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1. Introduction 

1.1 Dorset Coast Forum has undertaken extensive research into the behaviour of recreation 

users in Poole Harbour within six activity categories.  The survey-based research has 

generated an annual spend figure per user for each activity. Dorset Coast Forum wish to 

scale up this figure to understand the actual economic value of each activity within 

Poole Harbour based on the number of users per year.  

1.2 This study has been designed to provide a sample of counts of watersports users and 

bird watchers during the period 10th June and 31st August 2014. In particular, the work 

focuses on kitesurfing, windsurfing, canoeing/kayaking and birdwatching.   

1.3 The data provided here will be scaled up to provide estimates of total numbers of users 

across the whole year.
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2. Methods 

2.1 Surveys of watersports users and birdwatchers were carried out around Poole Harbour 

between 10th June and 31st August 2014. The survey period covers 30 days outside of 

the school holidays and 43 days within the school holidays.  Therefore the sample is not 

fully representative of the whole year, especially for bird watchers who may visit Poole 

Harbour more during the autumn and winter when wintering bird numbers grow. 

2.2 Birdwatcher counts were carried out using two methodologies: automated counters 

installed in 4 bird hides and survey point transects at 4 locations around Holes Bay.  

Watersports users (kitesurfing, windsurfing and kayak/canoeing) counts were 

undertaken at fixed survey points around Poole Harbour. The methods for each 

element of the study are described below. 

Birdwatchers: visitor counters 
2.3 Visitor counters were installed at four locations around Poole Harbour.  Each counter 

was installed outside of the hides at a point along the approach where it was felt that 

people would linger the least.  Sensor locations were also chosen at the narrowest 

points on the approach to the hides to minimise visitors walking side-by-side. All 

counters were removed on the 1st September 2014. The locations, description of the 

counter and date of installation are displayed in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Automated counter installation information 

Location Counter type Installation date Number of days 
installed 

Arne- Shipstal Hide Bushnell Trail Camera1  13th June 2014 79 

Arne- Coombe Heath Hide Bushnell Trail Camera 12th June 2014 80 

Middlebere Hide 
TrailMaster Infrared trail 

monitor (TM550)2 
12th June 2014 80 

Brownsea Island- 
Macdonald Hide 

TrailMaster Infrared trail 
monitor (TM1050)3 

16th June 2014 76 

 

Estimating visitor numbers from camera sensors 

2.4 The images collected from the cameras were screened to remove any images taken 

during set up and in the night. Other images were removed where visitors had 

identified the camera and looked into it or lingered or where the image had been 

triggered by an animal alone. Then a sample of 50 random images were viewed in detail 

for each hide at Coombe Heath and Shipstal (5 sets of 10 spaced through the sequence 

of images).  The sample of 100 images were used to verify the image recording to scale 

                                                           

1 http://www.bushnell.com/all-products/trail-cameras/trophy-cam/trophy-cam-hd 
2 http://www.trailmaster.com/tm550.php 
3 http://www.trailmaster.com/tm1050.php 
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up to total visitors (completed separately for each hide). Images were recorded under 

the following categories: 

 Normal single trigger 

 2 people 

 3 people 
2.5 The relative proportions of each of these types of photos were used to scale up across 

the whole collection of images for each hide. As both cameras were placed in locations 

where visitors had to pass the units twice (entry and exit), the total visitor number 

estimates were then divided by two (see results section). 

Estimating visitor numbers from trail monitors 

2.6 At Middlebere Hide, the boardwalk to reach the hide is sufficiently narrow that we can 

assume that all passes are individuals.  Furthermore there is only one entrance to the 

hide and therefore the total number of passes recorded can be divided by two to 

estimate total visitors to Middlebere Hide. 

2.7 At the MacDonald Hide on Brownsea Island, the path to the hide is a single entrance but 

the entrance is wide.  Therefore we undertook some verification work to estimate the 

number of passes that were individuals and the number that were pairs or even groups 

of three. In a verification period of 1 hour 25% of single triggers were pairs of people 

passing the sensor whilst the remaining 75% were individuals passing the sensor.  This 

validation work was undertaken on Tuesday 29th July between 10:45 and 11:45am. 

Birdwatchers: Holes Bay transects 
2.8 In addition to collecting automated counter data at key hide locations, ten transect 

surveys of key bird watching locations were carried out over the study period (5 outside 

of the school holidays and 5 during the school holidays). In each period (before and 

during the holidays), 3 surveys were carried out on week days and 2 at the weekend. 

2.9 The bird watcher survey points are shown on Map 1.  They were positioned at Upton 

Country Park (site of a now vandalised Bird Hide), the shoreline in front of MacDonalds 

on the Holes Bay Road, the shoreline from the railway heading south and the shoreline 

from Asda around the south eastern part of the Bay (counts undertaken whilst driving 

past). 

