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1.  Executive Summary 
 
This report comprises the Marine Management Organisation’s (“MMO’s”) evaluation 
of the South West Disposal Site Characterisation Report (“Site Characterisation 
Report”) for a new dredged material disposal site approximately 9 km south west of 
Plymouth Breakwater to provide an optimum, sustainable alternative site to reduce 
the regulatory burden associated with the existing Rame Head South disposal site 
(“Rame Head disposal site”). 
 
For over a hundred years, material from the River Tamar and Plymouth Sound area 
has been dredged and disposed to the Rame Head disposal site. There are now a 
number of Marine Protected Areas (MPA’s) in close proximity to Rame Head 
disposal site that result in an increased regulatory burden surrounding the ongoing 
use of the site. In 2015, the main users of the site decided to find a disposal location 
that could be used in a sustainable way as a longer term alternative to Rame Head. 
 
An area with a radius of 8 nm (14.8 km) from Plymouth breakwater was identified 
which showed potential for further investigation for consideration as areas for 
characterisation. Survey work to inform site characterisation was undertaken and a 
Site Characterisation Report was prepared. As part of its consideration of the 
proposed new disposal site, the MMO ran a consultation exercise and a total of 34 
responses were received.  
 
In response to the issues raised in the consultation exercise, it was considered that 
further information was required to be able to fully characterise the site and that an 
Addendum to the report was required. As part of this Addendum the proposed site 
was micro-sited to the North West of the survey area, away from sensitive areas, 
and the Site Characterisation Report was revised. 
 
A full assessment into the environmental and socioeconomic impacts has been 
conducted and the MMO concludes the disposal activities of Scenarios 1, 2 and 3 
have been assessed at the proposed disposal site location. As a new disposal site, 
monitoring under the national Dredged Material Disposal Site Monitoring programme 
will be undertaken, however further mitigation beyond may not be necessary. 
 
The potential impacts above that of Scenario 3 were deemed to require a higher 
level of assessment than was available and so it is considered that disposal events 
above that of Scenario 3 will not be considered further. 
 

2.  The Proposal 
 
2.1    Background 
 
For over a hundred years, material from the River Tamar and Plymouth Sound area 
has been dredged and disposed to the Rame Head disposal site. The majority of 
dredging takes place in the River Tamar at Her Majesty’s Naval Base (HMNB 
Devonport), and associated Defence Infrastructure Organisation (DIO) areas along 
with the commercial wharves of Cattewater Harbour, and other ports and marinas in 
the wider Plymouth area. 
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There are now a number of Marine Protected Areas (MPA’s) in close proximity to 
Rame Head disposal site that result in an increased regulatory burden surrounding 
the ongoing use of the site. In 2015, the main users of the site decided to find a 
disposal location that could be used in a sustainable way as a longer term alternative 
to Rame Head. To oversee the project, a Steering Group was established to identify 
an optimal, sustainable alternative disposal site for the placement of dredged 
material (“Site Characterisation Project”).  
 
The Site Characterisation Project is funded by DIO, Cattewater Harbour 
Commissioners and Associated British Ports (“the Funding Partners”). The MMO’s 
role in the Site Characterisation Project has been as a facilitator by commissioning 
the Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (“Cefas”) on behalf 
of the Funding Partners.  
 
The Site Characterisation Project was an iterative process and comprised the 
following key stages: 
 

 Cefas carried out a desk-based site selection study and identified locations 
that could be taken forward for further detailed assessment to characterise a 
new site. The Site Selection Report was published in August 2016. 

 

 A Site Characterisation study was undertaken by Cefas between July and 
October 2016. Fieldwork was undertaken to characterise the site and 
sediment plume modelling was completed to identify potential impacts of 
disposal events. A Site Selection Report was drafted to present the findings of 
the study in October 2016. 
 

 A consultation exercise (November-December 2016) was carried out by the 
MMO to gather views from both advisors and the general public.  
 

 In response to the issues raised in the consultation exercise, it was 
considered that further information was required and an Addendum to the 
report was produced and the Site Characterisation Report revised in February 
2017.  

 
As part of this Addendum the proposed site was micro-sited to the North West of the 
survey area away from sensitive areas. The proposed new disposal site is located at 
a depth of about 50m and comprises a footprint approximately 2km by 1km and lies 
approximately 9km south west of the Plymouth Breakwater.  Further details of the 
Site Selection, Site Characterisation Report, consultation exercise and the updated 
Site Characterisation Report and Addendum are presented below in Sections 4, 5, 6 
and 7 respectively. 
 

3.  Legislative and Policy Framework 
 
Criteria for the Selection of New Sea Disposal Sites 
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The principal factors to be considered when selecting a disposal site are listed in 
Annex III parts B and C of the London Convention 1972 (IMO, 2003). These have 
been further refined in the Revised Specific Guidelines for Assessment of Dredged 
Material (IMO, 2014) that supplement Annex 2 of the 1996 Protocol (IMO, 2003) and 
the OSPAR Guidelines for the Management of Dredged Material at Sea (OSPAR, 
2014), of which the UK Government is a contracting party. 
 
It is the Funding Partners (with the support of the Steering Group) who will propose 
whether to select the New Site as an alternative to the existing Site. The MMO will 
then consider whether a licence or licences for disposal at the New Site should be 
granted, and if so on what terms. The MMO is not at present making any 
determination in respect of the selection of the New Site for potential disposal.   
 
