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ABOUT THE UNIT 

In this geography unit of four programmes, we cover our local linen and textiles industries, Northern Ireland canals 

and water management.  The unit has cross curricular links with science.

BROADCAST DATES       BBC2 12.10-12.30PM

Programme Title Broadcast Date

7 Geography - Textile Industry 10 March 2003

8 Geography - Linen 17 March 2003

9 Geography - Canals 24 March 2003

10 Geography - Water 31 March 2003

PROGRAMME - TEXTILE INDUSTRY 

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the programme, pupils should be able to

• understand the creation and production of lycra

• identify the differences between synthetic and natural materials

• understand the industrial development of linen-making in Ireland

• understand the making of linen from ancient times to modern-day production

ABOUT THE PROGRAMME

This programme compares the manufacture of two very different fi bres – linen and lycra. One is a natural fi bre 

and the other synthetic. Northern Ireland has been associated with the textile industry for many years. The North-

west in particular has strong links through its supply of materials and fabrics to multinational clothing companies. It 

manufactures both natural and synthetic fabrics through Herdmans Mill in Sion Mills and Dupont at Maydown.

In the programme, two children are guided through the processes used to manufacture linen and lycra, and the 

histories of the two fabrics are compared.

       

Natural Fibre – Linen
Linen has been used as a fabric for over ten thousand years. From the time of the early lake dwellers in Europe 

through the age of the Pharaohs to modern times, linen has played an important role. It has both made history and 

preserved it. Linen comes from the fl ax plant, ‘linum usitatissimum’ or ‘most useful linen’. This fi bre has contributed to 

our vocabulary – we still speak of a blonde person as being ‘fl axen-haired’, an unmarried woman was called a spinster 

because traditionally only unmarried women spun fl ax, and lingerie got its name because at one time underwear was 

made only from linen.

The Bible makes reference to linen and it was used in ancient Egypt. Mummies were wrapped in shrouds of fi ne linen 

and over forty different designs of loin cloths have been discovered. The spread of the printed word owes much to the 

versatility of linen – it was used for making paper and linseed oil was used to make printing ink.

While linen has a glorious past, the linen industry needs to concentrate on the future. Linen plays an important role in 

the world of clothing and household textiles, but despite advances in technology, the basic process of manufacturing 
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linen has remained the same. Linen must compete with younger, newer fabrics in a world-wide market and traditional 

manufacturers must rise to this challenge in order to survive.

The Natural Process – from fl ax to linen…

• Flax is no longer grown commercially in Ireland. It is now grown in the milder climate of Belgium or Northern 

France and imported to Ireland. Flax takes three months to grow – it is sown in the spring and harvested in 

summer. When it was grown in Ireland, it was sown on St Patrick’s Day and harvested on the 12th of July.

• After harvesting, the fl ax goes through a process called ‘scutching’, which extracts the valuable fl ax fi bres. These 

are then graded for quality before being baled.

• The scutched fl ax is delivered to the spinning mill where it is hackled (or combed) and then spun into yarn.

• The yarn is woven on looms into linen. 

• The linen is exported all over the world.

Key words used during 

programme:

TEXTILE, FABRIC, FIBRE, SEW, HARVEST, NATURAL, FLAX, MILL, SPINNING, 

SCUTCHING, YARN, LOOM, ECONOMY, LINEN, IMPORT, EXPORT.

Synthetic Fibre – Lycra

Lycra is a synthetic fi bre developed thirty years ago by Dupont’s research into synthetic fi bres. Dr W Carothers, the 

inventor of Nylon and Neoprene, had worked in their experimental research centre. 

Lycra is stronger and more durable than elastic fi bres. It can be stretched four to seven times its original length but 

will instantly return to its original size when released. Unlike most fi bres, it is resistant to degradation by sunlight, sea 

water, chlorine and many other common oxidants. Lycra was fi rst produced at Maydown in 1969 and has become one 

of the most important fabrics in use today, particularly in the fashion industry.

The Synthetic Process – from Chemical to Lycra

• The raw chemical materials are imported and stored in large tanks.

• The chemicals are mixed together in vats.

• This substance goes through a process called polymerisation where it becomes like sticky treacle.

• This treacly substance is forced at very high temperatures through spinnerets which contain very small holes rather 

like shower heads. It emerges into spinning cells as fi ne streams.

• The streams are dried and the moisture evaporated.

• The streams are wound onto ‘cakes’ of Lycra.

• The Lycra is exported all over the world.