2.10 The transects were carried out during a window of two hours either side of low tide 

with a preference for surveys on a rising tide to maximise the bird interest. Transects 

were carried out in calm weather with timings directed by the tides. We did not 

discount morning and evening low tides as it was felt that these may actually be more 

appealing to bird watchers. Transect surveys were alternated with respect to the order 

and direction that the survey points were visited.   
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Watersports transects 

2.11 To estimate the number of watersports users in Poole Harbour over the study period. 

Counts of users and their gender (where possible) were recorded using a transect 

method with 4 survey locations which provided coverage of most of the northern part 

of the harbour (Map 1). The transect method involved snapshot counts of each activity: 

kitesurfing, windsurfing, canoeing at the four locations around the harbour:  

 Lake Pier 

 Hamworthy Park 

 Baiter Slipway 

 Whitley Lake 
2.12 In addition to the three activities specified, we also recorded stand up paddle board 

users as this growing sport was occurring at a significant level.  The transect survey took 

approximately 2 hours 15min to complete including travel time to the start of each 

survey. At each location, binoculars were used to count individuals and determine 

gender. All transects took place in dry weather and avoiding low tide. The timing of the 

transects always took place in conditions that are at least suitable for the activities.  An 

equal number of transects were completed within the school holidays and outside of 

the school holidays and transects were weighted in favour of weekend surveys to 

achieve a 60:40 ratio of week days to weekend days. 

2.13 The area surveyed from each point is shown in Map 1 which includes areas where we 

felt that it would be harder to see canoes/kayaks if the sea was slightly choppy (labelled 

as ‘sail based’ to include wind surfers and kite surfers as these are easy to spot at a 

great distance).  

2.14 In addition to recording users observed on the water, we also recorded numbers of 

people setting up, equipment on vans or on the beach. 
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Map 1: Survey locations and search areas for watersports surveys, survey points for birdwatcher count transects and bird hide counter locations around Poole Harbour.
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3. Results 

Bird watchers: visitor counters 

3.1 A summary of the number of images collected (after cleaning) and the date collected is 

shown in Table 2. The full summary of the data from the counters is provided in the 

Excel file and summarised in Table 3. 

Table 2: The dates that cameras/sensors were checked and the number of images/triggers captured after 

removing accidental triggers (from cameras). 

Date Arne- Shipstal Arne- Coombe 
Heath 

Middlebere  Brownsea 
Island 

28th June 2014    1,323 

1st July 2014 1,835 911 486  

24th July 2014  1,121   

27th July 2014 2,454    

10th August 2014   934  

1st September 4,332 1,950 998  

Total 8,621 3,982 2,418 N/A 

 

Table 3: Summary of number of visitors to each hide during the survey period. 

Birdwatching location Number of visitors Visitors per day Number of days 

Arne Coombe Heath Hide 1991 25 80 

Arne Shipstal Hide 4914 62 79 

Middlebere Hide 1209 15 80 

Brownsea Island - MacDonald Hide 3304 53 62 

 

3.2 Due to a sensor malfunction, the only reliable data from the Brownsea Island hide was 

collected between 16th-28th June (as this was the last date that it was checked by the 

warden).  The sensor was checked and working again from 29th July but it failed again 

making data collected after the 28th June not useable as the date of malfunction is 

unknown. 

3.3 Between the 16th and 28th June, the sensor was working and the reserve warden was 

taking note of the count every 2-5 days. These data have been used with the daily 

reserve visitor counts to determine how many reserve visitors enter the hide (and can 

be classed as bird watchers). From the data collected during the sample period and 

after application of a scaling factor where 25% of passes are actually pairs of visitors it 

appears that visitors to the reserve make multiple visits to the hides as the total count 

for the sample period is higher than the number of visitors to the reserve.  This is even 

the case when 10% is added to the reserve visitors figures to account for time when the 

DWT warden staff are not present. The DWT reserve entrance is staffed from 10am-

3pm and therefore all figures collected have 10% added to the total to include any 

visitors which enter the reserve after 3pm. 



V A L M E R  S T U D Y -  P O O L E  H A R B O U R  

11 
 

3.4 In addition to multiple hide visits by individual visitors, reserve staff and volunteers also 

visit the hide- particularly when the tern chicks are still on the nests.    During the 

sample period the proportion of hide visitors compared to reserve visitors ranges from 

83% to 122%. Overall there are 31% more visitors to the hide (when scaled for 25% of 

single triggers being 2 visitors) compared to reserve visitors (+10%) during the period 

16th June-28th June2014 (Table 6).Therefore we believe that the figures provided by 

DWT in terms of the number of visitors per month for 2014 is the best estimate of bird 

watchers to Brownsea Island (see Table 6). 

