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ACRONYMS 
 
DCC – Devon County Council 
DSFC – Devon Sea Fisheries Committee 
EA – Environment Agency 
ECC – Exeter City Council 
EDDC – East Devon District Council 
TDC – Teignbridge District Council 
NE – Natural England 
EO – Estuary Officer 
SPA – Special Protection Area (designated under the Habitats Directive) 
STW – Sewage Treatment Works 
SWW – South West Water Limited 
SO – Storm water Overflow 
 
 
Glossary of Terms 
 
Emergency Storm Discharge : In the event of an extreme weather condition that 
overloaded the sewerage system, South West Water Limited is permitted to make 
emergency discharges to the estuary in order to protect properties and threats to human 
health,  
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1 Introduction  
 
1.1 Background 
 
As part of the Exe Estuary Partnership’s Action Plan in 2002-2003 and 2003-2004 it was 
agreed that an ‘environmental health audit’ be undertaken to assist in the identification of 
potential pollution sources around the estuary. 
 
The idea for this work originated from similar work undertaken in New Zealand which, 
when applied to the Teign Estuary in 2000-2001, led to positive results.  Devon Sea 
Fisheries Committee recommended a similar survey be undertaken on the Exe Estuary. 
 
The survey work for the health report was completed in 2002/3 although due to the 
resignation of the Exe Estuary Officer the report was never completed or published. 
 
The next Estuary Officer was appointed in 2007 and in 2008 the health audit was 
revisited.  The officer has worked closely with Richard Tugwell of the Environment 
Agency to resurvey the estuary and update the report. 
 
  
1.2 Objectives 
 
The aim of the project was to bring 
together representatives from 
statutory organisations with 
representatives of local user/interest 
groups to share knowledge and 
information about existing concerns 
and potential pollution problems.    
 
To succeed in working towards 
improvements in estuarine water 
quality, the involvement of all of the following statutory organisations was important: 
·  Environment Agency  
·  Devon Sea Fisheries 
·  Exmouth and Dawlish Town Council 
·  Local users/interests  
 
In the short term, it was felt that the sharing of information between the managing 
authorities and local community/user group representatives may go some way towards 
resolving (potential) pollution concerns.  Local knowledge combined with technical 
understanding, for example of properties connected to mains sewers, helped to identify 
or allay areas of concern, highlight the extent of pollution risk and the need for further 
investigation where appropriate. 
 
The longer term objectives of the project were to: 
·  Inform statutory organisations such as the Environment Agency of priorities for future 

investment e.g. through the Asset Management Plan (AMP) programme; 
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·  Inform future policy development/implementation on the Exe Estuary (e.g. Water 
Framework Directive, Common Agricultural Policy, Nitrates Directive, Bathing Waters 
Directive, Shellfish Hygiene Directive, Shellfish Waters Directive); 

 
The overall, underlying aim was to work towards improvements in discharges and land 
use management to protect/improve water quality, general environmental quality and the 
‘health’ of the estuary as the receiving environment for the Exe catchment. 
 
1.3 Outline of Statutory Responsibilities 
 
Awareness of the main legal duties of organisations with particular responsibility for 
aspects of water/sediment quality and 
estuarine health were identified during the 
project and can be found in appendix 7.1 on 
page  
 
2 Methodology 
 
2.1 Survey Method  
The focus of the project was a series of 
estuary walks organised by the Estuary 
Officer, bringing together representatives of 
the statutory organisations and independent 
individuals with local knowledge.   
 
The Exe Estuary Management Partnership is extremely grateful to John Gibson who 
attended both the 2004 and 2002/3 surveys and was able to provide valuable 
information as to the methodology of the first survey group to ensure that the second 
survey was comparable. 
 
The walks had two primary objectives.   
To identify areas of greatest potential risk from: 
1 Diffuse sources of pollution e.g. farming practices causing high runoff, slurry 

spills 
2 Point sources of pollution e.g. pipes discharging into the estuary, properties un-

connected to mains sewerage which may be discharging raw sewage into 
estuarine waters. 

 
We also looked to Identify and record any other concerns that could be addressed to 
improve the health of the estuary, such as litter and habitat management. 
 
Each walk lasted approximately four hours and took place on spring tides in October 
2008 (as did the 2002 survey).  The aim was to investigate the estuary shoreline and 
tidal length of the river on foot as thoroughly as possible.  At the outset of each walk, the 
Estuary Officer outlined the objectives of the Environmental Health Audit and group 
members introduced themselves to each other. 
 
 
The following map shows the division of the Estuary into the four different walks: 
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Map Depicting the Four Walks 
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2.2 Follow-up Actions 
 
After the 2002/3 survey representatives of the statutory organisations followed up 
findings from the site survey related to their areas of responsibility.  This involved further 
discussion with colleagues, looking into historical or current records and providing 
information to the Estuary Officer for reporting.  In one or two cases information gathered 
led to public consultation and a prosecution by the Environment Agency.  Unfortunately 
as the report was never completed the details of these outcomes were not recorded.  
However, by resurveying the estuary in 2008 we have been able to ensure that any 
previous concerns have now been dealt with as well as the opportunity to identify any 
new potential issues. 
 
The follow up actions for the 2008 survey are listed in section 5 of this report along with 
the person responsible for the action and an indication of how the action will be 
achieved.  Where appropriate actions to be carried out by the Estuary Officer will be 
written into the 2009/10 Action Plan, simpler actions which involve writing to a particular 
organisation will be addressed on completion of the report. 
 
Also included in the 2009/10 Action Plan will be the creation of a Final report for the 
Health Audit which highlights the results of the actions taken and recommends any 
additional actions which may further improve the health of the estuary. 
 
3 Results 
 
The following tables show the results recorded for each section.  A map denoting the 
location of each point discussed, according to the site reference, can be found in the 
appendix.  Section 5 gives a summary of findings noting only those areas where further 
investigation or action is necessary.    
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3.1 Exmouth to Exton 
 
Site 
& 
Map 
Ref 

Location Description Follow Up Actions / Results Im age 

1 Imperial 
Recreation 
Ground 

Leaching from landfill (bomb 
debris from 2nd World War) in 
to estuary 

·  EDDC are organising the restoration of the sea wall 
and clear up of litter 

 

2 Exmouth 
Local Nature 
Reserve 

Presence of Spartina anglica 
(cord grass) on the sand 
banks.  Spartina is an 
invasive species which 
rapidly spreads by rhizomes 
with the potential to smother 
native vegetation and 
prevent waders and wildfowl 
from feeding.  

