Background
Northam Burrows Country Park is a 253 hectare area of salt marsh, sand dunes and grassy coastal plain which lies behind the Westward Ho! Pebble ridge. Northam Burrows lies within an area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and is a Site of Special Scientific Interest as well as being an integral part of the newly designated United Nations Biosphere Reserve. The Skern, which lies on the western side of Northam Burrows is the only active salt marsh remaining in the area. The Skern has formed in a small embayment flanked on either side by Northam Burrows to the west and Appledore to the east. It is protected from coastal processes by the wide beach and pebble ridge at Westward Ho! The Skern is an estuarine back barrier marsh with a ramped shore which produces a smooth transition between mudflats and salt marsh.  
Method

A transect of ten sediment cores were taken from along The Skern with an average length of 2m per core. The sediment type and content within each core was studied with one core being used for my in-depth investigation. This core was analysed for biological remains and heavy metal content as well as completing thorough investigation into sediment content and type. Each core was collected by hand using a gouge corer. The height of the salt marsh was assessed and a profile of its shape created using a total station and theodolite. 
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Results
The sediment types found within The Skern were predominately silt and clay. This indicates that a sheltered, low energy environment is dominant allowing for sediment to be deposited and a salt marsh to become established. A number of sand layers were observed and are thought to have occurred as a result of storm events in the immediate area. As is typical with salt marshes, the surface elevation gradually increases with distance from the shore with extensive pans and gullies present throughout the area. 

Abundant amounts of copper, lead, nickel and zinc were observed within the sediment taken from The Skern with concentrations highest near the surface. By comparing the results from The Skern with a study conducted in the Severn Estuary and having an understanding of the industrial activity in the area it was possible to use the metal content as a dating technique. As expected metal content rapidly increased at a point assumed to be the beginning of the industrial revolution. This gives the bottom of the core and age of 479 years and indicates that the salt marsh is growing by ~0.7cm per year. 
Diatom and foraminifera were observed in large numbers throughout the core with a range of species being recorded. Species distribution suggests that sea level has fluctuated with periods of rising and falling both occurring throughout the length of the core. Studies have suggested that due to human-induced climate change and the greenhouse effect sea levels are currently rising. Southern England is particularly vulnerable to sea-level rise due to subsidence which is occurring at a rate of up to 1.4mm per year. Since salt marshes require sheltered environments to become established and an abundance of sediment to continue growing a rising sea level may cause extensive erosion of the salt marsh to occur. However, this investigation has found that the salt marsh at Northam Burrows is continuing to grow and is currently keeping pace with sea-level rise.    
Although the salt marsh is not currently under treat, the future of The Skern is still a key issue. A sea-level rise of 0.991m by 2105 has been predicted for the southwest region and if the salt marsh is not able to continue expanding at its current rate then erosion will occur. 
Photo: Collecting sediment cores at Northam Burrows, December 2008.








