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Summary  

 
The Habitats Regulations Assessment Recreational Avoidance and Mitigation Strategy (HRA RAM 
Strategy), hereafter referred to as ‘the Strategy’ is a means by which sustainable housing growth can 
be delivered in Ipswich Borough, Babergh District, Mid Suffolk District and East Suffolk Councils, 
facilitating development whilst at the same time adequately protecting European wildlife sites from 
harm that could otherwise potentially occur because of increased recreation pressure arising from 
the new housing growth.  
 
Assessment at the plan level does however pose difficulties for the competent authority, because 
there is often a lack of detail in terms of the projects that the plan is supporting or promoting, and 
consequently the extent to which a European site would be affected. Furthermore, the absence of 
detail can make it difficult to design suitable mitigation. However, collaborative work between 
Natural England as the statutory nature conservation body and Local planning authorities over 
recent years has led to innovative solutions to protect European sites whilst still enabling sustainable 
development. Evidence gathering is critical to the success of approaches being developed, and local 
strategies are drawing on the growing examples of best practice across the country, and the 
ecological and social evidence being gathered. 

This Technical Report provides clear parameters for a mechanism by which pressure from increased 
recreation can be avoided and mitigated for, thus enabling rather than stalling the progression of 
planned growth within Local Plans. This Technical Report includes a range of measures that are 
tested against available evidence, reflect best practice elsewhere, are the most optimal approaches 
for individual site needs and are informed by stakeholder input.  
 
European site mitigation strategies should be based on evidence and be precautionary where 
uncertainties remain. They should be solutions focussed, seeking to find robust means of mitigating 
for impacts to allow development to proceed, incorporating such mitigation at the plan level 
wherever possible so that those requirements are clear to developers, and are consistently applied. 
This Strategy has therefore been developed through evidence, analysis, stakeholder engagement 
and expert opinion. It presents recommendations and tools that will be used by development 
management planners in determining planning applications, by developers to inform planning 
proposals, and by those managing European sites to ensure a co-ordinated approach to access 
management.   
 
As competent authorities under the Habitats Regulations, the Local planning authorities need to 
ensure that plans and projects under their jurisdiction do not lead to adverse effects on the integrity 
of European sites. The authorities have commissioned previous HRA work in relation to their spatial 
planning documents. The plan level HRAs identified risks to European sites as a result of increased 
housing, which could lead to additional recreation pressure on the European sites. This Strategy 
therefore builds on the initial assessment work undertaken for the Local Plans, and the interim 
approach to mitigating for potential impacts through locally focussed individual projects. It is now 
recognised that a co-ordinated and consistent approach to delivering the measures at a strategic 
level is required. The measures promoted within this Strategy are a combination of those that avoid 
effects and those which mitigate for effects. 
 
Measures applied for European site protection through development should be those that are 
essential for planning permission to be granted, relevant to the planning permission being given, 
provide certainty that development can proceed without adverse effects on the European sites, 
proportionate to the potential impact that may be generated, evidence based, and cost effective in 
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terms of management, collection, fund-holding, distribution and accounting.   Requirements should 
be fairly and reasonably related in scale and kind to the development, as required by the National 
Planning Policy Framework. A strategy should be implementable with a good degree of certainty 
that the required measures can be delivered and robust enough to give certainty that European site 
interest will be protected. 
 
A Strategy does not need to have a Technical Report or SPD to be in place to enable delivery, rather 
these can be developed to assist with delivery. The need for avoidance and mitigation delivery is set 
out in plan level HRAs and the authorities have until now had regard for this where required at the 
development project level through project level HRAs and securing mitigation on a case by case 
basis, and then developing an interim approach until the further development of the Strategy at a 
strategic level across all of the Local planning authorities.  
 
Natural England has provided interim advice on developing a strategic approach, and has advised 
that in addition to mitigation for recreational disturbance effects on designated sites, green 
infrastructure at the development site may also be required, depending on the size and location of 
the development. Natural England is currently preparing a local guidance note on this, which will 
inform the approach taken by the Local planning authorities in securing additional green 
infrastructure through development.  
 
This Technical Report seeks to meet these principles and provides a set of mitigation measures that 
are locally relevant whilst adhering to national good practice. The Strategy proposes the following 
measures, to be primarily funded via developer contributions as part of planning permissions given 
for residential development; a delivery officer, wardens, and audit of access points, new signs and 
interpretation, codes of conduct packs, an audit of car parking, several dog related measures and a 
range of targeted projects for the longer term. It is also recognised that in addition to these 
measures that are focussed on the sites, large scale developments should also seek to incorporate 
good practice principles in the delivery of green infrastructure that provides viable alternatives to 
the recreation experience at the sites. 
 
Zones of influence are established in response to evidence to provide an indication of the 
geographical extent to which recreation pressure may be relevant for each European site, i.e. the 
geographical zone around each European site, within which new housing may pose a risk in terms of 
additional recreation pressure. The total cost of delivering measures necessary to prevent adverse 
effects on the European sites has been estimated as approximately £3.7 million. Implementation of 
the measures to protect European sites will predominantly be through developer contributions, 
applied to planned growth coming forward. Other mechanisms may be considered as the Strategy is 
reviewed in future. The zones of influence are used to determine the contribution that needs to be 
made for each new home being built. The tariff as currently calculated is £121.89 per dwelling for 
zone A and £321.22 per dwelling for zone B.  
 
This Technical Report recommends a package of avoidance and mitigation measures for the Strategy 
that can be summarised as follows under six key headings: 
 

Staff resources 
 A DELIVERY OFFICER: a dedicated post is required to initiate the elements of 

the Strategy, manage the initial delivery of the mitigation and ensure the 
necessary procedures, reporting and monitoring is in place.   

 A TEAM OF WARDENS/RANGERS:  a small, mobile team of wardens is 
required to provide an on-site presence, talking to visitors, showing people 
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birds and wildlife, helping with the delivery of other elements of the Strategy 
and undertaking monitoring.  

 DOG PROJECT STAFFING: as discussed for the Dog Project below 
   

Signage, Interpretation and awareness raising 
 AN AUDIT OF ACCESS POINTS: a review of access locations, current signage 

and interpretation across each European site. 
 NEW SIGNS AND INTERPRETATION: Branding and installation. 
 CODES OF CONDUCT PACK: This would provide clear general guidance and 

would cover water sports and shore based activities (including dog walking). 
 

Car parking 
 AN AUDIT OF CAR PARKING: a review of parking in relation to access points, 

both formal and informal. 
 
Dog related measures 

 A SUFFOLK COAST AND HEATHS DOG PROJECT: a dog project to engage with 
dog walkers, promoting sites for dog walking, providing information on dog 
walking on the heaths and coast, highlighting issues at sites and ensuring 
positive engagement with dog walkers. This project would include a member 
of staff on a part time basis to initially set up the project and establish the 
necessary promotion, website and liaison with local dog walkers. 
 

Site specific projects and longer-term measures 
 TARGETED PROJECTS: In line with the reviews and close working with user 

groups set out above, a series of site specific projects would then be 
implemented relating to both shore based and water-based access.  These 
would include (but not necessarily be limited to) the following projects-  

 PATHS: path re-routing where feasible, creation of new paths.  
 DOG WALKING LOCATIONS: on high risk areas confining dogs to on lead only 

or excluding dogs, combined with the promotion of high quality dedicated 
areas for dog walking in other locations. 

 WATERSPORTS: measures such as marking of dedicated water sport zones 
and codes of conduct with maps.  

 CAR PARKING: changes to car parks (improving, reducing and/or expanding 
in specific locations) and changes to charging. 

 RESTRICTIONS: for example, bye laws and Public Space Protection Orders, 
and other restrictions where required.  

 FACT FINDING STUDY: a targeted research project for Minsmere-
Walberswick to establish the measures necessary or not necessary to 
protect the peripheral areas outside the RSPB reserve, focussing on access 
management staff interviews and on the ground fact finding. 

 INFRASTRUCTURE: Fencing for Little Tern nesting sites every year. 
 NEW VISITOR SURVEY WORK: A new single survey of visitors designed to fill 

evidence gaps across the European sites and the Local planning authority 
areas. This would then inform future strategy review. This would then be 
supplemented in future by further targeted interviews to check that 
mitigation measures are working adequately. 

 MONITORING AND DATA GATHERING: Bird, vegetation and future visitor 
monitoring 
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In accordance with the plan level HRAs for the Local planning authorities, the Strategy is a 
mechanism to deliver mitigation for the residential development set out in the Local Plans. This must 
therefore include all net increases of one dwelling or more, and must include all residential dwelling 
types. This would therefore include houses, flats, gypsy and traveller pitches, student 
accommodation, warden controlled accommodation and residential homes, for example. 
 
This report makes recommendations for determining the most optimal approach to the governance 
of Strategy delivery and hosting of staff, and advises that an Executive Group should be established 
to provide the necessary authority and decision making. 
 
There is a clear need to dovetail the Strategy in to existing very positive initiatives that are currently 
in place. The Strategy needs to fill access management gaps, enhance existing work and ensure that 
new measures do not conflict with current projects. Stakeholder engagement is therefore a critical 
part of Strategy development and implementation, and it is recommended that a Stakeholder Group 
is also established as a forum for ideas generation. 
 
Strategy monitoring and review is essential for the successful future delivery of the Strategy and 
recommendations have therefore been made for including this as part of the suite of measures to be 
funded. There are some additional evidence gaps that the Delivery Officer must consider in terms of 
future funding priorities or alternative means of evidence gathering. The future of the Strategy 
needs to be informed by the changes afoot in relation to planning service delivery, and a review of 
the Strategy within 18 months of its finalisation is therefore recommended. 
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1. The Purpose and Objectives of the Strategy 

Explaining the Strategy 
1.1 This document is the Technical Report that informs the Suffolk Coast Habitats 

Regulations Assessment Recreational Disturbance Avoidance and Mitigation Strategy, 
which is simplified to the ‘Strategy’ throughout this report.  The preparation of the 
Strategy has evolved over time, and it should be noted that those who are referring to 
the Strategy regularly have adopted the term ‘HRA RAMS’ or ‘RAMS’ as an abbreviation.  

1.2 The Strategy is a means by which sustainable housing growth can be delivered in 
Ipswich Borough, Babergh District, Mid Suffolk District and East Suffolk Councils, 
facilitating development whilst at the same time adequately protecting Suffolk’s 
coastal, estuarine and heathland European wildlife sites from harm that could 
otherwise potentially occur because of increased recreation pressure arising from new 
housing growth.  

 

1.3 The need for the Strategy was established at the adoption of the Local Plans for Ipswich 
Borough, Babergh District and Suffolk Coastal District Councils. When evidence 
gathering commenced, and the extent and geographical origins of potential recreation 
pressure became apparent, Natural England advised that both Mid Suffolk and 
Waveney Districts should also recognise the potential recreation impacts in their spatial 
planning and development management functions and join the strategic approach. The 
Strategy is being referred to in emerging Local Plan reviews and supporting Habitats 
Regulations Assessments (HRAs).  

