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T h e  River Severn’s nam e is said to  have been 

derived from  Sabrina -  a tragic w ater nym ph 

repu ted  to  have d row ned  in its w aters. In its 

u pper reaches o f  Powys it is know n by  its 

W elsh nam e o f A fon H afren .

A unique river in m any ways, the  clcan 

fast-flow ing Severn is a first class rivera long  

its w hole length. Set in a pastoral 

background  o f  p ictu resque countryside  and 

rolling hills, its natural 

drainage area, river basin 

o r catchm ent covers 

11,420 square k ilom etres 

(4,410 square m iles) w ith a 

population  o f only 2.5 

m illion. M ost o f the 

population  live in larger 

tow ns, particularly

W olverham pton and 

D udley in the w estern 

half o f the Black C o u n try .

O th e r  large tow ns and 

cities w ithin the  catch­

m ent include Telford,

Shrew sbury, Rugby,

W orcester, C o ven try ,

C heltenham , G loucester,

K idderm inster and

S troud . A lthough  the 338 kilom etres o f the 

River T ham es m ake it the  longest river 

flowing en tirely  in England, the Severn, 

from  its Welsh source to  its ou tflow  in the 

Bristol C hannel, is 354 kilom etres long,

receive w ater taken from  the  R iver Severn. 

W ater is also p iped to  Liverpool from  its 

tribu tary , the  Vyrnwy. Principal tribu taries 

o f the  Severn are th e  Vyrnwy, Tern, 

W orcestershire  Stour, Tem e, W arwickshire 

Avon, Lcadon From c, Salwarpc and 

W orfe.

A H I S T O R I C  R I V E R

T he source  o f  the  R iver Severn is o n  the

Bending n o rth -ea s te rly , a b o u t eight 

kilom etres fu n h e r  o n  the  river reaches 

Llandinam w here  th e  river is c ro ssed  by  an 

iron  bridge. T h e  rivers T rannon  and C a rn o  

join the Severn u p stream  o f  C aersw s, w here 

the  river is c rossed  by  a s to n e  bridge. 

C aersw s is the  m eeting  place o f  five roads 

and so was an im p o rtan t R om an sta tio n . 

Flow ing past N ew to w n  in th e  Vale o f

- ?

The source of the River Severn

n orth -easte rn  slopes o f  B ryn-C ras, o ne  o f 

the  peaks o f  P um lum on Faw r (P lyn lim on) 

on  the w estern  b o rd e r o f Pow ys just 25 km s 

from  A berystw y th . It is on ly  three km s 

from  the  source o f the  River Wye and 610 

level.

Severn reaches Llanidloes, 

for th e  to\Vns, citics and** surround ing  ^£^>£ut 19 km  fa rth e r  on , it has d ropped  457 

areas o f Shrew sbury, W olverham pton, m etres. H ere  the  river is jo ined  by  the D ulas 

Birm ingham ^ ^ C p v e n try , . W orcester, and the  C lyw edog  from  the

G loucester a&d Bristol. Six m illion p c ^ p j e ^ ■
__-■» - + ......................

Pow ys, the Severn receives the  o n ly  river 

w hich flows from  England in to  Wales, the 

C am lad  near Forden .

T he  Severn travels on  past W elshpool to  

B utting ton . H ere , O ffa ’s D y k e  approaches 

th e  river before d isappearing  fo r e igh t km s 

and th en  reappearing n ear L landrin io . F rom  

L landrinio the river tu rn s  east tow ard s the 

English border. O n e  o f  the  Severn’s m o st 

beau tifu l tributaries, th e  Vyrnw y, e n te rs  the  

Severn just over th e  b o rd er. A n u m b er o f
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o th e r  tr ib u ta r ie s  jo in  th e  Severn  in 

S h ro p sh ire , o f  w h ich  th e  m ain  o n es  are  

th e  P erry , T ern  and  W orfe.

A lm o s t co m p le te ly  encirc led  by  th e  Severn, 

S h re w sb u ry  was an ideal s ite  fo r  a se ttle m e n t 

becau se  it was n a tu ra lly  d e fen d e d  fro m  

a tta c k e rs . C a lled  P engw ern  a ro u n d  300 A D , 

it g rew  an d  becam e th e  cap ital o f  th e  area  o f  

W ales called Pow is. So im p o r ta n t was it, 

th a t in th e  D o m esd ay  

B o o k  it w as called a c ity .

S h re w sb u ry  becam e a 

w e a lth y  an d  im p o rta n t 

to w n  th an k s  to  its 

p o s it io n , navigable river 

and  c lose  bu sin ess links 

w ith  W ales. R o g e r de 

M o n tg o m e ry , w h o  was 

c rea te d  1st Earl o f  

S h re w sb u ry  b y  W illiam  

th e  C o n q u e ro r , e rec ted  

S h re w sb u ry  C astle .

T h e  river e n te rs  

S h re w sb u ry  u n d e r  th e  

W elsh B ridge, reb u ilt in 

1791, an d  leaves it o n  th e  

e a s te rn  side u n d e r  th e  

E n g lish  B ridge, w h ich  was 

re p h c c d  in 1769 b y  J o h n  G w y n n e . T h a t 

sam e year he a lso b u ilt a b rid g e  a t A tch am  

o n  th e  s ite  o f  m an y  p rev io u s b rid g es . T h e  

R iver T ern  jo in s th e  S evern  a t A tch am .

A t C re ssag e , T h o m a s  T e lfo rd ’s t im b e r  

b rid g e  has b een  rep laced  w ith  a fe rro ­

c o n c re te  o n e . C re ssa g e  w as a Saxon  s e ttle ­

m e n t w ith  fish in g  r ig h ts  in th e  river at 

D o m e sd a y . I ts  n am e  m ean s “C h r is t ’s O a k ” 

w h ich  is th o u g h t to  in d ica te  th a t  it w as a 

p lace w h e re  early  C h r is tia n s  m et fo r

w o rsh ip  before  a ch urch  was built.

