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Summary 

This report, commissioned by the Morecambe Bay Partnership, presents the results of a study on 

recreational disturbance to birds around Morecambe Bay.  The report was commissioned to support 

the development of an improved visitor management strategy for Morecambe Bay and focusses on 

fifteen areas around the Bay.  These areas were identified by the Partnership as areas with existing 

disturbance issues, relating to breeding birds, wintering birds (particularly roosts) or both.   

We outline recommendations for the management of recreation and disturbance at these fifteen 

areas.  Our recommendations are drawn from site visits and discussion with a wide range of people, 

including local stakeholders invited to two workshops in February 2015.  The recommendations are 

also informed by the results of fieldwork undertaken to record the types of recreational activity, 

levels of use and interactions with birds.  This fieldwork took place during the summer and winter 

and was supplemented with visitor surveys during the winter months.  The interviews provide 

information on visitor profiles, motivations for visiting, distance travelled and routes undertaken.  

The results of this fieldwork are presented within the report.   

The issues are complex.  A wide range of access takes place: dog walking is a particular issue but 

access includes walking, wildlife watching, canoeing, watersports (jet skis, kitesurfing, windsurfing 

etc.), horse riding, fishing, wildfowling and air-borne activities.  All these activities have the potential 

to cause disturbance to breeding birds and wintering waterfowl.  Breeding birds and high tide roosts 

occur in the same areas where access is focussed.  While isolated, single events are unlikely to be a 

major problem, chronic disturbance will lead to impacts on the nature conservation interest.   

Our recommendations include detailed accounts for each of the fifteen areas.  Most are not existing 

nature reserves and it is not clear to visitors that they are important sites for nature conservation.  In 

general there is a lack of information for visitors, relatively little engagement and very little access 

infrastructure (such as marked paths, formalised parking, gates, interpretation etc.).  Access is 

therefore difficult to control or manage, and options to influence how people behave are limited.   

Alongside the specific recommendations for particular locations we highlight the need for a Bay-

wide initiative.  Given the range and scale of the issues there is a need for coordination across sites.  

Piecemeal measures at individual sites are unlikely to be effective and without coordination issues 

may be deflected to neighbouring shorelines.  Coordination will help reduce costs and consistency in 

branding, messages and communication will help ensure visitors recognise the importance of the 

area and take notice.  With sites under a range of ownership and management, there is a need for a 

single organisation to coordinate actions and bring together the key parties.  We make a range of 

suggestions as to how such an approach might be achieved.   
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1. Introduction 

Overview 

1.1 This report presents the results of a study on recreational disturbance to birds around 

Morecambe Bay undertaken to support the development of an improved visitor 

management strategy for the Bay.  The project involves an evidenced-based approach 

to improving the management of 15 sites, setting out the current issues, opportunities 

for recreational access and what best practice management might look like.   

Context 
1.2 A challenging issue for UK nature conservation is how to accommodate increasing 

demand for access without compromising the integrity of protected wildlife sites.  With 

a rising human population, often focussed in the coastal zone, areas that are important 

for nature conservation often fulfil a range of other services, including providing space 

for recreation (ranging from the daily dog walk to extreme sports).   

1.3 There is now a strong body of evidence showing how increasing levels of access can 

have negative impacts.  The issues are particularly acute in coastal sites (for general 

reviews see Saunders et al. 2000; Lowen et al. 2008; Liley et al. 2010). The issues are 

however not straightforward. Access to the countryside is often thought crucial to the 

long-term success of nature conservation projects and has wider benefits such as 

increasing people’s awareness of the natural world, health and wellbeing benefits 

(Alessa, Bennett & Kliskey 2003; Pretty et al. 2005; Moss 2012) and economic benefits 

(e.g. Bennett, Tranter & Blaney 2003; Downward & Lumsdon 2004). Nature 

conservation bodies are trying to encourage people to spend more time outside1 and 

government policy (e.g. enhanced coastal access) is promoting access to the coast.  

Furthermore, access to many sites is a legal right, with an extensive Public Rights of Way 

network and open access to many sites through the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 

(2000). There is therefore a difficult balancing act required to resolve impacts 

associated with recreation without compromising the ability of people to be outside 

and enjoying the green spaces near their homes.   

Impacts of Disturbance 

1.4 Recreational disturbance has the potential to affect birds in a range of different ways, 

for example: 

 Redistribution of birds in response to the presence of people.  Redistribution can be 

short-term – in response to individual disturbance events – or more chronic, with 

birds simply avoiding otherwise suitable habitat for breeding or nesting (Cryer et al. 

1987; Gill 1996; Burton et al. 2002; Burton, Rehfisch & Clark 2002; Liley & Sutherland 

2007). 

                                                             

1 For example through Project Wild Thing, http://projectwildthing.com/ 
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 Reduced intake-rate of food as a response to disturbance, due to birds feeding in 

areas with poorer available food resources (Fitzpatrick & Bouchez 1998; Stillman & 

Goss-Custard 2002; Bright et al. 2003; Thomas, Kvitek & Bretz 2003; Yasué 2005). 

 Increased energy expenditure as a result of birds reacting to disturbance by flying to 

different areas to feed and being flushed while feeding and roosting (Stock & 

Hofeditz 1997; Nolet et al. 2002).   

 Physiological impacts, such as increased stress (Regel & Putz 1997; Weimerskirch et 

al. 2002; Walker, Dee Boersma & Wingfield 2006; Thiel et al. 2011). Increased stress 

levels/heart rate etc., may also have consequences for energy expenditure. 

 Direct mortality, such as predation from domestic dogs (Pienkowski 1984; Liley & 

Sutherland 2007), predators exploiting disturbance events (e.g. Brambilla, Rubolini & 

Guidali 2004) or nests being trampled (Liley 1999). 

1.5 On a single site, localised disturbance during the non-breeding season in a small part of 

a site for a small amount of time is unlikely to result in a major impact, as birds are 

highly mobile, and within a large site there will probably be other areas nearby where 

birds can feed or roost.  For non-breeding birds, switching to alternative locations 

within a site might take seconds, and the impact from a single brief event will be 

negligible. Even for breeding birds, if an adult is kept away from the nest by a single 

event and for a small time period it is unlikely to have implications.   

1.6 However, more chronic disturbance, regularly affecting larger areas of sites, will have 

more serious effects. Disturbance can be considered as similar to habitat loss 

(Sutherland 1996) because areas of the habitat are lost to the birds.  It can even be 

worse than habitat loss, because repeated flushing has energetic costs that would not 

be incurred if the habitat was simply not available to the birds at all (West et al. 2002). 

Considering disturbance purely in terms of habitat loss, it follows that if the area 

available to the birds is reduced, birds are forced to redistribute and it is possible they 

will end up feeding in locations with reduced amounts of food and possibly more 

competition and interference from other birds due to the reduced amount of space. 

They may also be forced to forage in areas which are more exposed to the weather, 

where they are at greater risk from predators, or where they are further from roost 

sites. The ability of the site to support a given number of birds is therefore 

compromised.     

1.7 The impact of disturbance is not easy to quantify when increased mortality is not yet 

apparent or a marked drop in numbers (that can be linked directly to disturbance) 

recorded. Of course, individual birds may well be able to compensate by modifying their 

behaviour (Swennen, Leopold & Bruijn 1989), for example feeding for longer (Urfi, Goss-

Custard & Lev. Dit Durell 1996), feeding at night (Burger & Gochfeld 1991; McNeil, 

Drapeau & Goss-Custard 1992) or temporarily switching to other sites. In such cases, 

the birds may still survive, but increased pressure is likely to make the system more 

vulnerable in the long-term, and mean that any ‘slack’ is greatly reduced.  There is 

evidence that bird breeding success and migration patterns are linked to the quality of 

the wintering sites (Gill et al. 2001) so gradual deterioration on wintering sites might 
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link to reduced breeding success, or even to reduced numbers of birds able to migrate 

back to the breeding grounds at the end of each winter. Such changes will only be 

apparent over long time periods and may not necessarily be apparent at all if other 

factors are also suppressing bird numbers at a particular site. Changes in access levels 

are usually gradual; there is unlikely to be a sudden influx of visitors at a given moment 

in time.   

Morecambe Bay, Bird Interest 

1.8 Morecambe Bay is one of the largest estuarine systems in the UK.  Five river channels 

feed into the bay, and there are a range of habitats that include intertidal flats, Mussel 

Mytilus edulis beds, shingle banks, freshwater wetlands, saltmarsh and saline lagoons.    

1.9 Morecambe Bay is internationally important for its breeding and wintering bird interest, 

which is reflected in its designation as a Special Protection Area (SPA).  It is important 

throughout the year for a wide range of species.  The SPA interest2 encompasses 

breeding seabirds, breeding terns, passage and wintering waterfowl and a winter bird 

assemblage. In the breeding season the area regularly supports nearly 62,000 individual 

sea birds and in the winter it regularly supports over 210,000 individual waterfowl.  The 

very high number of birds present is in part due to the huge area of intertidal habitat 

and the rich invertebrate food source it supports.  The SPA is shown in Map 1.   

1.10 At low tide the extensive mudflats and sandflats provide a wide area for birds to feed 

and the wintering/passage waterfowl can be dispersed over a considerable area.  At 

high tide the birds then congregate at roost sites on the shore, and very large numbers 

of birds can be concentrated along the shore at a very limited number of locations.    

1.11 Recent WeBS data (Austin, GE et al. 2014) highlights the volume of birds present 

overall, with the most recent five year mean (all species) being just over 211,000; the 

site is ranked third in the UK for the number of birds present.  WeBS alerts data3 

indicate that alerts (i.e. declines of at least 25%) have been triggered for 14 of the 23 

species considered, with high alerts (declines of at least 50%) for four species (Dunlin, 

Bar-tailed Godwit, Great-crested Grebe and Mallard).  For both wader species the 

declines are thought to be site-specific and do not match those of other sites in the 

region.   

1.12 Recent work on the bird interest and disturbance at Morecambe Bay includes a roost 

study (Marsh, Roberts & Skelcher 2012).  Main roosts (from that roost study) are 

summarised in Map 1.   

The need for this work 

1.13 Morecambe Bay has a moderately high local human population and is a tourist 

destination, with an attractive shoreline and located close to the Lake District National 

Park.  The Bay supports a wide range of birds throughout the year, and there is a 

difficult balance to achieve between ensuring the protection of the bird interest while 

                                                             

2 Taken from the SPA review summary on JNCC website: http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=1982 
3 http://blx1.bto.org/webs-reporting/?tab=alerts 
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providing access for recreation and ensuring visitors have the opportunity to see the 

birds if they wish to.  Given the large expanses of open mudflats and sandflats, 

disturbance to feeding birds is likely to be a relatively minor issue; however when the 

birds are roosting at high tide, very large numbers of birds are pushed into limited areas 

and these are much more vulnerable to disturbance.  A previous report, on bird roosts 

around the Bay (Marsh, Roberts & Skelcher 2012), highlights that most roosts have 

issues relating to access, and relatively little in place by way of protection.  A range of 

different access issues occur at many locations and the report raises concerns about the 

levels of access.  With a context of increasing human population levels, a changing 

coastline and increasing levels of access (TNS 2015)4, issues are likely to increase in the 

long-term.  If carefully planned, it should be possible to ensure that access is enhanced 

while ensuring no impacts to the birds. The focus for this report is on achieving that 

balance.   

                                                             

4 This is a periodic survey carried out on behalf of Natural England, Defra and Forestry Commission by TNS Ltd. 
into visits by the public to the natural environment and related behaviours and attitudes.  
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2. Methods 

Overview 

2.1 The Morecambe Bay Partnership and individual partners initially identified 15 key areas 

where it was recognised that there was a need for a more detailed assessment of issues 

relating to disturbance and, for each of these areas, a plan of measures that could be 

implemented or explored to resolve any issues.  These focal areas are shown in Map 2 

and a detailed plan for each of these areas is set out Section 7 of this report. 

2.2 In order to collect information to inform the plans for these focal areas, fieldwork was 

undertaken.  This involved summer and winter bird disturbance fieldwork (counts of 

birds, counts of people and records of interactions between people and birds) and some 

mid-winter visitor surveys (counts of people and interviews with visitors). Different 

locations were selected for the different fieldwork elements.  The summer bird 

fieldwork (undertaken in late spring/early summer) included locations with breeding 

bird interest.  Winter bird fieldwork was focussed on key winter roost sites and the 

visitor work was undertaken at of five locations where it was possible to easily intercept 

and interview visitors.  Survey locations are shown in Map 3 and more details (including 

grid references for each point) are given in Appendix 1. 
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Fieldwork: Birds & Disturbance 
2.3 Survey work took place at a series of fixed locations (Map 3 and Appendix 1) where 

repeat visits were made.  The fixed locations were selected to give a good vantage point 

of areas known to be important for birds (e.g. areas where birds were thought to nest 

or key roost sites) and where the surveyor could easily access and undertake fieldwork 

without causing disturbance.  At each location a pre-determined focal area was 

carefully mapped, and this was the recording area for undertaking the various counts.  

The exact area varied at each point, depending on visibility, ease of viewing, sight-lines 

etc. and extended to a maximum of 500m from the survey point where the surveyor 

was based. The choice of 500m meant the area surveyed was relatively small, but also 

ensured accurate counts and recording of distances and responses of birds could be 

made. The approach is in line with other studies undertaken by Footprint Ecology (Liley, 

Stillman & Fearnley 2010; Liley et al. 2011; Liley & Fearnley 2012; Liley, Lake & Fearnley 

2012; Ross & Liley 2014).   

2.4 Each count involved the following elements: 

 A diary of all potential disturbance events observed over a period of 1 hour and 30 

minutes 

 A record of the response of selected bird species to each of the potential 

disturbance events recorded in the ‘diary’, including counts of the birds present and 

the number of birds flushed etc. 

 A count of birds present within predefined areas 

 Additional information 

 
2.5 These different elements are described in more detail below.   

2.6 The diary involved recording all potential disturbance events during a period of 1.5 

hours.  The diary recorded all activities present at the start of the visit and all 

subsequent new activities.  Potential disturbance events were any human-related event 

(recreational or commercial activities, vehicles etc.) that occurred within 200m of the 

focal area (or was seen to evoke a behavioural response from birds present).   

2.7 The diary was set up as a recording form, with each row in the ‘diary’ corresponding to 

an activity/event and assigned a letter – “A”, “B” etc.  Each event was mapped with the 

same letters used as labels on the map and also as a cross-reference for the bird 

disturbance. All potential disturbance events were recorded, categorised according to 

the primary type of activity, and the location recorded (mudflat/below sea wall, water 

or shore).   

2.8 For each potential disturbance event in the diary, the response of birds was recorded 

on a separate sheet. Activities/events that resulted in no response were also recorded – 

i.e. if the birds were not disturbed. Each event in the diary therefore corresponded to a 

row in the disturbance recording sheet. The disturbance data recorded the number of 

birds within 200m of the potential source of disturbance and the birds’ behaviour.  
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Behaviour was categorised simply as feeding (F) or roosting/preening/loafing (R). The 

response of the birds was recorded using simple categories: 

 No Response: no change in behaviour recorded at all 

 Alert: birds become alert, changing behaviour (i.e. stopping feeding or standing alert 

if roosting) 

 Walk/Swim: moving away from the source of disturbance without taking flight 

 Minor Flight: short flights of less than 50m 

 Major Flight: birds flushed and flying more than 50m 

 
2.9 In summer an additional category was added “Mobbing”. This applied to situations 

where birds believed to be nesting were repeatedly alarm calling and/or mobbing or 

undertaking distraction displays, suggesting that the disturbance was around the nest 

and/or chicks.   

2.10 For each activity/event where disturbance occurred, the maximum straight line distance 

from the birds to the source of disturbance was recorded.  If there was no response 

from the birds, then the minimum distance from each species present to the 

disturbance event was recorded (i.e. how close the disturbance event was to the birds).  

If the birds were in a tight flock or an individual then this distance was relatively easy to 

measure.  If the birds were scattered over a wide area and all were disturbed, then the 

distance was the approximate range within which the birds were feeding (i.e. 20m – 

50m).  In all cases, distances were estimated to the nearest 5m.  In order to ensure 

consistency in recording distances we: 

 Ensured accurate aerial photographs or maps, with distances to landmarks plotted 

were available to all surveyors for each location.   

 Used laser rangefinders to determine the distance to key landmarks/features and 

the birds 

 Triangulated or paced out some of the distances at the end of the survey – helpful 

where the distances were hard to estimate during the survey period (for example 

due to the angles between the observer, source of disturbance and the birds). 

 Ensured observers were trained and undertook some counts together to check that 

the data were collected in a standard fashion 

 
2.11 At the end of each 1.5 hour session, a count of the birds was conducted.  The count 

included all waterbirds, i.e. gulls, terns, waders, wildfowl, herons, grebes and divers.  

The count only recorded the birds present within the pre-defined focal area that 

extended to a maximum of 500m from the watch point. In some cases the count was 

split, for example if there were very distinct areas (such as either side of seawall) at a 

survey point. 
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2.12 Additional information such as tide coverage and weather were recorded on the same 

sheet as the bird count.  There was also a free text note box where any anecdotal 

information could be recorded – such as particular events or activities taking place such 

as wildfowling or military training that might make the birds nervous.   

2.13 At Canal Foot near Ulverston, the 500m focal area was on the intertidal area adjacent to 

the car-park.  From the survey point there is a good view of Chapel Island, well beyond 

the survey area.  During fieldwork an additional recording sheet was maintained that 

recorded any observations of access on or around the island with an estimate of the 

birds disturbed.  Given the considerable distances no attempts were made to 

systematically record the distances that birds responded or to fully categorise the 

responses. 

Level of effort 

2.14 For all survey points, three visits were made, totalling 4.5 hours of systematic recording.  

As the total hours of fieldwork at each location were relatively small, the survey effort 

was targeted to include days, tide states and times when disturbance was most likely to 

be recorded, such as weekends.  It should be noted that many types of activity are quite 

erratic and occur in particular conditions or circumstances (for example kitesurfers will 

choose strong winds in particular directions whereas air-borne activities such as gliders 

or microlights might be expected in calmer, bright conditions).  Given the relatively low 

levels of survey effort, the results represent a snapshot - it is unlikely that all types of 

access and kinds of events were recorded.       

Fieldwork: Visitor Surveys 

2.15 Visitor surveys provide data on why people behave as they do at particular locations, 

why they have chosen that particular location to visit, whether they are local or not and 

what changes to the site might improve their experience or result in them doing 

something differently.   

2.16 We therefore undertook visitor interviews at a subset of sites, where we interviewed a 

random sample of visitors.  The questionnaire (Appendix 3) was reasonably short and 

simple, ensuring it was quick to complete (this maximised the number of interviews and 

ensured interviewees did not lose interest or become frustrated). Questions included 

reason for visit, home postcode, mode of transport to reach the site, reasons for choice 

of site, information used to plan visit, response to different management options etc.  

The questionnaire also recorded the route taken on site. This route data was collected 

using paper maps with lines drawn to show approximate route walked and arrows used 

to record direction. The surveyors showed the maps to each interviewee and the route 

was identified interactively, with reference to visible features, landmarks, footpaths etc.   

