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Until the late 1970’s dredging took place between Sharpham Marshes to below Stoke Gabriel. The main purpose was not for navigation but to mine valuable aggregates on the river bed which were washed and distributed from Baltic Wharf, Totnes.  Contractors became greedy, the work was badly controlled and serious damage was inflicted on the river banks, especially in the region of Sharpham Marshes, so operations were stopped in the 1980’s.

Since that time users of the river have been complaining of silting in the upper reaches with a consequent restriction on navigation of tourist vessels (a significant local source of revenue) and also for leisure craft. Totnes itself, once visited by coasters, ceased being a commercial port in the early 1990’s when Reeves Timber yard closed.

In 2003, the Dart Estuary Environmental Management (DEEM) commissioned a one year hydrodynamic study of the upper reaches to ascertain whether dredging could recommence in an environmentally acceptable manner and also whether such an operation could be sustainable (both environmentally and financially). Funding was provided initially by English Nature and was later augmented by the EU under “CYCLEAU”, itself funded by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). The appointed consultants were instructed to carry out a detailed study of the hydrodynamics and sediment regime of the upper estuary and to make recommendations. A secondary purpose was to establish a reliable data base on CAD/GIS as a background to any future studies that may be considered. 

With modern instrumentation now available, perhaps the best data set yet collected was achieved in the three field studies undertaken, with a few surprising findings. Four hard copy reports and a data DVD detail the field methods used and discuss their relationship with historical data. At the end of the analysis it was possible to make some recommendations. The essentials of these are illustrated in the presentation.

The presentation will focus on data collection, its treatment, limitations and assimilation with historical data. It will discuss behaviour and trends in the estuary and will end with a brief set of recommendations for future studies.
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