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The future of the past

“The technology that allows one 
to operate a computer simply by touching

the screen”

A predecessor to the Arc boat?

Tomorrow’s World, 1982



“Egypt…is a land which has been won by the Egyptians…
and is a gift of the river Nile”
Herodotus, Histories, Book II



‘Stage-boards’ on Greco-Roman 
Nilometer

Old Kingdom (< 1500 BCE) Nilometer in ‘stilling well’ 

Nilometers on Elephantine Island, Aswan, Upper Egypt

The value of hydrometric data



The value of hydrometric data in the 21st century

Source: Guardian; Prudhomme et al. 2012; Office of National Statistics 

Projected summer flows for the 2050s



The value of hydrometric data in the 21st century

Source: Guardian; Prudhomme et al. 2012; Office of National Statistics 
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Monitoring and 
Network Design

Dixon et al. 2013.  Hydrological Sciences Journal. 



Monitoring and Network Design

The Lambourn at Shaw (Berks):
A 50-year long flow record in a near-

natural chalk catchment.

Networks under pressure: maintaining the strategic utility of the 
network will be a key focus for the NRFA

Exploiting the data holdings of the 
NRFA to assess the network

Laize et al. 2008 Proc. ICE; Hannaford et al. 2013. Hydrology Research
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Data Sensing and Recording

Images: NRFA, Nick Everard; Wikipedia Commons; NASA.gov

1980s:
Ultrasonic gauges

2010s:
ADCPs in routine use

2040s:
Will we need to leave 

the office at all....?



Data Sensing and Recording

New types of data  
e.g. COSMOS

New sources, 
e.g. Citizen Science

The exploitation of NRFA data will be more integrated with 
other types of monitoring in future

Bringing it all together: “virtual” integrated 
monitoring using time series and spatial 

data visualisation tools
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Data Validation

Despite the march of technology, hydrometric data quality will always be an issue...

Station downtime: remains of Abbey Heath
station after vandalism by bulldozer

Cumbria, 2009. How to measure a 
2000 year event?

Images: EA Anglian,,NERC

Miller et  al. 2013: Hydrology Research



Data Validation

A new challenge: integrating the validation of flood peak data
with daily mean flows
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Analysis and synthesis: situation monitoring

Monitoring the 2010 – 2012 Drought

What can we learn from the rest of the world?

Images: JRC; US Drought Monitor,  National Drought Mitigation Center



Analysis and synthesis: situation monitoring

An interview with the Today programme in early 
May 2012:  “Despite this rain, the drought is very 
likely to continue....”

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-yPN8W8-WJeE/UGwId39rk4I/AAAAAAAAARI/-6NYkq45kaY/s1600/Hannaford-Feilden-web.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-yPN8W8-WJeE/UGwId39rk4I/AAAAAAAAARI/-6NYkq45kaY/s1600/Hannaford-Feilden-web.jpg


Analysis and synthesis: long-term change

European runoff  trends

Stahl et al. 2010, 2012

Winter runoff trends 1969 - 2008

Hannaford & Buys, 2012
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Information Dissemination

In an era of Big Data, the NRFA will continue to 
champion “turning data into information”

Images:Twitter, Wikipedia Commons
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Decision making



A future Archive by collaboration....

&....?



Celebrating 60 years of the NRFA

The face of regional liaison in the 2040s?

Image: Honda.com

Here’s to the next 30 years!