A n  iron  b ridge over th e  river a t Buildwas 

was b u ilt b y  T h o m as Telford. Buildwas 

A b b ey  was founded  in 1195 by  C istercians 

and  m uch  o f  it still rem ains. The A bbey 

acqu ired  loading facilities fo r barges at 

C ressage as well as perm ission for the 

m o n k s to  d ip  th e ir  sheep.

A fte r th e  Ice Age th e  rising waters of Lake

L ap w o rth , on  w hat is n ow  the  Shropshire 

P lain, overspilled  th e  hills o f  Ironbridge and 

cu t a gorge. T h is  laid bare coal, lim estone, 

clay and iro n sto n e  in th e  rocks -  all the 

in g red ien ts w hich  w ere to  m ake 

in d u stria lisa tio n  o f  th e  valley possible.

A t I ro n b rid g e  th e  river flows u n d e r the 

fam ous b ridge itself. T h e  first iron bridge in 

th e  w orld , it was cast in C oalbrookdale, 

co m p le ted  in 1779, e rec ted  in 1780 and has 

a span o f  30 m etres . C harges for th is private
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toll bridge ranged from  tw o shillings (1 Op) 

for every coach and six, to  one old halfpenny 

for a pedestrian . Practically the w hole area is 

now  u n d e r the  guardianship o f  the 

Iro nbridge  G orge M useum  Trust and 

ironw ork  can still be seen in w indow sills and 

fram es, chim ney po ts  and railings.

T he gorge is p ro n e  to  landslips and one 

in th e  late 1880’s b locked the  river at 

Buildwas.

D ow n the  river at 

C o a lp o rt there  is a 

w ooden  bridge w hich was 

built in 1770 and has 

been streng thened  several 

tim es w ith cast-iron  ribs. 

Before it en ters 

B ridgnorth  the  Severn is 

joined by th e  W orfe. Set 

on  sandstone  cliffs, H igh 

Tow n tow ers over Low 

Tow n set on  the  river. 

Caves in the  cliff were 

once used to  sto re  

B rid g n o rth ’s fam ous 

Cave Ale.

T h e  Severn Valley 

Railway links B ridgnorth  

to  Bewdley and keeps close to  the banks of 

the  river fo r m uch  o f  the  distance. T he  line 

crosses the  Severn dow nstream  o f  U pper 

A rley  by the V ictoria Bridge. Twice as long 

as th e  Iron  Bridge, this cast-iron  bridge was 

designed by T hom as Telford and built by 

th e  designer o f the  F orth  Bridge in Scotland, 

Sir Jo h n  Fowler.

Bew dley was a sanc tuary  fo r fugitives from  

b o th  Shropsh ire  and W orcestershire for 

m any  years. Because each o f  the  counties

The Iron Bridge
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laid claim to  it, it was neutral te rr ito ry  until 

finally allo tted  to  W orcestershire in 1544. 

T elford’s stone  bridge at Bewdley replaced a 

five arched bridge w hich succum bed to  the 

great flood o f 1795. T he S taffordshire  and 

W orcestershire C anal, built in 1787, was 

intended to  go to  Bewdley b u t the  lack o f 

local interest resulted in it going to  the 

hamlet of S to u rm outh  instead.

T he ham let grew and 

becam e S to u rp o rt,

but by 1870 when the 

present bridge was built 

the tow n was in decline 

due to  the com ing o f  the 

railway and the  open ing  

o f  the  B irm ingham  and 

W orcester Canal. At 

S to u rport the  Severn 

receives the S tour and 

beiow  S tou rp o rt the river 

is navigable at all tim es 

thanks to  a series o f weirs 

which hold up the w ater 

level.

T here are m ore locks and 

a weir at H o lt Fleet and 

an o th er o f  T elford’s 

bridges, built in 1828. G rim lcy village 

contains the remains o f  a Rom an Fort. 

W orcester grew  up  around  the  lowest 

Severn ford to  be norm ally  unaffected  by 

the tide and Bore. It also lies on  the  old 

R om an road from  G levum  (G loucester) to  

Salinae (D ro itw ich), w here the R om ans 

obtained their salt. King Jo h n , w ho died in 

1216, is buried in W orcester C athedral.

At Diglis the river divides around  an island, 

the w estern branch going over the w eir and

Bewdley

the eastern  passing locks and docks around  

the basin o f  the B irm ingham  and W orcester 

canal. Past W orcester the river is joined by 

its second longest tribu tary , the  Tem e, not 

far from  W orcestershire C o u n ty  C ricke t 

C lu b ’s ground.

In 1985 a new bridge was opened  just below  

w here the  Teme joins the Severn. A t the 

eastern  end o f the bridge, w hich form s part

W orcester and G lou ces te r. T h e  p resen t 

U p to n  bridge was built in 1939.

Ju s t dow nstream  at R ipple, P rince  M aurice, 

the  nephew o f  C h arles  I, defea ted  the  

Parliam entarian G eneral, Sir W illiam  W aller 

du ring  the C ivil War. It was to  prove th e  last 

R oyalist victor)' o f  th e  war.

T he  M50 m o to rw ay  crosses the  river a few 

kilom etres fu rth e r on  and is k now n  as the

r L j S i ' v - '
'T O * -

o f  the so u th e rn  link by-pass fo r W orcester, 

a viewing p latform  has been built w ith 

panels describ ing  the  Battle o f W orcester in 

the  Civil War.

