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Summary 

 
This report forms part of a series of three reports prepared for the Wild Purbeck NIA. The 

accompanying reports are the Wild Purbeck NIA Visitor Survey Analysis and the Wild Purbeck NIA 

Visitor Management Case Studies. This report draws on the findings of the previous two reports and 

additional material to build a set of recommendations about visitor management and wildlife in 

Purbeck.  

 

The existing recreational activities carried out in Purbeck are briefly reviewed, and the provision for 

different activities recorded in map form. Possible future changes in recreation are considered. 

Issues raised by recreational user groups are recorded and potential solutions and opportunities 

identified. Existing data on visitor numbers and activities from various sources across Purbeck are 

collated and presented.  

 

A sensitivity map for Purbeck was developed to identify which areas are potentially robust to 

recreational pressure, and which areas are likely to be vulnerable. Based on habitat and species 

data, and designed for use at a strategic level, it shows that the heaths and coast are the most 

vulnerable areas.  

 

A series of strategic recommendations is made about how visitor management in Purbeck can be 

approached to provide meaningful visitor engagement with the natural environment while 

safeguarding vulnerable features and wildlife.  These include: 

 

1. Forming a Purbeck recreation and wildlife forum to promote partnership working with 

recreation users groups, providers, businesses, land owners and conservation organisations and 

provide a focus for Purbeck-wide initiatives  

2. Creating an interactive, web-based map of Purbeck with up-to-date information on sites, 

recreation opportunities and providers, events and codes of conduct for local users and visitors 

3. Developing a wildlife accreditation scheme for recreation providers with codes of conduct for 

individual recreational activities 

4. Instigating a heathland visitor engagement, communication and interpretation initiative to 

create more of an identity for the Purbeck heaths and to co-ordinate messaging and visitor 

engagement work between organisations. Suggested actions include creating a heathland visitor 

hub, increasing on-site face-to-face visitor engagement through partnership working, and 

providing georeferenced downloadable resources linked to (2) including routes, site information, 

seasonal restrictions etc.. 

5.  Instigating a coastal bird project. The aim would be to work with recreational providers to raise 

the profile of Purbeck’s sea and shore birds, reach agreement about zoning and encourage the 

development and adoption of codes of conduct for relevant recreational activities 

6. Developing co-ordinated visitor monitoring  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Nature Improvement Areas were created as a mechanism to achieve significant 

enhancements to ecological networks by improving existing wildlife sites, building 

ecological connections and restoring ecological processes.  They are intended to work at 

a landscape scale to improve the natural environment for wildlife, for people, and to 

unite local communities, landowners and business through a shared vision (Lawton et 

al. 2010). The wildlife of Purbeck is outstanding, and the area encompasses 

internationally important sites including the Purbeck heathlands, Poole Harbour and the 

Jurassic Coast World Heritage Site. The heathland landscape is also of particular cultural 

significance, featuring extensively in the works of Thomas Hardy, while stone quarrying 

and clay mining have lent a distinctive character to both the coast and heaths. However, 

Purbeck is facing increasing pressures, one of which is the number of visitors to the 

area, thought to be increasing year-on-year1.  

1.2 The landscape and natural features of Purbeck are the ultimate asset of the Wild 

Purbeck NIA and the reason why many people choose to live, work and visit here.  The 

landscape is a product of the varied geology of the area, the resulting geography and 

the activities of humans since Mesolithic times. Within the 46,000 hectares of the Wild 

Purbeck Nature Improvement Area (NIA), the land has been broadly classified as river, 

wetland, heath and woodland2.  Whilst these areas form the main direction of the work 

themes within the NIA’s plans, there are also large areas of chalk downland and around 

12,000 hectares of World Heritage Coast.  The importance of these broad habitats is 

indisputable and clearly demonstrated by the range and number of designations which 

apply to the area (see Map 1) which include landscape, nature conservation and world 

heritage designations.    

1.3 The European sites within the NIA include the Dorset Heaths; Dorset Heaths (Purbeck 

and Wareham) and Studland Dunes; Poole Harbour; the Isle of Portland to Studland 

Cliffs; and St Alban’s Head to Durlston Head). The area is perhaps unique in the extent, 

range and number of different protected sites which cover 28% of Purbeck District. The 

designated broad habitats types are outlined briefly here. Further information can be 

found in Lake et al. 2010 and Edwards, 2013. 

1.4 Dorset holds some 7,500 ha of heathland3 much of which is designated as a Special 

Protection Area (SPA) and Special Area of Conservation (SAC) for features of European 

importance, including dry and wet heathland vegetation types; breeding nightjar, 

woodlark and Dartford warbler; wintering raptors such as merlin and hen harrier; all six 

species of native British reptiles; and the southern damselfly. The entire Purbeck 

coastline is protected as an SAC.  The hard limestone cliffs, with chalk at the eastern and 

western ends, are interspersed with slumped sections of soft cliffs and are designated 

                                                           

1
 http://www.dorsetaonb.org.uk/our-work/wildpurbeck 

2
 Defra Monitoring and Evaluation of NIAs. 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5542385517854720 
3
 see Rose et al. 2000 
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for the calcareous grassland and cliff vegetation they support.  A number of rare plant 

species is associated with the grassland habitats, and there are small colonies of 
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breeding seabirds on the hard cliffs.  Poole Harbour is a large shallow lagoon, 

designated as an SPA and a Ramsar site.  These designations reflect the international 

importance of the harbour for breeding, wintering and passage birds. 

1.5 To the visitor and resident alike, the mix of the coast, Poole Harbour and its islands, 

river valleys, downland, ancient woodlands and heathland provides a rich outdoors 

experience. Picturesque villages, local food, drink and festivals and easy access from 

London add to Purbeck’s attractiveness as a visitor destination; approximately 438,000 

staying trips are made to Purbeck annually and three million day visits, while the 

outdoors is also used extensively by local residents for recreation.   

1.6 Monitoring shows that numbers of visitors to the countryside fluctuate (TNS Research 

International Travel & Tourism 2012). National policy underlines the importance of 

outdoor recreation for healthy living and well-being. It advocates the use of the 

outdoors for learning, discovery and the development of environmental responsibility 

and understanding, and encourages the accessibility of outdoor recreation to all sectors 

of the population. There is a pressing need to integrate recreation and access needs 

with the enhancement of wildlife and the environment. 

Aims of Wild Purbeck Visitor Management project 

1.7 Wild Purbeck aims to raise awareness of, and enable engagement in, the outstanding 

landscape of Purbeck.  This project was instigated to help maintain the quality of the 

natural environment whilst inspiring visitors and offering different types of experience. 

Specific aims (based on the brief) included: 

 Enabling visitors and locals to be inspired by Purbeck’s natural and cultural 

heritage 

 Resolving conflicts between different recreation users 

 Resolving conflicts between conservation and recreation interests 

 Enabling a flexible approach to improving visitor facilities in the area and 

responding to emerging trends in recreation, without impacting on biodiversity. 

1.8 A visitor survey was carried out in 2013, and the information provided by this has been 

used to provide an in-depth analysis of how sites are being used. The results are 

provided in a separate report Wild Purbeck NIA visitor survey.  Three case studies were 

also explored and more detail given on recreation opportunities at 

Arne/Hartland/Middlebere, Wareham Forest/Gore Heath and Greenlands Farm nr. 

Studland.  This information is provided in a second report Wild Purbeck NIA 

Recreational Case Studies.  This third report develops a visitor strategy of the Wild 

Purbeck NIA. It includes a review of provision within Purbeck, the development of zones 

indicating the vulnerability of different areas to recreational pressure, and 

recommendations for provision for different user groups.  It suggests mechanisms by 

which conflicts between conservation objectives and recreational users can be 

addressed and resolved. 
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2. Motivations for developing a visitor management strategy 

2.1 During the process of working up the case studies with NIA partners (see accompanying 

report Wild Purbeck NIA Recreational Case Studies) a diversity of motivations for 

addressing recreation/conservation issues became apparent.  A workshop was held in 

February 2014 to further engage NIA partners in developing the case studies and 

strategy.  Attendees were asked to note down their thoughts on why a visitor 

management strategy is needed for Purbeck.  Seventeen responses were given, and are 

listed in Appendix 1.  At the end of the workshop they were grouped into three 

categories: (i) promoting access to encourage direct personal experience of nature and 

encourage support for nature conservation (ii) promoting sustainable access i.e. 

allowing access while minimising disturbance/damage to wildlife and maintaining the 

quality of visitor experiences; (iii) targeting limited resources for access management in 

a co-ordinated way.  

2.2 There is increasing understanding and acceptance in the conservation sector of the 

multiple roles played by nature reserves and designated sites, and a greater willingness 

than in the past to take into account the desires and needs of different user groups. 