Table 4: Visitor data provided by Dorset Wildlife Trust to include the total number of visitors entering the 

DWT reserve on Brownsea Island (including 10% added to account for visitors after 3pm). 

Month 2009 2011 2012 2014 

March 629   639 

April 1,573 1,820 1,119 1,192 

May 1,528 1,545 1,164 1,642 

June 2,082 1,468 1,283 1,794 

July 1,562 1,658 1,365 1,568 

August 2,187 2,011 1,666 1,736  

September 2,489 1,867 1,620 N/A 

October 2,000 2,345 1,620 N/A 

 

Table 5: Comparison of hide counter data and reserve visitors data (DWT Brownsea Island) 

Date Visitors Visitors for 
period 

Visitors 
+10% 

Hide count Hide 
count/2 

Hide visitors as a % of 
reserve visitors 

16/06/2014 59 
 

 0 0 
 

17/06/2014 58 
 

 
   

18/06/2014 38 96 128.7 171 85.5 89 

19/06/2014 61 
 

 
   

20/06/2014 47 108 108.9 233 116.5 108 

21/06/2014 62 
 

 
   

22/06/2014 70 
 

 
   

23/06/2014 65 
 

 
   

24/06/2014 77 274 268.4 668 334 122 

25/06/2014 63 
 

 
   

26/06/2014 37 
 

 
   

27/06/2014 12 
 

 
   

28/06/2014 40 152 207.9 251 125.5 83 

 

Table 6: Summary for total reserve visitors and hide visitors data for the period 16/06-28/06 (13 days) 

counter 
passes 

75% single 25% double visitors- hide one way 
visitors 

Reserve 
visitors 

Reserve 
visitors 
+10% 

Hide visitors 
as a % of 
reserve 
visitors 

1323 992 662 1654 827 572 629 131% 
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Birdwatchers: Holes Bay transects 

3.5 Across 10 transects of the survey points in Holes Bay we did not see any birdwatchers 

during the survey period. 

Watersports transects 

3.6 In total 55 transects were completed: 25 in term time (20 before the holidays and 5 

after) and 30 were completed within the school holidays. The summary data for each 

activity is shown in Table 7 and Figure 1. The full data set for each activity and the 

weather conditions and time of day information is provided in the Excel spreadsheet. 

Table 7: Summary of counts of watersports users and gender where determinable. 

Activity/gender Term time (N=25) Holidays (N=30) Total (N=55) 

KITE-M 81 219 300 

KITE-F 22 22 44 

KITE-? 50 80 130 

Total Kite surfers 153 321 474 

WINDS-M 266 443 709 

WINDS-F 107 155 262 

WINDS-? 143 277 420 

Total windsurfers 516 875 1391 

CAN/KAY-M 217 419 636 

CAN/KAY-F 117 250 367 

CAN/KAY-? 201 285 486 

Total canoe/kayaks 535 954 1489 

 SUP-M 124 99 223 

SUP-F 113 119 232 

SUP-? 169 368 537 

Total SUPs 406 586 992 

 

 

Figure 1: Summary of total observations for each activity and gender (where determinable; ‘?’ indicates 

undeterminable gender) using data from 25 term time surveys and 30 surveys during the holidays. 
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4. Data limitations 

4.1 We highlight the following data limitations and considerations which relate to further 

analysis of the data: 

 It is likely that the data collected from bird hide counters may be an 
overestimate of bird watchers to Poole Harbour.  This is because it is difficult 
to define a birdwatcher.  For the purpose of the counts we have simply 
counted all people entering the hides, not all of these visitors may actually 
have an interest in birds or carry binoculars. 

 The data collected from the camera at Shipstal (Arne) and the data collected 
for the validation period on Brownsea make the assumption that groups 
walking abreast to enter the hide also walk abreast when they leave the 
hide. This issue does not affect Middlebere and Coombe as the entrance to 
these hides is very narrow thus forcing visitors to walk single in file. 

 We believe that the data provided by Dorset Wildlife Trust for Brownsea 
Island visitors is the best estimate of birdwatchers on the basis of validation 
period with counters. Further support for use of these figures is upon the 
basis that the DWT part of the island is the only area where bird hides can be 
found. There is a hide outside of the entry point but if visitors are specifically 
interested in the birds on the lagoon then they are more than likely going to 
enter the reserve and therefore be recorded as a visitor to the reserve.  
Furthermore we found that the counts on the hide counter were often 
higher than those recorded entering the hide, therefore people pay multiple 
visits to the hide and reserve staff and volunteers visit the hide (particularly 
during tern nesting period) thus inflating the hide counts. 

 Data presented here include 5 additional holiday counts, a random sample 
should be removed to enable a balanced comparison of the two periods. 

 The surveys cover a limited time period and any extrapolation of the data to 
present annual use figures, should be scaled according to seasonal trends in 
the different activities. 