U ntil 1985, fo r the  w hole s tre tch  o f  the  river 

betw een W orcester and U p to n  there  were 

no  bridges. D uring  th e  Civil War, and in 

o th e r  em ergencies, tem porary  c o n stru c ­

tio n s resting  on  b oa ts w ere used to  allow 

people to  cross. In the  m id -!6 th  cen tu ry  a 

bridge at U p to n  was th e  on ly  one betw een

Q u eenh ill Viaduct.

A t Tew kesbury th e  river passes u n d e r th e  

M ythe Bridge w hich  was b u ilt by  T elford  in 

1826 to  replace a ferry.

T he W arwickshire A von joins th e  Severn at 

Tew kesbury. T he Avon has been div ided by  

locks, islands and a w eir so  the  n o rth e rn  

branch, the O ld Avon, flows d ow n  in to  th e  

Severn above U p p e r Lode and the  so u th e rn  

end, know n as M ill Avon, at L ow er Lode. 

T h ro u g h o u t the  cen tu ries, b u ild ing  in
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T ew k esb u ry  has b een  c o n d itio n e d  by  th e  

f lo o d in g  o f  th e  rivers and  so  th e  to w n  has 

re m a in e d  Y -shaped and  c o n s tr ic ted .

H a w  B ridge a t T irley  rep laced  a b ridge  

w h ich  h ad  th re e  c a s t- iro n  arch es and  was 

d e s tro y e d  w h en  a 200 to n  sh ip  s tru c k  it in 

1958.

G lo u c e s te r  s ta r te d  life as a R o m an  o u tp o s t  

called  G lev u m . T h e  o ld  E ng lish  “ceaster?  

f ro m  w h ich  “c e s te r” is 

ta k e n , m eans “ R o m an  

fortV  A fte r  th e  R om ans 

le ft, th e  Saxons m o v ed  in 

an d  b y  th e  tim e  th e  

N o rm a n s  a rrived  it was 

a p ro sp e ro u s  to w n  

c o n ta in in g  10 ch u rch es.

E d w ard  II is b u ried  in 

G lo u c e s te r  C a th e d ra l.

G lo u c e s te r  w as th e  low est 

p o in t  at w h ich  th e  river 

c o u ld  b e  b rid g ed  an d  th e re  

has b e en  a b rid g e  here  

s in ce  a t least th e  12th 

c e n tu ry . O v e r  B ridge, 

b u ilt by  T elfo rd  in 1825, 

has b e en  b y -p assed  by  a 

m o d e rn  b rid g e.

D e sp ite  th e  q uays a lo n g  th e  Severn  b e in g  

d e v e lo p ed  b y  R o m an s, Saxons an d  

N o rm a n s , G lo u c e s te r  w as n o t c h a r te re d  as 

a p o r t  u n til th e  re ign  o f  E lizab e th  I. T h e  

p re se n t p o r t  in c ludes th e  en c lo sed  C ity  

D o c k , th e  G lo u c e s te r  an d  S h a rp n ess C an al, 

o p e n e d  in  1827 an d , 26 k m s fu r th e r  so u th , 

th e  O c e a n  D o c k  at S harpness. T h e  

S h a rp n ess  C an a l en ab led  vessels to  bypass 

th e  tid a l estu ary .

B elow  G lo u c es te r , th e  Severn  b eco m es

estu arin e  and tidal. A fte r  it is joined by th e  

River W ye at Beachley, the  Severn Estuary 

is k n o w n  as th e  B ristol C h annel.

N ear W estbury , low  tide  reveals stretches o f 

sand and m ud w hich  are cut by o nce  

navigable channels.

N e w n h a m ’s sh o rt p ro sp e rity  in the late 

18th cen tu ry  d ep ended  m ainly on river 

trade. C anal links be tw een  the  M idlands

and  L o n d o n  killed th is  trade  early in the  

19th cen tu ry . Ju s t  so u th  of the tow n  is 

Bullo Pill, a tidal c reek  which was first 

used  fo r  boat bu ild ing  and  later developed as 

a w et d o ck  fo r the  ex p o rt o f  Forest o f D ean 

C oal.

To the  w est o f  F ram p to n  the Sharpness 

C anal is crossed  b y  Splatt Bridge. T he 

Severn is a lm ost a t its widest here  and 

A w re o n  th e  w est bank, like A rlingham  

o n  th e  east, is half su rro u n d ed  by w ater.
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Lydney was a tow n o f  im portance from  the 

Iron  Age w hen a hill fo rt was built in what 

is n ow  Lydney Park. T he R om ans also built 

w ith in  its ram parts. U p  to  the 17th century , 

ships could reach wharves quite  close to  the 

church  b u t th e  river changed course and a 

canal had to  be cut to  Lydney Pill. O n c e  a 

tidal basin had been created  and a tram  road 

opened, Lydney becam e the  chief Forest of 

D ean p o rt. Lydney docks 

date from  1813 and trade 

reached its peak in th e  late 

19th cen tu ry  since when 

it has steadily  declined. 

T id en h am ’s Saxon char­

ters go back to  the  10th 

cen tu ry  and give a 

detailed picture o f a large, 

carefully o rganised  se ttle ­

m ent. It ow ned m ore than 

60 fish weirs on  the 

Severn and 20 on  the  Wye. 

T he fam ous Severn 

Bridge crosses from  Aust 

to  Beachley on  th e  site o f  

a ferry  crossing  which 

goes back to  p re-R om an 

tim es. Part o f  th e  M4, it 

was built in 1966.

In 1886 th e  Severn Tunnel was com pleted. 

R unning betw een N ew  Passage and 

P ortskew ett, it is the  longest railway tunnel 

in Britain and three and a half o f  its six and 

a half km s are un d er th e  river bed.

