


 



 

This report presents the results of a visitor survey and recreation impact assessment of the 

Chilterns Beechwoods SAC and nearby nature conservation sites and considers the 

implications in terms of mitigation measures to address recreation impacts. The work has 

been commissioned by Dacorum Borough Council to inform the Habitats Regulations 

Assessment (HRA) of their emerging Local Plan.  

Section 2 Desk-based review and context: Key findings 

The qualifying features of the SAC are Beech forests on neutral to rich soils, dry grasslands 

and scrublands on chalk or limestone and the Stag Beetle.  

Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI and Tring Woodlands SSSI are component parts of the 

SAC and are almost entirely publicly accessible; only the northern part of Ashridge Commons 

and Woods SSSI (Ringshall Coppice) has no public access. We estimate there are around 30 

parking locations (504 parking spaces) at Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI and 9 locations 

(38 spaces) at Tring Woodlands SSSI. At Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI, 228 parking 

spaces were at parking locations at Monument Drive and we estimate space for around 474 

more vehicles there on the verges.     

Data from automated vehicle counters from 2017 showed a peak use of Monument Drive on 

the August bank holiday Monday of 1,500 vehicles entering the drive and around 450 vehicle 

movements per hour.  

The Outdoor Recreation Valuation Tool (ORVal) estimates 26,740 visits per year to Tring 

Woodlands and 230,421 visits per year to the Ashridge Commons and Woods (these are 

extracted from a model that predicts access levels to different places around the country). 

These are likely to be significant under-estimates.   

Drawing on the literature, impacts of recreation that are relevant to the qualifying features of 

the SAC potentially relate to the following:  

• Damage: encompassing trampling and vegetation wear, soil compaction and erosion, 

trampling can cause direct mortality for some fauna and we have extended damage to 

include impacts from dead wood removal for Stag Beetles; 

• Contamination: including nutrient enrichment (e.g. dog fouling), litter, invasive species; 

• Fire: increased incidence and risk of fire; 

• Other: all other impacts, including harvesting and activities associated with site 

management, for example the difficulties in achieving necessary grazing. 

  



 

Section 3 Evidence of current impacts: Key findings 

Walk-over surveys were undertaken to determine the extent of current recreation issues and 

potential risks (from increased recreation) at the sites.  

Ashridge Commons and Woods 

Recreational impacts were observed throughout Ashridge and were severe in some areas. 

They were particularly intense in the central areas north and south of Monument Drive (e.g. 

Aldbury Common and Old Copse, and Pitstone Common up towards Flat Isley) and also 

Northchurch Common. Just under 500 incidences of recreational damage were recorded. 

Damage through trampling was the most widespread impact, with widened paths and 

widespread incidence of bare compacted and sometimes churned ground with some path 

junctions now supporting extensive areas of poached ground. In many areas, but particularly 

the narrower desire lines through wooded areas, trampling had resulted in the exposure of 

tree roots (including those of veteran trees) and damage to tree roots. Other issues included 

widespread den building and damage from bikes wherever there was topographical variation. 

Eutrophication from dog fouling was widespread and a number of campfires/barbeque 

remains were noted.  

Tring Woodlands 

Most of the site was not unduly impacted by recreation, but isolated instances of littering or 

dog fouling were recorded. Some tracks showed significant signs of erosion/wear (including 

bicycle tire tracks and hoof prints) and widening. There were occasional desire lines leading to 

erosion in steeper areas and evidence of at least 3 campfires. 

SSSIs outside SAC 

10 SSSIs were visited and included in the recreation assessment work.  All the sites visited are 

potentially vulnerable to impacts from recreation and some were showing signs of pressure 

although impacts were generally localised.  Severe erosion was however apparent at Ivinghoe 

Hills SSSI.      

Section 4 Vehicle counts: Key findings 

Driven transects were undertaken to count all vehicles at both formal and informal parking 

locations and alongside verges around the relevant parts of the SAC. Transects took place on 

10 different dates spread across the period May – August. Results from these counts included:  

• Across the 10 transects a total of 3,422 vehicles were counted (across all parking locations 

and verges) with a median of 326; 

• Individual counts ranged from 179 (on a weekday in late June) to 477 (on a late May 

weekend); 

• In total, 22 vehicles were counted on verges away from Monument Drive; 



 

• The average for the Ashridge part (including Ivinghoe Beacon) was 317.6 vehicles and 24.7 

for Tring Woodlands; 

• Weekends tended to be around 40% higher than weekdays; 

• Even on the busiest days there were many more parking spaces than vehicles, suggesting 

the availability of parking is not setting any kind of ceiling on visitor numbers at present; 

• On average, the number of vehicles on Monument Drive as a whole was 139.7 vehicles 

(split such that 83.6 were in the parking locations and 56.1 parking roadside); 

• Monument Drive therefore accounted for 41% of all the vehicles counted on the transect 

(i.e. accessing both sites combined), 44% of vehicles in the Ashridge section of the 

transect and 51% of all vehicles within 500m of the SAC at Ashridge; 

• For the Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI, extrapolating the vehicle counts to give an 

estimate of people arriving by car would suggest around 4,718 people arriving by vehicle 

per day. 

 

The vehicle count data are from just 10 counts, none of which picked up the high numbers of 

vehicles that have regularly been reported in the past and which can occur on holidays and 

particularly sunny days.   

