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Summary
This report presents the results of an on-site visitor survey of Esher Commons South. The survey has
been devised to enhance our understanding of recreational access on Esher Common. Esher
Commons is a SSSI covering 360.85 ha of mainly lowland heathland (250.05 ha) and broadleaved
semi-natural woodland (108.47 ha) with ponds. This survey provides background information
necessary to demonstrate how well the site is used as a basis for planning decisions. Specifically this
survey has been commissioned to investigate the current usage of the site and its potential to cater
for more visitors. The data will also be used as a base line to compare usage with respect to
intended improvements.
Visitor fieldwork involving interviews and counts of people took place at two locations with 16 hours
of standardised recording taking place at each location. Interviews asked questions relating to
choice of site, route taken, locations of additional site visited, home postcode and some simple
visitor profile information.
All of the visitors were on short visits/day trips from home, typically visiting for a relatively short
period (for example 90% were visiting for less than 2 hours and 41% for less than and hour) and
most interviewees were regular visitors (about 40% of interviewees visited ‘most days’). Dog
walking was the most frequently recorded activity (70.5% of groups) and a third of those dog walkers
visit daily. Walking was the second most commonly cited activity, with 11.4% of interviews involving
people walking without dogs. Other activities included horse riding, exercise, cycling, outing with
family and birdwatching.
More than half of all visitors had travelled to the site by car and a further 30% travelled on foot and
two groups travelled by train. Foot visitors tended to travel 1.5km to reach the site whilst those
visiting by car travelled twice that distance on average. Apart from those travelling by train, all
visitors lived within 6.3km of the site. The main reason attracting people to the site was that it was
close to home and that they were passing through as part of a longer route.
Interviewees were asked where they had been during their visit and routes mapped. The length of
the routes varied between users, for example the typical (median) route for dog walkers was 3.8km,
for horse riders was 7.52km, for exercise was 4.2km, for walkers was 3.6km. All routes through
Esher Common South formed a part of a longer route through the adjacent commons- particularly
Oxshott and North Esher.
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1.

Introduction

1.1

Esher Commons includes much of Arbrook, Esher, Oxshott, West End and Fairmile
Commons is a 360.85 hectare SSSI in the north-east of Surrey. It is owned and managed
by Elmbridge Borough Council and became a SSSI in 1955. Habitats include heathland,
grassland, scrub, woodland and areas of marsh, bog, and open water. A lot of the
heathland areas have been lost to scrub and secondary woodland as there has been no
grazing for several years on the common. Heathland restoration management is helping
the recovery of heathland plant species.

1.2

Esher Common is renowned for its invertebrate species - over 2000 have been found on
the site, of which a great number are nationally scarce or rare. These include the
brilliant emerald dragonfly (Somatochlora metallica), the small red damselfly
(Ceriagrion tenellum), and the white letter hair-streak butterfly (Strymonidia w-album).
Scattered areas of heath survive, and are dominated by ling Calluna vulgaris where the
soil is dry. This is often mixed with bell heather Erica cinerea or bracken Pteridium
aquilinum, supporting a range of characteristic heathland insects including the scarce
silver-studded blue butterfly Plebejus argus.

1.3

Dense scrub and woodland covers most of the area which used to be heathland. These
areas are dominated by gorse Ulex europeaus birches Betula pubescens and B. pendula
and grey sallow Salix cinerea. There are significant areas of woodland comprised of
birch, willow, sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus and pedunculate oak Quercus robur, and
further large areas are covered in pine plantation.

1.4

The focus of this work is an area roughly 19ha is size that is part of Esher Commons
South (Map 1) which falls within the 43ha SSSI unit. The site is bordered by roads on
two sides with the A3 separating the south area from the rest of Esher Common. The
site is bordered by housing to the east (Oxshott) and west (Fairmile). Esher Commons
South has a car park with capacity for around 30-50 cars on the southern side on Sandy
Lane. There is limited roadside parking around the site due to housing and the A3
bordering the site to the north but there is a well used car park on the A244 north of
the A3.

