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SUMMARY 

Coming Home to Roost (CHR) was a three-year project to monitor high-tide waterbird roosts along the 

South Gloucestershire and Bristol coastline of the Severn Estuary. The project was funded through the 

A Forgotten Landscape Heritage Lottery Fund programme (AFL) and was run by the RSPB with support 

from AFL project staff based at South Gloucestershire Council. CHR ran from February 2016 to May 

2019. Field work was carried out entirely by local volunteers. 

The main aims of the project were to: 

1. Trial a volunteer-led high-tide roost monitoring programme which could be rolled out to other 

parts of the Severn and elsewhere. 

2. Carry out monthly roost counts. 

3. Record the pattern of disturbance at roosts where it occurred. 

4. Recommend ways to give greater protection to roosts while continuing to encourage 

enjoyment of the coast by local people and visitors. 

The UK has a duty to protect its internationally important wetland sites, including the Severn Estuary 

which is designated as a wetland of global importance. The Severn regularly supports 80,000 wintering 

wetland birds including waders like curlew and ducks like teal. They can only do this if birds have 

access to undisturbed roosts at high tide where they can rest and conserve energy. The importance of 

having access to a network of secure, undisturbed roosts cannot be overstated. 

The CHR project provides a model of positive citizen-science involving local people. It is an approach 

that compliments the current national waterbird monitoring system (Wetland Bird Survey) and could 

be replicated elsewhere in the estuary and the UK. It relies to a large extent however on volunteers 

being supported by local ornithologists and a strong administrative team. 

Sixteen high-tide roosts were monitored by a team of volunteer counters. A total of over 89,000 birds 

were counted during the three-year project, including 51,000 waders, and 23,000 ducks: 

 The roost sites at Littleton North, Northwick Flash, Northwick Warth and Pilning Wetland were 

found to support a significant proportion of the Severn’s internationally important waterbird 

population and should be considered as Primary Assemblage Roosts. 

 

 16 roost sites were found to hold significant numbers of one or more waterbirds and should 

be considered as Primary Roost Sites within the context of the Severn Estuary. Autumn and 

winter were found to be the most important times of the year for these roosts. 

Some degree of disturbance was recorded on a third of roost visits. During the most critical period 

Dec-Feb this was as high as 40%. Most roost sites experienced high or very high levels of disturbance 

during the project period. There was very little evidence of deliberate disturbance of roosts, with most 

occurring incidentally as people used and enjoyed coastal amenities. Dogs off leads and sea anglers 

fishing close to roosts together accounted for almost two thirds of recorded events. Walker 

disturbance accounted for almost one fifth of known disturbance events. 

The report identifies the most vulnerable roosts and suggests that action to protect these from regular 

disturbance should be an immediate priority, including effective zoning of recreational use and access 

to the foreshore and the implementation of buffer measures within c. 200 m of all Primary Roost Sites 

during critical periods of use. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Coming Home to Roost 

Coming Home to Roost (CHR) was a three-year project to monitor high-tide waterbird roosts along the 

South Gloucestershire and Bristol coastline of the Severn Estuary. The project was funded through the 

A Forgotten Landscape Heritage Lottery Fund programme (AFL) and was run by the RSPB with AFL 

project staff based at South Gloucestershire Council. CHR ran from February 2016 to May 2019. Field 

work was carried out entirely by local volunteers. 

As the name suggests, waterbirds are birds which are strongly associated with water and wetland 

habitats such as estuaries and marshes. They include wading birds like curlew and redshank and ducks 

such as mallard and teal, most of which only visit our wetlands once they have finished breeding 

elsewhere. In an estuary, these birds gather to rest at safe roosting places at high tide when the tide 

covers the mud and sandflats where they feed. The protection of these high-tide roosting sites is 

important if these birds are to continue to live on our estuaries. There is more information on this 

below. 

The aims of the CHR project were to: 

1. Trial the development of a volunteer-led high-tide roost monitoring programme which could 

be rolled out to other parts of the Severn Estuary and other wetland sites. 

2. Identify all roost sites regularly used by non-breeding waterbirds along the South 

Gloucestershire and Bristol coastal section of the Severn Estuary.  

3. Carry out monthly counts of birds at each roost during the project period (Feb 2016 to May 

2019). 

4. Record patterns of human disturbance at roosts during monthly visits. 

5. Assess the current levels of risk to each roost from human disturbance. 

6. Recommend ways to protect high-tide roosts from the impacts of human disturbance. 

1.2 Importance of UK estuaries 

UK estuaries including the Severn are internationally important for non-breeding waterbirds, including 

ducks, geese, swans and wading birds such as dunlin and curlew. Most of these birds breed in the high 

arctic of Canada, Greenland, Iceland, Scandinavia and Russia and in other parts of northern Europe, 

migrating south in the autumn to escape harsh winter conditions. Many birds overwinter in the UK 

while some only pass through ‘on passage’ in spring or autumn to feed and rest and then continue 

their migration: in autumn to wintering sites in Europe or Africa and in spring, north again to breeding 

grounds at higher latitudes. 

There are several reasons why UK estuaries attract large numbers of these wintering and passage 

waterbirds: 

 Estuary mud and sandflats support large amounts of easily-available food, including large 

worms and molluscs. This is important fuel for waterbirds which use up large amounts of 

energy travelling between their breeding and wintering grounds and for those birds which 

stay during the winter in the UK. Adjacent areas of saltmarsh and inland marshes behind 

seawalls are also important places for birds to feed.  
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 Because of the warming influence of the Gulf Stream, the UK winter climate is fairly mild. This 

means that waterbirds have to find less food simply to stay warm than if they wintered in 

colder parts of northern Europe. A warmer climate also means there is less risk of the mud 

and sandflats becoming frozen, reducing the risk of starvation for those species such as curlew 

which need to probe the soft mud and sand for food.  

On our estuaries, waterbirds also need regular access to large areas of undisturbed feeding and 

roosting habitat during both day and night. This is particularly important during cold weather in mid-

winter when energy budgets are often finely balanced, even in our relatively mild climate.  

High-tide roosts are places generally above mean high tide levels where waterbirds can rest and 

recover, to sleep, maintain their flight and body feathers, digest food and conserve energy. The 

importance of having access to a network of secure, undisturbed roosts cannot be overstated, and the 

ability of waterbirds to exploit the food resources of an estuary are closely linked to the availability of 

these places because many species prefer to roost close to favoured feeding areas since this reduces 

energy expenditure when flying between a roost and foraging areas. 

Our understanding of how waterbirds use the high-tide roost network in an estuary and the 

relationship between roosts and feeding areas for different species is still limited, although tracking 

studies using the latest GPS technology are beginning to give us more information. Roost use by 

different species and different individuals depends on a number of factors including tidal state: some 

roosts may only be used on the highest spring tides for example, when other roosts are flooded by 

the tide. Others may provide safe alternative roosts if a preferred roost is disturbed or if wind 

conditions at a preferred roost sites are unfavourable. There is evidence that roost size and location 

may limit access to preferred foraging areas for some species. Curlew on the Severn for example are 

thought to be faithful to particular intertidal areas during winter and easy flight access from a roost 

site is important. Use of a roost may also be linked to the presence of ground predators such as foxes 

and in winter aerial predators, especially peregrines. Where predator pressure is high, birds may be 

reluctant to use a roost regularly. 

1.3 The East Atlantic Flyway 

Migratory waterbirds rely on a chain of suitable wetland sites along the length of their migration route, 

although many can travel huge distances between sites. This global chain of wetlands extending from 

the arctic through Western Europe into Africa is known as the East Atlantic Flyway (EAF) and is one of 

nine major waterbird flyways across the world. The Severn Estuary is an important link in this chain 

for many birds, especially in winter but also during passage periods. 

Through the BTO/RSPB/JNCC Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) programme, monthly waterbird counts are 

carried out by volunteers at almost 3,000 wetland sites across the UK. This data combined with data 

from other smaller monitoring programmes provides a reliable estimate for the number of waterbirds 

which winter or move through on passage in the UK. It is estimated that 12.8 million waterbirds winter 

in the UK (Frost et al 2019), the majority on estuaries and freshwater sites inland. These counts give 

us a good idea of the importance of different wetland sites for waterbirds. Over time, sites supporting 

the largest numbers of birds have been designated and thereby given legal protection in the face of 

potential development and other pressures.  
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The most important wetland sites in the UK and across Europe are recognised as Special Protection 

Areas (SPAs) under the EU Wild Bird Directive. This is because they support a significant proportion of 

waterbirds using the EAF at any one time in the year. In addition, these sites are often recognised as 

Ramsar wetlands of international importance.UK estuaries form a vital part of the EAF.  

The Severn Estuary is one of the principal wetlands for non-breeding waterbirds in the UK, regularly 

supporting over 80,000 birds, a significant part of the EAF wintering population. In very cold weather 

the Severn can support many more birds as refugees from frozen wetlands further north arrive. 

Because of its importance, the Severn Estuary was designated in 1995 as an SPA and Ramsar wetland 

based on the following waterbird count data:  

1. The site regularly held over 68,000 non-breeding waterbirds (its waterbird assemblage).  

2. In winter it regularly supported internationally-important numbers of non-breeding Bewick’s 

swan, European white-fronted goose; shelduck; gadwall; dunlin; and redshank. These are 

referred to as SPA Qualifying Species. 

