Background information
· Marine aggregates fulfil around 25% of Britain’s natural sand and gravel needs at the moment, but in some areas (e.g the Thames Estuary) this is as high as 50%

· the seabed, the source of these marine aggregates, is owned and managed by the Crown Estate

· planning applications for extraction are made to, and, provided that strict conditions are met, permissions are granted by, the Planning Minister in the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, The Welsh Assembly Government or the Scottish Office 

· all proposals must be supported by Environmental Impact Assessments based on valid independent scientific research

· the Crown Estate will only issue an extraction licence to an operator if the Government has decided to permit the dredging  

· where a licence is granted the site is continuously monitored for adherence to licensing conditions and environmental impact

· ‘exhausted’ sites are also monitored for recolonisation by marine organisms in long-term studies

Why marine aggregates?

· Marine aggregates are used for

· all forms of construction; houses, hospitals, schools, sports venues,

· roads, footpaths and bridges (e.g. second Severn Crossing, QE bridge at Deptford)

· underground pipes (e.g. freshwater supplies, motorway drainage, sewage)

· tunnels e.g. Chunnel

· harbour construction

· coastal defences – sea walls and beach replenishment

· They are particularly valuable in coastal areas close to marine aggregate sources because they can be brought in directly by ships which

· are built to match available harbour facilities

· can quickly extract and discharge up to 8,000 tonnes of aggregate (compared with a lorry which can carry 20 tonnes) very close to the area where it is needed

· reduce the need for large numbers of lorries on local roads (one shipload of  8, 000 tonnes = 400 lorryloads) thereby reducing traffic volumes, exhaust emissions and noise pollution)

· They have the same origins as land-based aggregates, both having been deposited in Pleistocene times during the ice-ages when sea levels were far lower and current marine deposits were part of river systems

· They can often be extracted in an already naturally graded state to meet precise needs

· They are needed because

· there are increasingly high environmental pressures on land-based operations, especially in the South-east – a major historical source of aggregates – where land availability is a problem and current supply sites are becoming exhausted

· an ongoing sustained and sustainable supply of marine aggregates will be critical to allow for the realisation of

· Government proposals to increase numbers of houses built, with parallel need for services and utilities

· the London 2012 Olympic infrastructure

· coastal defence schemes to protect communities and landscape

The Unit will look at

· the current state of the industry – 

· the volumes produced

· the methods used to extract marine aggregates

· the benefits of and environmental issues involved in using marine aggregates 

· the strict environmental safeguards and regulation  process – 

· consultation

· compulsory Environmental Impact Assessments

· monitoring of where dredging  is actually occurring (by ‘black box’ recorders)

· regular environmental monitoring and review of licences

· the contrast between the potential problems caused by and the lessons learnt from badly managed dredging – for example at Hallsands (Start Point) 100 years ago - and the current situation of strictly regulated licensing for sites further offshore

· the way in which extraction for use in beach replenishnment can help to safeguard our fragile coastline and help to mitigate the effects of rising  sea levels

There are links to relevant websites such as the British Marine Aggregate Producers, (BMAPA), English Nature, the Environment Agency, ODPM, DEFRA and some overseas sites. 