W A T E R  Q U A L I T Y

T he River Se\’em  is an im portan t source o f 

dom estic  w ater supp ly  for su rround ing  

areas, the  W est M idlands and B ristol -  six

Tewkesbury weir
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depend on  in fo rm ation  from  m any p o in ts 

along the  Severn. Rainfall records, radar 

screens, river levels, expcctcd abstractions 

and w eather forecasts are all closely 

exam ined at th e  N R A ’s flow forecasting 

cen tre  in Solihull before the  decision to  

release w ater is taken.

F L O O D I N G

T he Severn is subject to  

flooding w hich can result 

in a w ater level rise of 

a round  six m etres above 

norm al on the  lower, 

reaches o f the non-tidal 

part of the  river. The 

m axim um  tidal variation 

at A vonm outh  can be 15 

m etres which is far g reater 

than  any o th er river in the 

British Isles. In the  w orld 

it is only exceeded by the 

Bay o f Fundy tides in 

Canada.

F looding on the  Severn is 

n o t a reccnt phenom enon  

bu t a natural occurrence.

T h e  Rom ans had to  

p ro tec t their fo rts  at Forden and Caersw s 

w ith  em bankm ents and in 1969 and 1972 

respectively C aersw s and N ew tow n  were 

p ro tec ted  by new  flood defences. Before 

th is they had suffered  frequent and serious 

flooding.

Som etim es parishes close to  th e  river 

m aintained flood walls w ith  church  funds 

bu t m any places sim ply accepted the 

inevitable.

Shrew sbury was originally built on  high

g ro u n d  on  the  inside o f  a narrow -necked 

lo o p  in the river. O v er th e  years develop­

m en t has encroached in to  this floodplain 

and now  extensive areas are sub ject to 

flooding. T he  N R A  is investigating a 

possib le flood alleviation scheme fo r the 

to w n  which cou ld  p ro tec t 400 properties.

In W orcester the  height o f  the floods of 

1672, 1770 and 1795 arc recorded on  the

walls near the  C athedral and in 1795, 16 

bridges in Shropsh ire  w ere dem olished by 

th e  flood.

W orcester lies on  bo th  sides o f the Severn 

and  there  are areas o f  natural floodplain on 

both*banks w hich have been  built on  over 

th e  centuries. T h is has led to  considerable 

flooding prob lem s, n o t only fo r those 

p roperties built on the floodplain b u t also 

fo r m any o th e rs  fu rth e r dow nstream . 

Because the natural flood storage area  has
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b een  reduced flood w ater flows o n  un til it 

reaches a p o in t w here  it can overspill.

A  major flood o f  a m agn itude  w hich w ould 

happen on average o n ly  once in any 200 

years occurred in 1947. Since the  1950’s 

m ajor floods o f  a sm aller m agnitude 

happened in 1960, 1965, 1968, 1981, 1989 

a n d  1990. F lood ing  has not always been 

regarded as a d isaster. W orcestershire 

C o u n ty  C rick e t g round  is 

claim ed to  be o ne  o f the 

finest in the  co u n try  

precisely because it is 

flooded by the  Severn 

a lm ost every w inter. 

M any riverside fields 

know n as flood m eadows, 

o r  ham s, are deliberately 

allow ed to  flood and they  

act as overspill reservoirs 

for flood w ater. W ithout 

them , the  flood w ould be 

even m ore devastating  

fu rth e r dow nstream . 

B etw een W orcester and 

Tew kesbury , th e  flood­

plain varies betw een 800 

and 1600 m etres w ide. 

T h e  stretch  betw een T ew kesbury  and 

G loucester is also affected  by tides and in 

som e places the  floodplain is m ore  than  tw o  

kilom etres wide.

A lthough serious flooding  is n o t a frequen t 

event in G loucester, u rban  areas are flooded 

w hen adverse river and  tidal co n d itions 

occur and a lso from  trib u ta rie s passing 

through the  eastern  side o f the  city. M ajor 

floods happened here in 1947, 1960, 1965 

an d  1990.

Worcestershire County Cricket Ground,  1990
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m illion  co n su m ers . I i  is a lso u sed  

ex tensively  fo r agricu ltu ra l p u rp o ses, 

pa rticu larly  sp ray  irrig a tio n , and  is used in 

so m e indu stria l p rocesses such  as co o lin g  at 

Iro n b rid g e  p o w e r s ta tio n .

In  1991 o v er 500 m egalitres (M l) (110 

m illion  gallons) w ere  tak en  from  th e  river 

each day. U n d e r  n o rm al w e a th e r co n d itio n s  

th is  is ex p ec ted  to  rise to  o v er 600 M l (132 

m g) by  the  year 2001.

A lth o u g h  th e  Severn is a 

first class river fo r  q u a lity  

th ro u g h -  o u t its leng th , 

so m e  o f  its trib u ta rie s  are 

n o t such to p  quality .

P o llu tio n  is a p rob lem  in 

th e  W o rcestersh ire  S to u r 

w hich  d ra in s th e  

industria l area to  th e  w est 

o f  B irm ingham  and  

a lth o u g h  th is  has an 

im pact, the  Severn’s huge 

size  m eans it qu ick ly  

recovers.

T h e  W arw ickshire A von 

is a ffected  by  large 

vo lum es o f  e fflu en t from  

R u g b y  and  C o v e n try

solved by  1996 w hen  a new  sew age w o rk s 

will be in o p e ra tio n .

