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Executive summary

England’s estuarine and coastal waters are vital ecological, economic, and cultural assets,
yet they face persistent and complex challenges. Despite two decades of targeted
improvements into the water environment, only 19% of estuarine and 45% of coastal water
bodies currently meet Good Ecological Status, with none achieving Good Chemical

Status. These transitional environments are increasingly burdened by upstream pollution,
habitat degradation, climate change, and development pressures.

This narrative outlines the key issues affecting estuarine and coastal waters and identifies
opportunities to restore ecological function, improve water quality, and build resilience. It
supports the development of River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs) and aims to inform
strategic planning, investment, and collaborative action across catchments.

Water quality remains a critical concern, with nutrient pollution, wastewater discharges,
and emerging contaminants — including microplastics — continuing to hinder the recovery
of degraded sensitive marine habitats. Nature decline is also stark: the UK has lost over
85% of its saltmarsh, 44% of seagrass meadows, and 90% of native oyster reefs,
undermining biodiversity and ecosystem services. Climate change is reshaping coastal
environments through sea-level rise, coastal squeeze, and marine heatwaves, threatening
ecological resilience. Meanwhile, infrastructure expansion risks further habitat loss and
fragmentation without integrated planning and environmental safeguards. Historic
engineering has disrupted sediment dynamics and hydromorphological processes, limiting
natural recovery, while invasive species and unsustainable fisheries compound ecological
degradation and threaten long-term sustainability.

Coastal deprivation adds a further layer of complexity. Socio-economic disadvantage and
disproportionate exposure to erosion and flooding contribute to poor health outcomes and
emotional distress in coastal communities. Recent research funded by the Environment
Agency’s Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management Research and Development
Programme found that anxiety is prevalent in areas affected by coastal erosion, with
complementary findings from community engagement in Hemsby highlighting the
emotional toll and mental health impacts of living near eroding coastlines. Recent research
has also highted that young people in coastal communities are three times more likely to
suffer from mental health problems.

Despite these challenges, there are significant opportunities for recovery. Habitat
restoration initiatives such as Restoring Meadow, Marsh and Reef (ReMeMaRe) aim to
restore saltmarsh, seagrass, and oyster reefs, delivering multiple benefits including carbon
sequestration, flood resilience, and biodiversity net gain. Nature-based solutions
potentially offer effective, sustainable alternatives to hard engineering, enhancing climate
adaptation and ecological health.
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New funding mechanisms are unlocking public and private finance for restoration. The
Marine Recovery Fund will support strategic compensatory measures for offshore wind
impacts, while the Nature Restoration Fund — introduced under the Infrastructure Bill — will
enable developers to contribute to coordinated restoration through strategic payments.
The Saltmarsh Code, currently under development, will allow saltmarsh carbon to be
quantified, verified, and marketed, potentially facilitating its inclusion in the UK
Greenhouse Gas Inventory and attracting private investment through carbon credits.

Integrated planning frameworks such as Shoreline Management Plans (SMPs), Local
Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRSs), and the Environment Act provide the tools for
coordinated action. Community-led programmes like Championing Coastal Coordination
(3Cs) demonstrate the power of local partnerships in driving ecological recovery.
Advances in monitoring and assessment through the Natural Capital Ecosystem
Assessment (NCEA) and Defra Marine and Fisheries Research and Development
programmes, are enhancing our ability to track environmental change and inform decision-
making. Examples include new technology for passive sampling of chemicals, monitoring
of priority habitats such as kelp, saltmarsh and seagrass.

This report calls for a strategic shift toward source-to-sea thinking, integrated catchment
management, and long-term investment in nature recovery. By aligning environmental,
social, and economic goals, we can restore the health of England’s estuarine and coastal
waters and build resilient communities for the future.
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Purpose

This narrative outlines the impacts on transitional and coastal water bodies, hereafter
referred to as ‘estuarine and coastal’, resulting from source-to-sea challenges, and
highlights opportunities to achieve healthier catchments. It is intended to support the
development of River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs), inform the delivery of
measures, and guide restoration bids within catchments, estuaries and coasts from source
to sea.

While the primary focus is on water quality, estuarine and coastal restoration also provides
nature-based solutions that benefit people, biodiversity, and the wider water environment.
These opportunities should be fully considered when designing measures for functional
river basins.

This document is likely to be of relevance to water companies, the Environment Agency,
and others involved in RBMP development. We encourage collaboration and engagement
across stakeholders, including catchment and coastal partnerships and estuarine and
coastal restoration practitioners. Coastal partnerships have already undertaken significant
work to identify opportunities within their regions, and their insights will be valuable
alongside those of individuals and organisations working in estuarine and coastal
management.

We welcome feedback on the evidence presented and invite contributions of additional
relevant information. This will help build a comprehensive and robust evidence base to
underpin decision-making in river basin management planning.
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Introduction

River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs) apply to estuarine and coastal waters extending
up to one nautical mile from the shore. Under the Water Environment (Water Framework
Directive) (England and Wales) Regulations 2017 (WER), ecological status is assessed
within this one-nautical-mile zone, while chemical status extends further — up to 12
nautical miles offshore.

Despite two decades of targeted catchment improvements, waterbody status in England’s
estuarine and coastal waters has plateaued. In 2021, only 19% of estuarine and 45% of
coastal water bodies achieved Good Ecological Status (see Table 1), highlighting
persistent challenges in meeting environmental objectives.

Furthermore, none of these waters achieved Good Chemical Status in 2019.

This apparent decline is largely attributable to improved biota

monitoring capabilities introduced since the 2015 RBMP cycle, which enabled

more comprehensive detection of persistent and bioaccumulative substances. It is these
substances which are causing the widespread failures. They account for a relatively
small number of the 52 chemicals assessed in our surface waters - there’s little underlying
change in chemical status for the others.

Table 1: Ecological status of transitional (estuarine) and coastal
waterbodies in England from 2019 WER (WFD) Classifications

Water Bodies High Good Moderate Poor Bad Grand

Total
Transitional 20 75 104
Coastal 28 33 62
Grand Total 48 108 166

Estuarine and coastal waterbodies are increasingly burdened by the task of diluting and
processing nutrient and contaminant loads originating upstream — from source to sea.
These transitional environments, already sensitive to salinity shifts and ecological
stressors, are now facing compounded pressures from agricultural runoff, urban
wastewater, and industrial discharges. The natural buffering capacity of these systems is
being outpaced by the volume and intensity of pollutants, leading to eutrophication, habitat
degradation, and declining water quality; an issue further exacerbated by physical
modification pressure impacting on natural physical (geomorphological) processes.

