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Policy area: 11e1 St Bees Head to 
Whitehaven 

 

Figure 1 Sub Cell 11e St Bees Head to Scottish Border Location Plan of policy units. Baseline mapping © 
Ordnance Survey: licence number 100026791. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Location and site description 
Policy units: 11e1.1 St Bees Head to Saltom Pit 

11e1.2 Saltom Pit 

11e1.3 Saltom Pit to Whitehaven 

11e1.4 Whitehaven South Beach (priority unit) 

Responsibilities: Copeland Borough Council (south of the Harbour) 

Whitehaven Harbour Commissioners (Whitehaven Harbour) 

Location:  The policy area lies between the northern side of the headland of St. Bees and 
the southern side of Whitehaven, up to the harbour.   

Site Overview: The key risk to this frontage is erosion. At the southern limit of the unit the 
cliffs reach a height of 90 m in places and expose the resistant St Bees Triassic 
Sandstone. Further north, in Saltom Bay, Permian rock sequence is exposed, 
consisting of a basal layer of sandstone, overlaid by a breccia and passing 
upwards into limestone. At the northern end of the frontage, spoil material 
from mining operation in the area has historically been dumped in front of the 
cliffs, forming new artificial but unconsolidated low cliffs, pushing the shoreline 
seawards. This activity ceased in the 1930s and the shoreline has experienced 
retreat since this time.  

The cliffs along the southern section of this unit fall within the St Bees SSSI, 
sections of which are of geological interest for their sedimentary structures 
and exposures, and are a Geological Conservation Review Site. Since 2013, the 
intertidal and nearshore zone of the Cumbria Coast has been designated a 
Marine Conservation Zone: this extends from Saltom Pit to the mouth of the 
Ravenglass Estuary and protects intertidal and shallow subtidal habitats and 
diverse range of plant and animal communities. This designation overlaps with 
proposed extension of the existing Upper Solway Flats and Marshes Special 
Protection Area (SPA) to create the Solway Firth SPA. The new area will include 
the inshore waters to just south of Saltom Pit, to include and protect important 
wintering population of seabirds. 

St Bees Head is designated as a Heritage Coast; the coast and Whitehaven 
town and harbour also feature a number of scheduled monuments and listed 
structures. An application to extend the Heritage Coast has also been made. 
The scheduled monument of the Barrowmouth gypsum and alabaster mine at 
Saltom Bay is located along the steeply sloping cliffs and includes the remains 
of buildings, levels spoil heaps, enclosure and an incline plane. It is the only 
example in north west England of this age of mine. Further north, along the 
base of the cliffs is Saltom coal pit Scheduled Monument, which includes the 
remains of the first (and oldest surviving) undersea coal mine in north west 
England. It is considered one of the most important mining archaeology sites in 
the country. Elsewhere along this frontage, there are limited cliff top assets at 
immediate risk, but there are risks to the integrity of Whitehaven Harbour 
structures. 

There is negligible material arriving to this frontage from the south due to the 
natural promontory of St Bees Head and very limited sediment forming the 
foreshore, but there is potential for wave driven transport northwards along 
the coast. Whitehaven Harbour breakwater acts to trap upper beach drift but 
also acts to focus waves on the Whitehaven South Beach frontage, leading to 
beach material being drawn down and into areas where it can join the overall 
northerly sediment drift (Coastal Engineering UK, 2016a).  
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1.2 Current SMP policy 
The policy details for the whole policy area are shown in the table below, taken directly from the 
SMP2 (Halcrow, 2011); non priority units have been greyed out. 

Table 1 Current SMP policy for policy area 11e1 

Overview: The long term plan is to allow a naturally evolving shoreline along the undeveloped frontage between St Bees 
Head and Whitehaven to maintain sediment input from the eroding cliffs to local beaches and to the northerly sediment 
drift, whilst supporting a number of the objectives. Flood and erosion risk to the town of Whitehaven will continue to be 
managed. Where they exist, present defences in front of Saltom Pit will be maintained, but not replaced once they can 
no longer be repaired or the site becomes unsustainable due to the unstable cliffs. This will result in the eventual loss of 
the Scheduled Monument in the long term, although it will not be possible to prevent this happening, it may be possible 
to mitigate against the negative impacts of the event by excavating and recording the site. The implementation of this 
plan will need to manage residual risks associated with existing amenity value. Actual future erosion rates will determine 
the specific point in time when defences become unviable to maintain along the current managed part of the shoreline. 

