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Formal Objection 

Harwich Haven Authority Proposed Maintenance Dredge Disposal Site MLP/2014/00006 

I am writing on behalf of our association to object to the application by Harwich Haven Authority to change 

the location for the disposal of almost four million tonnes per year of dredged material from the current one 

at the Inner Gabbard agreed as mutually acceptable by all stakeholders to one that raises serious concerns 

for the local inshore fishing industry. The fishing industry is being threatened by many activities off the East 

Anglian coast including the loss of fishing grounds to wind turbines together with their export cables as well 

as extraction companies and this proposal to put at risk one of the prime fishing grounds is yet another 

threat to our members and the other crews who rely on this area to provide a valuable part of their catch. 

In the appendices to the Characterisation Report the MMO Coastal Office states: “Fishing vessels from 

Essex and Suffolk utilise the grounds specified by the applicant on a regular basis, indeed it is one of 

their more important fishing grounds. Vessels will typically demersal trawl for Sole and Skate 

throughout the year, but will also trawl and long line for Cod during the winter. Bass and Lobster are 

targeted and constitute a significant part of the income for fishermen from Harwich and Felixstowe 

The area specified (Shipwash) by the applicant has been used by the fishing industry for many years, 

and indeed supports vessels at Harwich and Felixstowe. Whilst I can appreciate the applicant 

wishing to save on fuel and transport/carbon costs by selecting a disposal site considerably closer 

than the current site situated near the Gabbard, the proposed works would come at a detriment to 

the fishing industry. 

Discussions with the fishing industry at Harwich and Felixstowe have shown that the proposed area 

is one of their more important fishing grounds. Vessels target high value species such as Sole and 

Lobster over these grounds, which provide a sustainable income for them and their businesses. The 

grounds specified by the applicant are inhabited by commercially important Shellfish species 

(Lobster and Crab) and demersal fish species (Sole, Skate, Cod) and the addition of silt/dredged 

materials to this environment could prove detrimental to the fishing industry through their disruption 

and loss of grounds/habitat. 
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Allowing the proposed disposal of dredged materials over this site would be detrimental to those 

fishermen who use these grounds regularly, and would come at a financial and economic cost to the 

industry. The loss of grounds and need to travel further to find fishing opportunities would further be 

at the detriment to the fishing industry. I would strongly advise the applicant to consider all the 

potential impacts such a disposal site would have on the local fishing industry and quality of life by 

those who are dependent on fishing to earn a living”. 

It is a little difficult to understand why the authority is applying for a new disposal site when it has recently 

requested a change to its previous 3 year or single year licences (example L/2012/00385/3) and was very 

keen to take out a ten year licence for the existing Inner Gabbard disposal site from 1st January 2014 to 31st 

December 2023 (L/2013/00392/1). This licence includes total silt disposal of almost forty million tonnes at a 

rate of three point seven million tonnes per year for ten years. 

Harwich Haven Authority currently dredges silt with some sand and dumps it out to sea in a spot that has 

been agreed as acceptable to all stakeholders, because it is far enough out away from sensitive fishing 

grounds and, more importantly, in deep water (45metres) so that the silt can disperse in the current.  We 

understand that the authority is considering changing this agreed location for cost cutting reasons to save 

money by dumping the silt 5 miles closer in/or near the south Shipwash. The costs of dredging and disposal 

have increased greatly in recent years due to changing fuel prices, exchange rates and the overall market but 

so have the costs for the boats that fish this area and any suggestion that they should find alternative fishing 

grounds would increase these costs even if it were possible for the boats to extend their range.  

The Harwich Harbour Engineer, John Brien, has confirmed that the disposal will take place at all states of the 

tide. This is totally unacceptable for the local fleet, as the area is in only 20 metres of water and on some 

unique grounds which we all fish. Bearing in mind that the dumping vessel is already low in the water (John 

Brien confirmed that that it draws some 4 metres of water) the silt will reach the seabed more quickly than 

at the present site and is likely to smother the seabed. At slack tide there will be little movement to disperse 

the silt and at other times it will spread onto the grounds upstream and downstream and cause 

environmental damage to some very lucrative fishing grounds. The Applicant’s consultant seems to set great 

store by the  model for predicting the dispersal of the silt and sand but it was unclear how “the model” deals 

with dumping a large load when the tide is slack and there is nowhere for it to go but downwards.  How 

does it deal with the change in depth? How does it differentiate between strong spring tides and neap tides? 

It is also unclear from the consultant reports whether the simulation is based on a single release of the 

dredged material or takes into account the continuous disposal five times per day over a ten day period. Is 

the model calibrated from the short, 30 day survey taken in mid summer? 