Key words used during 

programme:

SYNTHETIC, ELASTIC, CHEMICAL, VATS, SPINNING, EVAPORATE, IMPORT, 

EXPORT.
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  -  Before the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                                      Individual 

Investigation The children could go through their clothes 

at home and make a list of what they think is 

synthetic or natural.  

Science

Investigating the

properties of 

materials.

Group

Discussion Explain and discuss the keywords.

Explore the differences between synthetic 

and natural, for example, food, clothing and 

roofs.

What other natural and synthetic substances 

occur in everyday life?

English

Developing oral 

skills.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  -  After the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                                      WHOLE CLASS

Investigation Take an item of clothing made from lycra 

and stretch it. Do the same with linen. 

Compare the effects of this stretching on the 

two materials.

Experiment with the effect of water on linen 

and lycra – what happens to the materials 

when they are wet and what is the difference 

between them when they dry?

Visit the Ulster Museum and explore the 

Egyptology Department and the Local 

History Department.

The class could visit factories in their area to 

fi nd out what exactly they produce, how it is 

made and what happens to it when it leaves 

the factory. 

Explore the differences between import and 

export.

Science

Investigating the

properties of 

materials.
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ABOUT THE UNIT 

In this geography unit of four programmes, we cover our local linen and textiles industries, Northern Ireland canals 

and water management.  The unit has cross curricular links with science.

BROADCAST DATES       BBC2 12.10-12.30PM

Programme Title Broadcast Date

7 Geography - Textile Industry 10 March 2003

8 Geography - Linen 17 March 2003

9 Geography - Canals 24 March 2003

10 Geography - Water 31 March 2003

PROGRAMME - LINEN

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the programme pupils should be able to

• understand the history of linen

• understand and identify the stages in linen production

• identify linen material and what it can be used for

ABOUT THE PROGRAMME

The programme looks at the production of linen, how it forms a central part of our industrial heritage and today’s linen 

production methods.

The programme is divided into several sections. The introduction explains what linen is. As the oldest fabric known 

to man, it was used extensively in ancient Egypt where it appeared in many illustrations. Egyptian linen can be seen 

today wrapped around the mummy in the Ulster Museum.

Linen’s versatility assures its continued use – for clothes, household goods (including tea towels, table cloths, wall 

coverings, sheets and pillowcases) and it has also been used for aircraft wings, army uniforms, tents and kitbags.

The programme shows how linen is produced from fl ax, a plant that thrives in warm, damp soil.

Flax was once widely cultivated in Ireland, but most linen manufactured here today uses fl ax imported from Belgium 

and Northern France. We see the anatomy of the fl ax plant and follow some stages the manufacturing process.

THE STAGES OF LINEN PRODUCTION

Harvesting:  pulling rather than cutting in order not to shorten the fi bres.

Retting:  beating the fl ax straw to remove the woody matter.

Weaving:  making cloth by crossing one set of threads over and under another set of threads.
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Bleaching, dyeing and fi nishing:

   to produce the fi ne white of coloured cloth, this includes ‘beetling’ (a process in which linen 

cloth was pounded for anything from a day to a fortnight in order to produce a high gloss).

Technological change is explored and an archive fi lm, ‘The Wee Blue Blossom’, is shown.

After a brief history of linen in Ulster, the fi nal section of the programme looks at the most up-to-date methods in local 

linen production, including the use of computers, international markets and environmental considerations. It shows 

how manufacturers today must take steps to ensure that the water that is used at so many stages of production 

returns to rivers in a pure, clean state. A number of underlying themes could be developed, for example, linen as a 

natural fabric, the effects of technology on industry and the effects of industry on the environment.

Key words used during 

programme:

Key words and concepts: fl ax, lint, dam, retting, scutching, spinning, doffi ng, 

weaving, weaving shed, dyeing, beetling, fi nishing, pollution, effl uent.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  Before the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS

Discussion Talk about the clothes you are wearing and 

the fabrics they are made from. What fabrics 

do you use at home and where do they 

come from?

English

Develop oral skills.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  After the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS
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Discussion

Writing

Discuss the many uses of linen and the 

reasons why it is such a versatile fabric.

Visit a spinning mill or a weaving factory.

Visit the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, 

Cultra (see Resources).

Visit the Benburb Heritage Centre (see 

Resources) and compare an old weaving 

factory with a modern one.

Discuss how issues affect industry – for 

example the impact of technological change 

and the importance of caring for the 

environment.

Get each pupil to write to an ancient 

Egyptian explaining how linen is made 

today. Try to remember to use the special 

words for each of the processes and think 

about which methods you can use that an 

ancient Egyptian would not have had.