Hand-in-hand with this is a pragmatic acknowledgement that in some cases user groups 

will carry out specific activities that could be damaging or disruptive to nature 

conservation despite land managers’ best efforts to persuade them otherwise, and that 

it is most effective to engage positively with users to achieve acceptable outcomes. Two 

motivations for engaging with visitors expressed in the third group of responses were 

(a) facilitating direct personal experience of nature for its own sake, and (b) increasing 

visitors’ awareness and understanding of wildlife to engender support for nature 

conservation and wider environmental concerns. The responses in groups one and two 

concerning sustainability and a targeted, co-ordinated approach are straightforward. 

Here we explore (a) and (b) a little further to allow future collaborative work between 

NIA partners to be based on a shared understanding of the various motives behind 

visitor engagement work.   

Nature engagement for well-being 

2.3 One component of the acknowledgement of the importance of nature sites for people 

has been the recognition that people need nature for their physical, mental and 

spiritual wellbeing (e.g. Tansley 1945; Snyder 1990; Hammond 1998; English Nature 

2002; Miller & Hobbs 2002; Alessa, Bennett & Kliskey 2003; Morris 2003; Bird 2004; 

Thompson, Price & Galbraith 2005; Pretty et al. 2005; Saunders 2005; Robinson 2006). 

In other countries recognition of the health-giving benefits of natural habitats is well 

established; for example in Japan there is the long-standing practice of shinrin-yoku or 

“forest bathing”.  Recent high-profile initiatives such as Project Wild Thing4 and Richard 

Louv’s Children and Nature Network in the US5 (Louv 2010) have highlighted the vital 

role of time spent outdoors, particularly in unstructured play, in childrens’ well-being. 

                                                           

4
 http://projectwildthing.com/ 

5
 http://www.childrenandnature.org/ 
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One of the motivators for the current interest in re-wilding is that natural habitats are 

likely to confer the most benefits e.g. Monbiot  (2013) talks about rewilding relieving 

“ecological boredom”. However, cultural perceptions of nature are not necessarily 

aligned with scientific concepts of ecological function. Research is still lacking about the 

specific attributes of nature sites that are most likely to benefit people, and how this 

may vary.  Recent work (based on urban greenspaces) showed a relationship between  

visitors’ psychological well-being and their perception of biological richness, but no 

correlation between psychological well-being and actual species richness (Dallimer et al. 

2012). There is more longstanding work on people’s perceptions of landscape, e.g. 

Appleton’s (1975) proposal of biologically determined preferences for “prospect” and 

“refuge” landscapes, which can help in the design of routes and facilities for visitors. 

2.4 Many conservation organisations seek to promote connectedness with nature to help 

meet peoples physical, mental and spiritual well-being needs where possible. Some 

organisations are in receipt of government funding, a condition of which is often a 

contribution to societal well-being (e.g. through educational visits).  

Nature engagement for action 

2.5 A second motivation is that of engendering support and behaviour change. Work 

commissioned by Natural England identified that many conservation practitioners 

experience one or more “epiphanies” (i.e. of profound appreciation of nature), often as 

a child, which motivate them to work in conservation and can be reactivated to provide 

ongoing inspiration (I. Christie, pers. comm.). The value of inspirational time spent in 

nature is highlighted by the Natural Change programme (originally run by WWF), which 

seeks to catalyse social change for a sustainable future through bringing together small 

groups of influential people in wilderness settings. Similarly, meaningful, first-hand 

experiences of nature may encourage people to adapt their behaviour to protect 

wildlife at specific sites and to take measures to address larger-scale environmental 

issues. There is evidence to suggest that an emotional affinity with nature plays a role in 

individuals’ motivation to protect nature (Kals, Schumacher & Montada 1999; Nisbet, 

Zelenski & Murphy 2009) and that increasing peoples connection to the natural 

environment may be more effective than establishing laws and rules (Kaplan 2000). 

Intention is a first step in the direction of behaviour change, but the link between 

connection and action remains to be explored (M. Richardson, pers. comm.).  

Nature connectedness and conservation 

2.6 Various nature conservation organisations are addressing the issue of nature 

connectedness.  RSPB’s current branding includes “love nature” and “get outdoors” 

themes.  The National Trust’s Natural Childhood initiative includes “50 things to do 

before you are 11 ¾” and involvement in Project Wild Thing. The importance of nature 

connectedness is reflected in the priorities of Wild Purbeck NIA partners. 

2.7 Increasing nature connectedness means encouraging more people to spend more time 

in nature. In many cases increased access will need to be managed appropriately to 

ensure there are not negative consequences for vulnerable habitats and plant and 

animal populations. We also need to be aware that connecting with nature is not 
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necessarily an element of every activity undertaken in the outdoors. Section 5 of this 

report provides suggestion for helping to facilitate nature engagement through 

meaningful first-hand experiences that are compatible with the requirements of 

vulnerable species and habitats in Purbeck. Improving the effectiveness of 

communication and interpretation about wildlife (its beauty and its potential 

vulnerability) will be crucial. 
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3. Recreation in Purbeck 

Overview of visitor use  

3.1 Purbeck is used extensively for outdoor recreation in the countryside. Activities include 

walking, Nordic walking, running, dog walking, horse riding, cycling, off-road cycling, 

orienteering, geocaching, paragliding, climbing (including deep water soloing), wild 

camping, swimming, snorkelling, fishing, diving, coasteering, kayaking, kite surfing, wind 

surfing, surfing, paddle-boarding, use of personal watercraft and motor boats, sailing, 

wildlife watching, fossil hunting, picnicking, golf and unstructured children’s play. There 

are organised events for the majority of these activities, although most are also 

undertaken informally by individuals or small groups, sometimes almost exclusively so 

(e.g. dog walking).  For some activities there are regional or national events (e.g. cycling, 

orienteering).  

3.2 We talked to a number of different recreation providers and individuals. It was not 

possible to approach representatives or individuals for all groups within the scope of 

this project, therefore we talked to user groups of activities considered to be key, either 

because they are particularly popular (e.g. as shown in the results of the Wild Purbeck 

NIA Visitor Survey Analysis), or are associated with particular issues in terms of nature 

conservation (identified by previous work Footprint Ecology has carried out in Purbeck 

and through expert opinion). We also spoke with two groups chosen because they have 

a much lower profile within Purbeck and less is known about their potential growth, 

requirements and impacts (paragliding and orienteering).  Notes from more formal 

meetings with outdoor recreation providers, cyclists, dog walkers and horse-riders are 

recorded in Appendix 2. Table 1 summarises the findings from key groups in terms of 

issues raised and perceptions of conflicts. For brevity and to avoid repetition, we 

assume that the benefits of these activities in terms of mental and physical well-being 

(including health and fitness, connectedness to nature, socialising etc.) and economic 

benefits are accepted, and we do not highlight positive issues that do not need a 

response (e.g. satisfaction with current provision) or where existing regulation appears 

to work well (e.g. climbing zones). This table highlights concerns and conflicts for key 

user groups. As stated earlier, it was not possible within the constraints of this contract 

to approach all user groups, and suggestions are made in Section 5 of ways to ensure 

their interests are represented.  Recommendations given here are specific to the issues 

raised and more generic recommendations are presented in section 5.  

3.3 Data on visit numbers were collated from a variety of sources. It was originally intended 

to use these to construct a map of visitor pressure within Purbeck. However, once data 

were obtained, it became apparent that the variation between sources in terms of the 

exact data collected, for example, unit counted (people, cars, tickets) and time span 

over which counts took place (e.g. seasonal, year round, periodic) was significant. Any 

further compilation of the data to provide a meaningful overview of visitor numbers 

across Purbeck was not possible. The data collected are present in Appendix 3.  

Suggestions for a Purbeck-wide visitor monitoring scheme are given in section 5. 
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Table 1 Summary of issues raised by key recreational user groups in Purbeck plus likely impacts on wildlife (based on expert opinion and observation as a local evidence base is usually 
absent). 

Activity 
Impacts on other user 
groups 

Impacts on wildlife Issues raised Solutions Opportunities 

Dog 
walking  

Avoidance of sites used by 
dog walkers (e.g. by young 
families, and including 
beaches) 
Dog fouling 

Disturbance to birds, 
eutrophication 

Irresponsible dog ownership (dogs 
not under control, dog fouling) 
Varying rules on dog waste and 
control. 
A need for respectful communication 
from land managers 

Training sessions for 
dog owners 
One message on dog 
waste 

Engage dog walkers as 
volunteers on heaths 

Off-road 
cycling 

Churning up paths 
Disturbance to other user 
groups e.g. walkers  
 

Damage to scarce 
heathland track flora 
Disturbance to birds 
when off route 

Future of Informal off-road riding in 
Wareham Forest insecure. 
Inappropriate use of footpaths or 
routes without public access 

Wildlife accreditation 
for commercial 
providers (to include 
education about 
heathland wildlife 
issues). 