Section 5 Visitor surveys: Key findings 

Visitor surveys were undertaken within and around Chilterns Beechwoods SAC in 

Spring/Summer 2021. Surveys included direct counts of visitors (tally counts) and face to face 

interviews with a random sample of visitors at 14 survey points. Key findings from these 

surveys included:  

• In total, 3,968 groups were recorded passing the survey points over the 512 hours of 

survey; 

• These groups comprised 7,670 people – equating to an average group size of 1.9 and an 

overall figure of 15 people per hour passing survey points across the whole survey; 

• Counts were highest at weekends compared to weekdays and highest at Easter compared 

to other times of year; 

• 1,164 interviews were undertaken; 

• 97% of interviewees were visiting directly from home, 2% were on holiday in the area and 

1% were staying locally with friends/family; 

• The most common stated main activity was dog walking (48% of interviewees), followed 

by walking (39%) while other, less frequent activities, included jogging/running (3%) and 

cycling (3%); 

• 80% of interviewees arrived at the site by car and 17% arrived on foot; 

• The typical visit duration was around 1.5 hrs (87 minutes) and showed some variation 

between survey locations and time of year (visits were shorter at Easter); 

• The typical visit frequency was around 114 visits per year – equivalent to just over 2 visits 

per week or 10 visits a month, this varied by survey period (interviewees at Easter tended 

to be more frequent visitors);   

• Close to home was by far the most important reason that visitors had chosen to visit the 

location where interviewed (as opposed to another local site), particularly at Tring (42% of 

interviewees) but also at Ashridge (22% of interviewees); 

• Route lengths undertaken by visitors were mapped as part of the interview and ranged 

from 0.08km to 27km, with a typical route length (median) of 3.0km; 



 

• 80% of interviewees had not used any sources of information to plan their visit on the day 

of the interview;  dog walkers and those who visited daily or more than once a day were 

the least likely to use any information before visiting; 

• Interviewees were asked to name other sites they also visited: at Ashridge the two most 

frequently named alternatives were Ivinghoe Beacon and Tring Park while at Tring 

Woodlands the two main alternative sites were Tring Park and Ashridge.   

• 73% of interviewees (81% at Tring and 73% at Ashridge) stated that they would be likely to 

use a new Country Park (or other area of greenspace) were a new country park to be 

created; 

• Woodland and extensive/good walking routes were identified as key features for such a 

facility by those interviewed at Tring, while at Ashridge, café and toilets were also 

important; 

• The survey generated 1075 visitor postcodes: across all interviewees, the median distance 

from the home postcode to interview location was 5.5km, and 75% lived with a 12.6km 

radius of the survey point; 

• The 75th percentile for those travelling from home was 12.6km for those interviewed at 

Ashridge (10.3km if Monument Drive survey points excluded) and 1.6km for the Tring 

Woodlands survey points.   

 

Section 6 Implications for mitigation: Key findings 

In line with many other European sites around the country and in common with other 

Beechwood sites with similar qualifying features we recommend that a strategic approach to 

mitigation is established and this should extend to both the Tring Woodlands SSSI and 

Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI.   

We identify the potential for likely significant effects potentially extending out to 12.6km from 

the Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI and recommend this for the zone of influence.  We 

also highlight the need to limit growth in particularly close proximity (500m) to the SAC 

boundary, which will avoid some of the greatest risks.   

Growth in Dacorum from the Local Plan could represent an increase in the number of 

residential dwellings by around 6.5% (minimum) within 12.6km (and any growth in 

neighbouring authorities would be additional to this).   

Mitigation measures are suggested and would comprise a mix of Strategic Access 

Management and Monitoring measures (‘SAMM’), targeted on the SAC and the provision of 

alternative greenspace to deflect access.  Mitigation needs to be secured in-perpetuity.    
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 This report presents the results of a visitor survey and recreation impact 

assessment of the Chilterns Beechwoods SAC and nearby nature 

conservation sites and considers the implications in terms of mitigation 

measures to address recreation impacts. The work has been 

commissioned by Dacorum Borough Council to inform the Habitats 

Regulations Assessment (HRA) of their emerging Local Plan. This section 

of the report sets the scope and context of the work.  

 In the UK, many of our most important nature conservation sites have 

legal rights of access, for example through Public Rights of Way or Open 

Access through the Countryside and Rights of Way Act (CRoW) 2000. 

People are often drawn to such sites as they are large, scenic and often 

few other alternatives exist. Recreation use can include a variety of 

activities, ranging from the daily dog walks to competitive adventure and 

endurance sports. There can therefore be a difficult balancing act 

between providing for an increasing demand for access without 

compromising the integrity of protected wildlife sites.  

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

access can have negative impacts on wildlife. Visits to the natural 

environment have shown a significant increase in England as a result of 

the increase in population and a trend to visit more (O’Neill, 2019). During 

the Covid pandemic access levels have increased further and local 

outdoor space has become critical for many in providing places for 

recreation, including space to socialise and exercise (Day, 2020; 

Kleinschroth & Kowarik, 2020).  

 The challenges are particularly acute in southern England, where 

population density is highest. Nature conservation impacts are varied and 

include disturbance, increased fire risk, contamination and damage (for 

general reviews see: Liley et al., 2010; Lowen et al., 2008; Ross et al., 2014; 

Underhill-Day, 2005). 



 

 The issues are not however straightforward. It is now increasingly 

recognised that access to the countryside is crucial to the long term 

success of nature conservation projects, for example through enforcing 

pro-environmental behaviours and a greater respect for the world around 

us (Richardson et al., 2016). Access also brings wider benefits to society 

that include benefits to mental/physical health (Keniger et al., 2013; Lee & 

Maheswaran, 2011; Pretty et al., 2005) and economic benefits (ICF GHK, 

2013; ICRT, 2011; Keniger et al., 2013; The Land Trust, 2018). Nature 

conservation bodies are trying to encourage people to spend more time 

outside and government policy is also promoting countryside access in 

general (e.g. through enhancing coastal access). Issues are likely to be site 

specific, as the distribution of vulnerable features, the way people behave 

and the types of access that take place will vary between locations.  