English

Develop oral and 

written skills.

                                   INDIVIDUAL
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RESOURCES

Irish Linen Centre

The Irish Linen Centre is part of the town museum in Lisburn. It follows all aspects of the linen-making industry from 

the seventeenth century until today.  It features a short fi ctionalised audio-visual presentation on a linen fi rm’s history. 

You see what a spinner’s cottage or a bleak Victorian mill were like, or look at the collection of old costumes.

Contact:

Irish Linen Centre

Market Square

Lisburn

County Antrim

BT28 lAG.

Ferguson Linen Centre

Fergusons in Banbridge, the exclusive producer of double damask linen, has an exhibition centre that tells the story of 

linen and the history of the company.

Contact:

Ferguson Linen Centre

Scarva Road

Banbridge

County Down

BT32 3AU.

Web site: www.fergusonsirishlinen.com/factorytour/index.htm

Benburb Valley Heritage Centre

A former linen mill now houses the Benburb Valley Heritage Centre, which contains a good collection of linen-making 

machinery and a steam engine. You can experience the sights and sounds of warping, weaving, dyeing and beetling. 

Contact:

Benburb Valley Heritage Centre

Benburb

County Tyrone

BT71 7LZ.

The Irish Linen Guild

The Irish Linen Guild has a web site containing lots of information on linen-making in Ireland. It also produces a 

number of leafl ets about linen, including ‘Irish Linen, Nature’s Fabric’ and ‘Irish Linen, A History’. 

Contact 

The Irish Linen Guild

5c The Square

Hillsborough

County Down

BT26 6AG

Tel: 02892 689999

Fax: 02892 689968 

Web site: www.irishlinen.co.uk/

The Ulster Folk and Transport Museum

The Ulster Folk and Transport Museum at Cultra produce a range of publications on linen. These include ‘Linen: 

Continuity and Change’ (in association with the Irish Linen Guild) and illustrations of the Irish Linen Industry in 1783 

by William Hinks. They also have a permanent exhibition on linen and often have linen days with demonstrations of 

traditional manufacturing techniques. 
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Contact:

The Education Offi cer

Ulster Folk and Transport Museum

Cultra

Holywood

County Down

BT18 0EU 

Tel: 02890 428 428

Fax: 02890 428 728

Web site: www.nidex.com/uftm/index.htm

NORTHERN IRELAND CURRICULUM

Geography: methods of geographical enquiry, physical environments; human environments; issues in a 

changing world.

History: knowledge and understanding of history; acquiring and evaluating historical information; 

technology and change in Victorian times in industry and agriculture.

Science: knowledge and understanding of science and human infl uences on the earth; energy.

English: Talking and listening, reading and writing.

Art & Design: Investigating; realisation.

Photographs

Ulster Folk + Transport Museum 

(WA Green Collection, Ref. Nos. 1019 and 1023)

1 ‘Spinning and winding yarn, early 20th century’.

2 ‘Breaking fl ax and scutching, early 20th century’.

Photograph reproduced with the kind permission of the Trustees of the Ulster Museum:

3 ‘Woman at loom in an old weaving factory’. (From the Hogg Collection Ref. No: H10/31/13)
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ABOUT THE UNIT 

In this geography unit of four programmes, we cover our local linen and textiles industries, Northern Ireland canals 

and water management.  The unit has cross curricular links with science.

BROADCAST DATES                BBC2 12.10-12.30PM

Programme Title Broadcast Date

7 Geography - Textile Industry 10 March 2003

8 Geography - Linen 17 March 2003

9 Geography - Canals 24 March 2003

10 Geography - Water 31 March 2003

PROGRAMME - CANALS

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the programme pupils should be able to

• describe the development of our inland waterways

• identify why canals fell into disuse

• describe why canals are being restored

• describe modern-day uses of canals

ABOUT THE PROGRAMME

Jamie Darling goes out and about in the Ulster countryside to discover our forgotten canals. The story begins in the 

old Tyrone coalfi elds and Jamie traces the development of our inland waterway system, which was designed to carry 

local coal to Dublin and Belfast. Some Key Stage 2 pupils show Jamie around the Newry Inland Canal and Ship 

Canal. We learn about the heyday of the canals and some of the problems that beset them. We learn how the advent 

of the railways sounded the death-knell of our canals as viable commercial routes. Jamie explores the remains of 

the old Lagan and Coalisland Canals and fi nds that a section of the Lagan Canal between Sprucefi eld and Moira 

now lies under the M1 Motorway. We see work in progress at the Island site in Lisburn where an old canal lock is 

being restored. Then it’s over to the newly restored Shannon-Erne Waterway, which provides a model of what can be 

achieved in bringing a derelict canal back to life. All the leisure activities and rural regeneration that follow restoration 

are highlighted. Our story ends with the Ulster Canal and the hopes of canal enthusiasts and local people that it will 

soon be restored and prove to be an artery bringing new life-blood to some quiet corners of the Province. 