·  Extension could have implications for the shellfishery 
and tourism, if is left to invade shellfish beds or 
amenity areas, as well as the possible loss of eel grass 
beds essential for winter migrant feeding. 

·  The most effective control measure is the use of 
herbicides although it is possible to dig up small areas 
with significant results. 

·  JL to work with EA and NE to map current areas and 
consider future control measures. 

 

3 Exmouth 
Royal outfall 

Issues continue since 
previous survey: 
·  Likelihood of diluted 

screened sewage in 
extreme storm events. 

·  Accumulation of litter and 
debris unsightly and 
possible risk to health 

·  No pedestrian safety 
barrier around structure 
so possible health and 
safety risk. 

·  Site of possible future 
development 

·  JL to Research if any further progress / contact was 
made resulting from the last survey 

·  JL to check with EDDC and DCC whose responsibility 
the clearance is and who would be responsible for 
erecting the barrier and ascertain whose responsibility 
it is for regular inspection/maintenance/clearing. 

·  Check whether development will include outlet and 
whether could be a 106 agreement for them to have to 
keep clear 

·  Formal consent will need to be acquired from EA 
before any work to the outfall is carried out.  

 

4 Exmouth ·  Large amount of litter on ·  Organise clear up, possibly ask street scene to carry  
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Foreshore foreshore out 
5 Outfall at 

Hartop Rd 
·  No concerns Monitored by EA 

 
6 Withycombe 

Brook 
·  Emergency storm 

discharge from Phear 
Park Pumping Station 
and surface water run off. 

·  Discharge from Warren 
View sports ground land 
fill. 

·  EDDC have installed impermeable membrane on 
Warren View land fill to capture groundwater intrusion 
which has significantly improved the level of leachate 
entering the Withycombe Brook. EDDC to continue to 
monitor the situation and undertake additional work if 
required.  
·  EA monitor Phear Park regularly. 

 
7 Between 5 – 

8  
Lots of litter 

·  Pottery and glass 
possibly from historical 
tipping of items that didn’t 
burn  

·  No action 
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8 Access point 
for railway 
 
 
 
 
 
 

·  Litter has collected in 
area 

·  Possibly could get local company, such as Tescos, to 
clear.  Contact the Community Champion, Helen.  Or 
could hire a contractor 

 
9 Outfall from 

Marsh 
Excess freshwater from reed 
bed draining in to estuary - 
No Concerns 

No action required 

 
10 Pipe Surface water runoff 

Coordinates  
SX99468  
BNG 83065 

No action required 

 
11 Black pipe 

surrounded 
with concrete 

Freshwater discharge from 
bank 
Coordinates 
SX99468 
BNG83065 

No action required 
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12a Pipe Was from Mussel purification 
tanks now rainwater runoff 
from road and field. 
Consented discharge from 
house 

·  EA monitor 
·  No additional action required 

 
12b Pipe Second outlet mostly likely 

part of the same system with 
one for intake to the mussel 
tanks and one for output.  
Natural discharge only now 

·  No action required 

 
13 Abandoned 

boats 
·  Several abandoned 

fibreglass boats on the 
approach to Lympstone 
and in the harbour 

·  Contact Lympstone Harbour board to discuss removal 
and future monitoring. 

 

14 Exmouth to 
Lympstone 

·  High quantity of 
ephemeral green algae. 
Algae possibly an 
indicator of 
eutrophication due to 
diffuse pollution. 

·  EA regularly sample the estuary water quality and 
have no specific concerns at present. It is possible that 
with the high level of rainfall experienced during 2008 
a greater quantity of nutrients were washed into the 
river and estuary.   The EA and CSF are working on 
both the Exe and Cyst the results of which lead to 
improvements in land management practices.  

·  JL to report to Catchment Sensitive Farming (CSF) 
steering Group at January 09 meeting. 
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15 
(7) 

Lympstone 
Harbour 

·  Consented emergency 
discharge from sewage 
pumping station 

 

·  EA continue to monitor  

16 
(8) 

6 flaps on 
harbour wall 

·  Surface water drain off 
from houses 

·  No action required 

 
17 Lympstone 

Harbour 
·  Flood defence tidal flaps ·  EA structure. EA to monitor 

 
18 Tidal flaps ·  Allow intertidal drainage 

to Salt water lagoon 
behind railway 

·  No action required 
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19 
11) 

Several drain 
points from 
salt water 
lagoon 
behind 
railway 

·  Fresh water drainage 
with some tidal exchange 
mostly brackish from 
pond behind lime kiln 

·  No action required 

 

20 
(12) 

Nutwell Court ·  Temporary drainage 
arrangement associated 
with the development of 
the Exe Estuary National 
Cycle Network.. 

·  EA liaise with the contractors and regularly monitor 

 
21 
(13) 

Concrete 
blocks and 
cement 
rubble  

·  As per previous survey 
with no improvement 

·  Likely to be associated 
with Network Rail  

·  Approach Network Rail to clear   
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22 
(14) 

Nutwell Court 
Brook  

·  Location of gas pipe 
underneath Exe estuary. 

·  Surface water drainage 
from Nutwell Lodge 

·  Identified on previous 
survey that Nutwell 
Lodge used to have an 
outfall to the brook.  

·  EA have investigated and discharge from Nutwell 
Lodge now consented.   

·  EA continue to monitor 

 
23 Marine Camp ·  Lots of litter on foreshore ·  Approach Marines to clear litter  
24 Polybrook ·  First time sewage 

scheme for Exton 
properties now complete. 

·  Emergency storm 
discharge from Exton 
South Pumping Station. 

·  Treated sewage 
discharge from 
Commando Training 
Centre Lympstone.  

·  EA continue to monitor.  No concerns at present. 
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3.2 Exton to Exeter Results 
 
Site 
Ref 

Description Points of Note Follow Up Actions / Resu lts Image 

25 Exton train 
station 

·  Concrete blocks left over from 
maintenance of railway 

·  JL to contact NE to discuss issue and if 
possible approach Network Rail to remove / 
prevent future occurrences. 