Waterbird populations on estuaries change over time. There are several reasons for this. It is 

increasingly clear that climate change is affecting the winter UK distribution of many waders, including 

dunlin. The wintering population on the Severn has declined significantly over the last decade due to 

a phenomenon known as ‘shortstopping’, where populations are now wintering further to the north-

east as conditions there become warmer. For other species such as Bewick’s swan, declines may be 

due to a combination of shortstopping and a run of poor breeding seasons in the arctic. For a species 

like shoveler, there is some evidence that shortstopping maybe encouraging birds which normally 

winter in Spain and other areas of southern Europe to winter further north in wetlands such as the 

Severn. 

The WeBS Alerts system provides a useful way of highlighting significant population changes over 

time. For the last period for which alert data is available (1984/85-2009/10), the non-breeding Severn 

populations of Bewick’s swan, the European subspecies of white-fronted goose, pochard and dunlin 

declined by 30, 89, 58 and 35 percent respectively, and lapwing by 52 percent over the previous ten 

years. All these species have declined significantly since SPA designation, along with grey plover and 

curlew. 

On the other hand, populations of other species have increased on the Severn during that time, 

notably shelduck, teal, pintail, shoveler, tufted duck and redshank. WeBS data for the period 2012/13-

2016/17 show that the Severn Estuary currently supports eight waterbird species in internationally 

important numbers – dunlin (c. 3% of the European wintering population of the alpine race), redshank, 

ringed plover, black-tailed godwit, teal, shelduck, pintail and shoveler. In addition, it supports eight 

species in nationally important numbers – curlew, turnstone, sanderling, avocet, wigeon, pochard and 

little egret (table 1). This is important within the context of identifying significant CHR high-tide roosts 

below.  

Ideally, the formal status of all species using the Severn Estuary SPA should be updated regularly but 

they are not. These additional species would now be recognised as SPA Qualifying Species if that 

happened. For now, species which regularly occur in nationally important numbers (or where WeBS 

counts regularly exceed 2,000 birds), are recognised as an important component of the SPA Qualifying 

Assemblage where they are identified as ‘listed species’ of the assemblage. This is the approach taken 

following the 2001 SPA Review (Stroud et al 2001). 
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Table 1 – significant non-breeding waterbirds populations of the Severn Estuary SPA. Status key: I – Internationally important, N – nationally important, (N) 

recent peak annual count above 1% N threshold/approaching national importance, >2k – regular counts of >2,000 birds. QS – SPA Qualifying Species QA SPA 

Qualifying Assemblage Listed Species (following Stroud et al 2001). Sig – non-qualifying species likely to occur in significant numbers within the CHR project 

area. 

TARGET SPECIES 12/13 13/14 14/15 15/16 16/17 Month 5 Yr Av I thresh N thresh Status 1% SPA

Shelduck 4,365 2,692 3,871 3,705 6,611 Oct 4,249 3,000 610 I 42

Wigeon 5,961 6,740 5,442 7,865 10,907 Jan 7,383 15,000 440 N 74

Gadwall 178 208 197 179 173 Oct 187 600 250 (N) 2

Teal 7,064 6,008 6,101 6,291 5,588 Jan 6,210 5000 2100 I 62

Mallard 2,431 2,916 2,293 2,417 2,766 Dec 2,565 45000 6800 >2K 26

Pintail 355 382 932 1,074 663 Jan 681 600 290 I 7

Shoveler 524 514 472 589 419 Feb 504 400 180 I 5

Pochard 426 334 386 291 261 Feb 340 3000 380 N 3

Tufted Duck 752 591 932 919 897 Jan 818 12000 1100 (N) 8

Little Egret 118 136 203 189 226 Oct 174 1300 45 N 2

Oystercatcher 827 860 1,009 1,024 1,158 Dec 976 8200 3200 Sig 10

Avocet 238 254 520 386 410 Oct 362 730 75 N 4

Ringed Plover 2,625 816 726 526 1737 May 1,286 730 340 I 13

Golden Plover 1,823 7,109 4,194 3,401 1,199 Dec 3,545 9300 4000 (N) 35

Grey Plover 366 254 336 255 604 Feb 363 2500 430 (N) 4

Lapwing 9,943 13,252 6,721 8,230 10,023 Jan 9,634 20000 6200 N 96

Knot 2,681 451 2,162 3,000 2,649 Jan 2,189 4500 3200 (N) 22

Sanderling 141 160 30 405 700 Dec 287 1200 160 N 3

Dunlin 23,241 20,248 21,334 34,489 36,131 Dec 27,089 13300 3500 I 271

Black-tailed Godwit 777 520 641 745 1076 Dec 752 610 430 I 8

Curlew 3,759 3,546 3,696 4,205 2,998 Feb 3,641 8400 1400 N 36

Redshank 3,217 4,001 5,288 7,361 6,785 Oct 5,330 2400 1200 I 53

Turnstone 474 414 614 659 466 Oct 525 1400 480 N 5
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2 THE CHR PROJECT AREA 

2.1 Area description 

The South Gloucestershire and Bristol coastal section of the Severn Estuary SPA includes a number of 

important areas of feeding and roosting habitat for non-breeding waterbirds. The intertidal area 

extends from Hill Flats on the South Gloucestershire-Gloucestershire border in the north to the mouth 

of the River Avon at Bristol Port in the south which lies within the Bristol City Council Unitary Authority. 

This is a distance of c. 24 km and encompasses a number of important coastal features, as follows: 

Oldbury-Littleton section: 

 Intertidal rock and mudflat at Hill Flats extending south to The Ledges 

 Oldbury Tidal Reservoir and rocks 

 Former Magnox silt lagoon at Oldbury power station 

 Littleton Warth and Littleton Brick Pits 

 Aust rocks and cliffs 

 

Northwick section: 

 English Stones intertidal rock 

 Northwick Warth and Pilning Wetland 

Chittening section: 

 Severn Beach and Chittening Warth and Crook’s Marsh inland 

 Bristol Port foreshore 

The CHR project area supports approximately 1,900 ha of intertidal habitat, including c. 900 ha of mud 

and sandflat and 500 ha of saltmarsh (table 2), in addition to c. 500 ha of rocky shore, notably the 

English Stones at New Passage/Severn Beach. The area of intertidal mud and sand represents c. 4.4% 

of the estuary total. The area of saltmarsh represents c. 36% of the estuary total, largely because of 

the importance of Northwick Warth which makes up c. 25% of the estuary total. 

Coastal section Intertidal 
mud & 
sandflats 

Saltmarsh Rocky 
intertidal 

Other 
features 

Adjacent 
inland features 

Oldbury-Littleton 
section: South 
Gloucs/Gloucs 
boundary-M48 
Severn Road Bridge 

252 ha 68 ha including 
Littleton Warth 
(39 ha) 

90 ha Oldbury 
Tidal 
Lagoon 
(360 
ha). 

Oldbury NPS 
silt lagoon 
(10.3 ha), 
Littleton Brick 
Pits (AWT 
reserve) 

Northwick section: 
M48 Road Bridge 
to M5 Road Bridge 

153 ha 356 ha mostly 
Northwick 
Warth 

238 ha part 
of English 
Stones 

 Pilning 
Wetland 
(private) 

Chittening section: 
Severn Beach to 
Avonmouth 

481 ha 56 ha mostly 
ChitteningWarth 
(54 ha) 

176 ha part 
of English 
Stones 

 Crook’s Marsh 

 

Table 2 – major coastal habitats in the CHR project area 
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2.2 Importance of the CHR project area for non-breeding waterbirds 

The CHR project area forms a vital part of the Severn Estuary for non-breeding waterbirds. WeBS data 

provides an important way to assess how many non-breeding waterbirds regularly use the area, 

mostly during daytime on intertidal areas either side of the high-tide period, when birds are largely 

feeding or resting. The project area is covered by five WeBS sectors. These are defined count areas 

which can be covered during each monthly visit by a WeBS counter or a small team.  

The CHR project area regularly supports c. 14% of the estuary total of non-breeding waterbirds based 

on 5 year average count for the target species (table 1). These birds feed and roost over approximately 

1,900 ha of coastal habitat within the project area. The South Gloucestershire and Bristol coastal 

intertidal area represents approximately 7.8% of the Severn Estuary SPA and therefore its importance 

is significantly greater than many other parts of the estuary system. 

The importance of individual WeBS sectors for the target species is set out in table 3 below. The CHR 

coast regularly supports over 1% of the total number of individuals using the estuary for a number of 

species, with notable concentrations of wigeon, gadwall, teal, mallard, oystercatcher, ringed plover, 

grey plover, black-tailed godwit, curlew and redshank. It regularly supports over half of the Severn’s 

nationally-important non-breeding turnstone population. 
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WeBS 

sector 

WeBS 

sector 

name 

Section description CHR section 

covered 

Species for which a WeBS sector regularly supports 1% or more of 

the total SPA population. % of the total SPA population for each 

species is in brackets 

SPA assemblage (5 year mean 

peak 2012/13-2016/17) 

14455 River 

Severn at 

Oldbury 

The Windbound Pub to 

Oldbury Pill 

Oldbury-Littleton 

(excluding section 

north to the S 

Gloucs/Gloucs 

border) 

Wigeon (2.6), teal (5.1), mallard (6.6), tufted duck (1.1), little egret 

(2.6), oystercatcher (1.0), ringed plover (1.5), grey plover (2.1), 

lapwing (6.4), dunlin (4.4), curlew (11.3), redshank (1.3), turnstone 

(9.8) 

3,501 (3.9% SPA total for table 1 

species) 

14454 Littleton 

Warth 

Littleton Warth (from 

Lower Farm to M48 

Road Bridge 

Oldbury-Littleton 

(excluding 

Oldbury Pill to 

Lower Farm) 

Shelduck (1.0), wigeon (4.9), teal (5.9), mallard (2.8), little egret 

(3.1), oystercatcher (1.3), grey plover (5.0), lapwing (2.1), dunlin 

(3.9), curlew (4.8), redshank (1.9), turnstone (3.7) 