Environmental Impact Assessment  
 
Although the Marine Works (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2007 
(as amended) apply to marine licences, the MMO does not consider that the 
identification of this particular new site requires an Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA). The designation of a new disposal site is not an activity specified 
under either Annex I or II of the EIA Directive (Council Directive 85/336/EC). 
 
Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 
 
Part 4, chapter 1, section 67(4) of the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 (MCAA) 
states:  
 
“The appropriate licensing authority may require an applicant –  
 
a) to supply such information,  
b) to produce such articles, and  
c) to permit such investigations, examinations and tests,  
 
as in the opinion of the authority may be necessary or expedient to enable it to 
determine the application.”  
 
The MMO considers that this section of the MCAA provides sufficient basis for the 
MMO to consider the Report.  
 

4. Site Selection Report 
 
The report can be accessed here:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/54810
1/Final_Plymouth_disposal_site.pdf.  

For operational reasons the Site Selection exercise comprised a survey area of 8nm 
from the Plymouth Breakwater. A wide range of sensitivities, from both 
environmental and socioeconomic considerations, were identified and mapped. The 
site selection study identified sensitive receptors, such as conservation sites, other 
uses of the sea, wrecks, navigation and marine ecology.  An area with a radius of 8 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/548101/Final_Plymouth_disposal_site.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/548101/Final_Plymouth_disposal_site.pdf
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nm (14.8 km) from Plymouth breakwater was identified which showed potential for 
further investigation for consideration as areas for characterisation. 

5. Site Characterisation Report 
 
The survey work to inform site characterisation was undertaken by Cefas in July 
2016. Survey work comprised high resolution multi-beam bathymetric surveys, grab 
sampling and laboratory analysis, 2m beam trawl sampling, drop down video and a 
fixed station MiniLander deployment. In October 2016, Cefas completed a Site 
Characterisation Report for the South West Disposal Site following the Site selection 
exercise. The report can be accessed here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/57308
1/C7041_Plymouth_Disposal_Site_Characterisation_Phase_III.pdf.  
 
The Site Characterisation Report included the assessments of a new disposal site on 
topics areas including physical processes, sediment and water quality, marine 
ecology, designated conservation sites, commercial and recreational fisheries, 
historic environment, navigation, recreational activities, other uses of the sea and 
cumulative effects. The Site Characterisation Report was updated following 
comments from the Steering Group in October 2016. 
 

6. Consultation Exercise 
 
This section summarises consultation undertaken by the MMO in relation to the 
South West Site Characterisation Project undertaken between November 2016 and 
January 2017. 
 

6.1 Consultation 
 
As part of its consideration of the proposed new disposal site, the MMO consulted 
the bodies listed below in Table 1. Furthermore both reports, the Site Selection 
Report and the Site Characterisation Report were made publicly available on the 
MMO’s selected cases website in October and November 2016 respectively. A 
consultation period ran to January 2017 and the relevant responses have been 
detailed within this evaluation report.  
 
Table 1: Consultation bodies 
Organisation 

Natural England Devon and Severn Inshore Fisheries 
Conservation Authorities (IFCA) 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
(RSPB) 

Cornwall Inshore Fisheries Conservation 
Authorities (IFCA) 

Department for Environment, Food & 
Rural Affairs (Defra) 

South Devon and Channel 
Shellfishermen 

Joint Service Sub Aqua Diving Centre New Under Ten Fisherman’s Association 

Historic England Sole of Discretion 

Plymouth Federation Sea Anglers SW Handline Fishermen’s Association 

Plymouth Sea Angling Plymouth Trawler Agents 

Crusader Charters Mevagissey Fishermen’s Association 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/573081/C7041_Plymouth_Disposal_Site_Characterisation_Phase_III.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/573081/C7041_Plymouth_Disposal_Site_Characterisation_Phase_III.pdf
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Plymouth Marine Laboratory St Mawes &District Fishermen’s 
Association 

Marine Biological Association (MBA) Polperro Harbour Master 

Royal Haskoning DHV Plymouth University 

Joint Nature Conservation Committee 
(JNCC) 

Cornwall County Council 

Marine Management Organisation 
(Coastal Offices) 

The Crown Estate 

Duchy of Cornwall Environment Agency 

Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) Queens Harbour Master (Devonport) 

Royal Yachting Association (RYA) Cattewater Harbour Commissioners 

Trinity House Defence Infrastructure Organisation 
(DIO) 

Ministry of Defence Associated British Ports Millbay 

Cornwall Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty 

Teignmouth Harbour Commission 

South Devon Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty 

Whitsand Bay Judicial Review Group 

Stop Dumping in Whitsand Bay Group United Kingdom Hydrographic Office 
(UKHO) 

Plymouth Sound British Sub Aqua Club Plymouth Diving Centre (Professional 
Association of Diving Instructors, PADI) 

 

7. Updated Site Characterisation Report and Addendum 

In response to the issues raised in the consultation exercise, it was considered that 
further information was required to be able to fully characterise the site and that an 
Addendum to the report was required. The Site Characterisation Report was also 
revised. The updated Site Characterisation Report and Addendum were produced in 
February 2017. 
 
The Addendum provided updated assessments on fish and fisheries, designated 
sites, commercial and recreational fisheries (fishing gear, recreational activities 
(SCUBA diving) and other seabed users (scientific monitoring). As part of this 
Addendum the proposed site was micro-sited to the North West of the survey area 
away from sensitive areas.  
 

8. Assessment 

A brief summary of each Site Characterisation Report chapter is presented below 
(sections 8.1 to 8.15) with a summary of comments received from the consultation 
(reference is made to the respective Report chapter for each heading). A total of 34 
responses were received during consultation, of which 14 were in support of the 
proposed disposal site, 5 made no comments and 15 submitted comments. The 
MMO response to the representations received is summarised for each topic area. 
 