1.4 In response to the identification of a need for the Strategy, and the current references 
to the Strategy within plan level HRAs, the Local planning authorities have already been 
implementing measures to avoid and mitigate for recreation pressure arising from new 
growth, following the recommendations of the plan level HRAs on a development by 
development basis. The Strategy has now progressed to a coordinated approach for the 
Local planning authorities at a strategic level.  

1.5 The strategic approach to delivering the Strategy is explained within and justified by this 
Technical Report and is necessarily comprehensive and detailed. It provides 
background, evidence, technical explanations and justifications.  

The Strategy sets clear parameters, providing a mechanism by which pressure 
from recreation can be avoided and mitigated for, thus enabling rather than 
stalling the progression of planned growth within Local Plans. 
 
The Strategy is forward looking, with a long-term approach that is adaptable over 
time, with regular review in timely response to monitoring. 
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1.6 This Technical Report has been prepared by Footprint Ecology, commissioned by the 

Local planning authorities. Representatives from each of the authorities have provided 
a Steering Group for the preparation of this technical report. This report has been 
developed through interrogation of evidence, detailed analysis, stakeholder 
engagement; such as with local nature conservation organisations and partnerships, 
and through expert opinion; such as that of Natural England. 

Taking forward the Strategy objectives 
1.7 The objectives of the Strategy relate to the delivery of avoidance and mitigation 

measures in accordance with the need for the Strategy identified in the Local Plan HRAs. 
This Technical Report provides objectives in terms of background and need, establishing 
what mitigation measures are required and where, when and how they could be 
delivered. 

1.8 The objectives of this Technical Report are: 

 To build on the interim approach taken by the Local planning authorities to 
avoid and mitigate for recreation effects arising from new residential growth 
to develop a strategic approach across the relevant zones. 

 To provide a mechanism that effectively meets the requirements of the 
legislation and the high-level recommendations of the Local Plan HRAs. 

 To provide a justified and appropriate suite of avoidance and mitigation 
measures that can be implemented by the locally available administrative 
bodies and wider stakeholders and organisations involved in site/access 
management. 

 To secure an approach that delivers timely implementation alongside 
growth, so that mitigation keeps pace with housing growth. 

 To provide a means by which the need for individual project level HRAs is 
streamlined, thus preventing delays at project determination. 

 To direct avoidance and mitigation measures to the locations where 
increased recreation would otherwise pose risks to European site interest, 
dovetailing the measures within existing access management approaches in 
a way that compliments and enhances existing measures, rather than 
conflicting with them. 

 To recommend suitable approaches for recording progression of the 
Strategy to ensure that it is auditable in terms of a clear connection to 
developments, ensuring adequate implementation of measures and that the 
Strategy is fairly applied in proportion with the potential risk to European 
sites. 

 To provide calculations of costs for avoidance and mitigation measures to 
identify a per dwelling contribution, which may be reviewed and refined 
once the Strategy is embedded and resourced with staff. 

 To provide a framework for continued monitoring and review of the 
Strategy, to make the most of new information to inform planning 
documents and ensure that the Strategy is adaptable in light of future 
requirements. 
 

1.9 Section 11 makes recommendations for future review. Administration of the Strategy by 
the local authorities and/or identified partnerships should itself be reviewed over time 
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to ensure that Strategy delivery is effective and timely, but also cost-effective. This 
should not compromise the Strategy or its ability to fully deliver the necessary 
avoidance and mitigation measures.  

What the Strategy does not cover 
1.10 The Strategy has been prepared to specifically resolve the need to avoid and mitigate 

for additional recreation pressure on estuary, coastal and heathland European sites that 
might otherwise result from housing growth in Ipswich Borough, Mid Suffolk District, 
East Suffolk and Babergh District. It does not currently provide a strategic approach for 
other local authority areas that may need to avoid and mitigate for additional 
recreation pressure on the same sites.  

1.11 The Strategy does not cover additional potential effects that may occur because of 
residential development, such as changes to air and water quality and water resources. 
The Strategy also does not cover potential effects arising from non-residential 
development, employment growth or infrastructure improvements.  

1.12 Adherence to the Strategy ensures that recreation pressure from new residential 
growth is adequately resolved in accordance with the Habitats Regulations, but further 
assessment may be required to understand the extent of other, non-recreation impacts 
and the mitigation that may be required for such impacts. Project level HRAs will still be 
required. The Strategy streamlines these HRAs to reduce the project level burden but 
does not negate the need for a project level record of compliance with the legislation. 

1.13 Other projects that may cause recreational disturbance will need to undertake their 
own HRAs and provide avoidance and mitigation measures accordingly. Such projects 
should ideally be closely aligned with the Strategy, in order to ensure that measures are 
complementary and not conflicting. 

1.14 Implementation of the measures to protect European sites will predominantly be 
through developer contributions, applied to planned growth coming forward. Where 
SANGs are required, these will form part of a development proposal. Other mechanisms 
may be considered as the Strategy is reviewed in future. Contribution requirements 
cannot be retrospectively applied to existing full planning consents. These will have 
previously been considered on a case by case basis, and mitigation needs identified and 
secured where necessary at the project level. 

1.15 The Strategy does not provide advice for individual developers who do not wish to 
adhere to the Strategy in order to demonstrate that their project is compliant with the 
Habitats Regulations. The Strategy provides a means by which developers can 
demonstrate compliance, but it is not mandatory. If a developer chooses to present a 
proposal with individual measures to avoid and mitigate for recreation pressure, they 
will need to provide enough evidence to enable the relevant Local planning authority to 
conclude that adverse effects on European site integrity have been prevented. 
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Structure of this technical report 
1.16 This Technical Report is divided into three main parts: 

Part 1 - Background, evidence and analysis 
Part 2 - Appraisal of mitigation options 
Part 3 – Strategic delivery of the Strategy. 

 

1.17 This report can be read in full to gain an understanding of the Strategy as a whole, or 
particular areas can be referred to for specific requirements. Each section is marked 
with a page tab to enable navigation through the document. 

1.18 Development Management officers will apply the Strategy requirements in their 
consideration of development proposals, and Part 3, Strategic delivery of the Strategy is 
therefore most relevant. However, an understanding of the earlier two sections will be 
beneficial in applying the third section relating to Strategy delivery. 

Part 1 - Background evidence and analysis 
1.19 Sections 2 to 6 of this Technical Report provide the background and context for the 

Strategy, and importantly the evidence and analysis that underpin and justify the 
approach taken to mitigate for recreation pressure. 

 Background and context – the evolution of plan level HRA work and the 
emerging need for the Strategy – Section 2 

 Evidence relating to European sites – a review of European sites and the 
impact pathways, including consideration of information from elsewhere 
that is applicable to the local area, and that which has been derived locally – 
Section 3 

 Assessing current and future housing – Section 4 
 Establishing which European sites are relevant in light of information 

gathered – Section 5 
 Assessing data to determine the zones within which development poses a 

risk – Section 6 
 

Part 2 - Appraisal of mitigation options 
1.20 Sections 7 to 8 of this report provide a discussion on avoidance and mitigation options, 

and how evidence and stakeholder discussion has been used to narrow down the 
options to those that are most applicable to the requirements for the European sites in 
question. 

 Avoidance and mitigation options - Section 7 
 Recommended avoidance and mitigation measures – Section 8 

Part 3 - Strategy delivery 
1.21 Sections 9, 10 and 11 of this report provide the recommendations for how to deliver the 

Strategy, particularly focusing on immediate priorities and the structure of a developer 
contribution tariff in light of costings allocated to the avoidance and mitigation 
measures. 
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 Implementation - Section 9 
 Monitoring and review – Section 10 
 Further considerations – Section 11 

  

This Strategy Technical Report has been developed over a period of time 
within which Waveney District Council and Suffolk Coastal District Council 
merged to form East Suffolk Council from the 1st April 2019. Both local 
planning authorities had prepared Local Plans that were ready for adoption 
at the time of the merger. The individual Local Plans are therefore retained to 
inform development management decisions in the respective geographical 
areas until such time that a new East Suffolk Local Plan is prepared. 
 
Housing figures used within this Technical Report originate from the 
individual Local planning authorities and their respective plans, which remain 
in place. For these reasons, where the maps throughout this report show local 
planning authority boundaries, a dotted line is included to indicate the 
geographical areas of the Waveney and Suffolk Coastal Local Plans. 
 
The current planning policy situation and need for updated maps should be 
reviewed when the Strategy is reviewed. 
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2. Introduction and Background 

Context 
2.1 The coast, heaths and estuaries of Suffolk are internationally recognised wildlife assets. 

These habitats and the species they hold are protected by UK and European legislation 
and the international Ramsar Convention. Their management is undertaken by a 
number of public bodies and wildlife organisations, enabling their stunning wildlife to 
be enjoyed by local residents and visiting tourists. Allowing recreation at these sites has 
numerous benefits; raising awareness, bringing revenue and improving health and 
wellbeing. Recreation can however bring pressure to sensitive wildlife features and if 
not managed appropriately, can result in habitat deterioration and population declines. 
Intensive recreation pressure can cause fragmentation of habitats and isolate 
populations of the species for which the sites are designated, including a number of 
internationally important wildfowl and waders. European site interest features are 
described in Section 3 of this Strategy.   

2.2 New residential growth brings new residents to the local area, and if those residents use 
the European sites for recreation, which evidence suggests, this then increases the 
pressure on European sites as a consequence. Assessing, avoiding and managing 
recreation pressure is therefore an important part of planning for growth. This Strategy 
builds upon initial work to assess, avoid and manage the risks that residential growth 
poses for internationally important wildlife sites, providing a collaborative and strategic 
way forward through the Local Plan period.  

2.3 This Technical Report seeks to predict the level and nature of recreation pressure that 
may arise as a result of growth, and the mechanisms to avoid or mitigate for the 
recreation pressure, in order to ensure that recreation does not lead to adverse effects 
on the integrity of the sites. The Strategy is about embedding nature conservation 
within sustainable development, so that planning for growth and planning for the long-
term maintenance of wildlife assets are fully integrated. 

2.4 The wildlife sites are protected by the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 
2017, as amended, which are normally referred to as the Habitats Regulations. The 
Habitats Regulations transpose the requirements of European Directives; the Habitats 
Directive 1992 and the Wild Birds Directive 2009. Additionally, the UK is a signatory on 
the international Ramsar Convention, which seeks to conserve wetlands of international 
importance. The UK government has made a policy commitment to treating Ramsar 
sites as if they are European sites, in terms of the legislative protection and assessment 
processes.1 Collectively, the sites designated in accordance with the European 
Directives and the sites listed under the Ramsar Convention are normally referred to as 
‘European sites.'  

                                                           

1 In accordance with Paragraph 176 of the National Planning Policy Framework 2018, which is national 
planning policy produced by the Department for Communities and Local Government. 
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The need for a Strategy 
2.5 The Habitats Regulations set out the processes and requirements in relation to 

selecting, designating, restoring and maintaining European sites. They also stipulate a 
process that public bodies must apply when they are proposing or approving plans or 
projects that pose a risk to European sites. Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) is a 
step by step process, undertaken in order to determine whether a plan or project can 
proceed without adversely affecting any European wildlife site.  HRA is a legal 
requirement under the Habitats Regulations and the parent European Directives.   