2,466 (3.1% of SPA total for table 

1 species) 

14201  Littleton Brick Pits Oldbury-Littleton   

14451 Severn 

Beach 

Old Passage south, 

including Northwick 

Warth and south of 

M5 Road Bridge, 

including Severn 

Beach, 

ChitteningWarth 

Northwick & 

Chittening 

Shelduck (2.6), wigeon (8.7), gadwall (11.7), teal (4.4), mallard (4.5), 

pintail (1.4), shoveler (5.3), tufted duck (1.6), little egret (4.0), 

oystercatcher (15.2), ringed plover (6.4), grey plover (12.1), lapwing 

(3.3), knot (5.4), sanderling (1.3), dunlin (7.7), black-tailed godwit 

(25.4), curlew (6.6), redshank (4.0), turnstone (27.0) 

4,803 (6.11% of SPA total for 

table 1 species) 

14408 Avonmouth Bristol Port foreshore Northwick 

&Chittening 

Shelduck (1.0), gadwall (14.1), mallard (4.4), oystercatcher (2.0), 

ringed plover (3.2), dunlin (1.4), redshank (4.1), turnstone (14.4) 

1,002 (1.3% of SPA total for table 

1 species) 

Totals for CHR project area Shelduck (5.3), wigeon (16.3), gadwall (27.0), teal (16.2), mallard 

(18.3), pintail (1.5), shoveler (6.1), pochard (0.4), tufted duck (2.9), 

little egret (9.7), oystercatcher (19.4), avocet (0.1), ringed plover 

(11.7), golden plover (0.1), grey plover (19.2), lapwing (11.8), knot 

(6.2), sanderling (1.5), dunlin (17.2), black-tailed godwit (25.9), 

curlew (23.2), redshank (11.3), turnstone (54.9) 

11,323 (14.3% of the SPA total 

for table 1 species) 

 
Table 3 – the relative importance of different WeBS sectors for SPA waterbirds 
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3 SURVEYING THE HIGH-TIDE ROOSTS 

3.1 Monitoring method 

Local volunteers were asked to count the number of individuals of all waterbird species at identified 

high-tide roost sites with the project area, with a focus on the target species listed in table 1. Counters 

were asked to count gulls where they were able to, although as with WeBS not all surveyors were able 

to do this. 

Existing roosts were identified in conjunction with local WeBS counters. This included both high-tide 

roosts on saltmarsh and intertidal areas in front of seawalls and adjacent inland roosts, including the 

major freshwater roost within Pilning private wetland. Where roost sites were extensive, eg on 

Littleton and Northwick Warths, survey areas were divided between surveyors to make it easier to 

count accurately. 

Most surveyors were able to identify many of the commonest waterbirds from the start of the project 

although few had experience of counting large flocks of roosting (or flying birds). Two workshops were 

held to help volunteers brush up on species identification, roost count estimation and field recording 

through both classroom and field sessions. 

A copy of the field recording form is included in appendix 1. For each roost, the following information 

was obtained: 

 Location and approximate extent 

 Roost substrate/habitat 

 Waterbird species and monthly count 

 Other notable species 

 Assessment of ongoing human disturbance 

Site visits were carried out monthly over a three-year period from February 2016 to May 2019. This 

generated data covering: 

 Four spring passage periods 2016 to 2019 

 Three autumn passage periods Jul-Oct 2016 to 2018 

 Three winter periods Nov-Mar 2016/17 to 2018/19 

Volunteers were asked to carry out full counts during the core winter (Dec-Feb), spring passage (Apr-

May) and autumn passage (Aug-Sep) periods. These are the months where the most significant counts 

of target species were likely to occur. In addition, surveyors were encouraged to continue counts 

outside these core periods. 

Counts were timed to coincide with high tides at weekends when most surveyors were available. 

Counts within two days of the identified monthly survey date were accepted, recognising the limited 

potential for some double counting. Occasionally, some high-tides covered a roost site and a zero 

return was recorded. This was important when considering the potential for zero counts to be linked 

to possible disturbance events prior to the arrival of a surveyor at a high-tide roost site. 

3.2 List of monitored roosts 

21 existing and potential roost sites were identified at the start of the project. Early assessment 

confirmed that five of them no longer provided regular roost facilities and these were removed from 

the survey list. From February 2016 ten roost sites were regularly monitored: 
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1. Littleton Pill North 

2. Littleton Pill South 

3. Cake Pill 

4. Northwick Flash 

5. Northwick Warth 

6. New Passage 

7. Pilning Wetland 

8. Shaft Beach 

9. Severn Beach 

10. New Pill 

Following a workshop in November 2016, a further eight sites were added: 

11. Hill Pill 

12. Pillhead Gout 

13. Lower Farm West 

14. Coppin’s Lane 

15. Aust Cliffs (North of Severn Bridge) 

16. Aust Cliffs (South of Severn Bridge) 

17. Stup Pill 

18. Mitchel Salt Rhine 

Following further consultation in 2017/18, monitoring at the Coppin’s Lane and Aust Bridge (S) sites 

was discontinued because of a lack of regular waterbird roosts leaving 16 roosts which were 

monitored through to the end of the project in May 2019. The locations of the original 18 monitored 

roost sites are shown on maps 1-4 below. 

Transcription errors in the names of three sites were included and then used throughout the project 

period. For the sake of continuity, the erroneous names are retained in this report, although the 

proper names of these sites are as follows: 

Project name Correct name 

Coppin’s Lane Cophills Lane 

Stup Pill Stuppill Gout 

Mitchel Salt Rhyne Mitchell’s Gout 

 
In addition, Littleton Pill North and South are probably better described as Littleton Warth North and 

South and New Pill is more accurately described as New Pill Gout. 
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Map 1 – monitored high-tide roosts north of Oldbury. 1. Hill Pill 

 

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 2 – monitored high-tide roosts between Oldbury-on-Severn & the M48 Severn Road Bridge. 2. 

Pillhead Gout, 3. Lower Farm West, 4. Coppin’s Lane, 5. Littleton Pill North, 6. Littleton Pill South, 7. 

Aust Cliffs North 
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Map 3 – monitored high-tide roosts between the M48 & M4 Severn Road Bridges. 8. Aust Cliffs South, 

9. Cake Pill, 10. Northwick Flash, 11. Northwick Warth, 12. New Passage, 13. Pilning wetland 

 

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 4 – monitored high-tide roosts between the M4 Severn Road Bridge & Bristol Port. 14. Shaft 

Beach, 15. Severn Beach, 16. New Pill, 17. Stup Pill, 18. Mitchel Salt Rhyne 

3.3 Overview of roost sites 

Hill Pill (grid ref ST627974) (map 5) – this relatively small site is located c. 2 km north-east of 

Shepperdine and lies adjacent to Hill Flats and Shepperdine/Lydney Sands. It is the most northerly and 

isolated of the high-tide roosts within the survey area and consists of Hill Pill itself and adjacent 

saltmarsh. The site is nearly always flooded at high tide, sometimes with the water approaching the 

edge of the sea wall, submerging all roosting habitat. On these occasions, gulls and ducks roost on 

water with waders roosting at other unflooded sites.  
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Map 5 – Hill Pill high-tide roost site 

Pillhead Gout (grid ref ST597925) (map 6) – this site lies c. 1 km west of Oldbury-on-Severn and 

incorporates the saltmarsh on Cowhill Pill and Warth and an area of pasture, extending up to Oldbury 

Pill. Though monitored separately from the Littleton Pill North & South sites, it is essentially part of 

the same extended area of saltmarsh within the Littleton Pill system. It is mainly a saltmarsh roost site 

which extends east and west of the observation point and includes a 1.5 m step down to the estuary, 

obscuring views of small waterbirds at lower high tides. The saltmarsh is rarely flooded except on the 

highest spring tides.  

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 6 – Pillhead Gout high-tide roost site 

Lower Farm West (grid ref ST595915) (map 7) - this is a large field of improved grassland regularly 

grazed by sheep and cattle. It is located c. 1 km west of Cowhill. The field lies immediately behind the 

sea wall and is therefore never flooded at high tide, although the water table is frequently high during 

winter due to rainfall. The field occasionally supports large flocks of waders and black-headed gulls in 
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winter, acting as a refuge when there is coastal disturbance or on high spring tides when other 

intertidal roosts are flooded out.  

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 7 – Lower Farm West roost site 

Coppin’s Lane (grid ref ST594922) (map 8) – this is a small field of improved grassland which does not 

seem to be grazed regularly, with sheep and cattle rarely seen. The grass is often long and do not look 

particularly suitable for roosting waterbirds. Because the site lies behind the seawall it is not flooded 

by high tides although the water table is high in winter months due to rainfall. Very few birds are 

recorded at the site apart from an occasional mallard or grey heron. After a short period of monitoring, 

the site was removed from the project. 

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 8 – Coppin’s Lane high-tide roost site 

Littleton Pill North (grid ref ST593917) (map 9) – this is the northern part of the large Littleton Warth 

saltmarsh site. Littleton Pill North extends from Littleton Pill/Thornmead Gout north to Pillhead Gout 

where it ends for roost monitoring purposes. The high-tide roost area consists mainly of saltmarsh, 

especially on the edges of the Pill itself, saltmarsh c. 200 m north of the Pill and open water at the 
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mouth of the Pill and on the adjacent river on incoming tides. Flooding of the upper saltmarsh occurs 

only on the highest spring tides although the exposed mud within the Pill is covered on at least half of 

the high tides. 

