 July 20201.

Phasing out COVID-19 facilitations

26 June 20202.

Date of temporary facilitations changed to 31 July

28 May 20203.

Temporary facilitation will last until 30 June when we will review it.
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29 April 20204.

VPP temporary change of premises – review date now 31 May

16 April 20205.

Link added to RCVS guidance for veterinary professionals on how to
continue to undertake veterinary work.

3 April 20206.

First published.

How the DVLA deployed a chatbot and
improved customer engagement

Summary
DVLA:

ran the project to launch the chatbot from April 2018 to June 2019
had a team which started with 2 chatbot administrator members and
increased to 4
had a separate team that managed Webchat Salesforce
used the Salesforce Einstein Chatbot and Live Agent tools

Objectives
As this project was part of a pilot, the team shared their objectives with
Salesforce. The team wanted to:

identify whether chatbots would be an effective use of money and time in
DVLA
reduce the average handling time and increase webchat handling
efficiency
use natural language processing (NLP) chatbots to automate the response
to customer enquiries that did not require driving record access
provide a better service for users

The department
The DVLA is an executive agency, sponsored by the Department for Transport.
The DVLA contact centre is the largest single site contact centre in
government with over 1,200 staff.
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The organisation holds 80 million driver and vehicle records. In a typical
month they answer over:

1.1 million telephone calls
100,000 webchat enquiries
3,000 social media enquiries

The agency has won a Customer Service Excellence accreditation and the
Contact Center Associationing (CCA) award for Best Use of Technology in 2017
and Team of the Year Public Sector in 2019. The agency recently retained CCA
accreditation for the 12th consecutive year.

Using a single service platform
Since 2016, the Swansea-based contact centre has used Salesforce Live Agent
as their single platform for customer interactions on telephone, email,
webchat and social media. This was part of a transformation project to create
a unified platform for all contact services, increase IT capability to meet
DVLA’s IT strategy and support customer demand. The service cloud platform
has helped teams manage different contact channels more easily as they do not
have to switch between systems. The platform has also helped the DVLA to
administer and configure their technology faster.

Using webchat

The contact centre used webchat on GOV.UK for their main contact services and
wanted to explore automating frequent customer enquiries through a chatbot.
Webchat was launched on one service which was supporting customers with
transactional failures, but DVLA have now rolled it out across all services.

Integrating their webchat with their knowledge base and customer relationship
management (CRM) tool has helped resolve customer enquiries faster as
advisers can look up chat history and information from the platform. Other
ways of working that helped DVLA manage their webchat service include:

training advisers to handle 3 chats at the same time
providing a telephone option for more complicated enquiries
using a recruitment process specifically for webchat advisers
asking customers to complete feedback surveys after using the chatbot
tool

In 2018, Salesforce asked if the contact centre would take part in
Salesforce’s Einstein Chatbot pilot. The team built the chatbot into their
existing Salesforce Live Agent (webchat) platform.

Starting the chatbot project

The team held planning sessions both internally and with the supplier. The
pilot began in April 2018 and lasted a month. The teams initially identified
2 main use cases. They deployed a menu-based chatbot for 3 months that
allowed users to select a predefined set of options through buttons. They
then rolled out their NLP chatbot, which read and collected information from
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users.

The plan was to create a chatbot users would interact with to handle their
enquiries or collect information. If the user needed an adviser the chatbot
would transfer them to the webchat.

Due to the DVLA IT strategy, the agency was open to the operational area of
the contact centre leading on a technical initiative. Two team members, who
were previously webchat advisers, led the training and administration of the
pilot chatbot. The operational team was best placed to configure the
technology as they understood the platform and the common user enquiries. The
software needed minimal development so the team could learn how to use the
chatbot with webinars and reference manuals. They also had access to the
Salesforce production team for any queries.

Before the team started they had to overcome some obstacles. For example,
there was some concern from contact centre staff about chatbots providing
poor customer service, which would have reputational impact.

To mitigate issues or security concerns, the team:

worked with legal and security experts to mitigate risks
showed senior stakeholders demos of the tool early on in the project
involved the commercial team for their expertise
got clearance from their data security leads
planned to roll out the new service slowly to monitor and mitigate
sudden increases in call volumes

Building the chatbot

This was a low risk, simple delivery. The team had 30,000 free chatbot
conversations per month supplied as part of the pilot. The team used the
pilot to show that the tool met user needs before requesting any resources
from DVLA.

Setting up the chatbot took one month and went live in June 2018. Over the
next 3 months the team gradually rolled out menu-based bots to the service.
Menu-based bots were useful in funnelling customers to the right channel. The
team was able to add NLP bots to the service by August 2019. The NLP
capability helped the chatbot recognise and understand more varied user
requests.