 
26 Exton North 

Outlet  
·  Consented emergency 

discharge from Exton South 
pumping station. Discharges 
only made in the event of 
Odhams Wharf pumping 
station inhibiting forward flow.  

·  EA monitor 

 
27 Pipe ·  Historic drain now used for 

access 
·  No discharge apparent  

·  No action required 
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28 Riverside walk 
at Exton 

·  Several abandoned fibreglass 
boats and lots of litter present 

·  JL to organise tidy up with Exton residents. 

 
29 Riverside walk 

at Exton 
Invasive plant species (Ragwort) in 
high abundance 

JL to organise removal through volunteer event. 

 
30 Odhams 

Wharf 
·  Emergency discharge from 

Odhams Wharf pumping 
station. 

·  Boat moulds present that need 
disposal 

EA monitor  

31 Goat Walk ·  Tyre tracks show clear 
evidence of foreshore being 
used by vehicles 

·  JL discussed with DCC highways in 2007 
following a complaint by a member of the 
public that the foreshore was regularly used 
by vehicles including the ECC dustcart.  
Possible solutions were offered but DCC 
would not fund any structure as not a 
highway. 
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·  JL to follow up with NE and local authorities to 
address funding issue 

·  Is also an issue on other parts of the estuary 
such as Exmouth LNR, although improved 
signage is being erected by EDDC.  May need 
an estuary wide approach and will be 
considered as part of the Access Strategy to 
be completed in early 2009. 

32 Riversmead 
House 

·  Possible sewage discharge  ·  EA investigating  

33 Topsham ·  Abandoned hulks gradually 
breaking down in reed beds 
opposite Topsham Harbour 

·  Have been in place for several years and 
would cause more disturbance to remove than 
if left. 

·  Considered an important heritage feature of 
the estuary by many but need to ensure 
abandoned boats here and elsewhere in the 
estuary do not promote the abandonment of 
other vessels in the estuary. 

·  May be of interest to the Marine Archaeology 
Unit of Plymouth University 

 
34 Topsham ·  Lots of litter on foreshore from 

Topsham walking towards 
Exeter  

·  JL to organise clean up  
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35 Topsham  Birch and Pampus grass present 
on edge of reed bed demonstrating 
that woodland succession is taking 
place 

JL to organise removal in order to conserve reed 
bed habitat.  Any accumulated reed litter will also be 
removed in order to ensure wetness of the reedbed 
and reduce the likelihood of future succession. 

 
36 Pipe from 

Retreat boat 
yard 

Doesn’t appear to be used any 
longer 

No action required 

 
37 
 

Retreat Boat 
Yard 

Foul pipe from building appears to 
go directly into Estuary  

·  RT to investigate further 
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38 Chain under 
M5 

Large chain trailing across river  ·  JL to investigate with ECC 
Outcome: JL discussed with Jack Nott, River and 
Canal Manager for ECC.  Chain is part of the 
moorings and was only visible due to the 
particularly low tide.  No further action necessary 

 
39 M5 Flyover Concern that surface water runoff 

from road could contain pollutants 
such as oil and in the event of an 
accident a serious pollution 
incident could b caused 

·  JL to report to discuss with the Highways 
Authority the possibility of fitting pollution 
control valves.  

·  JL to write to Devon Fire and Rescue to 
discuss the possibility of an environmental 
unit being deployed as a matter of routine in 
the event of an incident.  

 

40 Outlet above 
Topsham 

Surface water drainage from marsh 
land 

·  No action required 

 
41 Countess 

Wear Waste 
Water 
treatment 
works 

Consented discharge with storm 
discharge consent.   

·  EA continuously monitor  
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3.3 Dawlish to Powderham Results 
 
Site 
Ref 

Description Points of Note Follow Up Actions / Resu lts Image 

42 Shutterton 
Creek joining 
Estuary 

·  Have had problems recently due to 
a leak of red diesel from 
Shutterton Industrial estate.  The 
EA have resolved although we do 
expect to see some residual oil 
this winter from contaminated 
ground.   

·  Does receive sediment from upper 
reaches of catchment 

·  Have had problems in the past 
with needles entering Shutterton 
Pumping Station from the 
adjoining hospital.  

·  Proposed development further up 
the catchment, could add 
additional pressure.  New drainage 
from development to go through a 
Sustainable Urban Drainage 
scheme which will help minimise 
any potential impacts although 
there will be an overall increase in 
volume discharge 

·  EA will continue to monitor.  
·  TDC planning team are working with 

the developers to ensure adequate 
provision.  EA to advise TDC but 
decision as to development ultimately 
lies with the local planning authority. 
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43 Drainage pipe 
for natural 
spring and 
surface water 
run off from 
road 

·  Sands bags date back to 2nd World 
War 

·  Could be possible implications for 
development of cycle track 

·  JL to check with DCC what their plans 
are for use of the drainage as they 
develop the NCN 

 
44 Enclosed 

drainage for 
surface water 
runoff  

·  Concerns with road flooding from 
local residents 

·  Highways will be sent a copy of the 
final report 
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45 Litter ·  20 – 30 rubber squares used in 
maintenance of railway found as 
well as other litter associated with 
railway operations. 

·  Write, including a copy of the final 
report, to Network Railway notifying 
them of the problem and requesting 
action from them to clear the litter and 
rectify the situation for the future 

 
46 Cockwood 

Harbour 
·  One of the drainage flaps is in 

disrepair and could potentially 
allow salt water to enter the marsh 
and valley beyond 

·  Concern that weed (possibly an 
invasive species) from the Marsh 
could block the flaps again 
allowing salt water to enter the 
marsh.  

·  Surface water drainage enters 
harbour from road beyond.   

·  Possible sewage entry from local 
properties. 