2.17 The rest of the questionnaire was recorded on tablet computers running SNAP survey 

software (version 11). The software ensures particular questions are answered, 

facilitates activity-specific questioning and ensures responses are recorded in a 

standard way and allows the data to be easily backed up.   
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2.18 No unaccompanied minors were interviewed. Each interviewer carried a name badge 

and cards to give out for members of the public who wished to see identification or 

request further information. Where there was parking, interviewers had a poster clearly 

displayed in their car-window to indicate that the visitor surveys were taking place. 

2.19 In addition to interviewing visitors, a count of people passing was simultaneously 

recorded during the fieldwork.  The count provides a comparative total of visitor flows 

at each point.   

2.20 Visitor surveys were conducted at five locations (Biggar, Hest Bank, Snatchems, 

Middleton and Plover Scar). These were selected to represent a range of different 

access types and geographical locations and because they were places where visitors 

could easily be intercepted and interviewed. The visitor survey points matched the 

survey points used for the bird fieldwork with the exception of Snatchems, where the 

bird fieldwork was undertaken from the western shore and the visitor surveys 

undertaken at the Aldcliffe side, on the river wall. Full details of the survey locations are 

given in Appendix 1.  At each point survey effort was a total of 16 hours, split between 

weekends and weekdays and spread over daylight hours.  Fixed time periods were used 

(0730-0930; 1000-1200; 1230-1430; 1500-1700) and each time period was surveyed on 

a weekend day and a weekday.   
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3. Summer bird disturbance fieldwork 

Levels of Human Activity 

3.1 The diaries recorded 218 events (Table 1 and Map 4) observed during the 31.5 hours of 

observation at the seven sites, providing an average estimate of 6.9 events per hour.  

The additional recording at Chapel Island noted just a single event which is not directly 

included in the detailed analysis.  

3.2 Dog walking was the most frequently recorded activity and at least 94 dogs were 

recorded (80 off lead and 14 on lead). The highest number of dog walkers was recorded 

at Biggar.  Snatchems was the busiest location and activities on the water constituted a 

high proportion of events there (water-based activities shown as blue colouring Map 4).   

3.3 The level of activity (from the diary data) and types of activity taking place at each 

location are summarised in Table 1 and Map 4.   

Table 1: Activity levels at summer survey points, from the diary data. 

Activity Site Names and numbers 
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Dog Walking, dog off lead 1 5 14 5 10 9 11 55 

Jet Ski on water 0 2 0 7 0 0 37 46 

Walking / rambling (without dog) 1 1 2 8 9 12 11 44 

Rib or similar fast small boat 0 0 0 0 0 0 18 18 

Dog Walking, dog on lead 0 0 1 1 2 6 0 10 

Jogger 0 0 0 0 0 6 1 7 

Aircraft (light) 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Picnic/Sitting on beach/Sitting on bench etc. 0 0 2 0 0 2 1 5 

Small sailing boat (e.g. Laser / dinghy) 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 5 

Cycling 0 0 0 1 1 2 0 4 

Canoe on water 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 3 

Kids playing (with or without parents) 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 3 

Motor vehicle (car or 4x4) 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 

Person working on boat (boat stationary) 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 

Moderate – large sailing boat, not running motor 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Person accessing boat or water  0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Water skiing 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Fishing (net) 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Helicopter 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Paddleboarding 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Total 7 9 21 24 24 38 95 218 
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Birds 
3.4 Maximum numbers of birds counted at each location are summarised in Table 2.  The 

counts reflect the birds present within the 500m arc selected for the survey work and 

are therefore not whole site totals.  No birds were counted at all on the salt marsh at 

East Plain.   

Table 2: Maximum numbers of birds counted at each location during the spring (maximum from three 

visits).  Grey shading indicates species showing signs of breeding at a particular location (however note that 

not all birds counted were necessarily breeding).  Chapel Island counts were for the island as visible from 

Canal Foot (i.e. no 500m arc for this column).   
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Curlew 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 0 5 

Dunlin 0 30 0 0 0 0 11 0 30 

Grey Plover 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Knot 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 

Lapwing 0 0 0 0 0 32 0 0 32 

Oystercatcher 0 5 320 0 9 0 138 0 320 

Redshank 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 0 2 

Ringed Plover 2 4 0 0 0 0 2 0 4 

Turnstone 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Egyptian Goose 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Eider 0 0 115 0 2 0 5 82 115 

Mallard 0 0 0 0 0 3 2 0 3 

Mute Swan 0 0 0 0 0 6 0 0 6 

Shelduck 0 0 38 0 0 0 0 0 38 

Black Headed Gull 0 0 72 0 0 2 0 0 72 

Black Headed/Common Gull 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 600 600 

Herring Gull 0 350 2 0 0 22 0 0 350 

Lesser Black-backed Gull 0 5 19 0 0 0 0 0 19 

Little Tern 0 26 0 0 0 0 0 0 26 

Sandwich Tern 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Cormorant 0 15 1 0 0 0 0 0 15 

Grey Heron 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Total 2 510 626 0 19 69 170 682 2078 
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Behavioural responses to disturbance 
3.5 Map 5 shows the number of potential disturbance events at each survey location and 

the shading reflects the responses recorded.  There were 176 observations of people 

and birds together – i.e. where people were present within 200m of birds (of a single 

species) within the focal area.  Overall around a third (36%) of observations resulted in 

no response.  A relatively high proportion of events involved no response from birds at 

Arnside (90% observations with no response) and Plover Scar (48% with no response) 

while Walney (survey point 2) was the location where the highest proportion of 

potential disturbance events caused disturbance (Figure 1).  Walney was interesting in 

that the levels of access were relatively low, yet single access events were linked to 

multiple disturbance events, suggesting particular impacts of access here.   

3.6 No potential disturbance events were recorded at East Plain at all.  Levels of access 

were very low and there were no birds here.   

3.7 Figure 2 is similar but shows the number of birds responding at each location.  

Disturbance to breeding birds involving marked behavioural responses from the birds 

(mobbing etc.) was primarily recorded at survey point 2, Walney, and at that site only a 

small proportion of birds showed no behavioural response to disturbance.  The highest 

number of major flight events was recorded at Snatchems, but in fact the highest 

number of individual birds responding with a major flight was at Walney.  Numbers of 

birds were low at Arnside and there were few observations of birds responding.  

 

Figure 1: Percentage of events causing different types of response by location.  Numbers in brackets give the 

sample size (number of potential disturbance events) 
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Figure 2: Responses by site showing number of birds responding 
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Response by activity 
3.8 Responses by activity are summarised in Figure 3, which shows all data and gives the 

sample sizes for each activity.  These sample sizes reflect the number of potential 

disturbance events – rather than the actual extent of occurrence for the different 

activities (the data shown in Table 1).  Potential disturbance events were those where 

an event occurred and birds were present within the focal area and within 200m of the 

event (whether or not they were disturbed).   

3.9 It can be seen that jet skiing was the most frequently recorded potential disturbance 

event, followed by dog walking with dogs off leads.  In terms of the actual number of 

major flight events recorded, dog walking with dogs off leads was linked to the most 

major flights (30% of all major flights), followed by RIBs (24%) and then jet skiing (21% 

of all major flight events).  Dog walking with dogs off leads, RIBs and jet skiing combined 

accounted for 76% of all the major flight events recorded.   

3.10 Three activities were recorded affecting breeding birds (i.e. response of birds was 

categorised as “mobbing”): dog walking with dogs off leads, walking and kids playing.   
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Figure 3: Responses by activity.  Activities listed in order of frequency and numbers in brackets give the 

sample size (number of observations).   

Response by species 
3.11 Behavioural responses were recorded for a range of species.  The number of 

observations for many species was small; for 12 species there were sample sizes 

(number of observations) of five or less.  The number of observations for each species 

and type of response recorded is shown in Figure 4 and in Figure 5 we show the number 

of birds responding by type of response and species.   

3.12 Oystercatcher, Ringed Plover and Sanderling were the three species where the highest 

number of birds was recorded in major flight.  In the case of Sanderling this was one 

observation where 45 birds were flushed.   

3.13 Little Terns were recorded only at Walney.  There were four observations where 

breeding little terns were disturbed and they responded by mobbing or similar 

behaviour, with (across the four observations) 33 birds responding.  There were no 

instances where there was no response from little terns, but for two observations (out 

of eight) the birds were alert and didn’t take flight. 
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Figure 4: Number of responses by species 

 

Figure 5: Number of birds and type of response by species
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Discussion 
3.14 Impacts of disturbance to breeding birds are potentially particularly acute as breeding 

activity is focussed around the nest site, meaning there is less opportunity for birds to 

avoid disturbance by switching location and eggs or chicks may be particularly 

vulnerable (e.g. Baudains & Lloyd 2007).  The energetic demands of raising chicks 

(Thomson, Monaghan & Furness 1998) may mean birds are particularly vulnerable to 

stress.  Coastal habitats, particularly beaches, are a focus for many human visitors and 

therefore disturbance effects can be particularly acute in these habitats (Liley & 

Sutherland 2007; Liley et al. 2010).  

3.15 Key findings from the summer fieldwork included: 

 Breeding little terns being flushed (by dog walkers and children playing) on the 

beach at Walney 

 Observations of dogs running across the sandflats at Canal Foot and running close to 

Chapel Island 

 High numbers of jet skis at Snatchems, flushing birds from the saltmarsh 

 Dog walking with a high proportion of dogs off leads at virtually all sites (fieldwork 

was conducted at sites with bird interest) 

 No disturbance observed at East Plain.  Access levels and numbers of birds were 

both low. 

 Relatively low levels of responses of birds at Arnside, low numbers of birds recorded 

here too.   

Limitations 

3.16 The fieldwork provides a snapshot of levels of access and impacts to birds for a 

selection of sites around Morecambe Bay.  It is important to recognise the following 

points: 

 Only three visits were made to each location, with each visit involving one hour and 

30 minutes observation.  As such it is unlikely that the full range of types of access at 

each location were recorded.   

 Survey effort was focussed on focal areas based on a 500m arc.  At some locations 

such as East Plain this is only a very small part of the saltmarsh, while at Biggar the 

500m arc only captures a segment of the beach.  As such the survey work is limited 

to only a small part of the area of the sites.   

 Visits were not made at random, but were targeted to coincide with suitable 

weather and tide combinations when it was thought access and birds were likely to 

coincide.  While not always possible to judge, it is hoped that fieldwork should at 

least have covered some of the busier times.   
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4. Winter Bird Disturbance Results 

Levels of Human Activity 

4.1 There were 308 observations of activities logged within the diaries.  These are 

summarised in Table 3 and Map 6.  Morecambe Seafront was the busiest site, with 27% 

of all events recorded here.  Bolton-Le-Sands and Hest Bank were the next busiest sites.  

Dog walking was by far the commonest activity accounting for 63% of all events 

observed (51% of events involved dog walkers with dog(s) off lead and a further 12% of 

events involved dog walkers with dog(s) on leads).  Dog walking was recorded at all 

locations apart from Hilpsford Scar, Foulney and East Plain.  Walking was the next most 

common recorded at most sites (with the exception of Hilpsford Scar, Inner Foulney, 

Foulney and East Plain).  No access at all was recorded at East Plain and Foulney. 

Table 3: Activity levels, from winter diary data.  Sites are listed in order of the overall levels of activity (i.e. 

Morecambe Seafront was the busiest) and activities are ranked to reflect overall levels of each.  Values give 

number of events (rather than total people). 
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Dog walker, dog off lead 26 29 28 32 16 7 6 6 1 6 0 0 0 0 157 

Walking/rambling (without dog) 32 17 14 5 2 2 2 1 7 2 0 0 0 0 84 

Dog walker, dog on lead 15 4 6 2 1 1 3 2 0 0 3 0 0 0 37 

Cycling 6 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 

Person accessing boat or water (e.g. 
windsurfers walking across mudflat) 

1 0 0 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Small fast boat (e.g. rib) 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 4 

Jet ski 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Air-borne craft 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Horse Riding 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Jogging 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Small sailing boat (e.g. Laser / dinghy) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 

Birdwatching 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Motor Vehicle 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Person working on boat (boat stationary) 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Large boat (outboard motor) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 

Total 82 50 49 40 24 17 13 9 9 8 5 2 0 0 308 
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Bird counts 
4.2 Bird count data are summarised in Table 4.  At West Plain, Heysham Heliport, Potts 

Corner and Bolton-le-Sands there were counts on at least one visit that exceeded 1,000 

individuals of a single species of wader, and at some of the other sites there were 

maximum counts in the 100s, indicating that the survey visits did coincide with the 

times when birds were present and close to the shore. At Biggar, East Plain and 

Morecambe Seafront there were no counts that exceeded 100 and numbers of birds 

within the 500m focal areas were relatively low.   

Table 4: Maximum counts of each species within the 500m arc.  Data for winter period only, maximum from 

3 visits, with the count made at the end of the visit.  Dark grey shading indicates cells with counts above 

1,000 and pale grey cells counts above 100. 
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Bar-tailed Godwit 0 0 65 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Black-t. Godwit 0 0 0 0 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Curlew 0 715 22 61 0 5 2 1 9 3 5 0 0 2 

Dunlin 6 300 5450 0 6 0 6 92 0 290 8 1370 220 0 

Golden Plover 0 0 0 0 129 0 0 0 0 0 0 56 0 0 

Grey Plover 0 4 45 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 120 0 

Knot 0 5600 0 0 0 60 0 850 0 1950 0 0 50 250 

Lapwing 0 0 40 59 154 0 720 14 0 0 158 461 0 0 

Oystercatcher 78 520 1150 2 0 88 0 2100 620 4250 656 420 189 21 

Purple Sandpiper 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Redshank 1 12 1 10 2 74 13 171 9 20 8 17 0 6 

Ringed Plover 0 40 0 0 0 0 0 36 0 0 2 0 0 4 

Sanderling 16 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 15 0 

Snipe 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Turnstone 27 169 0 0 3 3 0 46 2 0 91 0 5 7 

W
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Brent Goose 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 36 

Canada Goose 0 0 0 0 0 0 340 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Eider 0 115 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 75 

Goosander 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Mallard 0 0 0 19 0 0 16 0 0 2 2 0 0 26 

Mute Swan 0 0 0 0 0 0 24 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Pintail 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 0 0 0 

Red-b. Merganser 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 4 0 0 0 0 0  

Shelduck 0 0 26 60 116 20 0 0 20 12 32 0 0 130 
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Teal 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 

Wigeon 0 0 0 0 60 0 0 0 98 0 520 0 0 139 
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Cormorant 1 2 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 3 0 2 2 

Great-c. Grebe 0 1 0 0 0 0 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0  

Grey Heron 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Little Egret 0 70 2 3 0 0 5 1 0 0 0 6 0 8 

 Total 129 7556 6802 214 470 262 1139 3312 763 6529 1493 2331 601 713 

 

Effect of people on bird numbers and distribution 
4.3 Figure 6 shows the number of birds present within the 500m arc at the end of the count 

in relation to the number of events recorded during the survey (i.e. the preceding hour 

and 30 minutes).  To determine whether or not there was a relationship between bird 

numbers and disturbance in the short term (i.e. whether birds tend to vacate foraging 

areas when they are disturbed), we looked at the counts of birds at the end of each visit 

in relation to the number of groups of people observed during that visit. To test 

whether there was any relationship between the number of birds and the number of 

groups of people observed during each, we used a generalized linear model (GLM) with 

Poisson error structure and logarithm link function.  

4.4 This showed a significant negative relationship between the number of birds and the 

number of groups of people for waders, wildfowl and other species. These results 

suggest that during busy times (in terms of recreation) birds temporarily vacate the 

area.  Incorporating location in the models as a factor indicated significant differences 

between locations and a much better model fit (reduced AIC) for waders, but no 

significant differences between sites for wildfowl.   

Table 5: Model results for glms (with Poisson error structure) testing the effect of the number of events 

recorded in the survey on the number of birds counted at the end 

Model Effect size+standard error Z p 

Waders vs number of events -0.061+0.001 -71.74 <0.001 

Wildfowl vs number of events -0.0838+0.004 -18.48 <0.001 

Other sp. vs number of events -0.120+0.022 -5.289 <0.001 

 



M o r e c a m b e  B a y  B i r d  D i s t u r b a n c e  &  A c c e s s  
M a n a g e m e n t  R e p o r t  

32 
 

 

Figure 6: Total birds present within the 500m arc at the end of the count in relation to the number of events 

recorded during the survey (preceding 1 hour 30 minutes).   

Behavioural responses to disturbance 

Overview 

4.5 A total of 748 observations of potential disturbance events and birds were logged 

during the fieldwork.  For just over two-thirds of observations (69%) there was no 

response recorded.  For 31% of observations there was a behavioural response, and 

14% of all observations resulted in major flight.   

Comparison between activities 

4.6 The data on different activities – showing the different responses and relative 

percentages for each activity – are summarised in Figure 7.  Dog walking (with dogs off 

leads) was the activity with the most observations and a high proportion of 

observations resulted in a response from the birds.  While Figure 7 would suggest that 

some activities (such as air-borne craft) are most likely disturb birds, the volume of dog 

walkers compared to the other activities means that dog walking was the activity that 

caused by far the highest degree of disturbance during the surveys.  Dog walking with 

dogs off leads was responsible for 62% of all the major flight events recorded.  Taking all 

dog walking events (including those where the dog(s) was/were on the lead), dog 

walking caused 72% of all the disturbance events (where birds responded to the 

presence of people and their dogs by becoming alert or moving away).   
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Figure 7: Responses to different activities, winter data.  Numbers in brackets indicate the sample size, i.e. 

the number of observations 

 

4.7 In general activities on the shore/seawall were less likely to cause disturbance than 

those on the water or intertidal.  The proportion of major flights was relatively similar 

for events on the intertidal and on the water, but for water based activities a high 

proportion of events resulted in birds undertaking a minor flight or walking/swimming 

away (Figure 8).   
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Figure 8: Responses categorised for activities taking place on the water, intertidal and shore.  Data pooled 

for all species and all sites.   

Variation between sites 

4.8 Morecambe Seafront was the location with by far the highest number of observations 

and there were relatively low levels of disturbance recorded here (Figure 9 and Map 7).  

In general the locations where access levels were relatively low had the highest 

proportions of events causing disturbance, suggesting that in areas with low levels of 

access birds were more likely to be disturbed when access events occurred.  No 

potential disturbance events were recorded at all at either Foulney or East Plain.  

Snatchems was notable in that virtually all (95%) of access resulted in disturbance.   
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Figure 9: Responses by site, winter data.  Numbers in brackets indicate the sample size, i.e. the number of 

observations 

  



M o r e c a m b e  B a y  B i r d  D i s t u r b a n c e  &  A c c e s s  
M a n a g e m e n t  R e p o r t  

36 
 

  



M o r e c a m b e  B a y  B i r d  D i s t u r b a n c e  &  A c c e s s  
M a n a g e m e n t  R e p o r t  

37 
 

Response by species 
4.9 Responses by species are summarised in Figure 10.  Data were collected for thirty-one 

species, including thirteen wader species and ten species of wildfowl.  Over half (56%) 

of all observations involved waders.  There were 417 observations of people and 

waders, and of these 31% involved a response from the birds (i.e. disturbance), 74 

(18%) of which were major flights.  There were 87 observations of people and wildfowl 

and of these 43% involved a response from the birds and for all wildfowl combined, 8% 

of observations involved major flight. 