Train providers in 
wildlife watching to 
raise awareness of 
both providers and 
their clients 

Coasteering 

Localised parking issues 
(e.g. Spyways above 
Dancing Ledge, used by 
some providers) 

Disturbance to 
breeding seabirds 

Individuals tagging on to organised 
groups, jeopardising safety 
Worries that single provider 
approach might be adopted in the 
future e.g. to canoe launch 
Difference in level of responsibility 
between providers, who do not all 
operate to industry standards 
Over-busyness may become an issue 
soon 

Wildlife accreditation 
scheme in line with the 
National Coasteering 
Charter 
Recreation and 
conservation forum to 
raise concerns, seek 
more unified approach, 
explain existing zoning 

Train providers in 
wildlife watching to 
raise awareness of 
both providers and 
their clients 

Climbing None reported 

Disturbance to 
breeding seabirds 
Erosion of cliff top 
vegetation 

Busyness is an issue for recreation 
providers with paying groups 

Provision of a specific 
area for use by 
providers only, possibly 
with charge for use 

Train providers in 
wildlife watching to 
raise awareness of 
both providers and 
their clients 

Kayaking/ 
canoeing 

Large groups landing on 
disturbs tranquillity of 
more remote beaches e.g. 
walkers 

Disturbance to waders 
(Poole Harbour) and 
breeding seabirds 
 

Limited launch sites 
Poor management of existing launch 
sites 
High fees for launching 

Recreation and 
conservation forum to 
address needs with 
landowners 

Train providers in 
wildlife watching to 
raise awareness of 
both providers and 
their clients 
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Activity 
Impacts on other user 
groups 

Impacts on wildlife Issues raised Solutions Opportunities 

 

Horse 
riding 

Churning up paths 
Conflicts with cyclists and 
walkers on narrow routes 

 

Lack of routes, particularly joined up 
routes in areas of multiple 
landownership 
Historical feeling of marginalisation 

Review of horse riding 
routes, focussing on 
provision of longer 
routes 

Engage horse riders as 
volunteers on heaths 
Use of horses in 
woodland 
management 
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3.4 Two themes emerged from discussion with different user groups and our own 

observations. These were (i) communication and (ii) the changing nature of outdoor 

recreational activities. Both present challenges and opportunities which the Wild 

Purbeck NIA could help partners address, and suggestions are given in section 5 as to 

mechanisms through which this could be achieved.  

Communication 

3.5 To a varying extent, many user groups appeared to have issues which could not be 

resolved through individual discussion with land owners or managers. In some cases, 

they felt that they had an unjustifiably negative reputation that they would like to 

address.  This is in addition to issues that individual activities may raise in a nature 

conservation context.  

The changing nature of outdoor recreational activities 

3.6 The majority of recreational users are walkers and dog walkers. However, relatively new 

activities (e.g. mountain biking and coasteering) are still expanding in Purbeck, and 

others also appear to be increasing (kayaking). The number of outdoor recreation 

providers, and particularly those offering coasteering, has increased rapidly in Purbeck 

(this sport is generally, though not always, carried out in organised groups for safety 

and because specific local knowledge is required). There was suggestion of tension 

between providers which is likely to increase as numbers increase and varying 

standards are upheld. Other activities, such as dog walking, are also likely to increase as 

the human population increases.   

3.7 Recreational activities also change over time. For example, in the last five years or so 

there appears to have been a rapid increase in the number of mountain bikers cycling at 

night with powerful lights. Its potential impact on wildlife is not yet understood. It 

follows a trend for sports to become more extreme as participants push boundaries and 

seek new experiences. Similarly, new sites and routes are sought and used; for example, 

mountain bikers use routes at Arne, Hartland, RSPB Stoborough and in Rempstone 

Forest that are neither bridleways nor permitted routes and are not, to our knowledge, 

informally permitted.   

3.8 There is an increasing interest in bushcraft and foraging for wild food (reflected in TV 

programming e.g. those by Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, Jimmy Docherty etc. and 

regular mentions in programmes such as Countryfile).  While visitors and residents alike 

have always picked wild food (e.g. blackberries, wild garlic etc. ) participation has 

broadened e.g. campers at Steeple foraging in Kimmeridge Bay for seafood. Running in 

parallel with this is trend for seeking “wilder” experiences, and for finding new and 

“secret” locations for activities (e.g. seen in recent publications such as Wild Guide 

Devon, Cornwall and the South west (Start, Pascoe & Keeling 2013; )Wild Swimming 

Coast (Start 2009); Secret Beaches: Southwest (Smith 2011)). On Dartmoor, for example, 

there is an increase in the number of wild campers, and this has caused problems where 

campers are inexperienced and unable or unwilling to minimise their impact. Changes 

are also likely as places become busier and recreational users seek quieter locations and 

routes, or just want to explore new areas.  
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Overview of provision 

3.9 A review of existing recreation provision in Purbeck is provided in map format (see Map 

2). Data on mainly coastal recreation were obtained from iCoast6. iCoast has been 

produced by The Dorset Coast Forum with One Bright Space. It has been developed as 

part of the Coast Forum's C-SCOPE (Combining Sea and Coastal Planning in Europe) 

project part-funded by the Interreg IV 2 seas programme. iCoast is a website to provide 

information to anyone who wishes to pursue a recreational activity on the Dorset Coast. 

iCoast “promotes and encourages sustainable use of the coast and inshore waters”.  

3.10 We have presented the iCoast data on recreational activities with supplementary 

information on more land based activities and facilities such as parking and wildlife 

spots.  We have also highlighted areas of mainly tourist coastal access at the most 

popular sites and then general water access. The data are presented in Map 2 to 

explore the provision in the area but also as a means of looking at options for data 

presentation as part of an ‘iPurbeck’ website (see Section 6 Recommendations). 

 

                                                           

6
 http://icoast.co.uk/ 
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Map 2: Data provided by iCoast for the Wild Purbeck NIA area with supplementary data added for car parking, wildlife sites, cycle hire, tourist beaches and water access.
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Future development of visitor attractions  

3.11 There are a number of developments planned for Dorset which may increase or re-

distribute visitors within Purbeck in the future. This includes a fossil museum at 

Kimmeridge, and Jurasicca, a proposed additional venue for the Natural History 

Museum at Portland. Durlston Country Park also has targets for increased visitor 

numbers that it hopes to reach, which may draw visitors from elsewhere, or increase 

overall visitor numbers.  Other tourism based developments have the chance of 

attracting more visitors to the area and with the recent trend in valuing the natural 

environment, an opportunity to promote a sustainable message to visitors e.g. The Pig 

Hotel at Studland. Sea-level rise and increased probability of storm events resulting 

from climate change mean that the existing visitor provision at Studland has a limited 

life span.  The National Trust is currently beginning to explore how they may be able to 

accommodate visitors in the future with a potentially different shoreline and visitor 

capacity. 

3.12 The knock on effects of future visitor attractions will be negatively felt in terms of the 

transport system and general busyness of the area.  However, there are a number of 

opportunities presented with the high publicity provided by new attractions.  These 

include a launch point for joined up promotion of certain locations for specific activities.  

Furthermore these locations will present a new audience to communicate a single 

message regarding areas which are sensitive. The organisations behind the new 

attractions should be engaged in any outputs of the strategy and in particular an 

interactive web based tool could be promoted. 
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4. Recreation and Wildlife 

4.1 In the past access and nature conservation have typically been viewed as opposing goals 

(Adams 1996; Bathe 2007) to the extent that nature reserves often restricted visitor 

numbers and access (e.g. through permits, fencing and restrictive routes). It is now 

recognised that countryside access is crucial to the long term success and support of 

nature conservation projects and also has wider personal benefits (see section 2).  Yet 

there are also circumstances where recreational access can impact on wildlife especially 

in areas of conservation importance.  

4.2 Impacts caused by recreational use of the countryside have been well documented and 

range from trampling damage to vegetation and soil, substrate erosion, path widening 

and the creation of desire lines, dog fouling leading to vegetation change, litter, 

introduction of non-native species, disturbance to species, increased incidence of fires, 

pollution and noise (e.g. De Molinaar 1998; Kirby & Tantram 1999; Haskins 2000; 

Murison 2002; Liley & Clarke 2003; Mallord 2005; Liley, Jackson, & Underhill-Day 2005; 

Penny Anderson Associates 2006; Lowen et al. 2008). In Purbeck, the most vulnerable 

habitats are heathlands (including valley mires) and coastal habitats (including salt 

marsh, mudflat, sand-dunes and maritime cliffs), and impacts are summarised below.  

Other habitats such as semi-natural grassland are vulnerable to trampling, erosion and 

eutrophication through dog-fouling, but are considered less vulnerable. More detail can 

be found in Lowen et al. 2008.  

4.3 Public access to lowland heathland has been found to lead to an increase in wild fires, 

the introduction of alien plants and animals, the deposition of nutrients, loss of 

vegetation and soil erosion and disturbance by humans and their pets, all of which can 

harm the flora and fauna (e.g. de Molinaar 1998, Haskins 2000, Underhill-Day 2005). 