1.5

From the car park there is a network of informal paths through the woodland which
lead to the main thoroughfare within the site. This wide sandy track runs from Oxshott
Heath in the south, diagonally across the site and over the A3 footbridge into Esher
Common to the north. This main route has good signposting for horse riders and there
are two junctions along the track with routes heading to the north west and the north
east.

1.6

Ockham and Wisley Commons is the nearest SSSI unit belonging to the Thames Basin
Heaths Special Protection Area (SPA). The SPA unit lies 5km to the south west of Esher
Common South on the outside of junction 10 of the M25. Wisley Common is near to the
RHS gardens and cafe at Wisley and Ockham is very close to the M25 and has a
semaphore tower both of which are popular attractions to visitors.
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1.7

Esher Commons South already has recreational access and could be managed as a
Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace (“SANG”), potentially attracting people that
might otherwise visit the heaths. SANGs are envisaged as a potential way of reducing
visitor pressure on the heaths, thereby providing a mechanism by which the region can
accommodate new housing without adverse affects on the integrity of the European
Protected heathland sites. For potential sites to function as effective SANGs they must
act as an alternative to the heaths, attracting people who would otherwise visit the SPA
/ SAC. The choice of location, size of site and features of the site are therefore critical
and important to get right. Natural England has drawn up clear guidelines for SANGs in
the Thames Basin Heaths and there is also an increasingly strong evidence base
identifying the catchment, draw and potential effectiveness of SANGs.

Aims and Objectives of this work
1.8

The aim of this report is to determine the current usage of the site and provide data to
assess the potential capacity for increased level of use if Esher Common South. A small
visitor survey, involving counts of people and questionnaires, was conducted in order to
identify the current levels of recreational use, types of access currently taking place and
the ‘catchment’ of the site.

1.9

This report therefore aims to:


Understand who visits Esher Common South, what activities they undertake and
how frequently



Understand where people go and how they behave while visiting the site



Make the links between where people live and their access patterns



To estimate additional visitor capacity for the site

5

2.

Methods

2.1

On-site visitor fieldwork was conducted by two field surveyors at one fixed site with an
additional surveyor roaming along the main path within the site (Map 1), each location
was sampled for 8 sessions. Each session was two hours, and they were spread over
the day (covering the periods 07:00-09:00; 10:00-12:00; 13:00-15:00; 17:00-19:00). The
eight sessions were equally split between a weekend and weekday on the 9th and 10th
July 2010. The two surveyors switched locations between sessions.

2.2

During each two hour period the surveyor collected two sets of data, count data and
interview data. The count data involved a tally of visitor numbers and the interview
data involved face-to-face questionnaires with a sample of people at each access point.
The surveyor positioned at the car park on Sandy Lane moved around the car park to
catch people as they entered and exited the site whereas the roaming surveyor
followed the main paths and approached visitors within the site in order to catch
people who were passing through the site.

2.3

The count data involved a tally, recording the numbers of people (and the number of
groups) passing the surveyor. Counts were maintained separately for each direction
people were passing (i.e. entering and leaving if at an access point). Numbers of dogs
and horses were also counted.

2.4

As many people leaving as possible were interviewed. The sample of people
interviewed was randomised through the surveyor approaching all people leaving (as
long as they are not already interviewing others). Only one person (selected at random)
from each group / party was interviewed. The following survey protocol was followed:

2.5



Surveyors all carried photo ID and were wearing high visibility jackets.



A sign was posted in the car to indicate that a visitor survey was taking place
(relevant access points only)



No unaccompanied minors were approached or interviewed.

A copy of the questionnaire is provided in Appendix 1.The questionnaire was reasonably
brief and asked questions relating to:


Transport used to reach the site



Activities undertaken



Other parts of the area visited



Visitor profile: age, employment status etc.



Home postcode and whether a local resident or visiting tourist



Problems with other user groups in the area



Route travelled on site
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2.6

Information on people’s routes was collected using maps in the field, with the
interviewer probing the interviewee about their route and showing the interviewee the
map. Routes were drawn as lines on the map, individually cross-referenced to each
questionnaire. These data were subsequently entered into a GIS as polylines. Within
the GIS (MapInfo 10.0.1) these were then summarised to give a total length of route.