Location Policy and Approach (from 2010) 

0-20 years 20-50 years 50-100 years 

11e1.1 St Bees 
Head to 
Saltom Pit 

No active intervention – 
Allow continued natural 
evolution of cliffs. 

No active intervention – 
Allow continued natural 
evolution of cliffs. 

No active intervention – 
Allow continued natural 
evolution of cliffs. 

11e1.2 Saltom Pit Hold the line – Maintaining 
and repairing the masonry 
seawall and gabions to 
manage risk to the 
Scheduled Monument until 
technically difficult or not 
affordable to do so. Accept 
that when the defences fail 
during this epoch they will 
not be replaced. 

Hold the line – By 
maintaining defences with 
toe protection and localized 
cliff stabilisation to manage 
risk to the Scheduled 
Monument until technically 
difficult or not affordable to 
do so. Accept that when the 
defences fail during this 
epoch they will not be 
replaced. 

No active intervention – 
Cease maintenance of 
defences and allowing 
defences to fail and return 
to more naturally evolving 
coast. 

11e1.3  Saltom Pit 
to 
Whitehaven 

No active intervention – 
Allow continued natural 
evolution of cliffs. 

No active intervention – 
Allow continued natural 
evolution of cliffs. 

No active intervention – 
Allow continued natural 
evolution of cliffs. 

11e1.4 Whitehaven 
South Beach 

No active intervention – 
Allow existing defences to 
continue to fail, but monitor 
recession and long term risk 
of breach into harbour and 
need for additional works to 
the harbour arm. 

No active intervention – 
Monitor recession and long 
term risk of breach into 
harbour and need for 
additional works to the 
harbour arm. 

No active intervention – 
Monitor recession and long 
term risk of breach into 
harbour and need for 
additional works to the 
harbour arm. 
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2 Appraisal of priority units 
Only one unit within this area has been defined as a priority unit: 

• 11e1.4 Whitehaven South Beach 

 

2.1 Existing approach to flood and coastal erosion risk 
management 

2.1.1 Justification of current SMP policy 
Section 1.2 sets out the SMP policies for the priority unit. The primary justifications for the policies at 
the SMP level were: 

• Social: Loss of recreational space, but insufficient value to justify defences. 

• Environmental: would lead to a more naturally functioning coast. 

• Economic: No justification for intervention with defences. 

2.1.2 Current defences 
Gabion baskets were originally present along a 240 m length immediately south of the harbour 
(Figure 2): these had failed by 2013 and in 2017 were no longer visible (CH2M, 2017a).  

The harbour structures are under the jurisdiction of Whitehaven Harbour Commissioners, who 
currently maintain all structures including the West Pier, which abuts Whitehaven South Beach. 
Previously concern was expressed regarding the impact of ongoing cliff recession on the integrity of 
the Pier wall. A study was undertaken by URS and AECOM (2016), Whitehaven South Beach 
Appraisal, to address the concerns of the erosion at south shore and determine what effect it may 
have on flood risk to Whitehaven. The AECOM (2016) study reported that in the West Pier structure 
was in fair or good condition, following maintenance and repair works to address storm damage in 
winter 2013 and 2014. It is understood that Whitehaven Harbour Commissioners continue to 
maintain all the harbour structures.  
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Figure 2 Policy units and summary of defence lengths between St Bees Head and Whitehaven: note that the 
gabions shown along South Beach are no longer evident. Baseline mapping © Ordnance Survey: licence number 
100026791. 

2.1.3 Shoreline change 
The AECOM report suggested that when deriving the SMP policy, erosion rates for South Beach were 
unknown and that a generic estimate for the wider coastline of 0.1 to 0.5 m per year was assumed 
for the frontage. However, Appendix C of the SMP did record that higher rates of erosion were 
occurring along the South Beach frontage: “Recent monitoring evidence (Coastal Engineering UK Ltd, 
2008) shows that this shoreline immediately south of the pier is eroding (2 to 3 m per year on 
average), due to wave interaction with the West Pier”; however, the policy suggests only a “long 
term” risk of breach into harbour, despite the need to monitor for this being included in the short 
term policy.   

The AECOM study undertook an extensive analysis of coastal erosion at the site, using: available 
historical maps from the 1860s onwards, topographic survey data and aerial photographs up to 
2015. 

