
Lower Otter Restoration Project

Project Vision

A healthy, sustainable Otter estuary and river, well connected to its floodplain, with
active natural processes and a range of typical habitats and species. Flood risk is
understood and managed in a coordinated way. Access to a network of footpaths and
trails is maintained and improved where appropriate. Local landowners and
communities are engaged in and supportive of management.

Challenges faced by the valley

As a result of these changes, there has been a disruption of natural processes. The River 

Otter can no longer adapt to changing climatic conditions by moving naturally across the 

floodplain as it once did. 

The natural environment itself is poorer, with large areas of intertidal mudflats and 

saltmarsh lost due to the embankments, resulting in reduced biodiversity and lower-quality 

habitats.

Flood flows in the River Otter after heavy rainfall cannot pass down the narrowed river 

channel. Water spills into the historic floodplain and cannot drain easily, leading to 

prolonged flooding that causes significant disruption to the local community. 

History of the valley

The natural environment of the River 

Otter and its estuary has been modified 

by humans for hundreds of years. 

The River Otter was straightened and 

disconnected from its floodplain by 

embankments in the nineteenth 

century, turning a large part of its 

estuary from intertidal habitat to 

agricultural land. 

Changes to the river and its floodplain 

continued into the twentieth century, 

with the construction of a road, a 

railway, an aqueduct and a municipal 

waste tip in the floodplain. The figures above show what the lower Otter valley 
would have looked like a few hundred years ago, and 
what it looks like now.
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What happens if we do nothing?

There are many risks if we don’t act now. These include:

• Catastrophic failure of the embankments – these are now nearing the end of their 

useful life, and a future major flood or tidal event could lead to their failure. The risk of 

failure is expected to increase with sea level rise and with more intense and frequent 

storms. This could:

• cause significant, prolonged and frequent flooding of farmland and the Budleigh 

Salterton Cricket Club

• compromise access routes such as South Farm Road and the South West Coast Path

• cause erosion of the old municipal tip, leading to potential contamination.

• Ongoing and costly maintenance of the embankments and the outfalls. The future 

capability to carry out maintenance or repairs is unknown.  It is uncertain whether 

money could be found to repair the banks after a failure.  The cost of maintaining the 

outfalls is increasing due to build up of sediment and shingle.

Prolonged flooding of grazing meadows in 
lower Otter valley

Flooding of heavily-used path along river 
embankment

Access along South Farm Road compromised 
during a flood event

Budleigh Salterton Cricket Club under water
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Project Partners

The major partners in the Lower Otter Restoration Project are:

• Clinton Devon Estates, which owns the majority of the land around the estuary

• the Environment Agency, the government body which has responsibilities for:

• flood risk management

• improving resilience to climate change

• increasing biodiversity

• improving water quality.

The Environment Agency is funding this phase of the project, commissioning consultants 
CH2M to investigate options that can help achieve its objectives.

The Stakeholder Group

The project team has consulted with the public and a Stakeholder Group at key stages of 
this project. The Stakeholder Group includes: local councillors, residents’ representatives, 
the Budleigh Salterton Cricket Club, the Otter Valley Association, South West Water, 
Natural England, Devon County Council, East Devon District Council, East Devon Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty and East Devon Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust. 

We have an opportunity to act now to restore the valley to a 

more natural, sustainable state. 

By acting now we believe we can:

• Improve the biodiversity value of the lower Otter valley, restoring more natural 

habitats and attracting more species

• Ensure long-term public access to the area by protecting the South West Coast Path 

and South Farm Road

• Secure the future of the Budleigh Salterton Cricket Club

• Restore natural processes to the lower Otter valley, reconnecting the river and 

estuary to the historic floodplain, and minimise future maintenance costs

• Enable the lower Otter valley to adapt naturally to climate change

• Enable sustainable management of the lower Otter valley

• Reduce the risk of contamination from the old municipal tip

• Provide more certainty for local people.
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Key Objectives

The project partners wish to achieve the 

following key objectives for the lower 

Otter valley:

• Deliver more sustainable management 

in the face of climate change

• Improve natural functioning

• Improve the quality of habitats and 

wildlife

• Safeguard public access

• Reduce risk of contamination from the 

old municipal tip.

Work Done So Far

• Review of existing data and previous reports, 

including Haycock (2009) and Howick (2014).

• Topographic survey to help us understand the lie of 

the land and improve our computer model. 

• Computer modelling to understand how the river, 

estuary and floodplain currently function and 

predict the effects of tide levels and river flows 

under different scenarios.

• Ecological surveys looking for the presence of any 

important or protected species and habitats. We 

want to avoid any negative impacts on them and 

mitigate these impacts where necessary.

• An independent review of guidance on health risks 

caused by mosquitoes is ongoing. This will inform 

any design work we carry out.

