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CHANGING TIDES AT THE 
EXE ESTUARY MANAGEMENT 

A MESSAGE FROM THE NEW EEMP 
CHAIRPERSON, CHRISTINE CHANNON

RENEWING THE MANAGEMENT PLAN 

I represent Exmouth and Budleigh Coastal Ward on 
Devon County Council but I work together as a team 
with Cllrs Jeff Trail and Richard Scott, who represent 
Exmouth Rural,  to represent this lovely area  and 
wonderful environment.  I have been a County 
Councillor for 28 years and my ward boundaries  
has changed three times during that period but  
from a wildlife point of view the last one has been  
the most stimulating.

I grew up in the Peak District of Derbyshire and when 
I first came to Devon I lived in an apartment on the 
Strand in Topsham.  I used to love walking along 
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the Goat Walk late at night trying to identify the calls of the 
wildfowl on Exminster Marshes. In more recent times I have 
enjoyed the Avocet Cruises. The Exe Estuary is a haven for 
an amazing collection of birds and every year seems to 
bring a few surprise visitors.  We are so fortunate. However, 
I also recognise the need to preserve a balance between 
conservation and recreational and commercial groups   
using the estuary. 

I am pleased to have been appointed as your elected 
representative from Devon County Council and I will make 
every effort as your Chairman to continue the valuable  
work of the Partnership.

What is the Management Plan? 
The Exe Estuary Management Plan details management 
measures to guide key and statutory organisations in 
delivering their statutory duties in a co-ordinated manner. 
It outlines policies, issues and five-year objectives to 
ensure sustainable use of the Exe for the future. The plan 
incorporates the Management Scheme for the Special 
Protection Area (Regulation 34, Habitats Directive), 
identifying policies which aim to achieve favourable 
condition of the protected wildlife and supporting habitats. 
The Plan also promotes the sustainable use of the Estuary 
balancing the demands made on its natural resources and 
resolving conflicts of interest and provide a framework 
for the co-ordinated management of the Estuary and 
communication between users and organisations with 
authority over the Exe. 

Why Renew the Plan?
The current plan covers the period of 2016-2021 and  
was based on the scientific report, the ‘State of the Exe 
Estuary 2014’, which detailed the information available on 
the condition of the environment at that time. However, 
things will have changed considerably since then.  
The environmental conditions of the estuary will have 
changed, and policy and legislation are different today than 
it was in 2014. Not only this, stakeholders have changed, 
with new emerging user groups and businesses being 
present on the estuary.

All of us who are involved are passionate about the estuary, 
and the people and wildlife that thrive here. We are looking 
forward to working with you all to ensure our estuary 
continues to be a wonderful place for us all to cherish. 

Steph Harper-Chung, Exe Estuary Officer

Email: exeestua@devon.gov.uk 

Tel: 01392 382236 

Web: www.exe-estuary.org

Following a year of maternity leave, I feel very 
fortunate to return to my role as Exe Estuary 
Officer. I am diving straight back into work, 
getting stuck into Exe related matters, and 
exploring new opportunities to ensure our 
estuary is in tip top condition for everyone  
to enjoy. 

For the time being, I will be working Monday to Wednesday. 
To support the work of the partnership, we are lucky 
enough to keep Jay in post until September. He will be 
focussing on the review of the Exe Estuary Management 
Plan, details of which are covered within this newsletter. 

The partnership has also seen a change in Chair this year! 
Councillor Jeff Trail BEM has been handed the prestigious 
title of Devon County Council Chairman and is focussing 
his efforts on this new role over the coming year. Councillor 
Christine Channon, who has supported various estuary 
projects over the years and has a balanced interest in the 
environment and the people that use the estuary, has 
taken the reins as Chair of the Exe Estuary Partnership. 

Jeff will continue to have close involvement with the Exe 
Estuary as he has recently taken up a voluntary position 
with Exeter Port Authority aboard the Harbour Master, 
Grahame Forshaw’s patrol vessel. These voluntary 
positions are essential in order to support Grahame and his 
team in their mission to help keep the Exe Estuary safe and 
enjoyable for all. 

In 2020, the Partnership created an updated State of the 
Exe report, but did this through an online toolkit. As a 
result, this toolkit reflects the latest, and in many cases, 
real-time data. Comparison between the latest data and 
the data from the 2014 report will play a key role in  shaping 
the Management Plan for the next 5 years. 

