HAFREN POWER
SEVERN BARRAGE PROPOSAL:
NGO KEY CONCERNS AND CHALLENGES

On 16 October 2012, a group of NGOs1 (‘the NGOs’) met with Peter Hain MP, and representatives of
Hafren Power. While the NGOs each reserve the right to take their own position regarding Hafren
Power’s Severn barrage proposal once full details emerge, we have shared concerns at this early
stage. At that meeting, we undertook to provide an overview of those concerns and the challenges
that we believe Hafren Power (or any other proponent of a major renewables development within
the Severn Estuary) must address.
The current position of the NGOs on Severn barrage proposals in general, and the Hafren Power
proposal in particular, can be summarised as follows:









We attach great value to the Severn Estuary for its international importance for wildlife, and
for the economic and social benefits that this provides;
We see climate change as the greatest medium to long‐term threat to biodiversity, and we
support the deployment of renewable energy as an essential element of the steps required
to decarbonise the UK economy and maintain our electricity supply. We also acknowledge
the potential of the Severn Estuary for renewable energy generation;
That said, we recognise that, like all forms of development, inappropriately designed and/or
sited renewable energy developments can cause serious, irreparable and unnecessary harm
to biodiversity;
To date we have not been presented with sufficient detail on the current proposal, or any
assessment of the impacts on the impacts of that proposal, which would allow us to
consider the extent to which the impacts of the current proposal would differ from those of
the completely unacceptable high head Cardiff to Weston barrage (especially in the long
term);
However, we remain deeply sceptical that a shore‐to shore barrage on the scale of that
envisaged can be delivered without unacceptable damage to the Severn Estuary, its wildlife
and heritage, and the tourism, recreational and commercial activity that this supports.
We acknowledge that the Severn Estuary is a highly dynamic ecosystem that will change
over time (and has done so in the past). The very nature of the estuary means that all
devices installed to generate electricity from it will in some way affect that ecosystem. We
wish to see an approach to the development of renewable energy proposals that delivers
maximum energy yield for minimum environmental impact. If current technologies cannot
achieve this, then efforts should be concentrated on the development of less damaging
alternatives.

The key concerns of the NGOs regarding the impacts of a Severn Barrage are:
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Impacts on the geomorphology ‐ including long‐term changes following construction of a
barrage structure;
Impacts on hydrology and sea level‐ including near and far‐field effects, impacts on flood
risk, water quality, wave climate, land drainage and groundwater;
Impacts on estuarine habitats – including both habitat loss at the time of construction, and
that associated with changes in geomorphology and the tidal regime following construction;
Impacts on birds including those associated with habitat loss and change;
Potentially fatal impacts on rare and highly protected fish species populations including
direct and indirect (cavitation effects) mortality through collision with turbine blades (a risk
exacerbated by with multiple passages through the turbines), delays to fish migration,
enhanced predation, changes in water quality and salinity, and the loss of fish nursery
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habitat. Most of these fish populations are already well below ‘Favourable Conservation
Status’ and are therefore particularly vulnerable to further pressures; 90% of the world’s
Twaite Shad population risks extinction and 25% of England and Wales’ salmonid habitat
could be excluded by a barrage;
Impacts on coastal and terrestrial habitats, including those associated with changes in sea
level, hydrology and water quality;
Impacts on the landscape, seascape, archaeological and amenity value associated with both
the construction of a barrage and associated impacts and infrastructure.