4.10 Oystercatcher was the species with the most individuals recorded disturbed: across all 

the winter fieldwork there were 96 observations where people were within 200m of 

Oystercatchers in the 500m arcs and 25 observations (26%) resulted in a behavioural 

response from the birds (i.e. birds becoming alert or moving away).  The number of 

birds involved was 17,772 of which 13,052 were recorded in major flight.  A high 

proportion of these observations were birds flushed at Heysham Heliport.  Lapwing was 

the species with the second highest number of birds disturbed – for Lapwing some 

1,709 birds were recorded in major flights.   
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Figure 10: Response by species: left hand plot shows the number of events and the right hand plots show the number of birds involved (note different scales in the two 

right hand plots) 
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Discussion 
4.11 Winter fieldwork was conducted during mid-winter (late November – January), a time 

when bird numbers within Morecambe Bay are high.  Counts of individual species 

exceeded 1,000 at some survey points, reflecting the large numbers of birds present.   

4.12 The results of the fieldwork show: 

 Dog walking is by far the main activity occurring at the surveyed points and 

accounted for a very high proportion (62%) of access.   

 Across all locations, the numbers of birds present at the end of the count was 

related to the level of access recorded during the survey: indicating that use of the 

surveyed roost sites is affected by access 

 Dog walking was the main activity causing disturbance: 72% of observed disturbance 

was attributed to dogs and dog walkers.   

 Considering just the proportion of events that resulted in a response from the birds, 

air-borne craft, jet skis and small fast boats were activities that seemed particularly 

likely to cause disturbance, but occurred at a relatively low level compared to dog 

walking.  These kinds of activities are ones where marked increases in the 

levels/occurrence could have particular implications.   

 Pooling data for all activities, events on the intertidal or the water were more likely 

to cause disturbance than those on the shore.   

 There was wide variation between sites in the numbers of birds present, species 

present, types of activity and levels of disturbance.  Morecambe Seafront was by far 

the busiest site in terms of access, and most activities were along the shore and set 

back from the birds.  Most access along the seafront resulted in no behavioural 

change from the birds at all.  By contrast at sites such as Snatchems, Potts Corner 

and Plover Scar most observations (at least 75%) involved birds being disturbed.   

 Roosting waders, in particular Oystercatchers, were the main species disturbed.   

 
4.13 Comparison between sites would suggest that birds are more likely to be disturbed by a 

single event at sites with low levels of access (Figure 9 and Map 7).  At sites such as 

West Plain and Hilpsford Scar the proportion of major flights was particularly high, yet 

very few potential disturbance events occurred at these sites.  There could be a range of 

reasons for such a pattern.  In areas where access is low bird distribution may relate 

solely to food or other resources, and not be already influenced by the presence of 

people, and therefore when access does occur birds are more likely to be disturbed.  At 

such locations it may be that people behave differently, for example not following a set 

route or undertaking different activities.  Whatever the cause, in order to minimise 

disturbance, the implication is that additional or new access would best be focussed at 

the busiest areas.  Any promotion of sites or promotion of access is therefore best 

directed at locations such as Morecambe Bay Seafront rather than locations such as 

West Plain.   
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4.14 As with the summer fieldwork we highlight the limitations in the data in that the 

fieldwork represents a snapshot, limited in space and time.  We draw comparisons 

between locations, but these are based on just three visits to each location, with the 

visits timed to coincide with weather conditions and tide states where birds and people 

were thought likely to be present within the 500m focal area.   

4.15 The methods used in the fieldwork do match those used in other studies around the 

English coast (see Liley, Stillman & Fearnley 2010; Liley et al. 2011; Liley & Fearnley 

2012; Liley, Lake & Fearnley 2012; Ross et al. 2014; Ross & Liley 2014).  The other 

studies involved much more fieldwork, and the data for those studies is collated (in Ross 

et al. 2014).  We do therefore have good information from a range of locations about 

which activities tend to cause birds to change their behaviour; data which tends to be 

fairly consistent across sites.   The results from Morecambe Bay add to the picture in 

that they provide some site specific information on levels of different activities and the 

frequency of disturbance.   The levels of recreation use are comparatively low at 

Morecambe Bay, for example the winter fieldwork recorded 308 diary events over 63 

hours of fieldwork (spread across 14 survey locations), i.e. just under 5 people per hour.  

Morecambe Seafront – the busiest survey location – had a visit rate of 18 events per 

hour and at locations such as Foulney no events were recorded during the 4.5 hours of 

survey work.  Fieldwork in North Kent over the winter 2010/11 (Liley, Lake & Fearnley 

2012) involved nearly 450 hours of fieldwork and covered 22 survey locations – and 

across all survey locations the pooled level of access was 4.2 events per hour, broadly 

similar to Morecambe Bay.  By comparison data from the Exe (Liley et al. 2011), 

Solent(Liley, Stillman & Fearnley 2010), and Poole (Liley & Fearnley 2012) involved 

pooled visitor rates of over 10 events per hour and on the Humber (Ross & Liley 2014) 

they were just under 10.  In this study 14% of observations resulted in major flight, this 

is a level of response similar to that in the other studies (e.g. 14% of events resulted in 

major flight on the Exe and the Humber and in North Kent it was 13%).  This would 

suggest that at Morecambe Bay a roughly similar proportion of events cause birds to 

change their behaviour but the levels of access are relatively low.       
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5. Visitor Survey Results 

Overview 

5.1 A total of 164 interviews were conducted across the five locations.  The majority (85% 

interviewees) were on a day trip/short visit and travelled from home.  A further 5% 

were on a day trip/short visit and staying with friends or family and 9% of interviewees 

were on holiday in the area, staying away from home.  The interviews with holiday 

makers took place at a range of locations, including Biggar (4 holiday makers 

interviewed); Hest Bank (4 holiday makers interviewed); Potts Corner (5 holiday makers 

interviewed) and Plover Scar (2 holiday makers interviewed).  Aldcliffe was the only 

location where no holiday-makers were encountered.   

 

Table 6: Number of interviews by survey point.  

Survey location Number (%) interviews 

1 Biggar 36 (22) 

9 Hest Bank 52 (32) 

11 Aldcliffe 28 (17) 

15 Potts Corner 26 (16) 

16 Plover Scar 22 (13) 

Total 164 (100) 

 

5.2 Group size (i.e. total number of people in the party including person interviewed) 

ranged from 1 to 17 (median 2); the number of dogs accompanying interviewees ranged 

from 0 to 5 (median 1).  Overall the interview data reflect access patterns of 319 people 

accompanied by 160 dogs (of which 108 were observed to be off lead by the surveyor).  

The ratio of people to dogs was therefore 2 people for every dog.   

Activities 
5.3 Dog walking was the most commonly given main activity (Table 7), 59% of interviewees 

cited this as their main activity.  The other main activity was walking, given by around a 

third (30%) of interviewees.  Walking accounted for the most interviews at Aldcliffe and 

Plover Scar, at the other three locations dog walking was the most frequent main 

activity.   
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Table 7: Numbers (%) of interviews by activity and site.  Grey shading highlights activity with most 

interviews at each site.   

Site Cycli
ng 

Dog 
walking 

Enjoy 
scenery 

Jogging/power 
walking 

oth
er 

Outing with 
family 

Walki
ng 

Wildlife 
watching 

Total 

1 Biggar 0 (0) 25 (15) 4 (2) 0 (0) 
1 

(1) 
0 (0) 6 (4) 0 (0) 

36 
(22) 

9 Hest 
Bank 

1 (1) 34 (21) 1 (1) 0 (0) 
0 

(0) 
0 (0) 15 (9) 1 (1) 

52 
(32) 

11 Aldcliffe 0 (0) 11 (7) 0 (0) 1 (1) 
1 

(1) 
0 (0) 12 (7) 3 (2) 

28 
(17) 

15 Potts 
Corner 

0 (0) 18 (11) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
0 

(0) 
1 (1) 4 (2) 3 (2) 

26 
(16) 

16 Plover 
Scar 

0 (0) 8 (5) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
0 

(0) 
0 (0) 13 (8) 1 (1) 

22 
(13) 

Total 1 (1) 96 (59) 5 (3) 1 (1) 
2 

(1) 
1 (1) 

50 
(30) 

8 (5) 
164 

(100) 

 

5.4 Some interviewees gave more than one activity (it is possible for example to go jogging 

and exercise the dog).  The number of interviewees accompanied by a dog was 111 – 

while 96 interviewees considered dog walking their main activity a further 15 were 

undertaking a different main activity and were accompanied by a dog.  ‘Other’ activities 

(given as either a main or secondary activity) included a wide range of activities such as 

collecting driftwood, quad biking, assessing area for leading a guided walk, sightseeing 

and flying remote controlled aircraft.   

Duration of visit 
5.5 The duration of interviewee’s visits is summarised in Table 8.  The majority of visits 

(37%) were between 1-2 hours.  None of the interviewees who gave dog walking as a 

main activity were visiting for more than 2 hours 

Table 8: Length of time spent in the area by site.  Table gives number of interviews (row %).  Grey shading 

shows the most commonly cited time period at each location.   

Site Less than 30 
minutes 

Between 30 minutes 
and 1 hour 

1-2 hours 2-3 hours 3 hours+ Total 

1 Biggar 4 (11) 14 (39) 11 (31) 5 (14) 2 (6) 36 (100) 

9 Hest Bank 7 (13) 17 (33) 19 (37) 3 (6) 6 (12) 52 (100) 

11 Aldcliffe  (0) 6 (21) 19 (68) 3 (11)  (0) 28 (100) 

15 Potts Corner 9 (35) 11 (42) 1 (4) 3 (12) 2 (8) 26 (100) 

16 Plover Scar 1 (5) 4 (18) 10 (45) 1 (5) 6 (27) 22 (100) 

Total 21 (13) 52 (32) 60 (37) 15 (9) 16 (10) 164 (100) 
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Table 9: Duration of visit by activity.  Table gives number of interviews (row %).  Grey shading shows the 

most commonly cited time period for each activity. 

 Less than 30 
minutes 

Between 30 
minutes and 1 hour 

1-2 hours 2-3 hours 3+ hours Total 

Cycling 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (100) 

Dog walking 14 (15) 40 (42) 33 (34) 5 (5) 4 (4) 96 (100) 

Enjoy scenery 2 (40) 0 (0) 2 (40) 1 (20) 0 (0) 5 (100) 

Jogging/power walking 0 (0) 1 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (100) 

other 1 (50) 0 (0) 1 (50) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (100) 

Outing with family 1 (100) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (100) 

Walking 2 (4) 10 (20) 20 (40) 6 (12) 12 (24) 50 (100) 

Wildlife watching 1 (13) 1 (13) 3 (38) 3 (38) 0 (0) 8 (100) 

Total 21 (13) 52 (32) 60 (37) 15 (9) 16 (10) 164 (100) 

 

Frequency of visits and timing of visits 

5.6 A high proportion of visitors were regular visitors to Morecambe Bay, for example 17% 

of interviewees indicated that they visited daily, a further 10% visited most days and 

24% visited one to three times per week.  Over half of all interviewees therefore visited 

at least weekly.  A tenth of the all interviews (10%) were with people who were on their 

first visit.  The majority of visitors also tended to visit all year round, with around two-

thirds (67%) indicating they visited equally all year round.   

Mode of transport 
5.7 Most interviewees had arrived at the site where interviewed by car/van (71%), with a 

further 29% arriving by foot and 1 interviewee (at Biggar) arriving by bicycle.  Plover 

Scar (95% by car/van) and Biggar (86% by car/van) were the sites with the highest 

proportion of interviewees arriving by car/van.  People arriving on foot accounted for 

half (50%) the interviews at Aldcliffe. There was little variation between activities, with 

71% of dog walkers and 70% of walkers arriving by car/van.   

Reasons for site choice 

5.8 Across all sites and all activities, the most frequently given reason why people had 

chosen to visit the location where the interview took place was proximity to home 

(Figure 11), cited by 43% of interviewees.  Scenery was also important for many (30%).  

There were some slight differences between sites (Figure 12).  Hest Bank was the only 

location where refreshments/café was a reason for people’s choice of site.  Aldcliffe 

wasn’t selected by many as good for the dog and quiet/lack of traffic noise was not 

mentioned at all at this location.  However, close to home and no need to use the car 

were frequently cited at Aldcliffe.  No-one indicated that Potts Corner was somewhere 

they visited out of habit or familiarity and nor did wildlife interest feature as a draw for 

visitors at Biggar.   
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Figure 11: Reasons for choosing site where interviewed (Q7).  Responses coded by the surveyor using the 

categories shown.  Multiple codes were recorded for many interviews.  Interviewees were asked to give a 

single, main reason shown by the green shading.   

 

Figure 12: Reasons for site choice, by site.  Graph shows all reasons (i.e. main and secondary) pooled.   
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Things people liked best and least about the site visited 

5.9 Questions 8 and 9 asked what the interviewee liked best (Question 8) and liked least 

(Question 9) about the location where interviewed.  Responses are summarised in 

Figure 13 and Figure 9.  The scenery, views and peaceful/quiet nature of the locations 

featured strongly in the free text comments as to the things people liked.  Many 

interviewees found it hard to say what they liked least, and many indicated nothing or 

didn’t give an answer.  For those that did respond, dog fouling, the number of dogs, 

litter and difficulty of terrain (muddy paths, rocky areas etc.) featured.   

 

Figure 13: What do you like best about this part of Morecambe Bay (Q8).  Word cloud generated using the 

Wordle.net website.  The size of the words indicates the frequency with which particular words were given. 
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Figure 14: What do you like least about this part of Morecambe Bay (Q9)?  Word cloud generated using the 

Wordle.net website.  The size of the words indicates the frequency with which particular words were given. 

Visitor Origins 
5.10 A total of 155 interviewees gave full, valid postcodes that could be geocoded and 

plotted.  These are shown in Maps 8-12.  Map 8 shows all visitor postcodes and extends 

as far south as London, whereas maps 9-11 show just those postcodes from Manchester 

northwards and excluding the area north of the Lake District (six postcodes not shown) 

and in Map 12 only the immediate vicinity of Morecambe Bay is shown.  Shading on 

each map reflects different elements of the visit data, with Map 8 shaded to show home 

postcodes of holiday makers and local residents, in Map 9 postcodes are shaded to 

reflect the survey point; in Map 10 shading reflects activity and in Maps 11 and 12 

shading reflects visit frequency.    

5.11 While the postcodes were distributed over an area that extended from just north of 

Carlisle to London, the majority of interviews were from around the Morecambe Bay, 

particularly Lancaster (30 interviewees, 22% of all those interviewed visiting from home 

on a short visit and that gave valid postcodes) (Table 10).   
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Table 10: Number of interviewees visiting from home (139 interviewees visiting from home that gave full, 

valid postcodes) by settlement and survey point.  Settlement boundaries defined using Ordnance Survey 

Built-up Areas GIS layer.   

Settlement 

1
 B

ig
ga

r 

9
 H

e
st

 B
an

k 

1
1

 A
ld

cl
if

fe
 

1
5

 P
o

tt
s 

C
o

rn
e

r 

1
6

 P
lo

ve
r 

Sc
ar

 Total 

Askam in Furness 1 
    

1 

Baildon 
 

1 
   

1 

Barrow-in-Furness 15 
    

15 

Blackburn 
   

1 1 2 

Bolton-le-Sands 
 

19 
   

19 

Carnforth 
   

1 
 

1 

Caton 
 

1 
   

1 

Catterall 
    

1 1 

Dalton-in-Furness 1 
    

1 

Galgate 
    

2 2 

Garstang 
    

2 2 

Goosnargh 
    

1 1 

Heywood 
   

1 
 

1 

Higher Walton 
 

1 
   

1 

Isle of Walney 6 
    

6 

Kendal 
 

1 
   

1 

Lancaster 
 

4 24 
 

2 30 

Lytham St. Anne's 
   

1 
 

1 

Morecambe 
 

12 
 

6 
 

18 

Poulton-le-Fylde 
   

1 
 

1 

Preston 
    

1 1 

Rawtenstall 
   

1 
 

1 

Rochdale 
    

1 1 

Total 23 39 24 12 11 109 

 

5.12 Across all interviewees that gave valid postcodes the linear distance from the survey 

point to the home postcode ranged from 0.12km to 361.3km with a median of 3.95km.  

There were significant  differences (Kruskall-Wallis H=44.69, 2 df, p <0.001) in distance 

(from survey point to home postcode) for those who were on a day trip/short visit from 

home (n=135; median distance 3.454km) compared to those on a day-trip/short visit 

and staying with friends or family (n=7, median =43.557km) and those on holiday and 

staying away from home (n=12, median =111.067km). 

5.13 Sample sizes for most activities were small.  Taking just those interviewees who were 

visiting from their own home for a short visit, those dog walking and the few that were 
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cycling, jogging or undertaking “other” activities tended to be very local residents 

(Figure 15). For example, the median distance for all dog walkers visiting from their own 

home for a short visit was 3.04km.   

5.14 There were significant differences between survey points (Figure 16).  Taking only those 

visitors who had travelled from home and on a short visit, the distances from home 

postcode to survey point were significantly higher at Plover Scar (Median = 9.86km) and 

Potts Corner (Median =5.98km) compared to the other sites (Kruskal Wallkis H=32.53; 

4df; p<0.001).   
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Figure 15: Distance from home postcode to survey point by activity.  Graph generated for those people 

visiting directly from their own home on a short visit (i.e. excluding those on holiday or staying with 

friends/family).   

 

 

Figure 16: Distance from home postcode to survey point by survey point.  Graph generated for those people 

visiting directly from their own home on a short visit (i.e. excluding those on holiday or staying with 

friends/family).   
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Routes 
5.15 Route data are summarised in Map 13.  For nearly two-thirds (65%) of interviewees, the 

route taken on the day interviewed was reflective of their normal route (Question 10) 

and a further 21% of interviewees were either on their first visit of weren’t sure/didn’t 

have a typical visit.  At all sites routes tended to encompass inland areas away from the 

shoreline, with relatively few interviewees simply doing a short walk along the 

beach/shoreline and back again.  Biggar was the location where routes tended to be 

mostly restricted to the beach/shoreline. 

5.16 Route choice (Question 11) was mainly influenced by previous knowledge of the 

area/experience (37% interviewees) and by the activity undertaken (32%).  Other 

factors included time (16%), weather (13%) daylight (11%) and marked route (11%).  

Previous knowledge of the area/ experience was the main reason for route choice at 

Biggar, Hest Bank, Aldcliffe and Plover Scar (Table 11).  Activity undertaken was 

important in influencing route choice at Biggar and Potts Corner and time was 

frequently cited at Hest Bank.   

Table 11: Top three factors influencing choice of route at each survey location.  Factors highlighted in bold 

were given by at least ten interviewees at each site.   

Site Top ranking reason 
for route choice 

Second ranking reason for route choice Third ranking reason 
for route choice 

1 Biggar Activity undertaken  Previous knowledge of area/experience 
Followed a marked 

trail; Weather 

9 Hest 
Bank 

Previous knowledge 
of area/experience 

Time Activity undertaken  

11 
Aldcliffe 

Previous knowledge 
of area/experience 

Activity undertaken (e.g. presence of 
dog); Time 

Daylight 

15 Potts 
Corner 

Activity undertaken  
Interpretation/leaflets; Previous 

knowledge of area/experience; Daylight 
Time; Group 

members; Weather 

16 
Plover 
Scar 

Previous knowledge 
of area/experience 

Weather Activity undertaken 
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Changes that would improve visit 
5.17 Question 16 asked whether there were “any changes that would improve your visit to 

this location”.  The question was free text and responses are summarised in Figure 17 .  

