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ADUR ESTUARY 
 

Site description 

The Adur Estuary is a small and narrow 
embanked estuary, roughly in the middle of the 
conurbation from Brighton to Littlehampton 
that stretches along the south coast of England. 
The estuary is sheltered, flowing into a natural 
harbour at its mouth, and is bordered by 
human developments on the south slopes of 
the South Downs, including the town of 
Shoreham-by-Sea along the north, south and 
east banks, and Shoreham Airport to the west. 
The estuary is designated as an SSSI, and 
includes some small areas of saltmarsh; 
intertidal mudflats are exposed at low tide. 
Although colonisation by cord grass has 
reduced areas of intertidal mudflats in the 
south of the estuary since the mid nineties, it is 
assessed as being in favourable condition. The 
area is intensively farmed and agricultural land 
drainage has removed much of the tidal plain 
and created extensive lowland wet grasslands. 
The main leisure activities of the estuary are 
water-based; some shooting occurs in the 
upper estuary. A commercial mussel fishery is 
in the mouth of the estuary, and some bait 
digging occurs. Shoreham has a large port, for 
which plans to extend handling facilities and 
onshore oil-holding tanks exist. A number of 
manufacturing industries and boat-building 
yards are also based in Shoreham.  
 

General bird distribution 2004/05 
Area covered 74 ha; Mean total birds 1,171; 
Mean bird density 15.8 birds per ha. 

Of 19 species counted on the Adur in 2004/05, 
ten occurred in single figure maximum 
numbers for the winter. Of these, Little Egret 
and Ruff were notable records. Of the 
remaining nine species, two wildfowl, Mallard 
and Teal, were most heavily concentrated on 
the count sector nearest the river mouth, an 
area containing subtidal habitat, the fringes of 
which may be used by dabbling ducks for 
foraging. This sector contains a mixture of 
intertidal and subtidal habitat also favoured by 
Grey Plover, Redshank, Snipe and Turnstone. 
The former two species were also found in 
similar densities north of the Railway Bridge. 
Lapwing was the most abundant species on the 
Adur, an average of 729 birds being counted. 
Density of the species was high on all sectors 
except the middle reaches of the estuary, and 
as in previous winters, large flocks were 
counted on the fields of Shoreham Airport. In 
February, peak numbers of Lapwing counted 
at the site exceeded the 1,000 mark. 

 

Comparative bird distribution 

The Adur is notable for concentrations of 
Ringed Plover, Dunlin and Redshank. WeBS 

Low Tide Counts have taken place regularly 
on the Adur for the past three winters, and here 
distribution maps of Ringed Plover and Dunlin 
are shown for the winters of 2004/05 and 
2002/03 (Figure 58). 

Densities of Ringed Plover toward the 
mouth of Shoreham Harbour were very similar 
in the two winters examined, with 1.65 birds 
per ha and 1.54 birds per ha in 2002/03 and 
2004/05 respectively. This area includes a 
RSPB reserve and is thus managed 
appropriately for birds. In both winters, the 
stretch of intertidal habitat south of the 
Railway Bridge has held few individuals of 
this species. Further north, between the 
Railway Bridge and south of Old Shoreham 
Bridge, Ringed Plover were thinly and widely 
spread. The later winter returned greater 
densities of the species in this area: on 
average, 2.40 birds per ha were recorded, 
compared with an average of 0.98 per ha in 
2002/03. Across the site as a whole, Ringed 
Plover density was higher in the later of the 
winters discussed, with an average of 19 birds 
more for the winter. It is clear that most of the 
intertidal habitat available on the Adur Estuary 
is used by Ringed Plover at low tide. At 
present, there appear to be no changes in 
distribution of the species that give rise for 
concern.  

The density distribution of Dunlin is in 
some respects very similar to that of Ringed 
Plover, perhaps unsurprising in that both 
species will often forage on the same mudflats. 
In the winter of 2002/03, relative density of 
Dunlin was higher on the southernmost count 
section of the river than in 2004/05. However, 
overall mean site density for the later winter 
was higher for the species (7.34 compared with 
6.31 birds per ha), largely attributable to 
greater concentrations upriver. Like Ringed 
Plover, the middle section of river held very 
few Dunlin, but north of the Railway Bridge 
flocks were much larger. In 2004/05, a peak of 
just over 30 birds per ha was recorded in this 
area, with an average of 16.33 birds per ha for 
the section across the whole winter. Although 
peak densities in 2002/03 were virtually 
identical two winters later, average densities 
were lower. It may be that on one or more 
months in 2002/03 birds were recorded further 
downriver, or that a factor such as disturbance 
produced lower counts in some count months. 
As one bird less per ha was recorded in 
2002/03 than 2004/05, there would appear to 
be no distributional shifts that suggest the site 
is undergoing changes detrimental to Dunlin. 
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Figure 58. Low Tide distribution of Ringed Plover (above) and Dunlin (below) for the winters of 2002/03 (blue) and 