As climate change alters hydrological patterns and sea levels, the resilience of these
waterbodies is further compromised, underscoring the urgent need for integrated source to
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sea management strategies that address pollution at its source and restore ecological and
geomorphological function across the land to sea water environment.
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Estuarine and Coastal Benefits

England’s coastline supports many thousands of miles of interconnected estuarine and
coastal habitats, shaping distinctive seascapes and delivering a wide range of

benefits. They have the potential to support adaptation and mitigation against the impacts
of climate change by virtue of the services that 'healthy' marine and coastal ecosystems
provide. This includes the sequestration or 'locking up' and storage of atmospheric carbon
in coastal and marine habitats (known as ‘blue carbon’).

Saltmarshes are the most widespread and important of the Blue Carbon habitats outside
of the tropics (Brook and others, 2025). Saltmarshes accumulate the equivalent of 3 to

14 tonnes of COz2 per hectare per year (Mason and others, 2022), but research has shown
that there is potential in restored marshes, such as Steart Marshes in Somerset, to
sequester significantly more, helping to achieve our Net Zero ambition. They also play a
vital role in regulating nutrient levels and improving water quality. These habitats act as
natural biofilters, intercepting and processing nutrient-rich runoff from upstream
agricultural, urban, and industrial sources before it reaches open coastal waters.

Restored salt marshes can also be fantastic for the local economy. Coastal communities
are some of the most deprived in the country, and habitat restoration could bring in jobs,
training, and skills — through site development and related recreation and tourism. For
example, a new nature reserve, created in 2002, provided public access to The Wash,
attracting more than 50,000 visitors in its second year of opening, who spent an estimated
£500,000 locally on food and services (Manley, 2004). The marshes also provide coastal
green spaces to escape and explore, benefiting health and wellbeing that should not be
underestimated. We also know that saltmarshes can reduce flood risk — thought to be £1
billion of flood risk benefits in England (Kupper, and Kamenos, 2018) — through wave
attenuation and sediment trapping.

Coastal habitats also provide complex, biodiverse habitats for birds and fish, acting as
nursery sites for fish - benefitting local fisheries. By helping to restore and recover these
habitats, we can restore the multiple benefits they can provide. This includes habitats such
as seagrass beds and oyster reefs. For example, restored oyster reefs have the potential
to significantly enhance fish and invertebrate abundance by providing structurally complex
habitat which enhances local productivity in and around the reef. Global syntheses and
field studies have demonstrated that restored reefs can support 20-50 x higher fish
biomass than adjacent bare sediments equating to an estimated 300-500 kg of fish per
hectare per year (Peterson C.H. and others 2003, Coen and others 2007, zu Ermgassen
and others 2016). In the UK the Solent Oyster Restoration Project have recorded marked
increases in juvenile fish and biodiversity, supporting evidence that native oyster reef
recovery can play a key role in coastal ecosystem regeneration that benefit people and
wildlife.
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Challenges

Despite their value, estuarine and coastal waters in England face mounting pressures and
challenges. Coastal areas are increasingly busy, with many major infrastructure projects
situated at or near the shoreline — driven by the demands of trade, energy, and emerging
marine technologies. These waters are also impacted by both land-based and marine
sources of pollution, overfishing, physical modification and climate pressures, leading to
ecosystem degradation. The consequences are far-reaching, affecting wildlife, human
health, and economic prosperity, with many coastal communities continuing to experience
higher levels of deprivation compared to inland areas and poorer mental health in young
people.

Water Quality

Estuarine and coastal waters in the UK face persistent and complex water quality
challenges from source to sea, driven by a combination of agricultural runoff, urban
stormwater, wastewater discharges, road run off, and industrial effluents amongst other
pollutants. These pressures introduce a mix of nutrients, organic matter, pathogens, and
chemical contaminants into sensitive marine environments, often overwhelming the natural
capacity of these systems to absorb and process pollutants.

According to 2020 data, 37% of wastewater discharges enter estuarine and coastal waters
directly (Environment Agency, 2023), with additional inputs arriving via diffuse riverine
sources. While improvements in wastewater treatment have led to notable gains in bathing
water quality during the official bathing season, these benefits are increasingly under
threat. Climate change, population growth, and changing recreational patterns mean that
people are using coastal waters year-round, creating a growing expectation for
consistently high-water quality standards beyond the summer months.

Nutrient pollution, particularly from nitrogen and phosphorus, remains a major

concern, with 11 transitional and coastal waterbodies designated as Sensitive Areas
under the Urban Waste Water Treatment Regulations (UWWTR), for excess

Nitrogen. Excess nutrients from fertiliser use and livestock waste can fuel eutrophication,
leading to algal blooms, oxygen depletion, and the degradation of seagrass beds and
saltmarshes. These habitats are vital for biodiversity, carbon storage, and coastal
protection, and their decline has cascading effects on marine food webs and fisheries.
Organic pollution from untreated or partially treated sewage also contributes to microbial
contamination, posing risks to human health and undermining public confidence in coastal
recreation.

While some legacy pollutants — such as phosphorus, heavy metals, and polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs) — have declined since the 1990s due to regulatory controls, persistent
and emerging contaminants continue to pose significant risks. There are estimated to be in
excess of 350,000 different chemical substances and chemical mixtures in commercial
use today (Wang and others, 2020) and their number and uses continue to grow. Many of
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these chemicals are bioaccumulative and persistent, making their way into sediments,
food chains, and even remote marine ecosystems.

Plastic pollution, including microplastics, is now ubiquitous across UK coastal waters.
These materials not only threaten marine wildlife through ingestion and entanglement

but can also act as vectors for chemical pollutants and pathogens. Microplastics are of
concern due to their persistence, ubiquity, and potential toxicity. There are still many
knowledge gaps, meaning we cannot be sure how significant the impacts of microplastics
are on the environment. Our future approach needs to be based on scientific evidence.
There are currently no statutory thresholds for microplastics in drinking water, waste water,
biosolids, discharges, or any other matrices.

Nature Decline

Estuarine and coastal habitats in the UK have undergone profound changes and long-term
declines, resulting in the loss of biodiversity and the degradation of ecosystem services
that support society. Over the past 200 years, the UK has lost approximately 85% of its
saltmarsh (UK CEH, 2023), at least 44% of its seagrass meadows (Green and others,
2021), and over 90% of native oyster reefs across Europe (Preston, 2020). These habitats
are not only biodiversity hotspots but also provide critical services such as carbon
sequestration, water filtration, nursery grounds for fish, and natural flood

protection. Coastal areas located above the high-tide line that are rarely submerged but
are moistened by wave/salt spray (known as supratidal habitats), provide critical habitat
niches and flood risk management benefits, which have also faced increasing pressure in
this period. For instance, 30% of the UK’s sand dune habitat has been lost since

1900 (Denning and others, 2024).

