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AUCHENCAIRN BAY 

 

 

Site description 

Located on the north shore of the Solway 

Firth, Auchencairn Bay is a small sheltered 

bay with a rocky shoreline, narrow shingle 

beach and a mixture of sediment types, with 

mud and sand intermixed with poorly sorted 

boulders and pebbles. The site is designated as 

a SSSI but lies just outside the Solway Firth 

SPA.  On the western shore of Auchencairn 

Bay there is some minor development, with a 

small road that runs along the shoreline; the 

area is otherwise largely undeveloped and very 

scenic.  The major human activity potentially 

affecting the waterbirds on this site is 

disturbance from shell fishing.  Auchencairn 

Bay was counted at low water in 2005/06 for 

the first time under the WeBS Low Tide Count 

scheme. 

 

General bird distribution 2005/06 
Area covered 414 ha; Mean total birds 1,293; 

Mean bird density 3.1 birds per ha. 

Sixteen different species were recorded at 

Auchencairn Bay at low water, many of which 

were present in low numbers.  Figure 59. 

shows how two species used the bay.  Wigeon 

was the most abundant wildfowl species (1.2 

birds per ha) and favoured the outer bay and 

subtidal areas south and east of Torr Point 

towards Hestan Island. Conversely, Lapwing 

were recorded exclusively on the more 

sheltered inner bay west of Torr Point towards 

Duncraig. 

Both Redshank and Ringed Plover favoured 

typically the more sheltered inner bay and 

saltmarsh areas.  Oystercatcher was the most 

abundant wader species recorded (1.0 birds per 

ha) and was generally fairly widespread, 

though the species was more numerous 

towards the outer bay.  Both Shelduck and 

Curlew were widely distributed throughout the 

site in moderate numbers, with Shelduck 

averaging 48 birds throughout the winter and 

Curlew averaging 54 birds. 

Other species recorded at low densities 

included Snipe, Dunlin, Great Crested Grebe 

and Grey Heron; in November a party of 40 

Pink-footed Geese was present in the outer bay 

area. 

 

Comparative bird distribution 

Auchencairn Bay was covered for the first 

time under the WeBS Low Tide Scheme in 

2005/06; it is therefore not possible to make 

comparisons with distributions from other 

years.  
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Figure 59. Low tide distribution of Wigeon (above) and Lapwing (below) at Auchencairn Bay for the winter of 2005/06. 

Yellow = intertidal; pale blue = subtidal; pale green = nontidal. 
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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 towards 

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, all of the area, including the 

important Belfast Harbour Pools, has been 

given a degree of protection. 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 2005/06 

Area covered 456 ha; Mean total birds 12,448; 

Mean bird density 27.3 birds per ha.  

In 2005/06, one species was found in 

internationally important numbers according to 

WeBS Core Count data – Black-tailed Godwit. 

This species had a fairly restricted distribution 

at low tide, underlining the importance of 

preferred feeding sites. Belfast Harbour Pools 

was notable in supporting very high mean 

densities of 17.5 birds per ha; Victoria Park 

Lake and intertidal areas of the south west 

corner of the lough were the other main centres 

of distribution, with a scattering north of 

Macedon Point marking the edge of the range. 

Other species of national importance included 

Eider, Great Crested Grebe and Scaup, all 

densely distributed on the west of the lough, 

generally south of Carrickfergus. Exposed 

areas of Whitehouse Lake were important for 

Shelduck and Redshank, as was the Belfast 

area in general; Victoria Park Lake held 

Ringed Plover and Redshank. Oystercatcher, 

also nationally important at the site, was 

densely and widely distributed.   

 

Comparative bird distribution 
As reported in WITUK 2004/05 (Banks et al. 
2006), declines of Goldeneye at Belfast Lough 
SPA are well known, as they are elsewhere in 
Northern Ireland (Maclean & Austin 2006). 
The situation appears to show few signs of 
changing at Belfast Lough and so the species 
has again been selected for discussion here. 

Although Low Tide Counts may not be 
ideal for some wildfowl, the narrow inlet 
formed by the lough means that it is perhaps 
unlikely that the species is beyond visible 
range at low water. Accepting this, Figure 60. 
demonstrates the distribution of Goldeneye in 
2005/06 and ten years previously in 1995/96. 
Across the lough, the mean density of the 
species changed from 0.2 birds per ha (itself 
half the density on 1994/95) to just 0.03 birds 
per ha in 2005/06, reflecting a mean count of 
55 birds. At the finer scale, 1995/96 saw a 
dense aggregation of these ducks in the Belfast 
Harbour area (unlike the more widespread 
distribution of the previous winter), peaking at 
a density of 7.0 birds per ha and with a mean 
of 4.44 birds per ha. In 2005/06, the mean 
density had dropped to 0.22. A small 
congregation was recorded just to the north in 
the later winter, but not in comparable 
densities. Around the rest of the lough, the 
species was still widespread, albeit much more 
thinly than in 1995/96, but absent in the 
Carrickfergus area. 