Cafes and toilet provision were each mentioned by thirteen people.  Cafés featured in 

the comments at all sites, but at Hest Bank (where there is a café) the comments 

related to opening times and access to the café (e.g. when tide high).  Toilets were 

identified as a potential improvement by at least one respondent at all sites apart from 

Potts Corner.  Litter or rubbish was a theme mentioned by seven interviewees.   

 

Figure 17: Summary of response to Q16 are there any changes that would improve your visit to this location 

Discussion 
5.18 The visitor survey work supplements the disturbance fieldwork in providing information 

on why people visit, where they come from, where they go during their visit and what 

influences their choice of site and behaviour.  Such information is fundamental in order 

to influence visitor behaviour, enhance access and minimise disturbance.   

5.19 Due to budget limitations, visitor survey data were collected at five survey points and 

only in the winter.  Survey points were selected to provide information from a range of 

different locations and where access and disturbance issues varied.   

5.20 The data suggest a high proportion of local, regular visitors (for example over half of 

those interviewed visited at least weekly) and also a proportion of people who are 

holiday makers (9% on holiday).  Different visitor engagement and management 

measures are likely to be relevant for these two groups.  Aldcliffe was the only location 

where no holiday makers were interviewed and at Aldcliffe visitors were particularly 

local. 

5.21 Dog walking was the main activity, with 59% of interviewees visiting to walk the dog.  

This level is similar to that across all sites in the winter disturbance fieldwork (62% of 

events were dog walkers).  The number of dogs with interviewed dog walkers ranged 
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from 1 to 5 (median 1). Dog walkers appear to be mainly local but dog walkers were 

interviewed who had come on a short visit from homes in Kendal, Blackburn, Preston 

and Shipley to walk their dog on the coast.  While the majority of users were dog 

walkers, there was also some clear indications that visitors were negative to certain 

issues relating to dogs, especially the level of dog fouling (Figure 14).  This would 

indicate that measures to work with dog walkers and limit the impacts of dogs would 

improve access for many visitors as well as reducing disturbance.   

5.22 A proportion of interviewees were from mobile home/caravans and it is possible some 

interviewees were categorised as visiting from home if they were 

(semi)permanently/temporarily living in such accommodation.  The interview data 

suggests residents from areas such as Manchester are using mobile home/caravan 

parks as bases for weekends away from home.   

5.23 The coast has a particular draw for many people, and the scenery and views at 

Morecambe Bay are clearly part of the draw of the site (see Figure 11 and Figure 13).  

Those people who visit the coast because they want to see the sea and are drawn by 

the scenery and views are likely to be difficult to deflect or deter in any way.  The 

destination is likely to be all important for such visitors.  It is notable too that for a 

relatively large proportion of visitors (43%) proximity to home was a reason 

underpinning their choice of site.  For some of those visitors, proximity to the coast may 

be less important and enhancement of local greenspace and green infrastructure could 

provide them with other locations to visit.   
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6. Recommendations 

Overview 

6.1 In this section of the report we make recommendations for possible management 

measures.  These recommendations are drawn from the findings of the fieldwork and 

dialogue with stakeholders, primarily at two workshops held in February 2015.   

6.2 Initially we consider the need for measures and the context.  Each of the fifteen areas 

identified by the Morecambe Bay Partnership are then considered individually. By 

necessity we consider each as discrete and options, issues and opportunities are 

considered for each area separately.  However, it is also essential that links are made 

between sites, so we also consider more generic measures that are best implemented 

at a bay-wide level. People and birds will switch between locations and changes in one 

area will have implications for other parts of the Bay; different locations are interlinked. 

Viewed as a whole, the aim would be to create a series of safe roosting and breeding 

sites where disturbance is reduced, where the sites can absorb increases in access 

without increases in disturbance, yet opportunities for visitors to view, appreciate and 

be inspired by the birds and landscape are enhanced.  The section ends with discussion 

regarding implementation.  

Need for Measures 
6.3 The results from the fieldwork highlight a range of issues. They show that there is 

disturbance to both breeding and wintering birds, at some locations resulting in large 

numbers of birds being flushed. The results do not provide a clear indication of 

population-level impacts, as complex and detailed modelling or long-term monitoring 

over many years would be necessary for this. However, placed in context with larger, 

complex studies at other sites (e.g. Liley & Sutherland 2007; Ratcliffe et al. 2008; 

Stillman et al. 2012) they indicate that disturbance is currently an issue for breeding and 

wintering birds around Morecambe Bay.    

6.4 Disturbance issues are likely to become greater in the long term.  The UK human 

population is increasing (ONS figures indicate a 0.6% increase from 2012-20135) and 

monitoring of access at a national level indicates access to the countryside is increasing 

too (TNS 2015). Habitat change will influence the potential for disturbance impacts; 

‘coastal squeeze’ resulting in the loss of saltmarsh habitats will mean there are fewer 

locations for birds to roost and breed and will concentrate access onto smaller areas 

too. Government policy is to enhance access around the coast and this is likely in the 

long term to increase visitors’ expectations of easy access to coastal areas and 

‘spreading room’ that allows access to the water’s edge/shoreline from the coastal 

path.  In combination, these factors could result in disturbance levels gradually 

increasing over time.   

                                                             

5 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/taxonomy/index.html?nscl=Population+Change 
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6.5 The visitor survey results also suggest that there is scope for access and visitor’s 

experiences of Morecambe Bay to be improved (see Figure 14 and Figure 17).  There 

were many negative comments relating to dogs and dog fouling, also litter, muddy 

paths, parking and difficult access. Potential improvements to access identified by 

interviewees included signs, benches, shelter, and better management of dogs (off-lead 

and dog-fouling).   

6.6 There appears to be relatively little information available to visitors on the wildlife 

importance of Morecambe Bay and the impact their visit or behaviour might have for 

birds. A selection of winter roost sites are shown in the images in Figure 18.  At each of 

the sites illustrated – and in fact almost all the survey locations – there is little to 

indicate to visitors that the site is important for birds. Many visitors may assume that 

sites important for wildlife are those where access is restricted and/or that are 

managed with facilities in place - nature reserves such as Leighton Moss for example. 

Many of the Morecambe Bay sites have no infrastructure in place to help prevent 

disturbance, and there is little to inform visitors that they may be likely to disturb birds 

in particular areas. 

6.7 For example, at Red Nab (Figure 18a) the beach area is easily accessible from the 

caravan site and via the path network leading from nearby parking. The pebbly beach 

shown in the image, and the rocky area behind, are an obvious destination for visitors 

to explore, let the dog off the lead and linger, as the dog walker just visible in the 

photograph is doing.  The roost is on the rocks in the centre of the picture and any 

access onto the foreshore here, when the tide is relatively high, has the potential to 

cause disturbance, but there is no infrastructure present or information available to 

limit or reduce impacts.   

6.8 At Hest Bank (Figure 18b) access is spread across the saltmarsh and upper beach, with 

virtually no undisturbed locations where birds could roost. There is a sign with 

information on the birds, but this is not obvious, is flat rather than upright or angled, is 

etched on metal making it difficult to read in bright light and is positioned away from 

the routes that many visitors take for their walk. During 14 hours of observations at this 

site, no one was seen reading this sign.   

6.9 At Heysham Heliport (Figure 18c), despite being private land, there is no indication to 

the family group just walking out along the top of the sea wall that they are entering an 

area that is sensitive for wildlife. The group in the image displaced all the roosting 

waders (oystercatcher and knot) along the seawall, but could easily have chosen a 

different route.   

6.10 These examples highlight the potential for much better communication of the 

importance and sensitivity of the birds present in Morecambe Bay.   
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6.11 Mention needs to be made of the existing long distance footpath, The Lancashire 

Coastal Way from Freckleton on the Ribble to Silverdale6 and the incorporation of this 

route into the proposed England Coastal Path. The stretch of the English coastal path 

from Silverdale to Silecroft is currently proposed for opening in 2015-167. These paths 

pass a number of the sites reported on here and this represents an opportunity to raise 

awareness among visitors from further afield on the importance of Morecambe Bay and 

its wildlife. 

Approaches elsewhere 

6.12 It has long been recognised that growing levels of recreation can have impacts on 

sensitive wildlife sites (e.g. Phillips 1980) and in many parts of the country 

infrastructure, projects and partnerships have been established to resolve issues 

relating to disturbance and waterfowl.  We provide a list of options and a range of 

examples of different approaches to reduce or limit disturbance impacts in Appendix 2 

(and a powerpoint file, accompanying this report, also provides some examples).  While 

it is perhaps relatively straightforward to undertake measures on a single site where a 

single body is responsible for management it is more complex to coordinate multiple 

bodies across a wide geographic area, such as is the case at Morecambe Bay.  Examples 

of where dedicated partnership projects have been established with a focus on 

disturbance to coastal sites include the Solent8, the Exe9 and the Thanet Coastal 

Project10. 

  

                                                             

6 http://www.ldwa.org.uk/ldp/members/show_path.php?path_name=Lancashire+Coastal+Way 
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/england-coast-path-in-the-north-west-of-england 
8 https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/ext/community-and-environment/environment/solent-recreation-
mitigation-strategy.aspx 
9 http://www.teignbridge.gov.uk/article/15169/Why-is-Habitat-Regulations-mitigation-needed 
10 http://www.thanetcoast.org.uk/projects__issues/turnstone.aspx 

https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/ext/community-and-environment/environment/solent-recreation-mitigation-strategy.aspx
https://www.portsmouth.gov.uk/ext/community-and-environment/environment/solent-recreation-mitigation-strategy.aspx
http://www.teignbridge.gov.uk/article/15169/Why-is-Habitat-Regulations-mitigation-needed
http://www.thanetcoast.org.uk/projects__issues/turnstone.aspx
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Figure 18: Some examples of winter roost sites and access 
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Notes on individual accounts 
6.13 It needs to be borne in mind that many of the sites considered below are privately 

owned or have other existing interests, including agricultural and recreational activities. 

It will be vital to consult fully with these interests at each site to reach a consensus on 

problems and agree proposals. In some cases this may require an input from a neutral 

facilitator where issues are complex and solutions difficult to find.   

6.14 For each of the fifteen focal areas (see Map 2) we provide an individual account of key 

issues and suggested measures.  The survey results are summarised in a single table for 

each site and then recommendations provided. The level of information for each area is 

different as some focal areas contained multiple survey points and only some had 

visitor surveys. Therefore some cells in the table may be blank.  Where there were 

multiple survey points the tables summarise the data as a range. 

6.15 Measures are listed for each site (and then Bay-wide measures) as bullet points.  In 

order to highlight elements we consider particular priorities or measures that could be 

relatively quickly and simply implemented ‘quick wins’ we have used the following 

bullet styles: 

 Measure considered a priority 

 Measure considered a ‘quick win’ 
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South Walney 
 
 
Central Grid Ref 

SD22976231 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 18 Hilpsford Scar 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 2,3,5 

Key Bird Species: winter Dunlin, knot, grey plover, redshank 

Key Bird species: breeding Eider, little tern, ringed plover, oystercatcher 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; South Walney & 

Piel Channel Flats SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et 
al. 2012 

Vehicles, dog walking, fishing. Boats and canoes 
landing.   

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 4 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; 
WINTER 

3(75) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 3 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Birdwatching, small fast boat 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 0/0 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Birdwatching 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 307 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
1km 

  

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
5km 

  

Other comments Caravan site nearby 

 

Background and issues 

6.16 The roost report and winter diary show that bird disturbance at South Walney is caused 

by both recreational and commercial activities both on land and on the water. On the 

shoreline, dog walkers, walkers, anglers and bird watchers, together with some vehicle 

activity, can cause disturbance. On the water, canoeing and other boating activity have 

been recorded, and dredging for mussels was an occasional cause of disturbance. The 

situation can be exacerbated by boats coming to see the seals hauled up on the shore 

and, in doing so, disturbing the birds. 

6.17 South Walney is important for birds year-round, with breeding gulls, little terns, eider, 

oystercatcher and ringed plover in spring and four high tide roosts in winter. Three 

roosts are on the shingle banks and beaches at Shelley Bars, South End and Hilpsford 

Scar and the fourth is on the islands in the lagoon. This means that the site is vulnerable 

to disturbance all year round and over most of its area. 
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6.18 The site is wardened by staff from Cumbria Wildlife Trust and facilities include a car-

park, trails and hides. Despite the wardening presence it is impossible to place a 

continuous watch on the site and other means also need to be employed to reduce 

disturbance.  With a wardening presence and visitor infrastructure (hides, trails, toilets 

etc.) the site is geared to accommodate visitors wishing to see the roosts.  There are 

also other things to see if the tide is low, making the site more of a destination than 

some of the other roost sites around the Bay.  

6.19 Cumbria Wildlife Trust is aware of problems from incursions by 4X4s and is currently 

investigating the existence of any rights or conditions related to these.  

Suggested actions 

 This location has existing hides and a spectacle of roosting birds, and provides a good 

destination for members of the public to view roosts.  The site is already promoted 

in such a way, but that promotion could potentially be gently expanded around the 

Bay and the hides/viewing facilities improved over time.  

 Cumbria Wildlife Trust continue to pursue the issue of vehicles driving on the beach. 

 Suggested actions in respect of canoeists are contained in the generic 

recommendations (see para 6.78 onwards). Any contact with local individuals or 

clubs (such as Duddon Canoe Club11) should be encouraged and used to give 

information about the need to avoid disturbance. Notices on slipway would help 

both to alert canoeists and others launching craft about the vulnerability of South 

Walney 

 Generic measures are also suggested for contacting and informing the boat 

community of the importance and vulnerability of the birdlife in the Bay to 

disturbance. However, this would be helped by contact with individual boat owners 

and boatyards locally. This should include any local commercial boat owners who 

take parties to view the seals. 

 Contact with jet skiers locally would similarly be beneficial 

 Discussions with local shore fishermen, perhaps mediated by a third party, could 

help to reduce the disturbance they cause. Often, local shore fishermen have been 

pursuing their sport for many years and are resistant to any restrictions being placed 

on their activities. Information on the timing and location of high tide roosts and on 

the signs of breeding birds (e.g. alarming, distraction displays) may improve the 

situation. 

 Discussion between Cumbria Wildlife Trust and other legitimate users of the south 

end of Walney on ways of preventing access by unauthorised vehicles might help 

deter potential disturbance from people arriving by vehicle.    

 Signage, although ignored by some, could help to establish clearly defined buffer 

zones around roosts and help reduce access to nesting areas during the breeding 

                                                             

11 http://www.duddoncanoeclub.org.uk/ 

http://www.duddoncanoeclub.org.uk/
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season. Markers (such as a flagpole or similar) could be set up to indicate where the 

buffer zones are.  The marker should be clearly shown on maps (e.g. at access 

points) with a description and explanation of the markers. This approach could also 

be applied to the seal colony12 

 These measures could be backed up with specific actions relating to the caravan park 

(e.g. leaflet drops every year or two, talks at the site, signage, mention in any 

material circulated by site owners etc.). 

 Cumbria Wildlife Trust liaison with local police on disturbance issues and particularly 

actions which could be illegal is recommended. Issues would include reckless 

disturbance of Schedule 1 breeding species (little tern) or roosting/feeding birds on 

the SPA/SSSI. (There is a precedent set in 2009 when a persistent offender was 

successfully prosecuted and fined for recklessly allowing his dogs to disturb feeding 

waders on the Hayle Estuary in Cornwall13.) 

 Liaison between Cumbria Wildlife Trust, Natural England and North Western IFCA is 

needed on mussel dredging close to the reserve. Such activity may need permits or 

licences and might need to be covered by a Habitats Regulations Assessment if 

within the SPA. IFCA can also declare protected areas.  

                                                             

12
 850m is suggested by some authors as a suitable distance for boats from seal haul outs (Andersen et al. 

2012); best practice is described by Scottish Natural Heritage (undated). 
13 http://www.wildlifeextra.com/go/news/dog-wildlife.html#cr  

http://www.wildlifeextra.com/go/news/dog-wildlife.html#cr
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West Shore Walney 
 
Central Grid Ref SD19486447 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 1 Biggar 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 1 Biggar; 2 Walney 

Visitor survey ID 1 

Roost ID 1 

Key Bird Species: winter Knot, Sanderling 

Key Bird species: breeding Little Tern, Ringed Plover, Oystercatcher, Eider 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; South Walney & 

Piel Channel Flats SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et 
al. 2012 

Dog walking, 4x4 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 50 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; 
WINTER 

9(18) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 3 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 16/25 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER dog walking, walking ,jogging 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 74 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING 7 - 28 

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

6(86) - 25(89) 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING dog walking, walking, picnic 

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING 21/22 – 9/9 

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers 4 (11) 

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site Close to home & scenery/variety of views 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
1km 

1 (3) 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
5km 

24 (67) 

Other comments Two caravan sites nearby 

 

Background and issues 

6.20 The data collected suggest that the main users of the West Shore at Walney are dog 

walkers; that almost all dogs are off leads both in summer and winter, and that most 

major disturbance events are caused by dogs with some additional major disturbance 

by walkers and joggers. Some children playing alongside anglers on the beach in the 

spring caused prolonged disturbance to nesting little terns. 

6.21 About one visitor in ten is on holiday (winter survey data) but most visitors are local 

with 70% coming from within 5km. Three percent of visitors come from within 1km, 

which includes the village of Biggar, the southern edge of Vickerstown and Salt Marsh 

Caravan Park, the smaller of the two caravan sites nearby. Some 67% of visitors come 

from the area within 1-5km, which includes Vickerstown, the south-west of Barrow-in 

Furness and the larger South End Caravan Park to the south. In summary, most visitors 

are dog walkers coming from nearby settlements or caravans. 
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6.22 Marsh et al. (2012) also recorded use of the beach by 4X4 vehicles, including one 

regular user. Disturbance from anglers, which has also been recorded from South 

Walney, may also occur here. Quad bikes are also occasionally recorded with trailers 

picking up driftwood. 

6.23 The main car-park is just to the north-west of Biggar village and is large enough for c.50 

cars. There is a second car-park further south, off a track leading from Mawflats Lane 

and cars also park on the road leading to South End and there is access on foot to the 

shore from the South End car-park. These access points are fairly evenly spaced down 

the West Shore, and if dog walkers travel some 1,200-1,500m from their parked car 

(elsewhere dog walkers usually follow a circular routes some 2,500-2,800m long), then 

together with pedestrians from the South End caravan Park, it might be expected that 

dog walkers would access the whole of the 6km shoreline between Biggar Bank and 

Walney Point. Interestingly, when asked what influenced their choice of route, visitors 

to Biggar gave as their third ranked reason ‘following a marked trail’, suggesting that for 

some, signage would be an effective means of communication here. 

6.24 It was suggested at one of the workshops that the shoreline between North and South 

Walney is of less importance for wildlife than either site itself, and that this area could 

have potential as a visitor destination, especially for dog walkers. It was also suggested 

that areas of shoreline should be defined by signs or markers as sanctuary areas for 

ground-nesting birds. 

Suggested actions. 

 Open discussions with the owners of the West Shore and land behind the foreshore 

between the BAE airport and the NNR to the north for the provision of focal parking 

with information boards, mapped and posted circular walking routes, benches and 

viewpoints. Advertise these facilities as dog walker friendly in Barrow, Vickerstown 

and other nearby settlements. 