8.1 Need for New Disposal Site (Chapter 2) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
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There is an existing and continued need for the disposal of dredged material for the 
surrounding area. There are, outside of Rame Head disposal site, no suitable 
existing disposal sites that can be used and a new sustainable disposal site must be 
identified. 
 
There are limited options for reuse, recycling and the prevention of the waste. 
However, applicants for a marine licence will still be required to provide evidence to 
show that they have considered alternatives to disposal at sea as required under the 
Waste Framework Directive (WaFD) (Directive 2008/98/EC). 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
The majority of representations (four) submitted related to the need for disposal of 
dredged material at sea. Respondents stated there should be no disposal of waste at 
sea and/or assessment of alternative options, such as recycling should be made. 
Conversely, three responses supported the project, stressing that disposal at sea 
was the only economically viable option. 
 
Three responses questioned the need and justification for finding a new site, noting 
there were no significant impacts from disposal activities at the existing Rame Head 
disposal site. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The MMO considers that alternative options to disposal at sea have been considered 
within the Report. The Report discusses the WaFD concluding that the requirement 
for a disposal site to take dredged material from the Plymouth area as a result of the 
ongoing need to dredge to maintain navigable depths remains. The MMO agrees 
that there are limited options for reuse, recycling and the prevention of the waste due 
to the characteristics, chemistry, and high water content of the material typically 
dredged.  
 
Continuing compliance with the WaFD is considered on a case by case basis as part 
of the marine licensing application process and applicants are required to supply 
evidence to show they have considered alternatives to disposal at sea. 
 
There are now a number of MPA’s in close proximity to Rame Head disposal site 
that result in an increased regulatory burden surrounding the ongoing use of the site, 
which has led to the need to find a disposal location that could be used in a 
sustainable way as a longer term alternative to Rame Head disposal site. 
 
The MMO is, therefore, content that suitable assessment of the need for a new 
disposal site has been presented for present purposes. The need for disposal at sea 
will fall to be considered in any particular application for a marine licence. 
 

8.2 Site Selection Process and Consideration of Alternative Sites 
(Chapter 3) 

 
i. Report Conclusions 
This chapter summarised the method and findings of the site selection exercise. A 
wide range of sensitivities, from both environmental and socioeconomic 
considerations, were identified and mapped. An area with a radius of 8 nm (14.8 km) 



 

Page 9 of 22 

from Plymouth breakwater was identified which showed potential for further 
consideration. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
One response questioned why the site selection study used a study area radius of 8 
km from the breakwater and disagreed with the justification provided for this 
distance, specifically in relation to economic considerations. A further representation 
was received, however, advised that of the higher economic and time constraints as 
a result of increased steaming to disposal sites was a great concern for dredge 
operations.  
 
Two responses received questioned whether ‘PL20’ a historic (closed) sewage 
sludge disposal site could be reopened for disposal of dredged material and why this 
had not been reviewed. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The site selection study used a study area radius of 8 nm (14.8 km) from the 
Plymouth breakwater. This distance was agreed by the Steering Group after review 
of the following factors: distance from the coast, proximity to designated sites, 
steaming time for dredging vessels, and the carbon footprint. Economic 
considerations are required under the London Convention 1972 (IMO, 2003) and as 
such the MMO considers these necessary and important. Smaller harbours and 
marinas typically use smaller dredging vessels and excessive steaming times would 
make disposal activities unrealistic economically as noted in the other consultation 
response for this chapter. 
 
PL20 is a closed sewage sludge disposal site. The area was reviewed during the site 
selection study and the current proposed site was taken forward over the PL20 area 
as initial plume modelling suggested increased interactions with designated sites, 
fish spawning areas, and wrecks compared to the current proposed site. The 
Steering Group chose not to take forward PL20 as a new disposal site, due to its 
close proximity to designated conservation sites. 
 
The MMO is therefore content that the site selection exercise has been carried out 
appropriately and there has been sufficient consideration of alternative sites. 
 

8.3 Environmental Characterisation Process (Chapter 4) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
This chapter summarised the assessment method and the regulatory framework 
related to the site characterisation process including: environmental impact 
assessment; Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010; Marine 
Conservation Zone assessment; Marine Strategy Framework Directive; and Water 
Framework Directive considerations. 
 
A scoping exercise was completed, screening ornithology, terrestrial and intertidal 
ecology, visual disturbance, underwater noise and coastal protection and flood 
defences were scoped out of the study. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
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One response noted that, due to a lack of information and assessment within the 
Characterisation Report, if a decision was made the MMO would not be compliant 
with its requirements under the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, Article 200 of 
the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea, and the Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive 2008/56/EC. The response also questioned the statutory powers MMO 
were exercising. 
 
A further response stated that the project was consistent with Cornwall Council’s 
Cornwall Maritime Strategy but only if it is carried out in the most sustainable manner 
and using the best available evidence. 
 
iii. MMO response 
No concerns were raised during the consultation exercise about the impact of the 
new disposal location on the topics screened out, except for intertidal ecology. One 
response concerned the movement of dredged material onto the shoreline. As the 
sediment plume modelling of the site selection report predicted no interaction with 
the intertidal for both deposition and suspended sediments interactions with intertidal 
ecology were screened out. This is further corroborated by the modelling of the 
Addendum. The MMO agrees with the conclusions of the scoping exercise. 
 
