RIVER STOUR – CATCHMENT BACKGROUND INFORMATION

LOCATION, GEOLOGY AND TOPOGRAPHY

· The Kentish Stour Catchment is the second largest catchment in Kent encompassing a land area of 1081km2 and a ‘main river’ length of 255kms including tidal lengths.

· This includes the stretch of coastline of 225kms between Herne Bay and Folkestone.

· The Kentish Stour has two main Tributaries on the Gault Clay and Lower Greensand:- 

(i) The Great Stour which has its source at Lenham, near Maidstone.

(ii) The East Stour with its source at Postling, near Folkestone.

· The Confluence of the two is at Ashford and the river flows north east through the North Downs.

· Beyond Canterbury, at Fordwich, is the Head of Navigation and tidal limit. The embanked river winds through low lying marshland until it enters the sea through its Estuary at Pegwell Bay.

· It is thought that the Stour’s drainage path through the North Downs is the remnant of an ancient pattern established before the English Channel formed over 12000 years ago when the Stour joined a major river which followed the North Kent Coast. ( Superimposed Drainage Pattern.)

· The Great Stour is joined by the Little Stour at Pluck’s Gutter, nine miles downstream from Canterbury. Due to land subsidence near the confluence water is pumped into the main river channel by Southern Water who also abstract water to supply Thanet.

· The Little Stour can be traced back through the Elham Valley above Lyminge for 37kms, but it is an intermittent stream or bourne as far as Bridge, where it is known as The Nailbourne. As more water is abstracted from the underground aquifer the Nailbourne flows very rarely and is regarded as a portent of bad news when it does.

· The river undertakes a large meander from Richborough around the Stonar Spit before winding back north to Pegwell Bay. The Sandwich loop is considered to have been formed when the English Channel formed and a new shingle spit grew northwards from Kingsdown forcing the river to wind around the earlier formed Stonar Spit (This very infertile land has been developed for Industrial use – such as Pfizer’s).

· The River Dour is also located in the Kentish Stour Catchment and it is the only surface stream within the Dover chalk block. It runs for 12kms through the Lydden and Alkham valleys but its flow is unreliable, partly due to groundwater abstraction. A major coastal spring known as Lydden Spout discharges from the cliffs near Samphire Hoes to the west of Dover.

LAND USE AND MANAGEMENT

Population

· The principal urban areas are FOLKESTONE, DOVER, DEAL, RAMSGATE, MARGATE, CANTERBURY and ASHFORD.

· The population in the catchment is increasing due to a combination of natural increase and net in-migration by a projected amount of 5.6% per decade – from 452,000 in 1991, to 476,000 in 2001.

· The resident population is probably doubled during the summer season due to:-

(i) Beach tourism in the seaside resorts of Whitstable, Herne Bay, Margate, Broadstairs, Ramsgate, Deal, Dover and Folkestone.

(ii) Visitor tourism to the historic centre of Canterbury with over 2.4 million paying visitors to Canterbury Cathedral in 1999.

(iii) Transitory visitors going by ferry through Dover or through the Channel Tunnel to Europe – over 25 million in 1999.

(iv) Student visitors to the University of Kent, University Christ Church College Canterbury, Canterbury College and various Public Boarding Schools.

Industry

· The Stour Catchment has a long history of heavy manufacturing industry, including chemicals, pharmaceuticals and the paper industry. Major industrial complexes are centred around Ashford and Canterbury.

· The largest industrial site is at Sandwich where the American pharmaceutical giant Pfizers has located its largest European factory complex. Over 5000 people are employed at Sandwich and the company has plans for further expansion.

·  Paper is produced at Chartham and Dover, where the pure spring water helps to produce high quality products such as Conqueror notepaper at Dover by Arjo-Wiggins and tracing paper at Chartham by Chartham Papers.

· The Isle of Thanet has been designated as a Development Area, because of the regions persistent social and economic problems, receiving funding from the Government and European Development Funding.

· Farming forms the main land use outside the urban areas. Land use quality in the catchment is generally grade 2 (very good quality) or grade 3 (good). In Thanet there is a band of grade 1 land (excellent). Until the 1950’s the main farming activity was grazing but the introduction of spray irrigation led to the increased cultivation of vegetables and salad crops.

Minerals

· Most mineral extraction has involved surface deposits of clays, building stones, sands and aggregates but also coal and chalk. Some quarries have been in-filled with waste or used for industry.

· The East Kent Coalfield exploited deep reserves of coal over 1000 metres below the surface. Two mines at Chislet and Tilmanstone extracted coal from seams beneath the river but this eventually caused subsidence and flooding in the Westbere and Stodmarsh areas. The last mines closed in the late 1980’s.

· Gravel extraction, particularly between Chilham and Canterbury is now controlled with permitted reserves for 10 years production at least.

Hydrology

· Both the Great Stour and East Stour originate on the Weald Clay and this means that the upper reaches are flashy with rapid surface run-off and high peak flows.

· The Environment Agency measures flows on both tributaries and measures the main river 7kms below Ashford at Wye Gauging Station where the river flow is reinforced by the discharge from the Ashford sewage treatment works.

· The flow characteristics change as the river enters the North Downs, where the river takes on the characteristics of a typical chalk stream with constant water temperature and low extreme flows in winter and summer. The chalk flow is measured at the Horton Gauging Station.

· 3kms below Canterbury is the Vauxhall Bridge Electro-magnetic gauging station, which measures the main river flow and the discharge from the Canterbury Sewage Works.

· Nearly 60 agricultural users are licensed by the EA to take water from the river, mainly on the Stour Marshes. Most licences are conditional and specify that water may only be taken when river flows at Plucks Gutter are adequate – as it falls below 170 m/litres per day some licenses are withdrawn and once it goes below 145 m/litres per day all abstraction must stop. This is the Minimum Desirable Flow for the protection of water quality and aquatic wildlife.

· Apart from monitoring the river flow the EA has 26 rain gauges and 3 weather stations in the catchment to measure the lag time between peak precipitation and peak discharge. This is monitored from the EA office in Sturry Road, Canterbury.

Water Quality

· The character and quality of the non-tidal reaches of the Stour Catchment are dictated by the underlying geology and by the amount of sewage and industrial effluents discharged.

· Above Ashford the pure springs of the Lower Greensand and Weald Clay result in high class game and coarse fisheries (class 1B).

· In Ashford 16,000m3 per day of sewage effluent are discharged into the river and for 6kms the river quality in Class 2 (Good coarse fisheries).

· Between Wye and Godmersham gradually becomes of highest quality Class 1A as the clear spring water from the chalk springs purifies the flow.

· The water quality drops as more effluent from the Chartham Paper mill and other sewage works enters the river. Below Canterbury another 16,000m3 per day of sewage effluent enters the river from the Sturry Road Treatment Works.

Fishing

· Fishing rights have always been jealously protected since a charter of King Canute in 1023 (they were upheld in the County Court in 1984).

· The Canterbury and District Angling Association monitor membership and licenses.

· The ‘Fordwich Trouts’ were described in many documents in the Thirteenth Century and there were Sea Trout eaten at Royal Court.

· A fish weir was operated at Fordwich in the Sixteenth Century where fish were caught in nets spread across the river to trap them as the tide dropped. Fish were given equally to the local dignitaries.

· The River Stour is regarded as a quality fishing river and the Environment Agency has a programme to install fish passes around the mills and weirs.

· Sea trout and the occasional salmon are still found in the river. Coarse fishing is concentrated below Canterbury where the major species include roach, bream and pike.

· As the treatment of sewage has improved the diversity of species has widened and stabilised. Some sensitive species such as dace and chub can now be found.
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