Throughout the project the team:

organised user insight sessions which led to chatbot style and content
changes
organised staff testing sessions which provided feedback on caller drop
off from the chatbot to the webchat
held weekly calls with the supplier product team
used sprint planning so they could make almost immediate changes to the
chatbot
used speech analytics



The team found the chatbot tool easy to learn and use. There were no issues
with integrating the chatbot as it was from the same suite of tools from the
supplier. Another benefit for the team was having direct access to the
supplier’s product team and being able to influence changes to the tool to
meet the service requirements.

The chatbot also had good testing environments that were quick to build. The
team could use these environments to test and prepare each version of the
service before making it public.

Initial research showed there were 150 different ways that users made
requests. The team had to enter each request into the tool individually so
the tool could respond with the right information. Testing in these
environments showed that the team created responses that were between 95% and
98% accurate.

To make sure they got feedback from users, the team used the Salesforce
native reports and dashboards through their management information (MI) suite
to measure and monitor the impact on existing channels. The team received
approximately 20,000 individual customer feedback forms each month.

Challenges and obstacles

The team discovered issues, mainly around NLP matching. Depending on how a
question is phrased, the bot could route a user to 2 different sets of
information. For example, if a user only types ‘vehicle tax’ for their
question the chatbot has several options it could return as answers,
including checking if a vehicle is taxed and renewing your vehicle tax. The
team worked with the supplier’s product team to solve these issues.

In one iteration, the team made one of the menu-based bots too complex by
offering users too many options. The team learned to have an immediate
rollback process in place for the times when the tool was not working for the
users.

The team found that a chatbot was not the best option for very complex
queries, but for the majority of customer queries it worked extremely well
and did reduce demand on the telephone service and the webchat by automating
answers for the simpler, regular queries.

Impact of the chatbot
The team was happy with the results as they did not expect the project to
deliver so much so quickly.

Due to a combination of the chatbot and webchat, the contact centre has seen
a significant drop in demand for contact through email and telephone.

Customers are benefitting from the chatbot project because it:

reduces the average handling time from 8 minutes to 2 minutes 30 seconds
answers 25% to 30% of customer queries without going to an adviser



reduces webchat abandonment by 15%
has 90% customer satisfaction rate based on the 40,000 people who
completed the survey each month during the project

Wider organisational benefits of the project included:

an increased focus on AI and automation
growth of the operational team
changing some strategies from building a tool to buying commercial tools
and using tool configuration
more opportunities for operational staff to get involved in significant
continuous improvement work streams and make their roles more diverse

Lessons learned

The main lessons the team learned included:

the importance of telling users at the start of the chat that they’re
using a bot
keeping changes small and simple to avoid having to rollback to previous
versions
doing a phased and gradual rollout
giving the users an option to speak to an adviser at any point in the
chat
discovering that you do not always need developers to deliver IT
enhancement
discovering that setting up chatbots takes more time than anticipated
and the AI components can have limited functionality

DVLA has also hosted successful ‘Hack to The Future’ events to find new ways
to use AI and chatbot technology in the public service.

Future plans

The team plans to:

make gradual changes and improvements to encourage a slow and steady
uptake by users and assess the results
have multiple chatbots so they can transfer users from bot to bot
explore robotic process automation (RPA) as an interim technology to
automate simple tasks and move data from one system to another

After the success of the pilot, there is a greater openness to trying pilots.
It has also led to the DVLA assigning more resources and seeing chatbots as a
strategic tool.

https://dvladigital.blog.gov.uk/2019/06/04/how-dvlas-hack-to-the-future-event-explored-new-technology/
https://dvladigital.blog.gov.uk/2019/12/23/finding-new-ways-to-use-bot-technology-in-the-public-service/


How the Ministry of Justice explored
using a chatbot

Summary
MoJ:

ran their project from June to August 2018 with an iteration extending
into September
had a team consisting of a service designer, content designer, user
researcher and developer
trialed the Landbot tool for their chatbot

Objectives
The goal was to run a proof of concept project on the Child Arrangements
Information Tool (CAIT), to understand how users would interact with content
delivered through the chatbot. The team wanted to know whether separated
parents are more likely to engage with content delivered by a chatbot rather
than flat content. They also wanted to know which method was easiest to use
and provided the most flexibility. This project would be part of a larger
project around the CAIT.

