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Introduction 
The Durham coast is approximately 15 km long and runs between the two conurbations of Tyne 
and Wear and Teeside.  It is an exposed coast, with wave action continually eroding the limestone 
cliffs and causing significant sediment movement.  The main tidal drift is from north to south, but 
the tidal stream is weak to moderate.  There is no major input of freshwater into the sea along this 
stretch of coastline.  There is one major port at Seaham harbour. 

Until recently, Durham had one of the most heavily polluted coastlines in Britain, due to the 
presence of six coal mines along the coast and the practice of dumping of colliery waste and mine 
water into the sea which persisted for over a hundred years.  This ended when the coal mines 
closed in the early 1990s, but the coastal and marine habitat was still subject to damage from 
vandalism, car burn outs and illegal tipping.   

Between June and August 1991, a Seasearch survey was carried out to gather information on the 
main habitat and community types along the Durham coast.  The survey team visited 20 sites, with 
depths ranging from 6 metres to 32 metres.  The following 7 habitat types were recorded: 

1. Stepped circalittoral bedrock and boulders with some silt.  Dead menôs fingers dominant.  
Recorded at 1 site at a depth of 24 metres. 

2. Sloping circalittoral bedrock with very thick silt.  Very little life, occasional spirorbid worms.  
Recorded at 1 site at a depth of 8 metres. 

3. Stepped circalittoral bedrock.  Very little life, a few common starfish and anemones.  
Recorded at 1 site at a depth of 13 metres. 

4. Infralittoral sand.  Fine rippled sand with occasional red seaweed Polyides rotundus.  
Recorded at 1 site at a depth of 15 metres. 

5. Circalittoral sand.  Fine muddy rippled sand tainted with coal waste.  No visible marine life.  
Recorded at 9 sites at depths of up to 24 metres. 

6. Circalittoral muddy gravel.  Very little marine life.  Recorded at 1 site at a depth of 14 
metres. 

7. Circalittoral mixed ground with occasional boulders. Dead menôs fingers and hornwrack 
dominant. Recorded at 6 sites at depths from 28 to 33 metres. 

The survey team noted that the seabed was smothered to a certain degree by colliery waste and 
dredged spoil, and that species diversity was low.  The water was turbid and poor visibility made 
photography difficult.3 

Between 1997-2002, the Turning the Tide Partnership was formed to regenerate the Durham 
coastline.  The Partnership initiated a £10 million programme of environmental improvements, 
including removing 1.3 million tonnes of coal spoil and debris from the beaches, creating hundreds 
of hectares of high quality wildlife habitat from reclaimed agricultural and industrial land, improving 
access to the coast and creating opportunities for the local community to appreciate and help to 
conserve their rich natural heritage.2 

This work rejuvenated the coastline, restoring the attractive magnesian limestone clifftop grassland 
and extensive beaches of sand and pebbles.  As a result, the area was defined as Heritage Coast 
in 2001 by the local authorities and the Countryside Agency.  The Heritage Coast definition covers 
three sections of undeveloped coastline, separated by Seaham and Castle Eden Denemouth, 
although it is hoped that Castle Eden Denemouth will also achieve Heritage Coast status in the 
near future.  The combined length of these sections of Heritage Coast is around 14km.   

In addition to its Heritage Coast status, there are several local nature reserves, two national nature 
reserves and several Sites of Special Scientific Interest along the Durham coast.   Within the 
Heritage Coast area, the Northumbria Coast in the north and the Teesmouth and Cleveland Coast 
to the south are designated as Special Protection Areas (SPA) under the EC Birds Directive.  
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Castle Eden Dene and the adjacent area of Durham Coast are both designated as Special Areas 
of Conservation under the EC Habitats Directive.4  

In 2005, the Durham Heritage Coast Partnership produced a 5-year management plan detailing the 
strategy for continuing to enhance and protect the areaôs natural beauty and wildlife resource, 
while encouraging sustainable social and economic development.2 