R egu lar sam ples are tak en  from  a n u m b e r o f  

p o in ts  o n  th e  Severn and  its  tr ib u ta rie s  to  

en su re  w a ter qua lity  is n o t dec lin in g  and  to  

d e te c t any p o llu tio n  in c id en ts  n o t visible to  

th e  naked  eye. A ll d ischarges are also 

regularly  sam pled  and  if th e y  d o  n o t m eet 

th e  co n se n t c o n d itio n s  laid d o w n  in th e ir

flood  relief in th e  u p p e r  reaches o f  th e  

Severn. D u rin g  th e  su m m er w hen  levels in 

th e  river are low , w a te r is released  to  b o ls te r  

th e  flow  and  so  help  en su re  th a t w a te r 

supplies are a lw ays available to  six m illion  

co nsum ers.

Lake V yrnw y is a d irec t su p p ly  re serv o ir fo r  

L iverpool and  is o w n ed  by  Severn T ren t 

W ater. It is s itu a te d  a t the  head o f  th e  R iver

Llyn Clywedog

\I
sew age w o rk s and can n o t be used  fo r public  

w a ter su p p ly  o th e r  th a n  u p stream  o f 

Rugby.

T h e  Severn estu ary  is a ffected  b y  th e  

d ischarge o f  over 50 M l (11 m g) daily o f  

=ttled sew age from  G lo u ces te r . T h is  m eans 

- is a re d u c tio n  o f d isso lved  oxygen  

r. d o w n stream  and  sign ifican t 

co, a tio n s  o f  am m o n ia . Talks are u n d e r 

w ay w it. Severn T ren t W ater to  s to p  th is 

h ap p en in g  an d  th e  p ro b lem  sh o u ld  be

licence th e  N R A  can p ro secu te .

R E G U L A T I N G  T H E  R I V E R  

Llyn C ly w ed o g  re serv o ir is m anaged  o n  

b eh alf o f  th e  N R A  fo r  reg u la tin g  th e  R iver 

Severn. T h e  dam  is 72 m etres  h igh  and  was 

bu ilt on  th e  R iver C ly w ed o g  u p stream  o f  

L lanid loes in th e  196 0 ’s. I t  has a su rface  area 

o f  250 hec tares and  can h o ld  50,000 Ml 

(11,000 m g) o f  w ater.

T h e  re serv o ir re ta in s  excess flow s in th e  

w in te r w h ich  gives a very lim ited  degree  of

5

V yrnw y and  can a lso release w a ter in to  th e  

river w hen req u ested  by  th e  N R A .

T h e  S h ro p sh ire  G ro u n d w a te r  Schem e in th e  

n o r th  o f  th e  c o u n ty  a lso helps m ain ta in  

flows in th e  Severn. D u rin g  d ry  p e rio d s  

w a te r can be p u m p ed  fro m  th e  sa n d s to n e  

in to  th e  river. It is b e in g  d ev eloped  in 

phases; th e  first o n e  cam e in to  use d u rin g  

th e  ex trem e ly  d ry  w e a th e r o f  1984. By 1990 

its o u tp u t  w as 80 M l (17.6 m g) a day. 

R eg u la tin g  releases fro m  all th ree  so u rces
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In  1852 the  floor o f M in ste rw o rth  church  

had to  be raised by  m ore  than  a m etre 

because the floods did so  m uch  damage. 

Below G loucester the  river is affected m ore 

by tidal conditions. O n  the  low er reaches of 

the  non-tidal part o f the  river, th e  rise is 

often  six m etres.

In the  estuary  the  large tidal range, to g e th e r 

w ith sou th -w esterly  winds, can m ean waves 

overtop  the  flood 

defences. W eather

conditions can also mean 

variations o f predicted 

high tide levels by m ore 

than  tw o m etres.

W hen, in 1883, a tidal 

wave reached the  railways 

at W oolaston and flooded 

the w orkings o f  the 

Severn Tunnel, the  men 

had to  be rescued quickly 

by m oonlight.

F L O O D  A L L E V I A T I O N

M any people believed 

that the  flooding enriched 

the land and m ade it m ore 

fertile. T hey  advocated 

flood gates w hich cou ld  be opened  in w in ter 

and closed in sum m er w henever there  was 

a danger o f  crops being washed away. 

T hom as Telford decided the  answ er was 

reservoirs in M o n tgom erysh ire  w hich 

w ould conserve w ater w hen rainfall was 

high and release it in to  the river w hen  levels 

were to o  low for p ro p e r navigation. H e  

made his proposals in 1803.

In 1964 co n stru ctio n  o f  the  C lyw edog 

reservoir above Llanidloes began. By then  it

was realised that the  benefits a reservoir 

cou ld  give centred  on regulation  o f  the  river 

fo r w ater supply  purposes. F looding  w ould 

n o t  be reduced by m uch because o f  the  large 

n u m b er o f  tributaries com ing  in all dow n 

th e  length o f  the Severn.

Betw een G louces ter and A vonm outh  the 

N R A  is carrying o u t a £25 m illion schem e to  

im prove the  flood defences and give som e

worsen flood ing  fo r ex isting  p ro p e rty . 

F L O O D  E M E R G E N C I E S

T h e  NRA o p erates a flood forecasting  and  

w arning service th ro u g h o u t the  leng th  o f  

th e  Severn and  m ost o f  its m ajo r trib u ta rie s , 

from  its regional flow  forecasting  cen tre  in 

Solihull and area offices in S hrew sbury  and  

Tewkesbury. D ata  o n  river levels, w eath e r 

forecasts and radar p ic tu res are all used  w ith

Flood defence work between Gloucester and Avonmoulh

pro tec tio n  from  tidal surges. T hese are 

m ainly flood walls and earth  banks along a 

70 km s stre tch  o f  the  Severn. T he 20 year 

schem e should  be com pleted  in 1999 and 

will give be tte r p ro tec tio n  to  8,000 people 

and help  p ro tec t 19,000 hectares o f 

farm land.