2.7

The home postcode data were used to determine the distance between interviewee’s
homes and the location interviewed. Postcodes from the interview data were
geocoded using a standard Royal Mail postcode database (Postzon™ 100 data) within a
GIS (MapInfo 10.0.1). The linear distance between the postcode and the survey
location was then extracted for all postcodes.
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Map 1: Survey locations for the visitor survey on Esher Commons South and the boundary of the proposed SANGs in red. Ordnance Survey © Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Reference
number 100024882. Contractor licence for the use of OS data provided through Elbridge Borough Council.
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3.

Results

Overview of data
3.1

Visitor surveys were undertaken on the 9th and 10th July 2010 by two surveyors. The
weather was fine and temperatures were hot with many visitors commenting on the
heat.

3.2

A total of 120 groups (and 182 people) were counted ‘entering’ the site during the
standard counts. These counts were conducted over a total period of 32 hours, giving
an overall visitor rate at the sampled locations of 5.7 people per hour ‘entering’.

3.3

Table 1 summarises the counts of people by survey location. More people were
counted within the actual site compared to the car park on Sandy Lane which was
relatively quiet over the two survey days. Surveyors noticed that people were using the
Sandy Lane car park to commute on the train or for parking to go to work locally. The
surveyors also noted that the car park on the A244 to the north of the A3 was much
busier with around 25 cars parked on one occasion. Only 7 interviews were conducted
at the Sandy Lane car park compared to 37 within the site. Three times as many groups
and people and four times as many dogs were counted within the site compared to the
car park. No horses entered the site via the car park compared with 17 horses recorded
passing through the site over the two days.

3.4

The site was busiest in the morning with 80% of groups entering the common before
noon (42.5% between 07:00-09:00 and 37.5% between 10:00 - 12:00).

3.5

A total of 44 interviews were conducted. One interview was conducted per group and
accounting for group size, the questionnaires involved a total of over 61 people
accompanied by 30 dogs. Group size (of those interviewed) ranged from 1 to 4 (with a
median of 1). Over 68% of interviewed groups were recorded as containing one person
and 95% of groups contained 2 or less people.

3.6

There were 6 people approached that had previously been interviewed and who were
not re-interviewed. There were 27 refusals in total with 5 refusals at the car park and
22 within the site. The majority of refusals were from cyclists and joggers.

Table 1: The number of groups, people, dogs and horses recorded entering the site at the two different survey locations.

Car park
Roaming
Total

Groups
27
93
120

People
42
140
182

Dogs
20
80
100

Horses
0
17
17

Types of visitors and activities undertaken during visit
3.7

Just under two thirds of the respondents were female (61.4%) and more than a third of
people in the groups interviewed were between 41 and 65 years of age (65.5%) and
11.5% were over the age of 65. There was only one person under the age of 18 in all of
9

the 44 groups indicating that the site isn’t used that extensively by families with young
children. The remaining 21.3% of people within the 44 groups were aged between 18
and 40. When asked whether any members of the group had any mobility difficulties, all
responses were ‘no’.
3.8

All visitors interviewed were visiting from home (i.e. no holiday makers were
interviewed). Dog walking was the activity that was categorised as the main activity for
the most interviews; it was the main activity for 31 interviewees (70.5%) all of whom
were out dog walking on their own. The next most popular activity was walking; this
was the main activity for 5 interviewees (11.4%).

3.9

The only other activities recorded were horse riding (9.1%), exercise (6.8%), and
birdwatching / wildlife watching (2.3%) as the main activity. Cycling and ‘outing with
children/family’ were recorded for the first time as secondary activities, although only
nine interviewees listed a secondary activity.

Time spent at the interview location
3.10

Over 90% of interviewees spent less than two hours at the site, with a little under half
(41%) of all groups interviewed were visiting for less than one hour and more than half
visiting for one to two hours (52.3%) (Table 2). Only three interviewees (6.8%) were in
the area for between two and three hours and they were undertaking dog walking,
walking and birdwatching / wildlife watching (Table 2).

Table 2: Numbers (%) of groups and the amount of time spent on site. Figures in bold highlight the time period with the
highest number of groups for each activity.