 Establish the ownership and seek the closure of the southern car-park off Mawflatt 

Lane. Restrict parking along South End Land, possibly through the use of dragons 

teeth (this car-parking spot is closest to the main wader roost on the West 

Shoreline). These measures would result in the only car-park on the West Shoreline 

being at north-west of Biggar meaning much of the shoreline to the south would be 

beyond the normal walking distance for dog walkers. 

 Undertake a targeted campaign (leaflets, talks, guided walks, occasional wardening) 

at South End Caravan Park to advise dog walkers, anglers and others of the 

disturbance effects of recreational activities and dogs on breeding and roosting birds 

(see also South Walney). Dog walkers would be urged to keep their dogs on leads 

and away from the shoreline during the bird breeding season. The location of the 

roosts at South End and Walney Point and buffer zones should be marked on the 

ground and shown on maps.  Leaflets etc. should follow generic branding (see para 

6.78 onwards) to ensure readers pick-up the bay wide significance of the issues. 
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 Contact local angling societies and individual anglers to explain potential disturbance 

problems to breeding and roosting birds. Carry out subsequent wardening (see 

generic measures below). 

 Examine the possibility of by-laws to prevent vehicular access onto beach. 
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Foulney 
 
Central Grid Ref SD24476427 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 19 Inner Foulney; 4 Foulney 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 6 

Key Bird Species: winter Curlew, eider 

Key Bird species: breeding Terns, eider, ringed plover, oystercatcher 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; South Walney & Piel 

Channel Flats SSSI; Morecambe Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh 
et al. 2012 

Kitesurfing 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 0-19 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; 
WINTER 

0-1(5) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; 
WINTER 

0 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, large boat, small sailing boat 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 0/0 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER No major flights observed 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 0 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any 
response); SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes 
within 1km 

  

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes 
within 5km 

  

Other comments   

 

6.25 Foulney Island is an important breeding site for little and arctic tern, oystercatchers, 

ringed plovers and eider ducks. In winter it holds a roost with substantial numbers of 

curlew, knot, oystercatcher, dunlin and eider duck.  

6.26 During the summer months the site is wardened by Cumbria Wildlife Trust and is 

further protected by the Foulney Island (Wild Birds) Sanctuary Order 1980, which 

prohibits vehicular access all year round and all access to Slitch Ridge during April 1st-

August 15th.  The Wildlife Trust maintains temporary fences during the breeding season 

and signs to direct visitors (Figure 19d) 

6.27 The reserve report for 2014 (Bannister 2014) notes that the main problem for breeding 

birds is predation by foxes and crows and Cumbria Wildlife Trust is experimenting with 

a range of measures to deal with this (including nest cages which when placed over the 

nest allow access for birds but not large predators such as foxes, Figure 19c). During the 
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summer there are a range of human activities on and around the site including bait 

digging and crabbing, fishing, bird watching, dog walking, windsurfing and, from time to 

time, mussel dredging. In most cases disturbance is controlled by the seasonal warden 

and some of the users are regular such as bait diggers, crabbers and fishermen who 

understand the importance of the island and generally avoid causing disturbance. 

However shell fishing may be a problem in some years. 

6.28 Some dog walkers have to be turned back after ignoring the signs and disturbance from 

these activities would be greater in the absence of the warden. At times when the 

warden is absent it is not known what disturbance takes place but in 2014 two 

instances of vandalism and disturbance took place when the warden was away.  

6.29 During the winter one of the main causes of disturbance to the roost are kitesurfers 

many of whom are not associated with the local water sports organisation with which 

there is a well-observed voluntary agreement (showing that where such a sport is 

organised under an umbrella organisation a voluntary agreement can be a satisfactory 

solution to disturbance issues). Use of the area by kitesurfers is increasing. Foulney and 

Roa Island are promoted on the web as an ideal site for windsurfing beginners14, and 

the best area for beginners between Roa Island and Foulney is apparently accessible 

two hours either side of high tide. The site guide on the Walney Windsurfing website 

recommends “on north-east or east [winds] the [Piel] channel and along Foulney Island 

at high tide are good for blasting”15.  There are no references on any of the Walney 

Windsurfing web pages to best practice in relation to bird disturbance or even any 

mention of bird roosts. Canoeists landing on the shingle at high tide are a further 

problem here and there is some disturbance from fishermen to part of the roost area. 

During the current winter surveys, no potential disturbance events were recorded at 

Foulney. 

6.30 The location and geography of Foulney Island are advantageous in terms of reducing 

disturbance. Many visitors come by car and park in the car-park on the Roa Island 

causeway, which is the only place to park. Foulney Island itself is a long thin, shingle 

ridge (Figure 19a and b) ending in several points. It is about 2km to the furthest point 

from the car-park and the surface does not make for easy walking and is virtually 

impassable at high tides. Visitors pass signs at several points (the car-park and causeway 

track out to the shingle, which is the only approach). 

                                                             

14
 http://www.windsurf.co.uk/beach-guide/rampside/ and http://www.walneywindsurfing.co.uk/page7.htm 

 
15 http://www.walneywindsurfing.co.uk/page7.htm 

http://www.windsurf.co.uk/beach-guide/rampside/
http://www.walneywindsurfing.co.uk/page7.htm
http://www.walneywindsurfing.co.uk/page7.htm
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Figure 19: Images from Foulney 

Suggested Actions 

 Cumbria Wildlife Trust to maintain its summer wardening project and continue 

efforts to solve the predation issues 

 Produce a leaflet for Foulney Island explaining the importance of the roost and the 

times when it is present, with a map. This would be to give out to fishermen and 

others by the warden in summer and for distribution to organisations and individuals 

during winter.  It would follow generic branding (see para 6.78 onwards) to ensure 

readers pick-up the bay wide significance of the issues. 

 Make an electronic version of the leaflet available for distribution to other sports 

organisations for water skiers, kitesurfers, canoeists etc. and encourage them to put 

these on their web sites. 

 Signage at local slipways and launching sites for water sports giving information 

about the roost with a map.  Again this should follow generic branding (see para 6.78 

onwards) to ensure readers pick-up the bay wide significance of the issues. 
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 Review signage in the car-park and on the Foulney Causeway to confirm that it is up-

to-date, relevant and effective. (The summer warden should ask all those who ignore 

the signs some standard questions to ascertain why they have not been effective). 

 The warden continues to liaise with local fishermen, crabbers and bait diggers on the 

breeding bird interest but also draws attention to the winter roost and gives out a 

map and information sheet about the location and timing of the roost. 

 Cumbria Wildlife Trust liaison with NE and North Western IFCA on mussel dredging 

and shell fishing close to the reserve. Such activity may need permits or licences and 

might need to be covered by an HRA where it is within the SPA. IFCA can also declare 

protected areas. (See also South Walney above). 

  Cumbria Wildlife Trust continues to liaise with the local windsurfing organisation 

and from time to time reviews the effectiveness of this.  

  



M o r e c a m b e  B a y  B i r d  D i s t u r b a n c e  &  A c c e s s  
M a n a g e m e n t  R e p o r t  

74 
 

Glaxo/Canal Foot 
 
Central Grid Ref SD30877663 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 5 Canal Foot 

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 7 

Key Bird Species: winter Redshank, dunlin, knot, oystercatcher 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

  

Potential Disturbance Events Winter   

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER   

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER   

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER   

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER   

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER   

Total birds flushed; WINTER   

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING 14 

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

12(86) 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING 18/22 

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
1km 

  

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
5km 

  

Other comments 
South Ulverston roost (7) nearby - but with 

no access 

 

6.31 The shoreline to the north and south of Canal Foot as well as south-east of the Leven 

viaduct all hold wader roosts with oystercatcher, dunlin, knot and redshank. 

6.32 The main activities on the mainland at Canal Foot are dog walking, with some cycling on 

the coastal path. Net fishing has also been recorded. The main problem appears to be 

loose dogs. While the foreshore tends to be avoided by local walkers due to the dangers 

of swift tidal movements and quick sands, dogs can roam more widely.  

6.33 Conishead Buddhist Priory is open to day visitors and there are a series of walks through 

the woodland to the shore16.  Dogs are welcome.  Ulverston has a range of festivals 

each year, including a walking festival17 at the end of April and beginning of May 

organised by Ulverston Town Council.   

                                                             

16 See http://nkt-kmc-manjushri.org/gardens-grounds 
17 http://www.ulverstonwalkfest.co.uk/walks/ 
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Suggested actions 

 Include maps of roost sites in the area and information on disturbance on 

information boards on the mainland. Ask the Priory to disseminate similar 

information to their visitors, e.g. via a leaflet (see para 6.78 onwards). 

 Promote a similar message at the Ulverston walking festival together with 

information about nesting eider ducks on Chapel Island. 

 Contact with net fishermen across the Bay is contained in the generic measures (see 

para 6.78 onwards). 

 Liaise with the Holker Estate over interpretation and signs on the mainland relating 

to Chapel Island (see below) to include information on mainland roost sites. 

 Promote the use of the mainland path for those wishing to see eider ducks and their 

young in the River Leven without causing disturbance 
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Chapel Island 
 
Central Grid Ref SD32127584 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 5 Canal Foot (extra recording) 

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 8 

Key Bird Species: winter   

Key Bird species: breeding Eider 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Guided events 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter   

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER   

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER   

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER   

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER   

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER   

Total birds flushed; WINTER   

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km   

Other comments   

 

6.34 Chapel Island is the most important site for breeding eider duck in Morecambe Bay (and 

probably in NW England), and is also an important winter wader roost for dunlin, knot, 

oystercatcher and in the autumn, redshank. 

6.35 Levels of disturbance on the foreshore island are generally low due to its distance from 

the shore, the intervening channel of the Leven River and the notorious quicksands out 

in the Bay. At times when other roosts may be disturbed in winter, Chapel Island tends 

to act as a safe alternative. 

6.36 Chapel Island is owned by the Holker Estate from whom permission has to be obtained 

for access. This is given only between August 1st and March 31st and is subject to dogs 

being kept on leads at all times. However, unauthorised visitors do go out to the island 

and there is some disturbance by loose dogs. During the three surveys at Canal Foot 

made during the summer fieldwork, observations were made of Chapel Island.  Virtually 

no access was recorded, however greyhounds were recorded running extensively across 

mud near the island during the fieldwork on 20/6/2014.  This indicates that casual 

access and in particular dogs being walked on the sandflats at Canal Foot can reach the 
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island and cause disturbance. Organised parties crossing the sands with a guide have 

also caused disturbance in the past. 

6.37 The Holker Estate has a management plan for Chapel Island (Holker Estate 2013) which 

includes interpretation, signage, habitat and visitor management.  

Suggested actions 

 Implement the management actions in the Chapel Island management Plan. 

 Do not promote the Island as a destination or an interest feature 

 Liaise with the guided walk organisers18 to avoid Chapel Island during the eider 

breeding season (eider ducks not only nest on the island but keep their young in 

crèches on open water in the vicinity of the island after hatching and this extends 

the period when disturbance can lead to chick mortality into June). 

 Investigate the possibility of putting up an information panel or leaflet dispenser in 

the Bay Horse Pub at Canal Foot (see para 6.78 onwards). 

 

 

  

                                                             

18 http://www.yourguide2thelakedistrict.co.uk/morecambe-bay-walks-c1042.html#information  

http://www.yourguide2thelakedistrict.co.uk/morecambe-bay-walks-c1042.html#information
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West Plain 
 
Central Grid Ref SD36087361 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 6 West Plain 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 9 

Key Bird Species: winter Knot, curlew, dunlin 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Vehicles inc. motorbikes, dog walkers, 
walkers, bird watchers, cocklers 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 3 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 2 (67) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 1 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 8/8 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Dog walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 46 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km   

Other comments   

 

6.38 There is an important winter roost here for curlew, knot and dunlin, with curlew 

particularly being disturbed from the edge of the saltmarsh and moving onto Cowp Scar 

at the western end of West Plain or round the embankment to East Plain. Although this 

study recorded minimal disturbance events, it is apparent from the roost study that 

there are a number of activities which could potentially cause disturbance, that 

disturbance has increased and that there has been a shift in roosting birds from West 

Plain to East Plain in recent years. 

6.39 The two main factors causing some of these problems have been the easy access for 

vehicles though the only gate onto the salt marsh by the Farm at Moor Lane, and 

visitors to the Haven Lakeland Caravan Park adjoining the saltmarsh climbing through 

the fence or over locked gates to walk on the embankment or saltmarsh. There is a walk 

within the perimeter of the caravan park giving views of the marsh and Bay and we 

understand the issues of access through fences and over gates have been resolved. 

6.40 The open gate at Moor lane has allowed cars, quadbikes and motor bikes onto the 

saltmarsh and the existence of a track (presumably used by inshore rescue to the edge 

of the saltmarsh) allows easy access for those on foot (walkers, dog walkers, bird 
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watchers and fishermen) to the shoreline. Horse riders have also been recorded using 

the area, but are less likely to cause disturbance unless riding close to the shore or 

cantering/galloping. The marsh is grazed by both sheep and cattle.  

Suggested Actions 

 Continue to liaise with the owners of the Caravan Park and confirm that regular 

checks show the perimeter fencing and gates remain an effective barrier between 

the caravan park and the embankment and shoreline. 

 Include the caravan park in any generic initiatives to inform caravan occupiers of the 

importance of the Bay and the need to avoid disturbance. This could include leaflets, 

signs, talks etc. 

 Open discussions with legitimate users of the gated entrance (landowner, farmer, 

inshore rescue) to seek a solution to limit use by unauthorised vehicles (for example 

a combination lock or similar).  

 Check with landowner/farmer the status of horse riders on the saltmarsh and if this 

is allowed ask for information to be given to riders on the importance of the roosts 

on the area and the need to avoid disturbance. 

 Place an information board at the entrance to the saltmarsh to advise of the 

importance of the saltmarsh and embankment at high tide and to avoid disturbance 

and control loose dogs (see para 6.78 onwards).   

 Monitor the effectiveness of these measures by regular liaison with the WeBS 

counter   
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East Plain 
 
Central Grid Ref SD38467403 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 7 East Plain 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 7 East Plain 

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 10 

Key Bird Species: winter Oystercatcher, knot, dunlin 

Key Bird species: breeding Lapwing, oystercatcher, redshank 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Humphrey Head 

SSSI; Morecambe Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et 
al. 2012 

Dog walking 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 0 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; 
WINTER 

0 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 0 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER None 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 0/0 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER No major flights observed 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 0 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING 0 

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any 
response); SPRING 

0 (0) 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING Aircraft, dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING 2/2 

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes 
within 1km 

  

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes 
within 5km 

  

Other comments 
Gate from caravan site now locked and no access 

sign 

 

6.41 East Plain is described as the most important roost in Morecambe Bay with up to 15,000 

birds, mostly oystercatcher, knot and dunlin with some curlew. It is also an important 

breeding site for redshank, lapwing and oystercatcher which nest both on the 

saltmarshes and on the adjoining fields, some of which were associated with the former 

RAF Cark airfield. The saltmarshes are sheep grazed. 

6.42 The only vehicular access is along the narrow Holy Well Lane with parking at Humphrey 

Head at the western end of the extensive saltmarshes. Pedestrian access is also possible 

at the eastern end along the embankment.  

6.43 No potential disturbance events were noted either in spring or winter surveys here, but 

the roost survey noted that the embankment is used for dog walking, dog walkers also 

access via Humphrey Head from which some pedestrians branch out on to East Plain 
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and there are potentially disturbing events on the local, privately owned Cark airfield, 

including a steam rally19, parachuting, sky diving20 and possibly motor rallying. There is a 

riding stable and livery based on the airfield, and also facilities for camping and a 

bunkhouse. Fishing and horse riding have also been mentioned as potential sources of 

disturbance in this area 

6.44 There is some existing information/interpretation at the entrance to Humphrey Head 

(the headland itself) and in the car-park, but nothing about dogs and birds.   

Suggested actions 

 Liaise with the Haven Lakeland Caravan Park to advise dog walkers not to allow loose 

dogs onto the saltmarshes at East Plain either from the embankment or the 

Humphrey Head car-park.  Leaflets and interpretation in line with generic branding 

(see para 6.78 onwards) 

 Agree signage (see para 6.78 onwards) on the embankment asking walkers and dog 

walkers to stay off the saltmarshes. 

 Liaise with the owners of the airfield to provide information to all users to stay 

within the airfield boundaries. 

 Provide information at the Humphrey Head car-park on the potential disturbance to 

breeding and wintering birds and ask people not to walk or allow their dogs to stray 

onto the saltmarshes.  This should be in line with generic branding to ensure Bay-

wide awareness-raising of the issues (see para 6.78 onwards). 

 

 

  

                                                             

19 http://www.steamheritage.co.uk/steam_rallies_and_events/listing/cumbria_steam_gathering 
 
20 http://skydivenorthwest.co.uk/ 
 

http://www.steamheritage.co.uk/steam_rallies_and_events/listing/cumbria_steam_gathering
http://skydivenorthwest.co.uk/
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Kent Estuary Marshes 
 
Central Grid Ref SD46577940 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 8 Arnside 

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID   

Key Bird Species: winter   

Key Bird species: breeding Lapwing, oystercatcher, redshank 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

  

Potential Disturbance Events Winter   

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER   

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER   

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER   

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER   

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER   

Total birds flushed; WINTER   

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING 10 

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

1 (10) 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING 7/12 

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km   

Other comments   

 

6.45 This is a large, privately owned saltmarsh with breeding waders, lapwing, redshank, 

oystercatcher and ringed plover. It is grazed by sheep. The saltmarsh is not used as a 

winter roost by waders and is not included in the WeBS count. 

6.46 There are two vehicular access points onto the back of the marsh with a small car-park 

attached to the southern access. A track used by walkers and vehicles follows the 

shoreline with an occasional diversion further back onto the marsh to avoid the larger 

creeks, and another well-used walk follows the back of the marsh and runs parallel to 

the B5282 which is shielded from the marsh by a seawall and a strip of woodland. 

6.47 The main use of this area is by dog walkers, including commercial dog walkers, but it is 

also used by walkers, and some vehicular use by quad bikes, regularly by the shepherd, 

but possibly others. Most concern is disturbance from dogs and walkers. The Kent River 

channel is generally quiet but is occasionally used by jet skis, canoes, sailing boats and 

motor boats. There is also concern about possible disturbance from microlight aircraft, 

an activity which has apparently increased in the area. There is currently no formal way 

of monitoring existing disturbance levels or identifying new causes of disturbance.     
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Suggested actions 

 Discuss effectiveness of locked gates with owners (Dalham Tower Estates) and 

tenant farmer in preventing access by unauthorised vehicles 

 Discuss use of quad bike with tenant and mechanisms for reducing possible 

disturbance to breeding waders e.g. using only on regular routes and how to 

recognise signs of disturbance such as alarming, distraction displays, mobbing. 

 Liaise with owners and tenant over signs at the northern and southern ends of the 

marsh and the car-park entrances to the marsh requiring dogs to be under close 

control and for commercial dog walkers to be licenced and keeping dogs on leads 

during breeding season. 

 Investigate the setting up a volunteer network of regular users who could interact 

with visitors, record and report on disturbance levels during the bird breeding 

season. 
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Hest Bank/Bolton-le-Sands 
 
Central Grid Ref SD46866735 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 17 Bolton le Sands; 9 Hest Bank 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID 9 

Roost ID 12 

Key Bird Species: winter Oystercatcher, shelduck, pintail 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Dog walking, water-based activities 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 63-137 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 32 (51) - 47 (34) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 13-26 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 37/44 – 48/52 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Dog walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 1080-1438 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers 4 (8) 

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site Close to home & scenery/variety of views 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
1km 

14 (27) 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
5km 

67 

Other comments Archaeological/historical interest?   