In con junction  w ith Local A u th o rity  

p lanning departm en ts, the  N R A  seeks to  

prevent any new developm ents w hich m ight 

be sub ject to  flooding o r w hich m ight

9

co m p u te r m odels to  p rov ide an up  to  date 

p ic tu re  of w hat will happen  a t given 

stre tch es of the  river in the  fo llow ing  48 

hours.

Tidal reaches c an n o t yet be accurate ly  

fo recast because o f  all th e  u n p red ic tab le  sea 

and w eather changes th a t can occur. O n ly  

the  sm all tow nship o f  Severn Beach is given 

tidal flooding w arn ings and th is  som etim es 

can n o t be done m ore  than  tw o h ours before  

the  even t. The N R A  is investigating  m eans
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o f  im p ro v in g  th ese  fo recasts  b y  m ak in g  

g re a te r  use o f  d a ta  on  w a te r levels and  w inds 

fu r th e r  o u t in to  th e  B risto l C h an n e l.

T h e  p o lice  pass o n  N R A  flood w arn in g s to  

th e  g enera l pub lic  and  th e y  are n o rm ally  

given a m in im u m  o f  fo u r h o u rs  n o tic e  fo r all 

p laces o n  th e  S evern  be lo w  C aersw s excep t 

in th e  tidnl reaches.

A n  N R A  em erg en cy  w o rk fo rc e  e n su res  th a t 

all flo o d  c o n tro l 

s tru c tu re s  and defences 

a re  o p e ra tin g  c o rrec tly  

d u r in g  a flood  and  th a t 

b rid g es  are kep t d e a r  o f 

flo a tin g  d ebris .

L O W  F L O W S

T h e  R iver W orfe, n o r th  o f 

B rid g n o rth  is included  in 

a n a tio n a l s tu d y  by  th e  

N R A  o n  low  flow s in 

rivers. T h ese  are caused 

n o t o n ly  by  lack o f  

ra in fa ll b u t a lso  by  over­

a b s tra c tio n  an d  m any  o f  

th e  p ro b lem s are  caused 

b y  lo n g  s ta n d in g  

a b strac tio n :; fo r  public  

w a te r su p p ly , so m e  o f  w h ich  s ta r te d  in  th e  

last c e n tu ry . T h ese  p ro b lem s are n o w  being  

ad d ressed .

T h e  W orfe is 32 k m s lo n g  and  has a river 

b asin  area o f  260 sq  km s. S h erw o o d  

S a n d s to n e s  d o m in a te  th e  area an d  th e  

g ro u n d w a te r  h e ld  in th ese  ro ck s  has been 

p ro g ressiv e ly  d ev e lo p ed  fo r  pub lic  w a te r  

su p p lies , especially  in th e  u p p e r  reaches. 

T h e re  a re  a lso  ex ten siv e  licensed  

a b s tra c tio n s  from  th e  river itse lf -  m o stly

fo r  agricu ltu ra l spray  irrigation .

In  the  u p p e r reaches o f  th e  river, above the 

W esley B rook , little  o r  no  sum m er flow 

o ccu rs  and  farm ers in th e  up p er catchm ent 

are  having difficulties in taking their 

licensed a m o u n t from  the  river.

S o lu tio n s to  th e  p rob lem s in th e  upper 

reaches will be difficult and costly  and all 

possib ilities are being  investigated  by th e

N R A  to  ensu re  th a t any solu tion  does no t 

cause fu r th e r  p roblem s.

S E V E R N  B O R E

T h e  Severn Bore is a fam ous tidal wave 

w hich  o ccurs in the  low er reaches o f  the 

R iver Severn du rin g  rising  high tides, 

particu larly  d u rin g  sp ring  tides.

F o ra  b o re  to  fo rm , a considerable rise in tide 

and  a converg ing  channel w ith a rising bed, 

fo rm ing  a funnel shape, is needed. U n d e r
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the m ost favourable cond itions th e  Severn 

Bore m ay reach tw o  m etres in height, bu t 

opposing  w inds o r  high freshw ater levels 

can reduce this considerably.

T he average speed o f  the bore  is I6km s an 

h o u r and a high bore  may reverse the flow 

o f th e  river as far up  as T ew kesbury Lock, 2 1 

km above G loucester. At tim es o f  low river 

flow a rise in w ater level is noticeable as far 

upstream  as Diglis Lock 

at W orcester. T he tru e  

bore does not occur 

upstream  o f G loucester 

because o f w eirs on the 

tw in-arm ed channel near 

the city.

Popular view ing po in ts 

for the  bore are 

M insterw orth , S tone- 

bench and O v er Bridge 

and the N R A  publishes 

an annual tim etable 

for these  poin ts.

T he less spectacular 

incom ing tide and nascent 

bore can be seen in the 

upper estuary  at places 

such as Epney, N ew nham  

and Fretherne.

N A V I G A T I O N

For centuries the  Severn was th e  m ost 

im po rtan t river for traffic to  and from  the 

W est M idlands and it was a lm ost certainly 

used by the  R om ans fo r trad ing  purposes. 

C om m ercia l navigation has a long history . 

In 1198 the  Sheriff o f  Shropshire hired a 

barge, for half a m ark, to  take his w ife from  

B ridgnorth  to  G loucester. A hundred  years

Bri dgnorth
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later Shrew sbury was im porting  paving 

sto n es on barges.

In 1430 an act o f  Parliam ent confirm ed that 

the  river was “T he K ing’s H ighw ay o f  the 

Severn?

In th e  17th cen tury , w hen river levels were 

high enough, the Severn was navigable for 

250 kms below  W elshpool -  from  Pool 

Q u ay  to B ristol. Barges and trow s carried 

b o th  passengers and 

goods.