The decline of these habitats has cascading effects on species populations and ecological
resilience, as well as flood and erosion risk. While there are tentative signs of recovery in
some areas — such as restored saltmarsh through managed realignment and the rebound
of certain fish stocks following improved fisheries management — many

species remain under pressure. Cetaceans, for example, continue to suffer from the
legacy of persistent organic pollutants like PCBs, which bioaccumulate in marine food
webs and impair reproduction and immune function, for example, the west coast pod of
Orca are now functionally extinct due to PCB contamination (Schnitzler and others, 2019).
Seabirds, including puffins, kittiwakes, and terns, are increasingly of conservation concern
due to habitat loss, prey depletion, and climate-driven changes in ocean conditions.

Further information can be found in the relevant water quality linked narratives - River basin
planning: challenges for the water environment.

Bathing waters

England currently has around 450 designated bathing water sites, popular for swimming
and paddling, and protected under the Bathing Water Regulations (2013). These sites
are monitored from May to September each year. In the 2024 bathing season, the vast
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majority (92%) of designated sites met the minimum standards of sufficient, good, or
excellent, reflecting stable performance in line with previous years. However, some sites
continue to face pollution challenges often because of complex sources of diffuse
pollution. The designation of new locations not previously managed as bathing waters,
particularly in rivers vs the traditional seaside locations mean compliance figures have
come down slightly vs previous high levels and presents significant challenge to meet
classification standards.

In response to renewed interest in water recreation, the Government has introduced
reforms to the Bathing Water Regulations 2013 many of which will fall to the Environment
Agency to implement. Key changes include ending automatic de-designation for "poor"
sites and the establishment of new criteria for designation including an assessment of the
feasibility of improving water quality to bathing water standards including a demonstration
of cost benefit. Wider reforms being considered include considering a wider range of water
recreational users and how sampling is undertaken. The reforms also aim to create more
flexible bathing seasons and streamline administrative processes for the Environment
Agency.

Addressing these water quality challenges requires coordinated action across catchments,
sectors, and governance levels. Integrated catchment management, stricter pollution
controls, and investment in green infrastructure — such as constructed wetlands and buffer
strips — can help reduce nutrient and organic loads before they reach estuarine and
coastal waters. Aligning these efforts with source-to-sea frameworks and natural capital
accounting will be essential to restoring ecological function and safeguarding the benefits
these environments provide.

Climate Change

The UK’s estuarine and coastal environments are increasingly vulnerable to the
compounded effects of climate change. Reductions in carbon emissions are urgently
needed to avert the risks of catastrophic impacts to marine life and the oceans regulatory
functions.

Sea-level rise, driven by global warming and regional land subsidence, is reshaping
intertidal zones and threatening low-lying habitats. These dynamic areas, which support
rich biodiversity and provide natural flood protection, are being squeezed between rising
seas and static human infrastructure. This phenomenon, known as coastal squeeze,
occurs when hard defences such as seawalls and embankments prevent the natural
landward migration of habitats like saltmarshes, mudflats and sand dunes. The result is a
net loss of habitat area and natural zonation, and a reduction in the coast’s ability to buffer
storm surges and tidal flooding.

In parallel, marine heatwaves and ocean acidification are altering the physical and
chemical conditions of coastal waters. These changes disrupt species distributions and
ecological interactions, particularly among plankton communities that form the foundation
of marine food webs. Shifts in plankton composition and abundance can cascade through
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trophic levels, affecting fish recruitment, seabird populations, and the overall productivity of
coastal ecosystems. Estuaries, which serve as nurseries for many marine species, are
especially sensitive to these changes due to their transitional nature and already variable
salinity and temperature regimes.

Together, these pressures are challenging the resilience of UK coastal systems and
complicating restoration and conservation efforts. Addressing them requires integrated
approaches that combine habitat restoration with adaptive management, policy reform,
and nature-based solutions. Strategic adaptation, managed realignment, and the removal
or redesign of hard infrastructure are increasingly recognised as necessary interventions
to restore ecological function and safeguard coastal communities.

Further information can be found in the Climate Emergency challenge narrative.

Coastal Development

Coastal areas in England are increasingly under pressure from development, with major
infrastructure projects, such as ports, energy installations, transport links, and housing —
clustered along estuaries and shorelines. This concentration reflects strategic economic
imperatives: around 95% of goods (by volume) are imported and exported through

ports located in estuarine and coastal zones, and coastal renewable energy, primarily
offshore wind now accounts for 17% of total electricity generation and 58% of all wind
generation in the UK. These areas are central to national strategies for trade, energy
security, and climate adaptation, including emerging technologies such as carbon capture
and flood defence schemes.

However, this intensification of use brings significant environmental challenges. Land
reclamation, dredging, and construction can disrupt sediment dynamics, fragment habitats,
and alter hydrological regimes. Estuaries, which are naturally dynamic and ecologically
rich transition zones, are particularly vulnerable. Development often leads to the loss of
intertidal habitats such as mudflats and saltmarshes, which are vital for biodiversity,
carbon sequestration, and flood resilience. Moreover, cumulative impacts from multiple
projects, especially when poorly coordinated, can undermine the ecological integrity of
these systems, making it harder to achieve long-term recovery and resilience goals.

Balancing these pressures with the Government’s ambitions for economic growth and
infrastructure expansion is a critical policy challenge. Without integrated planning and
robust environmental safeguards, development risks undermining the very ecosystems
that support long-term prosperity. A strategic approach is needed, one that aligns growth
with nature recovery, ensures cumulative impacts are assessed, and embeds
environmental net gain across sectors. This is particularly important considering the UK’s
commitments under the Environment Act and the Marine Strategy, which call for
coordinated action to restore degraded habitats and improve ecological status. By
embedding sustainability into coastal development, government and industry can unlock
opportunities for innovation, investment, and inclusive growth while safeguarding the
natural capital that underpins coastal communities and economies.
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Physical Modifications

Estuaries and coastal waters in the UK have undergone extensive physical modification
over millennia, driven by historical land claim, urbanisation, industrial development,

and subsequent flood and erosion risk management. These interventions have
significantly altered natural hydromorphological processes, presenting persistent
challenges to ecological recovery and the achievement of Good Ecological Status under
the WER.

One of the most pressing issues is the loss of natural features and habitats. Historic
engineering works, such as sea walls, embankments, and dredged navigation channels,
have removed or degraded intertidal zones like mudflats, saltmarshes, and sandbanks.
These habitats are crucial for biodiversity, nutrient cycling, and flood resilience, and their
loss reduces the ecological complexity and resilience of estuarine systems. In many
cases, the simplification of estuarine morphology has led to a decline in habitat diversity
and ecological function.