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 9 – Littleton Pill North roost site 

Littleton Pill South (grid ref ST593917) (map 10) – this forms the southern part of the Littleton Warth 

saltmarsh. It extends southwards from Littleton Pill/Thornmead Gout to a point opposite the salmon 

catch. Littleton Warth then merges southwards into the Aust Cliff North roost monitoring site. The 

count area includes an inland field adjacent to the saltmarsh. The lowest part of the site consists of 

cord-grass (Spartina) and mud which is covered by all but neap high tides. This is backed by a half 

metre cliff which forms the seaward edge of the saltmarsh. The marsh itself is occasionally grazed by 

cattle. Much of the roost area is only covered on the largest spring tides, occurring a couple of times 

a year. There are pastures behind the sea wall, one of which is wet enough for curlews and other 

waders at certain times during the autumn and winter. In bad weather, waterbirds roost either on the 

more sheltered part of the shore towards Aust Cliff or roost elsewhere. 

 

Aust Cliff North (grid ref ST571900) (map 11) – this is a high-tide water roost used by wildfowl (mainly 

wigeon and mallard) which probably provides an important refuge for birds which have been displaced 

by disturbance from other roost sites. It lies immediately offshore but upriver from Aust Cliffs towards 

the old railway carriage. 
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Map 10 – Littleton Pill South roost site 

     
                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 11 Aust Cliffs North roost site 

Cake Pill (grid ref ST884560) (map 12) – this roost site consists of intertidal saltmarsh, the muddy 

banks of Cake Pill itself and an area of open water in the Pill at high tide, especially where it widens 

out to join the estuary. The Pill provides some seclusion for roosting birds from landward disturbance 

and during poor weather, notably for redshank, curlew and ducks such as mallard, wigeon, shelduck 

and gadwall. 

Northwick Flash (grid ref ST553873) (map 13) – this is a shallow scrape created and then abandoned 

by wildfowlers in the upper saltmarsh towards the mid-point of Northwick Warth. It only floods on 

very high spring tides with a pool being present in most years between September and May when tidal 

conditions allow. The scrape is dry in most summers. When flooded, Northwick Flash is spectacular, 

and attracts very large numbers of roosting waders and ducks from elsewhere within Northwick 

Warth. There can be significant waterbird movement between this roost, Northwick Warth and Pilning 

Wetland, with the latter two sites providing refuge when the Flash is disturbed. 
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Map 12 – Cake Pill roost site 
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Map 13 – Northwick Flash roost site 

Northwick Warth (grid ref ST549869) (map 13) – this is the largest roost site within the project area, 

extending from Chestle Pill north to the tidal creek at Cake Pill on Aust Warth, a distance of c. 1.5 km. 

It consists of a broad zone of upper saltmarsh c. 150 m wide, fronted by a small saltmarsh cliff onto 

intertidal mud. It is grazed by cattle from April-October.  

Roosting birds are often spread out over much of the saltmarsh area, which remains uncovered on 

most high tides but high spring tides cover the whole area forcing birds to move onto the Pilning 

Wetland and other areas. It is a favoured roost site for curlew, black-tailed godwit, dunlin, 

oystercatcher, lapwing, wigeon, teal, shelduck and mallard. 
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Map 14 – Northwick Warth roost site 

New Passage (grid ref ST545865) (map 15) – this roost site lies at the mouth of the tidal creek known 

as Chestle Pill, a watercourse which drains a number of inland rhines into the Severn. It consists of a 

shingle beach and a small area of saltmarsh, mudbanks and open water which provide shelter during 

poor weather for a range of ducks and waders. The north bank of the Pill is a popular roosting site for 

redshank and seaweed-covered rocks below the seawall are one favourite locations for turnstone. The 

roost also supports large number of teal and wigeon. On spring tides the whole the roost site is 

covered and birds move a few hundred metres north onto Northwick Warth or onto the nearby Pilning 

Wetland pools inland of the seawall. 

 

                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 15 – New Passage roost site 

Pilning Wetland (grid ref ST550866) (map 16) - this is an enclosed 12+ ha site, formerly a military 

shooting range used as rough sheep pasture. One pool was created in 1991 and the site was purchased 

privately in 2005. Since 2010 another four areas of shallow pools/scrapes have been added. The pools 
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are topped up with freshwater pumped from a drainage rhine that flows through the site. Pilning 

Wetland is now used by many species for feeding and roosting, particularly on the highest tides or 

when birds are disturbed from adjacent saltmarsh roost sites. The site is not fully exempt from 

disturbance due to farming and site maintenance operations, however this disturbance usually just 

involves birds moving back to the shore for a short period of time. 

 

                                                                                                                                 Ordnance Survey Data © Crown copyright and database right 2019 

Map 16 – Pilning Wetland roost site 

Shaft Beach (grid ref ST 539858) (map 17) - this foreshore-roost site consists mainly of large rocks with 

two small ‘beaches’ at either end exposed at low high tides. Birds roost at the southernmost end of 

the site, normally on the rocks, with the occasional single bird using the northernmost part of the site. 

At very high tides (14.0m +) there are no roosting birds and a strong onshore wind with water breaking 

over the rocks generally rules out any roosting birds. However, there are exceptions, with turnstones 

sometimes seeming to be oblivious to stormy conditions. 
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Map 17 – Shaft Beach roost site 
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Severn Beach (grid ref ST 535832) (map 18) - the shore at Severn Beach consists of intertidal mudflats, 

an expanding saltmarsh and patches of shingle. On the highest spring tides (14 m+) there is no space 

for birds to roost so they move to roost sites nearby at New Pill and Shaft Beach. With high tides of 

10-12 m there is usually sufficient space for waders to roost just below the saltmarsh without 

disturbance. 
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Map 18 – Severn Beach roost site 

New Pill (grid ref 534832) (map 19) – this roost site is located at the northern end of Chittening Warth, 

close to the Severn Beach railway. It consists mainly of saltmarsh used by a variety of waders, including 

curlew and oystercatcher. Shelduck and mallard use the Pill which fills totally on very high tides.  
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Map 19 – New Pill roost site 

Stup Pill (grid ref ST529821) (map 20) – this roost site is located on the seaward side of Stuppill Gout 

on Chittening Warth, close to Crook’s Marsh. It is a relatively wide, short and open pill with some reeds 

at its mouth. Some saltmarsh and intertidal mud remains exposed on neap high tides. Areas of muddy 
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bank within the Pill is flooded on about 50% of high tides. From September to April wildfowl numbers 

increase but most duck seem to prefer other roost sites further north. Similarly, very few waders use 

this site compared to other nearby roosts. 
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Map 20 – Stup Pill roost site 

Mitchel Salt Rhyne (grid ref ST524814) (map 21) – this site is located at the seaward end of Mitchell’s 

Gout on Chittening Warth. It consists of a narrow reed-fringed pill with saltmarsh at its mouth and 

plenty of exposed mud remaining on neap high tides. Areas of mud within the roost area are flooded 

on about 50% of high tides. The Pill provides good cover for waterbirds from prevailing south-

westerlies. From September to April waterbird numbers increase but like Stup Pill most of these winter 

birds seem to prefer other roost sites further north. 
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Map 21 – Mitchel Salt Rhyne roost site 
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3.4 Assessing roost significance 

The BTO used the following definition to help identify the most significant high-tide roosts within 

Clevedon to Oldbury coastal area during a 2015-16 roost assessment project for Natural England 

(Woodward et al 2016): 

1. SPA Primary Roosts supporting more than 1% of an SPA Qualifying Species on more than 50% 

of visits during winter or passage periods. 

2. Possible SPA Roost Site usually roosts where there is insufficient monthly data on numbers 

or frequency of use of the roost. For roost sites where an SPA Qualifying Species could exceed 

1% of the SPA population on more than 50% of visits during winter or passage periods. 

The assessment was to some extent hampered by insufficient data from which to fully assess roost 

significance for non-SPA Qualifying Species. With the data available through the CHR project it is 

possible to provide a more accurate assessment of the importance of roost sites for ‘2001 SPA Review 

Species’ ie those which were not identified as SPA Qualifying Species at the time of designation but 

which now occur on the Severn in internationally or nationally important numbers, or, like non-

breeding mallard, regularly occur in counts of more than 2,000 birds. 

In addition, the CHR project took the view that the NE criteria for identifying SPA Primary Roosts was 

too restrictive. This is for two reasons: 

 Firstly, roost sites are dynamic and levels of use by different species varies considerably 

according to factors such as weather, high-tide levels and critically, human disturbance. 

Frequency of use of a roost site by a particular species does not always provide a reliable 

indication of its importance under particular conditions, and it was therefore felt that 

presence in greater than 1% levels on over 50% of visits set the bar to qualify as a primary 

roost site too high. 

 Add to that the fact that roost sites were only visited once a month, and it is easy to see that 

where high numbers of roosting birds have been recorded (especially where these occur 

during the same period over more than one year), there is a strong case for identifying them 

as significant. 

A more precautionary approach to the evaluation of roost significance is adopted in this report 

because count data remains limited. In many cases a roost site was only infrequently used by some 

species, but when this happened, the number of birds using the site was significant. Further data may 

shed light on why this pattern occurred, but it is fair to assume that these roosts provide a critical 

function on these occasions. 

