
 

 



 



 

This report has been commissioned by Wealden District Council on behalf of six local 

authorities (Wealden, Mid Sussex, Lewes, Tunbridge Wells, Tandridge and Sevenoaks) and 

presents the results of a visitor survey at Ashdown Forest conducted in the summer 2021, 

broadly replicating a previous survey in 2016.  

 

Surveys involved face-face interviews with a random sample of people visiting the Forest, at 

20 different locations around the site and, at the same 20 locations, tally counts of the 

number of people seen entering/leaving the site.  In addition a total of 15 counts of parked 

vehicles across the whole of Ashdown Forest were also undertaken. 

 

 

Interviews 

• A total of 549 interviews were conducted; 

• The majority of interviewees (94%) were on a day trip or short visit and had travelled 

directly from home that day.  22 interviewees (4%) stated they were on holiday in the area 

and staying away from home; 

• Dog walking was the most frequently cited main activity (57% of interviewees) and 64% of 

interviewees had a dog with them during the visit.   

• Dog walking accounted for a particularly high proportion of given activities at Long, 

Hindleap, Millbrook East, Fairwarp and Nutley;  

• The other commonly cited activity was walking (33% of interviewees) and other activities 

included outing with the family/picnic (2%), jogging or power walking (2%), meeting up 

with friends (1%), wildlife or bird watching (1%), horse riding (1%) and photography (1%); 

• Walking was the most commonly cited main activity at Hollies, Lintons, Reserve, Millbrook 

East and Roman Road; 

• Most interviewees (55%) had been visiting Ashdown Forest for at least 10 years, while 11% 

of interviewees had only recently started visiting (either on their first visit – 7%, or starting 

within the past 6 months - 4%); 

• Most visits were relatively short, with 89% of interviewees visiting for less than 2 hours.  

Over half (52%) were visiting for less than 1 hour;  

• Visits tended to be slightly longer at the weekend, with a higher proportion of 

interviewees visiting for 1-2 hours compared to weekdays and a higher proportion on 

weekdays spending less than 1 hour; 

• A higher proportion of interviewees were undertaking longer visits at Four Counties and 

Gills Leap and a high proportion of interviewees were taking shorter visits at Churlwood, 

Hindleap and Crowborough. 

• We estimate that interviewees had typically visited the interview location around 127 

times on average over the past year; 



 

• The majority of interviewees (68%) stated they tended to visit equally all year and this was 

particularly the case for dog walkers (79% visiting equally all year); 

• For those interviewees that did tend to visit at a particular time of year, the summer was 

the most common response (98 interviewees, 18%). 

• Around a third (30%) of interviewees indicated the coronavirus pandemic had changed 

how often they visit the location where interviewed, with 22% indicating that they now 

visit more than before; 

• Those who have started visiting more as a result of the pandemic are those that 

previously tended to visit relatively infrequently, for example, for those interviewees who 

visited less than once a month prior to the pandemic, 41% stated they now visit the 

location where interviewed more frequently; 

• We estimate that, on average, the number of additional visits made by each interviewee 

following the pandemic (as opposed to before the pandemic) is 9 per year; 

• The majority of interviewees (80%) had travelled to the interview location by car or van,  

while 20% had travelled on foot, <1% by bicycle and 1 interviewee had travelled on their 

pony;   

• The most common factor determining interviewees’ choice of route was previous 

knowledge of the area / previous experience, including habit (cited by 158 interviewees, 

29%); 

• A wide range of reasons for choosing to visit the location where interviewed were given, 

close to home was the most common reason (31% of interviewees). 

• When asked to name one location outside Ashdown Forest that they would have visited 

that day if they had not visited Ashdown Forest, 24% of interviewees stated that they 

would not have gone anywhere else and a further 4% were not sure or didn’t know; 

• Of the alternative locations named, the South Downs were the most commonly cited (10% 

of interviewees) followed by Walshes Park (5%);  

• 68% of interviewees were aware of guidance on dog walking relating to Ashdown Forest; 

• 81% of interviewees knew there was a visitor information centre at Wych Cross and 56% 

of all interviewees had visited the centre; 

Tally counts 

• In total, 1,725 groups were noted entering, leaving or passing through at the survey point; 

• These groups contained a total of 3,254 people (of which 426 were minors) and 1,505 

dogs.   

• From these totals the mean group size was 1.89 people (of which 0.24 were minors) and 

0.87 dogs; 

• There was 1 dog for every 2.16 people; 

• King’s Standing was the busiest location from the tally data, with 15% of the groups, 16% 

of the people, 15% of the dogs and 18% of the minors logged entering all sites recorded 

entering at this location.   

Vehicle counts 

• The total number of vehicles on the 15 transects ranged from 88 to 374, with a mean of 

190.9 and a median of 191; 



 

• Counts tended to be highest in the middle of the day compared to early morning and 

later afternoon/early evening;  

• Weekends were higher during term time and the counts were slightly higher on those 

days when it was not raining. 

Key differences 2016 – 2021 

Surveys during 2016 were broadly similar and comparisons are made after filtering the data 

to ensure as far as possible a like for like comparison.  Note that the surveys in 2016 were 

slightly earlier in the year.   

