
The rise of disturbance policies 

Some internationally important 
conservation sites are potentially sensitive 
to increased levels of visitor pressure 
and other human activities. Over the 
last few years BSG Ecology has found 
that statutory consultees are increasingly 
seeking mitigation for recreational 
impacts. We are also seeing an increase 
in the amount of policy that enshrines this 
approach.

In some parts of the country policy has 
been established for particular areas 
where increased urbanisation and 
population growth has been predicted:

• To the south-west of London the Thames 
Basin Heaths SPA / SAC (comprising 
13 different sub-sites) is now protected 
through policies adopted by Natural 
England and local planning authorities  
relating to new housing.

• A similar approach is taken by Natural 
England and local planning authorities to 
the Dorset Heaths SPA.

• On the south coast the Solent 
Disturbance Project promotes an 
equivalent approach to the complex 
of internationally designated sites on 
the coast between and adjacent to 
Southampton and Portsmouth.

• In the West Northamptonshire Joint 
Core Strategy  there are policies aimed 

at controlling new development within 
certain distances of the Upper Nene 
Valley Gravel Pits  SPA.

Impacts 

Increased human population and visitor 
pressure can result in a range of impacts 
on conservation sites, many of which 
have been considered by BSG Ecology as 
part of EIAs and appropriate assessment 
reports. Such impacts potentially result 
in direct effects, such as increased 
damage to habitats from trampling, and 
undesirable activities by visitors such as 
arson, rubbish tipping, vandalism, off road 
vehicles activities, increased predation 
by cats and eutrophication from dog 
faeces. Indirect effects include increased 
predation (for instance on important bird 
populations at Thames Basin Heaths and 
Dorset Heaths), increased energy use 
resulting from flight reactions by birds 
in response to disturbance by people 
and dogs (Portsmouth Harbour, Thames 
Basin Heaths, Upper Nene Valley Gravel 
Pits), loss of foraging and severance of 
commuting routes for bats arising from 
increased light pollution (South Hams 
SAC) and obstruction of, or interference 
with, site management requirements 
(Lydden and Temple Ewell Downs SAC). 

Addressing the impacts

Depending on the special interest of 
the SAC, the approach to addressing 

disturbance impacts is quite varied. It 
might range from provision of new, 
alternative green spaces designed to be 
attractive to new and existing residents, 
to the design and implementation of 
access control mechanisms, to active site 
management measures.

Planning carefully

1. Try to understand the issue at an early 
stage in the planning process: in order to 
address concerns there may be a need to 
gather visitor data or make observations 
of how species are reacting to visitors. 
This is likely to be seasonally constrained. 
There is much published data on 
disturbance effects for particular species 
or biotic groups such as birds, but it is 
often fairly generic, so it is important to 
consult with the relevant statutory nature 
conservation organisation as early as 
possible to determine whether increased 
visitor pressure is likely to be considered 
a key issue with regard to the European 
conservation site, and how particular 
species might be thought to be affected.

2. Review existing guidance and policy 
such as the Solent Disturbance Project 
report, the Thames Basin Heaths policy, or 
the South Hams guidance.

3. Review the Conservation Regulations 
Assessment of nearby local development 
plans – they can be a valuable source of
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 information about the sensitivities of SPAs 
and SACs to development pressures.

4. Identify how increased visitor pressure 
may affect the features of interest of the 
internationally designated site.

5. Carefully review the validity of the 
evidence base for any policies. For 
example in one case a proposed 900 
metres exclusion on housing along the 
Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA was 
based on a paper sourced from Australia 
which had been superseded by more 
recent studies closer to home.

For some European sites BSG Ecology has 
planned and undertaken visitor surveys to 
inform our assessments. Most recently we 
completed a visitor survey of Alexandra 
Park in Portsmouth and at several sites 
along the Northumberland coast.