Barges were about 15 

m etres long, single 

m asted w ith a square sail 

and could carry about 50 

tons. Trows were 

designed to  cope w ith 

the  peculiarities of the 

Severn, such as shifting 

sands, high tides and 

bores. Shallow, w ith 

rounded  bilges, flat 

b o tto m s and m asts that 

could  be low ered at 

b ridges, trow s could be 

up to  18 m etres in length 

and carry up  to  80 tons.

Teams of m en know n as 

bow -hauliers dragged the  barges and trow s 

w hen the sails could n o t be used.

Trade on the  river was considerable and by 

1756 there w ere 376 vessels ow ned by 

traders living betw een W elshpool and 

G loucester. T h e  norm al charge for carrying 

freight dow nstream  from  Shrew sbury to  

B ristol was 10 shillings (50p) and 15 

shillings in the  opposite  direction.

T ow ns on the  banks o f  the Severn were 

“inland p o rts” and in m any places the

rem ains o f o n ce  busy quays and w arehouses 

can still be seen. Lydney, G loucester, 

Tew kesbury, U p to n , W orcester, S to u rp o rt, 

Bewdley, B ridgnorth , Broseley, C o a lp o rt, 

Ironbridge, Shrew sbury  and Pool Q uay  

w ere all “p o rts .”

Because o f th e  rocks and shoals, the estuary  

betw een G loucester and Sharpness has 

always been particularly  hazardous for

declined in recen t years.

A lthough  bridges, like w eirs, o b s tru c te d  the 

free passage o f  m asted  boats in the  m id- 

19th century th e re  w ere still som e 4,000 

w aterm en and th e ir  fam ilies w o rk in g  on 

the  Severn. But the  bu ild ing  o f to w  paths, 

the  in troduction  o f h o rses  and, a fte r 1814, 

the  success o f the  s team  tugs betw een  

W orcester and G lo u ces te r, all began to

Upton on Severn

navigation. In 1793 an act was passed to  

build  a sh ip  canal to  by-pass this s tre tch . 

W ork sta rted  on the  Sharpness C anal in 

1794 but was n o t com pleted  until 1827. At 

the  tim e of building it was the  b ro ad est and 

deepest canal in the w orld  and is still used 

extensively today, being the on ly  safe rou te  

betw een the  River Severn and the  sea. 

Sea-going vessels use th e  canal to  carry 

cargoes to  and  from  Sharpness D o ck s bu t 

com m ercial traffic up  to  G lo u ces te r has

affect their num bers. In  1862 th e  Severn 

Valley Railway was o p ened . It originally  

ran from  Shrew sbury  to  S to u rp o rt and 

H artlebury  and was th e  final nail in the 

coffin  for the w aterm en .

Now adays, navigation  on  the  river is 

possible only up  to  S to u rp o rt and is the 

responsibility o f  B ritish W aterw ays. T he 

river depth is co n tro lled  b y  a series o f weirs 

and locks so  th a t navigation  is always 

possible.
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F I S H E R I E S

T h e  to p  q u a lity  Severn  s u p p o r ts  a lm o st 

ev ery  ty p e  o f  B ritish  fre sh w a te r  fish and  at 

o n e  tim e  th e  lam prey , a fav o u rite  fo o d  o f 

ro y a lty  fo r  m any  cen tu rie s , was th e  m o st 

h ig h ly  p rize d . H e n ry  I is said to  have d ied  

fro m  e a tin g  to o  m an y  lam preys. Sa lm on  and  

allis sh ad  w ere  a lm o s t as p o p u la r  as th e  

lam p rey  b u t n o w adays o n ly  sa lm o n  rem ains 

se rio u sly  so u g h t a fte r.

A p p ro x im a te ly  3 ,000 

sa lm o n  are cau g h t 

co m m erc ia lly  b e tw ee n  

G lo u c e s te r  and  A von- 

m o u th  each y ea r w ith  

1,000 b e in g  tak en  by  rod  

in  th e  re s t o f  th e  river.

E lvers, w h ich  are very  

n u m e ro u s  d u rin g  th e  

sp rin g , w e re  trad itio n a lly  

reg ard ed  as an 

a p h ro d is ia c . T h e  y o u n g  

e lv e r o r  glass eel, hav ing  

su rv ived  its m ig ra tio n  o n  

o cean  c u rre n ts  fro m  th e  

Sargasso  sea in th e  

so u th -w e s t  A tlan tic , 

e n te rs  th e  river e s tu a ry  in 

vast n u m b e rs  o n  th e  sp rin g  tides. B etw een  

20  a n d  80 to n n e s  o f  elvers are  cau g h t each 

y e a r b y  f ish e rm en . T h e re  are 3 ,000  elvers to  

th e  k ilo g ram .

Eel s to c k s  have d ecreased  in  recen t years 

a n d  in 1990 th e  N R A  u n d e r to o k  a 

re s to c k in g  p ro g ram m e  w ith  t in y  eels th a t 

w ere  cau g h t in th e  e s tu a ry  early  in  th e  y ear 

an d  a llo w ed  to  g ro w  b e fo re  b e in g  re leased  

b ack  at a size w h e re  th e y  s to o d  m u ch  m o re  

ch an ce  o f  survival. T h e  N R A  is actively

involved in  research in to  th e  decline o f  the 

elver and  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  passes over 

w eirs and  o th e r  o b s tru c tio n s .

A s well as sa lm on, allis shad and elvers, the 

tidal w aters o f  th e  Severn are visited by 

m any o f  th e  m ore  c o m m o n  types of 

sa ltw ater fish and  th e  m ore unusual 

stu rg eo n , lam pern  and tw aite  shad.