Table 2, taken from the AECOM report, summarises their findings and shows that erosion of the 
frontage started in the 1930s, once the Wellington Pit closed and dumping of spoil ceased. However, 
there has been an increase in the average erosion rate since 2003 at locations A and B: before 2003 
the average rate of erosion across the frontage was less than 1 m per year, but since 2003 it has 
been around 2.8 per year averaged across the frontage, with location A experiencing the highest 
rates. A number of reasons were suggested for this increase, namely: 

• A potential increase in both the frequency and severity of storm conditions since 2003. 

• The remaining spoil material is not uniform and is porous in places, which may create 
greater potential for instability and accelerated erosion,  
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• The slow erosion between the 1930s and 2003 retreated the cliff line beyond the ‘elbow’ of 
the western pier allowing wave energy to be funnelled along the wall directly onto the 
northern end of South Beach 

• The potentially coarser mining waste that could have been deposited nearer the sea had 
completely eroded away by 2003. 

At the southern end of the unit (location C), the rate of retreat is much less, averaging around 0.4 m 
per year, which is believed to be approximately the rate of erosion of the ‘natural’ cliff.  

It is noted by both AECOM (2016) and an earlier appraisal by Royal Haskoning DHV (2014) that there 
are periods of relative stability, when little erosion occurs, and periods of greater than average 
retreat. For example, there was over 9 m erosion in 2011 and 2012, but less than 2 m in each of the 
preceding two years and none the following year.  

Table 2 Taken from AECOM (2016): erosion rates calculated from historical maps and aerial photographs for 
three locations along Whitehaven South Beach. Location A is just south of the West Pier, location C is at the 
southern boundary of the unit, whilst B is halfway between A and C.  

 

In terms of future rates, the AECOM study suggest that the average thickness of the remaining spoil 
is between 15 and 27 m, and assuming an average erosion rate of 2.8 m per year, the cliff line could 
return to its pre-mining position in 5 to 10 years (depending upon future conditions, such as storm 
frequency and severity. After this, erosion rates are anticipated to be between 0.1 and 0.5 m per 
year.  

The most recent beach profile data (see Figure 3), covering up to April 2017, show how both the cliff 
and beach south of the West Pier has been cutting back over time, and the episodic nature of this 
retreat. Following a period of rapid retreat between October 2013 and May 2014, the cliffs have 
remained fairly stable at this location. Based on the total change in cliff top position between 2008 
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and 2017, the average annual rate is around 2.1 m per year, which is at the lower end of AECOM’s 
estimate of 2 and 3.5 m per year.  

 

Figure 3 Beach profile data collected as part of the North West Regional Monitoring Programme – location 
11E00105 is just to the south of the West Pier. The red line shows the position in July 2008, and the blue line the 
position in April 2017: the cliff top has retreated 18.5 m over a period of 8.75 years, which is equivalent to 
around 2.1 per year.  

Even with ongoing erosion at these rates, and then erosion of the natural cliff behind once exposed 
at predicted rates, there is only open ground lost over epochs 1 and 2, and no certainty that any 
built assets would be at risk of loss even in epoch 3. There is, however, a United Utilities combined 
sewer at risk.  

2.2 Outline of the problem 

2.2.1 Background 
Although cliff erosion along the southern section of this unit continues at low rates, erosion of the 
artificial slag and colliery waste cliffs and beach south of Whitehaven has been rapid over recent 
years. The most recent monitoring data indicate that along the central and northern parts of 
Whitehaven South Beach, both the beach and cliffs are retreating at around 1.5 m per year (CH2M, 
2017b). Eventually, once the artificial spoil has been removed, the original cliffs will be re-exposed, 
and erosion rates are anticipated to reduce significantly. However, the current rapid erosion of the 
cliffs is a risk to the West Pier of Whitehaven Harbour (which is included in policy unit 11e2.1). Other 
assets, including properties, utilities and infrastructure are also at potential risk from coastal erosion 
if the erosion continues in the long term. 

A project appraisal report was produced in September 2016 by AECOM, which has considered future 
management options, at a more detailed level than would be undertaken for a strategy and made 
recommendations of a preferred approach. Information from this report has been reviewed and 
summarised here. The latest monitoring data have also been considered, to confirm that 
observations within the 2016 report are still relevant (see Section 2.1.3 above). 



