
 

 



 



 

This report, commissioned by Epping Forest District Council on behalf of a partnership of local 

authorities and other stakeholders, updates previous visitor survey work at Epping Forest in 

2017.  The survey results provide up to date visitor information that will underpin strategic 

approaches to mitigation for urban development and increasing recreation pressure on 

Epping Forest Special Area of Conservation (SAC).   

Survey work took place at 17 locations, interviews were conducted at each location with a 

random sample of people seen and counts were made of the total number of people visiting.  

16 of the locations were within the SAC while a further location, at Wanstead Flats, was 

outside the SAC but represented a large area of greenspace just to the south of the SAC and 

also managed by the Corporation of London.  Surveys took place in early September 2019 and 

involved 16 hours at each location, spread over daylight and including a weekend day and a 

weekday.   

Key results included:  

• 1,387 groups (involving 2,763 people) were counted entering1 and a further 727 groups 

(1,324 people) passed through each survey point, equivalent to approximately 255 people 

per hour across all locations. 

• Average group size (based on the tally data for people entering) was 1.99 people 

(including 0.4 minors) and 0.5 dogs.   

• A total of 662 interviews were conducted, representing the access patterns of 1,431 

people (only one person per group was interviewed).   

• Interviewees were accompanied by a total of 386 dogs of which 45% were noted by the 

surveyor as being seen off-lead. 

• Virtually all (97%) were on a short visit and had come directly from home on the day they 

were interviewed.   

• There were a varied range of activities recorded, however the majority of interviewees 

were either dog walking (40%) or walking (30%).  Other activities included cycling (8%), 

running (5%), outing with the family (3%) and enjoying the scenery (3%). 

• Dog walking and walking were activities undertaken by at least one interviewee at all 

survey locations.  At most locations dog walking was the most frequently cited activity, 

however walking was the most frequent activity at Broadstrood, Pillow Mounds, Hill Wood 

Tea Hut and Strawberry Hill.     

• 67% of interviewees visited at least once a week, with 24% visiting daily.  Dog walkers in 

particular were frequent visitors (49% of dog walkers visiting daily).   

 

1 Those entering being those accessing the site from the given survey point (e.g. leaving the car-park to 

start a walk) while those passing would be those moving through as part of a longer route (often 

cyclists and horse riders).   



 

• Most interviewees were either visiting for 1-2 hours (37%) or for 30 minutes to an hour 

(35%) 

• Many interviewees (35%) did not have a specific time of day that they tended to visit.  For 

those interviewees that did specify a time, the most frequently cited period was between 

7am and 10am (30%). 

• Most interviewees (68%) stated they visited equally all year round, rather than in any one 

particular season or time of year. 

• The majority (59%) of interviewees had been visiting for more than 10 years.  Connaught 

Water and Buckhurst Cricket Ground were locations with relatively high proportions of 

visitors who have been visiting for more than 5 years. 

• Two-thirds (66%) of interviewees arrived by car/van and a further 25% arrived on foot.  

Connaught Water was the location with the highest number of interviewees arriving by 

car (and also the highest percentage, 95%).  Locations with reasonably high proportions 

of interviewees arriving on foot included Lakeside, St. Peters and Leyton Flats.   

• A total of 650 routes were mapped.  Across all interviewees and including sections of 

routes outside the site boundary, the median route length was 2,571m.  The median for 

routes truncated within the SAC boundary and Wanstead Flats boundary was 1,989m. 

• The median route length (not clipped to the SAC/Wanstead Flats boundary) for dog 

walkers was 2.34km, for walkers it was 2.99km, for cyclists it was 10.84km, for runners it 

was 5.32km and for all other interviewees 1.26km. 

• Close to home (or other accommodation or work etc.) was by far the most common 

reason for site choice (i.e. why people had chosen that specific location rather than 

another location that day), cited by 33% of interviewees.  Other factors cited by at least 

10% of interviewees related to habit/familiarity (17%), to the presence of refreshments 

nearby (12%) and to the scenery/variety of views (14%). 

• Overall, 31% of interviewees indicated that all of their visits (for the given activity) took 

place at Epping Forest while a further 30% indicated that 75% or more of their visits took 

place at Epping Forest. 

• Other locations, named as alternative locations visited by interviewees, included 

Wanstead, Lee Valley Park, Roding Valley, Walthamstow Wetlands and Chingford.  

• 29% of interviewees were able to identify a different local greenspace site that could be 

improved for access and work as an alternative destination away from Epping Forest.  

Over 70 locations were identified and improvements predominantly related to removal of 

parking charges, issues with safety, fly tipping and dog mess, a need for better paths/path 

surfacing and the provision of refreshments.  

• 38% of interviewees stated they had visited one of the visitor centres at Epping Forest 

over the past year and 30% of interviewees had spoken to a Corporation of London 

ranger or other staff member over the past year.   

• In total, 595 interviewees gave full postcodes that could be matched to the national 

postcode database and accurately plotted within the GIS.  Overall (across all interviewees) 

the median distance, as the crow flies, was 2.6km.  For survey points that related to the 

SAC (excluding Wanstead Flats) and for those people on a short-visit directly from home 

(i.e. excluding the few holiday-makers) the median distance was 2.68km and 75% lived 

within 6.59km.   