In the beginning

From early times, man has used rivers and lakes as a means of transport. In densely wooded country like Ireland 

once was, waterways were vital arteries for travel and communication. In the ninth century, the Viking Turgesius sailed 

up the River Shannon into Lough Ree and up the River Bann into Lough Neagh. Where the rivers were too shallow or 

a natural barrier such as a waterfall blocked their passage, the Vikings would lift their longships out of the water and 

drag them overland around the obstacle. 

Over the centuries, people have been constantly searching for ways of making natural rivers more useful to 

humankind. Over 2000 years ago, the Chinese invented vertically rising gates through which boats could be hauled 

upstream or lowered downstream. This method wasted a lot of water, so the early Chinese experimented with 

slipways. They then developed pound locks, where a chamber was built into a weir wall with vertically rising upper and 
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lower gates into which a boat could be fl oated and raised and lowered. But it was left to Leonardo da Vinci to invent 

the swinging or mitre gates that we still use today. No one has managed to improve on his design.

The Canal Age

The fi rst canal in Ireland was cut in the twelfth century. Known as The Friar’s Cut, it allowed boats to pass from Lough 

Corrib to the sea at Galway. But the real Canal Age in Ireland began in the eighteenth century. The story begins in 

deepest Tyrone with the discovery of coal deposits. How could this ‘black gold’ be transported from Tyrone to the 

hearths and factories of the capital Dublin? The state of the roads at the time made transportation overland next to 

impossible. Arthur Young, writing on his tour of Ireland (1776–1779), commented that ‘on tolerably level ground a 

single horse cart could draw a load of one ton’.  A barge on water drawn by a single horse can carry as much as 70 

tonnes perhaps more slowly but still increasing the effi ciency by about 35 times. 

The Newry Canal

A plan was made to transport coal from the Drumglass Colliery near Coalisland on horse-drawn barges via Lough 

Neagh and onto the Port of Newry where the same boats would hoist sail and proceed to Dublin by sea, sailing close 

to the coast. So in 1731 work began on the Newry Canal, which was to link one of Ireland’s chief ports with Lough 

Neagh by means of a cut connecting Carlingford Lough with the Upper Bann near Portadown. The Newry Canal 

was the fi rst true summit level canal in the British Isles. Completed in 1742, it rises up through four locks to cross the 

high ground and then drops down through nine locks to reach sea level at Newry. The Newry Ship Canal, which was 

completed below the town between 1759 and 1769, allowed larger vessels access to Newry Dock. The Victoria Sea 

Lock marks the seaward end of the Newry Ship Canal and is designed to keep the canal and sea separate, ensuring 

that the level of the ship canal does not rise or fall with the fl ow of the tide.

The Tyrone Navigation (The Coalisland Canal)

In 1733, work began on the Tyrone Navigation, which was to link the Tyrone coalfi elds with Lough Neagh via the River 

Blackwater. Although this canal was never successful due to the fact that it was built three miles east of the chief 

mining area, it is an interesting piece of engineering as it includes the only examples in Ireland of ‘inclined planes’, 

locally known as ‘dry hurries’, which were designed to raise and lower boats quicker than a lock or series of locks 

might have done. An inclined plane is a slope with big rollers on which the boats could be pulled up and down. The 

boats going down the slope were connected by chains round pulleys to the boats to be hauled up. The dry hurries 

were not a success and before long this part of the canal was abandoned and coal had to be carted to Coalisland to 

be loaded onto canal barges there.

The Lagan Canal

The River Lagan carved a way through the hills to within about six miles of Lough Neagh and when coal was 

discovered in County Tyrone, the idea of creating a navigable link with Belfast became very attractive. The 

construction of the Newry Canal added a new urgency to the necessity of developing Belfast as a port to rival Newry. 

The navigation was opened to traffi c from Belfast to Lisburn in September 1763. But it was 30 years before the Lagan 

Canal reached Lough Neagh and the fi nal link in the Northern network connecting Newry, Coalisland and Belfast was 

completed. However, there were frequent delays on the Lagan Canal due to fl oods damaging the banks, silting of the 

waterway and shortage of water in the summer. At the time, people joked that a vessel could make a round trip to the 

West Indies in the time taken to pass through the Lagan Navigation.