CUMBRIA COASTAL STRATEGY POLICY AREA 11E1 ST. BEES TO WHITEHAVEN 

8 

2.2.2 Issues, constraints and opportunities 
The immediate cliff top area is currently used for amenity purposes; although warning signs are used 
to advise members of the public to avoid the cliff edge and occasionally access is restricted. There 
are also car and coach parking spaces along the cliff top – the parking spaces are now closed. Access 
to the beach is currently prohibited for safety reasons. There are no domestic properties at risk and 
only one commercial property potentially at risk in the long term. There is a United Utilities 
combined sewer asset that runs along the cliff top and is potentially at risk from erosion, which 
would require relocating. The England Coast Path follows the (now closed) access road and as such 
lies along the approximate position of the natural cliff (as estimated by AECOM, 2016). 

Whitehaven Harbour is an important economic and recreation resource, supporting fishing fleets, 
commercial craft and leisure boats. Whitehaven Marina, within the Inner Harbour, offers over 400 
fully serviced pontoon marina berths and extensive quay wall berth areas for larger boats, and is 
currently accessible at almost all states of the tide. The Outer Harbour is not regularly used for 
mooring vessels but is a safe haven during significant storm events. There is also potential for the 
Outer Harbour to be used for the berthing of barges associated with construction of the proposed 
Moorside development (AECOM, 2016).  

Redevelopment of part of the harbour, the Old New Quay, was underway in 2017. Future plans for 
the site include a possible Coastal Activity Centre offering a focus for education, community and 
sports, including both land based and water based activities, such as canoeing and wind surfing. 

The Harbour and surrounding area has significant heritage value with both the Old Quay and Watch 
Tower at Whitehaven Harbour scheduled monuments, whilst the rest of the Harbour including West 
Pier and former mining works are Grade II listed structures. There has also been recent exposure of a 
circular tower, which is believed to be related with the former mining works. This was first noted in 
asset inspection reports in July 2016 (Coastal Engineering UK, 2016) and first still visible within the 
cliffs during the August 2017 inspection (CH2M, 2017a) (Figure 4).  

Any works could have a visual impact on the landscape and could also impact the intertidal and 
subtidal zones. Currently there are no statutory environmental designations nor are there areas of 
designated geological importance. The proposed extension to St Bees Heritage Coastal does not 
include this area, with Tom Hurd Rock (an outcrop at the southern end of this unit) proposed as a 
suitable boundary.  

There are limited opportunities for environmental improvements within this unit. As there are 
possible water quality issues related to release of sediments from industrial spoil cliffs and former 
landfill; any improved protection of these could be beneficial.  
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Figure 4 Circular tower exposed in the spoil cliffs south of Whitehaven Harbour. Photograph taken during 2017 
asset inspection (CH2M, 2017a) 

2.2.3 Strategy considerations and general approach 

Key considerations 

A thorough consideration of options at this location has been undertaken for the Project Appraisal, 
AECOM (2016), which requires a more detailed assessment of options than usual undertaken for a 
strategy level document. This appraisal was to address the concerns of the erosion at south shore 
and determine what effect it may have on flood risk to Whitehaven in particular, but identifies other 
assets at risk. For this strategy, a review of that document has been undertaken, taking into account 
latest observations from the asset inspections and monitoring data collated as part of the North 
West Regional Monitoring Programme.  

Strategy approach 

The AECOM report (2016) recommended that a change in SMP policy should be considered for this 
unit.  

2.3 Options development and appraisal 
The detailed appraisal report by AECOM (2016) identifies the need to look at Whitehaven South 
Beach and the West Pier together, noting there are conflicting SMP policies. These policies (No 
active intervention here in 11e1.4 and Hold the line in 11e2.1) are, however, both achievable, i.e. it 
is not necessary to have the same policy in both, but there is a need to consider the implications of 
implementation of policy along South Beach upon Whitehaven Harbour, which the report addresses.  

Also, it should be recognised that if there were future amenity regeneration proposals that might 
make use of the land in 11e1.4, possibly attracting alternative funding, that could have benefits to 
11e2.1 and therefore the latter might be taken into account in any economic case being made. 

A key issue with respect to the future strategy here however may be the nature of the waste and 
any potential contamination issues, as well as the rate of erosion of this material and later the 
natural cliff. As such, monitoring, and further investigation should form an essential part of the 
strategy implementation. 
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2.3.1 11e1.4 - Initial screening of options 
AECOM (2016) recognised that the southern facing parapet wall on the inner end of the West pier is 
the most vulnerable section of the pier and that this structure is becoming increasingly exposed to 
waves, and therefore placed at a greater risk of erosion. The structural integrity of the structure 
remains, however unknown so timing of failure is uncertain. However, it is believed that even should 
this section fail, the main promenade structure would remain in place and continue to act as a 
breakwater and offer protection to the outer harbour (AECOM, 2016), although additional 
maintenance could be required. The Inner Harbour would also remain protected from conditions in 
the Outer Harbour by the Old Quay structure and tidal locking system (AECOM, 2016). 

