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Mr Geoff Bowles







5rd of April 2008

Head of Marine Licensing

The Marine Fisheries Agency

3-8 Whitehall Place

London SW1A 23HH

The Lymington Society calls for a full Environmental Impact Assessment on the 

Proposed Wightlink W Class Ferries.

Dear Mr Bowles

I write concerning the possible arrival this summer of new Wightlink W Class ferries on the route between Lymington and the Isle of Wight.  I am aware that not all the objections expressed in this letter come under your jurisdiction but have included them for you to pass on to the relevant national or local government departments and for a wider understanding by all parties, of all the issues involved in the consideration of this proposal.

It has been reported that the lead regulators looking at this proposal, namely the New Forest District Council and the Marine Fisheries Agenc, may be considering not ordering a full Environmental Impact Assessment on all aspects of the arrival of these ferries and will instead only require Wightlink to carry out an “Appropriate Assessment” on the narrow issue of the designated habitats protected by various European designations in the area.

The Lymington Society is extremely concerned to ensure that the proposal to bring these very large vessels into such a sensitive and vulnerable natural environment as the Lymington River, receives the fullest possible environmental and technical examination before the proposal is given permission to proceed.

As the authorities must be aware, this proposal has generated great concern in Lymington and the surrounding area. If it is felt locally that the responsible regulatory authorities have not fully carried out their legal obligations to examine this proposal fully, it would not be surprising if a legal challenge to the arrival of the ferries on environmental and other safety grounds was mounted by local people. 

We would submit that the regulatory authorities may be considered negligent in their duty of care to protect the river, its users and the surrounding area, if they do not ensure that this proposal receives the most detailed and thorough examination that it is possible to carry out.

The main areas of our concern are in four main categories:

Damage to the Environment.

From aerial photographs of the Lymington River going back as far as the 1930s, it seems fairly clear that the arrival of the existing ferries in the 1970s may well have been responsible for major damage to the Lymington River. These aerial photographs show that the salt marshes have been slowly eroding since around the 1930s but since 1973 the damage has accelerated markedly. This was the year that the present C Class ferries came into service. 

At that time, the river and its banks extended as far as Jack-in-the-basket and the starting platform. Now the banks have gone from about half way down Long Reach and yacht moorings have had to be removed south of Tar Barrel, because the mud flats no longer provided sufficient shelter. Photographs also show how the adjacent salt marshes are retreating and their tributaries widening.

In addition there is evidence that the river bed is far deeper than it used to be, and that the gravel bed is now exposed leading to a collapse of the river banks into the channel.  It has also been well established that large portions of the mudflats at the side of the river are being lost without an explanation having so far been found. The  very fact that far less dredging is required to the navigation channel than was the case before the C Class ferries arrived, only demonstrates the enormous quantities of sediment that the ferries are eroding from the Channel as they make their 22,000 journeys up and down the river each year. 

Bearing all these factors in mind, it is inconceivable that three such large and powerful vessels should be allowed to come to the Lymington River and operate the extremely large number of journeys that are planned, without the most detailed possible examination of this proposal being carried out. This should include detailed assessments of the hydrodynamic effects of these large vessels, which have such a high block coefficient, moving through a narrow channel especially at low tide as well as the potentially dangerous effects of two such vessels passing each other at low tide.

In addition very close attention should be paid to the likelihood that due to their greatly increased windage these vessels will need to use very large amounts of power maintaining a stable course in high winds when even more damage than usual may be caused to the riverbed and riverbanks. This possibility is set out in the initial navigational review commissioned by Wightlink and has not been satisfactorily dealt with by Wightlink.

We understand that there is anxiety in shipping and regulatory circles to avoid setting a precedent that may well then be applied to other circumstances around the UK. 

The Lymington River is however a narrow meandering river in the heart of an environmentally sensitive and designated area, not a major port such as Dover or Southampton. The new ferries are in effect almost double the size and possible impact of the current ones. It would therefore be inexcusable if the unique circumstances of this proposal did not receive the proper scrutiny which it deserves, simply to avoid regulatory problems for the shipping industry and the regulators in the future at the more major ports in the UK.

Economic damage to Lymington 

In addition to the environmental aspects of the proposal to increase the size of the ferries so dramatically, there are other aspects which we feel the regulators should look at.

Firstly there is the question of possible economic damage to the town of Lymington caused by such large vessels frightening off leisure sailors who make up so many of the visitors to the Quay and to the river during the summer. 

Passing the current ferry in the river is enough of a challenge for the average yachtsman now and this will be doubly so for the new ferries. Letters from people who keep their boat in Lymington, or who come to Lymington for recreational sailing, have already appeared in the local press describing the likely reaction of yachtsman to the arrival of these daunting vessels and indicating that they will reduce their visits to the area.