The Ulster Canal

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the idea of linking the lowlands around Lough Neagh with the Erne Basin 

became popular with the more progressive landowners and merchants of Armagh, Monaghan and Fermanagh. The 

46 mile long Ulster Canal was constructed between 1825 and 1842. It ran from Charlemont on the River Blackwater to 

Wattle Bridge on the River Finn, south-east of Upper Lough Erne and was planned as an important section of a great 

waterway that was to cross Ireland from east to west, from Belfast to Limerick.

The Strabane Canal

In 1791, an Act was passed authorising the construction of a four mile canal from the tidal waters of the Foyle, about 

ten miles upstream of Londonderry to Strabane. The canal brought considerable prosperity to Strabane in the fi rst 

quarter of the nineteenth century and the town became a fl ourishing market for all sorts of agricultural produce.
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The Broharris Canal

In the 1820s, a cut was made about two miles long on the south shore of Lough Foyle near Ballykelly towards 

Limavady. It served both as a drainage channel and a navigation, with goods being brought from the port of Derry and 

shellfi sh and kelp from the sand banks along the shore.

The Upper and Lower Bann Navigations

Finally, between 1847 and 1859 important improvements were carried out on both the Upper and Lower Bann. These 

involved dredging and deepening the river courses for the benefi t of both drainage and inland navigation, constructing 

locks on the Lower Bann and building landing slips and small quays at many points around the shores of Lough 

Neagh. 

The canals in decline

For well over a hundred years the Newry and Lagan Canals enjoyed a moderate degree of success. The chief 

cargoes carried from Belfast were imported coal for the industries of the Lagan Valley. Lime and grain were carried 

on the return journey. On the Newry Canal, the trade in coal was not as great as had been expected so the barges 

carried bulk agricultural produce and general merchandise instead. However, by the time the Ulster Canal was 

opened a new rival to the canals had arrived. The fi rst railways were built in the north of Ireland in 1837. In 1852, the 

line between Dublin and Belfast was completed. The section between Portadown and Dundalk through Goraghwood 

ran parallel to the Newry Canal and sounded the death-knell of the Newry Inland Canal as a trading artery. In 1865, 

the Newry and Armagh Railway was completed with a junction at Armagh bringing Newry into direct contact with 

the prosperous Ulster Railway from Belfast. So by 1865, Newry was linked to its hinterland and to the Lough Neagh 

Basin, the Lagan Valley and Belfast by rail. 

The lack of commercial success of the canals led to their neglect by the authorities and they gradually fell into disuse. 

Nowadays the goods once transported by lighters along quiet waterways are carried by container lorries along 

motorways. Indeed a section of the M1 was built on part of the old Lagan Canal route between Sprucefi eld and Moira.

The Present

Now all over Europe canals are being restored and reopened as people realise their potential for leisure-based 

activities and both rural and urban regeneration. This can lead to the creation of permanent sustainable jobs and the 

enhancement of the environment.

The Shannon-Erne Waterway

Begun in 1846, the Ballinamore-Ballyconnell Canal had only nine years in operation before it was abandoned in 1869. 

After 120 years of neglect, the waterway was reduced to a weed-choked channel of broken bridges and missing locks. 

Work began to restore the Ballinamore-Ballyconnell Canal. It was reopened in 1994 as The Shannon-Erne Waterway 

and is now navigable for modern pleasure cruisers who operate the new locks by a push-button electro-hydraulic 

system. Jointly sponsored by both governments, the £30 million cross-border project was carried out over three years, 

reconstructing the canal to modern standards.

The Future

Waterway restoration well established in Great Britain and has begun in the Republic. In Northern Ireland, it is an 

adventure that is just beginning. Nature has given Northern Ireland a good start where inland waterway navigation 

is concerned. With a little human help, the Erne, from Belleek to Belturbet, and the two Banns and Lough Neagh still 

provide more than 100 miles of navigable waterway. Now in varying stages of dereliction, the Ulster Canal, the Lagan 

Navigation and the Newry Canal offer the possibility of another 100 miles. The Ulster Canal, lying half in Northern 

Ireland and half in the Republic, offers the most attractive target for restoration particularly as it would link Lough 

Neagh with the new Shannon-Erne Waterway.
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Date of opening Date of abandonment

Newry Canal     1742    1949/1956

Coalisland Canal   1787    1954

Lagan Canal    1763/1794   1954/1958

Newry Ship Canal   1769    1966

Ulster Canal    1841    1931

Strabane Canal   1796   Strabane/Dysert 1962

Ballinamore-Ballyconnell  1846    1869

Canal

(Shannon-Erne Waterway      re-opened 1994)

Key words used during 

programme:

CANAL, RESTORATION, NAVIGATION, LOCK, AQUEDUCT, BARGE, LIGHTER, 

HAULER, TOWPATH, TOLL, LEISURE, REGENERATION.  