2.6 HRA is a process undertaken by a public body, referred to as a competent authority in 
the legislation, assisted where required or necessary by Natural England as the 
statutory nature conservation body.   A competent authority is any public body or 
individual holding public office. The local planning authorities who are progressing the 
Strategy are competent authorities, and the need for a Strategy had been identified as a 
result of the HRA of the Local Plans of Ipswich Borough Council, Babergh District Council 
and Suffolk Coastal District Council, and subsequently by the currently emerging HRA 
work and Natural England’s advice in relation to Waveney and Mid Suffolk District 
Councils.    

2.7 An issue for nature conservation in England is how to accommodate increasing demand 
for new homes and other development without compromising the integrity of 
protected wildlife sites.   There is now a strong body of evidence showing how 
increasing levels of development, even when well outside the boundary of protected 
wildlife sites, can have negative impacts on the sites and their wildlife interest.  The 
issues are particularly acute in southern England, where work on heathlands (Mallord 
2005; Underhill-Day 2005; Liley & Clarke 2006; Clarke, Sharp & Liley 2008; Sharp et al. 
2008; Clarke & Liley 2013; Clarke et al. 2013) and coastal sites (Saunders et al. 2000; 
Randall 2004; Liley & Sutherland 2007; Clarke, Sharp & Liley 2008; Liley 2008; Stillman 
et al. 2009) demonstrates links between housing, development and nature conservation 
impacts. 

2.8 The legislation requires competent authorities to consider potential effects at both the 
plan and project level, and, inter alia, a plan can set the direction for projects, can set in 
place an approach to projects that could include inter-reliance, and could give weight to 
one particular project over others. HRA at the plan level is therefore essential to make 
sure that the plan does not set in place a framework for the progression of projects and 
activities that could lead to adverse effects on European sites, and yet to retract on the 
framework in place could have considerable implications for plan/framework led 
sectors such as planning.  

2.9 Assessment at the plan level does however pose difficulties for the competent 
authority, because there is often a lack of detail in terms of the projects that the plan is 
supporting or promoting, and consequently the extent to which a European site would 
be affected. Furthermore, the absence of detail can make it difficult to design suitable 
mitigation. However, collaborative work between Natural England and Local planning 
authorities over recent years has led to innovative solutions to protect European sites 
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whilst still enabling sustainable development. Evidence gathering is critical to the 
success of approaches being developed, and local strategies are drawing on the growing 
examples of best practice across the country, and the ecological and social evidence 
being gathered. 

2.10 The nature conservation impacts of development are varied (e.g. Underhill-Day 2005).  
One particularly difficult and challenging impact relates to the use of sites to meet 
recreational needs, and the resultant disturbance to waterfowl on coastal sites.  
Disturbance has been identified by Natural England as a generic issue across many 
European Marine Sites (see Coyle & Wiggins 2010), and can be an issue for a range of 
species.    

2.11 As with any aspect of spatial planning, a plan level HRA and the mitigation approaches 
that stem from the HRA should be based on evidence and be solutions focused. In 
meeting this challenge, this Technical Report seeks to present an approach that is 
evidence based and justified, proportionate, fair and workable. A Strategy that builds in 
flexibility to respond to new information, is adaptable to monitoring results, but is long 
term focused and applicable to future plans, is going to provide the most optimal and 
beneficial approach for the local planning authorities. 

A Strategy within a hierarchical approach to HRA 
2.12 HRA should follow a hierarchical approach wherever possible; plan level assessment 

provides a means for ensuring that a plan is only comprised of proposals that can 
proceed without adverse effect on European sites, and where measures will be 
necessary to avoid or mitigate potential impacts, they are adequately built into the 
plan. Whilst project level assessment is still required and is the means by which much of 
the detail is assessed, the work undertaken at the plan level should ensure that projects 
are developed with a clear understanding of the constraints and the necessary 
measures to protect European sites.    

2.13 This tiered approach to HRA enables Local planning authorities to develop overarching 
and coordinated approaches to European site protection, rather than resorting to 
piecemeal individual schemes.   The option for individual project level approaches 
remains, but a strategic approach prevents delay at the project level, and should secure 
better outcomes for the European sites, therefore enabling local planning authorities to 
better meet their duties in relation to conserving and enhancing biodiversity.  

2.14 HRAs should be solutions focused, seeking to find robust means of mitigating for 
impacts to allow development to proceed, incorporating such mitigation at the plan 
level wherever possible so that those requirements are clear to developers, and are 
consistently applied. Plan level HRA can identify mechanisms for the protection of 
European sites that, whilst providing certainty in effectiveness, cannot be developed in 
detail until after the Local Plan has been adopted.    



 R e c r e a t i o n a l  D i s t u r b a n c e  A v o i d a n c e  &  M i t i g a t i o n  S t r a t e g y  
f o r  I p s w i c h  B o r o u g h ,  B a b e r g h  D i s t r i c t ,  M i d  S u f f o l k  D i s t r i c t  

a n d  E a s t  S u f f o l k  C o u n c i l s  

22 
 

PART 1: 
BACKG

RO
U

N
D  

 
HRA work to date at the plan and project level 
2.15 As competent authorities under the Habitats Regulations, the Local planning authorities 

have all undertaken or commissioned HRA work in relation to their Local Plans, and also 
as competent authority for any Neighbourhood Plans. For the three Local planning 
authorities initially developing the Strategy, the plan level HRAs undertaken identified 
risks to European sites as a result of increased housing, which could lead to additional 
recreation pressure on the European sites. The inclusion of Mid Suffolk District Council 
and Waveney District Council was triggered by the advice of Natural England, and their 
own HRAs are now including assessment of recreation pressure and the risks to the 
coastal and heathland European sites. 

2.16 This Strategy builds on the initial assessment work undertaken for the Local Plans, 
which for the three founding authorities initially progressed to an interim approach 
focusing on project level HRAs, prior to the development of a strategic approach. This 
Technical Report therefore briefly revisits the plan level HRA work below, to provide a 
record that the Strategy is consistent with previous findings and recommendations. 

Babergh District Council Local Plan and HRAs at the plan and project level 
2.17 Babergh District Council adopted its Core Strategy Part 1 of the new Local Plan in 2014. 

Within the Natural Environment and Biodiversity Section of the Core Strategy, the plan 
highlights at Paragraph 3.3.2.2 that the main source of potential effects on European 
sites over the plan period is likely to be recreation. 

2.18 “The main effect which could arise as a result of proposed development over the next 20 
years is from increased population growth in the district, and the allocation of land for 
additional jobs and housing, which in turn may result in increased recreational pressures 
on the European sites through rises in visitor numbers. These sites support species which 
are susceptible to disturbance, and without appropriate measures in place there is a risk 
of degradation to these sites.” 

2.19 Core Strategy Policy CS15: Implementing Sustainable Development in Babergh, states 
that “with regard to the SPAs, SACs and RAMSAR sites any development that would 
have an adverse effect on the integrity of a European Site including candidate/ proposed 
sites either alone or in combination with our plans or projects will be refused”.  

2.20 Policy CS22: Monitoring, includes the review of impacts on European sites as required 
by the Habitats Regulations and will provide evidence for any future reviews as part of 
the Local Plan. 

2.21 The plan commits to considering the location of development in relation to European 
sites, providing adequate Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace (SANG), securing and 
implementing monitoring of recreation activity and putting in place additional 
mitigation measures in response to monitoring. The HRA accompanying the Core 
Strategy raised the issue of recreation pressure and recommended the plan wording 
now incorporated. The HRA indicates that the additional mitigation measures could 
include raising awareness through signage, footpath diversion, additional site warden 
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resources, enforcement of dogs on leads in sensitive locations and the production of 
visitor management plans. 

2.22 Babergh District Council is now embarking on a new joint Local Plan with Mid Suffolk 
District Council, which will replace the individual Local planning documents for each 
authority. This will include a joint Development Management Policy for biodiversity, 
which will support the delivery of the Strategy. 

2.23 In response to plan level HRA and advice from Natural England, Babergh District Council 
has undertaken project level HRA, with the support of Essex County Council ecological 
consultancy services and other partners such as other Local planning authorities, 
Natural England, the RSPB and Suffolk Wildlife Trust on relevant planning applications, 
and secured a number of mitigation projects, focusing on delivering projects around the 
Stour and Orwell Estuaries, and working in partnership with the AONB Unit to design 
and implement the measures. These interim strategy measures complement the 
strategic approach set out within this Technical Report. 

Ipswich Borough Council Local Plan and HRAs at the plan and project level 
2.24 Ipswich Borough Council adopted its Local Plan 2011 – 2031 in February 2017. Policy 

CS1: Delivering Infrastructure, states that “the Council will seek contributions to ensure 
that the mitigation measures identified in the Habitats Regulations Assessment and in 
the Recreational Avoidance and Mitigation Strategy can be addressed and delivered, 
including for any measures not classified as infrastructure.” 

2.25 Within the supporting text for Policy CS17, Paragraph 8.178 advises that the HRA for the 
plan has identified a number of measures to mitigate for increased recreation pressure 
as a result of the cumulative effect of housing growth across the Ipswich Borough and 
adjoining Districts: 

“The Habitats Regulations Assessment identifies measures to ensure that potential 
impacts of increased recreational disturbance within Special Protection Areas and 
Special Areas of Conservation within and outside of Ipswich Borough are mitigated. This 
relates to mitigating the cumulative effect of housing growth across Ipswich Borough, in 
combination with housing growth in Suffolk Coastal District. The measures include the 
provision of the Country Park or similar high-quality provision to the north of Ipswich, 
delivering parts b, d, e, g and h of policy CS16, production and implementation of visitor 
management plans at key sites and a monitoring programme to assess visitor impact over 
time. The Council will produce a Recreational Avoidance and Mitigation Strategy by March 
2017, which will specify the measures required and how these will be delivered.” 

2.26 In response to plan level HRA and advice from Natural England, Ipswich Borough Council 
has undertaken project level HRAs on relevant planning applications, as with Babergh 
District Council, utilising the specialist support of Essex County Council ecological 
consultancy services, and has secured a number of mitigation projects that are similar 
to and complement the HRA measures being taken forward for Babergh District 
developments, focusing on delivering projects around the Stour and Orwell Estuaries, 
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and working in partnership with the AONB Unit to design and implement the measures. 
As for the Babergh District, these interim strategy measures will now complement the 
strategic approach set out within this Technical Report. 

Suffolk Coastal District Council Local Plan and HRAs at the plan and project level 
2.27 Upon commencement of the Strategy, Suffolk Coastal District and Waveney District 

Councils were separate Local planning authorities. The two authorities amalgamated in 
2019. Suffolk Coastal District Council adopted its Core Strategy and Development 
Management Policies Document in 2013. It includes generic policy wording in relation 
to the protection of European sites within Policy DM27.  

2.28 HRA work has been undertaken on the Core Strategy and Development Management 
Policies Document, and also the Site Allocations Document and the Area Action Plan for 
Felixstowe Peninsula. The latter did not particularly raise recreation impacts as an issue. 
However, both the Core Strategy and Development Management Policies Document 
HRA and the Site Allocations Document HRA identified recreation pressure as a 
potential risk.   