In response to the issues raised in the consultation exercise, it was considered that 
further information was required to be able to fully characterise the site and that an 
Addendum to the report was required. As part of this Addendum the proposed site 
was micro-sited to the North West of the survey area, away from sensitive areas, 
and the Site Characterisation Report was revised. By completing this, the MMO 
considers that the requirements of the above have been complied with. The legal 
and policy framework this work has been carried out under has been detailed above 
in Section 3. 
 
The MMO is content that, for the purposes of site characterisation, the best available 
evidence has been used. This has been underpinned by the consultation exercise 
and the Addendum to the report to ensure that all available views and concerns have 
been received and considered. 
 
The MMO considers that as the Site Characterisation Report and Addendum have 
characterised the site in terms of both the environment and socioeconomics this is in 
line with the principles of sustainability. The MMO is, therefore, content that the 
characterisation process has been followed appropriately and is compliant with the 
requirements of the London Convention 1972 (IMO, 2003). 
 

8.4 Description of the Proposed Disposal Site (Chapter 5) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
This chapter provided the description and coordinates of the proposed site location. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
No representations were submitted during the consultation concerning the 
description of the proposed site. 
 
iii. MMO response 



 

Page 11 of 22 

An Addendum was produced as a result of the consultation exercise. As part of this 
Addendum the proposed site was micro-sited to the North West of the survey area. 
The MMO is content that the new site has been described accurately in the 
Addendum. 
 

8.5 Dredged Material Characterisation (Chapter 6) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Physical, chemical and radionuclide characteristics of the dredged material were 
assessed, finding that the major component of the dredged material is silt/clay with a 
reasonable percentage of sand and some gravel. Chemical characteristics were 
compared to Cefas Action Levels; the results show levels to be above Action Level 1 
for most determinants at most of the locations, but not at levels that preclude 
material from disposal to sea.  
 
The Report noted that as part of the future marine licensing process, the MMO must 
determine if the dredged material is suitable for sea disposal on a case by case 
basis. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
Two responses submitted related to the level of contaminants within the dredged 
material, one response was also concerned with the presence of plastics. 
 
iii. MMO response 
All activities relating to the disposal of dredged material at sea are required to apply 
for a marine licence. As part of the licencing process, the MMO is required to assess 
various contaminants, to assess the suitability of the material for disposal at sea and 
in the proposed location.  
 
The suitability of dredged material for disposal at sea “should be assessed on a 
case-by-case basis in order to ensure that it complies with the objectives of the 
[OSPAR] Convention” (Para 2.3 OSPAR 2014-06 p4). The assessment process is 
undertaken in line with the OSPAR Guidelines for the management of dredged 
material (Agreement 2014-06). The guidelines provide generic guidance on 
determining the conditions under which dredged material may (or may not) be 
deposited at sea. 
 
The MMO is, therefore, content that any material disposed at the site will be 
uncontaminated and suitable for disposal to sea. 
 
The presence of man-made materials in dredged material can be mitigated for 
through standard licencing procedures.  If the MMO makes a positive determination 
on a marine licence application for the disposal of dredged material, the prevention 
of manmade objects being deposited at sea can be a condition of any licence. 
 
The MMO is therefore content that the material to be dredged will be suitably 
assessed prior to disposal at sea and that the characterisation is based on correct 
assumptions regarding the nature of the characteristics of the dredged material. 
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8.6 Physical Processes (Chapter 7) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
The overall assessment for impacts to coastal processes was assessed at 
Negligible, as no significant permanent build-up of fine dredged material is expected. 
Coarser material is predicted to be minimal, as only small volumes are expected to 
be disposed. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
No responses that specifically related to this chapter were submitted during the 
consultation. 
 
iii. MMO response 
In light of the findings of the Report, the MMO is content that there will be a 
negligible effect on coastal processes. 
 

8.7 Sediment and Water Quality (Chapter 8) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
This chapter details the methodology and results of the disposal plume modelling 
exercise. 
 
Four differing disposal event scenarios were considered in the modelling: 

 Scenario 1: Represents the average disposal amount detailed in the Baseline 
Document of 60,932 cubic metres. 

 Scenario 2: Represents the total annual quantities based on known marine 
licence applications, 159,524 cubic metres. 

 Scenario 3: Represents the maximum volume of material disposed at Rame 
Head disposal site in one year over the last 15 years split into two campaigns, 
225,000 cubic metres. 

 Scenario 4: Represents the maximum of 419,044 cubic metres dredged material 
being disposed within one year at Rame Head disposal site over a period of 15 
years. Scenario 4 was classed as the worst case scenario, and is deemed highly 
unlikely to occur in reality within a single disposal campaign. 

 
In each scenario it was assumed that only one dredger was operating.  
 
Impacts to sediment and water quality were assessed as follows: 
 

 The seabed surrounding the proposed disposal site shows similar characteristics 
to the sand and gravel fraction of the dredged material expected to settle at the 
disposal location, therefore dredged material is not expected to alter the sediment 
type. For Scenarios 1 and 2 the magnitude of changes to the seabed is assessed 
to be low, and medium for Scenarios 3 and 4. 

 The disposed material will gradually be spread over a large area, adding to 
background suspended sediment on spring tides and depositing a fine layer, 
approximately 20 mm thick near the site. At the site there will be high levels of 
suspended sediment during disposal activities, though after disposal events end 
concentrations will drop rapidly to background levels. 
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 Future dredge applications will be subject to testing and licencing procedures to 
assess the chemical parameters of the dredged material and its suitability for 
disposal at sea. 