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  Before the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS

Discussion Discuss the meaning of the keywords

Discuss the children’s understanding of what 

a canal is.

Do they know of any canals in Northern 

Ireland?

Is there a canal in your area?

Do the children have any ideas about why 

canals were made and what they were used 

for?

Explain and discuss the key words.

English

Develop oral skills.
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES   After the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS

Discussion Discuss the children’s reactions to the 

broadcast. Had they any idea there were 

so many canals and waterways in Northern 

Ireland?

Would they like to see the canals restored?

How would it benefi t people in Northern 

Ireland if the canals were restored?

Distribute copies of WORKSHEET 1  The 

Cruise of the Callabar. Read the words 

together and discuss what some of the little 

jokes in the song lyrics tell us about what it 

was like to work on a canal long ago.

Distribute copies of WORKSHEET 2 (Canal 

Restoration and the Environment) and read 

and discuss the information given on zebra 

mussels.

Worksheet 1

“The Cruise of the

Callabar.”

Worksheet 2

Canal Restoration

“The World Around 

Us”

English

Reading and 

understanding.

Develop oral skills.
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Map work

Distribute copies of the map on 

WORKSHEET 3. Ask the pupils to look at a 

map of Northern Ireland and then fi ll in the 

names of the towns and villages that border 

the canals marked on their map. Using the 

scale on the map, ask the pupils to work out 

the length of each of the canals.

Ask the pupils to write a letter or an article 

to a local newspaper expressing concern 

about the spread of zebra mussels in 

Northern Ireland’s inland waterways and 

suggesting ways in which that spread might 

be controlled.

Distribute copies of WORKSHEET 4 and 

ask the children to read about the ways in 

which a canal corridor can be developed. 

Ask them to decide which activity or 

development would be most important to 

them and number the advantages beginning 

with one for their favourite etc. This task 

should stimulate some group discussion 

about how people have different priorities 

and how these can be accommodated.

Worksheet 3

“Map”

Worksheet 4

Canal Corridor

Mathematics

Working out length of 

canals.

Geography

 Map work

Resources
Scarva Visitors’ Centre 

Covers the story of canals in Ireland. 

Contact:

Main St

Scarva. 

Tel: 028 3883 2163.

Moneypenny’s Lockhouse

This is a beautifully restored lockhouse on the Newry canal and Ulster Way. It has resources on the history and wildlife 

along the canal and also shows the lifestyle of the lightermen who worked the lock.

Contact:

Angela Lavin

Ulster Way Newry Canal

Portadown

County Armagh

Tel: 028 3832 2205. 
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Shannon-Erne Waterway 

This organisation promotes the use of and education about Ireland’s canals.
Contact:

Shannon Erne Waterway Promotions Ltd

Ballinamore

County Leitrim

Ireland

Tel: 00 353 7844855 

Fax: 00 353 7844856 

web site: www.shannon-erne.com

Ulster Waterways Group

Contact:

4 Brown’s Brae

Holywood

County Down

BT18 0HL

Tel: 028 90 425230

Fax: 028 90 425083

Sustrans

This a charity that promotes sustainable transport. It promotes practical projects to reduce motor traffi c and its 

pollution by encouraging people to walk, cycle and use public transport.

Contact:

Sustrans Northern Ireland

Marquis Building

89-91 Adelaide Street

Belfast

BT2 8FE 

Tel: 028 9043 4569 

Fax: 028 9043 4556 

Web site: www.sustrans.co.uk

E-mail: sustrans.belfast@btinternet.com

Coalisland Experience

 The Coalisland Experience shows Coalisland’s industrial development through the past 300 years. Industries covered 

include potteries, corn milling, canals and brickworks. 

Contact:

Coalisland Experience

Lineside

Coalisland

Tel: 028 8774 8532 

Fax: 028 8774 8695
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ABOUT THE UNIT 

In this geography unit of four programmes, we cover our local linen and textiles industries, Northern Ireland canals 

and water management.  The unit has cross curricular links with science.