Several studies have been commissioned by Natural England or its precursor to 

investigate the disturbance effects of people and their pets on three of the rarer 

characteristic breeding birds of lowland heaths, the nightjar, woodlark and Dartford 

warbler. All have identified disturbance effects to breeding populations ranging from 

changes in their settlement patterns and lowered nesting densities, to reduced 

productivity and changes in the timing of nesting (Liley & Clarke 2002, Taylor 2002, 

Murison 2002, Mallord 2005). Some microhabitats created by intermediate levels of 

disturbance are suitable for species adapted to open conditions (such as a suite of 

heathland tracks species and some heathland invertebrates). However, where species 

have become scarce, ongoing disturbance has in some cases caused extinction locally, 

and experimental work on the Purbeck heaths has shown that heathland track plant 

species do not readily regenerate from the seed bank following disturbance at sites 

where they were recorded in the past (Lake 2002). 

4.4 There has been extensive research into the impacts that visitors have on coastal 

environments. Trampling studies have mostly addressed the characteristics of 

vegetation and soils that have been walked over and compared these to untrampled 

areas (e.g. Hylgaard & Liddle 1981; Kutiel, Eden & Zhevelev 2000; Kutiel, Eden & 
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Zhevelev 2000)These studies have shown that increased trampling generally results in a 

reduction in species richness, vegetation cover, species diversity and vegetation height.  

Small amounts of visitor pressure can have a disproportionate effect on foredunes 

(Coombes 2007) but in some cases is beneficial in creating open areas in more stable 

habitats (Reimers 2001). Salt marshes may be more resilient than sand dunes, but 

trampling can still negatively impact on vegetation (particularly pioneer communities) 

and invertebrates. By their nature, salt marshes are generally not subject to high visitor 

pressure, although people and dogs walking on the landward fringe can disturb birds.  

There is clear evidence of the negative impact of trampling on the invertebrate fauna of 

sand and mud flats (see Lowen et al. 2008). Clifftop vegetation is vulnerable to 

trampling and abrasion from ropes and impacts on lichens have been shown (Farris, 

1998). 

4.5 Work on disturbance to coastal birds has shown clear population consequences for a 

range of species of waterfowl (West et al. 2002; Liley & Sutherland 2007; Stillman et al. 

2007, 2012). Disturbance can result in birds avoiding busy areas and hence is similar to 

habitat loss, or possibly even greater as numerous small-scale disturbances may have 

energetic costs  (West et al. 2002). Impacts on beach-nesting waders such as Ringed 

Plover are sadly now largely irrelevant in Purbeck, as this species ceased breeding at 

Studland in the 1970s, almost certainly as a result of disturbance (Green 2004). 

However, impacts on wintering birds (Liley, Pickess & Underhill-day 2006; Liley & 

Fearnley 2012) are still of concern. Visitors have been shown have been shown to 

impact on the success of cliff-nesting seabirds (Beale & Monaghan 2005; Beale 2007).  

Nest failure may be related to visitor group size rather than visitor rate, and can be due 

to physiological changes that are not evidenced through flushing of birds from the nest 

(Beale, 2007) in addition to increased predation subsequent to flushing. Reduced 

breeding success has been shown for peregrines nesting on cliffs where rock-climbing 

takes place (Brambilla, Rubolini & Guidali 2004).  

Purbeck sensitivity map  

4.6 A map showing locations within Purbeck where any of the above impacts may be 

occurring was not possible within the scope of this project, as it would require extensive 

field work or detailed input from site managers (although some of the underlying 

research, particularly on heathlands,  was in fact undertaken in Dorset). However, it was 

possible to use the information on the vulnerability of species and habitats to 

recreational pressure to develop a sensitivity map for Purbeck to show the relative 

robustness of different areas to recreational pressure, based on natural features 

including habitat type and the presence of key species. Through discussion with an 

expert panel7, habitat types were assigned to four categories of vulnerability as shown 

in Table 2.  Individual species were identified by the expert panel where it was felt that 

their presence added to the vulnerability of the habitat they occur within. So for 

example the presence of breeding nightjar, Dartford Warbler or woodlark was 

considered to increase the vulnerability of heathland and coniferous plantation to 

                                                           

7
 Bryan Edwards (DERC), Andrew Nicholson (NE), Phil Sterling (DCC), Jim White (Footprint Ecology). 
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“conservation priority” from “conservation alert” or “low wildlife interest” respectively 

(see Table 2 for definitions). The locations of species are represented with dots on the 

map, but specific species are not identified. While the most recent datasets available 

were used, it is recognised that they reflect the exact locations of species at the time of 

the survey, and distributions of mobile species may now be different. However, they 

provide a visual indication of increased vulnerability within an area.   

4.7 Data sources are listed in Table 2.  Available data were adequate for the purpose for all 

habitats except sand dunes.  Fore dunes (embryo and building dunes) are considerably 

more vulnerable than mature and fixed dunes (e.g. Lowen et al 2008), but it was not 

possible to separate these out within the dataset used. Therefore all sand dunes types 

have been included as “conservation priority”. Mature and fixed dunes would ideally be 

categorised as “conservation alert”, and further mapping work using National 

Vegetation Classification datasets would enable these to be differentiated.  

4.8 The map is intended for use at a strategic level to provide an overview of the relative 

sensitivity of different areas of Purbeck to recreational pressure. It is not appropriate 

for use at a detailed site level. It is as accurate as the underlying data, and it was not 

possible to ground truth the datasets within the constraints of this contract; some 

apparent errors in the classification of habitats were spotted in the creation of the 

underlying GIS (these were generally limited to the locations of habitat boundaries 

rather than the correct identification of habitat patches). The map provides an 

indication of the intrinsic vulnerability or otherwise of areas, and so does not take into 

account existing measures to limit impacts from visitor pressure (e.g. board walks, 

screening etc.). There are of course other factors which need to be taken into account 

when considering potential for developing recreational opportunities within Purbeck, 

such as traffic capacity. The underlying files have been provided to the Wild Purbeck 

NIA to allow the maps to be explored at different scales.  
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Table 2: Habitats and species used to develop a sensitivity map for Purbeck 

Category Features Vulnerability Data source 

Low wildlife interest  - areas of limited wildlife 
interest, recreation unlikely to impact on nature 
conservation features 

All land not identified as supporting 
habitats of principal importance for 
the conservation of biodiversity in 
England as listed under Section 41 of 
the Natural Environment and Rural 
Communities (2006) Act

8
  

Robust (low of conservation interest) 
 

Conservation Aware - Areas rich in wildlife and 
suitable for sympathetic recreational access.   
Potential to change over time, constraints may 
develop, or issues arise if recreational use becomes 
heavy,  so awareness of conservation features and 
vulnerabilities  needed 

All Priority habitats (see above) 
excluding those specified below 

Reasonable robust, vulnerable to change 
NE single priority 
habitat layer  

Conservation Alert – habitats sensitive to damage, 
or high fire risk. Access management needed (e.g. 
infrastructure or visitor management measures) to 
minimise risk from recreational access.  

Valley mire Damage to vegetation and substrate 
DERC valley mire 
data 

Dry heath 
Damage to vegetation and substrate (impact on 
inverts, reptiles), increased fire risk 

Priority habitats 
layer 

Conservation Priority – areas where inappropriate 
access may lead to population changes as a 
consequence of damage, fire and/or disturbance.  
Where there is recreational access, visitor 
management or infrastructure is essential to 
ensure conservation interest is not reduced 

Salt marsh 
Damage to vegetation and substrate, proximity 
to waterfowl vulnerable to disturbance 

 Priority habitats 
layer 

Mudflat 
Damage to invertebrates, proximity to 
waterfowl vulnerable to disturbance 

 Priority habitats 
layer 

Sand dune 
Damage to vegetation and geomorphology 
(building dunes) 

Priority habitat 
layer (but 
includes all sand 
dune types) 

Wader roosts Disturbance Morrison dataset 

Nesting nightjar, woodlark, Dartford 
warbler 

Disturbance 
National 
datasets 

Reptile foci Damage NO DATA 

                                                           

8
 http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/biodiversity/protectandmanage/habsandspeciesimportance.aspx 
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Category Features Vulnerability Data source 

Heathland inverts (Purbeck mason 
wasp, heath and mottled beefly, lady 
bird spider, heath tiger beetle 

Damage- in some cases right balance of 
disturbance needed 

DERC post 2003 

Gull and tern colonies Disturbance 
mapped from 
knowledge 

Breeding waders Disturbance DERC post 2003 

Raptor roosts Disturbance 
Tasie Russell, 
Peter Hadrill 

Pheasant's eye Damage DERC post 2003 

Heath track and mire plants (yellow 
centuary, allseed, marsh clubmoss 
etc.) 

