
6th European Conference on Ecological Restoration Ghent, Belgium, 8-12/09/2008 

 1 

MANAGING THE IMPACTS OF INDUSTRY ON HABITATS: 
CASE STUDY OF THE HUMBER ESTUARY, UK 

Tony Edwards1  
1 Humber Industry Nature Conservation Association, WatersÕ Edge Visitor Centre, Barton upon Humber, 

North Lincolnshire, DN18 5JR, UK  

Keywords: Estuar ies, Restoration of water  dynamics, Land use changes, Environmental policy, 
Increasing public suppor t and par ticipation 

 
Introduction 
 
The Humber Estuary is described as the UKÕs Global Gateway on account of its ports 
and associated industries; it is of vital importance for the countryÕs economy. It is also a 
Òglobal gatewayÓ for birds and is of outstanding value for wildlife. 
 
The estuary has the UKÕs largest ports complex that handled over 92m tonnes of cargo 
in 2007. Associated with the ports are major industrial areas, particularly for chemicals, 
oil refining, iron and steel, and food processing. The Humber is a Natura 2000 site - a 
European Marine Site in terms of the UKÕs Habitats Regulations 1994. It is particularly 
notable for its wintering populations of ducks, geese and wading birds but also has fish 
populations and a large grey seal colony (English Nature 2003). The habitats include 
saltmarshes, mudflats, sandflats, lagoons, sand dunes and the estuary itself. The estuary 
is macro-tidal and is highly dynamic with continually moving channels and substrate. 
The Humber drains a catchment covering approximately a fifth of the area of England 
(24,472km2) in which live 11m people; it is one of the principal inputs of freshwater 
into North Sea (Edwards 2001). It has a large f loodplain, mostly reclaimed over the past 
300 to 400 years from the estuary (Fig. 1, next page). On the floodplain live nearly 
400,000 people and along with the factories there is much high grade farmland.  
 
Effective f lood defence is of crucial importance; sea level is rising and global warming 
may make North Sea tidal surges more frequent and intense. The Environment Agency 
has developed a long term Humber flood risk management strategy, ÔPlanning for the 
Rising TidesÕ (Winn et al 2003, Edwards and Winn 2000, Environment Agency 2008). 
One of the measures being used is the creation of intertidal wetlands, in fact turning a 
small part of the drained land back to the estuary. Two managed realignment sites for 
flood risk management purposes have to date been constructed and others are planned. 
The Alkborough site is the largest (440ha); the floodbank was breached in 2006 and a 
variety of wetland habitats are developing. 
 
Stakeholders and Partnerships 
 
Alkborough is a partnership project between Natural England, Environment Agency, 
North Lincolnshire Council and Associated British Ports. There are many other people 
and organisations that have an interest in the Humber: navigation and ports, industry, 
agriculture, wildlife conservation, historical heritage, environmental regulators, 
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municipal administration, birdwatching, sailing and other recreation, voluntary 
environmental organisations and pressure groups. 
 

 

 
 

 
 
Figure 1         The Humber  and its f loodplain 

 
 
Working in partnership to achieve economic, social and environmental goals is of great 
importance Ð no one organisation has all the money, expertise or legal means - the 
community that lives and works around the estuary most be fully engaged. One of the 
estuary-wide partnerships produced the Humber Management Scheme (Humber Estuary 
Relevant Authorities Group 2005) to comply with the UKÕs Habitat Regulations for the 
European Marine Site. It was developed by 35 organisations, public and private sector, 
that have statutory responsibilities for the management of the elements of the estuary 
system. This partnership is supported by the Humber Advisory Group comprised of 
many other organisations, businesses and individuals that do not have the statutory 
responsibilities.  
 
Another partnership is Humber INCA - a Ònot for profitÕ company set up in 2002 with 
members from industry, municipal authorities, environmental regulators and some 
voluntary nature conservation organisations to facilitate practical solutions to get 
benefits for business and the environment particularly in the light of the estuaryÕs 
international nature conservation status (ÒBusiness and the environment in harmonyÓ). 
Much of the work concerns advice on gaining planning permission and other 
environmental permits, and on protected species on industrial sites. 
 