 The effects on the Water Framework Directive (WFD) (Directive 2000/60/EC of 
the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 October 2000 establishing a 
framework for Community action in the field of water policy) water bodies are 
expected to be Negligible due to a lack of overlap between suspended sediment 
plumes for scenarios 1 to 3. There is a potential overlap in Scenario 4 with the 
Plymouth Coast waterbody, but the magnitude is assessed as being no change. 
There is considered to be less interaction with waterbodies than current disposal 
activities at Rame Head disposal site. 

 Negligible effects are expected on bathing waters as there is no overlap with 
suspended sediment plumes. 

 
It is recommended that monitoring be undertaken to verify the results of the sediment 
plume modelling. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
The majority of comments submitted were in support of the proposed disposal site 
location, noting that the location farther offshore and areas of stronger tides would 
move sediment offshore. 
 
Two responses raised concerns in relation to the level of detail and parameters used 
in the modelling exercise, such as the lack of atmospheric and freshwater forcing, 
the lack of seasonality, utilising a 2D model over a 3D model and the Rouse profile 
and a lack of calibration with recorded data. 
 
One response noted that it would be beneficial if modelling of deposition and plumes 
commenced on the same day. The Characterisation Report started modelling each 
disposal event on the same day and then ran for a further 28 days. However, as the 
length of the different disposal events for each scenario varied, Day 1 after disposal 
ended was at different parts of the spring/neap cycle for different scenarios. 
 
Two responses were concerned with the interpretation of data to inform levels of 
suspended sediment for both background and storm events. 
 
One response made several comments on the visualisation of the modelling in the 
report relating to the level of detail in presented figures, requesting a greater 
consistency between outputs for scenarios and the lack of output showing the 
maximum extent of the plume.  
 
One response questioned the output of the suspended sediment plume of Scenario 
1, which shows a split in the plume. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The concerns raised about the parameterisation of the modelling did not 
demonstrate that the methods used were wrong, but state that parameterisation 
could have been different. It is not considered that these factors would significantly 
change the movement/deposition of the plume. The MMO considers that the current 
level of modelling is appropriate for the purposes of site characterisation and 
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inclusion of further or parameters would not significantly change the predicted 
movement and deposition of the plume. 
 
In response to the issues raised in the consultation exercise, it was considered that 
further information was required to be able to fully characterise the site and that an 
Addendum to the report was required. As part of the Addendum the location of the 
proposed disposal site was micro-sited to the North West of the Survey Area and 
further modelling was carried out at this new location. A greater number of outputs at 
regular intervals along with animations of hourly plume and deposition (showing 
maximum extent) have been provided. The MMO considers that this adequately 
shows the movement of deposition and suspended sediment concentrations. It has 
also been clarified that the split of the suspended sediment plume in Scenario 1 in 
the Characterisation Report was an artefact of the chosen threshold rather than a 
split in the plume. 
 
The Site Characterisation Report was also updated to provide further review of 
background suspended sediment data, concluding that the background values are 1 
mg/l, increasing to 25-50 mg/l during storm events. The MMO considers that 
appropriate data and interpretation has been used. 
 
The MMO therefore concludes that the modelling exercise undertaken accurately 
identifies and describes the disposal events, for the purpose of site characterisation. 
As a new disposal site, monitoring under the national Dredged Material Disposal Site 
Monitoring programme will be undertaken. 
 

8.8 Marine Ecology (Chapter 9) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Suspended sediment and smothering impacts on fish species, fish (including herring) 
spawning and nursery grounds, migratory fish, shellfish and benthic assemblages 
and species were considered to be Minor. This assessment was made considering 
the scale of the disposal site in relation to the wider study area, and the predicted 
temporary and spatially restricted nature of changes in suspended sediment 
concentrations.  
 
Overall, for Scenarios 1, 2 and 3 the magnitude of effects and the sensitivity of 
phytoplankton were assessed to be Negligible/Minor and Minor under Scenario 4. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
Several concerns were raised regarding the lack of assessment to fish and shellfish 
species including commercial shellfish and fish species, salmonids, allis shad and 
undulate ray. It was also suggested that survey methods used were not suitable to 
assess commercial fish and shellfish species. 
 
It was further highlighted that dredging in the Plymouth Sound and Tamar area is not 
restricted in all areas to the 1st December - 31st March and so assessments made in 
relation to the restricting of dredging benefiting migratory fish species were 
questioned.   
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Concern was raised with regards to the sensitivity of the inhabitants of the disposal 
site to sediment deposition and the lack of assessment of benthic habitats and 
communities. 
 
Respondents also commented on the lack of suitable assessment of the effects on 
spawning and nursery areas, especially herring populations. It was suggested that 
there is an additional lack of assessment of fish exhibiting philopatric, the tendency 
for an organism to habitually return to a particular area, and residency behaviour. 
 
Additionally, one respondent stated that an assessment of nutrient enrichment 
should be made. 
 
iii. MMO response 
It was acknowledged that the Characterisation Report could not fully address the 
comments received. As a result an Addendum was produced and the Site 
Characterisation Report was updated to provide updated assessments in light of the 
comments received during consultation. 
 
It is noted that the survey methods used are not suitable to provide a full assessment 
of the commercial fish and shellfish species within the survey area. However, the 
MMO considers that the inclusion of data from other surveys and landings data is 
sufficient to assess fish populations for the purpose of characterising a new disposal 
site. The updated Site Characterisation Report clarified the use of this data and 
added further additional survey data. The MMO therefore considers that commercial 
fish and shellfish have been appropriately considered. 
 