The projected savings by Harwich Haven Authority are based on a current cycle time of 4.48 hours or 5 

cycles per day. I am assuming that savings are based on the vessel continuing to be utilised 24 hours each day 

which means that the reduced cycle times of  3.87 will result in an extra cycle each day thereby increasing 

the likelihood of a build up of the disposal material.  

Interestingly John Brien did say at the end of the public meeting in Felixstowe that the build up of disposed 

matter at the current site is not significant. When I asked whether this meant that it is noticeable he 

confirmed this but claimed that it is “probably” not the silt but capital dredged material which is something 

the licence doesn’t appear to permit but which should be dumped in the Inner Gabbard East site. My view is 

that if build up in 45 metres is noticeable and measurable then it is having a negative effect which could only 

be worse in shallower water. It would be interesting to know what has caused the build up and whether the 

present licence (or the proposed licence) allows the dumping of capital dredging material in addition to the 

silt.  
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The general area around the port of Orford is already under extreme stress with the spread of wind 

turbines and the effects of the poor burial techniques for wind farm export cables which have made prime 

fishing grounds unfishable for the local fleet, something we have asked the MMO to investigate. Any proposal 

for relocating the mutually agreed disposal point into another area of prime fishing grounds would be likely 

to reduce the already limited fishing grounds even further and cause the boats to compete with others for a 

reducing area for commercial fishing.  

The Applicant’s consultant appears to understand the range limitations of our small boats and the fact that 

they cannot simply move to other grounds “The consultation process focussed on identifying fishing 

vessels operating within the study area due to the likelihood that these vessels would experience the 

most significant impacts as a result of the proposed disposal site due to the limited capacity to 

mitigate by travelling to more distant grounds”. The consultant report suggests that “A potential 

adverse effect of moderate or major significance is predicted on commercial fisheries, for vessels 

specialising in potting with a high reliance on the area of ground immediately west of the proposed 

disposal site”. What is not recognised is that all types of local fishing are dependent on fishing areas within 

their range not just potting boats. These are fishing grounds that have developed over many generations and 

are unlikely to respond well to being smothered by any level of additional silt. Although the applicant claims 

that there are no prohibited contaminants identified in the silt, we are also concerned that the location from 

which it comes must cause it to contain fuel and other substances connected with the vessels using the 

harbour that may harm the sensitive ecosystem in this area. 

The surveys carried out by the applicant appear to be limited in some areas. “5 beam trawl surveys were 

planned to collect data on the mobile macrofauna in the area of the proposed disposal site. Due to 

poor weather conditions it was not possible to carry out the trawls. As the data collected by the 

beam trawl survey was intended to be qualitative (i.e. it would provide an indication of fish species 

present at fixed points in the vicinity of the disposal site at a snapshot in time), their absence is not 

considered to be detrimental to the Characterisation Report. Information on fish species has been 

gathered from the literature to characterise the disposal site area”. There appears to be no attempt to 

reschedule these trawl surveys. “A seabed instrument frame was deployed at the location  for a period 

of 30 days (21st July to 23rd August 2012 ) to measure Wave height, period and direction, Through - 

depth current speed and direction, Water levels, Near - bed (+0.5 m) turbidity, salinity and 

temperature”. A 30 day survey during mid summer seems to be insufficient to fully assess the new disposal 

area. 

The applicant also proposes that a single monitor of the first dump should take place immediately before and 

after the dump and then annual single monitors. This means that there will be no accurate assessment of the 

effect of the silt dumping throughout the first year following the initial disposal. By the end of this time 

irrecoverable damage could have been done to these prime fishing areas by the dumping of almost four 

million tonnes of mud and sand. A previous disposal site on the Roughs Tower had been designated as a 

disposal area some time ago and it was found to have a serious detrimental effect on the disposal area and 

surrounding sea bed. We understand that the disposal licence was terminated but it took several years to 

return the area to its original state. John Brien confirms that “The Roughs Tower site was closed because 

it had been filled with capital material from the 1998 – 2000, deepening up to about -7 or -8m CD  

and there was concern regarding maintenance material spreading from the site into potting areas”.  
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We believe that, because of the shallow water, damage will occur on the proposed designated and 

neighbouring areas and even if identified through the monitoring process we do not have confidence that the 

applicant and the MMO could react quickly enough to stop the activity before long lasting damage has 

occurred. 

Port of Felixstowe has recently received permission for a new multi-million pound extension which will 

enable it to handle two of the next generation of mega-ships at the same time. The project will involve 

dredging 740,000 cubic metres of material to provide the berth and enable a new steel-piled quay wall to be 

built. We are now concerned that this project will also produce an increase in the annual disposal of dredged 

material by Harwich Haven Authority. 

