Access to the waters off Exmouth, and the lower Eastern side of the Exe  

What is a slipway?

A slipway is a sloping access point with a sound substrate that allows trailer or trolley-bourn craft to obtain access to the water to launch, and more importantly, recover. Why is recovery more important? Because if one cannot get access to the sea it is irritating. If one cannot recover, it is potentially life-threatening. Ideally, a slipway needs to be sheltered from wind and, particularly, wave action. Without this, in unfavourable conditions it moves through being progressively more difficult to use, to dangerous, to impossible. This can be exacerbated by cross-currents if a slip is poorly located.  
What is an access point?
An access point is a facility that allows people to walk onto a beach, and thence to the water’s edge. 
What makes a successful slipway? 

A successful slipway is one that is designed for purpose (see section below), reaches the sea/estuary waters at all states of the tide, and is not subject to wave action, or exposed to excessive winds. It should also have economically feasible and immediately adjacent parking. 
What does Exmouth have? 
A number of access points. No slipways. Not one. 
Is this typical of similar towns?

No. Every estuarine town with a seafront, without exception, has planned better than Exmouth. See Footnote. 
Does one design of slipway (or access) suit all?
No. There is a fundamental difference in the needs of light sailcraft (dinghies), day-launched motor craft, and craft that can be carried into the water – i.e. windsurfers,  kitesurfers, canoes and paddleboards. 
Motorboats are carried on road trailers. The trailers have bearings and (sometimes) brakes. The efficiency of neither is enhanced by a soaking in salt water. Outboard engines, generally used infrequently in comparison with cars, are best started before the vessel and trailer part company. Because they don’t always start. And they should only be started when the lower unit is submerged, as this contains a water-pump that will soon fail if the engine is started out of the water. Therefore, up to a point, the steeper the slipway the better. That way the parts that should get wet get wet, and the parts that should stay dry, stay dry. The Mamhead (as it was prior to closure) is just about steep enough to be good for powercraft at its lower end. 
It is undoubtedly the case that many powerboats are launched and recovered in a fashion not recommended by the manufacturers, typically by putting the trailer in too far. This minimises the winching required on recovery, (and some winches are under-specified to save cost), but prejudices the life of the bearings and brakes, and exposes the whole exercise to greater exposure to cross-currents. 

The needs of sailcraft are entirely different. For the most part, they are carried on a launching trolley, designed to be wet, in turn carried on a trailer which is not. The two are separated, and the trolley plus boat is walked into the water. What is not always appreciated by non-boating folk is that the boat cannot be walked into the water any old how. With sails raised, this has to be done with the bow as near as possible head-to-wind – thus sometimes sailboats go in bow first, sometimes stern first. Once separated from the trolley, useful accessories like the rudder and centreboard are attached, and off you go. This needs a shallow slip or access point. Why? Imagine an onshore breeze, requiring the boat to be launched bow-first. With a steep access the person at the front of the trolley will float away before the back of the boat has left the land....  That is why you will scarcely ever see a dinghy launched at the Mamhead. 
There is a further issue. Wherever sailboats are launched, the substrate has to be firm enough to support the weight of the boat and the trolley, sufficiently that they can be moved by their crew without the wheels digging in. Little of Exmouth’s frontage - primarily sand -  allows this. Small parts of the estuary W/NW of the docks entrance are patchily firm - where not muddy. Very little of Exmouth's waterfront suits sailing dinghies, save the area around the Exe Sailing Club (ESC) - which is why it is there.    
Sailing boats are often launched in numbers together to race. This requires an even wider access area, than would apply were they launched individually. Where launched en masse, (for example at a National Championship), shortfalls in the desired substrate can, up to a point, be compensated for by the brute force of a “beach party”. This approach has been adopted by ESC for occasional "Open meetings" or national championships "off the front" but is not practical on an ongoing basis. A further factor is that boats may only be left on any part of the front overnight during neap (small) tides. 
Windsurfers, kitesurfers, canoes and paddleboards can access the water anywhere they can be walked in, in theory, but it isn’t that simple for the first two. Both need space to be rigged. A windsurfer mast will typically be 5 meters in length, and kitesurfer’s kite lines are about 30 metres. And you can’t rig them on the water, so space is needed onshore. 
What do all Watersports folk need? 
Parking. With few exceptions, those accessing the water do so from a motor vehicle. Maybe with a trailer, or a roof rack. Or with boards and sails in a van. Even those using a tender or the Water Taxi to access moored craft will typically arrive in a vehicle complete with the personal and boating kit they need to take with them. 
How are these needs served in Exmouth? 