Immingham Outer  Harbour 
 
One of the projects Humber INCA was involved with was Associated British PortsÕ 
(ABP) Immingham Outer Harbour which, along with new port facilities at Hull, was 

Actual or potential realignment site  

Humber  
Bridge 
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developed to handle the growing size and number of container ships. These extensions 
involved the loss of 22ha of protected intertidal habitat by dredging. Early in the 
assessment of the project the Company set up an Environmental Steering Group 
involving planners, environmental regulators and wildlife bodies. Working together 
they supported ABPÕs application to Government for approval for the harbour works 
with the requirement that 53ha of new intertidal habitat be created by managed 
realignment of flood banks to compensate for the loss. ABP received approval. 
  
Two wetlands were created by purchasing land from farmers and putting back the 
floodbanks. One site was on the north bank and the other near the Humber Bridge at 
Chowder Ness (14ha). The tide was returned to these areas in 2006, the same year as the 
new harbour became operational. At Chowder Ness the project also improved the f lood 
defence. A colony of 44 water voles (Arvicola terrestris) had to be moved as their 
burrows in drains they lived in would have been be inundated by the high tides. New 
drains were provided at the nearby WatersÕ Edge Country Park, which is dedicated to 
nature conservation, education and public enjoyment of wildlife 
 
Discussion 
 
The Immingham Outer Harbour demonstrates the use of managed realignment for a non 
flood defence purpose and the achievement of benefits for the economy, community and 
environment without any signif icant detrimental effects to any sector. Elkington (2001) 
introduced the concept of the Triple Bottom Line. Any development should benefit the 
economy, society and the environment Ð often referred to as the win:win:win scenario. 
This is idealistic and often not practicable but at the very least a benefit for one sector 
should be neutral in its impact on the others. In practice mitigation may be required to 
offset adverse effects as is the case for the Humber port developments. These are very 
important for a local economy and have the potential to divert goods traffic from the 
roads. However, the Immingham Outer Harbour scheme took intertidal habitat that is 
valuable for fish and birds but new habitat was able to be created by realigning flood 
defences. This in turn had impacts that need mitigating such as providing fair 
compensation for people owning and working the farmland (in this case by purchase) 
and the relocation of the water voles.  
 
UK flood defence policy is entitled ÒMaking Space for WaterÓ (Department of the 
Environment Food and Rural Affairs 2004) recognising that we must work wherever 
possible with natural processes rather than against them. In the Humber progress has 
been made on the ÒbankingÓ of wetland habitat to compensate for impacts of flood 
defences and ports, and we are now looking at extending this concept to the landward 
side of the sea walls Ð areas that are used by birds, such as for high tide roosts, but are 
also under pressure for industrial development. A series of detailed surveys of habitats, 
wintering birds and breeding birds are in process so that sensitive areas can be avoided 
and any mitigation measures determined.  

However, our ambitions could be bigger than just replacing the lost habitat on a Ôlike for 
likeÕ basis. Estuaries such as the Humber are naturally continually changing and will do 
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so much more with climate change. In the long term it is not going to be possible to 
protect all the rural parts of the f loodplain. There are, thus, opportunities for creating 
much larger intertidal areas to enhance biodiversity from land originally reclaimed from 
the sea. Such projects would be very controversial and would really mean working hard 
to gain the local communitiesÕ support. They may also require new imaginative 
partnerships to fund the work. It should also be noted that there is now increasing 
competition for land for food crops, biofuels and habitat Ð at least in creating new 
wetlands we are not maintaining monocultures or producing new ones. 

Conclusions 

We should aim to deliver benefits for business, and economic and social development. 
Any loss of intertidal habitat (or other valuable areas) caused by development and sea 
level rise must be made good whilst looking for opportunities to reverse some of the 
past over-reclamation to gain benefits for carbon and nutrient sinks, and wildlife. There 
is a need to work with landowners including the provision of fair compensation and 
alternative benefits from the new wetlands. Likewise the confidence of local 
communities is vital along with where possible the achievement of other business 
opportunities, facilities for education, recreation and public enjoyment. 
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