Turnstone is a species of national 
importance at Belfast Lough that has shown 
decline over a similar period to Goldeneye, 
being issued with a High Alert over the ten-
year period (Maclean & Austin 2006). 
However, Low Tide Counts reveal that 
between 1995/96 and 2005/06, Turnstone 
density did not change appreciably, mean 
figures of 0.62 and 0.56 birds per ha 
respectively recorded across the whole site 
(Figure 60). Changes in distribution are 
evident between the two winters. In the earlier 
winter, many more birds were registered in the 
Holywood and Bangor areas than in the later 
winter; however, in the later winter the 
southwest corner of the lough, including 
Whitehouse Lake, were much more densely 
occupied. It is possible this represents a 
response to human activity or change in habitat 
use, although Turnstone are typically less 
susceptible to disturbance than other less 
adaptable waders. 
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Figure 60. Low tide distribution of Goldeneye (above) and Turnstone (below) in Belfast Lough for the winters of 

1995/96 (blue) and 2005/06 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale green = non-tidal; blue = subtidal. Grey areas not covered in 

earlier winter; brown in later winter. 
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BLACKWATER ESTUARY 

 
 

Site description 

The Blackwater Estuary is located on the coast 

of Essex in eastern England. It is the largest 

estuary in Essex and is one of the largest 

estuarine complexes in East Anglia. Its mud 

flats are fringed by saltmarsh on the upper 

shores, with shingle, shell banks and offshore 

islands a feature of the tidal flats. The diversity 

of estuarine habitats results in the site being of 

importance for a wide range of over-wintering 

waterbirds, including geese, ducks and waders. 

The importance of the Blackwater Estuary as 

both a wintering and staging post for large 

numbers of wildfowl and wading birds is 

underlined by its protective legislation, being 

designated as a Ramsar site, a SPA and SSSI.  

The site also contains both national and local 

nature reserves.  Erosion of saltmarsh is a 

major issue on this site whilst disturbance from 

bait diggers, watersports and shell fishing also 

occurs. 

 

General bird distribution 2005/06 

Area covered 2,379ha; Mean total birds 

46,746; Mean bird density 19.6 birds per ha. 

Many of the marshes, creeks and sandbanks 

around the perimeter of the Blackwater 

Estuary offer suitable habitat for some species 

at low water. Forty-two species were recorded 

using the estuary at low tide, many in large 

numbers, with this site supporting the highest 

mean total birds of sites covered with 46,746. 

By far the most abundant bird recorded was 

Dunlin, with a winter mean of over 10,000 

birds, although mean counts of over 1,000 

birds were recorded for Dark-bellied Brent 

Goose, Wigeon, Teal, Golden Plover, 

Lapwing, Redshank and Knot. Additionally, 

single figure mean counts were calculated for 

Greenshank, Spotted Redshank, Ruff, 

Common Scoter, Slavonian Grebe and Great 

Northern Diver.  Collier’s Reach, Lawling 

Creek and Tollesbury Fleet consistently held 

the largest numbers of birds, though it is worth 

noting that the area surrounding Osea Island 

was not covered by the low tide counts in this 

winter.   

Comparative bird distribution 

The change in distributions of two species 

Shelduck and Black-tailed Godwit, are 

investigated between 1994/95 and 2005/06; 

both are classified interests of the SPA. 

It should be noted that comparisons were 

only possible with those sectors covered in 

both winters as some areas on the north shore, 

in particular Goldhanger Creek and the area 

around Osea Island, were not covered in 

2005/06 and thus interpretation of 

distributional changes is subject to caution. 

However, across sectors covered in both 

winters, Shelduck declined by 7.3 birds per ha 

(Figure 61.), indicating changes at the site in 

step with Medium Alerts issued for the species 

over a similar time period (Maclean & Austin 

2006). Despite increases in density of 

Shelduck around Collier’s Reach and Bradwell 

Creek, declines of larger magnitude were seen 

on the creeks along the south of Osea Island, 

including Southey, Lawling and Southey 

Creeks. Likewise, large-scale declines were 

apparent on the outer estuary at Salcott 

Channel and Tollesbury.  