2.29 The Core Strategy and Development Management Policies Document HRA identified the 
following potential impacts to European sites relating to strategic allocations (east of 
Ipswich/Felixstowe) and/or cumulative housing totals across Ipswich and Suffolk Coastal 
as a whole (see paragraph 7.2 of Sibbett 2011):  

 “New large-scale usage of European sites as convenient local greenspace for 
routine use, causing harm to features of European interest.  

 New large-scale increase in car borne trips for recreation on European sites 
causing harm to features of European interest; primarily for sites with car 
parking, located within 8km of a European site. 

 Harm to features on European sites (such as trampling, disturbance to birds 
etc.) from a residual increase of visitors to the proportion of European sites 
sensitive to a small increase in visitor numbers.” 

  
2.30 The Core Strategy and Development Management Policies Document HRA concluded 

that mitigation measures needed to be secured in order to prevent adverse effects on 
European sites arising from recreation. Paragraph 7.2.9 advises that: 

2.31 “Mitigation for an increase in visitors to European sites is based on providing alternative 
recreational choices for residents (existing and proposed) of Ipswich Borough and Suffolk 
Coastal District, and managing visitors on existing European sites.  Alternative 
recreation options should be located at convenient points for many users, and offer 
facilities sufficient to attract some people from European sites.” 

2.32 The HRA goes on to advise that the provision of a country park to the north or north-
east of Ipswich should be provided to include areas for dog walking, children’s play etc. 
and with a mixture of grassland, woodland and open water to make it attractive. A free 
car park should be provided and visitor facilities such as a café, toilets, staffed 
information point, marked routes, wildlife viewing areas and dogs off leads areas would 
all be beneficial. The HRA further advises that the offsite provision should be combined 
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with on site management of visitors at European sites, including additional wardening 
and the provision of a visitor management plan, visitor monitoring and ecological 
monitoring. The HRA also recommends a number of targeted visitor surveys to increase 
the evidence base. 

2.33 In addition to the growth proposed for Ipswich and surrounding areas that lie within the 
Suffolk Coastal District, the Core Strategy and Development Management Policies 
Document HRA notes that Natural England has raised concerns in relation to additional 
housing at Leiston and the recreation pressure that this might lead to on the Minsmere-
Walberswick SPA/SAC/Ramsar and the Sandlings SPA. 

2.34 The Suffolk Coastal District Site Allocations and Area Specific Policies Document forms 
part of the Local Plan alongside the Core Strategy and Development Management 
Policies Document, which was adopted in January 2017. The Site Allocations Document 
HRA, undertaken in 2015 concluded that two allocations; SSP3 land to the rear of Rose 
Hill, Saxmundham Road, Aldeburgh and SSP31 Snape Maltings, required further 
information gathering in relation to visitor impacts, before it could be concluded that 
adverse effects on European sites could be ruled out. In response to this, the policies 
have been modified to provide clarity on their implementation in accordance with the 
Habitats Regulations. 

2.35 Policy SSP3 now includes the statement that “Applications for development of this site 
will need to be subject to a Habitat Regulations Assessment screening. Any development 
which would result in significant adverse effects upon the nearby European site, which 
could not be appropriately mitigated will not be permitted.” 

2.36 The former maltings, known as Snape Maltings, currently provide a variety of uses as a 
music and arts venue and with restaurant/café/bar development and some building 
conversion to residential. There are still opportunities for a range of development at 
this site. However, the close proximity of the site to the Alde-Ore Estuary was identified 
in the 2015 HRA for the Site Allocations and Area Specific Policies Document as posing a 
risk in terms of increased disturbance to SPA birds. 

2.37 Policy SSP33 highlights the potential use of the site for further development, such as for 
arts, recreation, and tourism-related uses with associated retail and craft activities and 
accommodation. The supporting text now notes that an increase in residential 
accommodation could result in an increase in the local cat population as well as 
disturbance from dog walking. Whilst the policy currently leaves the range of potential 
uses for the site open, Natural England have advised that project level HRA must ensure 
that only options that can demonstrate no adverse effects on the SPA/SAC/Ramsar site 
can be given approval. Consequently, the final policy now includes “Applications for 
development of this site will need to be subject to an HRA screening. Any development 
which would result in significant adverse effects which could not be appropriately 
mitigated will not be permitted.” 
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2.38 Whilst the Snape Maltings development will need to conform with this Strategy, it is 

recognised that the close proximity and access to the Estuary may necessitate 
additional measures in order to have certainty that recreation pressure has been fully 
mitigated for, and also that any other potential impacts have been considered. Project 
level HRA should therefore identify the need for contributing to the Strategy, but also 
checking whether any additional measures need to be incorporated into the 
development design.   

2.39 In response to plan level HRA and advice from Natural England, the Council has 
undertaken project level HRA on relevant planning applications and has secured funding 
from relevant development projects that will be used to fund some of the avoidance 
and mitigation measures set out within this Strategy document at Section 8. 

2.40 After the merger of Suffolk Coastal District Council and Waveney District Council on the 
1st April 2019, the adopted Local Plans for each authority continue to provide the policy 
framework against which planning applications will be determined for the respective 
geographical areas, until the new East Suffolk Council progresses with a new Local Plan. 
The Suffolk Coastal District Local Plan is likely to be adopted in 2019. 

Waveney District Council Local Plan and HRAs at the plan and project level 
2.41 As above, Waveney is now part of the new East Suffolk Council, but will continue to use 

its Local Plan until a future East Suffolk Plan is prepared. Waveney District Council has 
now adopted its new Local Plan. The new Local Plan is supported by a HRA report that 
has responded to Natural England’s advice in relation to the need to adequately provide 
mitigation for the impact of recreation pressure on European sites arising from new 
housing growth proposed within the plan. The HRA supporting the plan has full regard 
for this Strategy, and is reliant on it to enable a conclusion of no adverse effects on 
European site integrity. 

Mid Suffolk District Council Local Plan and HRAs at the plan and project level 
2.42 Mid Suffolk District Council’s Core Strategy was adopted in 2008, with a focused review 

subsequently undertaken in 2012 to update key parts of the Local Plan in line with the 
NPPF and up to date information on growth needs. At that point in time, the HRA 
concluded that the focused review of the Core Strategy would not lead to any likely 
significant effects on European sites.  

2.43 As noted above for Babergh’s Local Plan, Mid Suffolk and Babergh Districts are now 
working together to produce a Babergh and Mid Suffolk Joint Local Plan. The first 
consultation on the draft joint plan took place in August 2017, referring to this emerging 
Strategy as key evidence to inform the Joint Plan, and sets out policy options that would 
provide protection for European sites and also seek enhancements for biodiversity. 

Progressing from plan level and individual project HRA to a co-ordinated Strategy 
2.44 The HRAs for the local planning documents within the local planning authority areas are 

now each identifying the risks to European sites. The plan level HRAs note the key 
elements of mitigation, such as the provision of SANGs where large-scale development 
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will be focused. The HRAs highlight the need for further consideration and information 
gathering, particularly in relation to measures on the European sites to manage access. 
In light of the Local Plan policy and plan level HRA findings, residential development 
coming forward in accordance with the Local Plans must adequately avoid and mitigate 
for recreation impacts. This requirement has been implemented by an interim approach 
within each Local planning authority before now being taken forward in a coordinated 
way by the preparation of this Technical Report.  

2.45 Building on the evolution of the avoidance and mitigation approach to date, the 
strategic approach provides a detailed and comprehensive way forward for the Strategy 
to deliver the high-level commitments set out in plan policy, supporting text and the 
plan level HRAs. This Technical Report takes the HRA work to a more detailed level and 
progresses through the necessary stages of Strategy development; a review of the 
evidence base, analysis of the extent and nature of current recreation pressure, and 
then an analysis of the nature and extent of additional recreation pressure that could 
arise because of the growth within the Local Plans. This progression through evidence 
analysis then informs and re-asserts the justifications for the avoidance and mitigation 
measures required. This Technical Report seeks to test the appropriateness of various 
mitigation options, and then advise how that mitigation can be delivered, monitored 
and reviewed.  The Strategy has therefore evolved through a logical progression of 
refinement to its final form for cross authority implementation and will continue to be 
checked under future Strategy reviews that will similarly be informed by new evidence 
and the analysis. 

2.46 The Plan level HRAs for the Local planning authority areas recommend the following 
measures are explored further as avoidance and mitigation options for recreation 
pressure:   

 Site allocations to be made in light of proximity to European sites.  
 Enhancement of local greenspace provision to meet local recreation needs.   
 The development of two new large scale green spaces to meet recreation 

needs in areas where the highest levels of growth are proposed, and to 
include adequate visitor infrastructure (such as car parking, visitor facilities, 
dog bins, dogs off leads areas etc.).  

 A range of other mitigation measures focussed on the European sites, to 
potentially include wardening and visitor management measures, visitor 
management plans, additional monitoring, and a capital works programme. 

 

2.47 In response to these initial suggestions, and building on the bespoke project by project 
measures agreed as part of the interim approach to the Strategy, the development of 
more strategic avoidance and mitigation options is now detailed in Sections 7 and 8 of 
this report. 

2.48 It is important to remember therefore that the Strategy encompasses the approach to 
European site protection throughout its stages of progression and delivery mechanisms. 
Money collected during the interim phase was either pooled in preparation for the 
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strategic approach or in some instances was initially targeted as specific projects that 
are consistent with the measures set out within this report. As the strategic approach 
neared finalisation, financial contributions collected have all been pooled in readiness 
to support the immediate priorities of the strategic approach, with the recruitment of 
staff being one such priority.  

 

 

Plan level HRA requirements 

Interim approach with case 
by case consideration in 

each local planning 
authoirty

Strategic approach 
developed across LPAs, 
with Technical Report

Adoption of strategy, co-
ordinated implementation 

and periodic review

Strategy
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3. European sites and review to identify which are relevant to the 
Strategy 

Overview of Potentially Relevant European Sites 
3.1 European sites within and around the local planning authority boundaries are shown in 

Maps 1-3.  As a precaution, this includes sites to a 10km radius outside each of the 
authority boundaries. The interest features of the sites are summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Summary of European sites their interest features and other relevant information.  Links 
are to the conservation objectives and citation (SAC or SPA) or citation (Ramsar sites).   

