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Date: 17 January 2014 
Our ref:  105344 
Your ref: MLA/2013/00432 
 

 
Siobhan Sherry 
Marine Management Organisation 
Lancaster House 
Hampshire Court 
Newcastle Upon Tyne 
NE4 7YH 

 
 

Marine Lead Adviser 
 
Natural England 
Level 4 
Pydar House 
Pydar Street 
Truro 
Cornwall 
TR1 1XU 

Dear Siobhan, 
 
MLA/2013/00432 Maintenance Dredging at HMNB Devonport 
 
Thank you for consulting Natural England in relation to the application for the maintenance dredging 
at HMNB Devonport and the associated disposal of dredged material at the Rame Head South Marine 
Disposal Site. The consultation was received by Natural England on 26 November 2013. The following 
constitutes Natural England’s formal statutory response. 
 
For clarity, we have separated our advice with reference to the proposed dredging and disposal 
operations. 
 
1 Dredging Operations 
 
Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 Part 4, s.69 (1) 
 
The proposed maintenance dredging operations, as set out in the information provided, are sited 
adjacent to the Tamar Estuary Marine Conservation Zone (MCZ). The Tamar Estuary MCZ is located in 
two spatially separate areas and covers an area of approximately 15 km2. The site includes the upper 
reaches of the Tamar and Lynher Estuaries. The sheltered habitats found within this site are subject 
to various salinity levels and tidal exposures and the diverse estuarine environment supports a 
number of features of ecological importance. 
 
The Tamar Estuary MCZ has been designated due to the presence of:  
 

 Intertidal biogenic reefs 

 Intertidal coarse sediment 

 Blue mussel (Mytilus edulis) beds 

 Native oyster (Ostrea edulis) 

 Smelt (Osmerus eperlanus) 
 
The Tamar Estuary MCZ is particularly important as it is the only MCZ site where smelt (Osmerus 
eperlanus) is protected. Smelt is a migratory fish species which has suffered large declines 
throughout its range and is known to breed in the Tamar. 
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Natural England does not have evidence that the proposed dredging operations will hinder the 
conservation objectives of the MCZ. However, the smelt MCZ features might not be protected as the 
current December-March dredging window would overlap when smelt migrations and spawning are 
known to occur (February-April). Smelt are thought to form large shoals in the lower reaches of 
estuaries in winter before ascending to spawn in Spring with spawning determined by temperature 
and tides. At present we have a limited understanding of smelt movements within the Tamar and any 
potential impacts resulting from dredging. Smelt are known to be very sensitive to changes in water 
quality, dissolved oxygen, etc. and the historic declines have been attributed to poor water quality. 
Some studies have also shown that low dissolved oxygen in the upper estuary can be considered to 
act as a barrier to migration.1 
 
We recognise the need for the dredging operations to proceed as described in the Baseline 
Document. However, we would advise where possible avoidance of in-channel dredging in confined 
parts of the estuary during critical periods for the smelt population. In particular, we would advise 
that Dredging of sites within the confines of the main channel in the Tamar estuary be phased to 
avoid February and March. This precautionary advice is based on our current understanding of the 
behaviour of smelt within the Tamar Estuary. 
 
 We will be looking to meet with the MOD and EA in the next few weeks to discuss this approach 
along with the inclusion of the  recently designated MCZs within the Baseline Document which is due 
for review before 2016. 
 
Future advice provided by Natural England may be subject to change as our understanding of the use 
of the estuary by species of interest, particularly Smelt, increases. 
 
The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (as amended) and The Offshore Marine 
Conservation (Natural Habitats, & c.) Regulations 2007 (as amended) 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) 
 
The locations of the proposed dredging operations are wholly within the Plymouth Sound and 
Estuaries Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and are adjacent to the Tamar Estuaries Complex Special 
Protection Area (SPA). 
 