In contrast to Shelduck, Black-tailed 

Godwit mean winter numbers on the 

Blackwater Estuary have undergone a 568% 

increase between 1994/95 and 2005/06, in line 

with a national increase of the species. The 

main areas of increase were around Collier’s 

Reach and Lawling and Southey Creeks, 

though smaller increases were also visible 

around Old Hall Marshes and Salcott Channel 

(Figure 61.). This increase does not take into 

consideration Goldhanger Creek which was 

not covered in 2005/06, and so the increase 

may be even more dramatic. Avocets too have 

shown a massive increase between 1994/95 

and 2005/06, with no birds recorded in the first 

winter and a mean count of 212 in the latter 

winter. The Core Count figure for Avocet in 

2005/06 now exceeds the national importance 

threshold.  
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Figure 61. Low tide distribution of Shelduck (above: 1 dot = 3 birds) and Black-tailed Godwit (below) in the Blackwater 

Estuary for the winters of 1994/95 (blue dots) and 2005/06 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale blue = subtidal; pale green = 

intertidal. Grey areas not covered in earlier winter; brown in later winter. 
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BREYDON WATER 

 

 

 

Site description 

Breydon Water is a bar-built estuary separated 

from the North Sea by the spit of land on 

which Great Yarmouth sits. The estuary forms 

the lower reaches of the Yare and Waveney 

rivers, which drain much of central East 

Anglia. The rivers are tidal for many miles 

inland but only the estuary area from the 

confluence of the rivers is considered here. At 

high tide, Breydon Water forms a large lake 

but as the tide recedes, the only water that 

remains forms a narrow channel, well marked 

by buoys for the numerous leisure cruisers. 

There are small areas of saltmarsh, principally 

at the eastern end. To the north of the estuary 

stretches the huge expanse of the Halvergate 

Levels, Breydon Marshes and Berney 

Marshes. These form an extensive area of 

grazing marsh that has been subject to varying 

degrees of drainage in recent years. The main 

high tide roosts occur at the RSPB reserve at 

Berney Marshes (only accessible by boat, train 

or a very long walk) and in the eastern 

saltmarsh. The site is classified as a SPA and is 

judged in favourable condition. The main 

conservation issues in the area involve boating, 

shooting and grazing marsh management. The 

river channel leading out through Great 

Yarmouth to the sea is highly industrialized. 

 

General bird distribution 2005/06 
Area covered 402 ha; Mean total birds 37,178; 

Mean bird density 92.5 birds per ha. 

Breydon Water supports a large number of 

birds with 25 different species recorded, many 

in large numbers, typically holding the highest 

mean densities of birds of all sites included in 

Low Tide Counts; indeed, Breydon Water 

once again repeated the trend with an overall 

density of 92.5 birds per ha. Golden Plover 

were present in the highest mean numbers 

(11,250 birds) and densities (28 birds per ha on 

average across the winter), and were 

distributed densely from Acle Marshes to 

Breydon Junction. Lapwing (22.8 birds per 

ha), Wigeon (14.97 birds per ha) and Dunlin 

(13.7 birds per ha) were also present in high 

densities as large numbers of these species 

occupy a restricted feeding zone at low tide.  

Black-tailed Godwit averaged over 1,000 birds 

and were widely distributed, though they 

favoured Berney Marshes, the Pump House 

area and Burgh Flats. Avocet, increasing at 

this site as elsewhere in England, congregated 

at  Berney and Acle Marshes. 

 

Comparative bird distribution 

Regular counts at Breydon Water at low tide 

are received by WeBS, the earliest survey 

made in 1998/99. This site was issued with 

Alerts for only two species, neither well 

monitored by Low Tide Counts (Maclean & 

Austin 2006). Instead, the distributions of two 

species apparently increasing at low water, 

Teal and Redshank, are considered here. The 

winters of 2005/06 and 1998/99 are compared. 

 Mean site density of Teal has increased 

from 0.17 to 1.11 birds per ha between the two 

winters, meaning a mean winter count of 

around 500 is now possible. The reasons for 

this change are thought to be from increased 

movement on to the estuary from the 

surrounding grazing marshes and pools of 

Berney Marshes in response to increased 

numbers of wintering raptors on Halvergate 

Marshes, and also as a result of compensatory 

habitat installed after flood defence works in 

1994/95 that now benefit wildfowl including 

Teal (J. Rowe pers. comm.). The species has 

visibly expanded into most of the count sectors 

north of the river channel (Figure 62.). In 

particular the area between Berney Marshes 

and Acle Marshes has seen mean winter Teal 

numbers increase from four to 209 birds at low 

water. 