·  JL to check if flaps are highways 
responsibility 

·  RT to check weed with EA’s 
conservation team and any consent 
for discharge from properties 

 

47 Outlet formerly 
used for 
sewage from 
hospital now 
used as 
surface water 
drainage 

·  Valve frequently gets blocked with 
sticks which can result in flooding 
of privately owned land behind 

·  Gabion baskets are broken and in 
need of repair 

·  Lots of weed has collected in 
structure  

·  Network rail’s responsibility 

·  JL - Check impact on resident’s land 
Work has since been undertaken to repair 
the gabion baskets and monitor the 
functioning of the outlet.  Frequent 
flooding on the road appears to be due to 
a restricted flow (possibly due to a 
blockage on private land) and is rain 
water runoff collecting rather than 
saltwater entering the outfall.  DCC are 
working with the landowner to resolve.  
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48 Long pipe 
going out in to 
estuary  

·  Valve missing from the end of the 
pipe but could be further up for 
ease of maintenance 

·  Emergency discharge from the 
pumping station in exceptional 
weather conditions. 

RT to check the requirement of a valve. 

 
49 Below 

Starcross Pier 
Litter including trawler, wire and tyres Notify Teignbridge District Council and 

local sailing club. 
Depending on response from local 
authority JL to organise clean up 

 
50 Old Sewer 

pipe now used 
for surface 
water drainage 
from estate 

None None 
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51 45. Starcross 
Foreshore 

Several bikes have been dumped on 
foreshore 

·  Investigate whether there is any 
cause associated with the area behind 
(park?).  Check with local police 
station. 

·  Organise for bikes to be removed 

 
52 Surface water 

drainage from 
outside 
ministry 
buildings 

Issues with flooding on road reported 
by local residents 

·  Notify highways 

 
53 Outlet Flap Drainage from road - No Concerns ·  None 
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54 River Kenn 
Outlet 

·  Outfall from Sewage treatment 
works as well as River Kenn 
joining the estuary 

·  Weed is building up on flaps which 
don’t appear to open as freely as 
could. 

·  Lots of debris collected on other 
side of the road 

·  EA regularly monitor discharge 
·  Network Rail are the responsible body 

JL to inform of flap condition 
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3.4 Powderham to Exeter Results 
 
Site 
Ref 

Description Points of Note Follow Up Actions / Resu lts Image 

55 Powderham 
Banks 

·  Invasive plant (Ragwort) 
present 

·  JL to organise removal 

 
56 Exminster 

Marshes 
·  Surface water drainage ·  No action required 

 
57 Exminster 

Marshes 
·  Sluice gates: primary control 

of water levels of Marshes.  
Used to maintain productive 
marsh habitat for bird 
populations as part of RSPB 
management of site. 

·  No action required, structure maintained by EA 
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58 Turf Locks ·  Possible sewage  ·  EA working with land owners to develop 
appropriate management facilities 

 
59 Turf Locks 

basin 
Litter from boat maintenance ·  RT investigated use of asbestos bags with 

boat owner to establish being used for general 
use for boat maintenance 

·  JL to report to ECC with recommendation to 
supply skip 

·  ECC to improve waste management facilities 
at locks.   

 
60 Countess 

Wear Waste 
Water 
Treatment 
Facility  

·  No discharge into canal but 
odour concerns  

·  Possible future development 
of quay for boat usage  

·  EA continuously monitor and liaise with planning 
bodies over future developments  
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4. Summary of Findings 
 
Generally the groups found the Estuary to be in good overall health with no serious concerns 
identified.  Clear improvements have been made to the main concerns highlighted in the 2002 
survey with no outstanding issues of serious concern.  The Environment Agency have a very 
good understanding of the discharges that are present, whether from lagoon tidal exchange on 
the East bank or surface water run off on the West, and in the vast majority of cases were able 
to explain the use of pipes and outlets and allay any possible concerns.     
 
There is still much to do to tackle the litter present on the estuary but the 6 monthly clean ups 
have gone a long way to clear much of the litter from the Exmouth LNR area.  Many of the 
identified litter issues at various locations on the estuary can be tackled through the 2009/10 
action plan and will work to involve local communities in the process of clearance and hopefully 
inspire ownership for the site that can help to minimise future episodes of littering. 
 
4.1 Other Findings and Related Information 
 
The England Catchment Sensitive Farming Delivery Initiative (ECSFDI) has been operating 
since April 2006 and is a partnership of Natural England, the Environment Agency and DEFRA.  
The national project targets the level of diffuse pollution entering watercourses by working with 
farmers to provide funding and training to improve practices, such as fencing off watercourses 
from livestock.  The Exe catchment is fortunate to be one of the target areas for the delivery of 
the project with the Culm, Clyst and Creedy seen as high priority target areas.  The Exe Estuary 
Officer attends the ECSFDI steering group for the Exe catchment and is therefore kept well 
informed of the project’s development and is able to support the project wherever possible.  
 
4.2 Limitations of the Results 
 
This report is by no means a comprehensive account of the health of the estuary, but a report of 
findings from the foreshore walks and a list of the follow-up actions to be taken to tackle a few 
problem areas identified.   
 
This section describes other significant contributions (or risks) to estuarine water and shore 
quality. 
 
Upstream freshwater input to the estuary has not been investigated by this study and is 
considered to have the most significant influence on estuarine water quality.  However the EA 
and Natural England are working together to improve farming practices thorough Catchment 
Sensitive Farming. 
 
Bathing water quality is an ongoing issue for the estuary particularly as Exmouth recently failed 
its mandatory standards for 2008.  None of the results collected from this survey indicate a direct 
relationship to this failure and as such do not provide any indication as to its cause.  The EA will 
continue to monitor. 
 
Marine litter is deposited in the lower estuary, particularly around Exmouth Local Nature Reserve 
(e.g. Exmouth Royal Avenue outfall area) but this is being successfully dealt with through the 6 
monthly estuary clean up events which have been taking place since Autumn 07.  There are 
plans for East Devon District Council to regularly clean the foreshore, to 10 meters from the 
imperial recreation land, in order to deal with the seepage of material from the degraded sea 
wall. 
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Activity on the water (e.g. boats’ sewage, hydrocarbon emissions from boat engines1) were not 
investigated as part of this survey but are not thought to have a major impact due to the 
relatively low intensity of boat activity (compared to other harbours).  However, the provision of 
waste pump out facilities for boats would be a welcome addition to ensure this facility is 
available.  SWW are not obliged to provide these facilities and have previously expressed 
concerns as to who would control the use of the pumps and how the facility would be paid for.    
For more information on the estuary’s waste collection facilities please see the Estuary Waste 
Management Plan available from the Harbour Authority (Exeter City Council) by visiting their 
website (www.exeter.gov.uk) or contacting the River and Canal Office on 01392 274306.  
Copies will be available at all of the relevant clubs and organisations on the estuary where they 
should be displayed on the club notice board.  The 2009 plan, which will run for 2 years, was 
recently approved by the Marine and Coastal Authority.    
 