The AECOM (2016) report considered the following options: 

AECOM short list options Equivalent options considered elsewhere by this strategy 

1. Do nothing Do nothing 

2. Do minimum Do minimum 

3. Maintain existing West Pier structure Hold the line: maintain through proactive maintenance 

(but would be considered for unit 11e2.1 rather than 11e1.4) 

4. Enhance the existing West Pier wall 
structure: 

(a) Masonry wall enhancement 

(b) Reinforced concrete enhancement 

Hold the line: maintain through reinforcing existing defences 

(but would be considered for unit 11e2.1 rather than 11e1.4) 

5. Place rock in front of existing shoreline 
(emergency) 

Managed realignment: construct erosion slowing defences 

6. Place rock in front of existing West Pier 
structure 

Hold the line: improve through constructing new shore control 
structures  

(but would be considered for unit 11e2.1 rather than 11e1.4) 

7. Spur of rock Hold the line: improve through constructing new shore control 
structures 

(but would be considered for unit 11e2.1 rather than 11e1.4) 

8. Erosion prevention:  

(a) Rock armour revetment  

(b) Mass concrete wall with sheet 
piled toe 

(c) Sheet piled wall with rock armour 
protection 

Hold the line: improve: Construct new revetments and or seawalls 

9. Re-profile Frontage (beach recharge and 
or new beach control structures and rock 
armour protection) 

Hold the line: improve through constructing new shore control 
structures or Hold the line: improve through beach recharge 

 

From a review of the detailed AECOM PAR, it is concluded that all options that would be appropriate 
for consideration as part of this strategy have been included in the short list of options developed by 
AECOM.  

2.3.2 11e1.4 - Development and appraisal of short listed options 
AECOM (2016) explored and assessed a range of implementation options for this frontage, 
considering both the South Beach frontage and the West Pier harbour arm. These have been 
considered from a technical, environmental and economic perspective, and included: Do nothing, 
patch and repair (Do minimum), rock toe to the cliff, full rock revetment, seawall, and creating a 
beach with recharge and control structures. The assessment also evaluated: maintaining the existing 
west pier structure and enhancing (improving) that structure, placing rock in front of it to provide 
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added protection, or building a spur from the end which could also attenuate waves on South Beach 
and encourage beach growth. 

The conclusions of the assessment were that the beach option (recharge and control structures) was 
technically preferred and, in comparison with other options addressing erosion along South Beach, 
provided more environmental benefits. However, it was the most expensive and not economically 
viable. Indeed, none of the Hold the line (protect) options were found to be economically viable, and 
essentially, unless a private funding source is forthcoming there is not currently a case to be made 
for anything other than continuing with the No active intervention policy, at least in the immediate 
term. Although not stated in the report, there may become a case for building a new line of defence 
at a retreated position in the future once erosion threatens other assets. Consideration might be 
given to when that is best implemented, i.e. when the natural cliff is exposed, which may be during 
epoch 2, or when essential to defend other built assets, which may not even come about until 
beyond epoch 3. 

A consequence of this is that works will be required to develop, maintain and possibly extend 
(landwards) protection to the West Pier (in the next policy unit, 11e2.1). Whilst not stated, a 
combination of that type of structure and the retreat of the shoreline could also offer more 
opportunity for sediment accretion and natural beach development, thus enhancing defence at this 
location without the need to intervene along 11e1.4 in the future. 

2.3.3 11e1.4 - Discussion of options 
Table 3 provides a summary of costs for the various options considered above. 

Although the most recent monitoring data indicate an average annual rate of around 2.1 m per year, 
which is at the lower end of AECOM’s estimate of 2 and 3.5 m per year, it is recognised that erosion 
of the spoil cliffs is episodic, with some periods experiencing little erosion, followed by periods of 
greater than average retreat. Therefore, the situation is not considered to have changed from that 
appraised by AECOM in 2016. Options proposed by AECOM are considered to be reasonable and no 
additional options have been identified as part of this strategy. 