How Can You Have Your Say?
Gathering your opinion is essential to ensure that we are 
producing a Plan which reflects the views of estuary users. 
There will be multiple opportunities for stakeholder input, 
the first of which will be through an online consultation on a 
DRAFT version of the Plan which will open in late August. We 
will also be using this years Summer Stakeholder Forum as a 
way of gathering input through a workshop style event. We 
are aiming to host this event in mid-September and further 
details will be released shortly, so please keep an eye on our 
website, social media channels, and your mailbox for this.

The Summer Stakeholder Forum will 
be held in mid-September. Further 
details will be released soon, please 
keep an eye on our website, social 
media channels, and your  emails.
If you have any questions about the renewal of the 
Management Plan, please get in touch with the Exe Estuary 
Officers at exeestua@devon.gov.uk or call 01392 382236.
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Early into the New Year we were informed that our 
brand-new signs at the Exmouth Wildlife Refuge were 
subject to graffiti, much to our frustration! Just as we 
were deliberating over what to do, whether to remove 
them, we received an email from an East Devon District 
Council member of staff who was on a site visit to inspect 
the damage. His email stated that the signs had been 
miraculously cleaned, and to this day, we have no idea  
who by…

So, if you’re the ‘Phantom Cleaner’ please let us know 
as we would like to thank you for your role as The Good 
Samaritan! Whilst we are used to getting informed that 
something has been damaged or broken, receiving this 
email really did make us smile. 

Interpretation panels and signage play a key 
role in helping the Partnership raise awareness 
around the wildlife, areas of interest, businesses, 
heritage, and culture on the Exe. We work with 
key partners and stakeholders to ensure we are 
delivering these messages in the right way.  
It involves hard work and collaboration which  
is why it is so frustrating when our signs  
are vandalised. 
Vandalism around the estuary isn’t something new to the 
Partnership or to any other organisation that is responsible 
for the maintenance of infrastructure such as interpretation 
panels. However, the main issue is that our signs are often 
funded through limited and constraint budgets meaning 
that sadly, in many cases, once a sign is vandalised,  
it cannot be replaced and must be removed. 

A huge part of the calendar year for the Exe 
Estuary Partnership is our Big Autumn Clean-Up 
event, which unfortunately along with the past 
two Spring Clean-Ups, we’ve had to postpone 
due to COVID-19. However, we are delighted to 
announce that the Big Exe Autumn Clean-Up WILL 
be going ahead on Saturday September 25th, 
2021 at Exmouth Local Nature Reserve! 
We are thrilled that once again, the clean-up will be 
followed by live jazz music from Ace Music onboard a Stuart 
Line Cruise of the estuary, with complimentary fish and 
chips from Krispies! McDonalds will also be providing fresh 
fruit before the clean-up. We would like to thank these 
organisations for sponsoring this year’s event and helping 
to contribute to what should be a very special day. 

The event will be capped at 100 people due to limited 
capacity aboard the Stuart Line Cruise, and FREE tickets, 
along with further information will be available via 
Eventbrite shortly, so keep an eye out in your mailbox, on 
our social media, and website for these details. We will also 
be putting in special COVID measures in line with the latest 
government guidance. 

GOOD NEWS STORY - 
THE PHANTOM CLEANER

BIG EXE  
AUTUMN  
CLEAN-UP 

The last clean-up event took place on the 14th 
September 2019 at Exmouth Local Nature Reserve.

The impacts of litter have been well documented over the 
past few years, but that doesn’t make it any less important. 
Litter continues to have detrimental effects for our wildlife, 
our environment and our economy. The presence of litter 
on the Exe not only devalues the beauty and enjoyment 
of the Estuary but can impact upon our tourist industry 
which many local businesses rely on. This is what makes 
our clean-ups and the hard work or other organisations 
running similar events around the Exe so important!

We can all help to make a difference by remembering to 
take our litter home with us or using bins provided when 
visiting the Estuary. You can also get involved with the 
following initiatives such as the 2-minute Beach Clean, 
#MiniBeachClean, or help your town/village become a 
plastic free community (see page 7 for more information).