• Dog walkers (median distance 1.84km) and daily visitors (median 1.72km) lived relatively 

close compared to other interviewees.   



 

• Over a third (35%) of all interviewees that gave a full valid postcode were residents of the 

London Borough of Waltham Forest, with a further 31% residents of Epping District 

District.  12% of interviewees came from London Borough of Redbridge and then no other 

local authority contributed more than 5% of the interviewees.   

 







 

 

 

Figure 8: Word cloud summarising improvements suggested to alternative sites (from Q17) 

  



 

 

 



 

 

 Well over a third (38%) of interviewees stated they had visited one of the 

visitor centres at Epping Forest over the past year (Table 11).  Barn Hoppitt 

(63% of interviewees) and Chingford Plain (56%) were the survey locations 

with the highest percentage of interviewees who had visited a visitor centre 

over the past year (Figure 9).   

Table 11: Number (%) of interviewees that have visited one of the visitor centres at Epping Forest.   

Dog walking 90 (35) 1 (0) 169 (65) 260 (100) 

Walking 78 (40) 1 (1) 114 (59) 193 (100) 

Cycling/Mountain Biking 18 (35) 1 (2) 32 (63) 51 (100) 

Running 12 (34) 0 (0) 23 (66) 35 (100) 

Outing with family 7 (32) 0 (0) 15 (68) 22 (100) 

Enjoying scenery / fresh air 4 (22) 0 (0) 14 (78) 18 (100) 

Visiting cafe/visitor centre 8 (89) 0 (0) 1 (11) 9 (100) 

Bird/Wildlife watching 3 (43) 0 (0) 4 (57) 7 (100) 

Picnic 3 (75) 0 (0) 1 (25) 4 (100) 

Photography 1 (33) 0 (0) 2 (67) 3 (100) 

Formal sports 3 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 3 (100) 

Horse riding 1 (50) 0 (0) 1 (50) 2 (100) 

Other 15 (42) 0 (0) 21 (58) 36 (100) 

Total 243 (38) 3 (0) 397 (62) 643 (100) 

 



 

 

 

Figure 9: Percentage of interviewees who had (orange) or had not (grey) visited a visitor centre over 

the past year.  Numbers in brackets are the number of interviewees.  Those who weren’t sure/didn’t 

know are excluded from the plot.    

 

 Nearly a third (30%) of interviewees had had direct contact with a 

Corporation of London ranger or other staff member over the past year 

(Table 12).  Among the more frequently recorded activities, cyclists were 

perhaps notable in that some 39% had spoken to a ranger over the past 

year.  Comparing access points (Figure 10), a very high (71% of interviewees) 

at Wellington Hill had spoken to a ranger over the past year, however this is 

derived from a small sample of interviews as the location was little used.  

Aside from Wellington Hill, other locations with high percentages were 

Chingford Plain (45% spoken to a ranger over the past year) and Strawberry 

Hill (41%).    



 

 

Table 12: Number (%) of interviewees that have spoken to one of the rangers or other Corporation 

of London staff in the past year.   

Dog walking 87 (33) 0 (0) 173 (67) 260 (100) 

Walking 49 (25) 1 (1) 143 (74) 193 (100) 

Cycling/Mountain Biking 20 (39) 1 (2) 30 (59) 51 (100) 

Running 10 (29) 0 (0) 25 (71) 35 (100) 

Outing with family 2 (9) 0 (0) 20 (91) 22 (100) 

Enjoying scenery / fresh air 3 (17) 0 (0) 15 (83) 18 (100) 

Visiting cafe/visitor centre 3 (33) 0 (0) 6 (67) 9 (100) 

Bird/Wildlife watching 3 (43) 0 (0) 4 (57) 7 (100) 

Picnic 1 (25) 0 (0) 3 (75) 4 (100) 

Photography 2 (67) 0 (0) 1 (33) 3 (100) 

Formal sports 1 (33) 0 (0) 2 (67) 3 (100) 

Horse riding 1 (50) 0 (0) 1 (50) 2 (100) 

Other 9 (25) 0 (0) 26 (72) 35 (97) 

Total 191 (30) 2 (0) 449 (70) 642 (100) 

 

 

Figure 10: Percentage of interviewees who had (pale red) or had not (grey) spoken to a ranger or 

other staff member over the past year.  Numbers in brackets are the number of interviewees.  

Those who weren’t sure/didn’t know are excluded from the plot.    



 

 

 In total, 595 interviewees gave full postcodes that could be matched to the 

national postcode database and accurately plotted within the GIS.   

 All visitor postcodes are shown in Map 8.  Map 9 is focussed on the area 

around the SAC and shows postcode data by activity while Map 10 is 

identical except that the shading indicates visit frequency, with the intensity 

of the red shading indicating how frequently each interviewee visited.   