For the purposes of the CHR project, survey data was used to identify SPA Primary Roosts. These were 

roost sites supporting peak counts of ≥1% of the Severn SPA assemblage or of any ‘listed’ species of 

current international or national importance within the SPA during winter or spring/autumn passage 

periods for at least one of the three survey years (table 1). This grouping was divided into further 

categories: 

1. Primary Assemblage Roost (PAR) – which supported ≥1% of the total waterbird assemblage 

of the Severn Estuary on at least one occasion (based on the WeBS 5 year mean peak in table 

1). 
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2. Primary Species Roost (PSR) – which supported ≥1% of the total Severn population of any 

significant waterbird species on at least one occasion (based on the WeBS 5 year mean peak 

in table 1). A high-tide roost site could be a PSR for more than one species. This category is 

divided into three groups: 

 

a. International Species Primary Roost (IPS) – roosts which supported one or more 

species of any waterbird regularly occurring in international numbers in the Severn 

Estuary. This was divided into three categories: 

 

i. IPS1 - >5% of the SPA total (based on the WeBS 5 year mean peak in table 1) 

ii. IPS2 - >3-5% of the SPA assemblage total (ditto) 

iii. IPS3 – 1-3% of the SPA assemblage total (ditto) 

 

b. National Species Primary Roost (NPS) - roosts which supported one or more species 

of any waterbird regularly occurring in national numbers in the Severn Estuary. This 

was divided into three categories: 

 

iv. NPS1 - >5% of the SPA total (based on the WeBS 5 year mean peak in table 1) 

v. NPS2 - >3-5% (ditto) 

vi. NPS3 – 1-3% (ditto) 

 

c. Estuary Species Roost (EPS) - roosts which supported one or more species of any 

other waterbird regularly occurring in ≥1% of the Severn Estuary total. This was 

divided into three categories: 

 

vii. EPS1 - >5% of the SPA total (based on the WeBS 5 year mean peak in table 1) 

viii. EPS2 - >3-5% (ditto) 

ix. EPS3 – 1-3% (ditto) 

The PSR classification enables key roost sites for each target species to be identified, with 

some account taken of the number of individual birds counted at each roost site.  
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4 RESULTS 

4.1 Location of compiled data 

Appendix 3 graphs show monthly variation in the total number of each table 1 wader species 

throughout the project period. Appendix 4 graphs show the same monthly variation for ducks, with 

the exception of pintail and pochard which are not included because counts of both species were too 

low. Little egret occurred in relatively low numbers throughout the survey period but showed clear 

patterns of roost utilisation, as illustrated in appendix 4 (fig A4.8). 

Appendix 5 includes peak assemblage data for each roost site. This is discussed in more detail in 

section 4.3 below. 

Appendices 6 to 11 provide a summary of all significant species counted at each roost site by season 

during the project period.  

Appendix 12 provides a summary of all principal roost sites by species using the roost site criteria set 

out above. 

4.2 Combined roost counts for all waterbirds 

A total of 89,593 waterbirds were counted during the three-year CHR project, including 51,332 

waders, 23,535 duck and 14,086 other waterbirds, including 9,366 gulls. 74,426 individuals of the 23 

target species were counted (table 1). Figs 1-2 shows the relative contribution of each target species 

to the overall target species count. Fig 3 – shows the same for gulls.  

 

 

Fig 1 – target wader species assemblage composition 

 

Composition of target wader assemblage by species 
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Sanderling
Avocet
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Fig 2 – target duck species assemblage composition 

 

 

Fig 3 – gull species composition at high-tide roosts 

Monthly count data for table 1 target species is included in tables A2.1 and A2.2 in appendix 2 and 

presented in figs 4-6 below. These show the typical seasonal variation in numbers that occur at all 

major wetland sites, including: 

 Typically, peak use of roosts occurred during autumn and winter periods with assemblage 

maxima mostly in the core winter months of Dec-Feb. 

 Jun-Jul showed typically low numbers. This is the time when most waterbirds were on their 

breeding grounds further north. 

 ‘Shoulders’ from Jul-Aug into autumn relate to the start of autumn passage when the number 

of returning waterbirds increased. It usually involves a large number of juvenile birds as well 

as adults. 
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 There was significant variation in waterbird numbers between years, with counts in 2016 

significantly higher than in 2018 and 2019. 2016 included a series of high cumulative counts, 

notably in October and the core winter months Dec-Feb. Looking at figs 2-3, this may have 

been largely fuelled by differences in the number of waders counted at roosts, especially 

dunlin and black-tailed godwits, with numbers of both considerably lower in the 

corresponding months of 2017/18 and 2018/19. This appears to be reflected in 2016/17 and 

2017/18 WeBS data as well. 2018/19 WeBS data is not yet available. 

 

It was probably less typical to see such low numbers during the spring passage period, normally Apr-

May, with only a small number of species registering any significant use of roosts during this period 

(see below). 

 

Fig 4 

 

Fig 5 
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Fig 6 

4.3 Primary Assemblage Roosts (PARs) 

Table 4 gives a summary of peak counts of the waterbird assemblage at each roost by season during 

the project period. For the period 2013/14-2016/17 the five-year mean peak count for the Severn 

Estuary waterbird assemblage was of 82,484 birds per year. On this basis, any roost site that held >824 

birds on any monthly visit supported 1% or more of the estuary assemblage and therefore was 

identified as a Primary Assemblage Roost (PAR).  

All figures in bold in table 4 represent counts of 1% or more of the Severn assemblage. Peak roost 

counts for the following sites are therefore significant within the context of the Severn Estuary as a 

whole, which were identified as PARs (also in table 5): 

 Littleton Pill North: a peak count of 920 waterbirds represents 1.1% of the estuary assemblage. 

 Northwick Flash: a peak count of 3,147 waterbirds represents 3.8% of the estuary assemblage. 

 Northwick Warth: a peak count of 1,142 waterbirds represents 1.4% of the estuary 

assemblage. 

 Pilning Wetland: a peak count of 2,964 waterbirds represents 3.6% of the estuary assemblage. 

 

In addition, roosts counts of 820 birds at Pillhead Gout in December 2016 and 808 birds at Pilning in 

September 2017 represent 0.99% and 0.98% of the SPA assemblage. It is particularly important to 

recognise the importance of Pillhead Gout as a significant SPA assemblage roost site. 
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Table 4 – peak assemblage counts of waterbirds by season for the monitored roost sites. Figures in 

bold indicate counts >1% of the Severn Estuary SPA assemblage population and represent Primary 

Assemblage Roosts (PARs) using the criteria set out in section 3.4 above. 

4.4 Primary Roost Sites for target species 

The importance of individual roosts for target waterbird species is summarised in table 5 below.  

The following account provides further information on the importance of individual roosts for target 

species and includes a summary of the seasonal importance of roost sites for these species, 

incorporating the data tabulated in appendix 12.  

Nb. – in the following account percentage figures quoted in brackets refer to the proportion of the 

SPA species total that the count represents. 

Dunlin (fig A3.1) 

The Severn Estuary supports an internationally-important non-breeding population of dunlin which 

peaks during the core Dec-Feb winter period, although numbers have declined steeply in recent 

decades. Dunlin were by far the commonest wader reported at roosts during the project period, 

accounting for 60% of all waders, 32.5% of all target species and 37% of all waterbirds, with a total of 

24,190 individual birds counted. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the 

CHR project roosts supported 1,912 birds per month, c. 7% of the total wintering dunlin population 

on the Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 17% recorded during WeBS intertidal surveys and 

suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project area. Autumn passage 

numbers increased from August, with notably high counts achieved in October 2016. Significantly 

more dunlin were counted at roosts in autumn/winter 2016 than in 2017 and 2018, with numbers 

reduced from 2,000+ per month for the project area reduced to several hundred in 2017 and 2018. 

Very little spring passage movement was detected after March during the project period. 

 

 

Roost

Spring 

2016

Autumn 

2016

Winter 

2016-17

Spring 

2017

Autumn 

2017

Winter 

2017-18

Spring 

2018

Autumn 

2018

Winter 

2018-19

Spring 

2019

Hill Pill 134 32 117 325 68 397 227 31

Pillhead Gout 820 4 283 138 4 121 92 11

Lower Farm West 60 13 285 640

Coppin's Lane 3

Littleton Pill North 72 920 14 205 589 21 280 390 41

Littleton Pill South 50 433 6 226 214 28 175 96 14

 Aust Cliff N 276 11 99 0 0 81 24

Aust Cliff S 0 0

Cake Pill 49 586 38 79 535 13 66 83 30

Northwick Flash 326 2640 850 0 265 3147 0 0

Northwick Warth 170 665 796 36 883 447 179 860 1142 166

New Passage 94 349 245 17 227 523 34 427 228 10

Pilning Wetland 314 1131 2964 294 808 1469 319 589 1566 124

Shaft Beach 1 107 392 5 196 0 77 136

Severn Beach 116 231 238 80 196 216 114 193 474 60

New Pill 86 75 127 55 163 137 28 257 105 29

Stup Pill 96 55 49 5 71 26 14

Mitchel Salt Rhyne 170 21 64 2 77 46 21
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Table 5 –importance of individual CHR roosts for target waterbirds. 

BTO species codes used. Figures in brackets represent the highest primary roost category recorded for each 

species at each site within the survey period. I spp – species for which the Severn Estuary SPA regularly supports 

internationally-important numbers. N spp - species for which the Severn Estuary SPA regularly supports 

nationally-important numbers. E spp – species which regularly occur in significant sub-national numbers in the 

Severn Estuary SPA. 

Figs A6.1, A8.1 and A10.1 in the appendices show the relative importance of the different roost sites 

for dunlin throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts for all target 

species by season, including dunlin. In summary: 

 Spring: no significant roosts were identified. 

 Autumn: IPS1 Northwick Flash (1), Pilning (1). IPS3 – Northwick Warth (3). 