Length of time spent on the site interviewed

3.11

Main activity

Less than 1 hour

1 - 2 hours

2 - 3 hours

Dog walking

12 (27.3)

18 (40.9)

1 (2.3)

Walking

2 (4.5)

2 (4.5)

1 (2.3)

Exercise

3 (6.8)

Total

5
3

Birdwatching / wildlife watching
Horse riding

Total
31

1 (2.3)
1 (2.3)

3 (6.8)

18 (40.9)

23 (52.3)

1
4

3 (6.8)

44

Frequency of Visit
3.12

Across all groups interviewed, over 40% stated that visited the site daily (Table 3).
Around two thirds (63.6%) of all the groups interviewed were dog walkers who visited
daily (34.1%) or weekly (29.5%) (Table 3). Other daily visitors included two people using
the site to exercise.
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Table 3: Numbers (%) of groups by activity undertaken and the frequency with which they visit the site.

3.13

Main activity
Dog walking

Daily

Weekly

15 (34.1)

13 (29.5)

Walking

Frequency of visit
Less than
Monthly
once a
month
2 (4.5)

2 (4.5)

Exercise
Birdwatching /
wildlife watching
Horse riding
Total

Less than
once per
year

3.14
Don't
know
/ first time

Total

1 (2.3)

31 (70.5)

3 (6.8)

2 (4.5)

5 (11.4)

1 (2.3)

3 (6.8)
1 (2.3)

1 (2.3)

3 (6.8)

18 (40.09)

18 (40.09)

1 (2.3)
4

3 (6.8)

3 (6.8)

1 (2.3)

1 (2.3)

44

Time of day
3.15

Over half of all interviewees stated that they visited the site before noon and over a
quarter were either unsure of the time they visit or they had no particular time when
the visited the site (Table 4). Surveyors noted that the site was very quiet in the
afternoon and early evening.

Table 4: Time of day and numbers (%) of groups and people. Percentages are calculated based on the number of groups
interviewed (44) and number of people in the groups (61) rather than the number of responses as interviewees could
indicate multiple time periods.
before
0900
14 (87.5)

Main Activity
Dog walking

0900 1200
9 (56.3)

Walking

1200 1500
2

Exercise
Birdwatching /
wildlife watching
Horse riding
Total

15001700
2 (12.5)

After
1700
4 (25)

1 (6.3)

2 (12.5)

1 (6.3)

Don't know / first visit /
no particular time
7 (43.8)

37

2 (12.5)

5

1 (6.3)

4

1 (6.3)

16

Total

1

1 (6.3)

1 (6.3)

11

4

2 (12.5)
3

5

4
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Time of Year
3.16

The majority of interviewees stated that they visited all year round, with 88.6% of
groups stating that they did not tend to visit more at a particular time of year and
visited throughout the year. Of those that did tend to visit more at a particular time of
year, 11.4% of interviewees stated that they tended to visit more in the summer. Only
three groups stated that they tend to visit in the spring and autumn more and no one
tended to visit the site more often in the winter. Nearly two thirds of dog walkers also
stated that they tended to visit all year round.
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Table 5: Time of year that people tended to visit most, and numbers and percentages of groups. Percentages calculated
as a proportion of the total groups interviewed (n= 44) rather than the total responses as multiple answers were
accepted.
Total groups

Percentage

Spring

2

4.6

Summer

5

11.4

Autumn

1

2.3

Winter

0

0

Don't know first visit

0

0

Same all year

39

88.6

Mode of Transport
3.17

More than half of all groups interviewed (54.5%) had travelled to the site by car, with
around another third arriving on foot. A small number of people had arrived by bicycle
(around 7% of groups) and very small numbers (around 4.5% of groups) had arrived by
train. Two horse riders were interviewed which constitutes 4.5% of groups. From all
groups arriving by foot, more than half were using the site for dog walking.