 

6.48 Hest Bank is still important for roosting oystercatcher and Bolton-le-Sands for shelduck 

and pintail. However, over the last 30 years there has been significant erosion to the 

saltmarshes to the west of the Kent Channel between Silverdale and Hest Bank as the 

river channel has moved closer to the shore. This has meant that former saltmarsh 

islands at Hest bank, which previously provided safe roosts well out from the shore, 

have disappeared and with them, the huge roosts which used to occur here. There is 

still a roost on Teal Bay Groyne, a structure of possibly Victorian date now exposed by 

the retreating shoreline and offering a safe roost site before being covered by the 

higher tides, with the main high tide roost on the sea defence groyne. 

6.49 At Bolton-le-Sands, the high tide roost is found on exposed saltmarsh which, except at 

the highest tides remain exposed but separated from the shoreline by water filled 

channels, offering a safe roost free from disturbance from walkers or dogs. This area 

can have good number of waders and is important for shelduck and pintail. 

6.50 The main activity at Hest bank is dog walking (followed by walking), most of whom drive 

across the level crossing and park in the numerous parking bays but some dog walkers 
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also walk along the shoreline from the south where there is further parking. Most 

visitors stay less than two hours, and some visit this site to use the shoreline café.  

6.51 Given the removal of the former saltmarsh and island by erosion, the current 

narrowness of the shoreline and the heavy use of the area at Hest Bank by walkers and 

dogs, it is doubtful if any measures to reduce disturbance at the site could be effective. 

However, because of the large numbers of people who use the shoreline, it is an ideal 

place to provide information and to make use of the small remaining roost on the 

offshore structure to inform visitors of the importance of roosts across the Bay 

generally. There are two existing signs about the birds and the history of the area, but 

they are not obvious, can be difficult to read and are not on the direct route which is 

taken by most visitors (they are set back from the main parking areas and hidden to 

anyone walking along the shore). 

6.52 There are some indications that the Kent Channel is now moving away from the western 

shoreline and perhaps in another thirty years the saltmarsh here will have reformed and 

once again have become an important roost in the context of the Bay as a whole. 

6.53 At Bolton-le-sands there are good views of roosting birds from the shoreline road at 

high tide, albeit through binoculars. 

Suggested actions 

 Install more effective information boards at Hest bank (review board locations, 

materials, placing and content) drawing attention to the significance of roosts to the 

birds in Morecambe Bay, to the remaining small roost, providing an identification 

chart and advising people about the problems of disturbance and how to recognise 

and reduce it.  Interpretation should follow generic branding (see para 6.78 

onwards) to ensure bay-wide awareness raising.   

 Assess existing information boards at Bolton-le-sands to see whether they could be 

updated to provide similar information. 

 Undertake a series of “show people birds” events both at Hest Bank and Bolton-le-

sands on selected high tides in winter, to reinforce the message about the 

importance of roosts and the danger of disturbance. 

 In association with a conservation body, set up a volunteer network to undertake the 

“showing people birds” and other events, with the emphasis on reducing 

disturbance especially by dogs. 

 Liaise with RSPB over their website, which might raise undue expectations of the 

number of birds to be seen at Hest Bank (huge numbers of waders no longer present 

but still small numbers of a wide variety of species), and could carry messages about 

problems from disturbance21. 

 

                                                             

21 https://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/reserves/guide/m/morecambebay/about.aspx 
 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/reserves/guide/m/morecambebay/about.aspx
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Morecambe Sea Front 
 
Central Grid Ref SD42746404 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 10 Morecambe Seafront 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 13,14,15 

Key Bird Species: winter 
Oystercatcher, knot, redshank, ringed 

plover 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Angling 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 300 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 11 (4) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 6 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 29/46 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 39 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km   

Other comments   

 

6.54 Morecambe seafront is a road with a promenade or car-parking for much of its length, 

and is busy throughout the year with traffic, walkers and dog walkers. However there 

are a series of stone breakwaters and jetties running out into the bay at right angles to 

the seafront and some of these are not readily accessible for the public. A number of 

these breakwaters are used by roosting birds on high tides, not necessarily in large 

numbers, and with some breakwaters covered when tides are high and there are 

onshore winds. 

6.55 Three breakwaters are particularly important: 

 To the north the Town Hall breakwater almost opposite Church Lane which can have 

a good variety of waders on the roost although not in large numbers. The 

breakwater consists of large rocks and is difficult to access 

 Bubbles breakwater opposite the main winter gardens car-park also with a good 

variety but small numbers of roosting birds, and with water birds such as mergansers 
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and grebes at high tide on the water in the lee of the breakwater. This breakwater is 

also of large rocks and difficult to access. 

 Sunnyslopes breakwater opposite Royds Avenue (Figure 20a & b). This is off the 

promenade which is used by walkers and dog walkers and consists of large rocks, 

difficult to access. This breakwater can hold large numbers of roosting waders with 

significant numbers of oystercatcher, knot, redshank and ringed plover. There are 

several other breakwaters but these are used by the public with adjoining sandy 

beaches and slipways and are not significantly used by roosting birds. Sunnyslopes 

breakwater can be inundated at high spring tides with an onshore wind. 

 
6.56 The main disturbance problem for roosting birds occurs when people clamber out onto 

the breakwaters, usually either anglers or children. There have also been reports of bird 

photographers trying to get close to the birds and causing disturbance. Otherwise 

roosting birds are generally undisturbed by the regular use of adjoining promenades, 

roads, car-parks and open spaces by people and dogs. 

6.57 There can also be problems from water sports, particularly kitesurfing and windsurfing 

which has an official launch site at the Battery breakwater to the north and about 1km 

from the Sunnyslopes breakwater and can cause disturbance to other breakwaters in 

the area which are little used by roosting birds as a result.  

6.58 The Battery breakwater and Morecambe Bay are heavily promoted for kitesurfing (for 

example a recent article notes that it is “hoped large numbers of kitesurfers and 

windsurfers from across the UK will be attracted to the area”) although much of this 

activity, including the British Kitesurfing Association NW kitesurfing Open Championship 

take place during the summer months. However, water sports are increasing during 

winter and many water sports enthusiasts may not be aware of the potential problem 

of roost disturbance. 



M o r e c a m b e  B a y  B i r d  D i s t u r b a n c e  &  A c c e s s  
M a n a g e m e n t  R e p o r t  

88 
 

 
Figure 20: Roosts on Morecambe Seafront groynes.  Top image a) shows the Sunnyslopes Breakwater with 

around 4,000 knot (inset, b) gathering on the rising tide.  Lower image c) showing small numbers of 

oystercatcher using one of the smaller groynes to the east of Morecambe.    

Suggested actions 

 Establish regular dialogue with kitesurfing and water skiing organisations and ensure 

clear communication on the importance and location of high tide roosts (see generic 

actions from paras 6.78 onwards) 

 Liaise with Lancaster City Council and Morecambe Town Council over recreational 

and event management in the town where this could affect the wader roosts, 

including marked buffer zones and codes of conduct  

 Seek agreement to put up signs to discourage access onto the roost sites by children, 

fishermen and photographers, following generic branding to ensure bay-wide 

communication of issues. 

 Seek agreement to install interpretation boards at the three main roost sites to 

explain to the public the importance of roosts and help them identify the birds 

present. 

 There is scope for a purpose built shelter or screen for people to watch the birds, 

potentially near the Sunnyslopes Breakwater.  Such a shelter could be promoted as 

an easily accessible vantage point from which visitors can experience and enjoy a 

roost without causing disturbance.  Given the relatively urban setting there is scope 

for a novel design, removed from conventional hide designs and instead a simple, 

vandal proof structure (also designed to discourage unsocial activities) which 
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provides some shelter from the elements, and some screening of people from the 

birds22.  

 The Midland Hotel in Morecambe has been providing binoculars to guests/visitors at 

tea.  An information sheet is also provided that helps identify a range of bird species 

and also shows an annotated view, labelling key parts of the landscape (peaks etc.).  

This approach could be widened to other venues and an information sheet provided 

linked/themed with other promotional material around the Bay (see para 6.78 

onwards).   

  

                                                             

22 examples of novel designs and approaches include biotope: http://www.biotope.no/p/about_4.html 
 

http://www.biotope.no/p/about_4.html
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Heysham 
 
Central Grid Ref SD40606087 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 12 Heysham Heliport 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 16 

Key Bird Species: winter Knot, oystercatcher 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Morecambe 

Bay SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Dog walking 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 36 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 26 (72) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 14 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 43/45 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 12026 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km   

Other comments Victorian lighthouse; café at north side 

 

6.59 This is a now unused industrial site close to Heysham docks and ferry port and formerly 

used as a heliport (and could be brought back into use for this purpose). In the past, 

when the site was securely closed to the public, it held internationally important 

numbers of Knot and Oystercatcher, and can still be used by important concentrations 

of both species when disturbance levels are low. 

6.60 Following lengthy negotiations and discussions Peel Ports the owners of the site agreed 

security fencing to prevent casual disturbance to the seawall roost, and this has now 

been incorporated as a condition of the planning consent for a turbine proposal. 

However the owners are not keen for the wader roost to be publicised. 

6.61 The birds roost on the rather exposed outside sloping stone apron to the sea wall and at 

times on the hard standing above. The top of the seawall is open at both ends and is 

used by walkers, dog walkers and those taking a short cut from the docks to the Half 

Moon Bay Café to the east (see Figure 18). The level of disturbance and the number of 

birds seen disturbed here during this study was among the highest recorded for any 

roost.  We understand that the fencing will be reinstated to provide a disturbance free 

environment here with secure fencing and the prevention of access through/over the 
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gate by the near Naze.  This will secure this roost and ensure that there is a disturbance 

free roost along this stretch of coast.   

Suggested actions 

 Liaise with the site owners and Lancaster City Council to prevent/discourage access 

to the site by walkers and dogs, ensuring roost on hard sea defence is secure in long 

term. This includes firm measures preventing access by dogs and their walkers from 

the Naze end of the site via the existing gate and discussion with the City Council on 

policies for dog walkers around Half Moon Bay.   

 Liaise with the Port Authorities to draw the attention of staff and contractors 

working in and around the port to the importance and location of the roost. 

 Discuss with owners the potential to provide display board at the café together with 

leaflets etc., drawing attention to the importance of the roost. Existing 

interpretation board provided by Lancaster City Council outside café which is now 

out of date be updated with new wording relating to the roost. To avoid any 

concerns by Peel Ports, interpretation and displays should refer to waders in Half 

Moon Bay without mentioning the heliport. Any interpretation provided should 

follow generic branding (see para 6.78 onwards) to ensure bay-wide awareness 

raising.   

 Improve the roost by the provision of further rock debris at the base of the seawall 

to provide better protection against the weather.   
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Red Nab 
 
Central Grid Ref SD40105907 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 13 Red Nab 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID   

Roost ID 17 

Key Bird Species: winter Oystercatcher, knot 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Lune Estuary 

SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Dog walking, angling 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 53 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 30 (57) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 14 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 12/17 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Dog walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 643 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers   

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km   

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km   

Other comments   

 

6.62 Red Nab is an area of rocky foreshore and shoreline between the Ocean Edge Leisure 

Park and the Heysham Power Station. There are no public rights of way along the shore 

here, but there is access via the Ocean Edge caravan site and from a path running from 

Money Close Lane/Heysham Nature Reserve. 

6.63 The site does not have high numbers of birds at high spring tides as it is mostly 

inundated but has significant numbers on low neap high tides and before high water on 

higher tides (up to 85% of highest tide height), particularly of Oystercatcher and Knot.   

Public access can cause considerable disturbance as the shoreline is low and open and 

many walkers and dog walkers walk on the beach and rocks instead of remaining at the 

top of the shore.  Some disturbance takes place from walkers, dog walkers and anglers.  

Suggested actions 

 Close liaison with the owners of Ocean Edge and the Power Station to ensure access 

is limited to the bank above the beach and restrict access onto the beach area below 

the power station.  This could be achieved initially by low fencing and in the long-

term by allowing scrubby vegetation to thicken on the bank.  Some signage 
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(following generic branding) may be necessary to direct people away from the 

beach.   

 Potential for interpretation at the path entrance from the caravan park.  The 

interpretation would explain the importance of the roost and direct access along the 

top of the bank. The existing sign needs to be moved some 70m closer to Red Nab to 

be more effective. 

 Should there be proposals in the future to increase the number of caravans at the 

park this could affect areas currently used for exercising dogs by existing residents. 

This could result in existing dog walkers moving closer to Red Nab and the numbers 

increasing from the proposed new caravans. Discussion should take place with the 

owners of the caravan park, EDF Energy and the LPA to provide a strategic plan for 

dog walking areas in and around the site in less sensitive areas and with the caravan 

site owners into the possibility of the new caravan development being for non-dog 

owners only. The need for this approach is underlined by the attraction of the area 

for dog walkers from elsewhere whose access to part of the area is now restricted by 

palisade fencing elsewhere on the EDF Energy site which prevents access along the 

emergency egress route to the dog-walker friendly Middleton Community 

Woodland. This has already resulted in more dog walking activity at Red Nab. 

 Further liaison with Ocean Edge for information leaflets and information on birds in 

the area and the importance of roosts for users of the Park. Discuss with Ocean Edge 

owners the institution of a picking up policy for dog walkers on and around the park 

and an extra dog bin near the Red Nab gate. 

 Provision of a dedicated route around the edge of Ocean Edge, set back from the 

beach, with areas that dogs can be exercised off lead and not on the beach.  Fence 

off beach etc. from shoreline and caravan site with low screening/scrub at top of 

seawall (it is quite wide), and make beach access more difficult from caravan park 

with large rocks which would also improve sea defences. EDF Energy who own Red 

Nab should be asked to provide fencing and notices to restrict entry to the land 

above and around the roost from the nature park. 
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Middleton 
 
Central Grid Ref SD40985786 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 15 Potts Corner 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID   

Visitor survey ID 15 

Roost ID 18 

Key Bird Species: winter 
Knot, curlew, oystercatcher, bar-tailed 

godwit 

Key Bird species: breeding   

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Lune Estuary 

SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

  

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 6 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 5 (83) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 2 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 7/10 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Dog walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 19 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING   

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

  

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING   

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING   

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers 5 (19) 

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site Close to home, Good for dog & quiet 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 1km 5 (19) 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 5km 6 (23) 

Other comments Key site for belted beauty  

 

6.64 Middleton is an important roost for bar-tailed godwit, curlew, oystercatcher and 

particularly knot, for which it the most important roost in the Bay. It is an open site with 

a car-park to the north on a small dune system and a large area of saltmarsh to the 

south with the roost running along the edge of the saltmarsh. 

6.65 Dog walkers are by far the largest group visiting Potts Corner and most stay less than an 

hour.  

6.66 There is vehicle access to the foreshore and whilst some of the disturbance has been 

alleviated by a ban on trail bikes and quad bikes, other vehicles are regularly driven, 

either for recreation or to facilitate off-loading of horses, model aircraft etc. Walkers 

also wander on the saltmarsh which is an important site for the belted beauty moth, a 

local species whose larvae feed on saltmarshes and sand dune plants.   

6.67 There is also disturbance reported from low-flying paragliders/powered hand gliders 

and from increasing activity by kitesurfers and model aircraft. There is pedestrian access 

from the nearby Shorefields Caravan Park with dog walking recorded as a source of 
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disturbance. About a quarter of visitors are holiday makers. Local observers see 

disturbance as an important issue at this site. 

6.68 Shorefields Caravan Park, as part of conditions for a twelve month licence, has 

produced interpretation boards for the car-park area.  These highlight the importance 

of the site for birds and other wildlife and we understand these boards include text to 

indicate quad bikes and vehicles on the saltmarsh are not allowed and will be reported 

to the police.  At the time of writing the boards have not been set up due to cabling 

works in the area.   

Suggested actions 

 Liaison with the landowners is needed to clarify what legitimate uses are allowed on 

the salt marsh, whether this includes use by vehicles and what further steps could 

be taken to exclude unauthorised vehicles and advise authorised users of the 

vulnerabilities of the site and how these can be respected. This could include the 

reinstatement of car-parking charges on the upper shore and some infrastructure to 

restrict vehicular access.  This discussion may be helped by a neutral facilitator.  

 Provision of interpretation relating to roost site and with clear guidance on how best 

to minimise disturbance. The Planning Authority should be asked to enforce the 

condition that the notices, which were required as part of the grant of the licence, 

be put up in suitable locations.   

 Continue to liaise with the owners of Shorefields Caravan Park to provide 

information to caravan users (see generic actions, para 6.78 onwards).   

 Establish the launching location of the paragliders/powered hang gliders and liaise 

with them over disturbance to this and potentially other wader roosts in this part of 

the Bay 

 Marked trail on saltmarsh would assist in keeping walkers to set route away from 

saltmarsh edge.  A dedicated dog walking route within the Hawthorne Caravan Park 

caravan site, with off-lead areas would help reduce pressure on the saltmarsh.   

 Liaison with local kitesurfers to ensure they keep away from saltmarsh at high tides 

and are encouraged to go to the designated Battery Groyne access (it is understood 

that many of the kitesurfers are not locals and liaison should therefore take this into 

account).  This will need to be as part of generic work with kitesurfers to better 

communicate the locations of key roost sites (see generic actions, para 6.78 

onwards). 
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Plover Scar 
 
Central Grid Ref SD42475405 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 16 Plover Scar 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 16 Plover Scar 

Visitor survey ID 16 

Roost ID 20 

Key Bird Species: winter   

Key Bird species: breeding Ringed plover, oystercatcher 

Designations Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Lune Estuary SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

Dog walking, jet skis 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 38 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; 
WINTER 

30 (79) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 11 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Walking, dog walking 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 1/1 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 1340 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING 46 

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

24(52) 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING Walking, jet skiing 

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING 4/7 

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers 2 (9) 

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site Close to home & scenery/variety of views 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
1km 

0 (0) 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
5km 

2 (9) 

Other comments 
Cockersands Abbey nearby - historical 

feature/attraction 

 

6.69 This is a breeding site for ringed plover and oystercatcher on a narrow foreshore 

overlooked by the sea wall and with a nearby car-park to the north and a caravan park 

to the south. In winter there are low number of feeding waders and wildfowl. There is 

easy access to the foreshore from the sea wall (Figure 21) and the area is popular with 

walkers and dog walkers, including professional dog walkers with local observers 

suggesting that dog walking was a major and increasing activity. 

6.70 Other recreational activities increasing in the area are parachuting, use of micro-lights, 

windsurfing, jet skiing and off road motor bikes and quad bikes. Black Nights parachute 

club23 are based near Cockerham and their drop zone is reasonably close to Plover Scar.  

Videos on the club website clearly show people jumping over the SPA.   

                                                             

23 http://www.bkpc.co.uk/ 
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6.71 Walkers and dog walkers make up the majority of visitors here and most come for 

between 1-2 hours although over a quarter of those interviewed stayed over 3 hours. 

Almost all arrived by car /van. Dog walkers and professional dog walkers both regularly 

walk dogs along the tideline and any walkers on the top of the sea wall can disturb the 

foreshore.  Previous signs asking dog walkers to avoid walking on the foreshore were 

quickly vandalised. The fieldwork recorded repeated flushing of nesting birds on the 

foreshore from people on the seawall. It is not known who owns the seawall and 

foreshore here. 