F ish ing  on  the  u p p e r Severn was affected by

Worcester

the  b u ild ing  o f  w eirs on  th e  low er Severn in 

the  19th cen tu ry . A lth o u g h  salmon could 

su rm o u n t th em  in h igh w ater, they were 

im passable to  m any  o th e r  fish. R udim entary 

fish passes were c o n s tru c ted  a t many weirs 

to  allow  th e  fish to  pass. M o d ern  fish passes 

exist a t S h rew sbury  w eir and a t Powick and 

A sh fo rd  w eirs o n  th e  Tem e.

A bove th e  tidal reach o f  the  Severn all 

fishing is recreational. T h e  principal river 

fisheries in  the  basin  are th e  Avon, A rrow ,

Alne, Stour, Learn, D ene, F rom e, Leadon, 

Teme, C lun , O n n y , C orve, Rea, Tern, 

Roden, Perry, M eese, Vyrnw y, Banwy, 

Rhiw, Tanat and the  Severn itself. T hese  

rivers and th e ir tribu taries provide a wide 

variety o f excellent coarse and salm on 

fisheries from  a to ta l length  o f  a round  1700 

kms.

Some o f  the  finest rod  and line fisheries in 

Britain can be found on 

th e  Severn. A s well as 

barbel, chub  and bream , 

m ost o f the  coarse fish 

species can be found  w ith 

roach, perch, dace, pike 

and gudgeon the m ost 

com m on  and rudd 

com m on  on  localised 

areas in G loucestersh ire  

and H erefo rd  and 

W orcester. T h e  zander, a 

p red a to r from  m ainland 

E urope, has been illegally 

in troduced  and is now  

established and spreading 

slowly.

Free coarse fishing is 

available on  th e  Severn at 

the N R A ’s ow n fisheries at Llanidloes, 

N ew to w n , P enarth , C itcew ydd, M elverley, 

C o a lp o rt, A tcham , U p to n  and Ripple. 

C o n te s ts  can be b o oked  at A tcham , U p to n  

and Ripple.

C O N S E R V A T I O N

The R iver Severn c o rrid o r is o ne  o f  the m ost 

im po rtan t env ironm ental features o f  the 

Welsh B orders and W est M idlands.

A bove the  lim its o f  navigation a t S tou rport,
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the  river has retained m ost o f its natural 

features, varying from  shallow  riffles to  

deep pools. T here  is a substantial popu lation  

o f the  local and nationally  rare C lub-ta iled  

D ragonfly. W aterbirds w hich can be seen 

along the river include the  colourful 

Kingfisher.

A lthough  the  navigable section  betw een 

S to urport and G louceste r is im pounded  by 

weirs and canalised, it still 

supports a rich and varied 

wildlife. A long th is part 

o f the  river a quarte r o f 

all English Lam m as 

m eadows, o r  hams, are 

found. M any o f these 

w aterside m eadow s are 

m anaged on  a traditional 

system  of a w in ter 

flooding follow ed by a 

sum m er hay crop  and 

subsequent grazing. This 

system  o f m anagem ent 

goes back m any centuries 

and has resu lted  in a rich 

flora w hich includes 

m any uncom m on species 

such as m eadow  saffron 

and narrow -leaved w ater d ropw ort.

T he N R A  is encouraging bridge designers 

to  inco rpora te  nesting  areas in to  their 

bridges since they  are an im p o rtan t nesting  

habitat for m any birds including dippers, 

sp o tted  flycatchers and wagtails.

W ater quality  im provem ent in the  Severn 

has led to  the  re tu rn  o f the  o tte r  from  Wales 

to  such a degree that th ey  have now  spread 

to  dow nstream  o f  W orcester. A n o tte r  

p ro jec t has been set up by the N R A  to

m o n ito r  th is spread and to  encourage it on 

the  Severn and the  W arwickshire Avon by 

providing suitable habitats. T his shy  

creature was virtually  w iped out in th e  

1950’s by pesticide po llu tion  and habitat 

d estru ctio n  and it retreated  to  the  W elsh 

m ountains.

Below G loucester, the  river co n stitu tes  one 

o f  the  m ost valuable British estuaries. T he

and many w aders, n o tab ly  curlew , redshank , 

ringed  plover and grey plover.

R E C R E A T I O N

T he River Severn and its m ain trib u ta rie s  

are extensively used  fo r canoeing , b o a tin g  

and fishing and th ere  are m any fo o tp a th s  

and public areas fo r w alkers, p icn ickers and 

spectators.

The Severn at Shrewsbury

Severn estuary  is n o t only a Site o f Special 

Scientific In terest b u t is also recognised  as 

an in ternationally  im p o rtan t w etland site 

u n d er the R am sar C o n v en tio n .

T he w h ite -fro n ted  goose can be found  in 

large num bers and is especially im portan t. 

In January  1970, 7,600 were counted . T h at 

is over half the  B ritish population  and a 

q u a rte r o f th a t in the  w orld. O th e r  species 

w hich can be found  in large n um bers 

include Bewick’s swan, Shelduck, w igeon

F rom  G loucester to  S to u rp o rt th e  Severn 

is a sta tu to ry  nav igation  and very p o p u lar 

w ith  boating en th u siasts .

B oth  coarse and gam e fishing are  en joyed  

by  thousands o f  anglers each w eek and 

th e  generally h igh w ater qua lity  ensu res 

good sport th ro u g h o u t the  river’s length. 

C anoeists can en joy  th e  tran q u illity  o f  the 

low er Severn o r  th e  exciting  w h ite  w a ter o f  

th e  upper Severn w hen  in spate.
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Headquarters: Sapphire East, 550 Streetsbrook 

Road, Solihull, West Midlands B9I IQ T  

Telephone: 021-711 2324

N R A
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