Table 6: Transport used to get to the site and the number of people (%) and the main activities that they were
undertaking.
Transport

3.18

Main activity
Dog walking

Bicycle

3.19Train

7 (15.9)

2 (4.5)

1 (2.3)

1 (2.3)

1 (2.3)

Car

Foot

21 (47.7)
3 (6.8)

Walking
Exercise

Horse

Total

3
1 (2.3)
2 (4.5)

24 (54.5)

13 (29.5)

31
5

3 (6.8)

Birdwatching/wildlife
Horse riding

Total

2 (4.5)

1
4

3 (6.8)

2 (4.5)

44

Factors influencing choice of site
3.20

Question nine of the questionnaire addressed the factors influencing interviewee’s
specific choice of site to visit. Factors were coded by the surveyor, and 30 interviewees
gave answers that were coded into six out of 14 categories available. Only two
interviewees gave multiple answers behind their choice of site. Of the remaining 14
interviewees, eight gave no reason which they came to the site and 6 provided free text
explanations. Therefore 46 coded reasons for site selection are displayed in (Table 7)
from a total of 44 interviews.
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Table 7: Factors influencing why people undertaking different activities chose the specific location where interviewed.
Categories (columns) coded by the surveyor during the interview.
Reasons for visiting

3.21

Main activity

Short travel
time from
home
1

Close to
home
10

Dog walking

Particular
wildlife
interest

Good for
dog/ dog
enjoys it
3

Habitat
(e.g.
3.22
Amount of
tree cover/
open habitat)
1

Total

1

Walking

1
1

Birdwatching/wildlife
Horse riding

1

Total

12

15
1

1

Exercise

3.23

Passing
through
as part of
a longer
route

1
3

1

1

3

4

4

1

32

The most common reason given by interviewees was that the site is close to home
(40%). The next most common reason was that the visitors were passing through the
site as part of a longer route. The majority of the interviewees that were passing
through were horse riders. Other reasons described by interviewees that did not fit
into the categories include meeting with a friend and enjoying the peace and quiet.

Issues between user groups
3.24

Visitors were asked whether or not they had experienced any problems with a suite of
user groups: motorbikes, dog walkers, horse riders, cyclists and other users. Just under
half (43%) of the respondents described user conflicts on the site. The most conflicts
were with motorbikes, followed by dog walkers. A number of issues were described
under the category ‘other users’: Strange people, animals spooked by runners
(individuals and groups), arguments between dog walkers about whether or not dogs
should be on leads, tree felling, rubbish left by campers and fly tipping. Specific details
were provided about a lack of restraint with dogs and uncontrolled dogs alarming
horses. There was also a comment that horse riders use paths that they shouldn’t and
can churn up the paths in the winter.

Table 8: The number of user group conflicts described by visitors undertaking different activities.
User group with which conflicts were listed

3.25

Main Activity

Motorbikes

Dog walkers

Horse riders

Dog walking

4

1

2

1

1

Cyclists

Other
5

Walking
Exercise

1

1

Birdwatching / wildlife
Horse riding
Total

2
5

1

4

2

13

1

7

Distance Travelled
3.26

Initial geocoding of the postcodes from the questionnaires successfully located 39 home
postcodes, leaving four questionnaires where the respondent gave the stem of the
postcode but not the full postcode and one which did not match the database. Out of
the 4 respondents who did not give their full postcode, 3 were dog walkers and one was
walking.

3.27

Travel distances according to mode of transport are summarised in Figure 1. The site is
located very close to Oxshott train station and the longest distances travelled were by
the two interviewees that arrived by train. All other visitors (95.5%) for which postcode
data were available travelled less than 6.3km. People arriving by foot and by bicycle are
typically travelling from much closer distances. Those visitors arriving by horse may
have driven from home or stables to the site therefore people arriving by horse and car
tend to live similar distances from the site.
40

Distance travelled (km)

30

20

10

0
Bicycle

Car

Horse
Mode of transport

On foot

Train

Figure 1: Boxplot summarising travel distances (in km) for all interviews where the home location for the interviewee
was identified by postcode (n=39).