 Dacorum Borough Council’s emerging local plan will set the levels of 

housing growth for the Borough over the period 2020-2038 and will 

allocate land for development.  

 Part of the Chilterns Beechwoods Special Area of Conservation (SAC) lies 

within Dacorum Borough. This is an extensive SAC, designated for its 

beech forests, semi-natural dry grasslands and scrub, and its population 

of Stag Beetles Lucanus cervus. The SAC extends into the neighbouring 

districts of South Oxfordshire and former districts of Aylesbury Vale and 

Wycombe (now Buckinghamshire Council) and Windsor and Maidenhead. 

SACs are part of the national network of ‘European sites’ 1; they are the 

most important sites for nature conservation, form the cornerstone of UK 

nature conservation policy and are afforded the highest degree of 

protection in domestic policy and law.  

 The designation, protection and restoration of European sites is 

embedded in the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017, 

as amended, which are commonly referred to as the ‘Habitats 

Regulations’. Importantly, the most recent amendments (the Conservation 

 

1 This term is long established in government policy e.g. ODPM Circular 06/2005: Biodiversity and 

Geological Conservation – Statutory Obligations and their Impact within the Planning System (16 

August 2005), to be read in conjunction with the current NPPF, other Government guidance and 

the current version of the Habitats Regulations. 



 

of Habitats and Species (amendment) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019 2) take 

account of the UKs departure from the EU.  

 The overarching objectives of the national network is to maintain, or 

where appropriate, restore habitats and species listed in Annexes I and II 

of the Habitats Directive to a Favourable Conservation Status, and 

contribute to ensuring, in their area of distribution, the survival and 

reproduction of wild birds and securing compliance with the overarching 

aims of the Wild Birds Directive. 

 The appropriate authorities must have regard to the importance of 

protected sites, coherence of the national site network and threats of 

degradation or destruction (including deterioration and disturbance of 

protected features). 

 It is anticipated that the emerging Dacorum Local Plan is likely to set a 

level of growth of over 16,000 new homes over the period 2020-2038. This 

will have a range of implications for European sites. Dacorum Borough 

Council, as the competent authority, should only adopt a plan where it 

can be ascertained that there will not be an adverse effect on the integrity 

of any European site(s) (or there are particular exceptional 

circumstances).  

 This report has been commissioned to inform the Habitats Regulations 

Assessment and specifically considers the issues of recreation impacts on 

the Chilterns Beechwoods SAC. This is the main focus of the report. In 

addition, we also consider a number of nearby SSSIs, recognising that 

there is a risk of impacts to the SSSI interest from increasing recreation, in 

particular that any mitigation measures instigated within the SAC that 

deflect visitors elsewhere may have consequences for SSSIs.  

 Figure 1 provides an overview of the structure and content of this report. 

We consider the scale of current recreation impacts through the collation 

of material relating to the qualifying features of the SAC (Section 2) and 

have conducted site visits to locate vulnerable features and assess current 

 

2 The amending regulations generally seek to retain the requirements of the 2017 Regulations 

but with adjustments for the UK’s exit from the European Union.  See Regulation 4, which also 

confirms that the interpretation of these Regulations as they had effect, or any guidance as it 

applied, before exit day, shall continue to do so. 



 

 

Figure 1: Summary of the structure of this report and how it links to the Local Plan (blue) and HRA 

(purple). 
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 The report is focussed on the component parts of the Chilterns 

Beechwoods SAC relevant to Dacorum, these are the Ashridge Common 

and Woods SSSI and Tring Woodlands SSSI (Map 1). A number of nearby 

SSSI sites are also included in the impact assessment work as they provide 

a similar visitor experience and the assessments provide a check of 

possible issues should recreation use be deflected to those sites in the 

future.     



 

 



 

 

 This section of the report provides background and context for later 

sections, summarising the conservation importance of sites and a desk-

based review of existing data on visitors and a review of the nature 

conservation impacts of recreation in relation to the qualifying features. 

 The Chilterns Beechwoods SAC extends for 1276.5 ha and designated for 

the following qualifying features:  

• H9130 Asperulo-Fagetum beech forests (‘Beech forests on neutral to 

rich soils’) 

• H6210 Semi-natural dry grasslands and scrubland facies on 

calcareous substrates (Festuco-Brometalia). (‘Dry grasslands and 

scrublands on chalk or limestone’). 

• S1083 Stag Beetle Lucanus cervus 

 

 The SAC is made up of a number of component woodlands dominated by 

Beech and lying on the scarp of Chilterns and the slopes of the Chilterns 

plateau. They represent the most extensive area of native beech 

woodland in England. The Beech woods vary in composition and 

character depending on slope, substate, aspect and soil depth. Notable or 

rare plants associated with the beech woodland include Coralroot 

Bittercress Cardamine bulbifera, Southern Woodrush Luzula forsteri, Red 

Helleborine Cephalanthera rubra and Lesser Hairy-brome Bromus 

benekenii. The woods have also held Ghost Orchid Epipogium aphyllum. 

 The grassland interest of the SAC relates to species-rich chalk grassland 

and this has a restricted distribution within the SAC, with the main areas 

being Windsor Hill and Ellesborough and Kimble Warrens.  

 The Stag Beetle is the UK’s largest terrestrial beetle and the larvae live in 

decaying tree stumps and fallen timber where these lie in contact with the 

ground. 

Relevant component SSSIs 



 

 Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI, situated on the 

Hertfordshire/Buckinghamshire border, towards the northern end of the 

Chiltern escarpment, forms a significant part of the Chilterns Beechwoods 

SAC. The site lies on wet, acidic clay with more base-rich, flinty chalk soils 

on the scarp slopes. The SSSI comprises a mixture of ancient and 

secondary woodland, plantation, scrub and open bracken areas and 

grassland. The SSSI was much more open in the recent past – areas of 

wood pasture were colonised by scrub and woodland during the 20th 

Century. The woodland supports a rich woodland bird community, locally 

and nationally rare plant species under the beechwoods, and a range of 

invertebrates particularly saproxylic beetles associated with dead wood 

and old trees. It contains an exceptional assemblage of veteran and 

ancient trees and associated decaying wood fauna.  