• Assessing a list of options against the key objectives 

and views of the Stakeholder Group to come to a 

shortlist.

Aerial image of the flooded valley 

White Bridge

Existing wetland habitat

Legal Requirements

The Environment Agency can only partially 

fund this project if it can provide 14.5 

hectares of intertidal habitat of the right 

quality to compensate for losses in the Exe 

Estuary. There are further legal obligations 

that the project must meet in order to 

receive this funding:

• No increase in flood risk to property

• No impact on groundwater 

abstractions for drinking water.

In addition, the support of the landowner, 

Clinton Devon Estates, is required. This 

depends on meeting the key objectives.
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What is Intertidal Habitat?

In the lower Otter valley, we can increase the amount of intertidal habitat by breaching or 

removing the artificial River Otter embankment to allow seawater to enter at certain times. 

We can also create a network of creeks to help the seawater reach different parts of this 

new habitat area and drain the area as the tide recedes. 

Section through typical intertidal saltmarsh and mudflat habitat
(source: www.abdn.ac.uk/geospatial)

Intertidal habitats (including mudflat and saltmarsh) are areas that are above water at low 

tide and under water at high tide. They are often of international importance as they are 

typically rich in wildlife and support many different wading birds and wildfowl. 

Should the project proceed, we will design these 

areas so they form suitable habitats for a wide 

range of bird species, including rare birds like the 

black-tailed godwit. The photos on this board show 

well-established intertidal habitats across the UK.

We are working with Natural England to identify 

the most effective means of attracting the greatest 

habitat value.
Intertidal habitat (mudflat and lower 
saltmarsh) at Steart Marshes

Mudflat area created at Goosemoor, Devon The Otter Estuary, from the Lime Kiln car park

Black-tailed godwit 
(photo courtesy of Ian Kirk)

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/geospatial
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Developing our list of options

We have looked at a wide range of options, from “Do Nothing” to a full-scale restoration of 

the river and estuary. We have considered and expanded on the options presented in 

previous studies. We have also consulted with representatives on the Stakeholder Group to 

ensure we have not missed any alternative, innovative solutions.

Option Reasons for rejecting

Do Nothing – stop spending money 
on maintaining embankments and 
other structures in the valley, even 
after flood events.

• This would lead to the likely failure of the 
embankments. 

• Severe negative impacts on nearby property, land and 
infrastructure.

Do Minimum, or a “continue as 
existing” scenario – carry out 
repairs to the embankments as and 
when required, continue dredging 
at outfalls

• Climate change is likely to cause more frequent 
overtopping of the embankments. 

• This means more frequent repairs will be needed to 
the embankments, which could be very costly  and 
unsustainable.

• Does not attract Environment Agency funding.

Creating a freshwater reservoir 
south of the landfill

• Could increase flood risk.
• Does not attract Environment Agency funding.
• Does not improve natural functioning of the River 

Otter.

Raising of existing embankments

• Does not attract Environment Agency funding.
• Not sustainable in the long-term.
• Does not improve natural functioning of the River 

Otter.

Dredging the River Otter and install 
new flapped outfalls in the 
embankments – perceived to 
provide greater capacity in the river 
channel and allow quicker drainage 
of flood waters from fields

• Maintenance of outfalls, dredging of the river channel 
and at the entrance of outfalls would be required at 
regular intervals and is unsustainable.

• Does not attract Environment Agency funding.
• Does not improve natural functioning of the River 

Otter.

Discarded options

Some of the options that we looked at were ruled out if they did not meet all of the key 

objectives, legal requirements or Environment Agency funding requirements:
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Option 1 – Full Scale Restoration

This option involves realigning the main river along a more meandering route through its 
floodplain by digging new river channels. All manmade obstructions in the floodplain are 
removed, including the old municipal tip and embankments. South Farm Road is raised on a 
bridge, the South West Coast Path diverted, and the cricket field moved off site. 

Pros:

• Restores the lower Otter 

valley to a near-natural state.

• Enhances intertidal and 

freshwater habitats.

• Removes the old municipal 

tip with land available for 

additional intertidal habitat.

• Reduces risk of flooding to 

South Farm Road.

Cons:

• Requires bridge spanning the 

estuary for South Farm Road.

• Reduces public access.

• Restricts access along 

lowered embankments by 

flooding.

• Moves large volumes of 

material off site.

Risks:

• Contamination from landfill 

removal.

• Impact on drinking water 

supplies from groundwater.

Reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2017. All rights reserved. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100024198
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Option 2 – Assisted Natural Recovery

This option is similar to Option 1, but does not involve creating a new meandering channel 
for the River Otter. Instead, it removes obstructions, such as the embankments and part of 
the old municipal tip. South Farm Road is raised, the South West Coast Path diverted, and 
the cricket field moved off site. 

Pros:

• Allows the lower Otter valley 

to adapt naturally to climate 

change.