In relation to comments on migratory patterns, the revised Site Characterisation 
Report stated that the exact timings of upstream and downstream salmonid 
migration were variable depending on multiple factors. It is noted that after migrating 
to sea, salmon smolt migrate out of inshore waters relatively quickly (hours to days). 
There is no evidence that the current disposal regime, which is closer to the 
coastline, has a significant impact to migratory fish species, including allis shad. The 
MMO therefore considers the assessment of migratory fish species appropriate. 
 
Additionally, to highlight that dredge restrictions do not apply to all areas within the 
Plymouth Sound and Tamar area, assessment wording has been updated in the Site 
Characterisation Report. The MMO considers that the location of the disposal site 
has been suitably assessed for year round disposal. 
 
The benthic survey undertaken is an accepted sampling methodology used to 
characterise benthic ecology of a sedimentary habitat. While certain taxa may be 
underestimated the assessment of benthic species has been made with this 
consideration. The MMO considers that the appropriate survey methods have been 
used. 
 
Benthic habitat change and smothering impacts have been assessed in the 
Characterisation Report, acknowledging that there will be habitat change within the 
disposal site. It is noted that no significant habitat change will happen outside of the 
disposal site and that there is no significantly sensitive receptors within the disposal 
site. Therefore, the MMO agrees with the assessment of minor. 
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Consultation noted the presence of undulate rays (Raja undulata) and a potential 
nursery ground for this species. The undulate ray is an International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List Species. It was agreed that the proposed 
disposal site cannot be discounted as a nursery area and an assessment in the 
Addendum was made. The Addendum concludes that due to the low relative 
importance of the area as a nursery ground compared to other part of the English 
Channel the overall impact assessment was Minor. The MMO agrees with this 
assessment. 
 
Further evidence on the effects on spawning and nursery grounds, particularly 
herring, has been provided in the Addendum, concluding that the assessment of 
potential impacts to spawning and nursery areas remains Minor. The MMO agrees 
with this conclusion. 
 
The MMO also considers that an appropriate method of assessment of herring 
spawning grounds has been undertaken.  The method used is commonly used as 
part of Environmental Impact Assessments, and an increased number of survey 
stations have been considered in the Addendum. 
 
The MMO considers that there will be no significant effects at a regional level on fish 
exhibiting philopatric and residency behaviour. 
 
Whilst there is a potential risk of localised nutrient enrichment from increased 
suspended sediments, the current material disposed of at Rame Head disposal site 
does not have a high organic material content, which could result in nutrient 
enrichment effects. Further assessments of the organic content of dredged material 
to be disposed of at sea will be assessed on a case by case basis in line with the 
marine licensing process and OSPAR requirements.  
 
In addition to the above, the MMO notes that the project relocates an existing activity 
within the area. As no detrimental effects on local marine ecology from existing 
activities have been recorded, the MMO, therefore, considers that there will be no 
significant risk to marine ecology from the relocation of activities further offshore. As 
a new disposal site, monitoring under the national Dredged Material Disposal Site 
Monitoring programme will be undertaken. 
 

8.9 Designated Conservation Sites (Chapter 10) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Based on the extent of overlap between designated sites and the modelled sediment 
plume, Negligible effects are expected for all scenarios for Plymouth Sound and 
Estuary Special Area of Conservation (SAC), Tamar Estuary Sites Marine 
Conservation Zone (MCZ), Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ and Erme Estuary 
recommended MCZ (rMCZ).  
 
Negligible effects for Start Point to Plymouth Sound and Eddystone Site of 
Community Importance (SCI) are expected for Scenarios 1-3, increasing to 
Moderate/Major for Scenario 4.  
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ii. Consultation comments 
One response submitted raised concerns that the proposed new disposal site was 
not located far enough from the Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ to reduce impacts to 
designated features. A further response wanted reassurance that there was suitable 
evidence that there would be no impact to the MCZ. Five responses praised the 
proposed new location for moving the site away from the MCZ. 
 
One response requested that Natural England be consulted. Natural England were 
consulted and advised that the following designated sites should be assessed: 
 

 Rame Head & Whitsand Bay Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI);  

 Plymouth Sound Shore and Cliffs SSSI;  

 Wembury Point SSSI;  

 Yealm Estuary SSSI;  

 Blackstone Point SSSI;  

 Erme Estuary SSSI;  

 Salcombe Estuary SSSI; 

 Dartmoor SAC, and 

 Devon Avon rMCZ.  
 
Natural England also had concerns about the proximity of the suspended sediment 
plume to Start Point to Plymouth Sound and Eddystone SCI under Scenario 3 and 
requested further modelling outputs. Comments were also received that requested 
the consideration of in-situ monitoring should the proposed site become operational. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The impacts on Start Point to Plymouth Sound and Eddystone SCI were deemed to 
require a higher level of assessment than was available and so it is considered that 
disposal events above that of Scenario 3 will not be considered further. 
 
As a result of the concerns raised during the consultation exercise about the impacts 
of Scenario 3 on Start Point to Plymouth Sound and Eddystone SCI, an Addendum 
was produced and the Site Characterisation Report was updated to provide updated 
assessments in light of the comments received during consultation. 
 
As part of the Addendum the proposed site was micro-sited to the North West of the 
Study Area. Further modelling was completed as showing no interaction between 
suspended sediment plumes, deposition and the Whitsand and Looe Bay MCZ and 
Plymouth Sound and Estuaries SAC.  
 