• Visitor numbers have increased (with the tallies showing a 7% increase, the number of 

interviews a 9% increase and the vehicle counts a 20% increase).  The vehicle counts  

provide a more robust comparison (and future baseline) as they cover the whole of 

Ashdown Forest and there were 15 replicates however the timings were different 

between the two surveys and the 20% may be an overestimate; 

• The proportion of people that are visiting to walk their dog (stated main activity) has 

decreased (69% of interviewees in 2016, 60% of interviewees in 2021);  

• The proportion of walkers has increased (from 18% to 29% of interviewees);   

• The proportion of interviewees that stated they went off paths has decreased (from 41% 

to 22%);  

• The proportion that were visiting primarily because it was close to home has decreased 

(from 37% of interviewees to 27%);  

• The data show a reduction in the proportion of interviewees that specifically named the 

4Cs guidance relating to dog walking (41% to 22%);   

• There was no significant difference in the distance between the survey location and 

interviewees’ home postcode between the two surveys, suggesting people were not 

coming from nearer (or further) afield in 2021.   

The two surveys provide a snapshot of visitor profiles, access patterns and levels of use in 

2016 and 2021.  Clearly much has happened over that period, and the 2021 survey took place 

as restrictions associated with the Covid pandemic were being fully lifted but at a time when 

the pandemic will still have been influencing visitor behaviour.   

 







 

• A new question was added to record additional activities, i.e. 

allowing a single main activity and multiple other activities to be 

logged for each interviewee, this allows for situations (potentially 

exacerbated during Covid) where groups are perhaps out for 

longer and undertaking a range of activities.   

• Two new questions were added regarding the pandemic and 

whether visit patterns had changed.   

• An additional question was added relating to information sources 

that influenced the visit.   

• The questions about alternative sites were simplified, asking for 

names of alternative sites but dropping questions on frequency, 

mode of travel and reasons for going to another site.   

Survey timings 

 Each survey point was surveyed for 16 hours, with 8 hours on a weekend day 

and 8 hours on a weekday.  Surveys were split into 2 hour periods to provide 

breaks for the surveyors and comparable survey windows across all 

locations.  Survey times comprised: 07:00 - 09:00, 10:30 - 12:30, 14:00 - 16:00, 

and 17:00 - 19:00hrs.  Every effort was made to avoid severe weather 

conditions. 

 Surveys took place in the following time windows: 

• Weekday surveys: 12th - 23rd July 2021; 

• Weekend surveys: 24th July – 22nd August. 

 These timings ensured the survey was broadly in line with the 2016 surveys 

(which were early summer) and that each survey point is comparable with 

the 2021 data, as coverage was standardised with weekday coverage during 

the school term time period and weekend coverage during the school 

holiday period.  We deliberately avoided the bank holiday weekend as having 

some locations (but not others) surveyed in what may be a particularly 

atypical weekend would make comparison difficult.  The surveys also 

avoided the European cup finals.  Survey effort was otherwise spread within 

the survey windows, ensuring surveys were not weighted too much on a 

single date, and were spread survey effort over multiple dates, reducing the 

risk of bad weather on a few dates influencing the results.    

 Nonetheless, the weather during the survey was changeable and 54 of the 2-

hour survey sessions (out of a total of 160 session) had some rain (see 

Appendix 2).   



 

 Vehicle counts were undertaken 15 times, with a single surveyor driving 

round the SPA/SAC and counting all parked vehicles at all car parks and any 

roadside/verge or other locations.  This matches the approach used in the 

2016 survey and will allow an estimate of overall visitor use (arriving by car) 

and how that use varies at different times.   

 Count locations are shown in Map 2.  Each count took around 2 hours to 

complete (depending on traffic).  Counts were spread to include school 

holiday, term time and the bank holiday weekend.  The order/driving 

direction was varied between counts.   

Table 2: Temporal spread of vehicle counts, showing number of counts per date window and time of 

day.    

07-11 1 1 1 1 1 

11-13 1 1 1 1 1 

13-17 1 1 1 1 1 

Total 3 3 3 3 3 

 
 



 



 

 

 This section sets out the results from the visitor interviews. 

 A total of 549 interviews were conducted, with just over half (296 interviews, 

54%) conducted on a weekend (Table 3).  The number of interviews at the 

weekend was higher compared to the weekday at 11 of the survey points, 

and higher on the weekday at 6 survey points.   

Table 3: Number of interviews by survey location.  Locations ranked by the number of interviews.  

Grey shading indicates the weekday or weekend column with the higher value and with balanced 

survey effort (*note that survey effort was not balanced at Poundgate and Hollies).   

King's Standing 22 26 48 (9) 1 10 

Crowborough 27 20 47 (9) 5 7 

Gills Lap 21 25 46 (8) 4 13 

Long 19 25 44 (8) 3 18 

Box 14 27 41 (7) 1 9 

Forest Centre 15 23 38 (7) 1 4 

Nutley 20 13 33 (6) 15 10 

Forest Row, near Golf Club 19 12 31 (6) 1 13 

Hollies* 4 24 28 (5) 0 6 

St.Johns 10 18 28 (5) 5 9 

Hindleap 13 13 26 (5) 5 4 

Lintons 14 10 24 (4) 1 7 

Smugglers 7 16 23 (4) 1 6 

Reserve 9 10 19 (3) 0 8 

Millbrook West 9 10 19 (3) 3 10 

Millbrook East 12 5 17 (3) 1 4 

Fairwarp 9 6 15 (3) 2 5 

Four Counties 3 6 9 (2) 0 3 

Churlwood 4 4 8 (1) 0 2 

Roman Road 1 3 4 (1) 1 2 

Poundgate* 1 0 1 (0) 0 0 

Total 253 296 549 (100) 50 150 

 