There are several recommendations made in the AECOM 2016 appraisal report and it is important 
that these are taken forward, in particular, better understanding the risks and consequences of 
allowing the former mining waste to be eroded. As well as continuing to monitor erosion of the 
mining waste (as part of the North West Regional Monitoring Programme) and regularly inspecting 
areas of newly exposed harbour arm for structural integrity and stability, it is also recommended 
that further investigations of the nature of the mining waste are undertaken to check for any 
contamination risks. It is essential that the latter is carried out as soon as possible as this waste is 
already exposed and actively eroding, allowing this material to enter the water body. 

Outcomes from this study will inform the appropriate future management of this coast, therefore 
there two possible scenarios are considered here, based on the information provided in the AECOM 
2016 appraisal report. 

Scenario 1 – contamination risk is low 

Assuming there is no change in requirement to introduce defences in the immediate future to 
prevent further erosion, then erosion will be allowed to continue and works will be limited to 
maintaining the harbour arm in the adjacent policy unit to ensure its integrity.  

However, the appraisal report identifies a series of actions that should still be undertaken to 
continue to look at other justifications for defending South Beach. These may result in a case to be 
made for introducing new defences now, or in the future, which are unlikely to be detrimental to 
other areas of the coast and therefore there are no immediately obvious reasons why they should 
not be permitted if funding were found. In the meantime, the approach should be to monitor 
erosion to establish if and when other assets might become at risk and revisit policy to intervene at a 
point in the future. 
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The approaches to be re-considered at that stage may be linear, such as rock revetment or new 
seawall (considered in the AECOM appraisal report under Options 8a to c), or involve creation of a 
beach, through recharge and construction of control structures (considered in the AECOM appraisal 
report under Options 9). The most appropriate may depend upon how the coastline naturally 
evolves between now and then; for example, natural beach accumulation may occur due to the 
sediment trap provided by the retreated shoreline next to the harbour arm.  

The future approach to defence would also be closely linked to funders requirements, e.g. amenity 
and regeneration funding may be more likely for a stabilised beach linked to the proposed amenity 
water sports facility.  

The primary activity in the immediate term is therefore to monitor change and evaluate any change 
in risk. 

Scenario 2 – contamination risk is high  

If it is found that there is a long term need to Hold the line to prevent erosion of contaminated 
landfill, and there are no other options for its removal, then the options outlined in the appraisal 
report should be reconsidered at that time to identify the most suitable approach to prevent 
contamination but perhaps also to support any other regeneration proposals in the area. It is 
recommended that developments such as housing or other building works are not allowed in such 
an area, as this remains a ‘risk zone’ in terms of coastal erosion, but other softer development might 
be appropriate to enhance amenity benefits, subject to appropriate health and safety 
considerations. For example, the wider benefits of the beach options over rock revetment options 
might still be explored provided contamination risks can be managed. 

Table 3 Policy unit 11e 1.4 Summary of economics 
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3 Appraisal of non priority units 
There are three additional units within this area, which have been defined as non priority units: 

• 11e1.1 St Bees Head to Saltom Pit 

• 11e1.2 Saltom Pit 

• 11e1.3  Saltom Pit to Whitehaven 

A light touch review has been undertaken of current SMP recommendations, taking into account 
conclusions from option appraisals for the adjacent frontages, where appropriate.  

3.1 11e1.1 St Bees Head to Saltom Pit 

3.1.1 Existing approach to flood and coastal erosion risk management 
The existing SMP2 policy along this frontage is No active intervention from the short term, to “allow 
continued natural evolution of the cliffs. The primary justification for the policy was that continued 
erosion maintains the geological SSSI and value of the Heritage Coast.  

There are no defences present along this coast.  

3.1.2 Strategy considerations 
Since the SMP2 was adopted, the intertidal and nearshore zone of the Cumbria coast has been 
designated as a Marine Conservation Zone (MCZ) (designated in 2013) to protect a wide range of 
habitats found within the site, including honeycomb worm reefs and rock habitats. There is also 
some overlap with the Solway Firth pSPA, which covers inland waters to just south of Saltom Pit.  

The status of the SSSI is favourable and the SMP policy is in accordance with the management 
principles for this site, which is to allow “coastal processes to proceed freely”, which is considered 
essential for the “constant renewal of geological exposures and for maintaining the range of habitats 
and associated species” (Natural England Views About Management (VAM) statement, 20051).  

Along this coastline is the scheduled monument of the Barrowmouth gypsum and alabaster mine. 
Future cliff erosion represents a risk to this site; erosion in the past has already meant loss of part of 
the site.  

The new England Coast Path runs along sections of cliff top between Kells and Birkhams Quarry, and 
south of the Quarry; it is anticipated in the proposals that the path may need to roll back to follow 
the cliff edge in the future. Other than this, the clifftop is undeveloped and used for arable farming. 