If you want to sign up to our mailing list or you are a 
business or organisation that would like to support these 
events in some way, please get in touch with the Exe 
Estuary Officer at exeestua@devon.gov.uk or  
01392 382236.
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Plastic Free Exmouth is a community-based 
group governed by Surfers Against Sewage, 
the aim is to join the 720 communities across 
the U.K. that have already received the Plastic-
Free accreditation. In order to achieve this 
status PFE must meet various criteria, and 
actively encourage businesses, schools and the 
community to get rid of their single use plastic 
and adopt a more environmentally friendly and 
sustainable way of life.   

PFE aims to proactively inspire locals and tourists of 
all generations to dramatically reduce their plastic 
consumption, to assist in removing it from our 
environment, to offer plastic free alternatives and to 
educate on the correct disposal methods. This will in turn 
help protect our environment and its wildlife and marine 
life for future generations to come. 

To spread awareness about these aims, PFE hold 
organised weekly beach cleans on a Sunday at 8.30am 
from Orcombe Point, will hold talks to all sectors (Covid-19 
restrictions allowing) have strategically positioned posters 
and signage, will launch an educational ‘Beach Hero’ 
programme for schools and other youth groups next Easter 
and will host Exmouth’s first plastic-free festival which will 
be held at Sideshore on Sunday September 5th. 

Our beach cleans are supported by Hangtime Cafe which 
is located at Sideshore on the seafront, Meg and Olly of 
Hangtime very generously give 50% off hot drinks on the 
Sunday of the beach cleans when given a special code 
which is handed out to beach cleaners via the Plastic 

EXMOUTH  LOCAL NATURE 
RESERVE CLEAN-UP

PLASTIC FREE  
EXMOUTH

It was during the Summer of 2005, in partnership with 
East Devin District Council, that the Devon Wildfowling & 
Conservation Association (DWCA) used their knowledge 
and expertise in operating in such difficult conditions (soft 
mud!) to carry out their first foreshore litter pick on the 
Exmouth Local Nature Reserve (LNR). Now more commonly 
known as “The Duckpond” the LNR was rife with debris in 
those days, much of which was extremely harmful to the 
environment. Apart from the obligatory shopping trolly and 
traffic cones, obvious toxic articles such as boat batteries, 
tires and a full 10 litre drum of engine oil was removed as 
was of course, the masses of single use plastics! A large 
builders skip was full to overflowing with a similar result 
the following year… 

A third effort was arranged for 2007 but due to the success 
of the previous two years the skip was less than half full. We 
didn’t rest on our laurels however and continue to regularly 
scour the shoreline for flotsam and carry out a major pick 
at the LNR every two to three year. During our 2015 event 
a 9mm Browning hand gun was recovered from the mud 
which was subsequently removed by the police and is now 
being used for training purposes.

These “Clean-Ups” as we like to call them have become 
a major part of the DWCA calendar and by working in 
partnership with various bodies such as the EEMP, local 
councils, harbour authorities, Environment Agency and 
Devon Wildlife Trust we have been able to spread the 
project to other parts of the estuary with several clean-
ups of the Turf reed beds and a major sort out at Exton 
following a request for our services from the locals where 
we supplied and used cutting gear and trailers to remove 
several boat wrecks. We also regularly carry out similar 
work on the Teign Estuary. 

Apart from creating a nicer friendlier environment for all 
users to enjoy we now treat it as a social get together which 
generally involves a BBQ and even lunch supplied by Turf 
Hotel. These events can also be a useful education tool and 
indeed our very next Clean-Up will involve two of our junior 
members, who will use the project as part of the Duke of 
Edinburgh scheme.

Our next Clean-Up, in partnership with the EEMP, will be 
held at Exmouth LNR on August 14th. All are welcome 
to join in… For more information, please contact us; 
devonwildfowlers1953@gmail.com

Andy Chadwick - DWCA Chair 

 

Free committee members. That same code can also be 
used at Exmouth’s Zero Waste store, which is located in 
the Magnolia centre. Faye and Ernesto of Zero Exmouth 
give shoppers with the code, 10% off their shopping on 
the Monday following the beach clean as a thank you for 
cleaning the beach.