 The interview lasted on average 8.7 minutes. A total of 50 people were 

approached that had already been interviewed (and were not re-



 

interviewed).  The only location where the total of people already 

interviewed was above 5 was Nutley, where 15 people were approached that 

had already been interviewed (Table 3).  A total of 150 people were 

approached and refused to be interviewed (Table 3).  Refusals occurred at all 

locations with the exception of Poundgate (where survey effort was 

curtailed).  The number of refusals correlated with the number of interviews 

conducted (Pearson correlation coefficient = 0.630, p=0.003), suggesting that 

refusals tended to be directly in proportion to the number of people 

approached at each location and were therefore not at particular locations.  

Only 3 refusals were directly attributed to Covid.   

 Group size3 in the interviewed groups ranged from 1 to 23 (the latter an 

organised walking group that meets in Ashdown Forest on a weekly basis).  

The interviewed groups totalled 1,048 people, giving an average group size 

(for the interviewed groups) of 1.9 people.  351 interviewees had 1 or more 

dogs with them, with a total of 482 dogs, roughly 0.9 dogs per interviewee 

(across all interviewees) and 0.5 dogs per person in the interviewed groups.  

At least 204 (43%) of the dogs were noted by the surveyor as off the lead at 

the time of interview.   

 The majority (518 interviewees, 94%) were on a day trip or short visit and 

had travelled directly from home that day.  22 interviewees (4%) stated they 

were on holiday in the area and staying away from home while a further 6 

interviewees (1%) were staying with friends or family in the area.  The 

remaining 3 interviewees were not straight forward to classify and included a 

Duke of Edinburgh instructor (who was travelling backwards and forwards 

with the group rather than staying over due to Covid) and a carer who was 

working for clients that were on holiday. 

 Dog walking was the most frequently given main activity (321 interviewees, 

57% of interviewees) with walking the next most commonly cited activity (179 

interviewees, 33%).  Together these two activities accounted for 90% of 

interviewees’ main activities (Figure 2).  3% of interviewees gave ‘other’ 

activities that did not fit with the pre-determined categories and these were 

varied, for example including two interviewees that were using the site for a 

 

3 By group size we mean the number of people in the group, including the interviewee.  While 

only one interview was conducted per group or party, the number of people in the group as a 

whole was logged.   



 

meeting, two different interviewees that were visiting to scatter ashes/visit 

area where ashes were scattered, two interviewees that were breaking their 

journey or pausing on a journey and two instances where interviewees were 

undertaking survey work.   

 

Figure 2: Proportion of interviewees by main activity, from responses to Q1.   

 

 Interviewees were also asked about any other activities they were 

undertaking during their visit, and these secondary activities are summarised 

in Table 4.  A little under half (236, 43%) of interviewees gave a secondary 

activity, with walking the most common (80 interviewees, 15%).  Also of note 

were: Outing with family/picnic (given as a secondary activity by 5% of 

interviewees), meeting up with friends (given as a secondary activity by 5% of 

interviewees) and wildlife/bird watching (given as a secondary activity by 5% 

of interviewees).   

 Including both main and secondary activities, 342 interviewees (62%) were 

dog walking.  It should be noted that 351 interviewees (64%) actually had 

dogs with them.  The difference relates to interviewees that had a dog with 

them but did not consider that they were out for a dog walk or that their visit 

did not involve a dog walk; these included, for example, interviewees who 

were horse riding, cycling, surveying and on a picnic.   



 

 

Table 4: Number (%) of interviewees undertaking different activities 

Dog walking 312 (57%) 30 (5%) 342 (62%) 

Walking 179 (33%) 80 (15%) 259 (47%) 

Outing with family / picnicking 13 (2%) 29 (5%) 42 (8%) 

Jogging / power walking 9 (2%) 1 (0%) 10 (2%) 

Meet up with friends 5 (1%) 26 (5%) 31 (6%) 

Wildlife / bird watching 4 (1%) 30 (5%) 34 (6%) 

Horse Riding 3 (1%) 1 (0%) 4 (1%) 

Photography 3 (1%) 3 (1%) 6 (1%) 

Cycling 2 (<1%) 0 (0%) 2 (0%) 

Visiting the information centre 1 (<1%) 0 (0%) 1 (0%) 

Other 18 (3%) 36 (7%) 54 (10%) 

Total 549 (100%) 236 (43%)  

 

 Looking across survey locations, dog walking was the most common activity 

at most locations (Figure 3 and Table 5).  Dog walking accounted for a 

particularly high proportion of given activities at Long, Hindleap, Millbrook 

East, Fairwarp and Nutley.  Walking was the most commonly cited main 

activity at Hollies, Lintons, Reserve, Millbrook East and Roman Road.   

 



 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of interviewees undertaking different activities by survey location.  Figure 

includes both main and secondary activities, with the percentages calculated based on the number 

of responses given at each location.  Survey locations ranked by the number of interviews at each 

location (totals in brackets alongside location name).   