There is a proposal by West Cumbria Mining for a new underground mine, together with an above 
ground enclosed processing and storage area on the former Marchon Industrial site. The proposed 
site and mining areas are not anticipated to have a direct impact, although the EIA has recognised 
that the direct impacts on the marine and intertidal environment relate to subsidence of the seabed 
following mining works; the impact of which has not been fully assessed (West Cumbria Mining, 
2017). The EIA includes recommendations for further study and monitoring. 

Future rates of erosion will vary along the frontage, due to the variety of geology exposed. 
Generally, rates are likely to be low, but there is a risk of cliff falls and landslips, particularly further 
north towards Saltom Pit. The SMP estimated that in the long term (50 to 100 years) cliffs along this 
stretch could have eroded by up to 50 m by year 100, but could be less than 10 m along more 
resistant parts of the frontage. However, several metres could occur due to a single landslide event. 

                                                           
1 The VAM is available online: https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk 
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3.1.3 Discussion 
There is no justification for any change in policy, which supports the SSSI and MCZ designations for 
this frontage. Therefore, the recommendation would be for the policy to remain.  

Future actions include: 

• Any additional recording of historical assets before they are lost to erosion, taking account 
of health and safety risks involved in accessing the monument site. 

• Safe siting of the England Coast Path. It is recognised in the proposals that there may be a 
need to roll back the path in response to coastal erosion. The route therefore needs to be 
monitored, with assessments recommended following high precipitation events and storm 
periods to ensure risk to users is minimised. Areas of potential issue are already indicated on 
the route maps (see https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/england-coast-path-in-
the-north-west-of-england).  

3.2 11e1.2 Saltom Pit 

3.2.1 Existing approach to flood and coastal erosion risk management 
The existing SMP2 policy along this frontage is to Hold the line through to the medium term (20 to 
50 years) through maintaining defences and undertaking localised cliff stabilisation until technically 
difficult or not affordable to do so. It was accepted that should defences fail they should not be 
replaced and the policy would change to No active intervention.   

The key justification for the policy was to ensure protection of the Scheduled Monument of Saltom 
Pit for as long as economically viable.  

Defence works were undertaken in 2007 and 2008, under a scheme led by Copeland Council, in 
collaboration with the National Trust and West Lakes Renaissance, with funding from The European 
Regional Development Fund and English Heritage (now Historic England). The works involved a 
combination of stone support techniques, reinforced concrete and gabion baskets. The scheme 
included new access paths constructed to the site and the site was reopened in 2007. Further repair 
works to the gabions were reported undertaken in 2009, but in 2010 the defence inspection noted 
that the support to the gabion crest section was “dubious with voids under the concrete slab and … 
missing blockwork under the right hand corner” (CEUK, 2010).   

Due to access restrictions on health and safety grounds, no asset inspection nor beach monitoring 
has been undertaken since 2012.  
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Figure 5 Saltom Pit and defences in 2015. Aerial image © North West Regional Monitoring Programme. 

3.2.2 Strategy considerations 
The ruins of the engine house are all that remains of the pit, but the site is scheduled due to its 
national importance in the industrial history of England and the site is also a landscape feature of the 
coastline. The site is currently on Historic England’s Heritage at Risk Register, due to its vulnerability 
to coastal erosion. 

There are public rights of way via former pit trackways informal tracks that connect to the shoreline 
but these are currently fenced off to prevent public access, due to health and safety issues; it is 
understood that the access footpath has been closed since 2012. The site is owned by the Copeland 
Borough Council and managed by the National Trust on its behalf; its forms part of ‘The Colourful 
Coast’. The new England Coast Path, runs along the seaward edge of the former Haig Colliery site 
and is therefore set back from the coastal edge. There could, however, be a risk of future cliff 
slippage and ground movement. 

The site is considered unstable due to the potential of landslides, and access to the shoreline is 
difficult. Although no asset surveys have been undertaken on the defences since 2012, oblique 
photographs from 2015 (see Figure 5) show that the wall and gabions were still present then, 
although there appears to have been some damage to the stone blockwork along the crest of the 
wall.  

3.2.3 Discussion 
The life span of the current defences will depend upon future storm events, but there are signs that 
they have suffered damage in recent years and it is possible that further damage was caused by 
more recent events.  