 Most sectors at Breydon Water have 

undergone increases in Redshank density 

between the winters, with the exception of the 

intertidal area on the south bank west of 

Humberstone Marshes (Figure 62.). The 

overall change has been an increase in mean 

site density of 1.21 birds per ha. East of 

Humberstone Marshes, density has increased 

notably since 1998/99 when no Redshank 

occurred on the outermost feeding flats; to the 

north of the River Yare, birds are distributed 

more widely but still at higher density than in 

the earlier of the winters.  
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Figure 62. Low tide distribution of Teal (above) and Redshank (below: 1 dot = 3 birds) at Breydon Water for the winters 

of 1998/99 (blue) and 2005/06 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale green = non-tidal; blue = subtidal. 
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CHICHESTER HARBOUR 

 

 

Site description 

Chichester Harbour is a large and complex site 

situated between Chichester and Havant and is 

linked to Langstone Harbour to the west by a 

channel along the north side of Hayling Island. 

The Harbour is a land-locked area of deep salt-

water channels; bounded by mud banks which 

are covered twice daily by tides flowing 

through the narrow entrance. There are 

sandbanks and shingle near the entrance and 

much of the shore at the high-tide mark is of 

shingle. The river channels are muddy whereas 

the intertidal areas south of Thorney Island are 

much sandier, and also support extensive areas 

of eelgrass and algae. Chichester Harbour is 

covered by international legislation, being 

designated as a Ramsar site and a SPA and a 

also has national protection as a SSSI.  The 

estuary is extremely popular with watersports 

enthusiasts, so although the majority of the 

shoreline is undeveloped with restricted 

access, those areas with public access are 

heavily used.   

 

General bird distribution 2005/06 

Area covered 2,515ha; Mean total birds 

23,861; Mean bird density 9.5 birds per ha. 

With 53 species recorded, Chichester Harbour 

showed the greatest diversity of species of the 

sites covered in 2005/06.  Dunlin was by far 

the most numerous species, with a mean count 

of over 10,000 birds.   Some species such as 

Oystercatcher and Curlew were widespread 

across the site though many species had 

preferred areas.  Most species of wildfowl 

generally favoured the area north of Thorney 

Island known as Great Deep.  Wigeon, 

however, also favoured Colner and Cutmill 

Creeks and Fishbourne Channel. Typically, 

Bar-tailed and Black-tailed Godwits favoured 

different areas from one another, with Bar-

tailed Godwits favouring the open areas such 

as Pilsey Sand and the east side of Chichester 

Channel, whereas Black-tailed Godwits 

favoured the more sheltered Thorney Channel 

and Cutmill and Colner Creeks.  More unusual 

species recorded included Black-throated and 

Great Northern Divers, Red-necked and 

Slavonian Grebes, Shag, Common Sandpiper, 

Whimbrel and Guillemot.  

 

Comparative bird distribution 

The distributions of two species undergoing 

different patterns of change, Shelduck and 

Knot, are investigated. 

Core Count numbers from 2005/06 of 

Shelduck in Chichester Harbour are sufficient 

to exceed the national importance threshold, 

though there is a Medium Alert for this species 

over the period since classification as part of 

the Chichester & Langstone SPA (Maclean & 

Austin 2006). Low Tide Counts show that 

Shelduck are still widespread across the 

harbour area, but, as is immediately evident 

from Figure 63., there has been a decrease in 

abundance of the species from areas in which 

it was previously more densely distributed. 

The density of Shelduck over the whole site 

has decreased from 0.31 to 0.13 birds per ha 

between 1996/97 and 2005/06.  There has not 

been an apparent retraction of Shelduck into 

restricted areas, rather the species remains at 

lower density throughout. In 1996/97, a 

triangle between Thorney Island, West 

Wittering and Middle Marsh held high 

concentrations, but numbers here had reduced 

markedly in 2005/06.  In 2005/06, Shelduck 

were most abundant at Southbourne, along 

Chichester Channel, and along Thorney 

Channel towards Langstone.   