Table 9: Travel distances for split by mode of transport. Distances were calculated as the linear distance from the home
postcode (or centre of home town) to the survey location (car park or centre of the site if interviewed by roaming
interviewer).
Mode of Transport
Bicycle
Car
Horse
On foot
Train

Count

Range (km)

Median (km)

2
20
2
13
2

0.694 - 2.219
1.66 - 5.909
2.78 - 6.22
0.329 - 6.125
17 - 36.7

1.456
3.63
4.5
1.569
26.85
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Map 2: Home postcodes of all interviewees with buffers at 0.5, 1, 2, 5, 10, 15, 20, 30 and 40 kilometres. Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown Copyright and database right 2010.
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Map 3: Home postcodes of visitors within 7km of the site (buffers at 0.5km and 1km then at 1km intervals to 7km). Only limited geographic area shown. Contains Ordnance Survey data
© Crown Copyright and database right 2010.
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Map 4: Home postcodes of visitors with points coloured to reflect different activities with buffers at 0.5, 1, 2, 5, 10, 15, 20, 30 and 40 kilometres. Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown
Copyright and database right 2010.
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Other locations visited
3.28

The most frequently visited other locations listed by nearly 40% of visitors were the
adjacent commons of Oxshott and North Esher. There were 34 additional locations
described by visitors (Table 10). The two nearest locations within the Thames Basin
Heath SPA were listed four times as locations that dog walkers visit in addition to Esher
Common South.

Table 10: Number of times that additional locations were described by visitors undertaking different activities (locations
within the Thames Basin Heath SPA shown in bold).
Dog
walking

Exercise

Horse
riding

Walking

Total

Oxshott Common

11

2

2

2

17

North Esher Common

8

1

4

3

16

Arbrook Common

2

3

1

1

1

1

Location

Birdwatching /
wildlife watching

West End Common
Bookham Common

1

Fairmile Common

1

6
1

2

4
3

1

1

3

Garson Farm

3

Princes Coverts

3

Ashstead Common

1

Box Hill

2

2

Bushey Park

2

2

Cobham

2

Epson Down

1

Okham Common

2

2

Ripley

2

2

Wisley Common

2

Black Pond

1

1

Chatley Heath

1

1

Claygate Common
Hampton Court

3
3
1

2

2
1

1

2

2

1

1

1

1

Headley Heath

1

1

Horseshoe Ridge

1

1

Horton Country Park

1

1

Littleworth Common
Middle Pond

1
1

1
1

Newlands Comer

1

1

Richmond Park

1

1

Sheep Lees

1

1

Silvermere

1

1

Stokes Fields

1

1

Surrey Hills

1

1

The Ledges

1

1

West Humble

1

1

Whinney Hill

1

1

Wimbledon Common

1

1
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Routes
3.29

Routes drawn on paper maps were collected from all but one of the interviewees who
could not work out where they had walked (43 in total). The routes have been mapped
as polylines within the GIS and the total length of each route calculated. These data are
summarised in Figure 2 and Table 11. All route data are shown in Map 5.

3.30

Horse riders travelled the furthest distance through the area (mean length 7.2km)
whereas for all other activities the mean distance covered within the site and
surrounding commons ranged between 3.32 and 4.49km (Table 11). All routes through
Esher Common South were part of a longer route covering the adjacent commons of
Fairmile to the west, Oxshott to the south, Esher to the north and Arbrook to the north
east.

Route length (m)

10000
8000
6000
4000
2000
0
Birdwatching

Dog walking

Exercise

Horse riding

Walking

Activity
Figure 2: Boxplots showing route length per activity.

Table 11: Summary statistics relating to route lengths for each activity type.
Number of
routes

Average length
(km)

Median
Length (km)

Maximum length
(km)

Dog walking

31

3.59

3.80

7.83

Walking

5

3.32

3.60

5.09

Horse riding

4

7.22

7.52

9.73

Exercise

3

4.49

4.18

6.48

Birdwatching / wildlife watching

1

3.52

3.52

3.52

Activity

19

Map 5: All routes recorded from visitors to Esher Common South with the proposed SANGs boundary. Ordnance Survey © Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Reference number
100024882. Contractor licence for the use of OS data provided through Elbridge Borough Council.
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4.

Discussion

4.1

The data presented in this report provides an overview of summer recreational use on
Esher Commons South. Although the visitor survey provides a snapshot of activity at
the site over two days in July, the site is small enough that a good level of coverage was
achieved. The two survey locations most likely intercepted most visitors but a few may
have bypassed the surveyors if accessing the site from residential properties bordering
the site.