Damage/lack of disturbance  (right balance of 
disturbance needed) 

DERC post 2003 

Wintering waders in Frome valley Disturbance 
Frome Bird 
Surveys 2008 

Breeding seabirds Disturbance 
Purbeck seabird 

survey 2013 



W i l d  P u r b e c k  N I A  V i s i t o r  M a n a g e m e n t  S t r a t e g y  

26 
 

 

 
 
Map 1: Sensitivity map of Purbeck showing zones according to four categories of nature conservation sensitivity to recreational pressure. Dots indicate species which increase the vulnerability of the habitat they are within.
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5. Visitor Strategy Recommendations 

5.1 During the course of this project it became evident that solutions to issues surrounding 

recreation and nature conservation in Purbeck need a strategic approach that will focus 

partnership working between visitors, recreation providers, landowners and nature 

conservation organisation.  Site specific recommendations are given for the three case 

study areas of the Arne Peninsula, Wareham Forest and Greenlands Farm in the 

accompany report Wild Purbeck NIA Visitor Management Case Studies.  This visitor 

strategy does not provide further site-specific details, as capacity for developing 

proposals at a site level was limited within this project. Instead, the findings of the Wild 

Purbeck NIA Visitor Survey Analysis and Case studies were supplemented with  

information from other sites  and work within Purbeck and expert opinion to provide a 

suite of recommendations that will help the NIA address over-arching issues and 

suggest priorities for future action. These take the form of a number of projects 

grouped under the umbrella of a Purbeck recreation and wildlife forum.  

Purbeck recreation and wildlife forum  

5.2 We recommend that the NIA creates a high profile forum which is recognised 

throughout Purbeck and includes user groups, recreation providers and other related 

businesses, land owners and managers and other interested parties. Objectives would 

be to foster or create:  

 Positive and constructive relationships  between the various parties through 

facilitating dialogue and information exchange; 

 A place for recreational users to take requests and concerns, particularly where 

these cross site boundaries; 

 A means for land owners and site managers to communicate with a variety 

recreational users and disseminate information and requests; 

 Partnership working on cross-site issues e.g. ensuring that impacts that changes at 

one site may have on other sites can be taken into consideration (including changes 

in parking, access or dog policies etc. and changes in aspirations and objectives e.g. 

for overall visitor numbers etc.); aligning messaging about key activities (e.g. dog 

walking); 

 Engagement with volunteers as a means of promoting awareness and interest in 

sites and liaising with recreational users (particularly those difficult to access via 

formal groups; 

 A review of  new developments and trends in recreational activity in Purbeck and 

their possible impact on wildlife; 

 A forum to oversee future Purbeck-wide recreation and conservation projects which 

will enhance recreation within Purbeck while safeguarding and improving 
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conservation features. Specific recommended projects are (i) the development of an 

interactive map-based online information resource; (ii) a wildlife accreditation 

scheme and codes of conduct for recreational activities; (iii) specific initiatives for 

Purbeck’s most vulnerable habitats (heaths and coast) (iv) a visitor monitoring 

programme. 

iPurbeck 

5.3 We recommend creating a website(or adapting an existing site) that presents 

information specifically about Purbeck within the context of what makes the area so 

fantastic, i.e. the natural environment, landscapes and heritage. We see it as an 

interactive, map-based notice board which captures information ranging from ‘what’s 

going on at Studland this weekend?’ to ‘where can I walk my dog off the lead in July?’ 

While there are currently a number of websites which provide information to visitors 

regarding tourism- attractions, activities, accommodation, and events (e.g. Visit Dorset 

and the Jurassic Coast, iCoast, Dorset Dogs), it can be difficult to find information about 

specific sites in Purbeck, plan where to go, and locate specific seasonal information 

about places.  

5.4 The interactive map should be based on the broad landscape types within Purbeck and 

include information about them. It would indicate where to go for particular activities 

and would provide links to sites and recreational providers, and to codes of conduct for 

existing activities (we recommend the creation of these as a priority).  A key feature of 

the site would be to provide downloadable route information.  It should be very 

regularly updated with events and with seasonal information regarding opportunities 

and also restrictions (e.g. dogs on leads, climbing zones).  

5.5 This site should be aimed at both local users and holiday makers, therefore should not 

be framed just as a tourist site. It could include links to the social media feeds of the 

relevant conservation bodies, local government (district and Parish), community groups 

and social media groups in the local area. The site should be attractive and simple to 

use and be practical enough for, say, a regular cyclist from Poole or Bournemouth to 

feel like it would be worth logging on to find out what’s going on. It will be important 

not to create another website which feels like top-down information transfer and links 

to social media will encourage user generated content. 

5.6 The site will facilitate the use of georeferenced interpretation material (see Heathlands) 

including downloadable route information. 

5.7 The site could act as a portal for providing visitor monitoring data (see Visitor 

monitoring). 

5.8 In order for iPurbeck to succeed it will require an intensive promotional campaign.  This 

should include encouraging as many local organisations as possible to promote the site, 

including providing clear links to it from their own websites and publications.  This 

should include recreational groups, tourism providers (including B&Bs, hotels, self- 

catering accommodation etc.) as well as local authorities and conservation bodies. 
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Wildlife accreditation scheme 

5.9 We recommend the development of a wildlife accreditation scheme for recreation 

providers within Purbeck. This would provide benefits to providers though enhancing 

what they can offer clients (potentially boosting their business), encouraging a common 

standard of responsible practice, and helping providers to contribute to safeguarding 

wildlife.  It would help raise awareness and appreciation about wildlife among clients 

(and providers themselves), and allow clients to support wildlife-friendly providers. A 

local version of national schemes (e.g. WiSE9) with links to national charters10 would 

probably be most effective and encourage a feeling of unity amongst the various 

providers. This approach is being used successfully in other parts of the country (e.g. the 

Pembrokeshire Outdoors Charter Group11). 

5.10 Hand-in-hand with this should be the development of codes of conduct for specific 

activities. These should be developed with user groups and providers to allow a 

common sense of ownership and increase the likelihood of uptake. Codes should be 

developed for coastal activities such as climbing, coasteering, kayaking, and power boat 

tours (see 5.20) and also those carried out on heathland such as mountain biking, dog 

walking, etc. They would provide appropriate advice specific to individual activities, 

including information on zoning or seasonal restrictions. 

Heathland visitor project 

5.11 We recommend undertaking measures to create more of a cohesive identity for the 

Purbeck heaths. While appreciating the spirit of place of individual sites and the 

particular aims and objectives of individual organisations, creating a cohesive identity 

would facilitate a broader understanding of Purbeck’s heathland, its special nature and 

its vulnerability among visitors. Sites and organisations have different strengths (as seen 

in the case studies), and a strategic overview of all sites would allow a more integrated 

visitor management approach that takes these into account. The proposed Purbeck 

recreation and wildlife forum could facilitate joined up thinking through a visitor 

engagement, communication and interpretation initiative (see also recommendations 

within the Wild Purbeck NIA Case Studies report). 

5.12 The Wild Purbeck heathland visitor engagement, communication and interpretation 

initiative should aim to facilitate a cross-boundary and cross-organisational approach to 

interpretation and visitor engagement in order to deepen visitors’ experiences of the 

Purbeck heaths. Partnership work would include creating a series of positive messages 

about heathland as a beautiful but vulnerable environment that gives lots of benefits to 

people and wildlife to help dispel its image as robust wasteland playground. While it will 

be important for sites and organisations to maintain their individual identities, a co-

ordinated approach to messages and events is crucial. 

                                                           

9
 http://www.wisescheme.org/ 

10
http://www.nationalcoasteeringcharter.org.uk/index.php/about-the-ncc/ 

11
 http://www.pembrokeshireoutdoors.org.uk/ 
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5.13 We recommend the creation of a heathland hub at an existing visitor attraction. The 

objective would be to raise the profile and understanding of Purbeck’s heathland, it’s 

“jewel in the crown”. It should provide an obvious and attractive location where people 

could obtain information on the nature and cultural heritage of heathland and practical 

information on sites, routes, events, activities, and codes of conduct. The tone of the 

communication should be designed to attract recreational users rather than wildlife 

enthusiasts per se. There should be access to iPurbeck, and wifi should be provided to 

enable people to download information onto handheld devices (smartphones etc.).  

5.14 A partnership approach should be taken to providing on-site face-to-face engagement 

work. This would see experienced staff from one or more organisations working across 

the Purbeck heaths, and would increase capacity at sites where it would be most 

beneficial. This would include timetabling events such as nightjar walks, and also 

creating themed events at suitable sites to which various organisations would 

contribute (e.g. events for dog walkers).  There is also potential for raising the profile of 

heathland through more imaginative collaborative events such as a nightjar festival 

involving commercial partners (e.g. in creating a Purbeck Nightjar beer).  

5.15 A cross-site approach is also recommended for the creation of a heathland code of 

conduct, including aligned messaging about key activities such as dog walking. Again, 

details will depend on the specific situation at each site, but a consistent overall general 

message is needed (i.e. what “dogs under control” means and what to do with dog 

waste).  The forum will be key in helping develop such codes in partnership with user 

groups.  This should help ensure greater acceptance of the codes by users. 

5.16 The creation of iPurbeck would facilitate the creation of easily updated, georeferenced 

interpretation materials which could be accessed via handheld devices while visitors are 

on site. This could include the use of QR codes, enabling people to follow online links to 

web-based information, or the provision of georeferenced information triggered by the 

GPS of a smartphone (and downloadable in advance, so not requiring a phone signal, 

which is weak on some heathland sites) or the use of near-field transmission. Rapid 

technological advances mean that advice on the most appropriate system to use should 

be sought. In addition, care should be taken to ensure materials are available in hard 

copy (e.g. print outs at the heathland hub for a small fee), as many visitors do not have 

access to, or prefer to avoid using, the relevant handheld devices. 