The Plymouth Sound and Estuaries SAC qualifies as a SAC for the following Annex 1 features 
identified by the EU Habitats Directive: 
 

 Large shallow inlets and bays 

 Estuaries 

 Reefs 

 Atlantic salt meadows 

 Sandbanks which are slightly covered by seawater all the time 

 Shore dock 
 
The SAC is also designated due to the significant presence of: 
 

 Mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide 

                                                
1
 Maes, J., Stevens, M. & J. Breine 2007a. Poor water quality constrains the distribution and movements of twaite shad 

   Alosa fallax fallax (Lacépède, 1803) in the watershed of river Scheldt. Hydrobiologia HARBASINS – Conservation goals 39 
   Maes, J., Stevens, M. & J. Breine 2007b. Modelling the migration opportunities of diadromous fish species along a 
   Gradient of dissolved oxygen concentration in a European tidal watershed. Estuarine Coastal and Shelf Science. 75: 151- 
   162. 
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 Allis shad 
 
The Tamar Estuaries Complex SPA qualifies under the EU Birds Directive as the area supports 
internationally important numbers of: 
 

 Migratory Little Egret (Egretta garzetta) 

 Migratory Avocet (Recurvirostra avosetta) 
 
The Baseline Document was prepared to assess the activities in accordance with Article 6(3) of the EC 
Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC). The document draws on available information to describe the current 
and historic patterns of dredging in relation to the conservation objectives of the adjacent European 
marine sites and the eight associated Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). 
 
The Baseline Document contains information relevant to the integrity of the Plymouth Sound and 
Estuaries SAC, the Tamar Estuaries Complex SPA and associated SSSIs referred in the document as 
the Plymouth Sound and Estuaries European Marine Site. 
 
The Baseline Document concludes that the present maintenance dredging practices are sustainable 
and not having an adverse effect on the features of the Plymouth Sound and Estuaries European 
Marine Site. 
 
Natural England can therefore advise that providing the works are carried out in accordance with the 
methodologies described within the Baseline Document, it can be concluded that the application will 
not have a significant effect on the Plymouth Sound and Estuaries SAC or the Tamar Estuaries 
Complex SPA, either individually or in combination with other plans or projects. It is therefore our 
advice that an Appropriate Assessment of the implications of this proposal on the site’s conservation 
objectives is not required. 
 
2 Disposal Operations 
 
Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 Part 4, s.69 (1) 
 
The applicants propose to dispose of the dredged material by use of the Rame Head South Marine 
Disposal Site (PL031). This disposal site is located approximately 1.5 km to the south of the Whitsand 
and Looe Bay MCZ. 
 
The Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ protects eight habitats and their associated species as well as 
offering specific protection to four species of conservation importance. The MCZ has been 
designated due to the presence of: 
 

 Intertidal coarse sediment 

 Intertidal sand and muddy sand 

 Subtidal coarse sediment 

 Subtidal sand 

 Low energy intertidal rock 

 Moderate energy intertidal rock 

 High energy intertidal rock 

 

 Seagrass beds 

 Ocean quahog (Arctica islandica) 

 Pink sea-fan (Eunicella verrucosa) 

 Sea-fan anemone (Amphianthus dohrnii) 

 Stalked jellyfish (Haliclystus auricula) 
 

 
Previously specific concerns have been raised in relation to the impact of the disposal of dredged 
material at the Rame Head South Marine Disposal Site and targeted monitoring and assessments 
have been carried out by Cefas, who published an extensive report of their findings in 2005. These 
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studies determined that whilst there may be some minor local and temporary increases in turbidity 
resulting from disposal operations, evidence from the monitoring surveys indicates that any 
environmental effects of deposited dredged material are largely confined to the immediate vicinity 
of the licensed disposal site.2 
 
Sediment transport modelling undertaken by Cefas predicted the location of the deposition of 
disposed material settling out following the release of individual hopper loads. The results indicated 
that the sediment accumulation onto the seabed direct from the disposal operation tends to occur 
in a band parallel to the shore with only very limited transport in an inshore direction.3 
In 2010 the MMO conducted an independent review of disposal to the Rame Head site to determine 
whether the conditions under which licences had been granted remained valid and that any 
environmental effects remained tolerable. It concluded that impacts of dredge disposal are evident 
at the Rame Head disposal site but are low level and not widespread. Based on the general nature of 
marine impacts due to human activities, the changes observed at the site due to dredged material 
disposal are regarded as acceptable (Elliot & Mazik 2011).4,5 
 
This review was conducted prior to the designation of the Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ and so no 
consideration was given in the studies to the potential impact of the disposal of dredged material on 
the MCZ. However, the information presented in the reports demonstrates limited landward 
transport of released material towards the boundary of the MCZ. 
 