The micro-siting shows a maximum of a 4.98% overlap of the sediment plume under 
Scenario 3 with Start Point to Plymouth Sound and Eddystone SCI, concluding a 
reassessment of Minor overall at the new location. Natural England advised the 
MMO to carry out a Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) for the disposal event 
described in Scenario 3, concluding No Adverse Impact on Site Integrity. Natural 
England were consulted on the assessment and advised that they had no objection 
to the conclusion reached. 
 
In light of consultation responses, the revised Site Characterisation Report was 
updated to consider SSSIs, Dartmoor SAC and Devon Avon rMCZ. The MMO 
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agrees with the conclusions that these sites would not be affected by disposal 
activities at the proposed Site. 
 
Specific monitoring of designated conservation sites is not required under scenarios 
1 to 3, as concluded in the Characterisation Report. However, as a new disposal 
site, monitoring under the national Dredged Material Disposal Site Monitoring 
programme will be undertaken. Monitoring and mitigation may be required if disposal 
were licenced beyond the bounds of scenario 3. 
 
The MMO is therefore content that there will be no likely significant effect on 
designated conservation sites under scenarios 1 to 3.  
 

8.10 Commercial and Recreational Fisheries (Chapter 11) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Negligible effects are expected for all scenarios for impacts to fish stocks, classified 
shellfish beds, recreational fishing and the effects of increased presence of dredging 
vessels. 
 
A gap in knowledge meant that the impact on fishing gear receptors comprising 
towed gear, nets/lines, potting and scallop dredging in the area was classified as Not 
Assessed, to be updated after the consultation exercise. 
 
The possibility of socioeconomic impacts on the local inshore fleet could not be 
discounted, and so it was identified that relevant fisheries organisations should be 
consulted where data gaps existed. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
To inform further assessment, the MMO performed a targeted consultation exercise 
with eight organisations relating to commercial fisheries (see Section 6.1, Table 1).  
 
Three responses were received that expressed concerns over the removal of fishing 
grounds. Respondents stated that a reduction in fishing grounds and a displacement 
of fishing activity will impact small scale and seasonal fisheries. One response noted 
that the proposed site location would have a lesser effect on fisheries. A further 
response noted that there is evidence of a historic fishing ground in this area since at 
least the 1600s. 
 
iii. MMO response 
An Addendum was produced to complete the assessment on commercial fisheries. 
Based on the evidence supplied during consultation and further assessment of 
existing evidence, the Addendum concluded that the potential impact on fishing gear 
is considered to be Minor. 
 
The MMO therefore considers that there will be no significant risk to commercial and 
recreational fisheries, as no information suggesting an unacceptable level of impact 
was provided during consultation. As a new disposal site, monitoring under the 
national Dredged Material Disposal Site Monitoring programme will be undertaken. 
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8.11 Historic Environment (Chapter 12) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Impacts to the historic environment were assessed as Minor in respect of 
archaeological material and Negligible/Minor in respect of wrecks as damage to 
archaeological artefacts is considered unlikely due to the characteristics of the 
dredged material. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
Two responses expressed concerns in regard to the survey methods and 
assessment methods used and the subsequent conclusions made. It was stated that 
the conclusions were not safe and not all archaeological features might have been 
identified in the area. 

 
iii. MMO response 
As a result of the consultation exercise, further information has been presented in an 
updated Site Characterisation Report. Historic England has been consulted on the 
updated chapter and responded to advise that there were no issues with the survey 
methods used. 
 
The MMO is content that there will be no significant risk to the historic marine 
environment. 
  

8.12 Commercial Navigation (Chapter 13) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Impacts to commercial navigation were assessed as Negligible/Minor as the window 
for conflict is narrow and as a dispersive site a build-up of material significant enough 
to impact navigable depths is considered unlikely.  
 
ii. Consultation comments 
One representation was submitted concerning the publication of notice to mariners 
and the use of the correct markings and lighting by vessels disposing of dredged 
material. 
 
iii. MMO response 
All activities relating to the disposal of dredged material at sea are required to apply 
for a marine licence. As part of the licencing process, the MMO is required to assess 
the risk to navigation. Local notices to mariners are required through marine licence 
conditions on the majority of disposal of dredged material licences. Marking and 
lighting of vessels is required under The Merchant Shipping (Distress Signals and 
Prevention of Collisions) Regulations 1996. 
 
The MMO is content that there is no significant risk to commercial navigation. As a 
new disposal site, monitoring under the national Dredged Material Disposal Site 
Monitoring programme will be undertaken. 
 

8.13 Recreational Activity (Chapter 14) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
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Based on the extent and concentrations of the suspended sediment concentration 
plumes, recreational diving is assessed as Negligible/Minor for Scenarios 1-3 and 
Minor for Scenario 4. 
 
The impact on recreational boating has been assessed as Negligible as the 
proposed disposal site will only interact with boating activities during disposal times. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
Two responses questioned if increased suspended sediment could cause a risk to 
the identified diving activity and the access to shared historic artefacts and that dive 
sites should be monitored. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The MMO considers that the impacts of suspended sediment plumes on diving 
activities have been considered within the Report. As a result, the assessment 
indicated a Negligible interaction for all three scenarios that were taken forward. 
Furthermore, during the consultation period it became evident that the local users of 
the dive sites had no concerns in regards to the disposal activities and the use of the 
dive wreck sites. 
 
Specific monitoring of dive sites is not required, as concluded in the Characterisation 
Report, however, as a new disposal site, monitoring under the national Dredged 
Material Disposal Site Monitoring programme will be undertaken. 
 