Sediment dynamics have also been disrupted. Coastal structures interfere with natural
sediment transport, leading to erosion in some areas and excessive deposition in others.
This imbalance affects habitat stability, water quality and human use of water bodies, and
can exacerbate the impacts of climate change, including sea-level rise and increased
storm intensity. The phenomenon of "coastal squeeze" where hard defences prevent the
landward migration of habitats in response to rising seas is particularly problematic,
resulting in further habitat loss and reduced capacity for natural flood buffering.

Fragmentation of habitats due to infrastructure development has limited ecological
connectivity, affecting species movement and the functioning of key processes such as
fish migration and nutrient exchange. In addition to coastal squeeze of intertidal and
supratidal habitats, natural transition zones at the saline - freshwater interface are
increasingly threatened by the presence of structures such as weirs and sluices

which separate estuaries from their river catchments (Pietkiewicz and others,

2025). These pressures are compounded by climate change, which amplifies
morphological stressors and increases the urgency for adaptive, nature-based solutions.

Addressing these challenges requires a strategic shift toward restoration and re-
naturalisation with a core focus on natural physical (geomorphological)

processes. Removing redundant structures, allowing space for dynamic coastal
processes, and integrating habitat restoration into development and land use planning are
essential steps. Such approaches not only support ecological recovery but also contribute
to climate resilience and sustainable coastal management.

Physical modification of the seabed, particularly from abrasion caused by towed bottom
fishing gear, imposes further strain on estuarine and coastal systems already shaped by
centuries of human intervention. Unlike static infrastructure, bottom fisheries introduce
persistent, mobile disturbances across vast areas of the seabed. The repeated action of
trawls and dredges scrapes and disrupts substrates, breaking down complex benthic
habitats such as seagrass beds, oyster reefs, and biogenic structures built by
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invertebrates. These habitats provide critical shelter, feeding grounds, and nursery areas
for a wide variety of species, underpinning both ecological integrity and the productivity of
local fisheries. Their degradation through abrasion not only diminishes biodiversity but
reduces the resilience of benthic communities to other stressors, such as pollution and
climate change.

The impacts of bottom-towed fishing gear extend beyond direct habitat loss. Physical
disturbance disturbs sediment layers, releasing previously buried contaminants and
altering sediment chemistry. This can impair water quality, affect benthic food webs, and
reduce the capacity of these environments to support healthy fish stocks. Over time,
heavily trawled areas may shift toward simplified, homogenised seabed landscapes
dominated by opportunistic species, further eroding the ecological complexity needed for
natural recovery. As with hard coastal infrastructure, the cumulative effects of seabed
abrasion hinder efforts to achieve Good Ecological Status and highlight the urgent need
for spatial protection, sustainable fishing practices, and restoration of natural seabed
processes. Reducing bottom contact fishing pressure, alongside coastal adaptation
strategies, is a fundamental step toward building more resilient estuaries and coastal
waters.

Addressing these challenges requires a strategic shift toward restoration and re-
naturalisation with a core focus on natural physical (geomorphological)

processes. Removing redundant structures, reducing bottom contact fishing practices in
sensitive areas, allowing space for dynamic coastal processes, and integrating habitat
restoration into development and land use planning are essential steps. Such approaches
not only support ecological recovery but also contribute to climate resilience and
sustainable coastal management.

Further information can be found in the Physical Modifications challenge narrative.

Invasive Non-native Species

Invasive non-native species (INNS) present a growing threat to the ecological integrity of
estuarine and coastal waters in the UK. The cost associated with INNS in England is
estimated at £1.3 billion per year (Williams and others, 2010) and recent research
(Harrower and others 2018) has demonstrated that some species have substantial
impacts on ecological classification. These species can outcompete native flora and fauna,
disrupt food webs, and degrade habitats, particularly within designated protected areas.
Their spread is facilitated by human activities such as shipping, aquaculture, and marine
dredging, with pathways including ballast water, hull fouling, and the movement of dredged
material. INNS are also more resilient to extreme weather events, giving them a
competitive advantage under changing climate conditions. Despite their significant
ecological and economic impacts, evidence gaps remain, especially regarding their effects
on Marine Protected Area features, good ecological and environmental status and the
long-term consequences of cross-ecosystem interactions. Strengthening biosecurity
measures, improving monitoring, and prioritising prevention are key to mitigating the risks
posed by INNS in these vulnerable environments.
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Further information can be found in the Invasive Non-Native Species challenge narrative.

Unsustainable fisheries

Overfishing and unsustainable harvesting of shellfish and other marine resources continue
to pose significant challenges to the health and resilience of England’s estuarine and
coastal ecosystems. Historic overexploitation has led to the collapse of key habitats such
as native oyster reefs, which once supported rich biodiversity and provided vital
ecosystem services including water filtration and nursery grounds for fish. Inshore fisheries
targeting shellfish — such as cockles, mussels, and crabs — are particularly vulnerable to
overharvesting, often occurring in ecologically sensitive areas like mudflats and
saltmarshes. These activities can disturb sediments, damage benthic habitats, and reduce
the reproductive capacity of target species.

Bottom trawling poses a severe threat to estuarine and nearshore environments. This
fishing method involves dragging heavy gear across the seabed, which can cause
widespread physical damage to fragile habitats such as seagrass beds, biogenic reefs,
and muddy substrates. The practice not only disrupts benthic communities and
resuspends sediments, reducing water quality and smothering filter feeders, but also
contributes to long-term habitat degradation that undermines ecosystem recovery. In
shallow estuarine systems, where habitats are already under pressure from pollution and
climate change, the cumulative impact of bottom trawling can be especially pronounced if
not managed effectively.

In many estuaries, unregulated or poorly monitored harvesting and

fishing exacerbates pressures already caused by pollution, habitat loss, and climate
change. The cumulative impact undermines the ecological integrity of these systems and
threatens the long-term sustainability of local fisheries. While some progress has been
made through Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authorities (IFCAs) and Marine
Protected Areas, enforcement and data gaps remain a barrier to effective management.
Strengthening sustainable harvesting practices, improving monitoring, and integrating
fisheries management with broader restoration and conservation goals will be essential to
reversing declines and ensuring that estuarine and coastal resources continue to support
both biodiversity and coastal livelihoods.

Migratory fish species such as Atlantic salmon, sea trout, European eel, and shad also
face mounting pressures in estuarine and coastal waters, where they depend on these
transitional zones for feeding, acclimatisation, and passage between freshwater and
marine environments. Barriers to migration, degraded water

quality, infrastructure development and changes in salinity regimes, often driven by
pollution and climate change can severely disrupt these life cycles. Estuarine fisheries
may inadvertently intercept migratory species during key transit periods; compounding
population declines already exacerbated by habitat fragmentation and overexploitation
upstream. Addressing these challenges requires coordinated management across
catchments and coastal zones, integrating fisheries regulation with habitat restoration,
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water quality improvements, and species-specific conservation strategies to safeguard
migratory corridors and support population recovery.