 Winter: IPS1 – Northwick Flash (1), Pilning. IPS3 - Pillhead Gout, Lower Farm W (1), Littleton 

Pill N (2), Cake Pill (2), Northwick Flash, Northwick Warth (2), New Passage, Pilning, Shaft 

Beach. 

Site

Primary assemblage 

roost - % of SPA at 

peak

I spp N spp E spp

Relative 

importance within 

CHR project area

Hill Pill L (3), SV (3) TT (1), WN (3) OC (3) Medium

Pillhead Gout
(1%)

DU (3), L (3), RP 

(3)

CU (2), TT (1), 

WN (3) Medium

Lower Farm West DU (3), L (3) CU (2) Low

Coppin's Lane

Littleton Pill North 1.1

DU (3), RK (3), T. 

(2) CU (2), WN (2)

OC (3), GV (3), 

MA (3) High

Littleton Pill South SU (3) CU (3), WN (3)

OC (3), KT (3), 

GA (1) Medium

 Aust Cliff N WN (2) OC (3), MA (3) Low

Aust Cliff S

Cake Pill

DU (3), BW (2), 

T. (3) WN (2) OC (3), GA (3) Medium

Northwick Flash 3.8

DU (1), RK (1), RP 

(3), BW (1), SU 

(3), SV (3)

CU (3), TT (1), 

WN (3)

OC (1), KT (3), 

GV (1) High

Northwick Warth 1.4

DU (3), RK (2), RP 

(2), BW (1), SU 

(3)

CU (2), TT (1), 

WN (1)

OC (1), KT (2), 

MA (3), GA (3) High

New Passage

DU (3), RK (3), RP 

(3), BW (1), SU 

(3)

CU (3), TT (1), 

WN (1)

OC (2), KT (3), 

MA (3), GA (3) High

Pilning Wetland 3.6

DU (1), RK (3), RP 

(3), BW (1), T. 

(2), SV (1)

CU (3), TT (3), 

WN (2)

KT (1), GV (3), 

MA (2), GA (1), 

TU (2) High

Shaft Beach DU (3), RP (1) TT (1) Medium

Severn Beach RK (3), RP (1) CU (3), TT (1)

OC (2), GV (2), 

GA (3) Medium

New Pill BW (1), SV (3) CU (3)

OC (1), MA (3), 

GA (2) Medium

Stup Pill

OC (2), MA (3), 

GA (3) Low

Mitchel Salt Rhyne TT (1)

OC (3), MA (3), 

GA (1) Low

Summary of roost site importance
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Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for dunlin. This data suggests that Northwick Flash and Pilning Wetland are the most important sites 

within the project area for dunlin, although use of the Flash is heavily constrained by tide levels and 

only becomes available for roosting birds in very high spring tides. Although typical winter counts at 

these two sites were usually c. 500 birds, counts could be exceptional: in winter 2017/17 2,345 dunlin 

were counted on the Flash (8.7%) and in winter 2016/17 1,500 (5.5%) were counted on Pilning 

Wetland. 

Redshank (fig A3.2) 

The Severn Estuary also supports an internationally-important non-breeding population of redshank. 

Redshank was one of the commoner species recorded, with a total of 4,291 birds, representing c. 8% 

of all waders, 5.7% of all target species and 4.8% of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the 

three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported 222 birds per month, c. 4% of the 

total wintering dunlin population on the Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 11% recorded 

on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds may roost outside 

the project area like dunlin. Redshank showed a clear annual pattern of roost use (fig A3.2), with the 

highest roost occupancy occurring between Aug-Apr (ie most of the year), with low points generally 

in May-Jul. The timing of peak counts varied between years – typically with strong autumn passage 

Oct-Nov and good numbers in late winter and spring (Feb-Apr), although numbers varied a lot 

between years. 

Figs A6.2, A8.2 and A10.2 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

redshank throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts for all target 

species by season, including redshank. In summary: 

 Spring: IPS3 New Passage (1), Pilning (1). 

 Autumn: IPS1 Northwick Flash (1). IPS2 - Northwick Warth (1). IPS3 – Littleton Pill N (1), 

Northwick Warth (1), New Passage (1), Pilning (3). 

 Winter: IPS3 Littleton Pill N (2), Northwick Flash (1), Pilning (2), New Passage (3), Severn Beach 

(1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for redshank. The data suggests that significant redshank roosts occur widely within the project area, 

including two spring sites at New Passage and Pilning Wetland. Pilning was the most frequently 

occupied primary roost site in autumn and winter. New Passage was also a frequent wintering site for 

redshank, with the muddy creeks favoured by this species. Northwick Flash held exceptional numbers 

in autumn 2016 with 259 birds, representing 4.9% of the SPA total.  

Curlew (fig A3.3) 

This is a national priority species, now red listed and of international concern because of sharp declines 

in the European breeding population. Curlew occur in nationally important numbers on the Severn, 

where they have been shown to be faithful to certain intertidal feeding areas in winter. 4,272 birds 

were counted during the project, representing 8.3% of all waders, 5.7% of all target species and 4.8% 

of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project 

roosts supported 286 birds per month, c. 8% of the total wintering curlew population on the Severn. 

This is significantly lower than the c. 23% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that 
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a large proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project area like dunlin and redshank. Typically, 

curlew numbers built up from September peaking in Oct-Dec at about 2-300 birds, with an exceptional 

count in December 2016 of 378 birds. As with other species, significantly more curlew were present 

in 2016/17 than in winter 2017/18 and 2018/19. 

Figs A6.3, A8.3 and A10.3 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

curlew throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for curlew. In summary: 

 Spring: NPS3 - Northwick Flash (1) 

 Autumn: NPS2 – Pillhead Gout (1). NPS3 - Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (3), New 

Passage (1), New Pill (2) 

 Winter: NPS2 – Pillhead Gout (1), Lower Farm W (1), Northwick Warth (1). NPS3: Littleton Pill 

N (1), Littleton Pill S (2), Northwick Flash (2), Northwick Warth (1), Pilning (3), Severn Beach 

(1), New Pill (2). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for curlew. The data suggests that there was only a small spring passage of curlew within the project 

area. Through autumn and winter Northwick Warth with Northwick Flash were consistently important 

for curlew, with Littleton Warth (N & S) also important. Pilning again provided an important 

disturbance-free roost site in winter though curiously did not seem to be significant in autumn. Lower 

Farm West provided a significant inland roost for curlew during the project period. Pillhead Gout and 

New Pill were important for curlew in both autumn and winter. 

Lapwing (fig A3.4) 

The Severn supports a nationally-important wintering population of lapwing. 5,210 lapwing were 

recorded during the project period, representing 10.% of all waders, 7% of the target species and 5.9% 

of all waterbirds counted. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR 

project roosts supported 503 birds per month, c. 5% of the total wintering lapwing population on the 

Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 12% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and 

suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project area. Numbers began to 

build from about October, peaking in Dec-Jan with counts of 500+ with the largest count of 825 in 

January 2019. 

Figs A6.4, A8.4 and A10.4 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

lapwing throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for lapwing. In summary: 

 Spring: no significant roosts were identified. 

 Autumn: no significant roosts were identified. 

 Winter: IPS1 – Pilning (1). IPS2 – Pilning (1). IPS3 – Hill Pill (1), Pillhead Gout (1), Lower Farm 

W (2), Pilning (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for curlew. The data suggests that there was no significant spring or autumn lapwing roost within the 

project area. Significant winter roosts were confined to a few key sites, notably Pilning and roosts in 

the north of the project area – Hill Pill, Pillhead Gout and Lower Farm West, with the latter being the 
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only significant inland site. Pilning supported 600 birds in winter 2018/19 representing 6.2% of the 

SPA population. 

Oystercatcher (fig A3.5). 

This is a common and widespread wader within the Severn Estuary although peak counts are only 

about one third of the threshold for national importance. Based on average counts for the three winter 

periods (Nov-Mar) CHR project roosts supported 163 birds per month, c. 17% of the total wintering 

oystercatcher population on the Severn. This is similar to the c. 19% recorded on the intertidal through 

WeBS and suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost within the project area. 

Oystercatchers showed less monthly variation in their numbers at roosts within the project area than 

other wader species, presumably because many younger birds and adult non-breeders summered 

within the area. There was a significant autumn build-up of numbers though, with annual peaks of c. 

200-250 birds, especially in Sep-Nov and February. 

Figs A6.5, A8.5 and A10.5 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

oystercatcher throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including 

those for oystercatcher. In summary: 

 Spring: EPS1 – Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (1), New Pill (1). EPS2 – Severn Beach (1). 

EPS3 – Cake Pill (1), Northwick Warth (2), Severn Beach (2), New Pill (1). 

 Autumn: EPS1 – Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (3). EPS3 – Severn Beach (1), New Pill 

(1). 

 Winter: EPS1 – Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (1). EP2 – Stupp Pill (1). EPS3 – New 

Passage (1), Severn Beach (1), Mitchel Salt Rhyne (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for oystercatcher. The data suggests that primary roosts occurred mostly from Northwick Warth and 

sites further south, with Northwick Warth being the major roost site within the project area for this 

species. There was significant spring roost use by oystercatchers within the project area, with the 

highest counts on Northwick Flash, Northwick Warth and New Pill. 60 birds each were recorded at 

Northwick Flash and New Pill in spring 2016, with 130 on Northwick Warth in spring 2018. These 

figures represent 6.1% and 12% of the estuary total. Autumn peak roost counts include 190 on 

Northwick Warth in 2016 and 225 in 2018 representing c. 19.5% and 23.1% of the estuary total 

respectively. Winter 2016/17 counts at Northwick Warth peaked at 115 birds, c. 11.8% of the estuary 

total, part of a seasonal pattern which suggests that the project area supports more oystercatchers in 

autumn than in winter. 