 



 

Table 5: Number of interviewees undertaking given activities by survey location.  Each cell gives: number of interviewees undertaking main activity | 

number of interviewees undertaking activity in total (i.e. main and secondary combined).  Grey shading indicates the highest value in each row for main 

activity and all activities combined.   

King's Standing 32|35 11|15 3|10 0|0 0|7 0|4 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 2|4 48|75 

Crowborough 30|33 12|20 2|3 0|0 2|6 0|4 1|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|3 47|70 

Gills Lap 21|22 19|24 1|5 1|1 0|2 0|1 0|0 1|2 1|1 0|0 2|11 46|69 

Long 37|38 7|11 0|0 0|1 0|2 0|4 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|1 44|57 

Box 23|25 14|25 0|0 1|1 0|1 2|3 0|0 0|0 1|1 0|0 0|0 41|56 

Forest Centre 16|19 18|21 1|1 0|0 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|1 2|4 38|47 

Nutley 24|25 8|14 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|1 1|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|3 33|44 

Forest Row, near Golf Club 15|17 11|15 0|1 4|4 0|2 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|3 31|43 

Hollies 6|10 15|20 3|9 1|1 1|1 0|2 1|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|3 28|47 

St.Johns 20|22 6|12 1|4 0|0 1|4 0|2 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|1 28|45 

Hindleap 21|21 3|5 0|0 1|1 0|1 0|2 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|4 26|34 

Lintons 7|8 14|17 1|4 0|0 0|0 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 2|3 24|33 

Smugglers 14|15 8|11 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|1 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|1 23|29 

Reserve 5|7 12|15 0|2 0|0 0|1 2|4 0|0 0|2 0|0 0|0 0|0 19|31 

Millbrook West 16|17 1|6 0|0 0|0 0|1 0|0 0|0 2|2 0|0 0|0 0|0 19|26 

Millbrook East 7|9 9|9 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|3 17|22 

Fairwarp 11|11 3|5 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|5 15|21 

Four Counties 1|2 3|4 0|1 1|1 0|0 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 4|5 9|14 

Churlwood 5|5 2|6 1|2 0|0 0|1 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 8|15 

Roman Road 1|1 2|3 0|0 0|0 1|1 0|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 4|6 

Poundgate 0|0 1|1 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 0|0 1|1 

Total 312|342 179|259 13|42 9|10 5|31 4|34 3|4 3|6 2|2 1|1 18|54 549|785 



 

Length of time visiting (Q4) 

 Most interviewees (301 interviewees, 55%) had been visiting Ashdown Forest 

for at least 10 years (Figure 4).  Around 11% of interviewees had only recently 

started visiting, either on their first visit (37 interviewees, 7%) or starting 

within the past 6 months (20 interviewees, 4%).   

 

 

Figure 4: Length of time visiting Ashdown Forest (from Q4).   

 

Visit duration (Q5) 

 Most interviewees (284, 52%) were visiting for between 30 minutes and 1 

hour, with a further 167 interviewees (30%) visiting for 1-2 hours (Figure 5).  

In total, 487 interviewees (89%) were visiting for less than 2 hours.  A higher 

proportion of those on family outings/picnics tended to be visit for shorter 

periods while a relatively high proportion of those jogging were visiting for 



 

longer than 2 hours.  Based on the categorical responses relating to visit 

duration the typical visit duration is around 72 minutes4.   

 
Figure 5: Visit duration for all interviewees (top) and by activity (lower).  Numbers in brackets refer 

to sample size.  Data from Q5. 

 

 Visits tended to be slightly longer at the weekend, with a higher proportion 

of interviewees visiting for 1-2 hours compared to weekdays and a higher 

proportion on weekdays spending less than 1 hour (Figure 6).   

 

4 Calculated by assigning an estimate of time to each category: less than 30 minutes = 20mins; 30 

minutes - 1hr=45 mins; 1-2 hrs=90 mins; 2-3 hrs=150mins and more than 3 hours=240mins.  

Typical visit duration is then the average based on the total number of interviewees that gave 

one of the above categories.   



 

 

Figure 6: Percentage of interviewees and visit duration, for weekends and weekdays (from Q5).   

 

 Visit duration by survey point is summarised in Figure 7, which suggests a 

higher proportion of interviewees undertaking longer visits at Four Counties 

and Gills Leap and a high proportion of interviewees taking shorter visits at 

Churlwood, Hindleap and Crowborough.   

 

Figure 7: Percentage of interviewees and visit duration by survey point.  Numbers in brackets refer 

to sample size. Data from Q5. 



 

Visit frequency (Q6) 

 Visit frequencies are summarised in Figure 8.  The most commonly cited visit 

frequency was 1-3 times per week (the frequency for 132 interviewees, 24%).  

110 interviewees (20%) stated they had tended to visit daily over the past 

year and a further 58 interviewees (11%) had visited ‘most days’.  In total 300 

interviewees (54%) visited at least weekly.  Dog walkers and those jogging 

had tended to visit the most frequently.     

 
Figure 8: Visit frequency for all interviewees (top) and by activity (lower).  Numbers in brackets refer 

to sample size. Data from Q6. 

 Based on the categorical responses relating to visit frequency, interviewees 

had visited the interview location around 127 times on average over the past 

year5.   

