
Levees

A flood levee is an embankment usually along-side a river or creek designed to reduce the risk of flooding. 

Flood levees are built to reduce the risk of flooding to properties. They are not designed to protect people. If a 
levee is in danger of failing, people within areas at risk of being impacted by flooding may be advised to evacuate. 
It is important that you follow this advice.

Key facts about levees: 

  Levees are designed to reduce the risk of flooding of properties, not to protect people.
  Flooding may flow over the top of the levee into low-lying areas.
  No levee is flood proof. Levees can and do fail.

Levee Failures

No levee is guaranteed flood proof and levees can and do fail. When a levee fails, floodwater will enter the 
previously protected area. It may be so fast that there is no time to evacuate. Levees can fail due to: 

Overtopping - A levee is in danger of overtopping when the height of the floodwater is higher than the height 
the levee is designed for. Overtopping is one of the most common reasons for floodwater entering properties 
behind a levee. In April 1990 the town of Nyngan in NSW was inundated by floodwater when the levee was 
overtopped. 

Breaching - A levee breaches when part of the levee fails, creating an opening that floodwater can get through. 
Breaches can be caused by a number of factors and can happen over a long period of time or very suddenly. 
In September 2010, properties in Wangaratta were evacuated when the town’s main levee was in danger of 
breaching.

Levees and floods 

If you live near a levee and flooding is predicted you should: 

  Listen to evacuation notifications. If a levee is in danger of failing you will be advised to evacuate. Remember
that if a levee does fail there may be no time to evacuate. You must leave early.

  Never rely on a levee to protect you. Remember that levees are designed to reduce the risk of damage to
property, not protect people and no levee is flood proof.

  Tune into Emergency Broadcasters including ABC Local Radio, designated commercial radio stations and SKY
NEWS Television for up to date warnings and advice.

Can levees increase my flood risk?

Building or increasing the height of a levee can have significant consequences to surrounding areas. To ensure 
levees don’t cause unexpected increases to flood risk, they must be well designed and maintained by experts. 
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Levee design

Levees usually contain the following elements:

  Crest: the crest is the top of the levee.

  Design Height: The height of floodwater that the levee is designed to withstand. This is always lower than
the crest height.

  Freeboard: the freeboard is the difference between the design height of the levee and the crest. Freeboard is
additional height added to the levee to ensure it can withstand a flood that reaches its design height. In the
January 2011 flood in Kerang, the flood height exceeded the design height of the levee but fortunately the 
levee did not overtop due to the freeboard. Freeboard should never be relied on to provide protection.  

  Toe: the toe is the bottom of the levee.

  Levee Gaps: Sometimes levees have a built in gap e.g. so that a road can go through when not at risk of
flooding. If flooding is expected, gaps need to be filled in by relevant authorities.

Warnings

Flood warnings are issued to inform the public about possible flood events. For more information about floods or 
flood warnings visit or contact: 

 Bureau of Meteorology

 VicEmergency

www.bom.gov.au/vic/warnings

www.emergency.vic.gov.au or dial 1800 226 226

Remember you may not receive an official warning. Never wait for a warning to act.