European site 
Area 
(ha) 

Interest Features 

Alde-Ore Estuary 
SPA 

2417 

 Ruff 
 Avocet 
 Marsh Harrier 
 Redshank 
 Lesser Black-Backed Gull 
 Sandwich Tern 
 Little Tern 

Alde-Ore & Butley 
Estuaries SAC 1562 

 H1330 Atlantic salt meadows  
 H1130 Estuaries 
 H1140 Mudflats and sandflats 

Alde-Ore Estuary 
Ramsar 

2547 

 Ramsar criterion 2: The site supports a number of nationally-scarce 
plant species and British Red Data Book invertebrates 

 Ramsar criterion 3: The site supports a notable assemblage of breeding 
and wintering wetland birds 

 Ramsar criterion 6: Bird species/populations occurring at levels of 
international importance (Lesser Black-backed Gull, Avocet, Redshank) 

Benacre to Easton 
Bavents Lagoons 
SAC 

367  H1150 Coastal lagoons 

Benacre to Easton 
Bavents SPA 

517 
 Little Tern 
 Bittern 
 Marsh Harrier 

Deben Estuary SPA 979 
 Dark-Bellied Brent Goose 
 Avocet 

Deben Estuary 
Ramsar 

979 

 Ramsar criterion 2: Supports a population of the mollusc Vertigo 
angustior 

 Ramsar criterion 6: Species/populations occurring at levels of 
international importance (Dark-bellied Brent Goose) 

Dew’s Ponds SAC 7  Great crested newt 
Minsmere- 
Walberswick 
Heaths & Marshes 
SAC 

1266 
 H4030 European dry heaths 
 H1210 Annual vegetation of drift lines 
 H1220 Perennial vegetation of stony banks 
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European site 

Area 
(ha) 

Interest Features 

Minsmere – 
Walberswick SPA 

2019 

 Teal 
 Bittern 
 Marsh Harrier 
 Hen Harrier 
 European Nightjar 
 Northern Shoveler 
 Gadwall 
 Avocet 
 Little Tern 
 White-Fronted Goose 

Minsmere-
Walberswick 
Ramsar 

2019 

 Ramsar Criterion 1: The site contains a mosaic of marine, freshwater, 
marshland and associated habitats, complete with transition areas in 
between. Contains the largest continuous stand of reedbeds in England 
and Wales and rare transition in grazing marsh ditch plants from 
brackish to fresh water. 

 Ramsar criterion 2: This site supports nine nationally scarce plants and 
at least 26 red data book invertebrates, including the mollusc Vertigo 
angustior.  

 An important assemblage of rare breeding birds associated with 
marshland and reedbeds. 

Orfordness-Shingle 
Street SAC 

902 
 H1210 Annual vegetation of drift lines 
 H1220 Perennial vegetation of stony banks 
 H1150 Coastal lagoons 

Sandlings SPA 3391 
 European nightjar 
 Woodlark 

Staverton Park & 
The Thicks, 
Wantisden SAC 

82  H9190 Old acidophilous oak woods with Quercus robur on sandy plains 

Stour and Orwell 
Estuaries SPA 

3677 

 Black-tailed godwit 
 Knot 
 Dunlin 
 Waterbird assemblage 
 Redshank 
 Grey plover 
 Dark-bellied brent goose 
 Northern pintail 
 Pied avocet 

Stour and Orwell 
Estuaries Ramsar 

3677 

 Ramsar criterion 2: Contains seven nationally scarce plants: stiff 
saltmarsh-grass; small cord-grass; perennial glasswort; lax-flowered sea 
lavender and the eelgrasses Zostera angustifolia, Z. marina and Z. 
noltei. 

 Ramsar criterion 2: Contains five British Red Data Book invertebrates: 
the muscid fly Phaonia fusca; the horsefly Haematopota grandis; two 
spiders, Arctosa fulvolineata and Baryphema duffeyi; and the 
endangered swollen spire snail Mercuria confusa. 

 Ramsar criterion 5: Wintering waterfowl assemblage 
 Ramsar criterion 6: Species/populations occurring at levels of 

international importance (Redshank, Dark-bellied Brent Goose, Pintail, 
Grey Plover, Knot, Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit) 
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Potential Pathways: links between recreation and European site interest 
3.2 There is a range of ways in which the sites/interest features summarised in Table 1 

might be vulnerable to recreation impacts.   

Disturbance to wintering birds 
3.3 Disturbance to wintering and passage waterbirds can result in: 

 A reduction in the time spent feeding due to repeated flushing/increased 
vigilance (Fitzpatrick & Bouchez 1998; Stillman & Goss-Custard 2002; Bright et al. 
2003; Thomas, Kvitek & Bretz 2003; Yasué 2005) 

 Increased energetic costs (Stock & Hofeditz 1997; Nolet et al. 2002) 
 Avoidance of areas of otherwise suitable habitat, birds potentially using poorer 

quality feeding/roosting sites instead (Cryer et al. 1987; Gill 1996; Burton et al. 
2002; Burton, Rehfisch & Clark 2002) 

 Increased stress (Regel & Putz 1997; Weimerskirch et al. 2002; Walker, Dee 
Boersma & Wingfield 2006; Thiel et al. 2011) 

3.4 The impacts of disturbance can relate to site conditions that vary temporally such as 
weather or prey abundance (Goss-Custard et al. 2006). Birds may also be more sensitive 
at particular times, such as staging during migration (Bechet, Giroux & Gauthier 2004; 
Yasué 2005). As such, disturbance impacts may therefore occur only at certain times or 
when particular circumstances coincide.  Impacts of disturbance may therefore be 
difficult to detect.   

3.5 There is a wide range of studies of disturbance impacts for estuary birds.  One 
particularly relevant study relates to the Solent, where visitor surveys (Fearnley, Clarke 
& Liley 2010, 2011), bird fieldwork (Liley, Stillman & Fearnley 2010) and modelling 
(Stillman et al. 2012) were undertaken to inform the Habitats Regulations Assessments 
undertaken by local authorities.  Models of access predicted an increase in visitor rates 
to the coast – as a result of the new housing set out in relevant local authority plans – of 
15%.  Models predicted the survival rate of shorebirds wintering in Southampton Water 
under different scenarios which included that associated with current housing and that 
associated with the housing set out in relevant plans. The models were built using data 
on the distribution of the birds’ prey, the tidal cycle and availability of feeding areas 
over time, the foraging ability of birds under different scenarios (prey densities, bird 
densities etc.) and energy expenditure (cost of flight etc.).  Disturbance was 
incorporated through the birds losing feeding time, displacement and energetic costs.  
Within Southampton Water, in the absence of disturbance, all wader species modelled 
were predicted to have 100% survival and maintain their body masses at the target 
value  throughout  the  course  of  winter.  Disturbance from current housing was 
predicted to reduce the survival of Dunlin, Ringed Plover, Oystercatcher and Curlew. 
Increased visitor numbers because of future housing was predicted to further reduce 
the survival of Dunlin and Ringed Plover.   
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Disturbance to breeding birds 
3.6 Disturbance to breeding birds may have similar impacts as those described above to 

wintering birds, i.e. increased stress, displacement/avoidance of otherwise suitable 
habitat etc.  However, there are additional considerations.  Breeding places particular 
energetic consequences on birds (Thomson, Monaghan & Furness 1998), such that they 
may be less able to switch locations due to competition for territories and once nesting, 
birds are tied to very specific locations.  Thus disturbance when birds are nesting can 
have particular implications (e.g. Yalden & Yalden 1990).  Chicks and eggs can be 
vulnerable to trampling (e.g. Liley & Sutherland 2007), predation (Mikola et al. 1994; 
Bolduc & Guillemette 2003) and weather (Yasue 2006). 

3.7 In general, it is ground-nesting species, particularly rare species and colony nesting 
species that are likely to be at most risk.  There is evidence that disturbance can impact 
population size for Woodlarks (Mallord et al. 2007) and there are studies showing clear 
effects of disturbance for Little Tern (Medeiros et al. 2007; Ratcliffe et al. 2008), 
Nightjar (Murison 2002; Liley & Clarke 2003; Liley et al. 2006) and Marsh Harrier 
(Fernandez & Azkona 1993).   

Trampling: Vegetated Shingle 
3.8 Trampling has long been recognised as an issue for shingle vegetation (Sneddon & 

Randall 1994). Damage to ridge structures is also an issue. One of the main causes of 
damage is the breaking up of the surface layers of vegetation and the fine humic layer 
that may take many years to be deposited. As a result, damage to vegetation may not 
be possible to reverse. Spokes (1997) studied shingle vegetation and trampling and 
compared data from 1991 with that collected in 1997 on a shingle habitat at Slapton in 
Devon. The results indicated that untrampled areas were more diverse than the 
trampled areas. Hewitt (1973) came to the same conclusion on Chesil Beach in Dorset. 
Communities with abundant lichens are susceptible to trampling, particularly during dry 
weather. A single pass may be sufficient to cause irreparable damage (Doody & Randall 
2003).  

3.9 Disturbance of habitat from trampling or vehicles also has a negative impact on the 
majority of shingle invertebrates (Shardlow 2001), an assessment supported by Kirby 
(2001) ”Public access to shingle habitat is probably always damaging to some extent. 
Shingle communities are easily damaged by trampling because of the instability of that 
habitat”. Off-road vehicle access has been identified as a threat to invertebrates on 
some sites (Alexander et al. 2005). 

Trampling: Woodland Habitats 
3.10 Effects of urban development and recreation pressure on woodlands are reviewed by 

Corney et al (2008). Trampling can result in damage to tree root growth, possibly 
associated with an impact on fungal mycelia (Dunn 1984; King M. & Liley 2014), and 
tree death may result from root exposure and damage (Speight 1973). This could affect 
any trees near access routes but might be especially the case for veteran trees, often 
with associated lichen interest, in woodland or wood pasture, that may be 
preferentially approached (Read 2000).  Trampling decreases plant cover and changes 
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the ground flora species composition, altering species composition locally on paths and 
providing opportunities for new species to establish in previously unbroken forest 
vegetation.  

Nutrient enrichment 
3.11 The primary and most common cause of nutrient enrichment through access to the 

natural environment is dog fouling.   A number of reviews have addressed the impacts 
of dog fouling (Bull 1998; Taylor et al. 2005).  Dogs will typically defecate within 10 
minutes of a walk starting, and as a consequence most (but not all) deposition tends to 
occur within 400m of a site entrance (Taylor et al. 2005).  Similarly, dogs will typically 
urinate at the start of a walk, but they will also urinate at frequent intervals during the 
walk too.  The total volume deposited on sites may be surprisingly large.  At Burnham 
Beeches National Nature Reserve over one year, Barnard (2003) estimated the total 
amounts of urine as 30,000 litres and 60 tonnes of faeces from dogs.  Limited 
information on the chemical composition of dog faeces indicates that they are 
particularly rich in nitrogen, and as such impacts are similar to the application of 
fertilizer.  Habitats that are relatively nutrient-poor are the most vulnerable, and 
impacts will be most pronounced on vegetated shingle and heathland sites. 

Other impacts 
3.12 A range of other impacts may be associated with increased access.  These include: 

 Increased bait harvesting/collection from estuary sites, resulting in habitat 
damage and prey removal (e.g. Cryer, Whittle & Williams 1987; James, 
Perrow & Thatcher 1993; Fowler 2002; Fearnley et al. 2013). 

 Trampling of saltmarsh, because whilst many saltmarshes will attract little 
access as they are often inaccessible/difficult to traverse, in certain locations 
access for samphire collection or recreation is more prevalent and may 
result in damage (Doody 2008) 

 Spread of non-native species through footfall (Wichmann et al. 2009) or on 
boats (e.g. Bax et al. 2002, 2003) 

 Increased fire risk; studies have found a link between housing density and 
fire incidence (Kirby & Tantram 1999) and fire incidence may link to 
recreation use through cigarettes, barbeques etc.  Potentially vulnerable 
features may include vegetated shingle, heathland and veteran trees.   