Plastics are becoming more and more prominent and 
dangerous in our environment. It is estimated that there 
is currently 8 million pieces of plastic entering our seas 
every day, this is a terrifying statistic. The biggest culprit is 
throw away single use plastic, 79% of plastic waste is sent 
to landfill or ends up in the sea, whilst only 9% actually 
gets recycled. This is why we want to help and support the 
community to make changes and reduce their single use 
plastic. We want Exmouth to be the flagship town of plastic 
free, to show others the way forward so that one day, the 
whole of the U.K. will be as sustainable as possible.

Thompson Jenner LLP of Exmouth have become PFE’s 
first sponsor and will also be carrying out a beach clean 
with PFE. Without local support and funding, Plastic Free 
Exmouth cannot carry out all the wonderful work that is 
being done or will continue to do going forward. With lots 
of fantastic, positive things planned for our town, if you 
would like to get involved as a volunteer or to help with 
funding, then please contact the committee via email 
plasticfreeexmouthuk@gmail.com

DEVON WILDFOWLING & 
CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION

Photo Credit: @girl_behindthelens
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As the Wild Exmouth project enters the final phase of our 
scheduled three-year operation to combat the exponential 
threats facing nature in our town, we can look back on 
two-and-a-half years of successes and positive changes for 
wildlife and for resident’s access to green spaces. 

WILD EXMOUTH 
PLANS FOR 2021

Finally we’ll be working in partnership with LED to deliver 
two 6 week wild swimming programmes for Exmouth 
residents: one for teenage age group and one for adults.

Keep an eye out for our work over the next six months of 
the Wild Exmouth project, and beyond as we continue to 
fund legacy work such as with the Exmouth Wildlife Group. 
Thank you to everyone who has supported us and engaged 
with our work up to this point, and we’re looking forward to 
a brilliant summer in wild Exmouth!

Wild Exmouth is a three year community nature project by 
Wild East Devon, jointly funded by Heritage Fund, Exmouth 
Town Council, East Devon District Council and Devon 
County Council locality fund. To contact the team please 
email wild@eastdevon.gov.uk or follow the project on 
social media @WildExmouth. 

NCI Exmouth are expecting one of the busiest seasons ever. 
Station manager Ivor Jones said 

“With staycation holidaymakers predicted to swamp 
the South West and the opening of the new water sports 
centre, we are certainly going to be kept on our toes in 
helping to ensure the safety of our visitors and locals  
this summer”

Preparations for this have been underway with all 
watchkeepers receiving refresher training and new 
volunteers undergoing on the job training with an excellent 
team of trainers who will take them through the training 
syllabus over a 3 month period. 

Watch hours are being extended for the months of July  
and August. The new hours will be 8am until 8pm 7 days  
a week. 

During the lockdown period a new state of the art CCTV 
system has been installed allowing watchkeepers to 
observe the whole of the beach and also a new camera that 
gives a terrific view of the Exe estuary. Graham Nye who 
was the driving force behind this initiative had this to say: 

“Both cameras will further extend our ability to support  
HM Coastguard with search and rescue support from 
Topsham down the estuary and around the sea front to 
Orcombe Point”

EXMOUTH NATIONAL 
COASTWATCH 
INSTITUTION (NCI)  
EXMOUTH READY FOR A 
BUSY SUMMER SEASON

Following clearance from National headquarters and 
the easing of covid restrictions, double manned watches 
resumed on 14th June. Strict covid measures are still being 
followed inside the lookout, which unfortunately means we 
are unable to welcome visitors back for some time yet due 
to lack of space. 

As more societies and groups are starting to plan a return 
to normal you may like to consider booking NCI Exmouth 
to give a presentation. These can be done in person or on 
zoom. They last 30 to 40 minutes and you will learn who we 
are, what we do and how we work with search and rescue, 
HM Coastguard. The presentation team can be contacted 
via the website. 

If you would like to know more about NCI Exmouth you can 
visit our website www.exmouthcoastwatch.co.uk

You could also visit our Facebook page ‘NCI Exmouth’ 
where we give safety tips and station information and our 
twitter feed ‘@exmwatch’ where we show day to day views 
from the lookout and tide times.

Presentation Credit: Hugh De Souza

Refresher training , Chart work. Credit:  Karen Goldby

That said, we’re not done yet. We still have ambitious and 
dynamic plans to ensure we leave a lasting legacy behind 
us that we – and Exmouth – can be proud of. 