5.17 Any web based information designed for use on mobile devices in the field must be 

specifically designed for effective use in such situations. Experience has shown that just 

producing a mobile-enabled version of a text heavy web page will not get used in the 

field.  Items ideally need to be available in either in audio, or video format or very 

simple bullet point format. 

5.18 Dog walkers are one of the largest user groups on many heathland sites. Events tailored 

to dog walkers, consistent messaging about dog walking and increased on-site visitor 

engagement work targeted at dog walkers will contribute to increasing dog walkers 

enjoyment of heathland and their awareness of its vulnerabilities. We also recommend 
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that alternative dog walking sites are sought and promoted for those dog walkers who 

may prefer sites without the constraints of heathland.  

Coastal birds 

5.19 Disturbance to waders and wildfowl within Poole Harbour and at Pilots Point on 

Studland Beach and probably to breeding seabirds on the sea coast (Lake et al. 2012) is 

occurring as a consequence of recreational activities. This includes canoes and kayaks 

within Poole Harbour and along the coast, dogs at Arne and Pilots Point, coasteering 

around Dancing Ledge, and powerboat tours along the coast, particularly at Blackers 

Hole and Bird Cove. There are some marked declines in certain bird species.  For 

example current WeBS alerts indicate high alerts (i.e. declines above 50%) six species in 

Poole Harbour and the numbers of breeding puffins are down to two pairs.  The 

research required to look at population declines, particular activities and individual bird 

species are complex and expensive to undertake.  In the absence of such research, it 

would be wise to take a precautionary approach. Patterns of land ownership are such 

that multiple partners are addressing these concerns, and a more co-ordinated 

approach would be beneficial.  

5.20 We recommend appointing someone on a project basis to increase liaison with 

recreational providers and users and to develop ways their needs can be met without 

jeopardising wildlife. This would involve talking to providers based in Purbeck and in the 

Bournemouth conurbation, reviewing zoning, developing and promoting codes of 

conduct with providers, and developing a wildlife accreditation scheme (see 5.9).  The 

role should also involve consulting with national experts and managers at other 

locations to explore at best practice in visitor management at similarly sensitive sites 

(e.g. Dawlish Warren, Berry Head etc.) 

Visitor monitoring  

5.21 A co-ordinated approach to visitor monitoring would be beneficial. The process of 

collating data on visitor numbers from the Wild Purbeck NIA area has revealed that 

considerable effort is already being made to collect this information.  In this report we 

have highlighted the various formats, level of detail and both geographical and 

historical data coverage from different land managers and land owners. Some data 

providers were keen to receive advice on visitor monitoring and data analysis. 

5.22 The Dorset Heathlands SPD (described in this report) is an example of a co-ordinated 

monitoring programme for heathland visits.  From our experience of this work we 

suggest that a simple, streamlined Purbeck-wide monitoring system and portal could be 

created. The system would need to be overseen by a co-ordinator. 

5.23 A simple approach would be to provide guidance for visitor surveys, automated 

counters and casual car park count methodologies. A single set of guidance documents 

would encourage uniform data structure thus enabling analysis across the Wild Purbeck 

NIA for planning, nature conservation and tourism purposes.  

5.24 At a more advanced level, the system would capture data from automated counters, 

provide a standard method, data sheets and data flow system for visitor surveys and 
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provide a data entry point for recreation providers to report their quarterly figures i.e. 

number of canoeists/coasteerers/mountain bikers taken out to different locations. 

Asking recreation providers to enter data on number of individuals taken out for the 

day could be a requirement of an accreditation scheme.  

5.25 The provision of comparable datasets will allow a basic model of visitor numbers in 

Purbeck to be developed. This would provide a more systematic way of assessing visitor 

pressure across Purbeck, and would allow the exploration of potential interactions 

between sites. Given the likely physical changes in Purbeck (e.g. at Studland), the 

creation of new attractions (e.g. at Kimmeridge), and the development of an existing 

attraction (e.g. Durlston) this will be important in helping to assess likely changes in the 

pattern of visitor numbers.  

5.26 Combined with habitat and species monitoring data, visitor data will also allow analysis 

of potential impacts of visitor numbers on features of conservation concern, which is 

vital to ensure that any impacts of changing patterns of recreational use are identified 

and can be addressed.  While partners are aware of the importance of effective 

monitoring, it is often constrained by lack of time or funding. Raising its profile through 

sharing results and techniques would be beneficial.  

  

 
  

Summary of recommendations 
1) Purbeck recreation and wildlife forum to promote partnership working with recreation 

users groups, providers, businesses, land owners and conservation organisations and 

to co-ordinate five projects:  

2) iPurbeck, an interactive, web-based map with up-to-date information on sites, 

activities, and events for local users and visitors, and linked to social media  

3) Wildlife accreditation scheme for recreation providers plus codes of conduct 

4) Heathland visitor project to create identity for the Purbeck Heaths and facilitate visitor 

engagement work across sites,  including a heathland visitor hub, promoting visitor 

engagement through partnership working, consistent messaging about activities, and 

developing resources linked to iPurbeck (routes, trails, site information) 

5) Coastal bird project, working with recreational providers and user groups to address 

their needs while ensuring impacts on shorebirds and seabirds are minimised 

6) Visitor monitoring: co-ordinate monitoring, develop model of visitor use in Purbeck, 

use visitor data to monitor impacts on conservation features 
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7. Appendix 1 – motivations for developing a visitor strategy 

7.1 Attendees at a Purbeck NIA Visitor Strategy workshop were asked to give their 

motivations for developing a visitor strategy for Purbeck. Responses are listed here. 

 Response 

1 Informing direction of strategy to permit/encourage enjoyment of Purbeck whilst minimising harm 

2 
A future strategy to help target resources (staff and investment options) to priority areas to get 
across key messages, provide appropriate infrastructure, address key issues 

3 Highlight where visitor pressure/opportunities  lie 

4 To enable access in a sustainable way 

5 
So we can  maximise the fun and inspiration people get from Purbeck ‘s natural environment 
without disturbing each other or the environment 

6 Protect sensitive areas from inappropriate visitor pressure 

7 Maximise visitor understanding of what is important in this landscape  

8 
Maximise visitor understanding of how their behaviour impacts on the specialness and needs to be 
adjusted 

9 Help visitors to enjoy their visit 

10 Makes the best (co-ordinated) use of joint resources 

11 To re-connect people with wildlife 

12 To improve understanding and care for the environment 

13 
To achieve our nature conservation objectives we need public support. People need to care; they 
care if they have positive personal experiences; we need to find ways for people to achieve this 
(without adversely impacting on the site) 

14 
Visitor enjoyment and participation in the natural world leading to a caring of what is around them – 
a respect and wanting to protect the countryside around them.  

15 To generate support and enjoyment of conservation and landscape 

16 Access to site to enjoy/understand and support conservation 

17 To enable outdoor enjoyment and engagement for conservation 

 

8. Appendix 2 – discussion with user groups and providers 

8.1 Formal meetings with user groups and recreation providers are recorded here, and 

present their point of view. 

Dog Walkers 

8.2 We spoke to local dog walkers in the Arne and Hartland area. One in particular has 

extenstive experience of the issues with dog walking as a Parish Councillor. Dog walking 

is an undervalued form of human contact for people who are otherwise lonely and 
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isolated.  It provides social connection and visibility to the community.  There are huge 

numbers of people socialising regularly in the Purbeck area through dog walking.  There 

are informal but organised group meetings with large numbers of people walking 

together at locations such as Wareham Forest and Cole Wood in Wool. 

8.3 One dog walker interviewed commented that “dog walkers are a huge group and they 

are not going away”. Their presence and use in the community needs to be harnessed – 

by giving them respect, they can provide (and already do provide) an important role in 

the community. The can collect information, raise alert on issues such as environmental 

damage or crime. An effective way to engage with dog owners and promote responsible 

ownership could be to offer free training events on tasks such as walking to heel, sitting 

and staying etc. Dog walkers would appreciate hearing one message on dog waste.  

They want to be communicated with in an honest and respectful way. 

Horse Riders 

8.4 We spoke to a local Horse Rider in the Arne and Hartland area who has vast experience 

of the issues with Horse Riding as a Parish Councillor and member of the Purbeck 

District Riding Club. Horse riders have a great connection to the countryside and they 

value it from a natural and historical perspective. Horse riders see themselves as in 

alignment with nature conservation. 

8.5 In general horse riding supports the local economy and represents a cultural activity 

that tourists and local people like to see in the countryside.  In the past the nature 

conservation bodies have alienated horse riders and made them feel like a minority 

group. 

8.6 Horse riders want to stay on tracks as they do not want to risk the safety of themselves 

or their horses.  They are also proactive and will clear obstructions along pathways and 

alert the relevant people regarding maintenance issues. 