Coastal Deprivation and Mental Health Impacts

Coastal deprivation in England is a complex issue, rooted in the long-term socio-economic
decline of many seaside towns. These areas often experience limited employment
opportunities, seasonal economies, and reduced access to essential services, contributing
to persistent disadvantage. These challenges contribute to significantly worse health
outcomes in coastal communities, including lower average life expectancy and higher
prevalence of major diseases. Young adults residing in the most deprived coastal areas
have three times the risk of experiencing undiagnosed mental distress compared to young
adults from equally deprived inland areas (Wicks and others, 2025). Additionally, deprived
coastal areas face disproportionate exposure to flooding, intensifying both environmental
and social inequalities.

Recent research under the Mental Health Costs of Coastal Erosion project (GOV.UK,
2021), funded by the Environment Agency’s Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management
(FCERM) R&D Programme, found that anxiety is prevalent in communities affected by
coastal erosion. However, secondary data analysis did not establish a clear link between
erosion risk and diagnosed depression in England and Wales, primarily due to insufficient
data availability. The project recommends further primary data collection, with a full report
expected in winter 2025.

Complementary findings from the Working Together to Adapt to a Changing Climate
research (GOV.UK, 2023), including a literature review and community engagement
in Hemsby, highlight the emotional toll of coastal erosion. The research found that:

o Experiences of coastal erosion carry a strong emotional dimension, often resulting
in significant and lasting mental health impacts.

e Concern is highest among those living closest to erosion risk, but there is also
widespread anxiety among residents whose homes or businesses are not directly
affected.

Lack of sustained long-term funding

Despite the ecological importance and climate resilience benefits of estuarine and coastal
environments, funding to support their management and restoration remains fragmented
and inconsistent. Many coastal partnerships and community-led initiatives operate with
limited resources, relying on short-term or project-based funding that makes it difficult to
plan and deliver long-term outcomes. The success of programmes such as Championing
Coastal Coordination (3Cs) has demonstrated the value of investing in local capacity,
cross-sector collaboration, and integrated planning. However, without a sustained funding
mechanism, these efforts risk losing momentum once initial grants expire.
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The lack of dedicated and consistent government funding for coastal coordination
contrasts sharply with the scale of the challenges facing these environments — from
climate change and biodiversity loss to water quality degradation and social vulnerability.
Piecemeal funding also hampers the ability to align local action with national policy goals,
such as those set out in the Environment Act, Marine Strategy, and Local Nature Recovery
Strategies.

It is recognised that much more investment is needed to ensure estuarine and coastal
habitats are resilient for the future and business and industry have an increasing role to
restore, protect and enhance the multiple benefits they provide. For example, through the
Local Nature Restoration Fund, Marine Recovery Fund and Marine Net Gain (MNG)
development. Government can provide some of that funding to encourage innovation and
to give confidence to others to invest but the environment requires a collaborative
approach that brings blended investment from all parts of civil society.
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Opportunities

Improving the estuarine and coastal environment presents a unique opportunity to deliver
multiple benefits across climate resilience, biodiversity recovery, and community wellbeing.
Restoration of habitats such as saltmarshes, mudflats, and seagrass beds can enhance
natural flood protection, support carbon sequestration, and create vital refuges for wildlife.
Strategic investment through initiatives can unlock scalable, long-term restoration efforts.
These approaches not only contribute to the UK’s net zero and nature recovery goals but
also support coastal communities by improving environmental quality, creating green jobs,
and enhancing public access to nature.

Estuarine and Coastal Habitat Restoration

Under the Water Environment Regulations, achieving good ecological

status (GES) in estuarine and coastal waters requires maintaining or restoring
biological, hydromorphological, and physico-chemical quality elements. Estuarine and
coastal habitat restoration directly contributes to this by:

« Improving Water Quality: Healthy coastal habitats act as natural filters, trapping
sediments and nutrients, and reducing pollution loads. This supports the physico-
chemical status of water bodies, which is a core component of GES.

« Enhancing Biological Communities: Restoring habitats like saltmarshes,
seagrass beds, and oyster reefs improves conditions for key biological quality
elements (e.g. fish, benthic invertebrates, and aquatic flora). These habitats provide
breeding grounds, food sources, and shelter, supporting species diversity and
abundance’.

« Reinstating Natural Hydromorphology: Restoration projects — such as
reintroducing tidal flow, removing hard coastal defences, or beneficially using
dredged sediment — help re-establish natural sediment transport, salinity gradients,
and tidal dynamics. These are essential for supporting the ecological functions of
estuarine systems.

o Supporting Resilience and Recovery: Restoration enhances ecosystem
resilience to climate change and anthropogenic pressures, helping water bodies
recover from degradation and maintain ecological integrity over time.

« Delivering Multiple Benefits: These efforts also align with broader goals under
the Environment Act, including biodiversity net gain, climate adaptation, and
community engagement, reinforcing the case for integrated catchment-to-coast
management.

Nature alone can no longer be relied upon to recover and restore these habitats. The right
conditions and the right interventions need to be put in place to assist natural recovery by
removing the pressures, such as excessive nutrients/contaminants and through active
intervention, such as managed realignments and re-charging with sediments:
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« Passive Recovery: the reduction or removal of existing pressures to facilitate the
natural recovery of a habitat, species or wider system (e.g., improving water quality,
preventing direct disturbance (e.g., bottom trawling and vessel anchoring), etc.).

o Active Restoration: where a habitat, species or wider system is unable to naturally
recover or where recovery could be enabled or accelerated, active interventions
may be necessary or beneficial (e.g., planting of seagrass, managed realignment
(MR) or the laying of cultch material for oyster, etc.).

From a global to a local scale, across terrestrial and aquatic systems, there is increasing
interest in environmental recovery and restoration and the role it can play in addressing
the twin crises of climate change and loss of biodiversity. As well as communications,
partnerships and practical delivery, this interest is reflected in changes in policy, the
development of restoration targets and financial mechanisms to support delivery.

The Environment Agency is leading on a cross-Defra initiative called Restoring Meadow,
Marsh and Reef (ReMeMaRe) (pronounced “re-memory”), to support the restoration of key
estuarine and coastal habitats (saltmarsh, seagrass, native oyster reefs). ReMeMaRe is
supported by a steering group of representatives from Defra arms-length bodies, and a
partnership network of environmental non-governmental organisations

(eNGOs) supporting estuarine and coastal restoration across the UK.