A main focus over the next six months of the project will 
be working in partnership with the three main medical 
surgeries in Exmouth to produce “health routes”. We’ll be 
designing leaflets with details of guided walks starting and 
finishing from each practice, with each leaflet showcasing 
an easy walking route along with details about number 
of steps, calories and minutes of activity. Not only will 
this promote local green spaces to residents using these 
surgeries, but it will help people become healthier, and 
notice nature more along the way.

We also have big plans for family events running 
throughout the summer in Exmouth, including; Story 
Telling with Clive Pig in Phear Park, drop-in wildlife themed 
creative activities and nature connectedness sessions. 
We’ll also cater for adults, as we’ll be putting on outdoor 
events such as Outdoor Yoga, Thai Chi and meditation 
events at The Maer and other parks around the town.  
Keep an eye out on our Facebook page and at 
wildeastdevon.co.uk for how to book on to those events.

Households in Exmouth have over the last two months 
been receiving their very own green space map of the town 
that showcases the best of the outdoors. Wild Exmouth 
has produced this and posted it out to every address in 
within the town to highlight trails and cycle paths along 
with parks, nature reserves, play areas and community 
orchards. As well as in leaflet-form, look out for the Wild 
Exmouth Map on new panel boards around town. These 
will be installed in 7 locations in the next few weeks; The 
Maer, Manor Gardens, Imperial Rec, Phear Park, St Johns 
Road Playing field, Littleham and Brixington Park.

Finally, a reminder to all 
mariners, call us on VHF 
channel 65 for up to date 
weather reports and vessel 
radio checks. Call sign 
‘Exmouth NCI’
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DAWLISH WARREN BEACH MANAGEMENT SCHEME 
– ENVIRONMENT AGENCY UPDATE

ALIENS ON THE EXE

Current situation
Although the rate of beach lowering and dune erosion 
has been relatively stable over spring and early summer, 
change along Dawlish Warren spit will continue with 
an ongoing trend for beach lowering and dune erosion 
as the spit aligns to prevailing coastal conditions at 
this dynamic site. As reported previously, the rate of 
change has been faster than predicted following scheme 
completion in September 2017. Following the exposure 
of sections of the geotube defence in 2019, malicious 
vandalism during 2020 means that urgent repairs are still 
needed to reduce the risk of further damage and defence 
failure. It is also  proposed by the Environment Agency 
that these works are needed to allow time to agree a 
longer-term approach with authorities, landowners, 
local and estuary-wide stakeholders who could be 
impacted by change at this important, dynamic and 
complex site.

Alien or Non-Native Species (NNS) are those that have been 
transported outside their natural range by human activity. 
This may be the deliberate movement of a species, for 
aquaculture for example, but more frequently the accidental 
transport of species as ‘hitchhikers’ such as those attached 
to the hulls of vessels. When a NNS grows rapidly and starts 
to upset our environment, economy, health and the way  
we live they are often referred to as Invasive Non-Native 
Species (INNS).

Thanks to funding from Natural England, the Exe Estuary 
Management Partnership have been able to investigate the 
issue of marine non-native species in the estuary and to 
raise awareness around this issue. We have liaised with the 
Marine Biological Association, Devon Biodiversity Record 
Centre and Exmouth Mussels to collate existing data into a 
Non-native species log. From this log (18 known species), a 
Top ‘10’ Most Unwanted document was created, divided into 
‘5 already here’ and ‘5 to look out for’:

5 Already Here 5 To Look Out For

Orange-tipped sea squirt 
Corella eumyota

Pom pom weed 
Caulacanthus okamurae

Wireweed 
Sargassum muticum

Red ripple bryozoan 
Watersipora subatra

Slipper limpet 
Crepidula fornicate

Asian shore crab 
Hemigrapus takanoi 

Pacific oyster  
Magallana gigas

Asian shore crab 
Hemigrapus sanguineus

Wakame  
Undaria pinnatifida

Carpet sea squirt 
Didemnum vexillum

Competitively priced deep water moorings  
with good access from Starcross available on  

annual licence from Powderham Estate. 
All enquiries and bookings for moorings  

to be made via Powderham Estate Office.  
Tel: 01626 890243.