The risk of a chemical, fuel or oil related spill is considered by the Environment Agency and local 
authorities. The only water-side re-fuelling point at the present time is on Exmouth Marina pier 
head.  For minor oil spills Exmouth Marina Ltd., Exeter City Council (as the harbour authority) 
and/or the local commercial operator (e.g. boatyard) and/or neighbouring local authorities have 
responsibility for clean-up.  For larger spills outside the estuary which may enter tidal waters, 
contingency planning is undertaken by Devon County Council with the other local authorities.  
The current contingency plan is held by the Marine and Coastal Authority and a copy is available 
from the Harbour Master at Exmouth.  
 
 
5.  Actions Taken Forward 
 

Actions to be achieved through Volunteer Events as part of 08/09 Estuary Officer Action Plan 
Site ref / Area Issue Action Taken Forward 
2. Exmouth LNR Spartina anglica JL to work with NE and EA to monitor 

and control with possible volunteer 
involvement to remove. 

4. Exmouth Foreshore Large amount of litter on foreshore Organise clear up, possibly ask street 
scene to carry out 

8. Access point for 
railway 

Litter has collected in area Approach local companies or could hire 
a contractor 

13. Lympstone Abandoned boats Contact Lympstone Harbour Board 
28. Riverside walk, Exton Several abandoned fibreglass 

boats and lots of litter present 
Organise tidy up with Exton residents. 

29. Riverside walk, Exton Invasive plant (Ragwort) present Organise removal  
33. Reeds opp. Topsham Abandoned Hulks Report to the Marine Archaeology Unit 

of Plymouth University.  Promote the 
reporting of newly abandoned boats to 
the relevant authority for removal.  

34. Topsham Litter Organise clean up  
35. Topsham Birch and Pampas grass present  Organise removal in order to conserve 

reed bed habitat 
49. Below Starcross Pier Litter including bream trawler, wire 

and tyres 
Notify TDC and local sailing club. 
organise clean up 

51. Starcross Foreshore Several bikes have been dumped 
on foreshore 

Check issue with local police station. 
Organise for bikes to be removed 

55.Powderham Banks Invasive plant (Ragwort) present  Organise removal 
 

                                                           
1  Bannan, M, Adams, C & Pirie, D.  Hydrocarbon Emissions from Boat Engines: Evidence of Recreational Boating 
Impact on Loch Lomond.  Scottish Geographer Journal 116(3), 245-256. 
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Actions for Richard Tugwell, Environment Agency 
37. Retreat Boat Yard Sewage pipe from building 

appears to go directly into Estuary  
Investigate further 

46. Cockwood Harbour ·  Weed from the Marsh could 
block the flaps  

·  Possible sewage entry from 
local properties. 

Check weed with EA’s conservation 
team and any consent for discharge from 
properties. 

48. Long pipe going out 
in to estuary  

·  Valve missing from the end of 
the pipe but could be further 
up for ease of maintenance 

Check valve 

54. River Kenn Outlet 
 

·  Weed is building up on flaps  
·  Debris collected  

Notify responsible body of need to clear 
build up from both sides.   

Companies to be Notified of Issue, with copy of Final Report, by Estuary Officer 
Network Rail 

21. Various Locations: 
Concrete blocks and 
cement rubble e.g. Exton 
train station (22) 

·  As per previous survey with no 
improvement 

·  Concrete blocks left over from 
maintenance of railway 

45. Litter ·  20 – 30 rubber squares used 
in maintenance of railway 
found as well as other litter 
associated with railway 
operations. 

54. River Kenn ·  Flaps blocked 

·  Contact NE to discuss consent 
·  If possible approach Network Rail 

to remove / prevent future 
occurrences.  

·  Write to Network Railway notifying 
them of the problem and 
requesting action from them to 
clear the litter and rectify the 
situation for the future 

East Devon District Council 
1. Exmouth  Long term leaching of landfill  Follow up with EDDC  
3. Exmouth Royal Outfall ·  Likelihood of diluted sewage in 

extreme storm event 
·  Accumulation of litter and 

debris  
·  No safety barrier present 
·  Possible future development 

·  Check with EDDC and DCC 
whose responsibility the clearance 
and erection of a barrier 

·  Check whether development will 
include outlet and whether could 
be a 106 agreement  

Devon County Council  
39. M5 Flyover ·  Surface water runoff from M5  Notify EA and highways at DCC 
43. Drainage pipe for 
natural spring and 
surface water run off 
from road 

·  Could be possible implications 
for development of cycle Trail 

Check with DCC  
Complete: JL spoke to Engineer at 
Parsons Brinkerhoff.  Trail should not 
effect drainage, will use current system 

44. Enclosed drainage 
for surface water runoff  

·  Concerns with road flooding 
from local residents 

52. Surface water 
drainage  

Issues with flooding on road 
reported by local residents 

Highways will be sent a copy of the 
final report 

46. Cockwood Harbour One of the drainage flaps is in 
disrepair  

Check if flaps are highways 
responsibility 

Exeter City Council 
38. Chain under M5 Large chain trailing across river  Complete: Part of moorings for 

Retreat Boat Yard.  Only visible at low 
tide. ECC have no concerns 

59. Turf Locks basin Litter from boat maintenance Recommend the supply of a skip  
Royal Marines 

23. Marine Camp Lots of litter on foreshore Approach Marines to clear litter 



Exe Estuary Management Partnership  Exe Estuary Health Audit  
   
    

Jennifer Lockett 32 Autumn 2008 
Exe Estuary Officer   
   

 
 
6 Future Recommendations 
 
The Health Audit survey and report have proved very useful for not only monitoring the health of 
the estuary in terms of pollution but also identifying potential habitat management issues and 
community involvement opportunities.  The foreshore walks are a great opportunity for the 
officers involved to familiarise themselves with parts of the estuary which they may not regularly 
visit and to view issues within the context of the overall health of the estuary.  On that basis we 
would recommend for the Health Audit be undertaken every 2 -3 years, sooner if any specific 
concerns are raised. 
 