• Enhances intertidal and 

freshwater habitats.

• Reduces risk of flooding to 

South Farm Road.

Cons:

• Reduces public access.

• Restricts access along 

lowered embankments by 

flooding.

• Moves large volumes of 

material off site.

Risks:

• River Otter responds 

unpredictably, changing its 

course.

• Erosion of landfill leading to 

contamination.

• Impact on drinking water 

supplies from groundwater.

Reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2017. All rights reserved. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100024198
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Option 3 – Big and Little Marsh Floodplain Restoration

This option is similar to Option 2, but keeps most of the embankments where they are. 
Breaches in Little Bank, Big Bank and the River Otter embankment allow water to flow 
through the line of the embankments. South Farm Road is raised and the cricket field moved 
off site. 

Pros:

• Enables sustainable 

functioning of the lower 

Otter valley in the long 

term. 

• Enhances intertidal and 

freshwater habitats.

• Maintains current route of 

South West Coast Path.

• Reduces risk of flooding to 

South Farm Road.

Cons:

• Less naturally functioning 

than Options 1 and 2.

• Restricts access along 

lowered sections of Little 

and Big Bank by flooding.

Risks:

• Erosion of landfill leading to 

contamination.

• Impact on drinking water 

supplies from groundwater.

Reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2017. All rights reserved. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100024198
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Option 4 – Southern Big Marsh Floodplain Restoration

This option involves no work to the north of South Farm Road. It stops the flow of salty water 
under South Farm Road towards the north using one-way valves. South Farm Road is raised 
and the cricket field moved off site. 

Pros:

• Creates intertidal habitat 

south of South Farm Road.

• Restores some of the 

natural ecological processes 

in the valley.

• Reduces risk of flooding to 

South Farm Road.

Cons:

• Floodplain north of South 

Farm Road remains 

disconnected from the River 

Otter.

• Does not create freshwater 

habitat.

• Big Bank and Little Bank 

continue to overtop during 

flooding with potential for 

damage.

• Requires ongoing long-term 

maintenance for one-way 

valves at South Farm Road.

Risks:

• Erosion of landfill leading to 

contamination.

• Impact on drinking water 

supplies from groundwater.
Reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2017. All rights reserved. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100024198
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What comes next?

Preferred Option

1 2 3 4
Selecting a preferred option, using:

• computer modelling of the river and estuary,

• ground investigation,

• cost estimates,

• ecological surveys, and

• environmental assessments.

Securing funding for the delivery of the project:

• Currently, the project only has funding up to the 
selection of a preferred option.

• We are exploring other funding sources for future 
phases of this project.

• Project funding would probably need to come 
from several sources, such as the Heritage Lottery 
Fund, the EU and the Environment Agency.

Further consultation:

• We will consult with statutory consultees (Natural 
England, Historic England, etc.)

• We will hold a second public exhibition once we 
have identified a preferred option.

• We will submit a planning application for the 
preferred option, which will be a further 
opportunity for you to provide comments.

TASK DATES

Identify a preferred option Summer 2017

Develop an outline design Sept - Oct 2017

Second public exhibition October 2017

Develop business case End of 2017

Submit planning application 2018 - 2019

Construction 2019 - 2021
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What you can comment on today

We would like your feedback on a wide variety of issues to help us improve our options. 
This will help us to select a preferred option that satisfies as many stakeholders as 
possible. 

We will collect all the feedback we receive, whether that is from this public exhibition or 
online, and incorporate it into our proposal where possible. 

What we can consider at this phase of the project are your thoughts on:

• How well you understand the key objectives and vision of the project.

• How supportive you are of the key objectives and the vision of the project.

• How supportive you are of each of the four shortlisted options.

• What particular parts of the shortlisted options do you like or dislike? 

• Do you think there are things we should consider in the future? 

What we cannot consider at this phase of the project

We will not be able to re-consider the options that have already been discarded, as none 
of them meet the key objectives, the legal requirements or the Environment Agency’s 
funding requirements.

We would be grateful if you could fill in the feedback 
forms and leave them in the box by the door before you 

leave.

You can find copies of all of these boards, available from 6 July, at 
www.lowerotterrestorationproject.co.uk

Email contact: mail@lowerotterrestorationproject.co.uk

http://www.lowerotterrestorationproject.co.uk/
mailto:mail@lowerotterrestorationproject.co.uk
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Where have you travelled from?

•We are interested in finding out how far people have travelled to visit the exhibition.

•Please use a sticky dot to indicate where you have travelled from on one of the maps.

Reproduced by permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of HMSO. © Crown copyright and database right 2017. All rights reserved. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100024198
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Budleigh Salterton

East Budleigh and Otterton

Where have you travelled from?

•We are interested in finding out how far people have travelled to visit the exhibition.

•Please use a sticky dot to indicate where you have travelled from on one of the maps.
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