The likelihood of damage to the currently buoyant yachting environment in Lymington should not be underestimated. There is a very great risk that the arrival of these very large vessels will make coming up the Lymington River too intimidating for large numbers of leisure sailors who currently bring far more benefit much economic benefit to the town than the operation of the ferries.

The safety of river users

There are many recreational users of the river from Lymington itself including rowers, disabled sailors and young people learning how to sail, (many to Olympic standards) who will in future have to navigate round these huge vessels. The risks to these other river users should also be taken into account by the authorities when they are deciding whether to allow these very large vessels to arrive. The risk is that they will potentially dominate the river for decades to come, leading to a severe reduction in the amenity value and the enjoyment of the river that local people currently enjoy. 

There is also great concern about the possibility that the ferry’s huge engines will constitute a risk to small un-powered dinghies sailing nearby which could be sucked under the boats if the ferry has to use its thrusters  to stop suddenly to avoid an accident. The latest BMT SeaTech Risk Assessment report does nothing to allay concerns on this issue.

In the increasingly Health and Safety culture in which we now live, there is a great likelihood that before long the current rights of leisure river users will be increasingly curtailed, as the obvious dangers of allowing anyone in small craft into such close proximity with these huge vessels in a narrow channel become ever more obvious. It will only need one accident to make it inevitable that increasing restrictions will be placed not on the Wightlink ferries but on leisure sailing in the river with inevitable harm to Lymington’s reputation as a safe sailing environment and to the local economy.

Huge potential increase in Vehicle capacity 

Our final point relates to the very great likelihood that a large increase in traffic in the area will be caused by the introduction of these larger ferries.  

The new ferries have a stated additional capacity of 15 cars a trip. Calculations by local people who have studied the size of the vehicle decks however, point to the fact that if the ferry is not carrying any high sided vehicles, it may be able to carry an extra 26 cars per trip. Alternatively if one of the new ferries has a full load of HGVs, it can carry 39 more cars per trip than the current ferry, which can only carry 4 cars in the same situation. The result of this is that whatever the load profile, the new ferries will have a far higher capacity, under all load conditions, than the current ferries.

On an average Bank Holiday weekend this could equate to extra 7488 cars on the already over-crowded Lymington and New Forest roads and over a year, an additional capacity of almost half a million more vehicles.

The Society is of the view that the traffic implications of this potentially huge increase in additional capacity on the crowded New Forest roads, is not being fully assessed by the relevant authorities.  This is especially true in view of the current total impasse over the Lyndhurst Bypass and the fact that this additional capacity must inevitably travel through the open forest and can only add to the horrendous jams currently seen in the Lyndhurst area every weekend throughout the summer.

Already far too many vehicles, including large numbers of HGVs, use the highly unsuitable route from the Marchwood Bypass, over the open forest past Beaulieu, as the increasingly damaged road surface can testify. 

If, as many fear, much of the extra capacity being planned by Wightlink does in fact materialise, then the only way for much of this traffic to go will be through the Forest to the detriment of this supposedly protected National Park area

It seems extremely unlikely, that Wightlink having commissioned this large increase in both HGV and car capacity does not intent do use it to generate extra business, especially bearing in mind the debt they are taking on to finance this major expansion of their fleet. 

The worst case scenario of the full use by Wightlink of all the extra capacity they are introducing, is the one that should be expected and fully investigated by the regulatory authorities, rather than any reduced figures or vague reassurances supplied by Wightlink over future traffic levels.

Summary

In summary the arrival of these ferries threatens to cause possibly severe damage to:

· The environment of the Lymington River, which due to its unique designated status (Solent and Southampton Water Ramsar site and Hurst Castle & Lymington River Estuary SSSI) is supposed to enjoy the highest possible level of protection by the regulators.

· The economy of Lymington based mainly as it is on recreational river activities which can only be harmed by the arrival of these grossly disproportionate vessels.

· The safe recreational enjoyment of the river, where currently training of Olympic standard is currently provided for large numbers of young people, almost exclusively in small un-powered sailing craft unable to get out of the path of the ferries.

· The management of a sustainable and safe flow of traffic though the already inadequate roads of the New Forest which is already struggling to cope with the current numbers of cars and HGVs

Giving all these concerns, the Society is of the considered view that this proposal must be the subject to the rigorous scrutiny that only a Full Environmental Impact Assessment, on all aspect of this proposal, can bring.

We would urge all regulators involved in this decision to ensure that all these aspects are very carefully examined before the new ferries are allowed to enter regular service, by ordering a full Environmental Impact Assessment as well as instituting studies of the all the other potential harmful effects which we have drawn to your attention.

Yours Sincerely,

Dr Donald Mackenzie

Lymington Society Press Spokesman

Dr Donald F Mackenzie - Press Spokesman.
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