Delays progressing proposed repair works
Temporary repair works were proposed at the end of 2020 
to in-fill the damaged sections with rock bags and cover 
the exposed geotube with stainless steel rock netting, as 
used recently to repair damage at Beesands in the South 
Hams.  Work has not progressed because it has been 
identified that the  exposed sections of Geotube have 
a potentially damaging impact on the Dawlish Warren 
Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), by preventing a 
return to the natural processes, which are needed  for the 
sustainable realignment of the sand spit and the desirable 
zonation of habitats along the coastal frontage.   Work is 
ongoing between the Environment Agency and Natural 
England, to agree how to avoid such impacts, ahead of 
autumn/winter this year.  In the meantime, a contingency 
plan is in place identifying the use of stone and rock bags, 
already mobilised to site if needed, in the event of further 
damage to the defence.

Post-Scheme Review
A ‘post-scheme review’ is being progressed during 
2021. This strategic study is needed to review existing 
site monitoring and management following changes 
experienced since scheme completion in 2017. The 
study includes a review of existing, and making 
recommendations for future management at the site 
plus lessons learned to inform similar complex change 
schemes. A virtual workshop is being held on 28 July 
to discuss and feedback on initial findings and baseline 
reports, with representatives being invited from 
regulatory authorities and key stakeholders, including 
the Exe Estuary Management Partnership. At the meeting 
there will be discussion on further local and estuary-wide 
engagement needed as part of this work, with further 
information becoming available during summer and ahead 
of study completion by end of 2021.

What Next?
If we successfully attain further funding during 2021-2022, 
we will aim to create a Biosecurity Plan. The Biosecurity 
Plan will include a detailed risk analysis, outlining potential 
pathways/vectors for each individual species in order to 
increase our chances of mitigating against the impacts these 
species may cause. We also hope to work with key Partners 
to develop a strategic reporting system for marine non-
native species in the Exe.

Hemigrapsus_sanguineus  
- Jack Sewell, MBA

Hemigrapsus_sanguineus  
- Jack Sewell, MBA

Didemnum vexillum 3 - 
John Bishop, MBA

Caulacanthus okamurae - 
Christine, Wood, MBA

Watersipora subatra 2 - John Bishop, MBA

How Can You Help?
Tackling marine INNS is a tricky area due to ‘out of sight, 
out of mind’ and mitigation measure are typically more 
complex than terrestrial species. When it comes to Marine 
INNS, prevention is better than cure and the best way to do 
this is to raise awareness around good biosecurity practice: 
CHECK, CLEAN, DRY: 

• Check boats, equipment and clothing after leaving the 
water for mud, creatures or plant material. Remove 
anything you find and leave it at the site.

• Clean everything thoroughly as soon as you can, paying 
attention to the inside of your boat, kayak or other 
equipment and areas that are damp and hard to access. 
Use hot water if you can.

• Dry your kit. Drain water from every part of your boat or 
equipment and dry with a sponge or towel before leaving 
the site. Then dry everything for as long as possible before 
using elsewhere as some invasive plants and animals can 
survive out of water for two weeks on damp clothing and 
equipment. 

It’s even more important to do this if you’re taking your kit 
abroad. Make sure everything is clean and dried before you 
use it again at home.
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EELS ON 
THE EXE
Whenever we talk about “commercial fishing on 
the Exe” most people will automatically think of 
shellfish gathering and the now defunct salmon, 
mullet, and bass netting with very few mentioning 
or even knowing about “eel fishing” … Not to 
be mistaken with catching sand eels that are 
primarily used for angling bait, catching eels for 
the table and profit was once a commonly carried 
out practice, especially from the port of Topsham. 

has been eaten since the days of Aristotle. Between 
the wars they were regularly served in ‘posher’ British 
hospitals as the nutritional values were seen as second to 
none to the recovering patients. As with all fish there are 
many ways of dishing them up with the forementioned 
Jellying being unique to this species of course and still to 
this day extremely popular in the London area. Personally, 
I could never bring myself to eat jellied eels however, 
curried, smoked, or just simply fried and my mouth is 
watering. They are also great wrapped in foil with a nob of 
garlic butter and thrown on the BBQ.

Fishing at a chosen spot one hour either side of low water 
the “clatt” was lowered from a boat to the bottom of the 
riverbed. If and when an eel found the bait it would literally 
attack it and more often than not catch it’s small yet very 
sharp teeth on the fluff of the twine. Whilst this was an 
effective way of catching eels the fish were generally on 
the smaller side as the more sought after larger ones would 
mostly become unattached during the lifting period due  
to their weight. Like Seine netting, this method too has 
been outlawed as it’s classed as rod and line fishing and 
by law all rod and line caught eels must be returned to the 
water, they were caught in.

