
 

 



 



 

Bird Aware Solent deliver mitigation to address recreational impacts (associated with new 
housing growth) on wintering birds that are the qualifying features for 3 Special Protection 
Areas (SPAs) around the Solent (Map 1).  Bird Aware Solent is funded through developer 
contributions collected from new housing growth coming forward within a 5.6km radius of 
the SPAs (see Map 1).   
 
This document is a standalone summary of a report that was commissioned by Bird Aware 
Solent and brings together various data and information (covering the period 2016-2022) to 
summarise the level of housing growth, mitigation implementation, bird numbers and 
distribution, visitor use and how the Bird Aware Solent Partnership is perceived.  The work 
considers the effectiveness of the Partnership, considers the lessons learnt from the first 5 
years and will be used by Bird Aware Solent and partners to inform how mitigation might 
need to change or adapt in the future.  The document is structured to follow particular 
questions set by Bird Aware Solent.   

  



 

 

In January 2016 there were 515,881 residential dwellings within the 5.6km zone of influence and in January 2022 there were 538,214.  This 
reflects an increase of 22,333 dwellings (4.3%). 
 
The total number of dwellings that have been granted planning permission and have contributed towards mitigation was 29,437 at the end of 
March 2020, markedly higher than the postcode data above.  It would seem therefore that many of the dwellings that have contributed to 
mitigation are yet to be completed and/or occupied.  The potential impact of the growth to date is therefore yet to manifest.    

Data from a range of sources consistently indicate a marked increase in access over the period covered in this review, but there are marked 
variations in the figures and lots of uncertainty.  Vehicle counts are perhaps the most reliable and indicate a 26% increase from 2016/17 to 
2021/22.  This is markedly higher than the 4.3% increase in housing.   

The increases in visitor use are not concentrated in one area but instead data from both the vehicle counts and rangers show a patchy 
distribution of change, with some sectors showing a marked increase while there has been relatively little change at adjacent sectors.     
 
Data show that a range of activities have increased, notably kitesurfing, kayaking, paddleboarding, walking (without a dog) and dog walking.  
While the number of dog walkers (and dogs) have increased, the proportion of dogs now kept on a lead has increased.   

Map 1: Solent SPA sites and extent of 5.6km buffer 



 

The presence of people in the countryside, regardless of activity, will have the potential to 
cause disturbance and the overall volume of people and levels of recreation use are 
therefore certainly a relevant consideration and target for mitigation. Nonetheless, there are 
certain circumstances or types of event that pose particular risks and we highlight dog 
walking, bait collection, paddleboarding, kayaking, photography, windsurfing, kitesurfing, 
fast moving watercraft, wildfowling and air-borne events.  There is evidence that most of 
these activities have increased over the 5 years, both nationally and on the Solent, with 
unknown trends for some activities simply reflecting a lack of comparable data. 

WeBS data reveal declines for most of the qualifying wintering waterbird species across the 
three SPAs, and these extend over many years (i.e. before Bird Aware Solent started).  
Chichester and Langstone Harbours SPA is the site with the most species in decline and 
where the declines have been the most severe.  For most species, the declines generally fit 
with the national picture whereby the distribution of wintering waterbirds across Europe has 
shifted due to climate change.  However, the WeBS alerts (based on data from up to and 
including 2016/17) indicate that some declines (Shelduck, Teal and Shoveler in Chichester 
and Langstone Harbours and Dunlin in Portsmouth Harbour) do not match regional or 
national trends.   
 
The one species where numbers appear to have increased in recent years is Sanderling at 
Chichester and Langstone Harbours SPA where numbers have increased since 2016/17.    
 
The number of counts conducted during 2020/21 was impacted by Covid, which means 
potentially slightly less confidence regarding the most recent bird data used in this report.   

We have generated a series of maps to show bird changes by sector.  Those WeBS sectors 
with a high number of species declining (i.e. with a negative percentage change 2016/17 to 
2020/21 are: 

• Sector 20422 Chichester Harbour (Central) - West Chidham (13 species declining); 

• Sector 18402 Newtown Estuary  (12 species declining); 

• Sector 20435 Chichester Harbour (West)- S.Hayling (Tournerbury and Mill Rythe) (11 species 
declining); 

• Sector 17403 Pylewell (11 species declining); 

• Sector 17426 Gosport Shore (11 species declining); 

• Sector 20434 Chichester Harbour (West)- S.Hayling (Black Pt to Mengham Rythe) (11 species 
declining). 