In 2009, with support from the Durham Heritage Coast Partnership, a second Seasearch survey 
was carried out.  The aim of this survey was to assess whether the seabed habitats are recovering 
and whether marine biodiversity is increasing since the implementation of the Turning the Tide 
projects and the Durham Heritage Coast management plan.  The results of this survey are 
presented in the following report. 
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Methodology 

Survey dives were carried out on the 30th and 31st August 2009 from aboard the vessel Spellbinder 
II.  The divers adopted the standard Seasearch methodology of using slates and digital cameras to 
record information on habitats, species, notable features and human impacts.  On completion of 
the dives, these data were entered into either Observation forms or more detailed Survey forms.  

The list of Observation and Survey forms completed during this survey is attached as Appendix 1. 

On 30th August, a team of 8 divers visited the following sites: 

Noseôs Point 

Time of dive:  10.15 to 11.15 

Location:   From: 54° 49.534 N, 001° 19.064 W  
   To: 54° 49.550 N, 001° 19.070 W 

Depth:   4.0 to 6.7 metres below sea level 
   0.6 to 3.3 metres below chart datum 
 

Philôs Drift 

Time of dive:  12.20 to 13.20 

Location  From: 54° 51.431 N, 001° 20.216 W  
   To: 54° 51.328 N, 001° 20.203 W 

Depth:   6.9 to 9.1 metres below sea level 
   3.2 to 5.4 metres below chart datum 
 

Salterfen Rocks 

Time of dive:  14.40 to 15.40 

Location  54° 52.866 N, 001° 20.934 W  

Depth:   6.3 to 9.0 metres below sea level 
   3.1 to 5.8 metres below chart datum 

On 31st August, a team of 10 divers visited the following sites: 
 

Philôs Drift East 

Time of dive:  10.20 to 11.35 

Location:   54° 51.352 N, 001° 20.059 W  

Depth:   8.0 to 10.7 metres below sea level 
   5.0 to 7.7 metres below chart datum 
 

Kelp Garden 

Time of dive:  12.40 to 13.35 

Location:   54° 50.870 N, 001° 19.989 W  

Depth:   4.0 to 8.2 metres below sea level 
   0.2 to 4.4 metres below chart datum 
 

Pin Cushion (Anemone Carpet) 

Time of dive:  14.50 to 15.35 

Location:   54° 51.827 N, 001° 20.510 W  

Depth:   5.5 to 7.9 metres below sea level 
   1.8 to 4.2 metres below chart datum 
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The locations of the dive sites are shown in Figure 1.  On the 30th and 31st August, the underwater 
visibility ranged from around 3-5 metres and the tidal current was very weak (<1kt), making the 
conditions suitable for recording habitats and species with a good degree of confidence.   

 
Figure 1: Map of Durham Heritage Coast showing the location of the 6 dive sites 

On the 11th October, a team of 11 divers visited the southernmost section of the Heritage Coast 
between Castle Eden Denemouth and Hartlepool.  Several attempts were made to dive here and 
at sites within the Heritage Coast areas to the north, but the visibility was so poor at each site that 
it was not possible to carry out any survey dives on this date. 

For comparison, the 1991 Seasearch survey was carried out by a team of 17 divers over 5 days of 
diving.  A greater number of sites were visited, but there were fewer divers recording at each site. 
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Results 
The habitats and species recorded at each site are described below, with the sites listed in order 
from north to south.  For each site, the shallowest habitat is recorded first, and the dominant 
habitat is marked with ñdò. 

Salterfen Rocks 

 
Figure 2: Profile of the seabed at Salterfen Rocks (sketch by Paula Lightfoot) 

Two habitats were recorded at Salterfen Rocks: 

Habitat 1: Mixed seaweeds on rocky reef. 

Ridges of limestone bedrock covered mainly in dense foliose red seaweeds, 
including sea beech (fig 3).     

 
Figure 3: Sea beech at Salterfen Rocks 
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