 SSSI features as listed on the Natural England Designated Sites View3 are: 

• Assemblages of breeding birds - Mixed: Scrub, Woodland 

• U4 - Festuca ovina - Agrostis capillaris - Galium saxatile grassland 

• Variety of breeding bird species (70) 

• W12 - Fagus sylvatica - Mercurialis perennis woodland 

• W14 - Fagus sylvatica - Rubus fruticosus woodland 

 Ashridge Commons and Woods is predominantly under the ownership 

and management of the National Trust.  

 Tring Woodlands SSSI lies at the eastern end of the Chilterns on the steep 

north-west facing Middle Chalk escarpment, and extend onto the plateau 

capped by clay-with-flints. There is a rich flora present, indicating that the 

woodland has been long established. The site is owned by Hertfordshire 

County Council and leased to Dacorum Borough Council.  

 A number of other SSSIs were included in the geographic scope of the 

study to be included in the impact assessment work. These SSSIs are 

shown in Map 1 in the previous section. These SSSIs are all in close 

proximity to the SAC. For completeness, the relevant interest features for 

all the SSSIs are summarised in Appendix 1.   

 

3 Accessed through the Natural England website 

https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/SiteDetail.aspx?SiteCode=S1000452&SiteName=ashridge&countyCode=&responsiblePerson=&SeaArea=&IFCAArea=


 

 A nature conservation evaluation of Ashridge was undertaken by the 

National Trust in 2019 (NT National Consultancy, 2019) and included the 

results of vegetation and zoological surveys undertaken between 2016 

and 2018 plus records from previous surveys (between 2016 and 2018). 

The maps from this survey highlight areas of Priority Habitat (now Natural 

Environment and Rural Communities Act (2006) Section 41 habitats of 

principal importance) but not Annex I habitat specifically. These maps 

provide a foundation for the fieldwork described in section 3.  

 There have been records of Stag Beetles present on the site in recent 

years, an important flagship for a notable wider community of important 

saproxylic (dead wood) invertebrates. Surveys undertaken by Andy Foster, 

commissioned by the National Trust, provide a wealth of information, 

including new records for the site. The records highlight the national 

importance of the site, with the beech and oak supporting the greatest 

diversity of invertebrates. Ashridge has an exceptionally high Saproxylic 

Quality Index (SQI) score; ranking the site of international important and 

of higher status than Sherwood Forest (James, 2019).  

 The two SACs are publicly accessible sites, the only area where there is no 

public access is the northern most end of the Ashridge Commons and 

Woods SSSI (Ringshall Coppice).  

 There are number of public rights of way and a large number of long 

distance paths (Hertfordshire Way, Chiltern Way, Ickneild Way) and 

National Trust promoted walks (see Map 2). National Trust named walks 

include; Foresters’ Walk Trail, Rangers’ Ramble Walk, Wildlife Woodland 

trail and Woodland Walk trail plus a number of self-led walk, such as the 

Ashridge Estate boundary trail.  

 Map 2 shows the path network along with parking locations which were 

mapped. A total of 30 discrete parking locations were identified within 

500m of the Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI and 9 within 500m of 

the Tring Woodlands SSSI. The number of parking spaces provided 

amounted to 504 spaces at  Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI and 38 

at Tring Woodlands SSSI. At Monument Drive, 228 spaces were recorded 

across 5 discrete parking locations (i.e. formal/ semi-formal parking 



 

areas), but verge side parking is common between these discrete areas. 

Given Monument Drive is around 700m long, if vehicles were parking end 

on with slightly wider spacing than parking bays (i.e. 3 m), this equates to 

space for a further 467 vehicles. The National Trust use logs to reduce the 

available end on, verge parking along Monument Drive, and as such in 

June 2021 (based on satellite imagery), the number of spaces is estimated 

from these verges is estimated at 244 spaces, therefore totalling an 

estimate of 472 spaces at Monument Drive (visitor centre car park, other 

designated parking areas and verge parking along Monument Drive). 

However, this is likely to be an underestimate, given parking behind these 

logs is visible on the aerial images. These aerial images over time show 

the logs have been increased, thereby reducing the total available parking 

spaces. Clearly counts of over 600 vehicles recorded by the National Trust 

in 2018 were possible, based both on their data and available aerials. The 

current estimate of 472 spaces at Monument Drive would account for 63% 

of all the spaces at parking locations within 500m of the Ashridge 

Commons and Woods SSSI.



 

 



 

 A number of datasets were kindly supplied by the National Trust and 

provide useful context on use of the site. Counts of vehicles at Monument 

Drive were conducted by National Trust staff/volunteers at a range of 

dates in 2017, 2018 and 2019. The overall average (mean) was 215 

vehicles and of particular interest are some of the peak counts on key 

days:  

• Sunday (Father’s Day) 18/06/2017: 423 vehicles 

• August bank holiday Monday (28/08/2017):600 vehicles 

• Boxing Day (26/12/2017): 314 vehicles 

• Easter Sunday (01/04/2018): 453 vehicles 

• Easter Sunday (06/05/2018): 675 vehicles 

 

 An automated counter has been used on Monument Drive to assist in 

recording the number of vehicles using this parking area. The automated 

counter has suffered with issues in terms of data gaps and errors, 

particularly in relation to busy periods when stationary vehicles block the 

sensor. Concerns have been raised by the National Trust that these 

counts are therefore not accurate, but they do serve to indicate broad 

patterns. A 2017 report produced by Linetop reviewed data collected by 

the sensor between December 2014 and October 2016. Peak periods 

were in April/May, followed by a peak smaller peaks in July/August and in 

October. Fewer vehicles were typically counted in January/February. The 

vehicle counts suggest the number of vehicles entering per day on 

Sundays represented a 200% increase on the weekday levels. The 

counters suggested a total of around 1,500 vehicles entering Monument 

Drive on the 2017 August bank holiday Monday. Peak traffic around the 

August bank holiday was suggested to involve 450 vehicle movements per 

hour and a peak parking requirement of 350 spaces.  