 Data for the distance between the interviewee’s home postcode and the 

survey point are summarised in Table 13 for different groups of 

interviewees.  We give both the mean and the median value in the table, 

however the medians better represent the typical distance from which 

people originate as the data contain a few large values (people that have 

come a very large distance) and these skew the mean values.  The medians 

represent the distance at which half of visitors originated.  Across all 

interviewees the median distance, as the crow flies, was 2.6km, i.e. half of 

interviewees lived within 2.6km of the location where interviewed.  Dog 

walkers (median distance 1.84km) and daily visitors (median 1.72km) lived 

relatively close compared to other interviewees.   

 The third quartile (i.e. 75th percentile) is also a useful measure.  This indicates 

how far most (75%) visitors live from the Epping Forest.  The third quartile is 

often used as a means of representing a zone of influence for a site.  For all 

interviewees combined the third quartile was 6.67km.  For those 

interviewees travelling directly from home on a short visit (i.e. excluding 

holiday-makers etc.) the 75th percentile (all survey points) was 6.36km.  One 

of the survey points (at Wanstead Flats) was outside the SAC, so excluding 

Wanstead Flats (SAC visitors only) and using the data for all interviewees, the 

third quartile was 6.81km.  For those interviewed at the SAC survey points 

and that had travelled directly from home that day the 75th percentiles was 

6.59km.  



 

 

Table 13: Summary statistics for the distance (km) from the home postcode of the interviewee to 

the location where interviewed, measured as a straight-line distance (‘as the crow flies’).  Data are 

for different groups or types of interviewee.  SAC survey points only is all locations excluding 

Wanstead Flats.   

All interviewees 595 7.03 +0.97 0 2.60 6.67 435.26 

Short visit from home 585 5.06 + 0.38 0 2.53 6.36 56.81 

Dog walkers 254 4.85 + 1.24 0 1.84 3.88 287.93 

Runners 29 3.69 + 0.73 0.27 2.26 4.57 15.84 

Walkers 169 9.36 + 2.63 0 3.86 9.41 435.26 

Cyclists 47 9.06 + 1.45 0.12 5.19 11.89 43.88 

Daily visitors 150 2.40 + 0.24 0 1.72 3.47 17.69 

Arrived by car/van 398 9.13 + 1.44 0.25 3.6 8.07 435.26 

Arrived on foot 143 1.3 + 0.19 0 0.79 1.35 22.27 

Wanstead Flats survey point 23 4.35 + 2.64 0.17 1.33 1.87 61.16 

SAC survey points only (all interviewees) 572 7.13 + 1.01 0 2.77 6.81 435.26 

SAC survey points, from home only 563 5.19 + 0.28 0.05 2.68 6.59 56.81 

 

 In Figure 11 we show the cumulative frequency distribution for the distances 

between the home postcodes of interviewees and the survey location.  The 

plot highlights the high proportion of visitors originating close to the SAC, for 

example 9.6% of interviewees lived within 500m of the survey location and 

18.5% lived within 1km.   





 

 

came from Redbridge and then no other local authority contributed more 

than 5% of the interviewees.   

 

Figure 12: Percentage of interviewees (who gave valid postcodes) living within different local 

authority areas.  Outer ring are the data for the SAC only while the inner ring is all survey points 

(including point 16, outside the SAC).  The % figures given in the legend relate to all interviewees.  

Named local authorities all had at least 5 interviewees recorded in the survey.   

  



 

 

  



 

 

 



 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 

 

 This visitor survey builds on the previous survey, providing results from a 

different time of year.  The previous survey included late October (i.e. half-

term) and the late autumn during November.  Supplementing that data with 

surveys from a different time of year – closer to summer with more daylight 

and better weather - is likely to mean a wider range of access and visitor use.  

Early September is perhaps in some ways ideal, as it is a time of year when 

local people are not likely to be away on holiday, yet many outdoor activities 

are likely to take place.   

 This survey also extends the previous work through the inclusion of 

additional survey locations, including those outside the SAC, at Wanstead 

Flats.  The Flats are managed by the Corporation of London and the area 

represents a significant area of semi-natural greenspace to the south of the 

SAC.   

 In this survey, and drawing comparison with the survey locations surveyed in 

both years, 30% more interviews were achieved and the tally data reflected 

the overall number of people entering was 16% higher.  These differences 

are too large to be driven by changes in local housing (which is likely to have 

increased between the two surveys).  They are therefore likely (at least in 

part) to reflect the time of year and highlight the benefit of additional survey 

data from a different time of year.   

 The discrepancy between the 30% more interviews while visitor numbers 

were 16% higher could be down to a range of reasons.  The 2019 

questionnaire was different and took slightly less time to complete an 

interview (8 minutes median compared to 9 minutes in 2017).  Furthermore, 

during better, warmer weather people are perhaps easier to intercept as 

they may linger longer.  Access patterns during the day may also be 

different, with use spread over a longer period (i.e. making use of the 

daylight) in September, rather than in more concentrated time windows. 

Surveyors can only interview one person at a time, so more interviews will be 

achieved where there is a steady stream of people compared to larger 

volumes of people all visiting at once.    
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