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COMMUNITY RESILIENCE CAPABILITIES PROJECT
Tabletop Emergency Scenario Exercise

Infrastructure Failure - Water Main Collapse in a Record London Heatwave
Community Resilience Team – British Red Cross

Purpose of this Information Sheet
This document introduces a tabletop exercise based on a major water main collapse in London. It provides a structured exercise scenario, guidance for facilitators, and background information explaining why infrastructure failures require coordinated planning. It also includes discussion questions covering the preparedness, response, and recovery phases.
This resource is designed for voluntary and community organisations, local authorities, emergency services, faith groups, and community leaders who want to strengthen local resilience.


Exercise Purpose
This exercise helps voluntary and community organisations prepare for emergencies by encouraging practical conversations, identifying strengths and areas for improvement, and strengthening collaboration to better support people during major infrastructure disruptions such as heatwaves.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of the exercise, participants will:
· Build stronger relationships with partners
· Improve preparedness knowledge and practical skills
· Understand how some groups may be affected more than others
· Feel confident running similar exercises locally

Exercise Objectives
1. Check preparedness — Notice early signs of risk and identify gaps before an emergency happens.
2. Practise responding — Explore how organisations communicate and support people during evacuation, flooding, heatwave conditions, and disruption.
3. Work better with partners — Improve coordination with emergency services and community networks.
4. Plan for recovery — Discuss how to help residents and businesses recover after long disruption.
5. Build team capability — Increase confidence to take part in or lead future exercises.

About This Scenario
Infrastructure failures can quickly affect many services because they are closely connected. In this scenario, an underground cavity causes a road collapse and flooding. A damaged gas line then leads to an explosion, increasing risks to public safety and causing further damage to nearby buildings. Homes and businesses must evacuate, and emergency services establish safety cordons. Utilities such as water, electricity, and communications are disrupted, and a major incident is declared.
The incident takes place during a heatwave, which increases risks for people without water, cooling, or power. Older adults, young children, and people with health conditions are most at risk. The exercise helps organisations recognise early warning signs, understand how risks can escalate, and support communities safely during disruption and recovery.

Why this is Important
When a water main fails, it can disrupt electricity, gas, transport, and communication services. People may need to leave their homes, and schools, shops, and clinics may close, limiting access to essential support. This can affect people’s safety, health, and daily life while increasing pressure on emergency services and community support. During a heatwave, the risks are greater because people without water or cooling can become unwell quickly. Being prepared helps organisations work together, keep volunteers safe, share clear information, and support community confidence to help each other and prepare for the next emergency.

Why Community is Central to Managing the Situation
Community organisations are trusted sources of support during emergencies. They provide welfare assistance, share reliable information, support evacuations and rest centres, and help reduce misinformation within communities. Recovery is most effective when emergency services and community organisations work closely together, as strong partnerships help meet immediate needs and support long-term recovery.

Scenario Format Summary
Preparedness – before the emergency
· Groups discuss challenges (injects) and answer questions.
· Regroup and share key insights.
Response – during the emergency
· Groups explore evacuation, disruption, and welfare challenges.
· Regroup and share key insights.
Recovery and Mitigation – after the emergency
· Groups discuss short-term and long-term recovery actions and partnership working.
· Regroup and share key insights.



How to Organise the Breakout Groups
To get the most value from the exercise, careful planning of the breakout groups is important.
Each group should have 5–10 people from different backgrounds, including charity workers, council services, safeguarding leads, communications staff, and local community members, so the activity feels realistic and everyone can learn from each other.
If possible, invite external partners before the session to ensure broader representation. Infrastructure disruption affects multiple sectors, and diverse participation strengthens learning. Involving a wide range of people and organisations helps strengthen learning, coordination, and realism during planning and response.
Facilitator Guide – How to Run the Scenario
· Preparation: Confirm participants and share overview materials in advance.
· Ground Rules: Create a respectful, no‑fault learning environment.
· Delivery: Encourage discussion, include quieter voices, and capture key learning.
If someone becomes upset: Pause the exercise, check in with them privately, and offer a quiet space or break. Let them decide whether they want to continue, and signpost support if needed.

Key Discussion Themes
Participants should explore:
· How essential services depend on each other.
· Evacuation support.
· Volunteer welfare and safety.
· Rest centre coordination.
· Supporting vulnerable residents, especially during extreme heat.
· Heatwave risks, including lack of water, cooling, power, and access to medication.
· Public communication and misinformation.
· Partnership working across organisations and sectors.

Intended Outcomes
By the end of the exercise participants should:
· Understand how service failures can affect other services and communities.
· Spot gaps in planning and coordination.
· Build stronger partnerships across organisations.
· Share clear and trusted information during emergencies.
· Increase confidence supporting evacuation and recovery activities.






Appendix – Partner Agencies

British Red Cross: The British Red Cross (BRC) plays a central role in the Community Resilience Capabilities Project by developing practical preparedness resources and facilitating collaborative planning tools. BRC designed the tabletop exercise materials and led the initial simulation session, strengthening multi-agency coordination, community engagement, and local capacity to manage emergencies effectively. They promote wellbeing and recovery by encouraging psychological first aid and access to mental health support for affected individuals, volunteers, and communities.

London Community Emergency Partnership (LCEP): convenes voluntary and community sector partners, strengthens cross-sector coordination, and ensures community voices inform resilience planning. It supports information sharing, mobilises local networks during crises, and enhance collaboration between civil society and statutory agencies.
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