 More recently the automated counter has been modified and recalibrated 

to be able to work with times when the site is congested.  Over the period 

June – December 2020, the number of vehicles per month ranged from 

24,865 – 31,725, with all months showing a marked increase compared to 

2019 (with increases ranging from 9% in August to 75% in November 

2020).   

 National Trust also collects some observational counts of people and 

groups, which suggest average group sizes of 2.4 people per group (n=60 



 

groups) on the 30th December 2018, compared an average of 2.15 people 

per group (n=559 groups) from counts in the 2018 October half term. 

 The National Trust were able to supply a summary of visitor surveys 

undertaken in 2013 by a market research company, Arkenford. These 

surveys covered the busy Easter period, but it was very cold and the 

reports do not provide details of the survey locations and survey effort, 

however we believe the work was focussed on Monument Drive. 

Interviewees were asked about motivations for getting out of the house, 

for which fresh air and exercise were the two most common responses. At 

weekends, Arkenford’s research noted, the reasons include a relative 

increase in some of the smaller categories, such as a change of scene and 

dining. The most common reasons given for coming to the Ashridge 

Estate were “to go for a walk” (29%), “to walk the dog” (27%) and “to 

entertain the children” (21%). The survey also showed that those in the 

age bracket of over 75 years old were twice as likely to be visiting for 

walking. The research also highlighted that the majority of interviewees 

didn’t not plan in advance; 60% choose to visit on the day and 80% within 

24 hours of their visit. Finally, factors for choosing Ashridge were rated 

and ranked. The top two factors overall were “good walks” and “easy 

parking” - with 63% of interviewees rating “good walks” as very important 

and 59% rating “easy parking” as very important. 

 The National Trust also conducted some of their own surveys in 2019. 

These were also focused around Monument Drive. A total of 67 interviews 

were conducted and one of the most interesting questions related to the 

reasons for visiting. This included a mixture of activities and also site 

infrastructure and multiple responses could be given. The most common 

response was “walking” (69%), followed by “café” (48%), “shop” (28%) and 

“dog walking” (27%). 

 A further source of data on visitor numbers are the estimates provided by 

the Outdoor Recreation Valuation Tool (ORVal), developed by the Land, 

Environment, Economics and Policy Institute (LEEP) at The University of 

Exeter4. The values are derived from a complex statistical model based 

around a Recreation Demand Model to predict number of visits for a site. 

The model uses a range of factors: socio-economic characteristics of local 

residents, day of the week, month of the year, transport, cost-benefits for 

 

4 ORVal: Version 2.0 https://www.leep.exeter.ac.uk/orval/    

https://www.leep.exeter.ac.uk/orval/


 

individuals and several attributes of the greenspaces. This model is also 

informed by Monitor of Engagement with the Natural Environment 

(MENE) data5.  

 The predictions for the compartments used in ORVal suggest that there 

are an estimated 26,740 visits per year to Tring Woodlands and 230,421 

visits per year to the Ashridge Commons and Woods. It should be noted 

that the predications are based on land compartments that do not exactly 

match the SAC boundaries, with some areas of the SAC not included in the 

predictions and areas outside the SAC boundaries included. Furthermore, 

the tool does not account for factors such as the relative attractiveness 

and draw of features and for example will therefore fail to account for the 

particular draw of Monument Drive. The estimates are therefore 

approximate and accurate estimates of visitor numbers are difficult to 

determine.   

  

 

5  https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/monitor-of-engagement-with-the-natural-

environment-survey-purpose-and-results  

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/monitor-of-engagement-with-the-natural-environment-survey-purpose-and-results
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/monitor-of-engagement-with-the-natural-environment-survey-purpose-and-results


 

Site Improvement Plan 

 Natural England’s site improvement plan6 for the SAC identifies a range of 

current pressures and threats to the SAC. Public access/disturbance is 

ranked 6th in the list, and the plan notes that “removal of dead wood by the 

public is an issue on some parts of the SAC. This could impact in saproxylic 

invertebrate fauna. Also storm-damaged dead wood may be removed in the 

interests of health and safety, and tidiness.” 

 The plan sets out a need for actions that include engaging visitors with the 

nature conservation features of the SAC and raising awareness among 

landowners about appropriate management.  

Conservation objectives 

 The supplementary conservation advice for the SAC7 specifically mentions 

recreation pressure with respect to the root zones of veteran trees and 

the target to maintain the soil structure within and around the root zones 

of the mature and ancient tree cohort in an uncompacted condition. The 

supporting evidence and notes state “unless carefully managed, activities 

such as construction, forestry management and trampling by grazing livestock 

and human feet during recreational activity may all contribute to excessive soil 

compaction around ancient trees. Recreational pressure including walking and 

mountain biking can be an issue in this SAC.” 

Condition Assessment 

 Natural England’s condition assessments are not designed to pick up 

changes in access and are not necessarily comprehensive enough to 

identify changes in impacts on sites arising from recreation use. They are 

instead snapshot ‘health checks’ of the SSSI and can be quite dated, for 

example the Tring Woodlands were last assessed in 2009. Nonetheless 

the condition assessments can provide useful context and background.  