The department
MoJ is responsible for the courts, prisons, probation services and attendance
centres. The User Centred Policy Design team ran the chatbot project,
alongside other proof of concepts with video and audio formats. They work
with policy and operational teams to:

be more user focused
test ideas early
make greater use of digital and design methods

Experimenting to understand user needs
The team started this project because of research which found that:

most of their users only interact with the justice system when in a
moment of crisis and might behave differently under stressful situations
users in the moment of crisis tend to struggle reading and understanding
text-heavy flat content
users are looking for help elsewhere, for example, forums or websites
where the interaction is more dynamic and conversational

The team also looked at service data and how other departments provided
evidence of users accessing similar data.
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Testing assumptions
The team found there was a lot of content available online but it was not
engaging enough for some users. So the team set out a proof of concept to
test their assumptions and to better understand what users need.

“Our hypothesis was that if parents ‘in crisis’ receive information in a
different format, they would be more likely to engage with the content and
find relevant information to solve their issues.” – Service Designer

The team wrote 5 statements to test about user interaction with their
content:

The chatbot will receive initial interaction from CAIT users.1.
The chatbot will receive significant interaction from CAIT users (after2.
initial interaction).
The chatbot will have higher referral rates to support services, when3.
compared to static page content.
Interacting with the chatbot will increase users’ awareness of4.
alternatives to court
Users will rate the chatbot as helpful or very helpful.5.

The team then assigned a metric for each statement. For example, by looking
at retention and completion rates to measure if users have had significant
interaction with the chatbot. Each metric had a target, which the team
selected based on a benchmark and research. They used this target to measure
the success of the results.

Setting up the chatbot
The service team ran the project in 3 phases – planning, implementation and
evaluation. They worked closely with the policy team to make sure the chatbot
met policy and legal requirements.

As this was a quick, proof of concept project, the team chose to use Landbot
rather than developing their own tool. The team did not need to invest in
training as they could learn about the tool by using it.

The chatbot they created used a closed script which included a number of user
journeys depending on what path users selected. The content designer wrote
the child arrangement guidance based on current website information. They
worked with their provider to make the chatbot look similar to the GOV.UK
Design System.

Carrying out the project
During the main sprint, the team embedded the chatbot on the homepage of the
service. It was available to the general public for 12 days and during that
time 1,121 users visited the website (125 unique visitors per day) and 26% of
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these users initiated a conversation with the bot, with 15% of this group
continuing their conversation after their initial interactions.

The team also ran 5 further face-to-face usability sessions in a lab
environment to get qualitative feedback on the experiment. The team
considered doing A/B testing, but the service did not have enough users
visiting the site at the time the experiments were carried out.

During the first iteration the team collected feedback from users with a
short questionnaire and 2 simple follow-up questions on the chatbot to rate
their experience. The questions were “was this conversation useful?” and “do
you know more about your options now?”.

Challenges and obstacles
The first version was a closed bot and during user testing sessions, users
quickly understood that they were in a closed loop of information. In the
second iteration, the team added more content and allowed users greater
input.

During the first iteration, some users did not get as far as the feedback
questions if they were given a link to another website as part of their
journey. To resolve this in the second iteration, the team embedded the
feedback in the conversation flow.

The users needed tailored content, and an automated chatbot cannot provide
that. The scripted chatbot felt restrictive and not intelligent enough to
provide users with the content they needed. A potential solution to this was
to provide a webchat or a more intelligent chatbot with machine learning.

With the second iteration of their chatbot, the team found flaws in the
analysis provided by Landbot and ended up manually analysing the data.

Due to a resource issue, there was no research testing for the second
iteration of the chatbot and the team could not directly compare the first
and second iteration.

Results
The participating users gave positive feedback, and were pleasantly surprised
to see the government try something new. The project allowed the team to
sense check their theories in an agile way to better understand and help
users. They found that users are willing to engage with content delivered
through chatbots, although the team needs to do more testing to make sure the
users find the support they are looking for.

At the end of this project the team found:

the users of this service wanted tailored content
users were more likely to find and engage with pages accessed through
the chatbot than through the normal website
the number of referrals improved when using the chatbot compared to



referrals going through the usual process, for example the number of
referrals going to the three external websites used by the service
tripled (3 to 55) during the first iteration

One of the major benefits of the project is that the policy team is more open
to alternative solutions and that testing solutions before using them is
essential.

Future plans
The team would like to try a minimum viable product of a webchat, possibly
using Landbot which has a webchat feature. The team would also like a subject
matter expert to provide content and answer questions.

The team is also considering using a structured menu so that users can
navigate through the content and onto the webchat. With a structured menu,
the team can test a closed bot, a semi-open bot and webchat.