BROADCAST DATES                BBC2 12.10-12.30PM

Programme Title Broadcast Date

7 Geography - Textile Industry 10 March 2003

8 Geography - Linen 17 March 2003

9 Geography - Canals 24 March 2003

10 Geography - Water 31 March 2003

PROGRAMME - WATER

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the programme pupils should be able to

• identify suitable reservoir locations

• describe why reservoirs are necessary

• describe the workings of a reservoir

• understand that water can be polluted and how we can prevent pollution

• understand how excessive water consumption is bad for our environment

ABOUT THE PROGRAMME

Water is a commodity essential to all life. We use it for all sorts of different purposes such as drinking, washing, 

sewage treatment and industry.

 

We have a continuous supply of water through a process called the water cycle. When the sun shines on the seas, 

rivers and lakes it turns some of the water into water vapour. This rises in the sky and forms clouds. This is called 

evaporation. When the clouds blow across the land and the temperature drops, the vapour forms into droplets which 

fall back on the land as rain, snow or hail. It then runs back into the sea to continue a cycle that has been maintained 

for millions of years.

The oceans hold 97% of the world’s water and a further 2% is frozen in the polar ice-caps. The remaining 1% not only 

provides all the water we use, but also includes all the lakes and rivers of the world, all the water in the atmosphere 

and all the water in the ground. We depend on the constant recycling of that 1% of water to meet all our needs. 

As rain hits the ground, some of it fl ows into streams, rivers, loughs and artifi cial reservoirs. These are the main 

sources of surface water.

Some of the rain soaks into the ground until it reaches rocks where it is held. We can drill boreholes in the ground 

to collect this water, or it may come out on the hillside in the form of springs. These are the main sources of ground 

water.



http://www.bbc.co.uk/ni/learning/pfocus 17

B B C Northern Ireland Learning

KS 2

Programme 10: Water Geography

Primary Focus
Teacher's Notes

Ground water is purer than surface water as the ground naturally fi lters out pollutants, so surface water needs more 

treatment. The water that requires most treatment comes from lowland rivers where more pollutants are likely to be 

present. The quality of water from both sources also depends on the season.

It is very important that the reservoirs, rivers, lakes and natural underground water stores (aquifers) that are the 

source of all the water that are used by us all at home and work are kept clean and pure. Much of the water used in 

Northern Ireland comes from sources such as the Mourne Mountains and Lough Neagh.

About the programme.

The programme is presented by Donna Traynor in conjunction with local children. It gives pupils the opportunity to 

learn about some of the jobs that people do to provide the goods and services associated with the water industry. The 

local landscape will be examined to show how certain locations are better suited for building reservoirs to harness this 

water. The work associated with the effi cient operation of a reservoir in the Mourne Mountains will be examined and 

this will be followed by an investigation of where our water goes when it leaves the reservoir and how it is used in the 

home and in the workplace. The programme will also be linked to the theme of the Environment and will look at what 

measures have to be taken to prevent water pollution.

The Mountains of Mourne.

The Mournes are comparatively young mountains, composed of hard granite rock. They developed when a vast 

block of ancient shale subsided deep into the earth’s crust. As it did so, the molten granite welled up in stages around 

the sides of the descending block and fi lled in the ‘roof cavity’ left in its place. The granite Mournes were originally 

concealed beneath an overlying mantle of the original shale which has almost all since gone, worn away by millions of 

years of rain, ice and running water.

Since their formation some fi fty million years ago, periodic climatic changes have altered the appearance of the 

mountains. Erosion and deposition occurred during a series of ice ages. Ten thousand years ago the last ice sheets 

retreated, depositing vast quantities of sand and gravel in their wake. This covered the coastal plain to a depth of 

many feet and left granite boulders that had been swept down from the mountains. At higher levels the shape of many 

valleys were modifi ed by the advancing ice. This produced a striking ‘U’ shaped profi le which has proved ideal for the 

recent creation of reservoirs at Ben Crom, the Silent Valley and Spelga. 

Water gathered in the Ben Crom and Silent Valley reservoirs in the heart of the Mourne Mountains supplies 

consumers in Belfast and County Down. These reservoirs gather water from a mountain catchment area that 

extends over most of the High Mournes. The area has an annual rainfall of around 70 inches (1760 mm) of pure and 

unpolluted water that is then piped north to Belfast by gravity. 

The lower Silent Valley dam was completed in 1933 after prolonged diffi culties created by an unexpected depth of 

glacial material. This created a need for deep excavations. This reservoir draws its supply from the catchment area of 

the Kilkeel river. It also collects water diverted from the Annalong Valley through a 3.6 km tunnel that runs through the 

solid rock of Slieve Binnian. 