Since 2000, the quantity of dredged material deposited at the Rame Head South disposal site has 
been variable. The Baseline Document details deposits from recent capital dredging projects: 
 

 Clovelly Bay (Plymouth Yacht Haven) 147,000 tonnes (1997 and 1998) 

 Bull Point (RAFT Project) 617,000 tonnes (2001) 

 Plymouth Sound (ABP) 93,809 tonnes (2003) 

 Mill Bay Dock (Inner Basin) 130,000 tonnes (estimated) (2010) 

 109,000 tonnes is reported to have been dredged from the Naval Base (1998 and 2000) 
 
The applicants have proposed an average 122,333 tonnes per year of dredged material disposal for 
the three years of the licence. 
 
On the basis of the available evidence Natural England advise that the proposed disposal of dredged 
material at the Rame Head South Marine Disposal Site will not have a detrimental effect on the 
Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ. Future advice provided by Natural England may be subject to change as 
our understanding of how the MCZ is affected by the disposal of dredged material at the Rame Head 
disposal site increases. 
 
The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (as amended) and The Offshore Marine 
Conservation (Natural Habitats, & c.) Regulations 2007 (as amended) 
 
Natural England can confirm that the Rame Head Marine Disposal Site is not located within or in 
close proximity to any Special Area of Conservation (SAC), Special Protection Area (SPA) or Ramsar 

                                                
2,3

 Cefas. (2005) Environmental impacts resulting from disposal of dredged material at the Rame Head disposal site, S.W. 
   England: An analysis of existing data and implications for environmental management. CEFAS Contract BA004. 
 
4 Elliott, M. & Mazik, K. (2011) Rame Head Environmental Impact study: Review of Evidence. Institute of Estuarine and 
   Coastal Studies University of Hull, Report to Marine Management Organisation. Available at: 
   http://www.marinemanagement.org.uk/licensing/public_register/cases/documents/ramehead/hull.pdf 
5 Birchenough. A. & Pacitto, S. (2013) Dredge material disposal sites and Marine Protected Areas around the English Coast: 
   Initial desk review. Cefas contract report: C5852B. Cefas. 

http://www.marinemanagement.org.uk/licensing/public_register/cases/documents/ramehead/hull.pdf
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site. There is no evidence that we are aware of that identifies a pathway by which impacts from the 
disposal operations would affect the interest features of any such sites. Therefore, providing the 
works are carried out in accordance with the application, it can be concluded that the application will 
have not a significant effect on any SAC, SPA (or Ramsar) site, either individually or in combination 
with other plans or projects. It is therefore our advice that an Appropriate Assessment of the 
implications of this proposal on the site’s conservation objectives is not required. 
 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) 
 
This disposal site is located approximately 1.5 km to the south of the Rame Head and Whitsand Bay 
SSSI. 
The Rame Head and Whitsand Bay SSSI has been designated due to the presence of: 
 

 Nationally scarce plant: Poa infirma, Early Meadow-grass,  

 Nationally scarce plant: Lotus angustissimus, Slender Bird's-foot-trefoil 

 Population of Schedule 8 plant - Rumex rupestris, Shore Dock 

 Vascular Plant Assemblage 

 EC - Marine Devonian 

 IA - Coastal Geomorphology 
 
We are not aware and have seen no evidence that the disposal operations would have or have had a 
detrimental impact on the SSSI interest features. 
 
3 Other Comments 
 
The Marine Works (Environmental Impact Assessment) 2007 (as amended) 

 
Natural England agrees with the opinion of the MMO that this application proposal should be 
screened out under these Regulations. It is our advice, on the basis of the material supplied with the 
consultation, that an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is not required for this application.  
 
The Baseline Document for Maintenance Dredging 
 
The Baseline Document, last revised in 2011, concluded that the present maintenance dredging 
practices are sustainable and not having an adverse effect on the features of the Plymouth Sound 
and Estuaries SAC.  
 
The Baseline Document is due for review in 2016 at which time further consideration will need to be 
given to the impacts of the dredging and disposal operations on the Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ. We 
recommend that the review of the Baseline Document will need to include any new information on 
impacts on the status of the all protected sites in the Plymouth Sound and Whitsand Bay area. 
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I hope this letter provides the information you require. Please contact me if you would like further 
clarification or to discuss any aspect of the above. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
 

Marine Lead Adviser 
Cornwall & Isles of Scilly Regional Seas Team 
Natural England 
 

 
 