Evidence for impacts or potential impacts on Suffolk coastal and heathland 
European sites 
3.13 Evidence for existing impacts (or potential future impacts that could be linked to 

increased recreation) come from a range of sources and are discussed below.  There are 
some specific studies from Suffolk that are relevant as well as national studies that 
include the Suffolk coastal and heathland sites; also useful are the original Habitats 
Regulations Assessments that have identified the need for this strategy.  It should be 
noted that impacts from recreation can be gradual.  People have been visiting the 
Suffolk coastline and heaths for recreation for a long time, and with recreation levels 
increasing over a long period of time, change can be difficult to detect.  Regular 
monitoring of sites, such as designated site condition assessments are not necessarily 
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designed to pick up such change and there is certainly scope for more work on 
recreation impacts.  Nonetheless, the evidence is sufficient for us to identify sites and 
issues of concern.      

Site Improvement Plans 
3.14 Site improvement plans (SIPs) have been developed by Natural England for all European 

sites in England.  The plans provide an overview of the issues (both current and 
predicted) affecting the condition of the European site features. As such the plans are a 
useful guide, and where relevant will identify issues relating to public 
access/disturbance.  The plans do not cover issues where suitable remedial actions are 
already in place or where ongoing management activities are required for maintenance. 
Where public access/disturbance is identified it therefore highlights an issue that 
requires resolving currently or may require intervention in the future.  Public 
access/disturbance is identified as an issue for nine of the European sites considered in 
this report. Information relating to where public access and/or disturbance have been 
highlighted as a theme within SIPs is listed in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Site Improvement Plan references to recreation pressure 

European site 
Public Access/Disturbance a 

theme in the SIP (and whether 
and issue or a threat) 

Relevant interest features 

Alde-Ore Estuary SPA (Pressure) 

Non-breeding: 
 Avocet 

Breeding: 
 Avocet,  
 Redshank,  
 Lesser Black-backed Gull,  
 Little Tern. 

Alde-Ore & Butley Estuaries 
SAC 

No issues/threats raised  

Benacre to Easton Bavents 
Lagoons SAC 

No issues/threats raised  

Benacre to Easton Bavents 
SPA 

(Pressure) 
Breeding:  
 Little Tern. 

Deben Estuary SPA (Pressure/Threat) 
Non-breeding: 
 Dark-bellied Brent Goose, 
 Avocet. 

Dew’s Ponds SAC No issues/threats raised  

Minsmere to Walberswick 
Heaths & Marshes SAC (Pressure) 

 H1210 Annual vegetation of drift 
lines,  

 H1220 Coastal shingle vegetation 
outside the reach of waves,  

 H4030 European dry heaths. 
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European site 
Public Access/Disturbance a 

theme in the SIP (and whether 
and issue or a threat) 

Relevant interest features 

Minsmere – Walberswick SPA (Pressure) 

Non-breeding: 
 Bittern,  
 Gadwall, 
 Shoveler 
 Avocet. 

Breeding: 
 Bittern,  
 Gadwall, 
 Shoveler, 
 Avocet,  
 Little Tern, 
 European Nightjar. 

Orfordness-Shingle Street SAC (Pressure) 

 H1210 Annual vegetation of drift 
lines,  

 H1220 Coastal shingle vegetation 
outside the reach of waves 

Sandlings SPA (Pressure) 
Breeding: 
 European Nightjar 
 Woodlark. 

Staverton Park & The Thicks, 
Wantisden SAC (Pressure/Threat) H9190 Dry oak-dominated woodland 

Stour and Orwell Estuaries SPA (Pressure/Threat) 

Non-breeding: 
 Dark-bellied Brent Goose,  
 Pintail, 
 Grey Plover,  
 Knot,  
 Dunlin,  
 Black-tailed Godwit, 
 Redshank,  
 Waterbird assemblage 

Breeding: 
 Avocet 

 

Specific studies addressing recreation impacts at the relevant sites 
3.15 Reviewing the site improvement plans it is apparent that there is a lack of information 

for some of the sites on the scale of impact of public access/disturbance.  However, 
there are some studies which have focused on the specific sites and issues and we 
consider those in detail here.   

The Sandlings 

3.16 The visitor survey of the Sandlings, undertaken in 2010 (Cruickshanks, Liley & Hoskin 
2010), used visitor survey data to model the distribution of people across the southern 
part of the Sandlings (south of Iken).  The model was then used to test whether the 
distribution of key bird species was related to the level of access.  Visitor distribution 
was heavily concentrated around particular locations such as Sutton Heath and looking 
across suitable habitat only, there was evidence that the distribution of Nightjar and (in 
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particular) Dartford Warbler was related to visitor levels.  The study did not address 
breeding success and was solely focussed on bird and visitor distribution.   

3.17 Within the Sandlings there have been declines in both Woodlark and Nightjar (see site 
improvement plan) and this is contrary to the trend in much of the rest of England (for 
context see: Conway et al. 2007; Langston et al. 2007; Conway et al. 2009).  Work in the 
Brecks (where there have also been declines) indicates that changes are predominantly 
linked to changes in the area of open habitats (see Dolman & Morrison 2012).   

Stour and Orwell Estuaries 

3.18 Ravenscroft et al. (2008) undertook bird disturbance fieldwork across the Stour and 
Orwell over three winters, involving over 540 hours recording access and birds.  Key 
findings were that the Orwell was much busier than the Stour (about four times as 
busy) and across both sites walkers, dog walkers and boating were the main activities 
recorded.  Overall the report suggests that birds in most parts of the SPA (and 
particularly on the Stour), were little affected by most activities at low tide.  Birds on the 
Stour appeared to be more likely to respond to the presence of people than on the 
Orwell, which Ravenscroft et al. attributed to the larger numbers of birds present and 
the availability of alternative areas on the estuary.  By contrast, the authors suggested 
that high levels of activity around most of the Orwell, relatively low numbers of birds at 
high tide and comparatively small mudflats at low tide, suggest that disturbance may be 
having an impact on populations of birds in this estuary.    

The Deben 

3.19 A report by Mason et al. (2014) considered disturbance issues for birds on the Deben.  
The report draws on the author’s experience of the site and contains observations of 
recreation levels and use.  While the report provides an impression that disturbance 
levels are generally low, some specific locations are highlighted and observations 
include canoes, jet skis and water-skiers causing disturbance.  Sensitive locations are 
highlighted and management recommendations are made to minimise disturbance 
impacts. 

National review of estuaries and housing pressure 

3.20 In a study commissioned by Natural England (but currently unpublished), Footprint 
Ecology, working with the BTO and Bournemouth University, gathered data from all 
English SPA sites (39 SPAs) with intertidal habitat and wintering waterfowl interest.  
These data provided a strategic view of the SPA sites. Data included current housing 
levels (weighted according to how far people typically travel for recreation visits), 
changes in housing (2001-2013), access infrastructure (car-parks, path network), habitat 
extent and distribution, and bird data (from the Wetland Birds Survey, WeBS).  For 
some (but not all SPAs) data also included the distribution and location of roost sites 
and information on the types of activity taking place at each SPA. Using the data, it was 
possible to rank and compare SPAs to identify those with current high housing pressure 
and features that made them vulnerable to recreation impacts.  Given that we have 
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modelling data from SPAs such as the Solent that indicates current population impacts 
of disturbance, ranking SPAs provides a means to identify those where increased 
housing is unlikely to result in marked impacts, and sites where further evidence 
gathering or mitigation may be necessary.   

3.21 The work highlighted a continuum ranging from estuary sites with very high levels of 
nearby housing, current access to most of the shoreline and high proportions of the 
mudflats potentially close enough to be disturbed by recreation on the shore (SPAs such 
as the Mersey Narrows and North Wirral Foreshore SPA, Benfleet & Southend SPA, 
Portsmouth Harbour SPA) to very rural sites with little access along the shore and 
shapes such that access and birds were likely to be segregated in space (e.g. the Wash 
SPA, the Solway SPA).  In such a ranking, the Stour and Orwell were the most vulnerable 
of the three Suffolk Estuaries, ranked in the top third of sites.  The Deben Estuary was 
just below the top third and the Alde-Ore was ranked relatively low, in the least 
vulnerable third of sites. 

3.22 The comparisons flagged a high number of WeBS alerts1 on the Stour & Orwell, and in 
particular a high level of site specific alerts, indicating that bird declines at the site were 
not in-line with other local sites.  For the Deben, the report highlighted the small, 
narrow shape of the estuary with a high proportion of the mudflats area vulnerable to 
disturbance from the seawall.  A high proportion of roosts were thought to be 
potentially vulnerable to disturbance, with 78% of roost sites within 200m of the 
footpath network.  The site has had a relatively large increase in housing pressure in 
recent years, but the vulnerability is to some extent reduced as stretches of the 
shoreline have limited current access (e.g. Ramsholt-Bawdsey; and most of the stretch 
from Melton-Methersgate).  The Alde-Ore has low levels of housing nearby and limited 
current shoreline access for some parts of the site (e.g. Iken-Sudbourne, Orfordness).    

Recreation use of sites and links to local housing 
3.23 A further important evidence thread relates to visitor survey information and the links 

between local housing and recreation use.  Information on the types of access, access 
infrastructure etc. informs the level of risk associated with new development and can 
help identify which sites are relevant for the Strategy.  Parts of the Suffolk coast are 
popular tourist destinations and it is important to separate out those sites where access 
is predominantly from tourists rather than local residents.  Data in the Suffolk Coast 
Tourism Strategy suggests around 3 million day visits to the coast per annum and 
around 1 million tourist bed-nights per annum.  Day visitors are not broken down 
according to those who come from within Suffolk and those from further afield.   

3.24 The Sandlings visitor survey work (Cruickshanks, Liley & Hoskin 2010) covered the area 
south of Iken and recorded few holiday-makers (6% of the total visitors interviewed 

                                                           

1 WeBS stands for wetland bird survey and is a volunteer survey across sites run by the BTO.  WeBS alerts flag 
marked population declines of specific bird species on sites.   
https://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/webs/publications/webs-alerts 
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during the winter1), demonstrating that use was mostly from local residents.  Dog 
walking was by far the most popular activity (52.8% of people interviewed) and was 
recorded at all sites where interviews were conducted, followed by walking (22% of 
interviews). Visitor use was particularly concentrated at a limited number of locations, 
particularly around Sutton Heath.  Interviewees’ home postcodes showed people 
travelling from the surrounding settlements, including Woodbridge, Martlesham, 
Ipswich, Saxmundham and Leiston, and the median distance from home postcode to 
interview location was 6.7km (winter) and 8.2km (summer; note only a subset of survey 
points were surveyed in the summer). The visitor postcodes from this survey are 
mapped and discussed in more detail in sSection 6. 

3.25 Visitor surveys on the Deben (Lake et al. 2014) in late autumn also reveal a pattern of 
predominantly local use, with 91% of interviewees on a short visit/trip from home.  
Excluding holiday-makers the median distance from the home postcode to interview 
location was 3.7km and 75% of visitors lived within a 14.2km radius of the survey point.  
Walking (41% of interviewees) and dog-walking (39%) were the main activities. The 
visitor postcodes from this survey are mapped and discussed in more detail in Section 6.  