6.72 The most immediate and major cause of disturbance is people and dogs on the seawall 

and foreshore. Signs and barriers might help but from past experience will be ignored or 

removed. Contact with the owners is required and more substantial measures seem to 

be required. Shifting the footpath off the top of the seawall and removing access to the 

most vulnerable section of foreshore is probably the only long term solution. 

Suggested actions 

 Establish ownership and control of the sea wall and adjacent foreshore; agree a 

course of action with the owners. 

 Examine whether it would be possible to provide habitat for breeding and roosting 

waders away at a more favourable and less disturbed part of the site, perhaps by 

carrying out some habitat management. This could include investigation of the 

possibility of creating one or more offshore islands for roosting birds or creation of 

plots of bare ground. 

 As a first step, erect fence (with signs) to deter visitors from accessing the foreshore 

at the low point of the seawall at Lighthouse Cottage north of Plover Scar, install a 

locked and wired gate with a sign at the old slipway south of Plover Scar and erect 

signs and place obstacles around the car-park or where the track reaches the shore 

at the unofficial slipway at Bank Houses if the owner of this land agrees. Install signs 

at other strategic locations, including the Scar itself. 

 If these measures are ineffective, examine the practicality of diverting the footpath 

to the back of the seawall and the erection of a fence to deter people from the 

foreshore, backed up by signs and markers.   

 Investigate the possibility of backing any other measures with by-laws or other 

measures such as a dog control order. 

 If agreed with the owners and other authorities, carry out a public consultation and 

education exercise particularly with users but also other stakeholders about the 

problems here and suggested solutions. In particular, investigate alternative sites for 

commercial dog walkers and attempt to speak to all commercial dog walkers and 

suggest these alternative sites. 

 With the agreement of the owners and other authorities, undertake the preferred 

option, (choosing the low cost and less drastic options first e.g. barriers to access, 

wardening and signage) and escalating if unsuccessful (e.g. footpath diversions and 
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fencing either on the seaward or landward side of the sea wall between walkers and 

seashore).  

 Put up any necessary signage to advise users of the vulnerability of the area and the 

need to stay off the foreshore at certain times. Back this up by wardening if 

available. 

 Contact local clubs in connection with jet skiing, which in this area is apparently 

forbidden as it encroaches on the Glasson shipping channel. Contact local 

windsurfing and kitesurfing organisations and if wardens available speak directly to 

participants to direct them to official launch sites.  

 Make direct contact with Black Nights parachute club to establish drop zones off the 

SPA and advise members of the vulnerability of the foreshore and roost sites. 

 Make contact with southern caravan park and make available leaflets and maps with 

sign at southern end of footpath onto sea wall (these should be in-line with the 

generic branding – see para 6.78 onwards).   
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Figure 21: Existing access infrastructure at Plover Scar 
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Aldcliffe/Heaton 
 
Central Grid Ref SD45085964 

Winter Disturbance fieldwork point ID 11 Snatchems 

Spring Disturbance fieldwork point ID 11 Snatchems 

Visitor survey ID 11 

Roost ID 19 

Key Bird Species: winter   

Key Bird species: breeding Lapwing, oystercatcher, redshank 

Designations 
Morecambe Bay SPA & SAC; Lune Estuary 

SSSI 

Activities reported as issues in the roost study by Marsh et al. 
2012 

jet skis 

Potential Disturbance Events Winter 41 

Number (%) events causing any disturbance response; WINTER 39 (95) 

Number Disturbance Events causing major flights; WINTER 13 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary WINTER Dog walking, small fast boat 

Dogs off lead/total dogs (diary); WINTER 12/13 

Activities causing most major flights; WINTER Dog walking 

Total birds flushed; WINTER 1632 

Potential Disturbance Events; SPRING 72 

Number (%) events causing disturbance (i.e. any response); 
SPRING 

46 (64) 

Most frequent 2 activities from diary; SPRING Jet ski, small fast boat 

Dogs off lead/total dogs  (diary); SPRING 9/10 

Visitor survey: number (%) holiday makers 0 (0) 

Visitor survey data: main reasons for choosing site Close to home & scenery/variety of views 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
1km 

0 

Visitor survey: number (%) of visitors with postcodes within 
5km 

26 (93) 

Other comments Close to housing 

 

6.73 This site extends across two saltmarshes on each side of the River Lune, used by a wide 

variety of roosting waders in the winter and breeding lapwing, redshank and 

oystercatcher in the spring. On the eastern side, the saltmarsh is close to the Lancaster 

conurbation and has a footpath running along the landward side, with part of the 

National Cycle Route also running at the back of the Marsh and a minor road. There is 

easy access on foot or cycle from Lancaster along the side of the river, but there is 

limited parking. On the western side, the northern part of the saltmarsh is backed by a 

road and is fairly narrow, but to the south the saltmarsh is larger and wider and 

vehicular access is limited. Waders roost on the saltmarsh edge along substantial 

sections on both sides of the river. 

6.74 In spring, nesting waders could nest anywhere on the marsh depending on disturbance 

and the habitat management by sheep grazing. 

6.75 Walkers and dog walkers make up the bulk of the visitors here but wildlife watchers 

make up a substantial minority. About half the visitors here arrive on foot and nearly 

90% spend less than two hours on the site. 
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6.76 The main causes of disturbance are loose dogs on the saltmarshes (some of which are 

walked by professional dog walkers) and water sports activities, including jet skis and 

water skiers on the river. However, the incidence of off-road motor bikes whilst still 

uncommon is increasing as are aerial activities such as helicopters, micro-lights and 

powered hang gliders which can displace birds over a wide area24. 

6.77 Jet skis were a feature of the summer fieldwork at Snatchems.  The fieldwork was to 

some extent targeted to take place when jet skiers were likely to be present and 

observations showed the activity was flushing birds– particularly when the skiers were 

close to the east bank of the channel.  On one visit, 11 different jet skis were counted 

and 1 water skier and on this visit all birds present (albeit relatively small numbers of 

oystercatcher, lapwing, mallard and gulls) were displaced from the area. There have 

been concerns about the activities of jet skiers and bird disturbance on the river Lune 

for some years but the situation has been compounded by a lack of clarity over who is 

responsible for policing this activity on the tidal part of the river (it has been suggested 

that this is the responsibility of the Port Commissioners at Glasson Dock). 

Suggested actions 

 Establish ownership and use of eastern saltmarsh and consider installing electric 

fencing between marsh and footpath at rear of marsh during breeding season  

 Install signs (in line with generic branding to ensure bay-wide awareness raising, see 

para 6.78 onwards) advising visitors to keep their dogs off the saltmarsh during the 

winter (at all states of the tide) and breeding season. Signs at Snatchems (where 

footpath joins seawall), the small car–park on edge of eastern saltmarsh and at 

Golden Ball Pub and at any roadside stops on western edge of marsh. 

 Establish a peer group of dog walkers (backed up by a leaflet) to talk to and police 

local dog walkers on saltmarsh.  This could be part of the Natural Ambassadors 

programme25. 

 Establish responsibility for policing the tidal river and explore the possibility of by-

laws and/or speed limits and zonation with channel markers. 

 Contact all water sports clubs, shops, launching facilities etc. locally and agree code 

of conduct. 

 Promote the code of conduct and provide maps of roost areas to avoid each side of 

high tide.  Code of conduct should be clearly visible on signs at the slipway below the 

pub. 

 If the code of conduct fails to work, explore potential to limit roadside access to the 

slipway, potentially with bollards, rocks and a gate (gate set up such that only 

                                                             

24 http://www.bluesureadventure.co.uk/microlight-lancaster.html 
https://www.redletterdays.co.uk/Experience/Ref/LIGIT/A-Microlight-Flight 
http://www.helivation.co.uk/carnforth-flights.php 
25 http://www.morecambebay.org.uk/cultural-natural-heritage-volunteers 
 

http://www.bluesureadventure.co.uk/microlight-lancaster.html
https://www.redletterdays.co.uk/Experience/Ref/LIGIT/A-Microlight-Flight
http://www.helivation.co.uk/carnforth-flights.php
http://www.morecambebay.org.uk/cultural-natural-heritage-volunteers
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accessible to users who follow code of conduct and provide details of their craft, 

contact details etc.).  

 Contact all suppliers of aerial recreational activities and agree non-flying zones along 

river. 

 Install signs to deter parking and picnicking near the former tern colony site in 

summer. 

Ensuring consistency across Morecambe Bay 
6.78 Many of the measures described above are common to multiple locations. In particular 

there is a clear need for raising the awareness of users that Morecambe Bay is 

internationally important and legally protected for its bird interest.  One way of helping 

to achieve this would be to ensure some consistency around the Bay with how 

messages are communicated and the branding used.  Such consistency would help 

convey that the whole of Morecambe Bay is important.  It would help convey the 

interconnectedness between the different roost sites and between the roost sites and 

the feeding areas.  It would also help ensure that visitors recognise that signs were not 

simply being put up by a particularly zealous landowner or nature conservation body at 

a single location.   

6.79 In order to establish the consistency there is a need for an organisation to take a lead 

role.  That organisation needs to provide a bay-wide perspective and facilitate the 

solutions set out in this report.  The issues raised in this report – and solutions set out – 

are not simple measures that are easy to resolve.  Solutions will require long-term 

funding and considerable staff time.  

6.80 In many instances there are uncertainties about who would be responsible for policing a 

particular activity (jet skiing on the Lune for example), who are the landowners or 

tenants and what view they take about activities on their land, who are carrying out the 

activity of concern and whether they are represented by particular organisations, or, 

like most dog walkers, are individuals with no umbrella organisation.  Any lead role 

needs to bring parties together, share best practice, share resources, in many ways 

functioning as a hub.   

6.81 There are a wide range of possible solutions with some measures likely to be effective 

at some places and not at others. In the event it will be necessary to try various 

solutions, be prepared to be flexible and in some cases to escalate actions depending on 

responses.  Monitoring will be important to ensure successes can be documented and 

shared.  Where particular measures are not successful, alternative approaches will be 

required.  For example, signs may work in some places and be repeatedly torn down 

and ignored in others. Escalation may take the form of wardening, by-laws or dog 

control orders. 

6.82 Given that all prospective solutions have a cost, it will be necessary to set priorities in 

order to put in place the most cost effective measures first and follow these up if 

necessary by more complex, expensive or problematical solutions. What is clear is that 
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from the start, resources of time and money will be needed to find the right contacts, 

establish communications and put in place effective measures. 

6.83 This report and the previous study by Marsh et al (2012) have looked at the causes of 

disturbance and explored its significance at a number of locations. At many of the 

roosts in Morecambe Bay which have not been included in this study, the information 

will be more limited although the general causes of disturbance are likely to apply 

whether a particular roost has been studied or not.  

6.84 The following list of actions are suggestions that relate to the Bay as a whole.  The 

suggested actions generally follow a logical process but are not in a set order of priority.   

 

Suggested actions 

 There is clearly a need for a dedicated post to oversee the implementation of the 

work set out here.  Such a post would involve coordinating/seeking funding, talking 

to landowners and tenants, researching audiences and stakeholders, and overseeing 

the various work threads. 

 The post would need to lead a dedicated project, with recognisable branding 

focussed on Morecambe Bay as a whole.  There is the potential to create a project 

that captures people’s imagination. There is a good opportunity to link to the 

existing brand, potentially imagery that links to birds and access.    Such branding 

should be included in literature, signage, interpretation, badges, websites and other 

media, providing a consistent message, and a professional and relatively official 

appearance. 

 Establish regular contact (insofar as this does not already exist) with local 

authorities, statutory bodies including NE, EA, Port Authorities, Police and others 

who should be made aware of the initiative or can help deliver it. 

 Appoint one or more wardens (rangers?) to carry out awareness initiatives, gather 

information on user levels and problems, carry out policing, and liaise with 

landowners, tenants, statutory authorities and recreational organisations such as 

clubs and societies and commercial bodies. The employer of the wardens should be 

a local authority or other similar, neutral body.  Staff that are employed will need to 

be out and about regularly, fulfilling a role in some ways similar to an old-fashioned 

bobby.   

 Research and produce a comprehensive list of the local and national organisations 

representing or servicing recreational activities taking place in and around the Bay. 

(Some of these are referenced under the site actions for the roosts covered in this 

report). Update this from time to time. 

 Establish forum for regular meetings (at least annually) with landowners, tenants, 

representatives of caravan park owners, together with bodies representing 

recreational groups (or possibly as a separate recreational forum).  Meetings should 

provide opportunity to highlight issues, seek solutions to existing and developing 
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problems, share best practice, identify funding opportunities etc.  Such meetings will 

ensure that simple information (such as the locations of key wader roosts) are 

known to all parties. 

 Produce and distribute material/information about the reasons for estuarine birds 

needing to roost, how these roosts can be disturbed and the consequences of this. 

Such material could be web-based, work within an app and be produced in a form 

that can be printed.  We suggest a series of maps of sensitive areas in each part of 

The Bay so that material works at a local level and Bay-wide, and these maps would 

form a key component of the material. The audience would be any user of the Bay or 

those that support or service them.  This could be individual walkers or dog walkers, 

recreational clubs for water-based sports such as jet skiing or hang gliding, or for 

land based activities such as fishing or mountain biking. It could include yacht 

chandlers, retailers of water skiing equipment and those selling helicopter trips 

round The Bay together with selected caravan parks, guest houses, hotels, cafes and 

pubs.  There is the scope for the material to be eye-catching and inspiring as well as 

informative, potentially utilising imagery of large flocks of birds and the Morecambe 

Bay landscape. 

 Produce and distribute more targeted material (web-pages/leaflets/app etc.) on 

breeding birds of saltmarshes and shingle banks for local distribution to site users, 

local caravan parks, local societies and clubs and for inclusion on interpretation and 

notice boards at affected sites (e.g. Walney, Kent Estuary Marshes, Aldcliffe/Heaton 

and Plover Scar). 

 Contact clubs and societies and those selling water based recreational activities 

directly to promote the necessary messages and to consider matters such a codes of 

conduct, zonation of activities, off limits areas etc. as appropriate for each area and 

activity.   

 Contact net and shell fishermen through the North West IFCA to raise awareness and 

advise the establishment of exclusion areas around high tide roosts (e.g. Foulney 

Island) and breeding wader areas.  

 Contact selected caravan parks to distribute leaflets and install posters in park shops 

etc. Seek help in disseminating the message to residents from Park owners and 

managers. This might include distributing leaflets or information packs, arranging 

talks, guided walks and other events at selected locations (Foulney, East and West 

Plain, Ocean Edge and Middleton for example). 

 Offer talks and events (such as viewing roosts) to other local organisations and 

groups, including schools to raise awareness within local communities which will 

include most local walkers and dog walkers. 

 Contact local airfields to ascertain what activities take place and the most effective 

way of informing participants of the vulnerability of certain areas and the high risks 

of disturbance resulting from some aerial activities. Follow up with clubs, 

recreational providers and individuals. 
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 Contact RAF with respect to low flying jets and the H & S implications of aircraft and 

large numbers of birds. Investigate minimum heights or exclusion areas26 

 Set up peer pressure volunteer networks on selected sites in order to influence dog 

walkers and possibly others (walkers or mountain bikers for example) to modify their 

activities to take account of sensitive local sites (e.g. saltmarshes on the Kent and 

Lune Estuaries).  This accords well with the Morecambe Bay Partnership’s current 

Natural Ambassadors initiative.   

 Establish a standard for signage, preferably with agreed colours, logos, typeface and 

appropriate wording. The purpose here will be to make the signs recognisable, clear 

and consistent so that in time they become familiar to the public, recognisable and 

authoritative.  Such an approach may resolve issues relating to signs (produced in an 

ad hoc fashion by single groups at individual sites) being torn down.  There will be 

cost-savings to signs produced to a standard design.   See text box. 

                                                             

26 See https://www.gov.uk/low-flying-in-your-area/overview 
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Signs and Interpretation: Key Points 

Signs direct visitors, they helping wayfinding or have a regulatory purpose, providing information on how 

to behave.  Interpretation provides information about the place being visited.  Both roles are not 

necessarily exclusive.   

In order to be effective: 

 Consistent branding is important, as it allows visitors to recognise where the signs have come 

from - ensuring visitors recognise that signs are official and not some third-party.   

 Signs directing behaviour (e.g. dogs on leads) need to ensure a very clear message.  A bold 

graphic (e.g. as a triangle or circle with stylised graphic of dog on lead) is better than lengthy text 

– there are many standard pictograms for dogs on leads, no entry etc. that can be adapted.  

Regulatory messages should be clear, bold and authoritative.   

 Where signs direct behaviour (such as dogs on leads), signs should also be present to indicate 

where such restrictions end, so it is clear to visitors.   

 Interpretation should not be overly detailed as many people will often not want to stand still for 

long periods.  Readers can be directed to sources of additional information, for example through 

the use of QR codes.   

 Signs and interpretation need to be eye-catching, carefully sited so as to be in the right locations 

(e.g. perpendicular rather than parallel to pathways). 

 Interpretation should use colour, structure, illustrations and potentially flaps, sliding panels etc. 

to capture people’s interest. 

 Interpretation should convey consistent messages relating to the importance for wildlife and 

why it is sensitive to people.  They should refrain from too much technical jargon about 

designation.   

 Signs that convey key messages relating to changing behaviour are unlikely to be effective if put 

up in isolation, they should be part of an overall visitor management/engagement strategy 

(consistent branding ensuring visitors can link signs and interpretation to websites, face-face 

engagement etc.).  Visitors are unlikely to respond if other users are already ignoring messages 

and effectiveness is likely to be best achieved if put in place alongside other changes such as 

modification of parking, footpaths, fencing etc.   

Key messages are: 

Morecambe Bay is important for birds.  Those birds can gather in huge flocks which can be 

spectacular to see.  Many areas are sensitive for breeding or roosting. Disturbance is a real issue 

and the impact is cumulative from lots of different activities and events.  In the areas that are 

sensitive it is necessary to be aware of the issues and modify behaviour.   

General texts on design and implementation 

 Mollerup, P. (2013) Wayshowing>Wayfinding Basic & Interactive. BIS Publishers, Amsterdam. 

 Newsome, D., Moore, S.A. & Dowling, R.K. (2002) Natural Area Tourism: Ecology, Impacts and 
Management. Channel View Publications, Clevedon. 

 Moscardo, G., Woods, B. & Saltzer, R. (2004) The role of interpretation in wildlife tourism. 
Wildlife Tourism: impacts, management and planning (ed K. Higginbottom), pp. 231–251. 
Common Ground Publishing, Altona, VIC, Australia. 

 
(Conflicting) Examples of studies that test the effectiveness of signage:  

 Acevedo-Gutierrez, A., Acevedo, L., Belonovich, O. & Boren, L. (2011) How Effective are Posted 
Signs to Regulate Tourism? An Example with New Zealand Fur Seals. Tourism in Marine 
Environments, 7, 39–41.  

 Medeiros, R., Ramosa, J.A., Paivaa, V.H., Almeidac, A., Pedroa, P. & Antunes, S. (2007) Signage 
reduces the impact of human disturbance on little tern nesting success in Portugal. Biological 
Conservation, 135, 99–106. 
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 Obtain agreement for the placing of information boards in selected locations (e.g. 