In 1957, an additional dam was built across a ‘U’ shape valley at Ben Crom. This dam is composed of concrete, 

unlike the earth and rock construction of the Silent Valley dam. Presently the catchments of the Silent and Annalong 

valleys provide about 400,000 consumers with up to 130 million litres of water every day. Nowadays computers help to 

monitor the quality, fl ow and distribution of the water.

Lough Neagh

Lough Neagh is the largest freshwater lake in Great Britain and Ireland. It is also the seventh largest lake in Europe. It 

drains the rainfall from 42% of Northern Ireland’s surface area. Six main rivers fl ow into Lough Neagh. These are:

• the River Maine and Six Mile Water from the Antrim Plateau to the north-east

• the Moyola and Ballinderry rivers from the Sperrins to the west

• the River Blackwater from the south in County Monaghan

• the Upper Bann from the Mournes to the south-east
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• the Lower Bann, which fl ows out into the Atlantic Ocean to the north and is the only outlet from the lough

Lough Neagh is a major source of drinking water, supplying about a third of Northern Ireland’s population. After use, 

much of this water returns to the Lough via sewage treatment works, making the Lough an important waste outlet. 

Over the last century the Lough has slowly become polluted due to the widespread use of chemicals in agriculture.

Facts about water use.

There is increasing water use year by year due to rising living standards and greater leisure facilities. On average 

each person in Northern Ireland uses I28 litres of water each day.

Activity/appliance Domestic Water Usage

Automatic washing machine 100 litres

Bath  77  litres 

Dishwasher  50  litres

Shower  27  litres

WC    9  litres

Drinking and cooking  6.8 litres per person daily.

The quantities of water used by industry are huge.

Item produced Litres of water used in production

One hundred gram bar of chocolate        1 litre 

One litre of beer        7 litres 

Magazine         9 litres 

One kilogram of coffee.        20 litres 

Average family car 15,000 litres 

One tonne of steel 100,000 litres 

Even milk takes water to produce – a cow can drink up to ninety litres a day!

Key words used during 

programme:

Water Cycle, Surface Water, Ground Water, Evaporation, Aquifer, Reservoir, 

Catchment Area, Environment, Pollution, Industry
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES   Before the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS

Map Work

Discussion

Look at a map of Northern Ireland and 

locate the Mountains of Mourne, Lough 

Neagh and the Greater Belfast area. 

Discuss the location of the Mountains of 

Mourne in relation to your school. Has 

anyone in the class ever been to the Silent 

Valley? If they haven’t, what would they 

expect to see when they got there?

Geography

Locating mountains 

in Northern Ireland.

English

Oral Skills

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES   After the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS

Discussion Discuss the problems that engineers may 

face in trying to supply water to an area that 

is a considerable distance away from the 

original source. Refer to the pictures in the 

programme showing the Ben Crom dam and 

the Binnian Tunnel.

Discuss the problems that people working 

for the Water Service might have in locating 

leaks. 

What would be the best way to prevent 

leaks and conserve water?

How is water used in industry? Could 

modern society survive without it?

English

Oral Skills
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Resources.

Web site: www.waterni.gov.uk/

The Water Service web site has an excellent educational section, where there are interactive Flash movies covering 

the water cycle, water treatment, waste water treatment, conservation, pollution, water aid and a water quiz. It also 

has lots of information on what Water Service does. You can also access PDFs with information on each topic 

Contact:

Water Service Customer Service Unit

Water Service, Eastern Division

Westland House

Old Westland Road

Belfast

BT14 6TE

Fax: 028 9035 4755

Tel: 08457 440088.

PDF: www.waterni.gov.uk/pdfs/SVALLEY.pdf

This PDF is a short history for schools of Silent Valley

The Wastewater Centre

The exhibition, which is suitable for students of all ages, shows the past, present and future wastewater treatment 

facilities for Belfast.

Contact:

The Wastewater Centre

115 - 121 Duncrue Street

Belfast

BT3 9JS

Tel: 028 9035 4703

Fax: 028 9035 4792

The Water Bus

The Water Bus visits P5-P7 children in schools throughout Northern Ireland teaching the importance of water and 

promoting the work of Water Service.

URL: www.waterni.gov.uk/home-leisur.htm

Captions for pictures;

Map of the Mourne Mountains showing the location of The Silent Valley.

Sally Lough – one of the scenic woodland walks within the parkland beneath the Silent Valley reservoir.

Diagram of water circulation in a typical house.

View looking over Ben Crom reservoir towards the Silent Valley.

We use water for drinking and cooking as well as for lots of other purposes in our homes.