Case Studies

We have dealt with European sites 
with a range of special interest features, 
including:

• Breeding and wintering bird populations

• Lesser and greater horseshoe bats

• Great created newt populations 

• Stonewort populations

• Wet and dry heathland and valley mires

• Calcareous grassland and maritime  
cliff habitat

Three brief case studies are presented 
below that illustrate the approaches we 
have taken to successfully resolve initial 
stakeholder objections on the grounds of 
increased visitor pressure.

Tipner Point - Solent Disturbance 
Project

We have been working on a coastal urban 
regeneration project in Portsmouth for the 
last 5 years.  One of the key issues that 
we have addressed is disturbance impacts 
on the wintering birds that make up the 
special interest of Portsmouth Harbour 
SPA. Assessing the potential impact of 
increased visitor pressure (alone and in 

combination with other proposals) has 
proved challenging. It was undertaken at 
the time when Natural England, the RSPB 
and others were finalising their advice 
on disturbance from increasing visitor 
pressure on the suite of international 
sites along much of the coastline around 
Southampton and Portsmouth (the Solent 
Disturbance Project).

The Solent Disturbance Project has been 
gathering, assessing and monitoring 
evidence and advice on how to address 
predicted increases in visitor pressure 
on the coast (dubbed by some “Thames 
Basin Heaths by the Sea”) In the absence 
of the final project report we conducted 
visitor surveys to determine how people 
continually use a site next to Portsmouth 
Harbour and how their behaviour might 
change with increased provision of  
green space.

This study has been very illuminating, 
clearly showing that people will change 
their behaviour with the provision of 
more green space. By providing a clear 
evidence base of likely changes in visitor 
behaviour we were able to argue that the 
proposed scheme would not, either alone 
or in combination with adjacent projects, 
affect the special interest of Portsmouth 
Harbour SPA as a result of an increase 
in the local human population. This 
process of assessment required frequent 
consultations with local consultees and 
bespoke visitor survey information. We 
were therefore very pleased to learn that 
the planning application was approved.

Thames Basin Heaths - SSSI Access 
Management Plans 

Working with LDA Design we prepared 
Access Management Plans for Natural 
England. These were for the 13 separate 
SSSIs that comprise the Thames Basin 
Heaths SAC and SPA. This work was 
highly commended by the Landscape 
Institute. The preparation of the plans 
required us to consult widely with a varied 
range of stakeholders and to understand 
the basis of the visitor survey data. The 
management of existing conservation sites 
is a vital part of any strategy to address 
predicted increases in visitor pressure – it 

is helpful to manage and reduce pre-
development visitor pressure in order to 
help accommodate increased pressure 
from new residents. This can be achieved 
by managing existing and future visitors 
within the site better or by persuading 
existing visitors to reduce their use of 
the site. Often it requires a combination 
of both of these approaches. The 
management plans are an important part 
of the range of measures being promoted 
by Natural England and local planning 
authorities, which is now enabling local 
authorities to deal constructively with 
development applications as they come 
forward. 

Orton Pit – Access Management 
Plan

At Orton Pit SAC in Peterborough we 
worked closely with the client, the 
masterplanner, landscape architects and 
Natural England to devise a series of 
measures to control access into the SAC. 
These included the construction of water 
barriers to prevent access by people and 
cats, the provision of alternative green 
spaces and the creation of new habitat 
to support the special interest of the SAC 
in buffer zones between the proposed 
development and the SAC. The access 
management strategy provided sufficient 
design detail for the necessary physical 
measures. It also had to consider the 
timing of implementation in conjunction 
with the proposed phasing of the 
development, to ensure that measures are 
in place and functioning before particular 
thresholds of new resident numbers are 
reached. We supported the development 
application through the Examination in 
Public (EiP) process, providing sufficient 
comfort to the Inspector and the local 
planning authority that the proposed 
measures would successfully address 
potential impacts from increased human 
activity., This helped maintain the 
development allocation within the local 
development framework.
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