The vision of the initiative is for restored estuarine and coastal habitats that benefit people
and nature, with a mission to restore at least 15% of our priority habitats along the English
coast by 2043 in line with the Defra 25 Year Environment Plan time frame.

ReMeMaRe has secured £3.4m from Defra and Water Environment Improvement Fund
(WEIF) investment over the past 3 years to establish a programme office and deliver
restoration work with partners. So far, it has supported 16 projects, with 66 more in the
pipeline requiring approximately £50m investment to progress. ReMeMaRe has

also established various tools and guidance (ReMeMaRe, ECSA) to promote restoration
activity, including the Marine Enhancement Directory (MEnD), the UK’s central repository
for estuarine, coastal, and offshore habitat creation and restoration projects. This

will provide an overview of what enhancement activity is happening where, to support
project partnering, enhance collaboration and inform planning decisions.

Natural England and the MMO are assessing the feasibility of Local Marine Recovery
Plans — marine equivalents of Local Nature Recovery Strategies — developed through
stakeholder-led partnerships. These plans will set recovery priorities, identify suitable sites
and actions, align with national targets, and support delivery via mechanisms like the
Marine Recovery Fund, Nature Restoration Fund, Marine Net Gain, and private finance.
They will also draw on ReMeMaRe tools and guidance and build on existing partnerships
and practical projects.

The Beneficial Use Working Group BUWG) has launched the UK Dredge Sediment
Resource Data Viewer: Dredge Sediment Resource Data Viewer, an online platform
designed to improve our understanding of the supply and demand for dredged sediment
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suitable for habitat restoration. The BUWG are now actively encouraging its adoption
across industry to support sustainable sediment reuse.

Resilient Coastal Communities

Despite the growing risks, the UK has a strong foundation of policy instruments and
strategic frameworks that can be leveraged to manage climate impacts on estuarine and
coastal habitats. The Environment Agency’s current National Flood and Coastal Erosion
Risk Management (FCERM) Strategy’s long-term vision is for a nation ready for, and
resilient to, flooding and coastal change. Shoreline Management Plans set out a planned
approach to managing flood and coastal erosion risk around the coast of England through
this century. They are based on the best available evidence. The Environment Agency,
local authorities and other partners with an interest on the coast use them to inform:

e coastal management investment decisions
e habitat creation and restoration
¢ local plans and development decisions

SMPs take account of climate change in their agreed management choices and

actions. The government is committing a record 2-year investment of £2.65 billion in flood
and coastal erosion risk management. This covers April 2024 to March 2026. In January
2025 the Environment Agency published new national risk information for flooding and
coastal erosion. This includes future scenarios accounting for climate change.

Linked to the SMP strategic planning framework is the EA’s Habitat Compensation and
Restoration Programme (HCRP). Since the early 2000s, the HCRP has been a strategic
delivery programme, working in partnership on the large-scale creation of coastal

habitats. HCRP delivery not only ensures that flood and coastal risk management activities
to reduce risk for coastal communities remain legally complaint (in accordance with the
Conservation of Habitats and Species (2017) (as amended) (‘Habitat Regulations’), but the
intertidal, freshwater and terrestrial habitats created provide a range of ecosystem
services (benefits) to people, whilst making space for natural processes through HCRP
delivery helps increase the long term resilience and sustainability of the coastal zone.

Intertidal schemes delivered by the Programme include managed realignments such

as Medmerry, Steart Marshes, Wallasea Island and the Lower Otter Restoration Project.
Most recently, was the completion of Outstrays Managed Realignment Scheme

(OMRS) (GOV.UK, 2025), creating 250 ha of coastal habitat in collaboration with
Associated British Ports (ABP). Freshwater schemes include those such as Great Bells
Farm, Snape Wetlands and Hickling Broad. Over the first 20-year horizon of the SMPs, the
HCRP has delivered:

o 1,600 ha of intertidal saltmarsh and mudflat
o 470 ha of freshwater grazing marsh

e 290 ha of other habitats (such as, saline lagoons, wet and transitional grasslands)

22 of 33


https://www.gov.uk/government/news/250ha-of-intertidal-habitat-created-by-embankment-realignment
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/250ha-of-intertidal-habitat-created-by-embankment-realignment

Through ongoing partnership delivery and continuous improvement, the HCRP provides a
useful framework to support adaptation and wider application of Nature-based Solutions at
the coast.

The Environment Act 2021 further strengthens the UK’s ability to respond to ecological
pressures. It introduces legally binding targets for biodiversity, water quality, and climate
resilience, and establishes a framework for Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRSS).
These strategies offer a mechanism to align coastal restoration with broader landscape-
scale conservation goals, and to integrate estuarine and marine habitats into terrestrial
planning processes. The Act also supports the development of marine net gain, which
could incentivise restoration through development offsets and investment in habitat
enhancement.

There is also growing recognition of the need for cross-sectoral collaboration and
community engagement in coastal management. Partnerships between regulators,
conservation organisations, local authorities, and landowners are proving essential in
overcoming regulatory barriers and unlocking restoration potential. By aligning

SMPs, HCRP, LNRSs, and marine spatial planning under a shared climate adaptation
agenda, the UK can build more resilient coastal systems that support biodiversity, protect
communities, and contribute to net zero goals.

The Flood and Coastal Innovation Programme is supporting trialling new approaches to
supporting communities at risk of flooding and coastal erosion including the £36 million
Coastal Transition and Accelerator Programme (CTAP).

CTAP is exploring how we can adapt to the effects of climate change on the coast and
create practical actions that will support the long-term resilience of coastal
communities. From 2022 to 2027, 4 projects are receiving funding to work with
communities on the coast that cannot sustainably be defended from coastal erosion:
Changing Coast East Riding, Coastwise North Norfolk, Future Bude - Shaping our
coastline, and Future Coast Dorset.

Source to Sea Thinking

Water systems are inherently interconnected - from mountain springs to ocean depths.
What happens upstream inevitably affects downstream environments, yet our
management approaches rarely reflect this reality. While nutrients from farmland can
damage coastal seagrass beds, we largely continue to monitor, fund and manage
freshwater and marine environments separately, creating artificial divisions in a natural
system.

This fragmented approach limits our effectiveness. Marine conservationists often overlook
upstream solutions, while terrestrial managers may neglect downstream impacts. This
results in missed opportunities for collaboration, funding, and comprehensive solutions.

A holistic source-to-sea framework, combined with a natural capital approach, offers a
better path forward and supports the consideration of catchment impacts in estuarine,
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coastal and marine environments as well as sources from directly within these waters. This
integrated approach helps us understand local environmental interactions,

leverage community knowledge, and build shared visions for system-wide management.
While data gaps may exist initially, collaborative efforts can fill these gaps over time. Most
importantly, this framework aligns with existing environmental planning tools, allowing
seamless integration with current management systems.