Turnstone (fig A3.6) 

The Severn supports nationally important numbers of non-breeding turnstone. 2,061 individuals were 

counted during the project period, representing 4% of the total waders counted, 2.8% of all target 

species and 0.5% of all waterbirds counted. Based on average counts for the three winter periods 

(Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported 171 birds per month, representing c. 33% of the total 

wintering turnstone population on the Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 55% recorded on 

the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that a significant number of feeding birds roost outside the 

project area. Turnstone showed a strong autumn passage trend in all three monitoring years with 
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peaks of over 150 birds from Nov-Jan, especially in 2016 when numbers were higher generally than in 

2017 and 2018. Hardly any spring passage was recorded during the project period however. 

Figs A6.6, A8.6 and A10.6 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

turnstone throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for turnstone. In summary: 

 Spring: NPS3 – Severn Beach (1). 

 Autumn: NPS1 - Northwick Warth (2), New Passage (3), Shaft Beach (1), Severn Beach (1). 

NPS2 – Severn Beach (1). NPS3 – Northwick Warth (1), Pilning (1). 

 Winter: NPS1 – Hill Pill (2), Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (1), Shaft Beach (3), Severn 

Beach (3), Mitchel Salt Rhyne (1). NPS3 – Hill Pill (3), New Passage (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for turnstone. The data suggest that there was little spring roost activity within the project area with 

the exception of Severn Beach. There was good autumn roost occupation, coinciding with strong 

autumn passage of turnstones. Autumn roost sites were confined to sites on Northwick Warth and 

further south, with large numbers of turnstone present at Northwick Warth, New Passage, Shaft Beach 

and Severn Beach, with peaks of 50, 65, 71 and 30 respectively, representing c. 9.5%, 12.4%, 13.5% 

and 5.7% of the estuary total. Winter roosts included good numbers at Hill Pill, Northwick Flash, 

Northwick Warth, Shaft Beach and Severn Beach, with peaks of 55, 39, 60, 134 and 100 respectively, 

representing 10.5%, 7.4%, 11.4%, 25.5% and 19% of the estuary total. Winter counts on Shaft Beach 

and Severn Beach were the highest for turnstone during the winter period and highlight the 

importance of these two sites for the species within the project area. 

Ringed plover (fig A3.7) 

The Severn supports internationally important numbers of non-breeding ringed plover with the 

highest counts usually in the spring and autumn passage periods. 1,003 birds were recorded during 

the project period, representing 2% of the total waders counted, 1.3% of the total target species count 

and 1.1% of the total waterbird count. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-

Mar), CHR project roosts supported 20 birds, c. 2% of the total wintering ringed plover population on 

the Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 12% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and 

suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project area. Ringed plover showed 

a significant spring passage roost occupancy, with 117 birds recorded in May 2016. Similarly, there 

was a strong autumn passage with 147 birds counted in Aug 2016. Winter count totals within the 

project area were c. 20-30 birds, only c. 20% of the peak spring and autumn passage periods.  

Figs A6.7, A8.7 and A10.7 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

ringed plover throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including 

those for ringed plover. In summary: 

 Spring: IPS3 - Northwick Flash (1), Severn Beach (2). 

 Autumn: IPS1: Shaft Beach (1), Severn Beach (1). IPS2: Northwick Warth (1), Severn Beach (2). 

IPS3: Pillhead Gout (1), Northwick Warth (1), New Passage (1), Pilning (2), Shaft Beach (1). 

 Winter: IPS3: Shaft Beach (2), Severn Beach (3). 
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Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for ringed plover. The data suggests that there was a modest spring passage of ringed plover in the 

project area at Northwick Flash and Severn Beach. The latter site was particularly important for ringed 

plover in the autumn and winter as well. There was a strong autumn passage of ringed plover within 

the project area, especially at roost sites from Northwick Warth southwards, although Pillhead Gout 

also featured in autumn 2017. Autumn counts on Severn Beach peaked at 74 birds in autumn 2016 

with 69 on Shaft Beach in autumn 2016 as well, although it is tempting to consider whether these 

were the same birds. This represents c. 5.8% and 5.4% of the Severn SPA total. 80 birds were present 

on Severn Beach in autumn 2018, c. 6.2% of the estuary total. In winter, significant counts occurred 

only on Shaft Beach and Severn Beach where counts of >1% of the SPA total were recorded regularly. 

Knot (fig A3.8) 

The Severn does not presently support a nationally-important population of knot, but it has done in 

the recent past. 1,258 birds were recorded over the three winters, representing only 0.2% of all 

waders, although this figure conceals major variations in numbers, including a peaks of 240 in 

September 2016 and 450 birds in February 2017 during a good winter for knot within the project area. 

Knot presence within the survey area was highly erratic: in 2017 and 2018 78% of roost visits yielded 

zeros returns (on 31/40 visits). Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the 

CHR project roosts supported c. 4% of the total wintering knot population on the Severn. This is similar 

to the c. 6% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that most feeding birds roosted 

inside the project area. 

Figs A6.8, A8.8 and A10.8 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

knot throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those for 

knot. In summary: 

 Spring: No primary roost recorded in spring. 

 Autumn: EPS1: Pilning (1). EPS2: Northwick Warth (2). EPS3: Northwick Flash (1), New Passage 

(1). 

 Winter: EPS1: Pilning (1). EPS2: EPS3: Littleton Pill S (1), Northwick Warth (1), Pilning (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for knot. The data suggests that use of roosts within the project area is relatively modest and largely 

confined to autumn passage and winter roosts from Northwick Warth southwards, with the exception 

of Littleton Pill South. No significant spring roosts were recorded. An autumn peak of 140 birds on 

Pilning and 100 birds on Northwick Warth represents c. 6.4% and 4.6% of the estuary total.  

Grey plover (fig A3.9) 

The Severn supports a sub-national population of grey plover (84% of the national threshold). Like 

knot, grey plover counts suggest a very erratic presence at high-tide roosts within the project area, 

with a site occupancy on only 8/40 visits (20%). There were two very exceptional peaks of October 

2016 and September 2017 (188 and 222 respectively). Based on average counts for the three winter 

periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported c. 8% of the total wintering grey plover 

population on the Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 19% recorded on the intertidal through 

WeBS and suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project area. 
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Figs A6.9, A8.9 and A10.9 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

grey plover throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including 

those for grey plover. In summary: 

 Spring: EPS3 – Severn Beach (1). 

 Autumn: EPS1: Northwick Warth (1). EPS3: Pilning (1).  

 Winter: EPS1: Northwick Warth (1). EPS2: Severn Beach (1). EPS3: Littleton Pill N (2). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for grey plover. Data suggests that there was little significant spring roost activity by grey plover during 

the project period apart from on Severn Beach where six birds were recorded in spring 2016. An 

exceptional count of 180 birds was recorded on Northwick Flash in autumn 2016 with 222 at the same 

roost in winter 2017/18. These figures represent c. 49.6% and 61.2% of the estuary total. This 

illustrates well the need to protect occasional roosts used only on very high spring tides when birds 

find it difficult to roost on lower sites which are more vulnerable to flooding. 

Golden plover (fig A3.10) 

The Severn supports a sub-national population of golden plover (89% of the national threshold). A 

total of 358 birds were counted, although most of this count comes from a single high-tide roost of 

290 birds at Littleton Pill North in November 2018. Average winter counts are therefore fairly 

meaningless with a roost occupancy rate of less than 8% (present at 3/40 roost counts).  

Black-tailed godwit (fig A3.11) 

The Severn supports an internationally-important population of non-breeding black-tailed godwit. 

4,162 birds were recorded during the project period, representing 8.1% of all waders counted, 5.6% 

of target species and 4.7% of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods 

(Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported 235 birds per month, c. 31% of the total wintering black-

tailed godwit population on the Severn. This is similar to the c. 26% recorded on the intertidal through 

WeBS and suggests that most feeding birds may roost in the project area. Annual figures showed a 

clear build up in numbers from August to an autumn peak in October of around 400 birds. There were 

significantly more birds in autumn/winter 2016 than subsequently, with a Nov-Jan peak of c. 500 birds. 

Winter peaks in 2017 and 2018 dropped considerably with winter averages around 100 birds. 

Figs A6.10, A8.10 and A10.10 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites 

for black-tailed godwit throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts 

including those for black-tailed godwit. In summary: 

 Spring: IPS3 – Northwick Flash (1), Pilning (1). 

 Autumn: IPS1 – Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (2), New Passage (1), Pilning (3). 

 Winter: IPS1: Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (2), Pilning (3), New Pill (1). IPS2: Cake Pill 

(1). IPS3 – New Passage (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for black-tailed godwit. The data suggest that the Northwick Flash/Warth/New Passage/Pilning roosts 

are very important for black-tailed godwit within the Severn Estuary SPA, especially in autumn and 

winter, with adjacent roosts at Cake Pill and New Pill providing additional significant roosts. There was 

modest spring roost use by birds, with significant counts at Northwick Flash and Pilning. Peak autumn 
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counts included: autumn 2016 - Northwick Flash 130 (17.3%), Northwick Warth 140 (18.6%), Pilning 

260 (34.6%); autumn 2017 – Northwick Warth 330 (43.9%), Pilning 150 (19.9%); autumn 2018 – 

Northwick Warth 200 (26.6%) and New Passage 200 (26.6%). Winter roosts centred again on the 

Northwick Flash/Warth/New Passage/Pilning roosts. Peak winter counts included (% of SPA total in 

brackets): winter 2016/17 – Northwick Flash 266 (35.4%) and Pilning 470 (62.5%). Subsequent winter 

roost counts were significantly lower with a peak on Northwick Warth of 100 birds (13.3%) and on 

Pilning 90 birds (12.0%) both in the winter 2018/19. 