With variable success. Windsurfers, kitesurfers, canoeists and paddle-boarders have two primary options – the duck-pond, and the seafront. The less experienced gravitate towards the duck-pond, the more experienced towards the seafront – a position blurred to some extent by the wind direction and strength. There is reasonable rigging space on the Imperial Recreation Ground, for the duck-pond, though parking there is inadequate. There is ample beach space to rig where the windsurfers and kitesurfers tend to congregate opposite the Annie’s Café car park, which just about copes most of the time. 
Powerboats are ill-served. The Mamhead, (currently closed) was the slipway-of-choice but was unusable about an hour-and-a-half either side of low-water Springs, and, by virtue of the cross current, about an hour leading up to high-water Springs. On full neaps it was useable at all states of the tide – if the wind was favourable. An onshore wind creates waves that roll up the slipway, increasing as the tide level lifts the sea over the off-shore bar. Frequently, wave action is such that the slip initially became challenging, then dangerous, then impossible. The re-design does not address this issue as it should, as without the extension to the sea wall EPBSC recommended, wave action will still be an issue. As was noted in cabinet papers, the slip should have been built the other, sheltered side of the docks entrance - another point we made frequently over the years.  
Issues with the Mamhead were not always understood by those launching when the tide was low, who frequently returned to find the Mamhead unusable. Recovery in such circumstances was usually at Belshers – sometimes the Imperial Recreation Ground on a big tide. At Belshers until the slipway level was raised, use was difficult due to the substrate at the entrance. You could drive over it, (just about), but not stop on it. The Trinity Buoy Store access point was also used, until it was illegally closed. 
Whether one launches at the Mamhead or Belshers, parking provision is poor. There should be 30 car-and-trailer spaces specific to the use of the Mamhead slip on the dockfront. The Section 106 was badly worded, and the Local Government Ombudsman settled for 30 spaces – i.e. 15 tandem. Vehicles and trailers should not be separated for reasons of safety, and accountability.  (Cars are registered, by DVLA, trailers are not). Instead there was, until recently, an ill-defined area for trailers that might, with care, accommodate three. Now there is no provision at all. There is limited space in the Camperdown Car Park – ill managed in that it is not uncommon to find a single vehicle in a tandem space. 
Day-sailing craft are the least well-served of all. The Exe Sailing Club mainly launch to the south of their Clubhouse. The substrate is challenging in the final outbound yards, (soft sand) and occasionally a small sandbank will arise between the initial slope onto the beach, and the water itself. There is a small boat-parking area for the public, managed by EDDC. Beyond this there is nowhere else for a sailboat to easily access the water. Excepting organised championships the incidence of visiting craft is, in consequence, virtually nil. 
Exmouth access to water point by point, West to East:-
Imperial Recreation Ground access point (Sometimes referred to as the King George V). A compromise too steep for sailboats, not steep enough for powerboats. Should have been two separate facilities really. As it is, primarily an access point for kitesurfers and windsurfers, with some use by small powercraft, including Exe Power Boat and Ski Club inshore events, sanctioned by Exeter City Council following a Public Inquiry. Only useable for smaller power-craft c. 2 hours either side of high tide, (Springs only) unless trailered to Shelley Beach on a low tide. No use at all at mid-tide, or high water neaps, as Shelley is then inaccessible because of residual water draining from The Gut, and a substrate unable to support a vehicle or trailer, unless close to the high tide line.(Note:-"Springs" are "big" tides, and "Neaps"are small tides. In Exmouth, the smallest tides rise to 2.4 metres the biggest 4.6. A BIG difference).  
Trinity Buoy Store. Useful access point on high tides. Also allowed access to Shelley beach with less of a transit that applies from KG V, and the correct side of The Gut. A proven Public Right of Way illegally closed about ten years ago. Many letters sent to Devon District Council. No action taken. Apparently it takes over ten years to get such issues looked at, never mind addressed. Currently forecast for review in 2020. (Unbelievable, but true). We wrote to Eric Pickles as Local Government Minister about the acceptability of this, to be advised by his office that he did not concern himself with local issues. Perhaps that is why he is now in The Lords.  
Exe Sailing Club, North. Private facility, used primarily by ESC members. Small craft only. c. 300 metres to water at low tide. 
Exe Sailing Club South. Sloping facility with poor substrate, mitigated by use of metal sand-mats – which have to be regularly re-laid. Solely available to ESC members. c.200 metres to water at low tide. 

