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Broad Character: Navigation 

Character Type: Navigation Hazard 

Irish Sea Regional Perspective 

Introduction: Defining/Distinguishing Attributes  

There are extensive navigation hazards in the waters off England’s Irish Sea coast, which are 
marked on historic and modern maritime charts and comprise the many shoals and flats 
which typify this entire coastline. Typical offshore shoals and drying areas in the region 
include Robin Rigg, Workington Bank, King William Banks, Duddon Sands, Cartmel Wharf, 
Cockerham Sands, Sunderland Shoulder, Burbo Bank and Mad Wharf. The majority of areas 
associated with this Character Type are typically found along the coast itself or close inshore. 
There are also numerous wrecks, although the exact location of many has not been 
established. Wrecks tend to have a much wider overall distribution, although their highest 
densities are also found in inshore waters. 

The main concentrations of wrecks are found off Liverpool, in and around the Mersey 
Estuary, and off Morecambe Bay. There are many wrecks recorded along the entire coast of 
Cumbria, but there locations cannot be accurately plotted. Wrecks along this part of the 
coastline, therefore, are underrepresented. There are also widespread areas of maritime 
debris, which may be indeterminate seabed obstructions, but which may also be the remains 
of unidentified wrecks. 

Historical Processes; Components, Features And Variability 

Major navigation hazards have figured on the earliest Admiralty charts and are often 
mentioned in historic sailing directions. Early charts show approximate areas of the most 
notorious hazards and those most easily identifiable, however, the dynamic and mobile 
nature of many of the shoals and flats means that these areas could not be mapped accurately. 
Indeed, on some charts, certain areas have not been mapped at all, and are annotated merely 
as having shifting sands. An 1890 chart of the area between Formby and Fleetwood, for 
example, marks the area of the Solway Estuary as “shifting sands and channels occupy this 
space. Channel is marked by buoys which are moved as necessary”. Likewise, a chart of 
Morecambe Bay, dated to 1871, has a notation on Cartmel Wharf, a massive sandflat, stating 
that, “owing to the frequent changes in the Channels and Banks, this chart must be used with 
caution. Navigation in the upper parts of channels should not be attempted without a pilot”. 
A comparison of the historic charts of Liverpool Bay shows that over the course of the 19th 
century, the sand and mud flats changed frequently, and all provide detailed instructions on 
how to approach the ports according to numerous daymarks. 

Recorded wrecks around England’s sector of the Irish Sea mostly date from the 19th century 
onwards, and many are coastal shipping casualties. There are also many ships which operated 
out of the Port of Liverpool which were associated with the Atlantic trade. As well as 
shipwrecks, a large number of Second World War aircraft wrecks are recorded, particularly 
off the Cumbrian coast, associated with the airfields on the west coast. 

Values And Perceptions 

Navigation hazards have preoccupied sailors’ minds since prehistoric times but it is only 
those that had experienced them who fully understood their danger. Whether the hazards 
were exposed or hidden depended on the time that sailors approached the harbour (i.e. either 
at low or high tide). Such hazards became prominent in popular consciousness due to the 
danger associated with them. 
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The creation of nautical and maritime charts generally expressed and recorded the knowledge 
of the surveyed area but they also represented a tool for recording hazards and other dangers 
associated with the sea. 

Wrecks were fatal for many but also highly dramatic events for those who lived to tell the 
tale and add to local stories of hazards on the high seas. They are now also perceived as 
recreational opportunities, with the many wrecks of the region being dived upon by amateur 
dive groups and professional organisations. Many wrecks are also valued for their addition to 
habitat diversity in their areas.   

Research, Amenity And Education 

Bournemouth University’s Navigational Hazards project aimed to use the UK’s extensive 
hydrographic archives, including charts, sailing directions and pilotage notes, and modern 
seabed geology mapping to identify and map Areas of Maritime Archaeological Potential 
(AMAP). The project offers a methodology for identifying and mapping areas of maritime 
archaeological potential by characterising areas exhibiting trends in ship losses due to 
environmental, structural and meteorological navigational hazards, which have been 
described in historical sources such as charts and pilotage documents (Merritt et al 2005, 
2007). Further research building on the Navigational Hazards project could develop 
quantitative systems for assessing the archaeological potential for wreckage material in the 
marine environment, particularly in the Irish Sea, where the exact locations of very few 
wrecks are known. 

Wrecks serve as valuable habitats for marine life since they act as artificial reefs for entire 
and unique ecosystems. In this sense, wrecks are seen as beneficial sites of increased 
biodiversity by marine ecologists. Therefore, further collaborative work between marine 
biologists and archaeologists would be beneficial to enable a deeper understanding of species 

Morecambe Bay sands. These highly mobile sandflats and other areas around the Irish 
Sea (English Sector) coastline have always been considered a major navigational hazard 
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living in wreck sites, how they contribute to the wreck preservation, and contextualising this 
information within broader sea dynamics.  

Wrecks can also be used as useful tools for amenity and educational initiatives. Shipwrecks 
often attract divers. Respect Our Wrecks is a campaign which educates divers about 
preserving our common underwater cultural heritage, whilst also demonstrating the 
environmental value of those sites. Wrecks provide the opportunity of exploring the past and 
by respecting them, present and future generations can enjoy and learn from them’ Wrecks 
are therefore not only recreational tools but also educational ones, allowing a more 
comprehensive understanding of the different uses and dangers of the sea. 

Condition And Forces For Change 

The preservation of wrecks will depend, amongst other factors, on the construction materials 
and the natural environment where they were wrecked. For example, exposed wooden 
components will generally decay quickly. In general, wooden parts of ships that survive are 
those that were buried in silt or sand soon after sinking. Steel and iron, depending on their 
thickness, may retain the ship’s structure for decades. As corrosion takes place, sometimes 
helped by tides and weather, the structure collapses.  

Marine topographic hazards, such as banks, shoals and rocky outcrops amongst others, are 
subject to erosional processes. However, their rate of change and extent may be influenced 
by artificial activities or constructions that change the marine conditions. The changing 
patterns of sandbanks and shoals means the character of the landscape/seascape is also in 
continuous change. Such changes often reveal material remains that are being covered and 
uncovered or embedded within such bedforms. The latter may also be revealed, in advance of 
exposure, by seismic surveys (e.g. see Gaffney et al 2007). 

Sea dredging and beam trawling may impact upon known seabed obstructions and unknown 
wrecks. This would take the form of both direct damage to wreck structure contents and 
setting, and the destabilisation of sites resulting in renewed corrosion and potential decay 
(Val Baker et al 2007). Initiatives such as the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund 
distributed by English Heritage has demonstrated that collaboration between regulators, the 
heritage sector and the aggregates industry can be beneficial and necessary to encourage an 
environmentally friendly extraction and ensure the preservation of the historic environment 
for present and future generations (see Dellino-Musgrave 2007). 

Rarity And Vulnerability 

Navigation hazards represent a resource for characterising the time-depth of the regional 
seascape due to their intrinsic dynamic nature. There may be a link between the occurrence 
of topographic obstacles and the presence of wrecked craft, lost gear or accumulated 
prehistoric or historic deposits. Environmental conditions will also indicate whether there is 
potential for preservation of prehistoric or historic materials. 
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