Most of the qualifying wintering waterbird species across the three European sites have 
declined.  There was no evidence that the WeBS sectors with more species declining in them 



 

are those that have had the most housing change or have had more new houses within 
5.6km. There was also no evidence for individual species that the larger declines had 
occurred where there had been more housing growth within 5.6km. This does not 
necessarily mean that disturbance and housing growth is not implicated in the declines as a 
range of factors such as national declines due to climate change will make any clear pattern 
hard to detect. 

Mitigation over the five years (2017/18-2021/22) has included: 

• 3,046 visits conducted by rangers (7,476 hours of ranger time); 

• 39,846 visitors engaged by rangers during site visits; 

• Attendance at 174 community events (engaging with over 7,055 people); 

• Social media outreach (over 2500 followers on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram); 

• Range of site-specific projects such as access infrastructure to make locations more 

resilient; 

• Enhancement of existing greenspaces to create alternative visitor destinations away 

from the coast. 

Bird Aware Solent has also received widespread recognition in a number of awards, 
reflecting a national profile.  The mitigation measures are broadly similar to those of other 
mitigation schemes around the country, however other schemes do include more alternative 
greenspace provision and there is marked variation in the size of the ranger team in each 
scheme.     

We estimate that current ranger provision would need to be 100x higher to achieve 
continuous coverage (during daylight through the winter) of all sections of the coast at all 
times, or 53x higher if it were to achieve complete coverage of the 47 sectors that are 
identified by Bird Aware Solent as those of high or medium priority.   
 
Rangers can manage to speak to around 7 people per hour as a maximum at the busiest sites 
and the average is around 5 visitors per hour.  We estimate current provision might allow 
engagement with around 7,900 individuals visiting the coast in a typical year, which is 
perhaps around 4% of visitors to the coast over the winter.   
 
While ranger time is focussed and targeted to key locations and times, this is a relatively 
small percentage.  There is evidence to show that rangers have made a difference on the 
Solent such that more waders are present and fewer birds flushed when rangers are present.  
There is relatively little evidence to indicate how much ranger coverage is necessary or 
optimal, however the current level of coverage is too low.  
 
There is evidence that SANGs around the Solent are working to deflect visitor use, for 
example the Alver Valley is estimated to draw around 1,300 visits a week that would 
otherwise have taken place at the coast.  Data from other parts of the country also provides 



 

evidence that SANGs can be effective in a coastal environment.  The draw of SANGs is 
however relatively small – i.e. visitors tend to live in close proximity.  

In order for mitigation to be proportionate to the increase in housing, we estimate it would 
perhaps need to address around a 7% increase in access compared to the levels of 
recreation in 2016/17, approximately equivalent to around 960,000 visits per winter, made 
by around 14,770 individuals.   
 
The level of current ranger provision enables around 10,000 visitor interactions per winter 
and this may involve interactions with 7900 individual visitors.  10,000 interactions is 
sufficient to achieve interact with 1% of the additional visits associated with new housing.  
The number of ranger hours spent on site visits is roughly equivalent to 30 minutes of ranger 
time per winter per new dwelling that has given planning permission.  Direct comparison 
with other European sites indicates the ranger provision per dwelling on the Solent is 
comparatively low.   
 
SANGs and site-specific projects are hard to equate to the proportional increase in housing, 
nonetheless these are also delivered at a lower rate on the Solent compared to other 
mitigation schemes.   

We determined how the Partnership is perceived through a range of stakeholder workshops 
and interviews.  A relatively small number of invited individuals engaged with the process 
however, potentially increasing the prominence of some of the stronger views held by those 
individuals that did engage.  
 