A pilot Source-to-Sea study funded by the Marine Natural Capital Ecosystem Assessment
Programme in the Blackwater and Colne catchment and coastal waters developed a
series of Participatory System Maps. Involving a range of partners to build

them helped everyone visualise the complexity of the system that they work in. The maps
are then used to identify synergies between plans and policy drivers enabling better
collaboration and planning for solutions that maximise outcomes. These maps are
supported by a series of options appraisals, which showed that a natural capital approach
to water management through the implementation of nature-based solutions from Source-
to-Sea provides the best value for money scenario to improve the whole water
environment.

Nature Based Solutions

Tackling the challenges of climate change and biodiversity loss whilst also addressing
societal needs such as effective flood risk management requires the use of Nature-based
Solutions (NbS). NbS are as actions which protect, restore and sustainably manage
natural systems and processes to provide societal and environmental benefits. In coastal
and estuarine waters, NbS include a range of established and developing approaches.
Some, such as creating saltmarsh in front of flood embankments to provide a natural
buffer from waves, complement and enhance more traditional engineering approaches,
reducing maintenance needs whilst at the same time improving biodiversity. Others can
remove the need for traditional ‘hard’ engineering altogether, for instance restoring and
sustainably managing sand dunes which can act as natural flood defences.

The evidence base for the benefits of coastal and estuarine NbS is growing. The presence
of healthy vegetation communities has been shown to increase wave attenuation by as
much as 60% compared with unvegetated surfaces (Moller and others, 2014). In the USA,
coastal marsh habitats were found to have prevented $625 million in flood damages during
Hurricane Sandy (Narayan and others, 2017). Whilst our understanding is growing,
sustained effort is needed to continue trialling and monitoring NbS to further enhance the
understanding of their role in coastal and estuarine management.

The Environment Agency recently published a_NbS Position Statement outlining an
ambition to make use of NbS part of business as usual. This will require continued
expansion of the evidence base and early integration of nature into

investment programmes, catchment and shoreline management planning. It also requires
joined up working between partners, including regulators, risk management

authorities and eNGOs.

24 of 33


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-based-solutions-environment-agency-position-statement/nature-based-solutions-environment-agency-position-statement

Monitoring Innovation

Estuarine and coastal environments are facing unprecedented challenges from climate
change, chemicals of emerging concern, and shifting marine ecosystems. We therefore
need more sophisticated ways to track and understand these changes, particularly
bioaccumulation as exemplified by the functional extinction of Orcas on the west coast of
the UK (Schnitzler and others, 2019).

Passive sampler technologies are a promising solution that could revolutionise how

we monitor chemical pressures in marine environments. These devices offer continuous,
real-time monitoring of water column chemistry, particularly valuable when tracking
chemical releases from disturbed sediments.

This Passive Sampler Device (PSD) technology is being put to the test with the

first deployment in Southampton Water, marking the beginning of an ambitious two-year
study that will expand to six different estuarine sites. This comprehensive evaluation

will determine if PSDs can effectively replace traditional biota monitoring in estuarine and
coastal systems.

The implications reach far beyond basic monitoring. These devices could transform how
we investigate and track long-term environmental impacts. By providing continuous, time-
integrated data, passive samplers offer a more complete picture of marine chemical
dynamics than conventional snapshot sampling methods.

Early results suggest that passive sampling could provide the enhanced monitoring
capabilities needed to protect our marine ecosystems in an increasingly complex
environmental landscape.

We are also innovating through the Natural Capital Ecosystem Assessment Programme
how we monitor marine ecosystems focussing on key natural assets such as seabed
habitats and the plankton which forms the basis of all life in our seas. For plankton, our
innovative work can be found on the Plankton and People website.

Our research is providing new insights into the state of our seas and how important land
sea interactions are to the health of our marine environment.

Coastal Coordination

Coastal communities and local partnerships are increasingly recognised as vital drivers of
ecological recovery from source to sea. Their place-based knowledge, stewardship, and
capacity for collaboration make them uniquely positioned to lead and sustain restoration
efforts. The Championing Coastal Coordination (3Cs) programme exemplifies this
potential, aiming to enhance coordination for coastal sustainability and resilience across
England. Many 3Cs-supported projects focus on restoring nature and developing tools to
improve collaboration across sectors and scales. The overwhelming number of
expressions of interest for funding in recent years (3 times what is allocated) reflects the
depth of ambition and readiness within coastal communities to take action. One standout
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example is the Living Dart Saltmarsh Project in Devon, which received 3Cs funding to
support the restoration of degraded saltmarsh habitats in the Dart Estuary. The project
brought together local planners, communities, and both public and private landowners
from the outset, fostering a shared vision and creating local coastal champions. These
champions have built the capacity and momentum needed to initiate practical restoration
on the ground. The 3Cs approach has proven to be a lifeline — demonstrating how
coordinated, community-led action can deliver tangible environmental outcomes and
strengthen resilience along our coasts and estuaries.

Evidence Building

Defra Group have been supporting the Natural Capital Ecosystem Assessment (NCEA)
Programme, which has been set up to collect data on the extent, condition and change
over time of England’s ecosystems and natural capital, and the benefits to society. The
programme has provided an opportunity to fill the evidence gaps required for effective
decision making and environmental outcomes across the land and sea environment.

In an estuarine and coastal context, the programme is providing new monitoring networks
for some of our most valued natural assets such as saltmarsh, seagrass meadows and
kelp forests. The programme is supporting the development of our Source-to-Sea system
thinking underpinned by natural capital approach to augment existing approaches and
provide new tools and indicators that will help drive change to enhance our estuarine,
coastal and marine environments. It will create a shift in how we balance exploitation with
the wider benefits that our environments provide through a better understanding of how
our natural systems benefit society.

Outputs from the research programme in a marine context can be found on Science
Search using the search term mNCEAP.

Whilst the Marine NCEAP ended in March 2025, Defra Marine and Fisheries continue to
support research at the land sea interface. Now is a good time to help shape the future
research programme.

Driving social and economic benefits

There is growing recognition of the need to integrate social and environmental recovery in
coastal regions. Coastal communities offer numerous nature-based opportunities to
combat climate change and drive social and economic benefits. The potential for green
industries such as offshore wind developments and restoring and maintaining blue carbon
habitats could create jobs in conservation and nature-based tourism. These efforts are
particularly relevant in areas experiencing “coastal squeeze,” where fixed sea defences
prevent natural habitat migration inland. However, successful restoration requires not only
ecological expertise but also community engagement and socio-economic support.
Projects that build local capacity and involve residents in conservation work can help
address both environmental degradation and social deprivation, creating more resilient
coastal communities.
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Government and NGO initiatives are increasingly adopting holistic approaches that link
habitat restoration with community development. For example, the Environment Agency’s
work at Steart Marshes and other sites demonstrates how restoration can support
biodiversity while also contributing to local well-being and climate adaptation goals. The
Sussex Bay Project aims to restore the marine environment between Selsey and Camber
Sands where nature, people and the local economy can thrive. These projects highlight
the importance of place-based strategies that consider the socio-economic context of
coastal deprivation. By aligning environmental goals with social regeneration, more
inclusive and sustainable coastal recovery initiatives can be implemented.