Invented by the Dutch, “Fyke netting” is one of the last 
remaining legal methods of catching eels in the UK and 
the method that I have used for more than thirty years. 
In short, consisting of various net funnels this conical 
shaped device is simply anchored to the riverbed overnight 
and cleverly designed so that once an eel enters, it can’t 
escape. The Fyke is not baited so why the eel enters in the 
first place is anyone’s guess. As with the Seine Netting, 
this is a good effective and sustainable way of catching 
eels. However, again for fear of damaging returning young 

Three methods of eel catching were commonly used by 
the Topsham men with the most common being “Seine 
netting” also known as draft netting. This method of 
rowing a net, in this case small mesh and heavily leaded, 
in a half circle and pulling back to the shore is an ancient 
yet effective and sustainable way of catching eels, as it 
is many other species. However, for fear of catching and 
inadvertently damaging young salmon smolt returning to 
the sea, this method was outlawed for eels during the mid-
eighties, despite the fact it was largely carried out during 
late summer and autumn when the estuary was generally 
clear of smolt! 

“Clatting” (known as bobbing in many parts) was an 
interesting, fun and at times very effective way of catching 
eels and one I participated in many times. This involved 
threading a large bunch of lug worm or garden worm onto 
a ball of fluffy twine, with a small lead weight attached 
to make it sink the ball was attached to a length of twine 
which in turn was attached to a broom handle or the like. 

salmon a season, 25th June – December 10th, is now in 
place for all known UK salmon and migratory trout rivers 
(one often wonders why this couldn’t have been done with 
Seine netting!). Fyke nets are designed in a way that any 
small fish entering the net will be able to swim around 
comfortably whilst trapped, much the same as an anglers 
keep net, and returned to the water unharmed once the net 
is lifted which by law must be done at least once every 24 
hours. Also, a rigid plastic device known as an “otter guard” 
must be fastened to the entrance of the net to prevent 
larger fish and mammals (such as otters of course)  
from entering.

The European eel’s worldwide conservation status is now 
a serious cause for concern. As with many species such as 
salmon etc, it isn’t clear why they appear to be in decline 
however climate change is the main suspect. As a result of 
this decline, strict rules and restrictions are now in place 
and rightly so. This mostly concerns elver fishing which 
is carried out predominately in the Bristol Channel area 
from North Somerset to Gloucestershire. Historically, this 
very lucrative business attracted a lot of interest. With a 
demanding market in the Far East where they are regarded 
a delicacy, it was once reported that the price of elvers 
was higher than that of the same weight in gold and simply 
things got out of hand, resulting in overfishing. Thankfully, 
massive restrictions have now been placed on the elver 
fishing and much of the catch is used for restocking other 
fisheries with Lough Neagh in Northern Ireland being such 
an example.

So, there we have it, eel fishing in a nutshell! A far cry from 
yesteryear, all my eels today are sold local either fresh or 
smoked with a few finding their way onto my dinner plate. 
As far as I am aware, I am the only licensed eel fisherman 
remaining on the Exe. Rewards in a financial sense are 
at a minimum but being on the estuary at first light on a 
beautiful summer’s morning, knowing that I am keeping 
this age-old tradition alive and doing my tiny little bit for 
science, are all the rewards I need.

Andy Chadwick

The bulk of the eels landed were generally sold alive to 
dealers and ended up in either London for the jellying 
market or Holland for the smoking market. I am told 
catches were mostly modest yet lucrative as eels have 
historically commanded good prices…

Other than the fact they migrate as adults (silver eels) to 
the Sargasso Sea during the autumn months and return to 
various European waterways as juveniles (elvers) during 
the spring months, little is known about this mysterious 
creature. It is claimed that the European eel (Anguilla 
anguilla) which is a fish and not a snake as many believe, 

The European eel’s  
worldwide conservation 
status is now a serious cause 
for concern, it isn’t clear why 
they appear to be in decline, 
however climate change is 
the main suspect. 
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Image Credit: Red Zeppelin Aerial Photography and Videography

MARINE SERVICES
We offer a range of professional marine services across 

the Exe Estuary, Exeter Canal and Quay.