3.26 Visitor surveys were conducted at Orwell Country Park in March 2015 (Sibbett 2015).  
This site is on the edge of Ipswich and provides access to the shoreline of the Orwell.  
Virtually all interviewees were local residents on short visits, again reflecting local, 
rather than tourist use.  Dog walking was the most common reason for visiting.  Most 
visitors lived within a few kilometres of the Country Park with a concentration of visitors 
living close to the Country Park in Gainsborough and in the Park Home site adjacent to 
Bridge Wood, while other visitors predominantly came from the main part of Ipswich. 
There was a general tendency for visitors with dogs to travel from a wider area, 
compared to those without dogs. The visitor postcodes from this survey are mapped 
and discussed in more detail in section 6. 

3.27 We would expect sites around Aldeburgh, Thorpeness and Southwold to be the main 
areas with high proportions of tourists.  European sites such as the Alde-Ore, Minsmere-
Walberswick and Benacre-Easton Bavents are therefore ones where we would perhaps 
expect tourists to account for a high proportion of visitors.  Visitor survey results from 
Minsmere are summarised by Molloy et al. (2011). In 2009 Minsmere received 80,271 
visitors.  Visitor survey results indicated that 42% of visitors were holiday-makers, 
staying an average of 5 nights in the local area, a further 37% were day-trippers and 
around a fifth (21%) of visitors were local residents.  More recent data were provided by 
the RSPB and in 2014 that data indicated that 6% of visitors were local residents living 
within 10 miles of the reserve and a further 42% had come from home more than 10 
miles away on a day visit.  Some 49% of visitors were holidaymakers.  These data 
suggest that there is perhaps little in the way of links between recreation and local 

                                                           

1 Winter was the main survey period; it should be noted that 19% of interviewees during the summer were 
holidaymakers, but the data are not comparable as summer interviews were focussed at limited sites and 
included one point adjacent to a campsite. 
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housing for Minsmere, however the data are from the main visitor centre/reserve hub 
which has a national profile as a flagship nature reserve.  We are not aware of visitor 
data from the periphery of the reserve and the areas of the SPA that have public access 
but are outside the main reserve areas. 

3.28 The interim approach taken forward in Babergh District and Ipswich Borough includes 
securing a number of localised mitigation, awareness raising and monitoring projects, 
particularly around the Stour and Orwell. As these projects come to fruition, they will 
inform the Strategy and provide valuable input to the first review of the strategic 
approach. 

3.29 The neighboring authority of Great Yarmouth has undertaken considerable work to 
develop a strategic mitigation strategy for breeding Little Terns at North Denes SPA to 
the north of Benacre to Easton Bavents SPA. This draws on visitor survey work 
undertaken across Norfolk (Panter, Liley & Lowen 2017) and recognises the impact of 
disturbance on the breeding colonies. Little Terns would move around the coast, and in 
any given year will respond to the availability of suitable nesting habitat, distribution of 
fish stocks and predator abundance. Disturbance at a breeding site is also a significant 
factor in where the birds nest in the subsequent year. It is apparent that the Little Terns 
are utilising a number of nest sites along the Norfolk and Suffolk coastline, and that in 
some years their movement has been in response to issues at a particular site. It is 
possible that birds from the North Denes SPA, Benacre to Easton Bavents SPA and 
Minsmere to Walberswick SPA are interlinked populations. Recognising this, and the 
strategic mitigation scheme now in place for North Denes SPA, highlights the need for a 
consistent approach within the Suffolk stretch of the coastline.     
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4. Levels of Current and Future Housing  

4.1 Comparisons of current and future housing provide an indication of which sites will 
have a marked change in housing levels as a result of those coming forward within the 
Local Plan period. Levels of current housing in the area were examined, sourced from a 
national georeferenced postcode dataset. Our postcode dataset originates from 
Postzon and is based upon Royal Mail Postcode Address File and Ordnance Survey Open 
data. This details the number of residential properties (delivery points) for each 
georeferenced full postcode centroid. Plotting of these points in GIS can be used to 
calculate which postcodes, and subsequently the number of residential properties, 
which fall within set distance bands from designated sites. 

4.2 For future housing levels, the relevant local authorities provided GIS data to show 
potential future housing.  These data were intended to provide a snapshot of the scale 
of likely future development and included allocations and windfall values (i.e. small 
scale housing applications not related to site allocations).  For allocations, typically a site 
boundary was provided with a value for the number of dwellings.  We used this value to 
assign random points within the relevant boundary to match the number of properties.  
Windfalls were provided as a level of potential uplift on the quantum of housing related 
to site allocations, which was applied to relevant existing postcodes.  The data are 
approximate but provide a means for mapping potential future housing.  In total, across 
the Local planning authorities, the allocations represented around 15,070 dwellings and 
the windfall a further 3,768 dwellings, giving a total of around 18,838 dwellings.   

4.3 Table 2 shows current and future housing at 1km distance intervals around nine 
selected SPA/SAC sites. It should be noted that for the purpose of this table, distances 
relate to the SPA and SAC boundaries not the Ramsar site boundary, where also 
present. All graphs are presented on the same scale and highlight the varying degrees of 
housing levels already present around many SPA/SAC sites. The highest values shown 
are for the Stour and Orwell Estuaries SPA, at the 3km distance buffer (e.g. within a 2-3 
km radius). Overall the Stour and Orwell Estuaries SPA has much higher levels of 
housing than any others, due to the urban nature of the immediate shoreline and 
surrounding areas. This 3km radius includes approximately half of both Ipswich and 
Felixstowe. Around many other areas, such as the Deben Estuary SPA and Sandlings 
SPA, the housing levels can be comparatively low in some places, and then have sudden 
peaks in others. Particular peaks are associated with the relative position of dense 
urban areas (Ipswich, Felixstowe and to a lesser extent Woodbridge). 

4.4 Table 2 also shows the future percentage increase in housing levels relative to the 
current levels and serves to highlight particularly large increases in housing. The highest 
levels of change, at least close to the European sites (within 5km) are around the 
Benacre to East Bavents SPA, where potential new developments include allocations at 
Reydon, Wangford and Wrentham 
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Table 2: The percentage increase in housing from current levels with the addition of future 
housing around each SPA/SAC site. Bold text and grey shading indicate those above the average 
across all cells (5.1%). 

Site Percentage housing increase within distance buffers, in km 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

Alde-Ore & Butley Estuaries SAC 1 1 0 3 2 5 0 4 1 5 3 7 1 0 1 

Alde-Ore Estuary SPA 1 1 0 3 3 8 0 8 7 3 1 1 1 1 1 
Benacre to Easton Bavents SPA 22 7 6 1 44 2 2 29 2 23 11 49 8 3 0 
Deben Estuary SPA 1 4 1 9 1 3 1 2 12 25 4 5 4 12 7 
Minsmere-Walberswick SPA 1 13 2 1 4 10 13 6 2 3 1 4 33 17 1 
Orfordness-Shingle Street SAC 1 2 1 3 4 12 2 6 6 6 0 1 1 1 0 
Sandlings SPA 1 3 1 1 1 2 1 1 0 16 3 1 12 24 7 
Staverton Park & The Thicks SAC 0 0 9 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 6 
Stour and Orwell Estuaries SPA 1 7 5 4 19 14 3 1 2 2 2 1 1 0 0 
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5. Relevant Sites for the Strategy 

5.1 From a review of the European sites in Section 3, and then an analysis of current and 
future housing in Section 4, a confirmed list of European sites that should be the focus 
of the Strategy is presented in Table 3 below. This has been derived as a result of the 
assessment undertaken in the previous sections. This list confirms and consolidates the 
previous evolution of the approach to protecting the European sites, from Local Plan 
HRAs, through bespoke interim solutions to this Technical Report for the strategic 
approach. 

Table 3: Summary of sites and those relevant to the strategy (highlighted in grey). 

European site Include or 
exclude 

Reasons 

Alde-Ore Estuary SPA Include 

Low levels of nearby housing, limited access to some parts and likely 
predominance of tourists (e.g. Aldeburgh) may limit concerns, but public 
access/disturbance raised in the site improvement plan.  Any mitigation re 
housing solely focussed on selected locations such as Shingle Street and Iken.   

Alde-Ore & Butley 
Estuaries SAC 

Exclude No sensitive features and no concern raised about public access/disturbance in 
the site improvement plan 

Alde-Ore Estuary 
Ramsar 

Include 

Low levels of nearby housing, limited access to some parts and likely 
predominance of tourists (e.g. Aldeburgh) may limit concerns, but public 
access/disturbance raised in the site improvement plan.  Any mitigation re 
housing solely focussed on selected locations such as Shingle Street and Iken.   

Benacre to Easton 
Bavents Lagoons SAC 

Exclude No sensitive features, public access/disturbance not raised in the SIP 

Benacre to Easton 
Bavents SPA 

Include 

Little Tern a sensitive feature, and while already subject to focussed 
management, measures need to be secured in the long term for the mobile 
population along this coastline.  Strategic mitigation provision to the north in 
Norfolk indicates need for consistency along the coastline. 

Deben Estuary SPA Include Narrow estuary where disturbance has potential for impact and is an existing 
concern.  Visitor data shows use from local residents.  

Deben Estuary 
Ramsar 

Include 
Narrow estuary where disturbance has potential for impact and is an existing 
concern.  Visitor data shows use from local residents.   

Dew’s Ponds SAC Exclude No sensitive interest features.   

Minsmere to 
Walberswick Heaths 
& Marshes SAC 

Include 
(site 

fringes 
outside 
reserve) 

While public access/disturbance identified as an issue in the site improvement 
plan, a large proportion of the site is managed for nature conservation and 
already good access infrastructure, wardening, interpretation etc. to raise 
awareness and minimise impacts.  High proportion of visitors to the reserve 
areas are likely to be tourists so links to local housing tenuous. 
NE and RSPB have highlighted concerns relating to specific parts of the site (e.g. 
Fiveways, Westleton Heath, beach areas), where there is much less access 
infrastructure. Inclusion of this site in the strategy is therefore focussed on the 
areas outside the managed reserves.   

Minsmere – 
Walberswick SPA 

Include 
(site 

fringes 
outside 
reserve) 

While public access/disturbance identified as an issue in the site improvement 
plan, a large proportion of the site is managed for nature conservation and 
already good access infrastructure, wardening, interpretation etc. to raise 
awareness and minimise impacts.  High proportion of visitors to the reserve 
areas are likely to be tourists so links to local housing tenuous. 
NE and RSPB have highlighted concerns relating to specific parts of the site (e.g. 
Fiveways, Westleton Heath, beach areas), where there is much less access 
infrastructure. Inclusion of this site in the strategy is therefore focussed on the 
areas outside the managed reserves. Some Little Tern nesting locations also 
within the site (see Benacre to Easton Bavents SPA below)..   

Minsmere – 
Walberswick Ramsar 

Include 
(site 

While public access/disturbance identified as an issue in the site improvement 
plan, a large proportion of the site is managed for nature conservation and 
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European site 

Include or 
exclude 

Reasons 

fringes 
outside 
reserve) 

already good access infrastructure, wardening, interpretation etc. to raise 
awareness and minimise impacts.  High proportion of visitors to the reserve 
areas are likely to be tourists so links to local housing tenuous. 
NE and RSPB have highlighted concerns relating to specific parts of the site (e.g. 
Fiveways, Westleton Heath, beach areas), where there is much less access 
infrastructure. Inclusion of this site in the strategy is therefore focussed on the 
areas outside the managed reserve.   