In contrast, the density of Knot between 

1996/97 and 2005/06 declined to a lesser 

degree. Figure 63. shows that Knot have two 

distinctly preferred areas; to the southwest of 

Thorney Island and at the northern end of 

Thorney Channel. These were occupied in 

2005/06, but at a lower density than in 1996/7; 

mean winter averages decreased from 638 to 

139 at the former. Other areas such as Pilsey 

Sands and Mengham Salterns have been 

utilised to a greater or lesser extent throughout 

the period.   
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Figure 63. Low tide distribution of Shelduck (above) and Knot (below) at Chichester Harbour for the winters of 1996/97 

(blue dots) and 2005/06 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale blue = subtidal; pale green = intertidal. Brown areas not counted 

in later winter. 
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CLEDDAU ESTUARY 

 

Site description 

The WeBS site known as the Cleddau Estuary 

is the collective name for a series of small 

estuaries all opening into the waters of Milford 

Haven in southwest Wales. Although the 

estuary as a whole is not protected under 

legislation, some of the areas which make up 

the estuary are, with the Gann Estuary, 

Pembroke River and Pwllcrochan Flats and 

Angle Bay all being notified as SSSIs.  Also, 

much of the site is within the Pembrokeshire 

Coast National Park. All but four sectors were 

covered for WeBS Low Tide Counts, although 

many of the intervening sections of rocky 

coast are not covered.  Eleven years after the 

Sea Empress oil spillage, the area is still a 

major centre for oil transport and refining and 

this still represents the largest potential threat 

to this site. 

 

General bird distribution 2005/06 

Area covered 1,323 ha; Mean total birds 

13,583; Mean bird density 10.3 birds per ha. 

The Cleddau Estuary lacks the wide expanses 

of intertidal habitat associated with many other 

estuaries, and this is reflected in where the 

birds are concentrated.   Distribution of birds 

on the Cleddau Estuary is fairly widespread, 

though Pembroke River, Angle Bay, 

Fowborough Point, Carew River and Gann 

Estuary are generally favoured areas by many 

species of birds, these being the more 

extensive areas of intertidal habitat.  Thirty-

eight species were recorded, with the most 

abundant being Lapwing, though counts of 

Golden Plover, Dunlin, Wigeon and Curlew 

were also above 1,000 birds. Unusually for a 

low tide count, good numbers of Snipe were 

recorded with a peak of 86 in December; this 

being a species that is often overlooked due to 

their secretive nature. Another notable count 

was of 42 Greenshank in January, with double 

figure counts also recorded in the other winter 

months.  Finally, a Common Sandpiper was 

seen throughout the winter. 

 

Comparative bird distribution 

The  Cleddau Estuary was last covered at low 

tide for WeBS in 1997/98, a gap of eight 

winters. During this time period, most species 

underwent little change, with only the sparsely 

abundant Grey Plover showing major decline. 

Distributions of Little Egret and Redshank, 

both having expanded, are investigated here. 

The colonisation of southern Britain by the 

Little Egret is now well established, and the 

distinctive bird is a familiar sight on many 

estuaries. The scale of the rate of increase is 

reflected well in Figure 64., which shows the 

distribution of the species on the Cleddau 

Estuary in the winters of 1997/98 and 2005/06. 

In the earlier of the two winters, limited 

numbers of Little Egret were present, with a 

mean site count of nine birds. These were 

typically distributed evenly between creeks 

and channels of the outer estuary; only isolated 

individuals appeared further upstream than 

Cosheston Pill.  Seven winters later, mean 

winter numbers of Little Egret had increased 

more than threefold to 40. Increased numbers 

of the species occupied not only the same 

creeks as previously at higher densities, but 

also had expanded throughout the river 

complex, appearing nearly as far upstream as 

Haverfordwest. 

Redshank have also increased in mean 

winter density across the Cleddau Estuary, 

from 0.29 to 0.42 birds per ha over the study 

period. On the outer part of the complex, 

Angle Bay is an area of particularly high 

density increase (Figure 64.). It is possible that 

the area was avoided for reasons connected 

with the Sea Empress oil spill in the earlier 

winter, as Angle Bay was heavily oiled 

(Armitage et al. 1997). On the Western 

Cleddau, there has been limited local 

movement between sectors in the Fowborough 

Point / Landshipping Quay area. In general, 

more sectors have increased in Redshank 

density than have decreased, leading to the 

overall increase in mean winter density. 
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Figure 64. Low tide distribution of Little Egret (above) and Redshank (below: 1 dot = 3 birds) at the Cleddau Estuary for 

the winters of 1997/98 (blue dots) and 2005/06 (red). Yellow = intertidal; pale blue = subtidal; pale green = intertidal. 

Blue areas never surveyed. Grey areas not covered in earlier winter; brown in later winter. 

 