■ Mooring servicing, maintenance and installation

■ Vessel towing and salvage

■ Boat storage facilities

■ Visitor moorings on the Exe Estuary

■ Berths on the Exeter Canal

Tel: 07565 204712 
email: epa@exeter.gov.uk
www.exeter.gov.uk/epa

EPA Mooring Services, Trinity Buoy Store, 
Camperdown Terrace, Exmouth, EX8 1EQ

Stock Assessments of Cockle and Mussel Beds

D&S IFCA manages inshore fisheries within its District. It has a duty to do so as set out in the 
Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009. In meeting these duties, D&S IFCA’s core work involves 
developing the management of fisheries (Byelaws), enforcing fisheries legislation and 
conducting research work. D&S IFCA works in partnership with other organisations including 
the Exe Estuary Management Partnership.

If you want to follow the work of D&S IFCA visit their website www.devonandsevernifca.gov.uk.  
You can contact them and they will add you to their mailing list. You will then receive the free quarterly D&S IFCA 
e-newsletter “Inshore Insights” and be directly notified of any of their consultations.

Exe cockle survey results
A small decline in total adult cockle density was detected across 
the survey location since 2010, which equated to an average 
decline of ~3% per year, but there was high within-site variation 
in cockle density. Despite the winter storms of 2013/14, and the 
corresponding loss of mussels from the area, cockle densities 
do not seem to have been affected as dramatically. There 
appears to be some years with strong recruitment of cockles to 
the Exe. 

The relatively stable cockle stocks on the Exe estuary are likely 
enabling the bird populations to persist in this location, despite 
declines in their other food sources. The cause of the small 
decrease in adult cockle density observed across years in the 
Exe estuary is unknown but is currently not concerning. D&S 
IFCA will continue the annual autumn survey every two years to 
monitor the cockle stocks that are harvested recreationally and 
form part of the SPA birds’ diet.

In Autumn 2020 D&S IFCA Officers undertook stock 
assessments of several shellfish beds. Mussel beds 
were surveyed in the Exe, Teign and Taw-Torridge 
estuaries, while cockle beds were surveyed in the 
Exe, Teign and Devon Avon estuaries. These surveys 
are used to build up a long-term picture of the 
stock status of each bed, which is used to inform 
management of the resource. 

Shellfish beds form important habitats for many species in 
estuaries, particularly as a significant source of food for over-
wintering and migratory wading bird populations. These birds 
are often priority features of an estuary designated as a Marine 
Protected Area (MPA), such as the Exe Estuary SPA or the Taw-
Torridge SSSI. 

Exe mussel survey results
As a result of COVID-19 restrictions the time frame for 
completing surveys was greatly reduced compared to normal 
years, therefore only Bull Hill could be surveyed in 2020. 
Additional beds (Starcross and Lympstone) were surveyed  
in 2019 and the previous report can be found on the  
D&S IFCA website.

A small mussel population has established on Bull Hill. This bed 
has potential to grow in both density and spatial distribution. 
All stock surveyed on Bull Hill was between 31-60mm, 
suggesting it is around 3-5 years old. Whilst the establishment 
of a small population of mussels in the Bull Hill area is a 
positive development, recovery from a bed of the current size 
to previous levels, even without disturbance, could still take 
decades. Continued monitoring will be important to track the 
recovery of the bed.  
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Tel 
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Exe Estuary Management Partnership,  
c/o Devon County Council, Room 120,  
County Hall, Topsham Road, Exeter, EX2 4QD 
email: exeestua@devon.gov.uk

Personal data we collect from you will be processed in accordance with our Privacy Notice, which can be found at devon.cc/privacy-ne.  
You may unsubscribe at any time by contacting the Exe Estuary Management Partnership.
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THE FUTURE OF THE EXE PRESS

At the Exe Estuary Management Partnership, we care about 
your opinion. We want to know how you prefer to receive 
your news. We particularly want to know your views on the 
printed version of the newsletter. Do you like this format?  
Or do you feel like we should be switching solely to an  
online newsletter? 

Your feedback is important as it ensures that we are keeping 
up to date with our readers opinions and producing what 
is wanted. Please let us know your thoughts by emailing 
the Exe Estuary Officer at exeestua@devon.gov.uk or by 
calling 01392 382236.