 The condition assessment for the Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI8 

records 86.3% of the site as in favourable condition and 13.7% of the site 

 

6 See Natural England website, accessed July 2021, SIP dated 2015 
7 See Natural England website, accessed July 2021 
8 See relevant page on Natural England website, accessed July 2021 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/5908864568393728
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/6200815333146624
https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/ReportUnitCondition.aspx?SiteCode=S1000452&ReportTitle=Ashridge%20Commons%20and%20Woods%20SSSI


 

in unfavourable recovering condition. The key reason for the 

unfavourable recovering assessment is the effect of deer browsing which 

is having an adverse effect on regeneration.  

 The condition assessment for the Tring Woodlands SSSI9 records 100% of 

the site in unfavourable recovering condition. The assessment records 

that the site was, at the time, below targets for temporary open space, 

regeneration and canopy targets.  

Desk-based Review 

 Reviews of the scientific literature of urban effects (which include 

recreation) on ancient woodland have been carried out on behalf of the 

Woodland Trust in 2008 (Corney et al., 2008) and subsequently updated 

(Ryan, 2012). There is also a review of recreation impacts undertaken by 

Footprint Ecology for the Woodland Trust (Liley et al., 2019). A useful 

review of impacts of recreational use of woodland covering the literature 

between 1990-2010 was also published by the Forestry Commission 

(Marzano & Dandy, 2012), and research prior to this time is covered in an 

earlier review by Anderson & Radford (1992). More general reviews of 

recreation impacts include those by Buckley (2004), Lowen et al. (2008) 

and Liley et al. (2010). Drawing on the literature, impacts of recreation that 

are relevant to the qualifying features of the SAC potentially relate to the 

following broad themes:  

• Damage: encompassing trampling and vegetation wear, soil 

compaction and erosion, trampling can cause direct mortality for 

some fauna and here damage could include impacts from dead 

wood removal for Stag Beetles; 

• Contamination: including nutrient enrichment (e.g. dog fouling), 

litter, invasive species; 

• Fire: increased incidence and risk of fire; 

• Other: all other impacts and activities associated with site 

management, for example the difficulties in achieving necessary 

grazing. 

 

 These are summarised in Figure 2. 

 

 

9 See relevant page on Natural England website, accessed July 2021 

https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/ReportUnitCondition.aspx?SiteCode=S1001430&ReportTitle=Tring%20Woodlands%20SSSI


 

Figure 2: Potential Impact pathways whereby recreation may impact relevant sites. Italics denotes impacts not relevant to SAC interest.  



 

 

 

 

The qualifying features of the SAC are Beech forests on neutral to rich soils, dry grasslands and 

scrublands on chalk or limestone and the Stag Beetle.  

Both Ashridge Commons and Woods SSSI and Tring Woodlands SSSI are publicly accessible and 

only the northern part of Ashridge (Ringshall Coppice) has no public access.  We estimate there are 

around 30 parking locations (504 parking spaces) at Ashridge Commons and Woods and 9 

locations (38 spaces) at Tring Woodlands.  At Ashridge 228 parking spaces were at parking 

locations at Monument Drive and we estimate space for around 474 more vehicles there on the 

verges.        

Data from automated vehicle counters from 2017 showed a peak use of Monument Drive on the 

August bank holiday Monday of 1,500 vehicles entering the drive and around 450 vehicle 

movements per hour.   

The Outdoor Recreation Valuation Tool (ORVal) estimates 26,740 visits per year to Tring 

Woodlands and 230,421 visits per year to the Ashridge Commons and Woods (these are extracted 

from a model that predicts access levels to different places around the country).  These are likely 

to be significant under-estimates.   

Drawing on the literature, impacts of recreation that are relevant to the qualifying features of the 

SAC potentially relate to the following:   

• Damage: encompassing trampling and vegetation wear, soil compaction and erosion, 

trampling can cause direct mortality for some fauna and we have extended damage to include 

impacts from dead wood removal for Stag Beetles; 

• Contamination: including nutrient enrichment (e.g. dog fouling), litter, invasive species; 

• Fire: increased incidence and risk of fire; 

• Other: all other impacts, including harvesting and activities associated with site management, 

for example the difficulties in achieving necessary grazing. 



 

 

 This section of the report draws on the desk-based review set out in 

Section 2 and provides the results from site visits and fieldwork to identify 

the scale of current recreation impacts.  

 Walk-over surveys were undertaken to provide evidence of current 

recreation issues and potential risks at the sites. The data provide a 

snapshot at a particular time, with visits targeted to cover a period when the 

qualifying features were likely to be particularly sensitive. An overview of the 

data collection is provided in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3: Overview of data collected 

 

 

 

Habitat mapping (UK Habs)

•SAC sites only

•GIS layer to show qualifying habitats

•Utilising existing  data (e.g. Phase I maps and veteran tree 
locations) as well as field data 

Current recreation impacts

•Both SAC sites and nearby SSSIs

•Target notes recording locations and images where 
evidence of current impacts.

Vulnerable features

•Both SAC sites and nearby SSSIs

•Features identified that could be vulnerable to future 
recreation impacts (but are not necessarily impacted now).



 

Habitat mapping and identification of important ecological features 

 An ecological walkover survey of the sites was carried out between May 

and September 2021, during which all habitats present within the site 

boundaries were identified and mapped using UK Habitat Classification 

definitions10 (SAC sites only). Areas of higher value habitat, and those 

habitats/features with potential to support qualifying features of the SAC 

were mapped. The focus was on habitats and individual species were not 

mapped. 