Fisheries management

The Fisheries Act 2020 provides a new legal framework for managing UK marine fisheries
post-Brexit, with a focus on sustainability, ecosystem-based management, and the
precautionary principle. It introduces Fisheries Management Plans (FMPs) and a Joint
Fisheries Statement, which aim to align fishing activity with environmental objectives,
including the recovery of depleted stocks and protection of marine habitats. However,
implementation remains uneven, and challenges persist in monitoring, enforcement, and
balancing economic pressures with ecological needs.

The UK Marine Strategy, particularly its 2025 Programme of Measures, reinforces the
need to achieve Good Environmental Status (GEnvS) in marine waters.

It identifies commercial fish and shellfish as key descriptors and outlines actions to reduce
overexploitation, improve data collection, and enhance habitat protection. Inshore
Fisheries and Conservation Authorities (IFCAs) play a critical role in regulating harvesting
within 6 nautical miles of the coast, but resource constraints and fragmented governance
can limit their effectiveness.

To secure a sustainable future for estuarine and coastal fisheries, stronger integration
between fisheries management and marine conservation is needed. This includes
expanding Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), investing in habitat restoration (e.g. oyster
reef regeneration), and supporting low-impact fishing practices. Aligning these efforts with
broader environmental goals — such as those under the Environment Act and Local Nature
Recovery Strategies — will be essential to restoring biodiversity, supporting coastal
livelihoods, and building resilience to climate change.

In a significant step forward, the UK government has proposed a ban on destructive
bottom trawling in over 40 additional MPAs, covering approximately 30,000 km? of English
seas. This follows earlier byelaws introduced in 2024 that prohibited bottom-towed gear in
13 offshore MPAs. The proposed ban aims to protect vulnerable seabed habitats — such
as subtidal sandbanks, gravels, and muds — and support the recovery of species like
lobsters, clams, and soft corals. A public consultation is underway, and if implemented, the
measures would help regenerate marine ecosystems, enhance biodiversity, and safeguard
carbon stored in seabed sediments — delivering benefits for both nature and climate.
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Unlocking Investment for Coastal and Estuarine Restoration

There are growing opportunities for investment in the restoration of England’s estuarine
and coastal environments, driven by national commitments under the Environment Act and
the Environmental Improvement Plan. The Water Restoration Fund, launched by Defra,
offers up to £11 million for local projects aimed at improving water-dependent habitats,
including estuaries and coastal wetlands. Funded through environmental fines, the
scheme prioritises nature-based solutions, habitat restoration, and improved ecological
status of water bodies.

Additional funding is available through Natural England’s capital grant schemes, which
support actions such as wetland creation, invasive species management, and habitat
connectivity. Investment mechanisms like Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) and Local Nature
Recovery Strategies also offer pathways to fund coastal and estuarine restoration,
particularly where projects deliver measurable environmental and social benefits. These
initiatives reflect a broader shift toward integrated, landscape-scale approaches that
enhance resilience, biodiversity, and community access to nature.

Further opportunities are emerging through the Marine Recovery Fund, which supports
marine and coastal habitat restoration aligned with the UK Marine Strategy, and the
proposed Nature Restoration Fund under the Infrastructure Bill, which aims to unlock long-
term investment in nature recovery across England. These funds are designed to
complement existing mechanisms and catalyse action at scale, particularly in areas facing
acute environmental pressures.

Alongside these public funding streams, there is growing recognition of the need to unlock
new and diversified funding sources to support long-term restoration and recovery. With
increasing evidence of the role that habitats like saltmarshes play in carbon sequestration,
there is significant potential to align restoration efforts with climate mitigation goals.
Saltmarshes, in particular, act as effective carbon sinks, and their inclusion in carbon
offsetting schemes could catalyse investment from the private sector.

To support this, the Environment Agency, in collaboration with partners, is developing a
scientifically robust Saltmarsh Code. This initiative aims to move beyond restoration as a
compensatory measure, enabling saltmarsh carbon to be quantified, verified, and
marketed. Once established, the code could facilitate the inclusion of saltmarsh habitats in
the UK Greenhouse Gas Inventory, opening the door for carbon credits to be purchased
by private investors. This would not only provide a sustainable income stream for
restoration projects — including those led by environmental NGOs — but also contribute to
the UK’s net zero ambitions.
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Conclusion

England’s estuarine and coastal environments are facing a critical juncture. Despite their
ecological richness and socio-economic importance, these systems continue to
experience degradation driven by pollution, habitat loss, climate change, and development
pressures. The evidence presented in this narrative highlights the urgent need for
integrated, source-to-sea approaches that restore ecological function, build community
resilience, and align with national environmental goals.

There is growing momentum across government, industry, and civil society to address
these challenges. Strategic frameworks such as the Environment Act, Marine Strategy,
and Shoreline Management Plans provide a strong foundation for coordinated action.
Programmes like ReMeMaRe, the Habitat Compensation and Restoration Programme,
and the Championing Coastal Coordination initiative demonstrate the power of
partnership-led restoration and innovation.

Unlocking investment, through mechanisms like the Marine Recovery Fund, Nature
Restoration Fund, and the emerging Saltmarsh Code, will be essential to scaling up
habitat recovery and delivering long-term benefits. These efforts must be supported by
robust monitoring, inclusive governance, and sustained funding to ensure that restoration
is effective, equitable, and resilient to future pressures.

By embracing nature-based solutions, empowering coastal communities, and embedding
environmental recovery into planning and development, we can secure a healthier future
for our estuaries and coasts. This will not only help meet statutory obligations under the
Water Environment Regulations, Marine Strategy, Habitat Regulations and the
Environment Act but also contribute meaningfully to the UK’s net zero ambitions,
biodiversity targets, and climate adaptation goals.

The Environment Agency remains committed to working collaboratively across sectors and
scales to protect and enhance the estuarine and coastal environment. We invite
stakeholders to engage with this narrative, contribute evidence, and help shape the next
generation of River Basin Management Plans, ensuring that our coasts and estuaries
continue to thrive for people and nature alike.
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Find out about call charges (https://www.gov.uk/call-charges)
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