Key challenges for Hafren Power:
We believe that there are five key tests which must be satisfied by proponents of any tidal barrage
or other renewables technology proposal in the Severn Estuary before any scheme could be
considered for consent (whether via a hybrid bill or any other mechanism):
1. The assessment of the nature and scale of the environmental impacts of the proposed
barrage on the estuary must be robust and subject to rigorous peer‐review based on terms
of reference agreed with NGOs in advance. This will require not only an understanding of
the impacts of the proposed development, but also of the structure, function, and ecology of
the estuary (e.g. fish behaviour within the estuary). A robust assessment of impact is a
prerequisite for the identification of potential mitigation and compensation measures;
2. To achieve this, all technologies must have been developed and adequately tested, in
conditions which accurately mirror those found in the Severn Estuary;
3. Environmental impacts on geomorphology (including intertidal habitat loss), birds, fish,
water quality and adjacent terrestrial habitats over the full life of a barrage structure2 must
– as a minimum – be demonstrated to be within the realms of what it is practically possible
to compensate for on a like for like basis within the UK;
4. It must be demonstrated that required ‘like for like’ compensatory measures can be secured
and delivered in advance of construction, and will be effective in the short, medium and
long term;
5. Impacts on jobs, land drainage and flood risk etc, along with the costs of compensatory
measures, will need to be factored into any analysis of the economic feasibility of a
proposal, and will need to demonstrate that the proposal would provide a good deal for
taxpayers AND consumers.
Application of the Habitats Directive Article 6(3) and 6(4) tests will act as a litmus test for the viability
and acceptability of any proposal. These require that the nature and scale of impacts on all Natura
2000 sites affected3 (SPAs, SACs and (as a matter of UK Government policy) Ramsar sites) be
thoroughly assessed. If it is not possible to ascertain that the development will not have an ‘adverse
effect’ on one or more of these sites, it may only be consented if it can be demonstrated that there
are no less damaging alternative solutions that could deliver the same public interest, that there are
imperative reasons of overriding public interest why it should proceed in spite of its effects on the
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It must be assumed that a barrage, once constructed, would never be removed
The impacts of any barrage development would be expected to extend far beyond the boundaries of the
Severn Estuary SPA, SAC and Ramsar site. The Severn Tidal Power Feasibility Study concluded that a high‐head
Cardiff to Weston barrage would have adverse effects on 19 SACs, 5 SPAs, and 5 Ramsar sites, and was unable
to conclude that there would ne no such effect on a further 96 SPAs and 84 Ramsar sites.
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integrity of Natura 2000 site(s), and that sufficient, adequate and effective compensation can be
secured to maintain the coherence of the Natura 2000 network of SPAs and SACs in the short,
medium and long term.
Recent developments since the meeting in October 2012
In November 2012, RegenSW and partners published a new discussion document, “Bristol Channel
Energy: A Balanced Technology Approach”4, which outlines most of the known ideas for marine
energy generation from the Bristol Channel/Severn Estuary system and proposes adopting a multi
technology approach. The report’s authors highlight that the key advantage of this approach would
be to enable the incremental roll‐out of a series of large scale energy schemes as technologies are
proven and their environmental impacts can be properly managed. We welcome this discussion
document and the approach it advocates, which could facilitate a better understanding of the
impacts of tidal energy generation at much lower risk to investors, the environment, and the wider
business and resident communities.
Summary
We support the deployment of renewable energy as an essential element of the steps required to
decarbonise the UK economy, and acknowledge the potential of the Severn Estuary for renewable
energy generation. However, we believe that renewable energy deployment can and should be
delivered without unacceptable impacts on the environment. To date we have not been presented
with sufficient detail on the current proposal, or any assessment of the impacts of that proposal,
which would allow us to consider the extent to which its impacts would differ from those of the
completely unacceptable high head Cardiff to Weston barrage (especially in the long term). That
said, we remain deeply sceptical that a shore‐to‐shore barrage can be delivered without
unacceptable impacts on the environment. Given the likely scale of the impacts of such a
development, and the associated environmental, social, technical, legal and investor challenges and
risks, we believe that an approach which focuses on smaller‐scale deployment, sited and designed to
maximise energy output whilst minimising environmental impact, is more likely to deliver an
acceptable solution in a timescale compatible with the urgent need to address climate change and
maintain electricity supply.
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http://regensw.s3.amazonaws.com/bristol_channel_energy_balanced_technology_approach_20121127_c541
010d0b3719f8.pdf

