
WEDNESDAY, JULY 1, 2020 CORNISH GUARDIAN 31

ENVIRONMENT COLUMN, CO-ORdINaTEd BY THE CORNWaLL aREa OF OUTSTaNdING NaTURaL BEaUTY UNIT

Trust joins in a project to study innovative 
ideas for slowing or reusing sediment waste

Sediment might not be the 
first thing that comes to mind 
when you think about envi-

ronmental pollution. Pollution is 
toxic green sludge or oil spills, right? 
not always.

excess sediment in our West 
Country rivers is right at the top of 
the list of pollutants that degrade 
our river habitats and water quality.

“But it’s just soil,” i hear you cry. 
Well, it’s not that simple.

Sediment comes from a number 
of places, including soil washed 
from cultivated fields in heavy rain. 
that carries nutrients, such as 
nitrate and phosphate from fertilis-
ers, plus other chemicals from pesti-
cides, herbicides and fungicides that 
are all used on crops.

Some of the sediment in our rivers 
is eroded from exposed mining spoil 
heaps or quarries; this can contain 
high concentrations of toxic metals, 
such as cadmium, arsenic or lead. 

then there’s road run-off. Roads 
need to shed water quickly for safety 
reasons but, when rainwater runs off 
into our streams, it can collect all 
sorts of nasties as it goes – exhaust 
gases deposit hydrocarbons on to 
the road surface, brake pads release 
cadmium as they wear and tyres 
shed rubber particles containing 
lead, cadmium and zinc.

there’s also litter from roadsides 
and verges, which puts microplastic 
particles into the mix and, in Corn-
wall, you’re never far from the sea, 
which is where it all ends up sooner 
rather than later.

even “clean” sediment causes 
problems. the tiny particles that are 
washed into the rivers settle in the 
gravel beds where fish spawn and 
important aquatic invertebrates, 
such as mayfly and caddisfly larvae, 
like to live.

Gravel that is clogged with fine 
sediment doesn’t support healthy 

populations of these creatures, 
which are an important source of 
food for trout, salmon and dippers – 
the foundation of a vibrant river eco-
system.

Clogged gravel beds don’t allow 
clean water to flow through, which 
leads to low oxygen levels and 
increased mortality of the fish eggs 
laid within them.

As if that were not enough, allow-
ing soil to wash into our rivers is 
such a waste. it takes hundreds of 
years for nature to create a few centi-
metres of soil, yet this can be lost in 
just one rainstorm, never to return. 

As it accumulates in our ports and 
harbours it is an expensive nuisance 
to safe navigation and must be 
removed regularly by dredging. 

Around the South West, much of 
this material is then disposed of at 
sea. Remember those nutrients, 
toxic chemicals and micro- 
plastics?

in 2016, the Westcountry Rivers 
trust was invited to join organisa-
tions from France, Belgium, the 
netherlands and the UK to take part 
in the Using Sediment As a Resource 
(USAR) project, which is funded by 
the european Union’s interreg 2Seas 
programme.

the project set out to increase 
reuse of material that is dredged 
from rivers, estuaries and waterways 
across europe.

Current legislation identifies 

dredged sediment as “waste” and 
there are strict rules on what can be 
done with it once it has been 
removed. despite much dredged 
sediment being a potentially valua-
ble resource, across europe it is typi-
cally disposed of at sea or dumped 
in landfill sites.

three of the project partners set 
out to pilot novel reuse applications 
to show the value of this dredged 
material.

Brightlingsea Harbour Commis-
sioners, in essex, planned to use 
dredged sediment to replenish and 
restore eroding salt marshes that 
provide valuable flood defences for 
surrounding homes, as well as habi-
tat for wildlife.

HHSK, a regional water authority 
in the netherlands, planned to mix 
sediment dredged from canals and 

ditches with cow manure and green 
waste to create a topsoil substitute 
that would help protect and raise up 
degrading peat polders – low-lying 
tracts of land enclosed by dykes.

Flemish Waterways (de Vlaamse 
Waterweg), in Belgium, planned to 
reuse polluted, sandy sediment from 
the River Scheldt in an ambitious 
programme of dyke-building to pro-
tect homes from tidal flooding, while 
creating important (and unusual) 
freshwater inter-tidal habitat.

meanwhile, the Armines research 
centre in France developed online 
resources to help sediment manag-
ers understand more about sedi-
ment reuse and an Operational Sed-
iment management System that 
would help match sources of 
dredged sediment with those that 
may have a use for it.

At the Westcountry Rivers trust, 
our role in the USAR project has 
been to showcase ways of reducing 
sediment input to our rivers in the 
first place.

An example was a sediment trap 
created in a farmyard in the River 
Lerryn catchment.

the River Lerryn is one of three 
streams that enter the Fowey estu-
ary from the east. due to the steeply 
sloping farmland, that area contrib-
utes significant amounts of sedi-
ment into Fowey Harbour. 

the sediment trap is simply two 
pits that intercept muddy run-off as 
it flows across the farmyard. As the 
run-off fills the pits it slows and 
deposits most of the sediment, leav-
ing the water that overflows much 
cleaner.

Because the sediment stays on the 
farm it is not classed as waste; the 
farmer can remove it from the pits 
once or twice a year and use it 
around the farm, either for replen-
ishing lost soil or for creating raised 
banks that further reduce run-off.

the trust also drafted a Sediment 
Recycling Strategy document as a 
useful introduction for farmers, for-
estry operations, highways manag-
ers and port authorities who are 
interested in conserving soil, mini-
mising sediment erosion and max-
imising reuse opportunities.

to find out more about the pro-
ject, visit wrt.org.uk/project/usar

Simon Browning is the 
senior monitoring and 
evidence officer at the 
Westcountry Rivers Trust, 
one of the 22 
organisations in the 
Cornwall AONB 
Partnership. Here he looks 
at a project that is trying to 
reduce the impact of 
sediment on our rivers

 6This picture: Simon Browning 
being filmed for the USAR 
information film, which can be 
seen on the project’s website. 
Below: A view of the sediment 
trap in action. It holds about ten 
cubic metres of sediment, filling 
once or twice a year and helping 
to lower sediment loss