2004/05 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale green = nontidal; pale blue = subtidal. Dark blue area not covered in either winter. 
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BELFAST LOUGH 

 

Site description 
Belfast Lough is a large sea lough in the 
northeast of Ireland, with the city of Belfast at 
its head. The area surveyed comprised the 
coast from Carrickfergus on the north shore 
around to the eastern end of Bangor on the 
south shore. Much of the site is afforded SPA 
and Ramsar status, with a further proposed 
SPA over open water. The outer parts of the 
lough's shore are generally rocky with some 
sandy bays, although more extensive areas of 
intertidal mud are found toward 
Belfast. Industrial land claim has reduced the 
area of the mudflats over the last 150 years, 
and Belfast has become the main port in 
Northern Ireland for heavy cargo. More 
recently, two of the Belfast Harbour Pools 
were filled, leaving one permanent waterbody 
(part of the important Belfast Harbour RSPB 
reserve) and some occasional standing water to 
the south. The area is now protected and 
undergoing habitat management, though this 
may not fully compensate for the habitat loss. 
Extensive areas of the lough support 
commercial shellfisheries. There are problems 
of refuse disposal, pollution and general 
disturbance, but notably bait diggers on the 
north shore can pose potentially high levels of 
disturbance. 

 
General bird distribution 2004/05 
Area covered 456 ha; Mean total birds 11,808; 
Mean bird density 25.9 birds per ha. 

The combination of large waterbodies, 
intertidal mud and rocky shores attract a wide 
diversity of species to Belfast Lough. Most 
wildfowl and allies were most heavily 
concentrated in three areas. Grebes, 
mergansers and seaducks (Eider and Scaup) 
were most densely distributed on the west 
shore, from Belfast to Carrickfergus. Other 
wildfowl, such as Mallard and Shelduck, were 
present in relatively high numbers in Belfast 
Harbour, whilst the three nontidal waterbodies 
- Belfast Harbour Pool, Victoria Park Lake and 
Whitehouse Lake typically held large flocks of 
Mute Swan, Coot, Mallard, Teal and Wigeon. 
Waders were distributed more widely 
according to feeding ecology, with 
Oystercatcher ubiquitous throughout.  Black-
tailed Godwit favoured Belfast Harbour Pool 
and Belfast Harbour, the latter preferred along 
with Whitehouse Lake by Dunlin. Especially 
high densities of Curlew (58 birds per ha) were 

recorded at Green Island, between Macedon 
Point and Carrickfergus. Ringed Plover 
occurred at highest density both on the outer 
north shore and at Victoria Park Lake, whilst 
Turnstone density was highest on the rocky 
shore at Carrickfergus.  

 
Comparative bird distribution 
Goldeneye are known to have declined within 
Belfast Lough SPA over the past 25 years, 
with a 58% decline since 1994/95 triggering a 
High Alert (Maclean et al. 2005). It is 
therefore unsurprising that mean site density 
has declined according to Low Tide Counts 
made in 1994/95 and 2004/05, the latest figure 
of 0.07 birds per ha much lower than the 0.39 
birds per ha in the earlier winter. Densities of 
Goldeneye were greatly reduced on 
approximately half of the sectors counted in 
both winters. Greatest changes were observed 
on the coast between Belfast and 
Carrickfergus, especially at Macedon Point. A 
winter mean of 90 Goldeneye was recorded on 
the count sector here in 1994/95, decreasing to 
just four ten years later. Density of Goldeneye 
also declined along adjacent sections of coast. 
Various nontidal waterbodies such as Belfast 
Harbour Pool, Victoria Park and Whitehouse 
Lake now hold few if any Goldeneye, whereas 
in the earlier winter small flocks were present 
on all. Some redistribution is evident on the 
east coast of the Lough, where relative 
densities are generally greater than in 1994/95, 
but this is insufficient to counteract birds 
absent from other parts of the site. 

Although Redshank were recorded at low 
density on the outer parts of the Lough, Figure 
59 shows relative densities on those areas 
where Redshank densities were greatest. Mean 
numbers of Redshank counted across the 
whole site in the two winters considered were 
similar (1,484 in 1994/95; 1,318 in 2004/05), 
although a greater area was covered in the later 
winter, thus producing a lower mean site 
density. Many sectors counted in both winters 
showed lower densities in 2004/05. This was 
notable between Belfast Harbour and Macedon 
Point, where the main area of intertidal habitat 
occurs. In Belfast Harbour itself, Redshank 
density declined from 27 to 22 birds per ha 
between the winters. Interestingly, density was 
higher on Whitehouse Lake in the later winter; 
this may reflect a movement of birds feeding, 
for example, on periodically exposed muddy 
fringes of the lake. 
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Figure 59. Low Tide distribution of Goldeneye (above) (1 dot = 2 birds) and Redshank (below) (1 dot = 10 birds) for the 

winters of 1994/95 (blue) and 2004/05 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale green = nontidal; blue = subtidal. Grey areas not 

covered in earlier winter; brown in later winter. 


