oalers and naturalists have all foo offen
BFound themselves on opposing sides

during debates about waterway
restoration.

Environmental scientist and waterways
enthusiast Chris Deuchar feels that o large part
of the problem is that neither side has
understood the other's position sufficiently and
with not enough scientific evidence to support
their claims, both fended to use hearsay to
support their own position.

As a result, he founded the Waterways
Science Group as an independent body to
stimulate research. It aims fo provide a pool of
experience fo answer questions relating to all
aspects of waterways,

“In short, both sides vaunt the idea of wildlife
conservation but the differences lie in their
perceptions of not only how much damage a
particular project will do, but also what that
damage might be and whether they are actually
doing any damage at alll” he says.

Info this melee of differing opinions and
mistrust, Chris threw down the gauntlet of doing
some genvine scienfific study. He was initially
bombarded with enquiries and the idea was
universally supported — by such august bodies as
Anglian water, the Environment Agency, the
Broads Authority and the Boat Safety Scheme.

The areas of pofential research vary from the
large scale (for example the effect of dredging a
section of waterway on ifs native wildlife) to the
relatively minor - such as the best material to
surface a towpath.

In the case of the former, Chris is currently
engaged on a pioneering project in the south of
England in which an ecological study is running
in combination with a dredging programme over
a three year period. Similar studies need to

cover a variety of waterways: only then can the
effects of dredging on the natural environment
be properly measured and predicted.

Ancther example is the wellknown case of the
bats in Greywell Tunnel on the Basingstoke
Canal. Boats once again may wish to use the
tunnel but no one wanis to displace the bats.
Scientific study of how bats react fo human
presence — boats in particular — is needed.

At the other end of the scale are things over
which we have absolute and immediate contral,
such as fowpaths. These used to be bare soil,
grass, ash, granite, brick, concrete or tarmac,
but nowadays they are generally surfaced with
the ubiquitous limesfone.

No matter how good limestone might be in
the road construction industry, it's a disaster for
towpaths. It is chemically alkaline and reacts to
form mixtures which can stain clothing, damage
paint and change the pH of the surrounding soil,
affecting plants and water quality.

In wet weather, limestone dissolves in
rainwater. When it dries out, minute particles
create a limestone dust which gets info people’s
eyes and lungs and fills in the gaps in the
towpath surface so that it no longer allows water
fo soak away.

Alter a year, the surface of the path will turn
to sludge and the grass either side of the
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towpath willl end up being used more heavily
than the path. More traditional materials, such
as red shale, do not suffer these problems and
the grass each side of them remains fresh and
green — even at busy lock sides. Scientifically,

there is much to investigate on this one simple
aspect of the waterways.

Overall, the number of related scientific
disciplines is huge, from the obvious areas of
biology and ecology, through civil engineering
and archaeology to waste management,
sociology and beyond. It is too much for one
man; it is too much for one institution.

And yet since that inifial flurry of interest, Chris
has found it hard to get others actively involved.
“There appears to be the element of distrust of
anything new — particularly of something like this
where a long-held view might turn out fo be
invalid,” he says.

What the waterways reclly need, he believes,
is a more substanfial group of people who can
meet and discuss, but above all, investigate this
virtually untapped research arena.

If you can help, wish to join the group or have
any queries, contact-Dr Chris N. Deuchar af the
School of Biosciences, University of Nottingham,
Sutton Bonington Campus, Loughborough LE12
5RD. Tel: 0115 951 6264, email:
enquiries@waterways-science.org.uk
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