Bolton-le-Sands, Morecambe sea front, Heysham, Red Nab), to explain the reasons 

for the concentration of birds at certain times and places, to help the public identify 

the birds they see and to appreciate the importance of these places and the need to 

avoid disturbing them.  The signs need to primarily function to raise awareness 

about the birds, highlighting to visitors that they are somewhere important for 

wildlife.  There should be clear, justified messages as to how visitors should behave.   

 Establish contact with the Morecambe Bay crossing walks and other rambling events 

including rambling and walking clubs to advise on areas or times to avoid. This will 

include areas with ground nesting birds in the summer. 

 Include information of Morecambe Bay wildlife and birdwatching opportunities in 

web sites on the Lancashire Coastal Way and the English Coast Path 

 Offer training courses for walk leaders and event organisers with accreditation 

schemes for leaders and events which meet good practice guidance. Attend selected 

events to raise awareness.  The Pembrokeshire Outdoor Charter27 provides a good 

model of such a scheme. 

 Establish contact with other terrestrial recreational organisations and suppliers such 

as mountain bike clubs and shops, trail biking clubs, fishing clubs and shops, selected 

riding clubs and stables and organisers of events such as geo-caching or orienteering, 

where these could impact sites around The Bay. 

 Agree codes of conduct with recreational organisations and ask them to include 

these on their web sites, and disseminate these through other channels (e.g. shops 

supplying specialist equipment, commercial organisations offering courses etc.). 

 Get in touch with organisers of fairs, festivals and other events which could impact 

sites, (e.g. the events on Cark Airfield, Ulverston walking festival) to make them 

aware of sensitive sites. 

 Set up project aimed at dog walkers with maps and gazetteer of sites where dog 

walkers welcomed, suggested code of conduct, dog training opportunities and 

information on signs of disturbance (alarm calls, distraction displays etc.).  The 

project should be positive and aim to establish a means of communicating with dog 

walkers and for dog walkers to communicate with each other28, as such 

incorporating social media, image sharing, posting events and potentially a blog for 

dog walkers.  The project would provide a means of gathering contact details for 

local dog walkers, gathering opinion, and could advertise alternative sites for dog 

walkers e.g. North Walney, other sites in the South Lakes. 

 Establish a register of professional dog walkers and provide information and advice. 

Assist in establishing a code of behaviour and best practice for professional dog 

walkers and set up an accreditation scheme for those who comply. 

                                                             

27 http://www.pembrokeshireoutdoors.org.uk/ 
28 A good example of such a project that has worked well is Dorset Dogs: http://www.dorsetdogs.org.uk/  

http://www.pembrokeshireoutdoors.org.uk/
http://www.dorsetdogs.org.uk/
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 Run a press and media campaign to publicise the importance of Morecambe Bay for 

breeding and wintering birds, the background and importance of roosts, and the 

setting up of a scheme and some of the measures proposed. 

 Prepare a strategy for ongoing awareness campaign through the media with e.g. a 

local news slot to raise awareness of environmental issues, regular articles in local 

press such as Grange Now and parish magazines, videos on social media etc. 

 Information on wader roosts, access etc. provided for users at an easily accessible 

location, potentially a dedicated section on Morecambe Bay Partnership website.  

Website could provide downloads of leaflet, videos or other details together with 

sensitive area maps and codes of conduct. These could be downloaded and printed 

as required by aviation groups, guided walkers, kayakers, event organisers etc. and 

over time, different sections developed on the site with particular relevance to 

different user groups. For example, advice and information for micro-light and 

helicopter users might be different from that for jet skiers. 

 Set up a monitoring scheme to provide information about the effectiveness of 

measures to reduce disturbance, provide examples of best practice for others to use 

and to give early warning of new sources of disturbance. This could include contact 

with local bird watching clubs, regular contact with WeBS counters (possibly an 

annual questionnaire for WeBS counter at the end of the count season in April) and 

volunteers.   The methods used in this report to count people and record 

disturbance could be simplified to provide a standardised, easy recording approach 

that volunteers and others could use.  Regular, repeat counts from fixed locations 

provide comparable information, which is essential in showing any change.   

 There are suggestions above of the possible use of volunteers to advise dog walkers 

and collect monitoring data. However, volunteers could be valuable in organising 

and undertaking a whole range of activities from liaison with special interest groups, 

distributing leaflets, giving talks, leading walks, refreshing information boards as well 

as reporting on new problems and solutions. The development of a volunteer 

strategy would be a useful way to implement this.   

 

Implementation 
6.85 The work set out above requires careful coordination and will be challenging to 

implement.  It will require collaborative working and a range of parties to come 

together.  The Local Nature Partnership and recent Nature Improvement Area work may 

well provide a platform. 

6.86 Prioritising particular elements or individual sites above others is tricky.  Within the 

body of the report we have flagged elements that we consider should be prioritised.  

Such decisions are however not straightforward and priorities will shift over time as 

access patterns, bird use and habitat may well change.   While opportunities may come 

forward on an ad hoc, site-by-site basis, we suggest the initial priorities should be 

establishing some kind of implementation post with an overview across sites.  Such a 
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post could develop bay-wide measures (dialogue with stakeholders and developing 

material for signs, interpretation, the web and printed material etc.) and allow the 

project as a whole to gather momentum and an identity.   

6.87 The fieldwork undertaken indicates that there are currently disturbance issues and the 

fieldwork was only a snapshot in time. It is clear from discussions and comments from 

regular visitors and WeBS surveyors that there are a wider range of activities and 

disturbance events that do occur.  With increasing human population and new 

development in the future the issues are likely to increase.   

6.88 Morecambe Bay is protected through legislation in place at both a national (Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest, SSSIs) and European level (European wildlife sites, often also 

referred to as Natura 2000 sites, which include Special Protection Areas, SPAs).   Where 

the nature conservation interest is designated as a European Protected site (SAC, SPA or 

Ramsar) there are particular implications.  European sites are protected through the 

provisions of the Conservation of Natural Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (SI no. 

490), which transpose both the Habitats Directive (Council Directive 92/43/EEC) and the 

Wild Birds Directive (Council Directive 2009/147/EC) into UK law. 

6.89 With respect to the impacts of access on relevant sites, Regulation 61 ensures that 

competent authorities can only agree to a plan/project which is likely to have a 

significant effect (alone or in-combination) after having determined that it will not 

adversely affect the integrity of any European site (subject to imperative reasons of 

over-riding public interest and consideration of alternative solutions). Impacts 

associated with recreational activities that can be linked to plans or projects should 

therefore be avoided through the correct application of Regulation 61 by competent 

authorities. Regulation 61 applies to all European sites and therefore covers both SACs 

and SPAs (listed Ramsar features are also protected as a matter of government policy).  

New development and strategic development plans must therefore address any impacts 

of increased recreation to European sites.   

6.90 Also relevant is Article 6(2) of the Habitats Directive, which requires Member States to 

take appropriate steps to avoid, in the SACs and SPAs, the deterioration of natural 

habitats and the habitats of species as well as disturbance of the species for which the 

areas have been designated.  Article 6(2) states that “member states shall take 

appropriate steps to avoid..... deterioration of natural habitats.... as well as disturbance 

of the species...” the wording therefore puts a responsibility on the member state to 

address such issues where they arise.  

6.91 Furthermore in 2012, regulation 9A was added to the Conservation of Habitats and 

Species Regulations 2010 which, in summary, requires the local planning authorities to 

take steps they consider appropriate to secure the objective of the preservation, 

maintenance and re-establishment of a sufficient diversity and area of habitat for wild 

birds in the UK, for example by means of the upkeep, management or creation of such 

habitat, whether in or outside a SPA. 
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6.92 New development, as set out in local authority plans, and any project level 

development in sensitive locations, may have implications for Morecambe Bay SPA, and 

as such will need to be subject to detailed assessment.  Such plans or projects may need 

to incorporate mitigation.  It would seem that there is a clear advantage in measures 

being developed and implemented in a coordinated fashion around the Bay, and such 

mitigation could to some extent be joined up and coordinated through some kind of 

partnership.   

6.93 The burden of providing better management of recreation and resolving disturbance 

impacts should not however entirely be placed on new development or plans/projects 

coming forward in the future.  There are existing issues and some increased recreational 

pressure may arise as a result of increases in tourism and visits from existing residents.  

Therefore some consideration for funding may be necessary from new or extended 

charges for activities, for example as may be regulated by harbour authorities or non-

planning related regulation by local authorities.   

6.94 There could be direct implementation of some measures by a range of stakeholder 

groups (e.g. land owners and user groups / clubs) who may hold land on which the 

measures could be implemented, or who may otherwise be able to implement 

measures directly, e.g. because they operate a car-park, or they issue permits.  

Developers are not the only interest group that may be expected to provide measures 

directly. 

6.95 Some funding for measures may come from statutory agencies, for example Natural 

England highlight disturbance issues within the site improvement plan for Morecambe 

Bay29. 

6.96 It may also be possible to secure funding for measures through grants, for example the 

EU LIFE programme provides financial support for projects related to natural capital and 

the Heritage Lottery Fund is a source of project funding within the UK.   

6.97 Similar issues have been faced by other sites around the country.  The Pembrokeshire 

Coast National Park30 has established a range of novel recreation management projects 

to ensure tourism is sustainable, and is a good example of best practice in bringing 

together a range of outdoor providers, activity groups and users.  On the Exe Estuary in 

Devon and around the Solent various research projects (Liley, Fearnley & Cruickshanks 

2010; Fearnley, Clarke & Liley 2011; Liley et al. 2011; Stillman et al. 2012) have 

identified that the volume of housing development set out in local authority plans will 

have a likely significant effect on the relevant European sites and as such detailed plans 

have been produced with measures to limit impacts of disturbance, at both locations 

the plans include a delivery officer, on-site wardens, dog projects etc. (Liley & Tyldesley 

2013; Liley et al. 2014).  These could provide useful models for Morecambe Bay as, 

while the issues relating to large changes in the volume of housing are potentially less at 

                                                             

29
 See http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/6708495835463680 

30 See http://www.pembrokeshirecoast.org.uk/default.asp?PID=526 
 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/6708495835463680
http://www.pembrokeshirecoast.org.uk/default.asp?PID=526
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Morecambe Bay, there are some parallels.  In particular the need for coordinated work 

across a large area to ensure issues relating to gradually increasing disturbance issues 

are addressed effectively and proportionately.   
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8. Appendix 1: Survey locations 

 

Table 12: Grid references for all survey locations.  Grey cells indicate locations where visitor surveys also 

took place 

ID Location Survey 
Period 

Notes Grid Ref for 
disturbance survey 

Grid ref for 
visitor survey 

2 
South Walney, along 

from sea hide 
Summer Hard standing/concrete shelter SD2116761878 

 

4 Foulney Island Winter 
End of island, focusing on area to 

west and south 
SD2478663930 

 

1 Biggar Both Car-park, breeding oystercatcher SD1832166260 SD1832166260 

5 
Canal Foot/Chapel 

Island 
Summer 

Car-park; extra recording for 
chapel island 

SD3077476290 
 

6 West Plain Winter 
Along bank running beside caravan 

park 
SD3697073749 

 

7 East Plain Both Walk along bank from west plain SD3793574123 
 

8 Arnside Summer Bench by car-park SD4689779216 
 

16 Plover Scar Both At point SD4259254036 SD4303354348 

11 Snatchems Both On road by Golden Ball pub SD4491861566 SD4530961537 

15 Potts Corner Winter From car-park SD4132857164 SD4132857164 

9 Hest Bank Winter 
First passing areas after passing 

shore cafe heading n 
SD4682866653 SD4682866653 

10 
Morecambe 

Seafront 
Winter Base of Bubbles Breakwater. SD4304364573 

 

12 Heysham Heliport Winter 
At Near Naze looking ENE along 

shore 
SD4037860596 

 

13 Red Nab Winter Corner of power station SD4036359179 
 

17 Bolton-le-Sands Winter 
East end of parking area nr Red 

Bank Farm 
SD4738968257 

 

18 
South Walney, 
Hilpsford Point 

Winter In dunes SD2147961758 
 

19 Foulney base Winter At car-park SD2335665580 
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9. Appendix 2: Potential Measures to Reduce Disturbance Impacts 

This section lists a range of measures (adapted from Ross et al. 2014) that can be used to reduce or limit disturbance.  The table provides an overview of 

potential options and some examples, where relevant.  Short term measures are those that can potentially be established quickly and work quickly.   

 

Measure 

Type of activity 

measure relates to 

Spatial scale Potential 

to be 

away 

from 

shore 

Temporal scale Notes & examples 

Sh
o

re
-b

as
e

d
 

W
at

e
r-

b
as

e
d

 

D
o

gs
 

Lo
ca

l 

St
ra

te
gi

c 

Short term 

measures  

Medium 

term 

measures 

Major long-

term projects/ 

large 

infrastructure 

H
ab

it
at

 
cr

ea
ti

o
n

/w
o

rk
s 

Lagoon & wetland creation     ()     
Can be off site.  Lagoons & wetlands can be 
created in areas free from disturbance, e.g. 

Minsmere scrape 

Artificial roosts          
Can be created to provide safe roost sites, 
e.g. Hartlepool (Burton, Evans & Robinson 

1996) 

Managed retreat          
Opportunities to create habitat in 

undisturbed locations 

P
la

n
n

in
g/

o
ff

-s
it

e 
m

ea
su

re
s 

Development exclusion zones          
In some areas, such as Thames Basin 

Heaths, development is limited close to 
European site boundaries (Burley 2007) 

Alternative sites for recreation          
Dedicated green spaces designed to absorb 

recreation pressure, e.g. SANGs in the 
Thames Basin Heaths area (Burley 2007) 

Planning conditions          
May provide options to control new 

development and impacts 

A
cc

es
s 

in
fr

as
tr

u
ct

u
re

 Hides          
Wide range of designs possible to allow 
people to see birds without disturbing 

them 

Screening          
Bunds, fences, reed screens etc.  Widely 

used 

Path improvement          
Path improvements shown to have reduced 
disturbance impacts for breeding waders in 
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Measure 

Type of activity 

measure relates to 

Spatial scale Potential 

to be 

away 

from 

shore 

Temporal scale Notes & examples 

Sh
o

re
-b

as
e

d
 

W
at

e
r-

b
as

e
d

 

D
o

gs
 

Lo
ca

l 

St
ra

te
gi

c 

Short term 

measures  

Medium 

term 

measures 

Major long-

term projects/ 

large 

infrastructure 

Pennines (Pearce-Higgins & Yalden 1997) 

Path closure          
Access restricted entirely in some areas for 

breeding stone curlew under CRoW 

Path diversion          
Possible to divert paths to avoid sensitive 

locations 

Alternative routes          
Possible to create circular paths and 

alternative paths to particular parts of site 
to dilute access within an area 

Temporary exclusion fencing          Widely used around tern colonies.   

Watersports zones          

Watersports zones provide dedicated areas 
for specific activities, examples include 

Langstone Harbour
31

.  At some sites areas 
where activity is not permitted are zoned, 

such as Pagham Harbour
32

 and Poole 
Harbour

33
 

Dedicated routes          
Dedicated routes funnel access along 

particular tailored routes.  For example the 
Exe Trail

34
 

Limiting/reducing parking provision          
Reducing parking availability could include 
closing informal car-parks or reducing the 

size of large car-parks 

Dog-fenced areas       ()   
Dedicated areas with fencing for dogs to be 
off-lead safely are widespread, e.g. Manor 

                                                             

31 http://www.langstoneharbour.org.uk/environment-harbourcare.php 
32 http://www.southcoastlive.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Pagham-Signage-A41.pdf 
33 http://www.phc.co.uk/downloads/environment/Bird-Sensitive-Areas-leaflet.pdf 
34 http://www.exetrail.co.uk/ 
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Measure 

Type of activity 

measure relates to 

Spatial scale Potential 

to be 

away 

from 

shore 

Temporal scale Notes & examples 

Sh
o

re
-b

as
e

d
 

W
at

e
r-

b
as

e
d

 

D
o

gs
 

Lo
ca

l 

St
ra

te
gi

c 

Short term 

measures  

Medium 

term 

measures 

Major long-

term projects/ 

large 

infrastructure 

Farm Country Park
35

 

Closing car-parks     ()     
A good example is Burnham Beeches where 

a number of parking areas were closed 
alongside a number of changes at the site 

Re-siting/relocating of car-parks     ()     
May provide a means of changing access 
levels in some areas.  Burnham Beeches a 

good example.   

Vehicle restrictions/barriers          Widely used to restrict vehicle access 

Changing parking charges          

Changing parking charges at a range of 
different locations may result in visitors 
switching where they park or how long 
they stay.  Options for permit schemes.   

V
is

it
o

r 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t/
in

fo
rm

at
io

n
 

p
ro

vi
si

o
n

 

On-site visitor engagement     ()  ()   

Face-face contact with visitors, for example 
by a warden.  Mobile warden teams 

operate on the Dorset Heaths
36

.  There is 
evidence that wardening is successful in 

reducing disturbance (Medeiros et al. 2007) 

Direct contact with local clubs/user groups   ()       
Direct contact, through forums, regular 
meetings etc., allows dialogue between 

users and site managers 

Signs          
Studies indicate signs work to reduce 

disturbance (Medeiros et al. 2007).  Wide 
range of styles and uses.   

Information materials (leaflets, interpretation)          Can highlight disturbance issues and how to 

                                                             

35 http://www3.hants.gov.uk/countryside/manorfarm/seeanddo/dogs-manor-farm.htm 
36 https://www.dorsetforyou.com/article/342151/Wardening 
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Measure 

Type of activity 

measure relates to 

Spatial scale Potential 

to be 

away 

from 

shore 

Temporal scale Notes & examples 

Sh
o

re
-b

as
e

d
 

W
at

e
r-

b
as

e
d

 

D
o

gs
 

Lo
ca

l 

St
ra

te
gi

c 

Short term 

measures  

Medium 

term 

measures 

Major long-

term projects/ 

large 

infrastructure 

minimise disturbance.  Poole harbour has a 
dedicated leaflet

37
; another example is the 

Nene Washes
38

 

Codes of conduct          
Sets out how different users should 

behave.  Good examples from the Thanet 
coast

39
 

General off-site information provision          

Range of ways to provide information to 
potential visitors – through local media, 
web etc.  Good example is Dorset Dogs 

with focus on dog walkers
40

 

En
fo

rc
em

en
t 

Permits / licences          

Permits limit numbers and ensures users 
abide by codes of conduct.  Permits are 

issued for example for kitesurfing in Poole 
Harbour, at Ainsdale and on the Hayle.   

Other byelaws (e.g. fishing, kitesurfing, etc.)          
Byelaws can control/limit where activities 

take place 

Dog control orders          

Can limit the number of dogs per person, 
require dogs to be on leads, require pick-up 

or ban dogs.  Established to reduce 
disturbance at a range of locations such as 

Chichester Harbour
41

 

                                                             

37 http://www.phc.co.uk/downloads/environment/Bird-Sensitive-Areas-leaflet.pdf 
38 http://www.riverneneregionalpark.org/publications/brochures-downloads/northampton-washlands/new-northampton-washlands-leaflet.pdf 
39 http://www.thanetcoast.org.uk/pdf/thanetcoastalcodes.pdf 
40 http://www.dorsetdogs.org.uk/ 
41 http://www.chichester.gov.uk/article/25319/Dogs-at-the-harbour 
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10. Appendix 3: Questionnaire 

See separate attachment 