Belshers Vital exit point when Mamhead becomes untenable, and tide too low to allow use of the Imperial/KG V. Even more vital with the Mamhead closed. Badly designed. Instead of being straight, has a kink in it, reportedly at the behest of Devon County Council. Is technically a B.O.A.T. (Byeway open all traffic). Parking a real problem, resulting in some vehicles parking on the beach – and sometimes being flooded accordingly. Not built as discussed and agreed with EDDC. A solid post in the access is a danger to vehicles and pedestrians alike. Bollards to segregate traffic and pedestrians actually have the effect of moving the pedestrians into the roadway. Should be removed on Monderman Principles. Flood defence should be by a gate or gates on the outer walls, (taking care not to further restrict the entrance, which is possible with good design), not by boards half way up the access. Such proved to be ineffective at The Mamhead, and were replaced c.1990 with a gate system EPBSC designed.  This was carefully explained to Kate Little and others before the current system (and obstruction) was put in place. EDDC have been advised several times – no action taken yet. Flood gates on an access of this nature should be capable of being closed easily by one person, in case of need, and opened again for vehicular traffic, if needed – notably recovering boats for whom this is a health and safety issue. The recommended “Zebra crossing effect” for the area where the sea wall pathway crosses the B.O.A.T. was not applied. The slip itself, whilst now probably now at the right level, should be chamfered to the RHS looking seaward. This was agreed as being necessary to prevent vehicles "falling off" to the rhs looking seawards, and becoming stranded with a wheel over the edge, and the axle on the slip. This is also a trip-hazard for pedestrians, and poses risks to vehicles/trailers, where a wheel over the edge could have damaging consequences – and potentially block the B.O.A.T. 
An inadequate facility before the closure of The Mamhead, this access point is now overloaded with displaced users. 