Orfordness-Shingle 
Street SAC Include 

Much of site has limited access, however specific locations such as Shingle Street 
vulnerable and popular with local residents.   

Sandlings SPA Include 
Two bird interest features are ground nesting and vulnerable to recreation 
impacts.  Visitor surveys show use by local residents and some evidence for 
existing impacts.   

Staverton Park & The 
Thicks, Wantisden 
SAC 

Exclude 

Site has limited parking and a single footpath near one side. As such most of site 
has no public access.  While damage to the site is possible from access (see site 
improvement plan), issues relate to illegal access/trespassing, as such it will be at 
low levels and unlikely to be linked to increased housing development given rural 
location.   

Stour and Orwell 
Estuaries SPA 

Include 
Close to major conurbation of Ipswich and with existing evidence of impacts, 
ranked the most vulnerable to recreation impacts from new housing of all the 
Suffolk estuary SPAs. 

Stour and Orwell 
Estuaries Ramsar 

Include 
Close to major conurbation of Ipswich and with existing evidence of impacts, 
ranked the most vulnerable to recreation impacts from new housing of all the 
Suffolk estuary SPAs. 

 

5.2 The Strategy now takes the above European sites and builds an approach for avoiding 
and mitigating the potential effects of increased recreation, by defining where 
development is a risk, and where it can be concluded it is not a risk, and establishing a 
robust set of mitigation measures that are applicable and deliverable. 

5.3 The Strategy focuses on avoiding and mitigating for recreation pressure on the 
following European site groups: 

 Alde-Ore Estuary SPA/Ramsar site with Orfordness-Shingle Street SAC 
 Deben Estuary SPA/Ramsar site 
 Stour and Orwell Estuaries SPA/Ramsar site 
 Sandlings SPA 
 Benacre to Easton Bavents SPA 

 

5.4 In addition, the Strategy includes Minsmere-Walberswick SPA/SAC/Ramsar site, but 
specifically only the accessible fringes of the designated sites, which lie outside the 
reserve areas that are managed to provide a visitor destination to access nature. The 
inclusion of the areas outside the Reserve is primarily in response to concerns raised by 
Natural England as both a Government statutory nature conservation and advisory body 
and as site manager for Walberswick National Nature Reserve, and also by the RSPB as 
site manager for Minsmere RSPB Reserve.  
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6. Existing Visitor data:  Establishing Zones of Influence 

6.1 This section of this Technical Report considers visitor data for the relevant European 
sites and looks for information relating to where visitors travel from, and the links 
between where people go and recreation use.   

Identifying zones of influence 
6.2 Zones of influence are areas from within which it is deemed there will likely significant 

effect arising from recreation undertaken by additional residents living within the zone. 
This determines where new development may result in changes in recreation and 
therefore where mitigation will be necessary.  At other European sites around the 
country these have been identified using visitor survey data that includes home 
postcodes of visitors.  A common approach is to take the distance at which 75% of 
interviewees had travelled.  At sites with tourist use the figure is based on local visitors 
rather than tourists.  The choice of 75% is a pragmatic one, it represents the area where 
most visitors come from, but excludes the bigger distances where visitors may be more 
infrequent and outliers that may have come some considerable distance.   

6.3 Such zones tend to extend from 5-15km (Table 4). 

Table 4: Some examples of zones of influence (relating to recreation) at other European sites.  
Links relate to one of the relevant local authorities.   

Site Designations Relevant interest 
features Zone of influence 

Cannock Chase  SAC Heathland habitats 

15km  
(N.B due to implementation 
practicalities, developer 
contributions are collected 
from 0-8km to fund zone 
wide mitigation) 

Dorset Heaths  SPA, SAC, Ramsar 

Heathland habitats, 
range of SAC interest, 
Nightjar, Woodlark, 
Dartford Warbler 

5km   

Thames Basin Heaths SPA Nightjar, Woodlark, 
Dartford Warbler 5km   

Dawlish Warren  SAC Sand dunes 10km 

East Devon/Pebblebed 
Heaths SPA/SAC 

Heathland habitats; 
Nightjar, Dartford 
Warbler. 

10km 

Exe Estuary  SPA/Ramsar Wintering waterbirds 10km 
Solent (3 European 
sites) SPA/Ramsar Wintering waterbirds 5.6km 

Ashdown Forest SPA Nightjar, Dartford 
Warbler 

7km (this was the initial 
distance used and is in 

the process of being 
reviewed, see link).   
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6.4 Detailed visitor survey data that includes visitor origins (home postcodes) exist for some 

of the Suffolk European sites or at least some particular locations within the sites.  We 
summarise information below and, where available, highlight the distance within which 
75% of visitors were found to have originated.  This figure is a useful guide as it suggests 
a zone where most visitors come from and will clearly capture the majority of use, while 
excluding outliers and those scattered postcodes that cover a wide area well beyond 
the core area from which access primarily originates. 

The Deben Estuary 
6.5 Visitor surveys were commissioned by the Deben Estuary Partnership and covered a 

range of locations on both sides of the estuary (Lake et al. 2014).  Based on a sample of 
280 interviewee postcodes, 75% of visitors interviewed travelling from home (and that 
gave valid postcodes) lived within 13.2km.  The postcode data are shown in Map 4. 

Minsmere-Walberswick 
6.6 Data are only available from the main RSPB reserve, and therefore are not necessarily 

relevant to the more peripheral areas where the strategy needs to focus.  Visitor data 
were provided by local RSPB staff and show a marked increase in visitor numbers in 
recent years to the Minsmere Reserve, potentially linked to the site featuring on 
national television (Springwatch).  Visitor numbers in 2014 were 111,825 and rose to 
124,426 in 2015. Questionnaire data from 2016 shows that 8% of visitors lived within 
10km of the reserve and were visiting from home.  A further 37% had travelled from 
home (but lived beyond 10km).  Other visitors were tourists.  Postcode data from 2014 
are shown in Map 5.  A total of 594 interviewee postcodes were collected by the RSPB 
and of these we could accurately map (i.e. full postcode provided) 426.  Of these 61 
(14%) fell within the three local authority boundaries relevant to this strategy.  Visitors 
to the main reserve areas are clearly very different to those at the other sites and the 
core reserve areas should be excluded from the strategy.   

Sandlings  
6.7 Visitor surveys of the Sandlings (Cruickshanks, Liley & Hoskin 2010) included all areas 

south of Snape.  Based on a sample of 501 postcodes the 75th percentile for those 
travelled from home was 12.9km.  The data are shown in Map 4. 

Stour and Orwell 
6.8 Visitor surveys were conducted by the Landscape Partnership in Orwell Country Park in 

2015.  These data (106 postcodes geocoded, Map 6) show that visitors to the Country 
Park were mostly local and mainly originated in Ipswich, with the furthest some 68km 
from the Country Park.  The 75th percentile for all these postcodes was 3.56km.  The 
data are not representative for the whole estuary however, only from a single country 
park at the edge of the main conurbation.    

Defining workable zones for the Strategy 
6.9 A zone of influence is shown for all sites combined in Map 7.  This has been drawn as 

follows: 
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6.10 In line with the Deben and Sandlings data we mapped an outer zone at 13km around 

the following European sites: 

 The Alde-Ore SPA/Ramsar 
 The Deben SPA/Ramsar 
 Minsmere-Walberswick SPA/Ramsar/SAC 
 Orfordness-Shingle Street SAC 
 The Sandlings SPA 
 The Stour & Orwell SPA/Ramsar 

 

6.11 The choice of 13km reflects the 75th percentile for the Sandlings and the Deben, drawn 
from data from multiple survey points.  The consistency between the 75th percentile for 
the two surveys provides some confidence that this is likely to define the draw of the 
Suffolk Coast for people living inland.  13km is on the larger side compared to some 
other strategic mitigation strategies but reflects the particular draw of the sites and the 
spatial distribution of current housing relative to the sites. Whilst evidence from other 
strategic mitigation schemes provides helpful comparison, zones of influence should be 
appropriate for the local situation and available evidence. Zones of influence are used 
to determine the zone within which developer contributions are required in order to 
contribute to the delivery of the measures to avoid and mitigate for potential impacts.  
There is potential for the zones to be revised over time should further visitor survey 
data become available.   

6.12 North of the River Blyth, the key concern from recreation pressure is Little Terns. These 
are mobile along the coast, nesting directly on the beaches and have nested at locations 
such as Kessingland that are outside the European sites.  We therefore extended the 
zone along the coast to encompass the whole northern part of Waveney District.  This 
makes a pragmatic and logical boundary around Lowestoft as the main growth area. 
This also provides a zone of influence up to the northern boundary of Suffolk, where the 
Norfolk strategic mitigation commences for Great Yarmouth Borough. This then 
provides a continued strategic approach for Little Terns across the relevant European 
sites for this species in Norfolk and Suffolk. 

6.13 Map 7 shows this overall zone of influence, which has been clipped to the coastline and 
the relevant local authorities.  It encompasses all of Ipswich and most of Suffolk Coastal 
District and most of Waveney Districts.   

6.14 For this Strategy, it is necessary to define a simple, pragmatic and useable approach 
whereby development in any location is only contributing to mitigation relevant to that 
location.  Within this overall zone it is therefore necessary to draw divisions to reflect 
the relevance to different sites.  For example, there is no link between development in 
the far south, near the Orwell and impacts to Little Terns at Benacre or Kessingland.  
Equally, for development in Waveney District, there are no pathways by which 
development might be expected to impact the Stour and Orwell SPA/Ramsar site or the 
River Deben SPA/Ramsar site.   
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6.15 Over time there has been considerable discussion within the Steering Group and 

Natural England to determine the most suitable ways to apportion the overall zone for 
implementing the Strategy. This has focused on making the strategy robust, fair and 
most importantly implementable without unnecessary complications for 
administration. Initially, prior to the Strategy being expanded, Ipswich, Babergh and 
Suffolk Coastal authorities considered how to combine the zones of influence into 
workable zones for implementation. With the inclusion of Mid Suffolk and Waveney 
Districts (and now with the merger of Waveney and Suffolk Coastal Districts to form 
East Suffolk Council), this was revised again with detailed discussion amongst the 
Steering Group to find the most practical solution.  

6.16 Map 8 shows a two-zone split.  Zone A reflects the zone of influence for the Stour and 
Orwell SPA/Ramsar and the Deben SPA/Ramsar.  Zone B relates to all the relevant 
European sites apart from the Stour and Orwell.   

6.17 This split allows impacts and mitigation contributions to be apportioned to relevant 
sites yet ensures a simple zone map that is straightforward to apply and aligned to local 
authority boundaries.  Using the two zones shown in Map 8 it is possible to estimate the 
amount of new housing likely to come forward, based on the GIS data provided by the 
local authorities, within each zone.  This suggests a level of development of around 
9,592 new dwellings potentially within Zone A and 8,057 within Zone B.   

6.18 Early in the development of the Strategy, some project level HRA work referred to a 
potential 8km zone. This was an early identification of a possible zone, based on very 
limited data (albeit the best available at the time), and it is confirmed that this is now 
redundant in light of the approach explained here. 
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