The report refers to 21 owners of fishing businesses being interviewed but there appear to be differences in 

interpretation of what may constitute an interview and whether 21 is a representative number out of all the 

boats who share the areas off the East Anglian coast. Little weight appears to have been given to the 

knowledge and experience gained by local fishermen over generations. That knowledge and experience 

tends to show that marine science and modelling is still an imprecise subject due to the various influences 

over the seasons which typically aren’t captured except by detailed surveys over an extended period of time. 

The limited 30 day survey in this case is hardly a representative assessment of the area over a reasonable 

period of time. Our boats are out in all seasons and conditions but the value of their experince appears to 

have been discounted. The fishing survey simply looks at the impact of the plan not the expert views of men 

with detailed knowledge of the marine environment and the cyclical nature of it. 

The attached images from pages 13 and 19 of the Characterisation Report on page 6 show the 

most concentrated areas of fishing activity alongside the expected area of the proposed silt 

deposition. They have been adjusted from the originals in the report which showed different overall 

views distorting the comparative area of the dispersal for some reason. With the adjustment this 

clearly shows that there is a significant risk that the relocation of the current disposal site to the 

applicant’s proposed one will impact all types of inshore fishing.  

The report accepts that there is a risk to the fishing grounds but suggests that the risk to fishing grounds of 

the relocation of the disposal site is no more than an inconvenience that can be mitigated by the local vessels 

travelling to alternative fishing grounds. “For most fishing vessels operating from local harbours and 

continental harbours, the risk that the disposal of dredged material at the proposed new site will 

affect fish and shellfish to a level that results in a noticeable decline in catch is considered low. The 

majority of fishing vessels targeting these resources, commercially or recreationally, are relatively 

flexible in terms of travelling to alternative fishing grounds. Fishing grounds suitable for otter or 

beam trawling, for example, are well distributed throughout the southern North Sea. Mitigation of 

any loss could be achieved by fishing elsewhere if there is a decline in catches at the proposed new 

disposal site”. Although this may be true for the large, mostly foreign, trawlers the power and range of the 

local boats is such that this is not feasible except within a small area that will have an impact on other local 

boats fishing the area. There is no real difference between the boats targetting Bass, Sole, Skate and Cod, 

and the shellfish boats targetting Lobster and Crab that the report accepts may suffer financial hardship. “A 

small sub-set of the commercial fishing fleet were found during the consultations to rely on shellfish 

on hard ground near the Shipwash Sand. Increases in suspended sediment concentration and/or 

increased seabed deposition at these fishing grounds may lead to behavioural changes in target 

species that result in reduced catches at these grounds. A decline in catches could lead to financial 
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hardship that would be difficult to mitigate, largely because there are very few alternative areas with 

suitable habitat to support populations of lobsters” 

The applicant states that the aim of the relocation of the disposal site is to make maintenance 

dredging activities more sustainable in terms of cost, fuel used and emissions. To suggest that the 

fishing industry should extend its area of operation to achieve this is questionable on sustainability 

grounds even if it were feasible. Extra cost, fuel used and CO2 emissions would simply transfer from 

one entity to another.  

The inshore fishing industry has been identified by National and European governments as vital to 

the future sustainability of the fish stocks and local communities. We do understand the need for 

statutory bodies to carefully manage their costs and expenses. Like Orford, Harwich is a Trust Port 

and is a statutory Harbour Authority governed by an independent board charged with acting in the 

interests of all its stakeholders. However, it derives its income from conservancy and pilotage 

charges on commercial shipping. It receives no public funding; it does not issue, nor is it required to 

pay a dividend on any form of equity, public or private so there is no drain on the public purse.  

The applicant accepts that there are risks associated with the plan but considers them to be low 

with the exception of the potting industry. As stated above, all boats would be affected due to their 

limited power and range to find other fishing grounds. Harwich Haven Authority have stated that 

disposal will occur at all states of the tide. Our concern is that by dumping these large quantities of 

silt in a depth of only 20 metres the risk is high that more of it will hit the seabed before it is able 

to be dispersed by the currents, particularly at slack tide.  

All enterprises, including the fishing businesses along the Essex and Suffolk coast, are being hit by 

increased costs but to put the local fishing industry at risk for the sake of cost savings for others 

with doubtful scientific evidence about the detrimental effects of the proposed changes cannot be 

defended.  

Our association and its members urge you to reject this application. 

Yours sincerely 

 

Roger Hipwell 

Chairman - Orford and District Inshore Fishermen’s Association 
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