4.2

The site appears relatively quiet since only 44 groups were interviewed and 182 people
counted over two days. The visitor count data equates to a rate of 1.06 people ha-1 day-1
assuming that double counting did not occur between the car park and roaming
interviewers. When comparing this figure to those derived for SPAs with visitor survey
data we can see that it is very low. For example, Thames Basin Heaths had a visitor rate
of 2.3 people ha-1 day-1 in the 2007 visitor survey spanning 8000ha of heathland and
indeed the visitor rate at Esher is more comparable to that of the New Forest which
experiences 1.2 people ha-1 day-1 and can therefore be regarded as a quiet site (Liley et
al. 2009). Looking at the visitor levels, it seems that the location has capacity for more
visitors.

4.3

The site is mainly used all year round by local dog walkers, horse riders, joggers and
cyclists. Most people pass through Esher Commons South as part of a longer route
through the adjacent commons. It is likely that visitors are passing through as part of a
longer walk because they enjoy the diversity of the adjacent commons, particularly
Esher to the north, which has larger open areas. Access and visitor patterns within the
area therefore need to be considered in this light and the proposed SANGs should be
considered within the wider context of a network of local green space. The links
between the proposed SANG and the wider area are therefore crucial and it will be
important to ensure that safe and well signposted links between the commons are
maintained or even improved as part of any planned changes to the site. The proposed
SANGs area cannot be considered in isolation as none of the visitors restricted their
visits to the proposed area or to Esher Commons South. This area is also a highly locally
used site and it may be the case that additional information, parking and facilities would
need to be provided to draw people from further afield.

4.4

Guidelines for SANGs surrounding the Thames SPA, although not fully adopted by
Natural England, state that SSSIs are not ideal locations for SANGs due to conflicts
between increased visitor numbers and nature conservation objectives (Liley et al.
2009). The nature conservation interest of the site is therefore an important factor in
judging the suitability of this site as a SANGs and therefore its ability to absorb
significantly more people. When considering this location as a SANGs it may be useful
to overlay the visitor route data and look at the highest areas of visitor pressure with
respect to any sensitive features or protected species data. This exercise could better
inform access management measures required to mitigate against damage to the
nature conservation interest of the site. Examples could be changing routes, improved
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signage to direct visitors around the site and more interpretation to communicate the
need for the changes.
4.5

It appears that there are conflicts between user groups, and this may be an issue that
needs to be addressed in order to accommodate higher visitor numbers at the site.
Nearly half of the respondents commented that they had experienced problems with
other groups. Motorbikes and irresponsible dog owners were the most commonly cited
reasons for problems at the site. The high percentage of comments on issues reflects
the local nature of the site whereby people become aware of negative practices if they
are visiting a location that they use a lot and value highly.

4.6

In summary, results from the visitor survey indicate that Esher Common South is used
mainly by regular local dog walkers at a low level- although higher visitor rates could be
seen outside of the holiday period. This location may have the potential to absorb
greater numbers of visitors but the nature conservation objectives of the SSSI need to
be considered carefully to avoid deterioration of the site.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Questionnaire
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Esher Common
Visitor Survey

Q4 How did you get here? single answer only. Add if
necessary: What form of transport did you use?

Q1 Are you on holiday and staying in this area or
visiting from your home? Tick closest, single answer

1 Dog walking

6 Birdwatching / wildlife
watching

2 on foot

2 Walking

7 Horse riding

3 by horse

3 Exercise (inc jogging)

8 Professional dog walking

4 by bicycle

4 Outing with children/family

9 Other (write in):

5 Other (write in)

5 Cycling

only

2 Visiting from home

Q5 How long have you spent / will you spend on
Esher Common South? Tick closest, single answer
only.

Q8 Aside from this location, do you visit any other places for similar purposes as you visited
here today? IF YES: which two or three do you use most often? Multiple answers ok. Do not
prompt. Record locations with as much detail as possible. Leave blank if no locations named.

