
Harbour Master report to the Exeter Port Authority (EPA) Harbour Board 

27th September 2021 

Introduction 

We have had an extremely busy summer period, with a lot of activity on our waters and surrounding 

areas.  

The Lower Exe has hosted numerous large organised events such as the 5-day National RS200 

Championships, with over 120 dinghies taking part, a national rowing event which attracted teams 

from all over the country plus a high number of yachts from other ports visiting Exmouth, Topsham 

and also Turf Lock. 

There was a national junior kite surfing event in August and in October there will be a very popular 

paddle boarding event in mid-October. 

The Exeter Ship Canal continues to be a popular stretch of water not only for rowers and kayakers, 

but also for stand up paddle boarders. Canal banks have been very busy with walkers and cyclists.   

At Double Locks and at the Turf in warm weather there have been many occurrences of people 

jumping into the water. This is against the bye-laws and the Police Community Police team are 

informed. 

Staffing levels remain the same.  We have a team of five at the canal, one manager, three operatives 

and a part-time administrator.  At the Exmouth Trinity buoy store there are three patrollers, one full-

time and two part-time (both currently on a one year full time contract).  As Harbour Master, I also 

work from that location.  

The canal team normally work a five day week with occasional Saturday work for additional 

requirements such as locking in at Turf, convoys down the canal in spring and autumn and ‘out of 

hours’ monitoring of changing river and canal levels. (The water levels need to be closely monitored 

to prevent over-topping of the canal banks and possible flooding at the double locks pub). 

The team at Exmouth cover a seven day week operation. 
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Local Aids to Navigation 

Hydrographic Survey 

The approach channel to the Exe was surveyed last April, the data that came back was circulated via 

the Port User Group (PUG) and also shared with the United Kingdom Hydrographic Office (UKHO). 

The UKHO have used the data to help with the production of the latest Admiralty chart of the Exe 

estuary. We have a reciprocal arrangement about to be finalised with the UKHO for the sharing of 

information. With the movement of sand in the river becoming more of a problem we have 

introduced a further Starboard lateral mark between no’s 17 and 15 around Bull Hill bank. 

Harbour Patrolling – use of Volunteers 

Patrols using volunteer support were introduced two years ago. When we put out an advert, we 

had 50+ expressions of interest, 35 applications were submitted, 12 were interviewed and seven 

were taken on. We rely heavily on our group of six volunteers to assist with regular river patrols 

during busy times and at weekends. By using volunteers we can put out more patrols plus save 

costs. Our patrols advise boaters on speed limits around the estuary, they check around moorings 

for boats potentially breaking free and they also patrol the approaches. The vast majority patrol 

work is focussed on control of speeding craft.  

Almost all of our 42 Local Aids to 

Navigation have been inspected this 

year, through the winter months we 

will inspect and service the rest. Our 

last official inspection by Trinity 

House (TH) was eleven months ago, 

the report we had from that was 

good and I expect that TH will be in 

touch soon to arrange another visit as 

part of their annual checks in the 

South West. 

The wreck off Cockwood harbour 

which is awash at MHWS has been 

marked with an Easterly cardinal 

mark. 
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We started out by asking the operators of speeding craft to stick to the speed limits and in most 

cases the response has been positive. During these two years we have come to recognise repeat 

offenders and the areas of concern where there is a possibility of accidents. 

One particular problem is with Personal Water Craft (PWC) or jet-skis. As has been briefed previously 

we lack the correct powers to restrict the use of these craft.   The Royal Yachting Association 

informed me that such was the increase in sales of these craft during the pandemic there is now no 

available stock of new craft in this country and there will not be for some time.  After speaking to the 

operators it is also apparent that people are travelling further distances to get access to the river 

and open water.  This large increase in PWC’s in the river impacts patrols and their ability to ensure 

safety and speed control. 

 

 

 

Above: a busy weekend for patrolling. 

On the 6th of September the Department for Transport launched a consultation on proposals to bring 

PWC’s in-line with the Merchant Shipping Act 1995. This will hopefully rectify the ‘definition of a 

ship’ anomaly.  If classed as a vessel prosecution would be made easier and owners of these craft 

would be ultimately responsible for their safe operation on the river. 