Mamhead Slip Bequeathed to the Town for free access to the sea in perpetuity. Not useable about 40% of the time as described above. But was the best facility available for powercraft when conditions allow. Not built as it should have been. Prior to the current closure, EPBSC recommended that it be re-laid with the final attack angle applying from, or very near to, the entrance. The current “hump” seen in profile, was a means of continuing to support a failing wall, rather than re-building it. This was a cheap and expedient solution that the Council should not have allowed the developer to get away with - as indeed was the inadequate piling that precipitated the closure.  The result is that the current, closed slip does not reach the water, which it could  comfortably have done do within its current footprint.  Even with this corrected, and the angled approach adopted, this slip will continue to be exposed not only to the weather, but also passing vessel wakes – notably the fishing craft that frequently cause issues through excess speed. This could be ameliorated by extending the sea wall. Our recommendation in this respect was ignored. 
Carlton Slip. Not really a slipway, as provides access to the beach at a point where the substrate is too loose to support a light dinghy trailer, never mind a car and trailer. Is used by a few windsurfers who rig on the adjacent grass. Entrance not ideal, just off a roundabout. Often physically closed to vehicles. Not really an issue, as it is never used by vehicles anyway. 
Old Lifeboat Station Slip. (Also referred to as Harbour View access) Again, not a slip but provides access to the beach, at a point with a slightly better substrate than at The Carlton, but unsuitable for all but specialised vehicles. A normal 4x4 will dig in.  The RNLI used to use a tractor to launch a relatively light RIB. (Rigid-hulled inflatable boat) The tractor used to bog down regularly, and extracted itself with a sand anchor and a rear-mounted winch. Plans were made to try to adapt this for jet-skis. Hard to see what could be done bar matting. I can then see issues with the cross-current shifting the matting away, but I suppose something might be possible in theory. The practice only time would tell…..  
New RNLI slip Only to be used by the RNLI, and then with very specialised kit (track-laying tractor). Slightly sheltered in location in comparison with other eastern parts of the beach-front. There has been talk of putting a parallel facility in here for public use. Apart from requiring some quite major engineering, there is the issue of the soft substrate unless the facility went out almost on a short pier before entering the water at the right (steep) attack angle. This would require reversing skills beyond most leisure boaters.  

Jet Ski slip, Queens drive. Runs parallel to the sea, rather than towards it, which means anything going up or down has to be man-handled, not towed. Goes onto very soft sand, unsuited to any conventional vehicle. Sees light use by jet-skiers – Belshers has become more popular. This is partly because there are relatively few stand-on jet-skis these days, the trend having been towards larger, and heavier sit-on craft, sometimes referred to as “Personal Watercraft”. Even the smallest jet-ski needs three or four people to haul it over the beach. A full-on 3-seater PWC would be impossible. 
Orcombe Rocks Slip, end of Queen's Drive. Similar to the Jet Ski slip in design. Mainly used by pedestrian traffic, and a few canoeists/paddleboarders/windsurfers. 
Conclusion

The facts of local geography and development dictate that there are no opportunities for new schemes east of the Mamhead due to substrate and wind-and-wave issues, and no opportunities west of the Mamhead due to an increasing shortage of water beyond Belshers. 

Without major works and multiple millions of pounds of expenditure on new sea walls etc, there are no obvious opportunities to improve access to the water for vessels in Exmouth. Major works would probably be opposed by Natural England and the RSPB, whose demands seem to take priority over amenity for mere residents and visitors. 
It is therefore vital to ensure that we do not inhibit the use of what facilities we have. And of these, Belsher's is key. 
Ed. Hughes, External Affairs, Exe Power Boat and Ski Club. 
Footnote

With the Docks Development, there was an opportunity to deal with the lack of facilities. We could have had a slipway in the docks. We could have had a slipway to the west of the docks entrance. We could have had a Watersports centre in the Quay development. We could have had integrated accommodation and berthing (as superbly shown at Hythe) but did not achieve any of these things. Instead, we got extra residential units over those additionally envisaged, buildings of a height way over the initially anticipated maximum of four storeys, questionable aesthetics particularly from the rear and a kink in the access to Belsher’s slip, where it should have been straight. And inadequate parking for residents, never mind visitors.   

The limited provision for parking we were to be given under 106 agreements, (30 car-and-trailer spaces on the dock-front specific to the use of the Mamhead slip and restored tender storage at Belsher’s) was ignored by a developer who has clearly concluded that there was no need to worry about the Council enforcing requirements. For whatever reason - and we might speculate on that - no control has been applied. Future generations will rightly damn EDDC for a spectacular failure of planning and control – and arguably the local population for allowing this to happen. 

Why is this point made? Because we should learn from it. And not add closing Belsher's to a litany of failure. 