Current recreation impacts 

 Any apparent evidence of recreational activity (both negative and positive) 

upon the sites’ important ecological features was mapped and target 

notes recorded during the walkover survey. Such evidence included, but 

was not limited to, observations of erosion along footpaths, high densities 

of dog fouling, litter, invasive species (where the distribution could be 

influenced by recreation), evidence of fires and barbeques, trampling of 

damage and exposed roots on slopes, etc. Target notes included 

particular species (e.g. locations where specific invertebrates or rare 

plants are noted).  

 Important ecological features included those qualifying habitats and 

species for which the sites are designated, alongside opportunistic 

records of other notable species/habitats present and/or those 

particularly susceptible to the impacts of recreation. Target notes related 

to specific locations allowing them to be mapped as point data or in a few 

cases as lines. Notes were categorised according to the type and severity 

of impact and photos (GIS tagged) taken.  

Vulnerable features 

 Any features that are potentially vulnerable but where there is no current 

evidence of impact were also considered. This ensured that the ecological 

walkovers were not solely focussed on current impacts but also that any 

features that might be vulnerable in the future (e.g. to further increases in 

recreation) were identified.  

Sites surveyed 

 

10 UK Habitat Classification 

http://ecountability.co.uk/ukhabworkinggroup-ukhab/


 

 Surveyed sites are listed in Table 1, and included ones outside the 

Chilterns Beechwoods SAC. The sites were identified primarily through 

dialogue with the Hertfordshire County Council Landscape, Ecology, 

Archaeology Design and Sustainability support team/Dacorum Borough 

Council and include some sites outside the SAC where there may be risks 

from increased access and in particular sites where there is a risk that any 

displacement from the SAC (perhaps as a result of different visitor 

management) could have impacts on the SSSI interest. Qualifying features 

of the SAC and all the SSSIs covered in this report are summarised in the 

previous section of the report. 

Table 1: SSSIs subject to impact assessment survey. Grey shaded rows are within the SAC.  Main 

habitat drawn from Natural England designated sites view and the condition tables for the relevant 

sites. 

Ashridge Commons and Woods 

(including areas outside of Dacorum) 
613.3 7 Broadleaved, mixed and yew woodland - lowland 

Tring Woodlands 24.2 1 Broadleaved, mixed and yew woodland - lowland 

Aldbury Nowers 19.8 3 
Broadleaved, mixed and yew woodland – lowland, 

Calcareous grassland - lowland 

Alpine Meadow 0.8 1 Calcareous grassland - lowland 

Little Heath Pit 1.2 1 Earth heritage 

Oddy Hill and Tring Park 36.0 3 Calcareous grassland - lowland 

Roughdown Common 3.7 1 Calcareous grassland - lowland 

Tring Reservoirs 100.0 7 
Standing open water and canals, 

Acid grassland - lowland 

Dancersend 47.1 7 
Broadleaved, mixed and yew woodland - lowland, 

Calcareous grassland - lowland 

Dancersend Waterworks 4.0 1 Calcareous grassland - lowland 

Ivinghoe Hills 210.4 8 

Arable and horticulture, 

Calcareous grassland – lowland, 

Broadleaved, mixed and yew woodland - lowland 

Pitstone Hill 22.4 1 Calcareous grassland - lowland 

  



 

Ashridge Commons and Woods 

Habitats and important features 

 Ashridge Commons and Woods is a large, complex, site supporting a 

range of semi-natural habitats over chalk escarpments and deeper, acidic, 

plateau soils. Ancient semi-natural Beech stands are particularly found on 

the western scarp slope near Aldbury, at parts of Harding’s Rookery and, 

most notably, at Frithsden Beeches. Secondary woodland, mostly 

comprising Birch with some Pedunculate Oak and Beech, is now found on 

what was once open common land (Ivinghoe, Pitstone, Aldbury and 

Berkhamsted Commons). Many of these areas have a Bracken and 

Bramble dominated ground flora, but there are also glades with remnant 

acid grassland. Areas of mixed broadleaved woodland, often 

characterised by young Beech with Oak, Birch, and Sycamore are also 

present. More base rich areas tend to support Dog’s Mercury with species 

such as Wood Melick, Woodruff and Sanicle, while there are also some 

eye-catching Bluebell stands (e.g. Old Copse and north of Moneybury Hill). 

Some of these are clearly plantation (including on ancient woodland sites), 

although the boundaries can be hard to determine on site. There are 

areas of Sweet Chestnut coppice, also Ash – Field Maple – Hazel coppice, 

blocks of mixed conifer-broadleaved plantation, and small areas of conifer 

plantation. Veteran trees (mainly Beech and Oak) are widespread across 

the site. The map in Appendix 2 shows the main habitat types based on 

the 2016-18 National Trust survey and our field visit, plus target notes 

from our field visits and veteran tree locations (supplied by the National 

Trust).  

Current recreation impacts 

 Recreational impacts were observed throughout Ashridge and were 

severe in some areas. They were particularly intense in the central areas 

north and south of Monument Drive (e.g. Aldbury Common and Old 

Copse, and Pitstone Common up towards Flat Isley) and also Northchurch 

Common. Just under 500 incidences of recreational damage were 

recorded. These tended to be examples encountered along the main 

paths and therefore are an underestimate as not all routes could be 

followed. In addition, not all incidences were recorded separately, such as 

when found regularly within a short distance of one another (e.g. 



 

concentrations of dog fouling, poached areas, etc.). Map 3 shows the 

types of impacts recorded11 and the severity. Where impacts were present 

along linear sections, for example at Monument Drive, these have been 

represented as a series of dots. Maps 4 and 5 provide a summary of the 

habitats and impacts across the site. Figure 4 illustrates some of the 

impacts observed.   