The ranger team are well known and respected, but the wider work of the Partnership is less 
well recognised by both the public and stakeholder organisations. It is however highly visible 
to the developer community and its’ approach is welcomed by the statutory nature 
conservation organisation. The Partnership is perceived as well run, with both its branding 
and messaging identified as being of high value. It is also recognised as having a good online 
presence, and the value of the ranger team in cementing long-term relationships with site 
users is also highlighted.    
 
Stakeholder dialogue also highlighted a lack of clarity concerning the current role of the 
ranger team with respect to problem behaviours and the lack of enforcement when they 
occur. The small size of the ranger team, and the perceived limitations this places on its 
effectiveness, were also highlighted, alongside concerns regarding selective engagement 
with site users. Other Partnership issues include narrow focus on wintering birds, the 
conflicting requirements of different site designations, a reticence to augment the ranger 
team with volunteers, the problems posed by emerging threats, limited educational 



 

outreach, signage, communication and cross-working with stakeholder organisations, and 
the overall effectiveness, long-term sustainability, and legacy of the Partnership. 
 
Suggestions made by stakeholders for the future include updating the Solent Recreation 
Mitigation Strategy and the broadening of its focus, greater integration by the Partnership 
with other stakeholders, an increase in targeted messaging and knowledge sharing, and an 
aspiration to develop a greater range of mitigation-related infrastructure projects. 
 
We found no evidence from a check of visitor survey responses and twitter posts of negative 
views from the public relating to Bird Aware Solent.  Visitor survey results show some 
concern among visitors to the coast about the impacts from local development, growing 
numbers of visitors and disturbance to birds.   
 

These various findings are placed in context.  Recreational disturbance is a complex issue 
and Bird Aware Solent has a challenging role to ensure mitigation across the entire Solent 
coast.  While some of the coastline is clearly managed for nature and visitors are likely to be 
very aware they are entering a reserve, along most of the coast there is little indication that 
the area is important and protected for wildlife. A significant shift in mindset is required for 
people to appreciate the importance for birds and modify their behaviour accordingly.  Bird 
Aware has been ground-breaking in many ways and has provided a mould for many other 
mitigation schemes around the country.   
 
Limited resources are a recurrent theme from the review – given the scale of the coast, the 
volume of new development and levels of access. Bird Aware have achieved a wide reach, 
strong profile and there is a sense of momentum, with new projects and different 
engagement being rolled out (such as the work on water sports).  These do need time to 
grow and reach their potential.   
 
We are in a climate and ecological emergency and the role of projects that promote positive 
environmental behaviours and better connections with the natural world is more and more 
imperative.  Uncertainty has been a feature of the time covered in this review and looking to 
the future we can be reasonably confident that there will be increasing storminess and 
weather events, and that access patterns and bird populations may change in unexpected 
ways.  With a changing political climate post Brexit, there may also be changes to legislation.  
Bird Aware Solent has a key role to play in nature recovery but its effectiveness will 
ultimately be ensured by its flexibility and close partnership working, with strong links across 
organisations.   
 
Some recommendations are made for further consideration, and these include: 

• The need to increase ranger provision; 

• The potential to review the use of volunteers, perhaps in the medium to long term; 



 

• The need to maximise the reach and effectiveness of rangers through further 

exploring role and potential of social media, taking advantage of any emerging 

opportunities and looking for novel approaches for engagement; 

• A review of the potential for ‘harder’ mitigation measures (e.g. enforcement, 

restricting access, reducing parking opportunities), potentially delivered under a 

different brand or organisation (if at all); 

• Widening of mitigation delivery to include breeding birds and coastal habitats; 

• A focus on access infrastructure and Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace 

(SANG) provision in the short to medium term; 

• Activities and priorities for mitigation are dog walking, alongside water sports and 

activities involving access onto (or close to) the intertidal such as kayaking, 

kitesurfing, windsurfing, paddleboarding and wild swimming; 

• Clear communication of the role of Bird Aware Solent to stakeholders ; 

• Case studies used to document success and how different measures have worked 

in different locations to help inform future decision-making (e.g. levels ranger 

provision) and to provide a basis for other mitigation projects to refer to;   

• Flexibility to allow mitigation to adapt and respond to change over time, ensuring 

governance works to all funds to be mobilised, budgets changed as priorities and 

issues change over time. 

 
 


