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Notes Arising from the Cuckmere Pathfinder Project Meeting 7 June 2011 

The East Sussex County Council Team and its Consultants should be congratulated 
for conducting the complexities of the Pathfinder Project so effectively and 
establishing a consensus view from the widely diverging aspirations of all those who 
have participated over recent months. 

I am sure I echo the ardent wish of the majority that the many hours of deliberation 
that have resulted in a favoured solution will, in the first instance, be formally 
recognised by the elected Membership of ESCC and subsequently accepted for 
financial support at Central Government and elsewhere.  

The outcome of the options assessment was fascinating. To my mind it illustrated and 
confirmed a clear wish for the meanders to remain an integral part of the landscape, 
whether it be through the maintenance of the existing defences, or through the more 
radical scheme of re-establishing the meanders as the main river channel. This 
conclusion was also reflected in the third and fourth choices leaving the options for 
the deliberate breaching of the tidal banks as much less favoured solutions. 

May I say that from a river hydraulics stance I believe the choice of maintaining the 
existing defences has some merit, provided the outflow to the sea remains 
unimpeded. This not only means the periodic control of littoral drift across the mouth 
must continue but also the maintenance and eventual renewal of the river training 
walls. However, in progressing this option, I felt that many present did not grasp the 
significance of having to undertake some work on the meanders themselves. As they 
currently stand they play no part in the operational river regime, yet they are the focal 
point of attraction for so many. I refer to the fact that over many years natural 
processes are causing the meanders to silt up and consequently some judicious 
dredging will be required, come what may, to sustain this iconic feature.  

Again from a river hydraulics point of view the option to restore the meanders to a 
main river function must be treated with extreme caution. Setting aside the cost 
issues, the meanders would need to be dredged out to the depth of the existing bed 
level of the cut and the sheer practicalities of achieving this would lead to a 
significant increase in the width of the channel at flood plain level. I remain very 
doubtful that there is enough space to achieve this without the enlarged channels 
merging in places and in effect creating ox bows. Also major protective work would 
be required for the adjacent A259. I realise this has not been chosen as the preferred 
option but I just wished to emphasise the significant engineering challenge it poses 
along with the detrimental effect it would have on the landscape until the work had 
been given a chance to mature. I would estimate at least 8/10 years of serious 
detriment. Any consideration of this option must be accompanied by a strong 
engineering input, and there would be a serious risk of destroying the very feature that 
everyone seeks to retain! 
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On the other hand if the favoured option was adopted quickly and some modest 
suction dredging undertaken through the meanders with improved river sluices at 
Exceat Bridge and at the southern end of the cut, the meanders would remain fresh, 
not attract reed growth and they would retain their traditional appearance. 

In conclusion I feel a fair measure of common sense has prevailed. There has been 
wide recognition of the unique landscape features of the estuary, the archaeological 
aspects have been recognised and the work needed to realise the chosen option should 
not have a major visual impact. The ability of the current main river to fulfil its 
drainage objective has not been compromised, although routine maintenance and 
dredging will still be needed throughout the tidal reach for drainage standards to be 
sustained. The chosen route has not precluded the chance of selective tidal bank 
raising at some stage in the future as and when the predicted rise in tidal really 
materialises. I do however wonder if an opportunity has been lost by setting aside 
some of the features in options E and F. They both include an element of 
improvement rather than simply addressing deferred maintenance and funding, scarce 
as it may be, might be more forthcoming if linked to improvements. Perhaps other 
factors such as the uniqueness of the landscape features and the ‘National Importance’ 
of the archaeological history within the estuary could assist in forthcoming funding 
debates. 

I truly hope the efforts of so many people will be recognised by DEFRA and others as 
being a precursor to similar Projects that touch the sole of local communities. Here at 
the River Cuckmere I am convinced that there is wide support to ensure that the joys 
of the natural environment, currently enjoyed by us, are sustained for future 
generations to appreciate. We all have a responsibility for this. Once it is gone it is 
probably gone forever! 

John Foxley MBE 
C Eng MICE  MCIWEM  C WEM  C Env            
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Scoring           
0 = does not achieve against the criteria           
1 = achieves very little against the criteria           
2 = achieves little against the criteria           
3 = neither achieves or does not achieve against the criteria (or if you do not know whether the criteria has been met or not) 
4 = achieves against the criteria           
5 = achieves at all levels against the criteria           
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