8.7 In general horse riders feel that there aren’t enough safe routes of a suitable length.  

Currently many of the different routes created by different land owners (such as 

National Trust, Natural England and Rempstone) don’t link up.  There are relatively easy 

solutions and joining up the information about horse riding routes would be beneficial. 

8.8 There are conflicts with user groups such as cyclists along narrow routes.  

8.9 There are opportunities to make more use of horses for woodland management, 

education, work with children and disabled people.  The stables and riding clubs need to 

be brought on board to ensure that a consultation is worthwhile. 

Coastal outdoors and watersports providers 

8.10 Cumulus Outdoors has been running for 4 years.  They operate coasteering activities at 

Dancing Ledge, Henbury Quarry and Man O War.  Coasteering is their main activity – in 

2013 they took 1100 people out coasteering. Other locations – Godlingston and 

Rempstone for cycling and Wareham River for team building and kayaking. Cumulus 

pays for private parking at the Malthouse, Langton Matravers and they walk with clients 

from there to Dancing Ledge. The owner of the company is one of two regional 
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representatives in Dorset for the National Coasteering Charter (NCC) and is passionate 

about the sport.  The other regional rep for the NCC is within Land and Wave. The 

charter is in place but there is no National Governing Body for the sport. Regional 

meetings occur via the charter pre- and post-season. Purbeck is part of the south-west 

region (Dorset, Hampshire and east Devon). The National Trust is represented at NCC 

meetings. Currently in Purbeck there are a number of providers all of different levels of 

standards in their operation – not all are working in accordance with the charter.  

Cumulus feels that the industry is to some extent self regulating but a ‘consolidated 

information centre’ would be of great use. 

8.11 They have an understanding with Lulworth Estate regarding access.  The have a long 

standing relationship with the Rempstone Estate. There are no formal agreements with 

any of the land owners. 

8.12 In terms of access to information and codes of conduct, Cumulus would contact the 

relevant land owner in the first instance. For issues regarding birds they would contact 

National Trust or Durlston.  They currently only have one wildlife policy which is not to 

approach or interact with marine mammals. They observe the exclusion zone along the 

Purbeck coast. They feel that the only way to go from this point is to develop policies 

which are agreed across providers. A forum for recreation providers, statutory bodies 

and land managers would be a very useful resource but there is concern over how it 

would work in practice and be maintained. However if a forum were to be established 

the Cumulus would definitely be proactive – you get out what you put in. 

8.13 Conflicts/Issues: A recent issue has been more frequently occurring which involves 

members of the public tagging on to coasteering groups and asking for advice on jumps.  

This puts the providers in a difficult situation in terms of liability and managing their 

clients’ needs.  

8.14 Climbing areas are busy and they often struggle to find a spot to climb with a paying 

group.  It would be great for there to be an area dedicated to recreational providers 

where they observe a code of conduct and even pay for access.  It could be self policing. 

8.15 There are not enough launching places for kayaking and those that are available are 

poorly managed.  With joined up management and communication, activities could take 

place safely and sensitively.  For example Swanage Town Council are not very proactive 

in managing the situation on Swanage beach.  There are multiple beach owners and 

they charge a lot for launching.  They are concerned that water access will go out to 

tender as it has done in other areas e.g. National Trust in Newquay. 

8.16 Other notes: Cumulus have recently engaged with RNLI who have been out with them – 

they have been radio testing in caves to insure that contact can be made.  
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9. Appendix 3 Annual visitor use 

9.1 Estimates and visitor survey data were provided by a number of the Wild Purbeck 

Partners, landowners and managers of tourist attractions.  The data are collected and 

provided in many different formats and they are summarised in Table 3 and Map 3. 

Further details about the types of visitor data available are described in this section. 

There are notable gaps in the coverage of this data including Wareham Forest, the 

South West Coast Path, Hartland Moor and parts of the Rempstone Estate. Due to the 

gaps and the variability in the type and accuracy of the data, we are unable to provide 

an overall figure for visitor numbers to Purbeck. 

9.2 According to the data collected, the busiest area in Purbeck is undoubtedly the Studland 

Peninsula.  The estimate of over 1 million visitors to the beaches at Studland is based on 

the extensive system for visitor monitoring including car park figures and automated 

counter data. Across National Trust car parks the counts generally omit members of the 

trust who are not required to purchase a ticket. 

Table 3: Total annual visitor data collected for key locations across the Wild Purbeck NIA area including the type of data 
(an actual ‘count’ or an estimate) and the count or estimate type (cars or automated counter passes). * indicates 
estimates taken from an online search as data were not available, NT= National Trust. 

Site name 
Number 

of 
visitors 

Data type 
Count/estimate 

type 
Year 

Studland Beaches (NT) 1,000,000 Estimate Counter passes 2013 

Lulworth Cove 750,000 Estimate* Counter passes N/A 

Corfe Castle Ticket Office (NT) 220,000 Count Counter passes 2013 

Studland Shell Bay Car Park  (NT) 161,325 Count Counter passes 2013 

Greenlands Culvert (NT) 147,507 Count Counter passes 2013 

Knoll Beach (NT) 134,997 Count Cars 2013 

Arne Nature Reserve RSPB 104,583 Estimate Counter passes 2012 

Kimmeridge Bay (Smedmore Estate) 100,000 Estimate Counter passes 2013 

Durlston Country Park 99,715 Count Counter passes 2012 

Old Harry Rocks (NT) 82,812 Count Counter passes 2013 

South beach car park (NT) 66,517 Count Cars 2013 

Middle Beach car park (NT) 51,540 Count Cars 2013 

Blue Pool 50,000 Estimate* Counter passes N/A 

Worth Matraver Parish Council Car Park 38,000 Estimate Cars 2011 

Norden Park and Ride (Purbeck District 
Council) 

38,000 Count Cars 2011 

Ailwood - Nine Barrow Down (NT) 20,575 Count Counter passes 2013 

Wadmore Lane (NT) 17,969 Count Counter passes 2013 

Castle View (NT) 13,862 Count Cars 2013 

Northern Boundary (NT) 1,938 Count Counter passes 2013 

 



W i l d  P u r b e c k  N I A  V i s i t o r  M a n a g e m e n t  S t r a t e g y  

40 
 

 
Map 3: Estimates and counts of annual visitor numbers at key visitor locations across the Wild Purbeck NIA area using different methods (car park counts and counter passes) detailed in 
Table 3.
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National Trust 

9.3 The National Trust undertakes visitor monitoring across the Purbeck Estate by a number 

of different means: Visitor Surveys emailed to members and flyers to non members, 

onsite visitor surveys, car park data induction loop data and automated counter data. 

The induction loop (IL) data provides counts of cars not people whereas the automated 

counter data (AC) provides counts of passes and can include double counts of people 

entering and leaving via the same point. A summary of the count data is provided here 

as full integration of the visitor data is beyond the scope of this work. 

Table 4: Summary of count data collected from car park induction loop counters (IL) and from pyro electric automated 
counters (AC) in 2013 across the National Trust Purbeck Estate. 

Name Total Days Per day 

Knoll Car Park (IL) 134997 127 1062.9 

Greenlands Culvert (AC) 147507 227 649.8 

Shell Bay Walkway (AC) 161325 263 613.4 

Old Harry Rocks (AC) 82812 228 363.2 

South Beach Car Park (IL) 66517 263 252.9 

Shell Bay Car park (IL) 56366 263 214.3 

Middle Beach Car Park (IL) 51540 263 195.9 

Nine Barrow Down (AC) 20575 119 172.8 

Wadmore Lane (AC) 17969 228 78.8 

Northern Boundary (AC) 1938 80 24.2 

 
9.4 Counts of visitors are collected at Corfe Castle with a total of 220,200 in 2013: 79,441 

payers (36%), 111,995 members (51%), 28,764 others (13%).  Cars paying for parking at 

Castle View in 2013 totalled 13,862 in 2013 but this excludes members who park for 

free. 

9.5 The number of cars parking at Studland (Knoll beach, South Beach, Shell Bay car parks) 

is listed below. Paid parking is counted all year round, free members are counted 

between April and September therefore free parking is excluded outside of this period: 

 2010: 97,236 

 2011: 133,977 

 2012: 97,236 

 2013: 111,519 

RSPB Arne Visitor Survey data 

9.6 The Arne nature reserve is within the top three most visited (out of 243) RSPB reserves 

in the UK. Visitor numbers currently estimated by RSPB are around 100,000 people per 

annum (Table 5). 

Table 5: Visitor totals to Arne RSPB Reserve, provided by RSPB.  The totals are estimated from car-park data by the 
RSPB.   

Year Total estimated visitor numbers 

2007/8 74811 
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2008/9 89017 

2009/10 87798 

2010/11 101434 

2011/12 104583 

2012/13 (to Feb 2013 only) 81032 

 
9.7 A visitor survey was carried out at Arne RSPB Reserve between July 2011 and June 2012. 

(Fearnley 2013). A summary of this survey is provided below.  

9.8 In total 176 groups of visitors were interviewed accounting for the visit patterns of 404 

visitors. The interviews also collected accurate route data for with 155 visitor routes. 