Trampling 

 Damage through trampling was the most widespread impact. The site 

supports a dense network of Public Rights of Way, woodland rides, and 

informal “desire line” paths. Very few of these paths still supported 

vegetation or leaf litter at the time of the walkover survey. In addition, 

many were significantly widened (frequently up to 5m) and, where 

surfaced, were also trampled alongside the surfaced area. On paths in 

wetter areas the soil was churned, and the path was often further 

widened where people (including cyclists and horse riders) had sought to 

avoid the worst of the mud. Path junctions were particularly impacted, 

with bare, compacted, and sometimes churned areas up to 20m wide in 

diameter. On many paths, but particularly the narrower desire lines 

through wooded areas, trampling had resulted in the exposure of tree 

roots (including those of veteran trees). Effort had been made to deter 

visitors from leaving the main paths in some places (particularly along the 

advertised Bluebell routes) by stacking fallen deadwood into low dead 

hedging. At such locations, the tracks were generally completely bare of 

vegetation between the dead hedges, which were sometimes still 

breached by desire lines and resulting damage to the Bluebell-dominated 

ground flora. Given the density of paths within the site, there is both 

significant loss of ground flora and potential significant impacts upon 

veteran trees. 

 Trampling and compaction was also notable off paths around veteran 

trees, which is of particular concern. This was especially the case for 

Beech trees, which tend to be more accessible, as their dense canopy 

prevents the growth of a thick ground flora (such as Bramble and 

Bracken) that would deter visitors from approaching. In addition, such 

 

11 Note that the map shows only the primary impact type. For many paths, damage was recorded 

as the primary impact and contamination as a secondary, therefore contamination is under-

represented on this map. 



 

trees generally no longer supported epiphytic vegetatio12n and the 

exposed roots at the base of the trunk were generally rubbed bare, in 

contrast to unaffected trees. Other direct damage to trees, such as graffiti 

and damage to branches, was only infrequently recorded.  

 Further damage was caused by the building of woodland dens. These are 

frequent throughout almost all of the site and result in the removal of 

dead wood from the ground, reducing the habitat available for 

invertebrates associated with fallen deadwood, including Stag Beetle. 

They also draw interest from visitors, and areas with dens appeared to be 

more trampled than would be expected from the act of den building 

alone. 

 Damage to heritage features (wood banks) was also evident, particularly 

where such features run alongside paths or where paths cross them. Map 

3 includes potential heritage features mapped from Lidar (note that these 

features were not systematically surveyed, but impacts were recorded 

where the features were encountered during the walkover surveys). There 

was also notable damage from bikes wherever there was some 

topographical variation, for example on the western scarp slope and in 

quarry pits, where some bike jumps had also been created. Bike tracks 

were observed throughout the site on all types of paths.  

Contamination 

 Contamination was widespread throughout the site, generally as a result 

of dog faeces. This has resulted in eutrophication, leading to changes in 

vegetation composition, and can be seen in the replacement of woodland 

flora with strips of Nettle, Broad-leaved Dock and coarse grasses along 

path margins. It is also seen in acid grassland, with the replacement of 

finer grasses such as Common Bent, Sweet Vernal-grass, etc, with 

nitrogen-loving species such as Perennial Ryegrass. It was particularly 

noticeable where edge vegetation was still present along the most heavily 

used woodland paths and on Northchurch Common.  

 Occasional litter (rubbish) was observed but was not a major concern.  

Fire 

 

12 Epiphytic vegetation includes plants that gain nutrient and moisture from the air and rain, and 

grow on another plant, such as mosses and lichens on trees 



 

 The remains of a small number of campfires/barbeques were observed. 

The risk of wildfire is low within the woodlands, although it is greater 

within open habitats – the risk is likely to increase due to climate change.  

  



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

Figure 4: Impacts of recreation at Ashridge Commons and Woods: a) trampled area around a veteran 

Beech; b) erosion to a woodbank and exposed tree roots; c) path junction with heavy trampling and 

puddling; d) path widening with loss of vegetation; e) desire line through a Bluebell wood, which has 

been blocked off to prevent further damage; f) signs of nutrient enrichment at the sides of a path; g) 

campfire amongst veteran trees; h) large den made of collected deadwood, and trampling around it  



 

Tring Woodlands 

 Tring Woodlands, also known as Grove Wood and Stubbing’s Wood, is 

predominantly semi-natural broadleaved woodland. Beech is the 

dominant species, particularly in the south-east of the site, and there are 

several veterans throughout. Ash and Yew are also common, and there 

are some areas of Hazel coppice and Holly. On the lower slopes, there is a 

diverse mix of smaller trees and shrubs, including Cherry, Dogwood, Field 

Maple, Hawthorn and Wayfaring-tree. The ground flora varies throughout 

the site: on the plateau to the south-east of the site there are large areas 

of Bluebell with some Bramble and Bracken, whereas on the slopes it is 

more varied, with species such as Dog’s Mercury, Woodruff, Yellow 

Archangel and Sanicle. Map 6 provides target notes from the walkover 

survey.  

 Most of the site was not unduly impacted by recreation, with only a few 

isolated instances of littering or dog fouling. However, some tracks 

showed significant signs of erosion/wear (including bicycle tire tracks and 

hoof print) and widening. There were occasional desire lines leading to 

erosion in steeper areas. In the west of the site, by the entrance from 

West Leith, there was a large, trampled area under mature Sycamore and 

Beech trees where at least three campfires had been made. In Beech 

woodland on the eastern side of the site, two dens had been constructed 

using deadwood. See Appendix 3 for a map showing the locations of 

impacts and Figure 5 for a selection of photos. 



 

  



 

 

Figure 5: Impacts of recreation at Tring Woodlands: a) erosion to bank between footpath and bridleway; b) 

erosion on slope near to West Leith access point; c) exposed tree roots on bridleway; d) den made of 

collected deadwood; e) muddy section of footpath along eastern edge of site; f) trampled area with fire 

sites; g) ‘no cycling’ painted on a tree.  


