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Key Characteristics

● A very distinctive river-valley landscape focusing on

the Mersey, its estuary and associated tributaries and

waterways, although the Mersey itself is often

obscured.

● A range of landscape types, including salt marshes

around the estuary, remnants of semi-natural

mosslands and pockets of basin peats towards

Manchester, with the broad river valley in between.

● Broad linear valley with large-scale, open,

predominantly flat farmland supporting substantial

bands of mixed agriculture.

● Trees and woodland are scarce and are mainly

associated with settlements.

● Field pattern is regular and large-scale, often defined

by degraded hedgerows.

● Large-scale highly visible industrial development,

particularly at the river crossings of Runcorn,

Widnes and Warrington.

● The valley has a dense communication network with

motorways, roads, railways and canals producing a

large number of bridge crossings. Power lines are

also prominent along this corridor.

● Distinctive cultural landscape with major towns of

Runcorn, Warrington and Widnes having much in

common in relation to past and existing

development pressures.

Landscape Character

This area is located south of the Lancashire Coal Measures and

the Lancashire and Amounderness Plain and north of the

Shropshire, Cheshire and Staffordshire Plain landscape areas.

It is a varied landscape which extends from the Merseyside

conurbation to the flat mosslands to the west of Manchester.

The character of this landscape has been highly influenced by

the urban and industrial developments lining the banks of the

Mersey. In most cases this has had a detrimental effect on the

aesthetic quality of the landscape. The vast industrial

developments at Runcorn and Ellesmere Port dominate the

skyline and dwarf neighbouring residential development.

The highly industrialised character of parts of the Mersey
Valley is shown in this view from Helsby Hill across reclaimed
marshes towards the towns of Runcorn and Widnes.

In the west, the Mersey valley is estuarine in character with

intertidal mud/sand flats and low exposed cliffs. This

creates an almost flat landscape with broad panoramic

views. Despite the substantial industrial development in this

area, which includes extensive docks, oil storage depots and

chemical works, the valley is a valuable site for nature

conservation. Birds such as cormorants, herons, turnstones,

curlews and shelducks are all common to this region.

Further inland the character becomes more open and two

substantial bands of farmland follow the slopes of the valley.

In the north the farmland is predominantly arable, with a

large-scale open field pattern, bearing similarities to the

Lancashire and Amounderness Plain. A large part of this area

is occupied by Liverpool Airport. In the south the farmland

is a mix of arable and pasture although this area is dominated

by the industrial development at Ellesmere Port and Stanlow.

The field pattern has thus become fragmented, with degraded

hedgerows and the invasion of scrub into many fields.

The east of the Mersey valley area has remained relatively

undeveloped until recent years as a consequence of its

extensive mosslands. It is a sparsely populated area
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comprising large-scale, open, flat farmland on the dark, rich

peaty soils of the former mosses. A few small remnants of

semi-natural mossland vegetation remain but in general this

is a highly cultivated landscape dissected by a complex

network of drainage ditches. The area is crossed by roads,

rail links and transmission lines and is badly degraded at the

periphery of urban development.

Physical Influences

This is an area defined largely by its generally low-lying, low-

relief topography. It lies mostly below 20 m AOD, rising

locally to 80 m towards the Shropshire, Cheshire and

Staffordshire Plain. The south side of the valley slopes more

steeply than the north. The surface geology consists

principally of superficial deposits. The valley bottom is

underlain by estuarine and river alluvium bordered in places

by wind-blown sand. Much of the remainder of the area is

mantled by glacial boulder clay with pockets of sand and

gravel. Brick earth deposits are a notable feature near Rixton.

Outcrops of Triassic sandstone bedrock poke through the

superficial deposits to the east and south of Runcorn.

An important feature in the east of the Valley is the

occurrence of peat. These mosslands developed in drainage

hollows in the early post-glacial period. They are most

common on the western fringe of Manchester and include

areas such as Chat Moss and Carrington Moss. Early writers

identified the presence of forest trees within the mosslands

suggesting that the mosses were expanding at the expense

of woodland. Many of these areas have now been drained

and are exploited for market gardening and

industrial/residential use.
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Agricultural land north of the Mersey tends be used for
large-scale arable cropping as shown here at Widnes near
Fiddler’s Ferry Power Station.