Although the works undertaken previously have reduced toe erosion along the site, they have not 
addressed the larger scale issues of landsliding; this therefore remains the key risk to the site. 
Although further works along the toe would be unlikely to be considered detrimental to adjacent 
designated areas, they would be largely ineffective in making the site any safer.   
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Under the current policy, Copeland BC is responsible for maintenance (subject to technical feasibility 
and affordability); however, maintenance works are no longer possible due to inaccessibility to the 
site, due to the health and safety concerns.  

It is therefore recommended that the SMP policy should be revised to No active intervention reflect 
the current approach.  

Future actions include: 

• Consider use of a UAV (drone) to monitor condition of the defences and review safety of site 
access (as part of North West Regional Monitoring Programme). 

• Currently footpaths cross the cliff top – these needs to be monitored, with assessments 
recommended following high precipitation events and storm periods to ensure risk to users 
is minimised. The England Coast Path, although set back from the coastal edge, may be at 
risk from cliff slippage and ground movements (see 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/england-coast-path-in-the-north-west-of-
england).  

• Any additional recording of historical assets before they are lost to erosion, taking account 
of health and safety risks involved in accessing the monument site. 

• Liaison between Copeland Borough Council and the National Trust (and Land Trust) and 
Historic England to review the current situation and consider a formal change in SMP policy. 

• If a change in policy is agreed, an SMP Change Process will need to be initiated. Any 
proposed changes to SMP policy should include community and stakeholder consultation 
prior to being submitted for approval by local authority cabinet, submission to the Regional 
Flood and Coastal Committee (RFCC) and final approval by the Environment Agency. The 
type and extent of consultation will however vary depending on the location and the nature 
of change however details of the consultation and its results should be included in any 
report for cabinet approval. 

3.3 11e1.3 Saltom Pit to Whitehaven 

3.3.1 Existing approach to flood and coastal erosion risk management 
The existing SMP2 policy along this frontage is No active intervention from the short term, to “allow 
continued natural evolution of the cliffs”. The primary justification for the policy was that there are 
no social assets at risk, the policy maintains a naturally functioning coast and there would be unlikely 
to be justification for long term defence. 

3.3.2 Strategy considerations 
Since the SMP2 was adopted there have been no adopted changes in environmental designations. 
However, there are proposals in place to extend the St Bees Heritage Coast north towards 
Whitehaven. These are unlikely to affect the policy, as only the coastal strip (area to the west of the 
main footpath) is recommended for inclusion in the Heritage Coast and the existing policy would 
maintain a natural cliff landscape, which part of the scenic quality criteria (LUC, 2016) for this area. 
The inshore waters are also included in the proposed extension of the existing Upper Solway Flats 
and Marshes Special Protection Area (SPA) to create the Solway Firth SPA.  

The land immediately adjacent to the cliff top is largely undeveloped and consists of grassland, 
crossed by informal paths, which tends to be used for amenity purposes. The site of the former Haig 
Colliery is set back from the coastal edge; this coal mine was closed in 1986 but was reopened in 
2015 as a museum, before closing again in 2016. It is understood the site is currently being used as 
company offices. The site is owned by Copeland Borough Council, with some land leased to the Land 
Trust and managed by the National Trust on its behalf. Further inland are housing estates which lie 
at the edge of Whitehaven.  
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A public footpath runs along the cliff top; in places, this runs close to the cliff edge and could 
therefore be affected by future cliff falls or landslides. The route of the new England Coast Path runs 
along a track set further back from the cliff edge, so should not be at risk in the near future.  

Future rates of erosion will vary along the frontage, due to the variety of geology exposed. 
Generally, rates are likely to be low, but there is a risk of cliff falls and landslips. The SMP provided 
broad estimates for the whole of this coastline, but estimated that in the long term (50 to 100 years) 
cliffs along this stretch could have eroded by up to 50 m by year 100, but could be less than 10 m 
along more resistant sections. However, several metres could occur due to a single landslide event. 

3.3.3 Discussion 
There is no justification for any change in policy, as there are limited assets at risk and the current 
policy adheres to the SSSI designation for frontages to the south of this unit and proposed extension 
to the Heritage Coast and Solway Firth pSPA. Therefore, the recommendation would be for the 
policy to remain.  

Future actions include: 

• Any additional recording of historical assets before they are lost to erosion, taking account 
of health and safety risks involved in accessing the monument site. 

• Currently there is a footpath that runs along the cliff top – this needs to be monitored, with 
assessments recommended following high precipitation events and storm periods to ensure 
risk to users is minimised.  
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