 

 

 



Port Marine Safety Code (PMSC) 

As has been briefed previously, the EPA need to be compliant with the PMSC. Although not a 

mandatory requirement, the Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) are making it abundantly clear 

that there may come a time when it will be so (the Department for Transport have again just issued 

a notice stating the same). In order for the Authority to become compliant, we will need to seek a 

Harbour Revision Order (HRO) to allow us to have the proper powers of direction and special 

direction to have the ability to exercise some control of the water not only in the river but also in the 

Exeter Ship Canal. 

A Safety Management Plan will need to be written and adopted, the industry practice is to employ a 

marine consultant to create this.  

 

Topsham Ferry 

The Topsham ferryman is now a full-time member of staff and during the summer months the ferry 

has been running six days per week. From the end of September we will revert to running the ferry 

at weekends (weather and tide permitting), the school half-term break in October, and the week 

between Christmas and the New Year. After that the ferry will be lifted out of the water at the canal 

basin for winter re-fit. The service does run at a cost to the Council, but we are looking at ways of 

generating more income from the ferry service, bird watching trips for example, and trips for 

organised parties or groups in the warm weather evenings. 

 

Small passenger carrying boat Licences 

We continue to issue licences to commercial operators of small passenger carrying vessels in the 

Exe; these licences are typically for the two water taxi’s that operate from the dock at Exmouth and 

also to the River Café passenger carrying craft. We also licence the Turf to Topsham ferry and also 

the Topsham to the canal ferry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Marine services 

We continue to provide a commercial moorings maintenance service to customers in the Exe. The 

service is popular, competitive in pricing and we are always looking to welcome new customers 

     

 

Estuary team work stream for the next few months include: 

Maintenance of navigation aids, give assistance to canal team, winterisation of customers’ moorings, 

on water patrols, staff training and winter refit of workboats. Wrecks and abandoned boat 

identification, this will become a big issue in the future. 

 

Exeter Ship Canal 

Maintenance work 

The canal team continue to carry out maintenance work on the raised banks and recently work has 

been carried out to stem leaks in the stretch just above Turf Lock. Tree clearing work has also been 

done and surveys have been carried out on some of the Lock gates showing work needs to be done 

to prevent leakage. 

 

 



Commercial operators & organised groups 

There is a commercial operator of a passenger carrying vessel in the canal; trips run from the Exeter 

quay as far as double locks and back again. This operator also has the concession from ECC to 

manage the Butts ferry which crosses the Exeter quay and also the pedalo craft in the river. 

We are aware that there are numerous other businesses operating on the canal which are 

unlicensed or without concession. The question over licencing of organised activities afloat may 

need to be addressed in future.  

Weed 

Weed in the canal has been particularly thick this year. Although not popular with anglers and 

naturalists, the canal team did drag a weed breaking boom and chain along stretches of the water 

this last spring. This exercise only has limited effect. In the long term, a specialist weed clearing 

vessel will be needed to be crewed by our staff to keep the water clear.  

The canal is a fabulous resource, ideal for recreation as well as commercial enterprise. To attract 

visiting craft and to provide a clean length of water for users the weed needs to be controlled.  

 

Vessel storage/laying up 

We offer seasonal and annual storage of vessels at the canal Basin and also at Turf Lock. The owner 

of a vessel wishing to store a boat on Council land enters into a contract with ECC for the whole of 

the period. Unfortunately due to differing circumstances, the Council has been left with a small 

number of vessels that have been abandoned or seized due to non-payment. This is not only an issue 

for this Council but one that most harbours have to deal with. We also have a small number of 

vessels which are being lived on by owners without official permission. The canal manager and I are 

looking at reviewing the clauses in our contracts and introducing the Inland Waterways Boat Safety 

Scheme to address our overall boat safety strategy. 

 

Visitors to Turf Lock 

We continue to attract a large number of visiting yachts to Turf and there is a visitors’ pontoon with 

power and water set aside for their use during the summer months. There is space to introduce 

more pontoons to potentially increase income. 

Canal team work stream for the next few months include: 

Lock in boats for winter storage, convoys and cranings/laying up. Canal bank/tree/shrub 

maintenance, staff training, workboats and Topsham ferry craft winter refit. 

 

 

 

 



Summary 

The waterways of the Exe River and the Exeter Ship Canal continue to be a huge attraction to 

thousands of users every year. Our visitor moorings have been busy, and we are taking enquiries for 

moorings next year already. 

Over the last two and a half years we have made great strides in raising the profile of our waterways.  

There is pressure on the environment through increased usage, the Exe Estuary Management 

Partnership are looking at this from a sustainability view. 

Grahame Forshaw 

Harbour Master 

Exeter Port Authority 