 

5 Calculated by assigning an estimate of time to each category: “Daily” = 350 visits, “Most days 

(180+ visits)” =200 visits, “1 to 3 times a week (40-180 visits)” = 110 visits, “2 to 3 times per month 

(15-40 visits)” =27.5 visits, “Once a month (6-15 visits)” =10.5 visits, “Less than once a month (2-5 

visits)” = 3 visits and “First visit“ =1.  Typical visit frequency is then the average based on the total 

number of interviewees that gave one of the above categories.   



 

Time of year (Q7) 

 The majority of interviewees (375 interviewees, 68%) stated they tended to 

visit equally all year (Table 6), and this was particularly the case for dog 

walkers (245, 79% visiting equally all year).  For those interviewees that did 

tend to visit at a particular time of year, the summer was the most common 

response (98 interviewees, 18%). 

Table 6: Number (%) of interviewees and time of year they tend to visit (from Q7).  Dark grey shading 

indicates the most common response in each row and the paler shading the second most common.  

Note that multiple responses were possible (i.e. interviewees could visit more in both the spring and 

the summer); percentages are calculated based on the total number of interviewees rather than 

number of responses.   

Dog walking 20 (6) 43 (14) 13 (4) 8 (3) 245 (79) 19 (6) 312 (100) 

Walking 22 (12) 44 (25) 18 (10) 3 (2) 93 (52) 34 (19) 179 (100) 

Outing with family / picnicking 1 (8) 3 (23) 2 (15) 0 (0) 8 (62) 2 (15) 13 (100) 

Jogging / power walking 1 (11) 2 (22) 1 (11) 0 (0) 6 (67) 1 (11) 9 (100) 

Meet up with friends 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 4 (80) 2 (40) 5 (100) 

Wildlife / bird watching 1 (25) 2 (50) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (50) 0 (0) 4 (100) 

Horse Riding 0 (0) 1 (33) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (67) 0 (0) 3 (100) 

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

Cycling 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (100) 0 (0) 2 (100) 

Visiting the information centre 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (100) 0 (0) 1 (100) 

Other 4 (22) 3 (17) 2 (11) 0 (0) 12 (67) 2 (11) 18 (100) 

Total 49 (9) 98 (18) 36 (7) 11 (2) 376 (68) 62 (11) 549 (100) 

 

 Across all interviewees, 142 interviewees (30%) indicated the coronavirus 

pandemic had changed how often they visit the location where interviewed, 

with 104 interviewees (22%) indicating that they now visit more than before 

(Figure 9).   It would appear that a higher proportion of walkers (37%) in 

particular now visit more compared to dog walking and other activities.   



 

 
Figure 9: Effect of the coronavirus pandemic and percentage of interviewees visiting more, less or 

the same (from Q9).  Top bar is all interviewees and lower 3 bars are for separate activity groups.  

Row labels give sample sizes (which exclude those who didn’t know or were on their first visit).   

 

 The data show that those who have started visiting more as a result of the 

pandemic are those that previously tended to visit relatively in-frequently 

(Figure 10).  For example, for those interviewees (n=64) who visited less than 

once a month prior to the pandemic, 41% now visit the location where 

interviewed more frequently, by comparison for those who visited at least 

daily prior to the pandemic (n=109), only 5% stated they now visit more 

frequently.   

 By assigning a set number of visits to each frequency category (see para 

3.15) it is possible to derive a rough estimate of the difference in the number 

of annual visits each interviewee made pre-pandemic compared to when the 

survey was conducted.  This gives a rough estimate of 9 additional visits per 

year per interviewee.    



 

 

Figure 10: Frequency with which interviewees visited prior to the pandemic (from Q8) and whether 

the coronavirus pandemic has changed visit patterns.  Values in brackets are sample sizes.   

 

 The majority of interviewees (438 interviewees, 80%) had travelled to the 

interview location by car or van.  Other modes of transport were on foot (108 

interviewees, 20%), by bicycle (2 interviewees, <1%) and 1 interviewee had 

travelled on their pony.  There was some variation between survey locations 

(Figure 11), with the interview locations at Crowborough, Nutley and 

Fairwarp all with a high proportion of people arriving on foot.  All the 

interviewees at King’s Standing, Long, St. Johns, Hindleap, Smugglers, 

Reserve, Millbrook West, Churlwood, Roman Road and Poundgate had 

arrived by car.   

 The mean group size for those who had arrived by car was 2.02 people.   

 



 

 

Figure 11: Number of interviewees by mode of transport and survey location.  Labels give the % 

arriving by car at each survey location (from Q10).   

 

 There were few differences in the modes of transport used by those 

undertaking different activities.  For the two most common main activities, 

dog walking and walking without a dog, the percentage arriving by car was 

81% and 79% respectively.  For those visiting on a family outing (13 

interviewees), a slightly higher percentage (92%) had arrived by car.   

  



 

 Most interviewees (344, 63%), stated that the route they had followed or 

intended to follow that day was similar to their usual route.  128 

interviewees (23%) stated that the route was much shorter than normal 

while the route was much longer than normal for 15 (3%).  The remaining 

interviewees were unsure, had no typical visit or were visiting for the first 

time.   

 The majority of interviewees (402, 73%) stated that they stayed on paths 

during their visit and 122 interviewees (22%) stated that they went off paths.   