The main activity given by 47% of all interviewed groups was walking; 37% cited wild life 

watching as their main activity. In total 6% of visitors cited dog walking as a main 

activity with 13% of interviewed group accompanied by at least one dog. Just under a 

third (30%) of visitor groups stated it was their first visit to Arne and a further 15% 

stated they made their visit once or twice a year and 27% visited a few times a year. In 

total 26% of visitors made their visit at least once a month. Almost all (98%) of groups 

arrived by car.  

9.9 Whilst visiting the reserve 69% of groups did not plan to follow a marked trail and 41% 

chose to follow a particular route. The most popular was the red route which 26% of 

groups planned to follow.  

9.10 Shipstal was the main location that drew visitor groups, and groups lingered around the 

beach, viewpoint, benches and at the hide. This area also drew the visitor groups who 

were dog walking.  A higher proportion of wildlife watchers followed the grey trail south 

towards the Coombe hide in comparison to walkers. The trails to and around Shipstal 

were more popular with walkers.  Visitors appeared to be responding to and engaging 

with current visitor infrastructure.  

9.11 The postcode capture rate of visitor groups was 70%. Half of all local visitors who visited 

in the Autumn/Winter lived within a 13.0km radius of the site and half of all local who 

visited within the Spring/Summer lived within 10.7km radius of Arne.  There was no 

significant seasonal difference in distances between a visitors home postcode and the 

Arne reserve for each main activity, so those who visit in Autumn/Winter to wildlife 

watch do not live significantly nearer or further away than those who visit to wildlife 

watch in the Spring/Summer 

Durlston 

9.12 Durlston Country Park provided visitor count data in two formats: the number of car 

park tickets sold and an estimate of car occupancy; and visitor numbers recorded 

through the door of Durlston Castle. 

9.13 From the calculation of the numbers of tickets bought from the car park machines it can 

be seen that 2011/12 was an unusual peak after the high profile launch of the Durlston 

Castle renovation (Table 6).  In the second year of operation of Durlston Castle, the 

number of tickets bought reduced to a level similar to before the renovation when the 
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lookout cafe was in operation alongside the old Visitor Centre. The number of tickets 

being purchased has increased due to the Parking Order which is now in operation, with 

the number of non-payers lower than in previous years. 

Table 6: The number of car park tickets bought from parking machines at Durlston Country Park. 

Period 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 

Nov - Apr 7681 3464 12057 7833 

Apr - Aug 16673 22353 34374 24270 

Sept-Oct 9432 7805 6626 9945 

Total 33786 33622 53057 42048 

 
9.14 There has been an increase in the numbers of visitors to Durlston Castle (Table 7), but 

these have come from the improvements in signage for the footpaths from Swanage 

increasing the number of visitors by foot and the provision of a shuttle bus service for 

the summer months which in 2012 carried 12,000 passengers (approx but not all would 

have visited Durlston).Surveys of car occupancy levels show that the average number of 

people per car is 3.1. 

 
Table 7: The number of visitors entering the front door of Durlston Castle. 

Month  2012/13         2013 

Apr 6246 10588 

May 5651 10015 

Jun 6808 6681 

Jul 8157 6125 

Aug 11665 15895 

Sep 6561 12482 

Oct 5187 9132 

Nov 5802 8975 

Dec 2506 3650 

Jan 3983 5474 

Feb 3269 N/A 

Mar 3076 N/A 

Total 99715 89017 

Kimmeridge Bay 

9.15 The Smedmore Estate who own and run the car park and the charging hut on the road 

to Kimmeridge stated that they receive 100,000 visitors per year but would not provide 

data on the number of vehicles and ticket sales. 

9.16 Dorset Wildlife Trust who manage the Purbeck Marine Wildlife Reserve and Fine 

Foundation Marine Centre at Kimmeridge, provided some useful data on the number of 

observations during standardised counts across the season (March – September 

comparing 2013 with 2012).Counts of the number of people undertaking different 

activities are recorded every day in at least one time period (10am-11am; 1pm-2pm; 

4pm-5pm) (Table 8). The data, although not fully standardised for survey effort and 

exact timing, shows an increase in most activities except surfing, windsurfing, angling 

from a boat, commercial fishing and kayak angling. These declines, coupled with the 



W i l d  P u r b e c k  N I A  V i s i t o r  M a n a g e m e n t  S t r a t e g y  

44 
 

large increases seen for other activities such as spear fishing (small sample size) and 

snorkelling, paints a picture about the speed with which trends change in coastal 

recreation. 

Table 8: Comparison of the number of people recorded undertaking different activities at Kimmeridge Bay in 2012 and 
2013. 

 Activity 2013 2012 Difference 
Difference 

% 

Diving 433 283 150 53% 

Shore Diving  125 64 61 95% 

Snorkelling 394 160 234 146% 

Surfing 169 207 -38 -18% 

Kayaking/Canoeing 936 598 338 57% 

Paddle boarding 92 52 40 77% 

Windsurfing 141 211 -70 -33% 

Kite surfing 9 6 3 50% 

Sail boats 47 24 23 96% 

Pleasure (motor) boats 167 89 78 88% 

Swimming 338 179 159 89% 

Commercial Fishing 37 0 -37 -100% 

Angling boats 119 146 -27 -18% 

Shore angling 166 131 35 27% 

Spear fishing 7 1 6 600% 

Kayak Angling 
 

28 -28 -100% 

Other 140 8 132 1650% 

Total 3320 2187 1133 52% 

 

Worth Matravers 

9.17 Worth Matravers Parish Council undertakes counts of cars at the main car park in 

Worth Matravers Village and the number of people in them at intervals across the year.  

These counts generate an estimate of use and help to determine the proportion of 

visitors who pay the car park fee using the honesty box.  From these surveys, the Parish 

Council estimates that 70,000 people visit the area per year based on an average 

occupancy of 2.2 people per car. 

Lulworth Cove 

9.18 The Lulworth Estate was unable to provide us with their visitor data due to 

confidentiality. However they provided an estimate of the annual figure for Lulworth 

Cove at ¾ million with around 200,000 people using the South West Coast Path to 

Durdle Door each year. 

Dorset County Council counters 

9.19 There are a number of automated counters installed at locations along the South West 

Coast Path.  We have been unable to access these data. 
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Norden Park and Ride 

9.20 Purbeck District Council operates the park and ride facility at Norden.  This car park is 

pay and display all year and the total number of cars and coaches has been recorded 

accurately since 1998. The most recent figure is 38,000 cars in 2011/12 (Figure 1). The 

level of use at Norden has been steadily increasing with a peak in visitor use in 2006/7 

followed by a marked decline which is probably linked to the economic situation. The 

general trend in use of the car park could also be linked to improved facilities, wider 

promotion of the Swanage Railway and in the future it could be linked to the opening of 

the Purbeck Mineral and Mining Museum at the Norden site (May 2013). 

 
Figure 1: The number of cars and coaches counted at Norden Park and Ride. 

 

Supplementary Planning Document – Dorset Heathlands monitoring data 

9.21 The Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) for the Dorset Heaths has been in place 

(previously Interim Planning Framework) place since 2007.  The aim of the SPD is to 

collect developer contributions and direct mitigation and monitoring works across the 

designated heathland sites and at alternative sites in the area. The SPD is overseen by 

the Heathland Executive Board of council and statutory representatives who make the 

overall decisions based on finances and evaluation and there is a steering group 

committee make on the ground decisions. The on the ground monitoring is mainly 

undertaken by Urban Heaths Partnership staff and other site managers with an ongoing 

contract with Footprint Ecology to collate, analyse and present the data.  The structure 

of the visitor monitoring is described below: 

 Casual car park counts and incident data collected by wardens 

 Co-ordinated car park counts: Since 2008 15 count samples per year have been 

co-ordinated across the SPA to provide car park counts all within the same 2 hour 

window. In total there are 158 car parks.  The sample has grown over the years 

and the equivalent days are monitored each year. The count is centrally co-
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ordinated and although some counts fail there are usually 12 complete counts 

each year. 

 Network of automated visitor counters: 101 counter locations have been 

included since 2008 and the network has evolved over the years to include both 

heath and non heath sites (such as Sunnyside). A maximum of 80 counter sites 

are producing data at any one time. Due to changes in the structure of the SPD 

the counters are due to be slimmed down to 26 locations. Data are collected 

from counters by UHP staff and cleaned and analysed by Footprint Ecology (a 

sample of the automated counter data from Stoborough New road is shown in 

Figure 2 and Figure 3). 

 Visitor monitoring using face to face surveys takes place at various locations in 

response to need.  These surveys often take place at SANGs locations and often 

but not always, follow the standard format recommended by Natural England. 

 

 

Figure 2: The total number of passes recorded each year and the sample size (number of records) at Stoborough New 
Road heathland access point between 2009 and 2013. 

 

Figure 3: The total number of passes recorded and the sample size (number of records) at Stoborough New Road 
Heathland access point across 24 hours (totalled for all years 2009-13) 