8.14 Other Seabed Users (Chapter 15) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
Using the modelling data, impacts to The L4 monitoring station (L4) (part of the 
Western Channel Observatory [WCO]) was assessed as Negligible/Minor for 
Scenarios 1 and 2, Minor for Scenario 3 and Moderate for Scenario 4. Following the 
public consultation the sensitivity of the L4 monitoring buoy/WCO was increased to 
high. 
 
Sediment deposition and suspended sediment are not considered to impact any of 
the MoD practice areas and are therefore considered to be Negligible. 
 
ii. Consultation comments 
One response noted that the proposed disposal site location was an area of seabed 
under the ownership of The Crown Estate. 
 
Five responses raised concerns regarding the proximity of proposed disposal 
activities to the WCO, noting that due to the nature and international and economic 
significance of the wide ranging research carried out at the WCO the sensitivity of 
the site should be raised. One response noted the importance of the foraminiferal 
research at the WCO and potential impacts from disposal activities. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The issue of a marine licence does not absolve a licence holder from seeking any 
other consents or approvals which may be required. In the case of land ownership 
agreement may be required from any land owner having proprietary rights over the 
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seabed and foreshore. This is stated as standard on any marine licence decision 
letter. 
 
As a result of the significant concerns raised in the consultation, an Addendum was 
produced and the Site Characterisation Report was updated to provide updated 
assessments in light of the comments received during consultation. 
 
The sensitivity of the Western Channel Observatory was reassessed from Medium to 
High in the Addendum. The disposal site location was then micro-sited to the North 
West of the survey area, away from the WCO. The potential impacts on WCO were 
deemed to require a higher level of assessment than was available and so it is 
considered that disposal events above that of Scenario 3 will not be considered 
further. 
 
The Addendum assessed the proposed new location, completing further modelling. 
The micro-siting reduces the overlap of the suspended sediment plume with the L4 
buoy. The thicknesses of deposits at the L4 mooring have been reduced from a 
maximum of 2.2 mm to 1 mm for Scenario 3 and 1.05 mm to 0.64 mm for Scenario 
2. Concentrations have reduced from over 10 mg/l for scenarios 2 and 3 from the 
original disposal site to 5 mg/l from the new proposed disposal site during disposal 
operations. 
 
The Addendum concluded that the micro-siting reduced the potential impact, 
including fish displacement effects at the WCO, to an overall assessment of Minor 
for Scenario 2 and Minor/Moderate for Scenario 3. 
 
The report goes on to state that modelled scenarios are hypothetical worst case 

situations which are unlikely to represent real‐world dredging activities. The potential; 
effects identified would be rare and very short term, temporal events. 
 
The MMO considers that the micro-sited location has been fully assessed and where 
assessments have been altered from the original Characterisation Report these have 
been sufficiently detailed in the Addendum. The MMO therefore considers that there 
will be minimal significant risk to other seabed uses.  
 

8.15 Cumulative Assessment (Chapter 16) 
 
i. Report Conclusions 
The cumulative assessment has been undertaken on the basis that the designation 
of the proposed disposal site would not result in an increase in activities within the 
marine environment but a relocation of current activities. As impacts from other 
activities which can give rise to an increase in suspended sediment are expected to 
be spatially and temporarily limited, the cumulative impacts are expected to be 
Negligible.  
 
ii. Consultation comments 
Two responses were submitted in relation to the cumulative assessment on the 
impact on the fishing industry. It was noted that the cumulative loss of fishing 
grounds in relation to bye-laws, designated conservation sites and navigational traffic 
will have a significant impact on small vessels. 
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A response raised concerns about the assessment of long term deposition outside of 
the immediate disposal site location. The response went on to query the cumulative 
effect of raised suspended sediment concentrations from disposal activities and 
those from storm events, especially in summer where species will not be as tolerant. 
 
iii. MMO response 
The proposed disposal site is unlikely to have a significant cumulative effect on the 
impact on the fishing industry with related bye-laws, designated conservation sites 
and navigational traffic. It is assessed that the potential impact of the disposal site on 
fishing gear is considered to be Minor, as the disposal site will not be a closed site or 
cause significant relocation of fishing activity.  
 
The modelling shows that the majority of sediments deposited will be dispersed in 
less than a year and while the exact fate of sediments has not been modelled, 
observations from survey data show long-term tidal residual flows in a South West 
direction. 
 
In relation to the cumulative effect of suspended sediment, the modelling shows that 
concentrations outside of the immediate proposed disposal site are both localised 
and temporary, even during summer conditions. 
 
In both cases, this project is the relocation of an existing activity within the same 
area and the MMO therefore considers that there will be no significant risk of 
cumulative impacts. 
 

9 Evaluation  
 
A full assessment into the environmental and socioeconomic impacts has been 
conducted and the MMO concludes the disposal activities of Scenarios 1, 2 and 3 
have been assessed at the proposed disposal site location. Monitoring of the site will 
be required, however further mitigation beyond may not be necessary. 
 
The potential impacts above that of Scenario 3 were deemed to require a higher 
level of assessment than was available and so it is considered that disposal events 
above that of Scenario 3 will not be considered further. 
 

10 References 
 
International Maritime Organisation IMO. (2014). Waste Assessment Guidelines 
under the London Convention and Protocol: 2014 edition. IMO publication sales 
number. IA531E.  
 
International Maritime Organisation (IMO). (2003). London Convention 1972 and 

1996 Protocol, 2003 edition. ISBN 92‐801‐4155‐4, IMO publication sales number 
IA532E. 
 
OSPAR. (2014). OSPAR Guidelines for the Management of Dredged Material at 

Sea. Agreement 2014‐06. 