 In total 529 routes were mapped as part of the interview.  These are shown 

in Maps 3.  Map 4 summarises the route density based on a 200m grid.  

Across all interviewees the median route length was 2.77km and ranged 

from 0.37km to 34.00km (the latter undertaken by a walker).  Many of the 

routes extended well outside the European site, and when clipped to the SPA 

boundary (i.e. indicating the length actually walked/ridden within the SPA) 

the median was 2.53km.   

 Route length data are summarised by main activity type in Figure 12 and by 

survey location in Figure 13.  While the longest route was taken by a walker, 

cyclists as a group tended to have the longest routes (median 19.13km not 

clipped to the SPA and 7.72km clipped).  For dog walkers the route length 

was 2.41km (clipped) and 2.69km (not clipped).  There was little difference 

between survey locations.  Churlwood (median clipped 1.73km) was notable 

in that the 8 mapped routes were all very similar in length while many other 

locations such as Box (median clipped 3.72km) there were a very marked 

variation with a range of long and short routes.    



 

 

Figure 12: Route lengths (clipped to SPA boundary) by activity. Horizontal lines show the median, 

crosses indicate the mean, the boxes show the interquartile range and the whiskers the maximum 

and minimum values.   

 

 

Figure 13: Route lengths (clipped to SPA boundary) by survey location. Horizontal lines show the 

median, crosses indicate the mean, the boxes show the interquartile range and the whiskers the 

maximum and minimum values.   



 

 Factors influencing choice of route are summarised in Figure 14.  The most 

common factor (by some margin) was previous knowledge of the area / 

previous experience, including habit (cited by 158 interviewees, 29%).  The 

‘other’ factors included a diverse range of factors, including the presence of 

the ice cream van, avoiding snakes and personal safety.  Three interviewees 

mentioned they were following a route based on an app – one using Komoot 

and the other two using Alltrails.   

 

Figure 14: Factors influencing route choice (from Q13).  Categories based on pre-determined list with 

additional categories added to include commonly cited ‘other’ responses recorded as free text and 

picked up after reviewing the data.  Value labels give the overall percentage of interviewees who 

cited given factor.  Interviewees could cite more than one factor and therefore percentages exceed 

100.  



 

 



 

 



 

 Interviewees gave a wide range of reasons for choosing to visit the location 

(Ashdown Forest) where interviewed, rather than another location (Figure 

15); close to home was however the most common reason by some margin 

and cited by nearly a third of interviewees (171 interviewees, 31%). Other 

common responses related to the scenery and views (97 interviewees, 18%) 

and habit / familiarity (79 interviewees, 14%). In Figure 16 dog walkers are 

compared with all other activities types and it can be seen that for dog 

walkers proximity to home is of particular importance while scenery and 

views are less relevant to many.   

 From a review of the free text responses it was clear many had a strong 

attachment to particular locations, visiting for sentimental or nostalgic 

reasons, including 2 different interviewees who were visiting because their 

husbands’ ashes were scattered nearby and a third who had planted 

heathers in memory of a deceased friend.  A few interviewees (13 

interviewees, 2%) were visiting for a specific wildlife interest and these 

included gentians (1 interviewee) and dragonflies (1 interviewee).  3 

interviewees had chosen the location based on an app (1 who used Strava, 1 

who used komoot and 1 unspecified).  Grazing animals were mentioned by 

19 interviewees (3%), with all but 2 choosing the location so as to avoid 

animals (the others wanted to see the animals).   



 

 

Figure 15: Reasons for visiting the specific location where interviewed that day rather than 

somewhere else (Q14).  Interviewees were asked for one main reason and could give multiple other 

reasons.  Responses categorised by surveyor and additional categories added following a review of 

free text responses.  Value labels give the percentage of all interviewees who cited the reason (main 

or other).  



 

 

Figure 16: % of interviewees and reasons for visiting the specific location where interviewed that day rather than somewhere else (Q14).  Graph split to 

show dog walkers and all other activities.   



 

 When asked to name one location outside Ashdown Forest that they would 

have visited that day if they had not visited Ashdown Forest, 134 

interviewees (24%) stated that they would not have gone anywhere else and 

a further 24 interviewees (4%) were not sure or didn’t know.  In total, 391 

interviewees (71%) named an alternative location. The list of alternatives – as 

given by the interviewees – was reviewed and standardised to give a specific 

site where possible.  For example, some responses were clearly the same 

location but given different names – for example “Seven Sisters” and 

“Cuckmere Haven” or “Ashplats”, “East Court” or “Woods around East Court”.  

For some locations, such as “South Coast” or “Seafront” or “the Down” no 

specific site was assigned.  The standardised locations – given by at least 4 

interviewees – are summarised in Figure 17. The South Downs were the 

most commonly cited alternative (57 interviewees, 10%) followed by Walshes 

Park (27 interviewees, 5%).   



 

 

Figure 17: Number of interviewees and named alternative sites (Q15-17).  All locations named by at 

least four interviewees are shown.   

 Just over two-thirds of interviewees (372 interviewees, 68%) were aware of 

guidance on dog walking relating to Ashdown Forest.  Compared to other 

activities, more dog walkers were aware of guidance (270 dog walkers, 87%), 

(Table 7). 



 

Table 7: Number (%) of interviewees aware of guidance on dog walking relating to Ashdown Forest 

(from Q21).   

