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Mouth of the Mersey
looking towards Liverpool
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The Mersey Estuary
A case of mistaken identity…almost!
By Peter D Jones
Marine and Special Projects Team, Environment Agency NW Region, UK; peter.jones1@environment-agency.gov.uk

In October 2006, the United
Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) held a meeting in Beijing on
the “Global Programme Action
(GPA) for the Protection of the
Marine Environment from Landbased Sources.” At that meeting, a
press release was circulated
warning that estimates of the
number of “marine dead zones” had
increased to nearly 200 from an
earlier estimate of 149 sites in 2004.
Included on the list for the first time,
amongst several others, was the Mersey
Estuary in the United Kingdom. When a
colleague from the Mersey Basin Campaign
brought this to my attention I was, to say the
least, very surprised. The updated list had
been compiled by a team led by Prof Robert
Diaz at the College of William and Mary,
Virginia Institute of Marine Science, whose
earlier work had contributed to the Global
Environment Outlook (GEO) Year Book in
2004.
I subsequently e-mailed Professor Diaz,
pointing out that the typical circumstances
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giving rise to “marine dead zones” – namely,
stratified, eutrophic waters leading to intense
algal blooms – did not occur in the Mersey.
The estuary is macro-tidal with a range
exceeding 10m and very strong currents in
excess of 3m/s during extreme spring tides.
Whilst the system undoubtedly has elevated
nutrient concentrations, it is very turbid, and
light-limitation generally restricts primary
productivity. We were well aware of why, 30
years ago, beaches were fouled and long

reaches of the river were anoxic during the
summer months – we had, simply, grossly
overloaded the estuary with crude sewage and
industrial effluents.
I pointed out that the Mersey Basin
Campaign (MBC) was set up in 1985 to tackle
these issues and that over £1 billion had been
spent by United Utilities and manufacturing
industries to solve the river’s long-standing
pollution problems. We now have clean
beaches, dissolved oxygen concentrations

Salmon parr caught in the River Goyt, Mersey basin, 2005.
(Photo: Oliver Southgate, Environment Agency)
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Quote from Jones, 2000
“The Mersey Estuary has suffered a legacy of
abuse and neglect since the beginning of the
industrial revolution. The discharge of
effluents from manufacturing processes,
together with wastewater from the
burgeoning centres of population, resulted in
the estuary gaining the unenviable reputation
of one of the most polluted rivers in Europe.
“As a result of the long-awaited remedial
action which has been implemented over the
last fifteen years, there is now unequivocal
evidence that the water quality of the river
and the biology of the system have improved
significantly and will continue to do so as
further planned alleviation schemes are
implemented.
“This paper reviews the achievements
which have been made at the halfway stage
in the 25-year multi-billion-pound ‘clean-up’
campaign.”

Quote from Jones, 2006
“The Mersey estuary, NW England, once had
a prolific fishery but, in the aftermath of the
industrial revolution, water quality and
fisheries declined and the Mersey became
infamous as one of the most polluted rivers
in Europe. Until relatively recently, almost all
industrial and domestic effluents were
discharged without treatment, resulting in
abominable fouling of the shoreline and long
anoxic reaches in the upper estuary during
the summer. In addition, there were
unknown biological impacts resulting from a
complex mixture of dangerous substances
present in the river. Over £1,000 million has
been spent to remedy this situation and
there is unequivocal evidence that this has
had the desired effect. Dissolved oxygen is
now generally >60% saturation, salmon are
now found at the tidal limit and the estuary
is becoming ever more popular for sea
angling. The river is no longer an
embarrassing liability but is now perceived as
an important asset in the economic
regeneration of this region of the United
Kingdom.”

rarely less than 60%, a resident fish
population and the return of salmon in ever
increasing numbers. We also have evidence
that salmon are breeding in at least one
tributary of the Mersey.
Over the last two decades there has been a
truly remarkable transformation in water
quality and biodiversity from allegedly “the
most polluted estuary in Europe” to the
triumph in 1999 when the efforts of all the
partners in the campaign were given
international recognition with the award of
the prize ($100,000) for the best

restored/managed estuary worldwide. The
river is now described as “the jewel in the
crown” of Merseyside and is celebrated in the
annual Mersey River Festival.
Professor Diaz immediately accepted that
there had been a mistake and that the Mersey
would be removed from the list to be
published in the spring of 2007.
When these developments were posted on
the MBC website it aroused the interest of the
local media – we are somewhat sensitive on
Merseyside about the negative publicity the
area, sometimes unreasonably, receives and
endeavour whenever possible to redress the
balance. Interviews were given to Radio
Merseyside and this generated further interest
from local television and national radio (for
details see merseybasin.org.uk – news items).
This gave us an ideal opportunity to put the
record straight and to once again inform local
people what has been achieved.
I was disappointed that this error had
occurred as I had actually written a paper in
2000 entitled “The Mersey Estuary – Back from
the Dead,” and more recently a historic
perspective on the demise and return of fish to
the river was published in the ECSA special
volume of Marine Pollution Bulletin (Jones,
2006).
In addition to ecological improvements, the
tangible benefits of the clean-up include
promoting waterside development; regenerating urban areas and significantly
enhancing amenity for local people and
tourists. These long-awaited developments
must also have contributed to securing for the
city of Liverpool UNESCO World Heritage
Status and the European Capital of Culture for
2008.
Now that the matter has been resolved,
Nick Nutall, a UNEP spokesman, has said that
the return of wildlife to the Mersey Estuary is
an inspiration for ‘marine dead zones’ around
the world: “The leadership that the North West
has shown to address the problems of pollution of
the Mersey is exemplary. We would urge the
experts and leaders in the region to share their
successes with others internationally so that the
lessons of the Mersey can be applied to ‘dead
zones’ around the globe.”
This has always been one of the objectives
of the campaign and we believe that the
partnership approach that has thus far given
such encouraging results will serve us well,
over the next few years, in delivering the
needs of the EU Water Framework Directive.
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First Announcement
and Call for Abstracts

“Estuaries in a
Changing World”
10th International Estuarine
Biogeochemistry Symposium
May 18-22, 2008, Xiamen, China
Dear Colleagues,
On behalf of

•

Dr Minhan Dai (State Key
Laboratory of Marine Environmental
Science, Xiamen University, China)

•

Dr Xuchen Wang (Institute of
Oceanography, Chinese Academia of
Science, China)

•

Dr Weidong Zhai (State Key
Laboratory of Marine Environmental
Science, Xiamen University, China)

I wish to announce that the 10th
International Estuarine Biogeochemistry
Symposium “Estuaries in a Changing
World” will be held at the State Key
Laboratory of Marine Environmental
Science, Xiamen University, Xiamen,
China, on May 18-22, 2008. For more
details, please visit the website
http://mel.xmu.edu.cn.
All contributions related to the
symposium title are welcomed. It would
be greatly appreciated if you forwarded
this information to your colleagues,
friends, students or anyone who may be
interested in the symposium. We look
forward to receiving your abstracts.
Should you have any questions or
concerns, please don’t hesitate to contact
us!
Best wishes,
Miss Vera SHI,
Secretary,
State Key Laboratory of Marine
Environmental Science,
Xiamen University,
Xiamen 361005, China
Website: http://mel.xmu.edu.cn
Email: vera_shiwei@xmu.edu.cn
Phone: 86-592-2186039
Fax: 86-592-2184101
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