The six monthly estuary clean up events have proved very successful, making a genuine impact 
on the amount of litter present in certain areas as well as engaging local communities with the 
estuary and raising awareness of the consequences of litter on the estuary.  Currently the clean 
up takes place at four different areas of the estuary over the same weekend; Dawlish Warren, 
the Inner Warren, Exminster Marshes and Exmouth LNR.  These events could be expanded to 
include additional areas or separate dates organised to target specific parts of the estuary as 
well as the relevant communities. 
 
 
7 Appendix  
 
7.1 Outline of Statutory Responsibilities 
 
7.1.1 Environment Agency (EA) 
 
The aim of the Environment Agency, set out under the terms of the Environment Act 1995, is to 
enhance the environment as a whole in order to play a part in attaining the objective of 
sustainable development.  The EA has responsibility for flood defence, water resources, 
pollution prevention and control, migratory fish and conservation in conjunction with Natural 
England.  
 
The EA’s pollution prevention and control functions most relevant to estuaries are to regulate 
industrial and other processes that release materials into air, land or water; waste regulation; 
and water quality and pollution control including monitoring the quality of rivers, estuaries and 
coastal waters. 
 
In particular, the EA deals with consents to discharge and monitors their compliance.  The EA is 
only obliged to keep records of discharges from man made sources. There is no requirement on 
the EA to keep records of natural land drainage to the estuary.  Information on consented 
discharges can be found on their website, www.environment-agency.gov.uk.  They establish a 
five-yearly programme for discharge improvements known as the Asset Management Plans 
(AMP) in conjunction with South West Water and OFWAT (the UK’s Water Inspectorate).  The 
Agency undertakes water quality monitoring for the Bathing Waters Directive and Shellfish 
Waters Directive in the Exe Estuary Management Plan area.  The EA also plays an active role in 
working with landowners to reduce the risk from diffuse pollution through encouraging best 
farming practice and appropriate land use. 
 
7.1.2 South West Water 
 
South West Water Limited (SWW) is a private water company responsible for the treatment and 
disposal of domestic sewage and commercial effluent. It is also charged with the treatment and 
supply of the domestic water supply.  Consents to discharge treated sewage are issued to SWW 
and monitored for compliance by the Environment Agency. 
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In the assessment of point sources of potential pollution, it is important to distinguish between 
the following types of discharge: 
 
Consented Discharge (CD):  issued to SWW by the Environment Agency for the discharge of 
treated sewage.  An outfall containing a consented discharge would typically be found at the 
bottom of a sewage treatment works.   
 
Storm Overflow (SO): During rain storms the additional water draining off the land (e.g. through 
urban drains) collects in sewage treatment plants.  Due to the additional dilution of sewage and 
increased amount of water in the system the Agency permits direct discharge from Storm 
Overflows a number of times/year (e.g. 12 spills/year).   
 
Combined Sewer (CS): an outfall with a consented discharge and storm overflow. 
 
 
7.1.3 Devon Sea Fisheries Committee 
 
The Devon Sea Fisheries Committee (DSFC) is empowered under the Sea Fisheries 
Regulations Act 1966, to enforce national fisheries legislation.  The Act permits a Sea Fisheries 
Committee to enforce any Act pertinent to sea fisheries but in the main it is used to create 
byelaws.  On the Exe there are byelaws in force to restrict dredging, netting and fixed engines, 
limit the size of shellfish collected, prohibit the use of certain fishing methods and limit the extent 
of crab tiles. 
 
Although DSFC is primarily concerned with commercial fishing, the Sea Fisheries (Wildlife 
Conservation) Act 1992 creates a general duty for Sea Fishery Committees to have regard for 
marine wildlife.  The NERC (Natural Environment and Rural Communities) Act 2006 creates a 
general duty for all statutory bodies to have regard, so far as is consistent with the proper 
exercise of their functions, to the purpose of conserving biodiversity.  
 
DSFC are concerned with the maintenance of good water quality for the benefit of commercial 
shellfisheries on the Exe.  Monthly monitoring of shellfish flesh is undertaken by the Local 
Authorities to test for compliance with the Shellfish Hygiene Directive.  At the present time the 
Exe is classified with B status, meaning mussels & oysters can be grown in the Exe providing 
they are put through purification tanks before they are sold. Until recently some of the shellfish 
beds were graded A but this has since been downgraded. 
 
 
7.1.4  Local Authorities  
 
Teignbridge District Council (TDC), East Devon Dist rict Council (EDDC)  and Exeter City 
Council (ECC)  are the local planning authorities with powers to control developments within 
their jurisdictional boundaries – limited to the areas above mean low water mark.  They also 
have responsibilities for coastal defence under the Coast Protection Act. 
 
Local authorities have powers under public health legislation to deal with water bodies which are 
in such a state as to be a nuisance or prejudicial to health.   
 
The Food Safety (Live Bivalve Molluscs and Other Shellfish) Regulations 1992 place a duty on 
the relevant food authority (e.g. EDDC, TDC) to undertake periodic monitoring of mussels, 
oysters, cockles and clams within its jurisdiction and to assist in the classification of these areas 
(see above under DSFC). 
 
Local Authorities are also responsible for waste, including the remediation of landfill sites such 
as Exmouth Imperial Recreation Ground. 
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Devon County Council (DCC)  is the strategic planning and highway authority for the County.  
The County Structure Plan sets out DCC’s strategic planning framework with respect to 
development and land use issues, against a background of seeking to protect the environment.  
The Plan explicitly recognises the landscape, wildlife and leisure value of the Exe Estuary and 
incorporates policies to protect its intrinsic qualities. 
 
DCC have hosted the Exe Estuary Management Partnership since the mid 1990s, receiving 
equal contributions to core funding costs from EDDC and TDC with contributions from Natural 
England, Exmouth Town Council, Dawlish Town Council and the RSPB. 
 