Dog walking 35 (11%) 7 (2%) 270 (87%) 312 (100%) 

Walking 88 (49%) 23 (13%) 68 (38%) 179 (100%) 

Outing with family / picnicking 5 (38%) 0 (0%) 8 (62%) 13 (100%) 

Jogging / power walking 1 (11%) 2 (22%) 6 (67%) 9 (100%) 

Meet up with friends 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 3 (60%) 5 (100%) 

Wildlife / bird watching 1 (25%) 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 4 (100%) 

Horse Riding 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (100%) 3 (100%) 

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

Cycling 0 (0%) 1 (50%) 1 (50%) 2 (100%) 

Visiting the information centre 1 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (100%) 

Other 7 (39%) 1 (6%) 10 (56%) 18 (100%) 

Total 140 (26%) 37 (7%) 372 (68%) 549 (100%) 

 

 For those who were aware of guidance on dog walking, the most frequently 

cited guidance they had seen related to dogs and livestock (212 interviewees, 

39% of all interviewees).  This was particularly the case with dog walkers 155 

(50%) of whom mentioned issues with dogs and livestock (Table 8).  Specific 

mention of the dog walking code of conduct (the ‘4Cs’) that is promoted 

around Ashdown Forest was made by 15% of dog walkers and 10% of all 

interviewees.        

  



 

Table 8: Number (%) of interviewees aware of guidance on dog walking relating to Ashdown Forest 

(from Q22).   

Dog walking 47 (15%) 78 (25%) 
136 

(44%) 
98 (31%) 

155 

(50%) 
21 (7%) 312 (100%) 

Walking 6 (3%) 17 (9%) 34 (19%) 19 (11%) 39 (22%) 5 (3%) 179 (100%) 

Outing with family / picnicking 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (23%) 1 (8%) 6 (46%) 1 (8%) 13 (100%) 

Jogging / power walking 0 (0%) 1 (11%) 2 (22%) 2 (22%) 3 (33%) 2 (22%) 9 (100%) 

Meet up with friends 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (20%) 2 (40%) 2 (40%) 0 (0%) 5 (100%) 

Wildlife / bird watching 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 0 (0%) 4 (100%) 

Horse Riding 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (100%) 1 (33%) 2 (67%) 0 (0%) 3 (100%) 

Photography 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (33%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (33%) 3 (100%) 

Cycling 0 (0%) 1 (50%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (100%) 

Visiting the information centre 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (100%) 

Other 4 (22%) 3 (17%) 2 (11%) 3 (17%) 4 (22%) 1 (6%) 18 (100%) 

Grand Total 57 (10%) 
100 

(18%) 

183 

(33%) 

127 

(23%) 

212 

(39%) 
31 (6%) 549 (100%) 

 

 A total of 302 interviewees had dogs with them when interviewed and stated 

that they were aware of guidance.  Most of these (177 interviewees, 59%) 

stated the guidance had not influenced what they did at all (Figure 18).  The 

most common specific change (48 interviewees, 16%) stated they had kept 

their dogs on a lead more, 25 interviewees (8%) kept their dog under control 

and 16 interviewees (5%) bagged their waste more.  A range of other 

responses were given, these related to interviewees choosing to avoid areas 

with livestock, modifying their routes or more general comments relating to 

being more aware, more respectful or more conscious of the rules.   



 

 

Figure 18: Number of interviewees (only those with dogs and that were aware of guidance) where 

the guidance has influenced what they do.  Data filtered for those 302 interviewees with at least one 

dog and that were aware of guidance.  Value labels give percentages for that sample (302 

interviewees).  From Q23.   

 

 Relatively few interviewees (33) gave details of information or 

recommendations they had used to plan their visit on the day interviewed.  

Of those that gave a response, the most common were the internet/a 

website (8 interviewees, 24% of those that had used information to plan their 

visit) and 5 interviewees (15% of those that had used information to plan 

their visit) had used an app and 5 had also relied on word of mouth.  Free 

text responses included reference to information boards in the car park (1 

interviewee), downloading maps off the forest website (1 interviewee), the 

Vanguard Way website (1 interviewee) and use of bus/train timetables (1 

interviewee).   



 

 A total of 445 interviewees (81%) knew there was a visitor information centre 

at Wych Cross.  306 of these interviewees (56% of all interviewees) had 

visited the centre.   

 There was some variation between activities (Figure 19), with dog walkers 

being the group with the highest proportion of interviewees aware of the 

visitor centre.  There were also clear differences between those who visit 

frequently compared to infrequent visitors (Figure 20) – in particular just 

under half (44%) of those on their first visit were not aware there was a 

centre at Wych Cross.   

 

Figure 19: Percentage of interviewees aware there was a visitor centre at Wych Cross (Q25) and 

those who have visited the centre (from Q26), by activity type.   

 



 

 

Figure 20: Percentage of interviewees aware there was a visitor centre at Wych Cross (Q25) and 

those who have visited the centre (from Q26), by frequency of visit.   

 

 Interviewees were asked for any suggestions for measures they would like to 

see in relation to how Ashdown Forest was managed for access.  Responses 

were recorded as free text and 412 responses were logged (excluding those 

that were simply “no change”, “no”, “none” or “all good”.  Responses are 

summarised in Figure 4.   