1:

3 Other: note details below:

Q2 On average, over the past year, how often have
you visited this area? By “this area” we mean Esher
Common south (show map if necessary)? Tick closest

answers ok, tick as appropriate

1 Car

Good am / pm. Please could you spare me
some time to take part in a short survey about
your visit today. The survey is being
conducted for Elmbridge Borough Council.

1 On holiday

Q7 What is the main activity you are undertaking today? No prompt. Multiple

1 Less than 1 hour

2:

2 1 - 2 hours

3:

3 2 - 3 hours

4:
Additional details / sites / specific location:

4 More than 3 hours

answer. Single answer only.
1 Daily
2 Weekly
3 Monthly

Q6 Do you tend to visit this area more at a particular time of year? Multiple answers ok
1 Spring

4 Winter

4 Less than once a month
5 Less than once per year

2 Summer

6 Don’t know / first time
3 Autumn

5 Don’t know / 1st
visit
6 Same all year

Q3 Do you tend to visit this area at a certain time of
day? Tick closest, multiple answers ok
1 Before 9am

If same all year: Does the area tend to be busier in the
summer or the winter?

Q9 What made you come here, specifically, rather than other local sites? Multiple
answers ok. Do not prompt. Tick closest answers as appropriate. Use free text box for
reasons that didn’t fit with categories/extra detail.
1 Don’t know / others in party
chose

8 Attractive scenery/views

2 Close to home

9 Particular wildlife interest

3 Short travel time from home

10 No livestock

4 Good /easy parking

11 Safe for dog to run off lead

5 Feel safe here/safety issues

12 Good for dog/dog enjoys it

6 Familiarity (with tracks/site etc)

13 Passing through as part of a longer
route

7 Choice of routes/ability to do
different circuits

14 Habitat (e.g. amount of tree cover/
open habitat)

2 Between 9am and 12
3 Between 12 and 3pm

7 Summer

8 Winter

9 Neither

10 Don’t know

4 Between 3 and 5pm
5 After 5pm
6 No / Don’t know / first visit

Free Text: other reasons / detail. Draw out site specific features and note details here.

Now I’d like to ask you about your route today. Looking at the area shown on this map, can you
show me where you parked (if travelling by car) and where you started your walk or visit today.
And the finish point. And your route please ? Probe to ensure route accurately documented. Use P to
indicate parking, E to indicate start point and X to mark exit and mark route with a line. Use solid line for
actual route and dotted line for expected / remaining route.
TICK IF GPS USED INSTEAD:
GPS NO:

Q13 Do you have any other comments about this area?

START TIME:

Q10 Was your route today a typical length for you? Single tick only
1 Yes, normal

3 Shorter than normal

2 Longer than normal

4 Not sure/visit erratically /first visit/no typical visit

Q11 What (if anything) influenced your choice of route today? Multiple answers ok. Do not prompt.
Tick closest answers as appropriate. Use free text box for reasons that didn’t fit with categories/extra detail.
1 Rainfall

5 Time available

2 Daylight

6 Muddy tracks/paths

3 Cold

7 It is my usual route

4 Other users

8 Forestry Operations / Management

Free Text: other reasons / detail:

Q12 Have you experienced any problems, in this general area, with the following user groups ?
Read out list, insert “other” to match interviewee. If problem, tick and then say: Please give details.

Finally, so that we can check whether we have a representative sample, please answer the
following questions. This information will not be used for anything else.
Q14 What is your full home postcode?
If unable/refusal to give postcode: What is the name of the nearest village/town?

Q15 How many of your party fall into the following age categories? Enter number

Details
1 Motorbikes

1 Under 18

4 41-65

2 18-40

5 Older than 65

2 Dog walkers

Q16 Do you or any of your party have any mobility difficulties? Single tick only

3 Horse Riders

1 Yes

4 Cyclists
5 Other Users

2 No

3 Don’t know / refusal

THAT IS THE END. THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR TIME

SURVEYOR TO COMPLETE AFTER INTERVIEW FINISHED:
Questionnaire No.:

Gender of respondent (M / F):

Group size (total people):

Date:

Number of dogs:

Surveyor:

Time:

Dog(s) seen off leads? Y/N

Interview location

Location:

Interview conducted part way through route (tick if yes)

Accompanying map? (tick for yes, x for no):