The Mersey river has a strong tidal flow constricted by the

narrow strait between the sandstone hills of Liverpool and

Wallasey in the Merseyside conurbation. This constriction

assists tidal scour and the resulting deep waterway is

surrounded by a landscape of docks, oil refineries and heavy

industry. Further inland, the Mersey has been artificially

deepened and channelled to accommodate the Manchester

Ship Canal. 

The Mersey Valley lies between the Lancashire coalfields

to the north and the Cheshire Plain, with its salt and ore

deposits, to the south. With the proximity of these

valuable resources it is not surprising that the areas around

Runcorn and Widnes have become the focus for major

chemical industries.

Historical and Cultural Influences

The Mersey Valley has historically formed a natural frontier

zone of impenetrable marshes. This area represented the

boundary between English Mercia and Danish Northumbria.

The valley may also have formed a provincial boundary

during the Roman period and possibly a tribal frontier even

earlier. This frontier land once contained many

fortifications, most of which have been lost to modern

industrial development.

Important strategic sites were located at Warrington which

represented the lowest bridging point where a Roman road

crossed the valley. This crossing was protected by a Castle

Rock located on the south side of the river, which was

removed in 1862 to improve navigation. There are only

limited remains of ancient fortifications and, following local

government reorganisation in 1974, the valley no longer

represents a regional boundary.

Buildings and Settlement

The establishment of both urban and industrial development

has had a significant effect upon the character of the area.

Major urban centres, such as Runcorn, Widnes and

Warrington, cover much of this area. The predominant

building material is red brick although some sandstone

villages, such as Eastham, are located on the Wirral.

Traditionally the buildings in this region would have been

similar to the half-timbered buildings on the Shropshire,

Cheshire and Staffordshire Plain. However, these have been

engulfed and destroyed by the suburban sprawl of large

housing estates. The village of Hale, adjacent to Liverpool

Airport, has retained its distinctive character with many

thatched houses lining the western approach.

The improved mosslands to the east of the character area
create a flat, open landscape with little woodland.Transport
routes such as the M62 cut through the landscape and form
part of the dense communication network in the area.

Land Cover

The land cover in the valley is dominated by the densely

populated urban areas of Widnes, Warrington, Runcorn and

Ellesmere Port. Large-scale industry has also developed along

the Mersey, especially the oil refineries at Ellesmere Port. The

area around the river crossings at Runcorn and Widnes has

become particularly industrialised and the vast ICI plant at

Runcorn dominates views from across the Shropshire,

Cheshire and Staffordshire Plain and from the M56 motorway.

The area is crossed by roads, rail and transmission lines.

There are two substantial bands of farmland which follow

the slopes of the valley, though these are often fragmented

at the periphery of urban/industrial developments. To the

north of the Mersey the farmland has a large-scale open

character dominated by arable fields which extend up to the

Lancashire Coal Measures. To the south, the area is a mix

of arable and dairying which extends up to the Shropshire,

Cheshire and Staffordshire Plain. Fields are defined by

intermittent hedgerows with isolated hedgerow trees.
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To the east an extensive area of mosslands has restricted

development until recent years. This area has now been

improved for agriculture. It has a network of ditches and a

large-scale open field pattern with woodland restricted to

small isolated blocks. The Manchester Ship Canal links the

estuary to the heart of Manchester, perpetuating the

industrial development of the area.

Major urban areas, such as Warrington, cover much of this
character area.Traditional features such as this stone wall
and the distant church are built from local red sandstone.
Newer buildings tend to be red brick.

The Changing Countryside

● The industrialised nature of much of the area has resulted

in ongoing pressure for the encroachment of industry into

adjacent countryside, particularly at Runcorn. Changes

which have been evident include degradation of farmland

around existing industrial development.

● There has been pressure for expansion of housing land

particularly south-east of Merseyside. The high density of

urban areas has produced requirement for landfill space.

A number of unsympathetic landfill developments (eg

Butchersfield) appear prominently in the landscape.

● The extraction of peat and ongoing land reclamation

continue to erode the character of the peatlands

and mosslands.

Despite the substantial industrial development, the valley is
a valuable site for nature conservation, particularly for
birds. For example, this site are Woolston Eyes is an
important wetland habitat.

Shaping the Future

● Vacant land within existing industrial areas has potential

for development or more intensive use.

● Landfill schemes should be planned and designed to fit

in with the valley landscape.

● The management of over-mature hedgerows and the

need for woodland planting should be addressed.

● The conservation and management of mossland areas are

particularly important to the east of the area.
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Glossary

AOD: Above Ordnance Datum
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