7.1.5 Natural England 
 
Natural England (NE) is the statutory advisor to the Government on nature conservation in 
England and promotes the conservation of England’s wildlife and natural features.  It notifies 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), National Nature Reserves (NNR) and advises the 
Department of Environment (DEFRA) on compliance with the EC Habitats Directive for the Exe 
Estuary Special Protection Area (SPA), Dawlish Warren candidate Special Area of Conservation 
(cSAC) and Ramsar site (wetland of international importance). 
 
 
7.1.6 The Crown Estate 
 
The Crown Estate Commissioners (CE), a statutory body charged with the management of the 
Crown’s Estates, is responsible for ‘managing’ the majority of the Exe Estuary foreshore and 
seabed.  The remainder is in private ownership (e.g. Powderham Estate, Lympstone Harbour 
Board).  The Commissioners’ duties (undertaken through a local managing agent) are to 
maintain and enhance the capital value of the Estate and income obtained from it, with due 
regard to the requirements of good management. 
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7.2.1 Map of Areas Discussed in Results Table – Low er Estuary 

 
 
 
 

© Crown copyright. All rights reserved. 100019783.  2009 
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7.2.2 Map of Areas Discussed in Results Table –Uppe r Estuary  

 
 
 

© Crown copyright. All rights reserved. 100019783.  2009 
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7.2.3  Map of Areas Discussed in Results Table – Ca nal and Clyst 
 

 
 

© Crown copyright. All rights reserved. 100019783.  2009 
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7.3 Table of participants  
The following table shows the date, location and participants on each of the group foreshore 
walks. 
 

 
LOCATION  

 
2008 PARTICIPANTS 

 
2002/3 PARTICIPANTS 

Lower eastern 
shore: 
Exmouth 
Imperial 
Recreation 
Ground to 
Exton Marshes 

1st October 2008 
·  Richard Tugwell, EA 
·  Liz Iles, EA 
·  Sarah Clark, DSFC 
·  Andy Whotton, DSFC 
·  John Wokersien, ETC 
·  Janet Wallis 
·  John Gibson 
·  David Ayres 
·  Jenny Lockett, Estuary Officer 

6th September 2002 
·  Morley Williams and Martin Ross (start of 

walk only), SWW 
·  Paul Martin (Environmental Health Officer), 

EDDC 
·  Syan Tapp (Environmental Protection 

Officer), EA 
·  Neil Downes & Tim Robbins,  DSFC 
·  John Gibson, local resident of Exmouth 
·  Jim Shapter, local resident of Exmouth  
·  Natasha Barker, EO 

Lower western 
shore: Dawlish 
Warren to 
Powderham 
Church 

15th October 2008 
·  Richard Tugwell, EA 
·  Andy Whotton, DSFC 
·  John Winchester, DTC 
·  Cllr Francine Tullis, DTC 
·  John Newbury, local resident 
·  David Ayres 

11th September 2002 
·  Morley Williams, SWW 
·  Sarah Meehan (Environmental Health 

Officer), TDC 
·  Richard Weaving, TDC 
·  Daragh Turley, EA 
·  Christa Upjohn, EA 
·  Robert Mortimer, Agriculture & Land Use  
·  John Newbury, local resident, bait collector  
·  Tim Robbins,  DSFC 
·  Jim Shapter, local resident of Exmouth 
·  Natasha Barker, EO 
 

Upper Estuary 
East: Exton to 
Countess 
Wear 

16th October 2008 
·  Richard Tugwell, EA 
·  John Gibson 
·  Jenny Lockett, EO 

11th September 2003 
Goat Walk, Topsham – Countess Wear only 
·  Nick Murch, SWW 
·  Syan Tapp, EA 
·  Tim Robbins,  DSFC 
·  Cllr Eileen Wragg, ETC 
·  Jim Shapter, local resident of Exmouth  
·  John Gibson, local resident 
·  Natasha Barker, EO 
 

Upper estuary: 
Powderham to 
Exeter (canal 
bridge rd)  

17th October 2008 
·  Richard Tugwell, EA 
·  Liz Iles, EA 
·  Alex Banks, EA 
·  Sarah Clark, DSFC 
·  David Ayres 
·  John Gibson 
·  Jenny Lockett, EO 
·  David Hogan 

12th September 2003 
Countess Wear STW and upstream bank only 
·  Nick Murch, SWW 
·  Tim Robbins,  DSFC 
·  Natasha Barker, EO 
·  John Leech, ECC 
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7.4 2002 Lower Estuary – East Shore Results 
 
 

 
LOCATION 
 

 
SITE 
NO 
 

 
DESCRIPTION 

 
RESULTS OF FOLLOW-UP 
ACTION 
 

Exmouth Royal 
Avenue (Imperial 
Road) Outfall. 

1 This outfall has a history of investigation by 
the EA, some clearance of debris by SWW 
and liaison with EDDC and DCC/South 
West Highways.  However, problems 
persist.  Works in this location are sensitive 
to SPA habitat. There is likelihood of diluted 
sewage in an extreme rainfall event.  In 
summer the accumulation of natural debris 
and human litter is unsightly and possibly a 
risk to human safety. 

It is thought that DCC are responsible 
for surface water drains into this outfall, 
there is also a surface water drain and 
overflow from SWW’s storm tank in the 
car park.  
Recommended collaboration to resolve 
this ongoing problem through possible 
re-routing of drainage.  In the shorter 
term erection of a safety barrier – 
Action: MW, SWW; NB approach SWH 
and others. 

Outfall pipe 2 Hartopp? Surface water drainage and 
storm water overflow from Hartock Rd. in a 
heavy storm.  EA never known the SWO to 
discharge. 
No knowledge about smaller discharge 
pipe.   
House behind bank has had flooding 
problems when discharge pipe flaps are 
closed at high water.  Flaps have been 
repaired resulting in improvement. 

None. 

Withycombe Brook 3a. Warren View Sports Ground and nearby 
properties built on redundant landfill site 
with high ammonia levels 

EA ongoing 
maintenance/investigations. 

Withycombe Brook 
culverted channel 

3b. Large culvert due to historically high levels 
of flooding in this area. 
Leachate with high ammonia levels (10-
20mg/l) from Warren View Sports Ground 
has been investigated by the EA.  Bacteria 
samples had not been taken. 