 Key themes included: car parks and the surface of car parks (132 responses, 

24% about parking) and comments around dog poo / a desire to see dog 

bins provided (89 interviewees, 16%).  24 interviewees (4%) mentioned litter 

and fly-tipping was raised by 4 interviewees (1%).  Addressing overnight stays 

by campervans were an issue for 4 interviewees (1%).  Mountain biking was 

mentioned by 11 interviewees (2%), with provision of a dedicated route or 

routes a key theme.   



 

 Vegetation management was a key issue for some with varied comments 

relating to paths, tree clearance and grazing.  In total, 21 responses (4%) 

included the words “grazing”, “cattle”, “ponies”, “livestock” or “cows”.   

 It was clear many recognised the financial challenges in managing the forest 

with comments picking up about lack of resources or funding – 20 responses 

(4%) included the words “pay”, “money” or “resources”.  Coffee or cafes were 

mentioned by 17 interviewees (3%).  Among these responses, the coffee 

vans/pop up stalls have clearly divided opinion, with at least 6 interviewees 

clearly negative (about the extra people they attract and the litter) while 6 

interviewees were positive about them. 



 

 

Figure 21: Word cloud generated from free text responses to Q27, with suggestions of measures they 

would like to see at Ashdown Forest relating to management of access.  Word Cloud generated using 

wordclouds.co.uk.   

 







 

 Table 11.  The distances range from 30m to 346km, with half of all 

interviewees giving home postcodes within 5.45km of the survey location 

and 75% originated within 13.5km.  Taking just those on a short visit directly 

from home, half came from within 5.05km and 75% within 11.36km.   

  



 

Table 11: Summary statistics for different groups of interviewees and the distance from the survey 

point to home postcode (km).   

 All interviewees 505 12.03 (+1.24) 0.03 - 345.55 5.45 12.48 

V
is

it
 

ty
p

e
 Day trip/short visit from home 482 8.707 (+0.513) 0.03 - 122.57 5.05 11.36 

On holiday 14 100.5 (+28.1) 13.7 - 345.6 53.5 139.4 

M
a

in
 a

ct
iv

it
y

 Dog walking 288 7.00 (+0.57) 0.03 - 99.04 4.555 8.765 

Jogging / power walking 8 12.20 (+9.97) 0.18 - 81.76 2.31 5.76 

Meet up with friends 5 31.80 (+23.5) 0.6 - 122.6 2.1 77.4 

Outing with family  11 11.49 (+3.59) 0.69 - 34.74 4.98 20.71 

Walking (without a dog) 164 20.12 (+3.46) 0.11 - 345.55 9.6 17.48 

V
is

it
 f

re
q

u
e

n
cy

 

Daily 105 2.829 (+0.53) 0.03 - 47.16 1.07 4.145 

Most days 57 3.24 (+0.43) 0.13 - 14.97 2.39 4.99 

1 to 3 times a week 122 7.91 (+0.94) 0.06 - 99.04 5.8 10.663 

2 to 3 times per month 56 8.70 (+1.16) 1.08 - 45.07 5.74 11.95 

Once a month 50 10.27 (+0.91) 0.83 - 30.97 9.655 14.973 

Less than once a month 52 19.87 (+4.79) 2.38 - 254.01 13.19 19.46 

First visit 46 49.30 (+10) 2 - 345.6 30.2 50.9 

S
u

rv
e

y
 l
o

ca
ti

o
n

 

Box 39 10.02 (+1.03) 1.07 - 30.97 7.76 13.81 

Churlwood 8 7.26 (+2.31) 1.61 - 20.71 3.76 11.00 

Crowborough 46 1.29 (+0.23) 0.24 - 10.88 1.11 1.395 

Fairwarp 14 4.49 (+2.48) 0.06 - 30.66 0.15 3.36 

Forest Centre 29 17.08 (+2.7) 1.96 - 55.15 13.18 23.22 

Forest Row, near 30 8.03 (+4.35) 0.13 - 99.04 0.31 0.76 

Four Counties 8 15.07 (+3.13) 5.2 - 26.33 15.65 24.36 

Gills Lap 43 38.5 (+10.90) 3.3 - 345.6 12.7 41.5 

Hindleap 25 5.99 (+1.14) 0.8 - 29.79 5.01 7.33 

Hollies 27 24.25 (+9.89) 1.31 - 254.01 10.9 16.34 

King's Standing 48 10.42 (+1.10) 1.11 - 34.74 7.27 14.43 

Lintons 20 19.84 (+5.94) 2.39 - 113.22 9.09 19.55 

Long 39 9.37 (+1.32) 3.01 - 47.16 7.63 10.02 

Millbrook East 17 11.61 (+1.93) 2.38 - 37.41 10.51 12.73 

Millbrook West 17 12.86 (+3.06) 1.47 - 41.81 8.53 17.79 

Nutley 31 1.736 (+0.65) 0.03 - 15.58 0.4 0.53 

Reserve 16 6.85 (+1.2) 1.98 - 18.9 4.61 10.23 

Roman Road 3 18.16 (+7.12) 9.56 - 32.3 12.62 32.3 

Smugglers 20 9.27 (+1.40) 3.79 - 22.11 4.8 15.28 

St.Johns 25 4.32 (+2.17) 0.69 - 54.98 1.78 2.55 

 



 

  



 

 



 

 