EDDC undertaking further sampling 
and responsible for resolving the 
problem. 

Pottery and glass Foresho
re 
between 
3 & 4 

Possibly old landfill site just the other side 
of the railway. 

 

Drainage outfall for 
marsh 

4 No known concerns.  

Black pipe and 
concrete casing 

5 Drainage ditches dug out inland.  No known 
concerns. 

 

Abandoned boats  Several DEFRA FEPA Licencing regulates 
foreshore disposal/removal issues.  Tipper 
needs to be notified before removal (or 
notice posted on the abandoned boat).  
Landowner in this area is Crown Estate 
with foreshore leased to East Devon District 
Council and Lympstone Harbour Board. 

Proposed Memorandum of 
Understanding over abandoned boats 
be prepared to clarify responsibilities 
for action on the estuary. 

Old inlet and outlet 
for shellfish 
purification tanks 

6a. Old purification tanks are now redundant, 
the site has been redeveloped. 

 

Small outlet for 
package unit (small 
STW) 

6b. Connection from new house agreed by EA.  

Old outfall from 
Lympstone – 
manhole cover at 
end of pipe at 
navigation marker 
revealed raw 

7  SWW sent someone out straight away 
to investigate further. 
Resulted in …. 
Cllr Eastleigh (Chairman of Lympstone 
Parish Council) would have much local 
knowledge. 
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sewage when lifted. 
Overflow by 
Lympstone Harbour 

8 History of problems in previous winter. Nick 
Murch, SWW deals with all sewers and 
pumping stations. 

Nick Murch, SWW deals with all sewers 
and pumping stations. 

Grass cuttings 9 Disposal of cuttings from top of cliff is an 
offence under EA legislation carrying a fine 
of up to £20,000. 

EA investigated, contacted Lympstone 
Parish Council?…..….. 

Discharge point 
under railway. 

10 Storm drain from road? Two pipes 
below scout huts at 
Lympstone/Woodbury Parish 
boundary.  

Further info?… 

Nutwell Estate 11 Either have their own STW or discharge 
into the Whitham? Brook 

Consider investigation. 

Sluice 11a. Sluice open, no flap.  No further knowledge. Consider investigation. 
Outflow pipe 11b. Old hut, wall and litter in vicinity – no further 

knowledge. 
Consider investigation. 

Drain from marsh 11c.  Drain hidden by natural debris with blocks 
to mark old channel out to shore – no 
further knowledge. 

Consider investigation. 

Culvert 11d. Newly plastic lined culvert – no further 
knowledge. 

Consider investigation. 

Land runoff 12 Possibility of slurry discharged by farm 
(buildings nearby) at access point with 
breeze blocks at entrance to north end of 
lagoon area. 

Consider investigation. 

Concrete blocks, 
cement and rubble 

13 Most likely to be the remains of (ongoing) 
railway maintenance works by Railtrack 
and/or Lympstone Royal Mairines 
Commando Training Centre  

Approach Railtrack over clearance of 
materials after maintenance works 
carried out. 

Nutwell Court – 
brook 

14 The pub used to have an outfall to the 
brook? 

Consider investigation. 

Lympstone 
Barracks 

15 The MOD have and maintain their own 
STW for the Commando Training Centre, 
the discharge from which enters the Polly 
Brook. 

 

Exton 16 EA have been involved in investigations in 
Exton (S & N) as not all properties are 
connected to mains sewer.  Some 
discharge into septic tanks of varying 
efficiency. 

SWW will be improving the situation by 
March 2005; possibly by linking Exton 
N & S to Topsham or Odhams 
(Ebford’s new STW). 

Exton South 
Discharge 

16a. Sewage discharge previously identified in 
the Polly Brook.  Sewage works at 
Woodbury have been failing compliance 
tests on suspended solids. SWW 
investigating use of reedbed and/or 
installing new septic tank. 

See above. 

Exton North 
Discharge 

16b. Most properties discharge into the estuary. See above. 

    

 
 
Brief summary of findings for lower estuary – east shore 
 
A major issue in this area is the ongoing concern over the problems of the Exmouth Royal 
Avenue (Imperial Road) outfall.  The walks highlighted problems in Lympstone with the 
discovery of raw sewage from an unknown source, which may lead to a prosecution.  Disposal 
of grass cuttings in Lympstone could also lead to a prosecution by the EA if it continues.   There 
are improvement works taking place at Exton.  Whilst some individual landowners have 
established their own sewage treatment facilities (e.g. Lympstone CTC, new development at 
Sowden End) further investigation would be useful to clarify the provision of facilities around 
Nutwell Estate.  Are there ancient rights associated with the disposal of sewage (e.g. Nutwell 
Estate)?  There are improvement works taking place at Exton.  An MoA for Abandoned Boats 
was proposed for the Action Plan (2003-2004). 
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7.5 2002 Lower Estuary – West Shore Results 
 
 
 
LOCATION 
 

 
SITE 
NOTE & 
MAP REF 
NO. 
 

 
DESCRIPTION 

 
RESULTS OF 
FOLLOW-UP 
ACTION 
 

Filled-in drain 17   
Surface water drain 18 Flap inside has been causing 

problems resulting in road 
flooding. 

 

Small discharge pipe 
from arch under 
railway 

19 Leads to ?private track to 
Cockwood House.  Sand bags 
covering limestone arch were to 
prevent German invasion in the 
second world war. 

 

Shutterton Brook 20 Drains from Ashcombe and 
Mamhead.  New STW proposed 
with proposed housing 
development (c.700 homes).  
Problems for years here due to 
leachate from  industrial estate 
built on landfill site.  It was known 
that Shutterton Garage pumping 
station breaks down.  There are 
concerns that one storm overflow 
from the Dawlish STW discharges 
to streams. 

EA investigating 
problems and options 
for which TDC may 
have to resolve.  
Potential for mitigation 
and enhancement of 
brook with wildlife and 
water quality 
improvements. 

 
 
Brief summary of findings for lower estuary – west shore 
 
Photos: 
Lower estuary group walk looking upstream from the foreshore between Cockwood and Dawlish 
Warren 
 
Site survey pt. 19 showing sand bags blocking an older limestone arch under the railway, used 
to block a potential German invasion. 
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