Sanderling 

The Severn supports a nationally-important population of sanderling. However, there were very few 

records of sanderling within the project area during the survey period, with 3 in May 2016 and four 

records of single birds subsequently.  

Avocet 

The Severn supports nationally-important numbers of avocet. Apart from an exceptional record of 30 

recorded in March 2017, there was only a record of a single bird in May 2017.  

Mallard (fig A4.1) 

The Severn Estuary supports a five-year average of 2,565 mallard, and although this is not a nationally-

important population, it is greater than the 2,000 threshold identified by Stroud et al in the 2001 SPA 

Review (Stroud et al 2001), and is therefore a population of significance within the SPA assemblage. A 

total of 3,712 mallard were counted at roosts during the project survey period. This represents 15.8% 

of all the duck counted, 5% of target species and 0.8% of the total waterbird count. Based on average 

counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported an average of 117 

birds per monthly visit, c. 5% of the total wintering mallard population on the Severn. This is 

significantly lower than the c. 18% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that a large 

proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project area. Annual counts show a regular pattern of 

roost occupancy by mallard, with birds present in all months throughout the project period. Numbers 

built up from June, peaking in Sep-Oct at 190 birds. Winter counts were lower, with numbers averaging 

around 150 birds. In contrast to other species, mallard numbers were stronger in autumn and winter 

2018/19 than in the two previous years. 

Figs A7.1, A9.1 and A11.1 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

mallard throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for mallard. In summary: 

 Spring: EPS2: Pilning (1). EPS3: New Passage (1), Pilning (3), Stup Pill (1). 

 Autumn: EPS3: Hill Pill (1), Littleton Pill N (2), Northwick Warth (3), Pilning (3), New Pill (1), 

Stup Pill (1), Mitchel Salt Rhyne (1). 

 Winter: EPS3: Littleton Pill N (1), Aust Cliff N (1), Pilning (3). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for mallard. The data suggests that the project area supports mallard roosts throughout the year. It is 

very likely that some of these birds are resident and breed, but others are likely to be winter migrants 

from northern and central Europe. Pilning was the principal spring roost site with a peak of 90 birds 

(3.5%) in 2016 and 60 (2.3%) in 2018. Other spring peaks included New Passage 2016 – 40 birds (1.6%) 
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in spring 2016 and Stup Pill – 27 birds (1.1%) in spring 2018. Significant autumn roost counts occurred 

across a wide section of the coast, including the most northerly roost at Hill Pill and the most southerly 

roost at Mitchel Salt Rhyne. Peak counts for these sites are as follows: Hill Pill 30 (1.1%) in autumn 

2018, Littleton Pill North 50 (1.9%) in autumn 2016, Northwick Warth 50 (1.9%) in autumn 2016, 

Pilning 80 (2.0%) in autumn 2018, New Pill 30 (1.1%) in autumn 2016, Stup Pill 33 (1.2%) in autumn 

2018 and Mitchel Salt Rhyne 45 (1.7%) in autumn 2018. Significant winter roost sites occurred at 

Littleton Pill North, Aust Cliff and Pilning, with peak counts of 50 (1.9%), 28 (1.0%) and 40 (1.7%) in the 

winters 2016/17, 2018/19 and 2017/18 respectively. 

Teal (fig A4.2) 

The Severn supports internationally-important numbers of non-breeding teal. A total of 4,187 teal 

were counted during the project period, representing 20.5% of all the duck counted, 5.6% of target 

species and 4.7% of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), 

the CHR project roosts supported a combined roost total of 325 teal per month, c. 5% of the total 

wintering teal population on the Severn. This is significantly lower than the c. 16% recorded on the 

intertidal through WeBS and suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost outside the project 

area. 

Figs A7.2, A9.2 and A11.2 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

teal throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those for 

teal. In summary: 

 Spring: no significant roosts were identified. 

 Autumn: IPS3: Littleton Pill N (1), Pilning (2). 

 Winter: IPS1: IPS2: Littleton Pill N (1), Pilning (2). IPS3: Littleton Pill N (1), Cake Pill (1), Pilning 

(1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for teal. The data suggest that numbers of roosting teal within the project area are relatively modest 

although a number of principal roost sites exist, notably at Littleton Pill North and Pilning. Peak 

autumn counts include: Littleton Pill N – 65 (1%) and Pilning – 110 (1.8%) in autumn 2016; and Pilning 

140 (2.3%) in autumn 2018. Peak winter counts: Littleton Pill N – 300 (4.8%) in winter 2017/18 and 

Pilning 260 (4.2%) in winter 2017/18. 

Wigeon (fig A4.3) 

The Severn supports nationally important numbers of non-breeding wigeon. Wigeon was the 

commonest duck species recorded during the project period with a total of 10,895 birds counted, 

representing 46.3% of all duck, 14.6% of target species and 12.2% of the waterbird total. Based on 

average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported a total 

monthly roost count of 1,050 birds, c. 14% of the total wintering wigeon population on the Severn. 

This is similar to the c. 16% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that a large 

proportion of feeding birds also roost in the project area. Wigeon numbers built up from October, 

peaking in Dec-Jan at about 600-800 birds, with exceptional peaks of 1,601 birds in January 2017 and 

1,000 birds in January 2018. As with other species, roost counts in 2016 were higher than in the 

following two winters. 
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Figs A7.3, A9.3 and A11.3 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

wigeon throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for wigeon. In summary: 

 Spring: no significant roosts were identified. 

 Autumn: NPS3 - Littleton Pill S (1), Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (3), New Passage (1). 

 Winter: NPS1: Northwick Warth (3), New Passage (1). NPS2: Littleton Pill N (1), Aust Cliff N (1), 

Cake Pill (1), Pilning (2). NPS3: Hill Pill (2), Pillhead Gout (1), Littleton Pill N (2), Littleton Pill S 

(3), Aust Cliff N (1), Cake Pill (1), Northwick Flash (2), New Passage (2). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for wigeon. The data suggests that roosts supporting significant numbers of wigeon in autumn and 

winter were widely distributed within the project area, from Hill Pill in the north to Pilning in the south. 

Northwick Warth was the primary autumn roost site with a peak of 200 (2.7% of the SPA) in 2016. 

There were winter peaks of: 550 (7.5%) in 2016/17, 400 (5.4%) in 2017/18 and 400 (5.4%) in 2018/19. 

New Passage held similar numbers with an autumn peak of 120 (1.6%) in 2016, and a peak of 190 

(2.6%) in the winter 2016/17.  

Shelduck (fig A4.4) 

The Severn supports internationally important numbers of non-breeding shelduck. A total of 3,057 

birds were counted during the project period, representing 13% of all duck, 4.1% of target species and 

3.4% of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR 

project roosts supported 149 birds per monthly count, c. 4% of the total wintering shelduck population 

on the Severn. This is similar to the c. 5% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that 

most feeding shelduck roost in the project area. There was no evidence of any significant autumn build 

up in numbers during the project period and similarly, numbers were generally low in early winter. 

Shelduck numbers peaked in late winter and spring (Feb-May) with c. 140 birds on average across the 

project area each month. Exceptional counts occurred in Feb-Apr 2019 with counts of 177, 203 and 

179 birds. Like mallard, roost counts in winter 2018/19 and the spring 2019 were higher than in the 

previous two years. 

Figs A7.4, A9.4 and A11.4 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

shelduck throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for shelduck. In summary: 

 Spring: IPS3 – Littleton Pill S (1), Northwick Flash (1), Northwick Warth (2). 

 Autumn: IPS3 – Northwick Warth (1). 

 Winter: IPS3: Littleton Pill S (1), Northwick Warth (3), New Passage (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for shelduck. The data suggests that there was significant spring roost occupancy by shelduck at 

Littleton South and Northwick Flash/Warth during the project period with 40 birds (1.1%) on Littleton 

Pill South in spring 2016, 85 birds (2.0%) on Northwick Warth in spring 2018 and 62 (1.5%) on 

Northwick Flash in spring 2016. Autumn counts within the project area were modest, with only 

Northwick Warth holding significant numbers – 54 (1.4%) in autumn 2018. Northwick Warth provided 

the main roost site for shelduck in winter with a peak of 105 (2.8%) in 2018/19. 



43 
 

Gadwall (fig A4.5) 

The Severn supports a sub-national population of gadwall (75% of the national threshold). A total of 

808 gadwall were counted at roosts during the project period, representing 3.4% of all duck, 1.1% of 

target species and 0.9% of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-

Mar), the CHR project roosts supported 43 gadwall each month, c. 23% of the total wintering gadwall 

population on the Severn. This is similar to the c. 27% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and 

suggests that a large proportion of feeding birds roost in the project area. Gadwall are present in low 

numbers throughout the year. Spring counts were c. 20-30 birds mainly in Apr-May, with numbers 

building from August. In 2016 and 2018 gadwall numbers peaked in Dec-Feb, but in 2017 peaked in 

Sep-Oct, on both occasions with c. 40-50 birds. 

Figs A7.5, A9.5 and A11.5 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

gadwall throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for gadwall. In summary: 

 Spring: EPS1 - Pilning (4). EPS3 - Cake Pill (3), Northwick Warth (1), New Passage (1), Severn 

Beach (3), New Pill (1), Mitchel Salt Rhyne (1). 

 Autumn: EPS1 – Littleton Pill S (1), Pilning (3). 

 Winter: EPS1 –Pilning (3), Mitchel Salt Rhyne (2). EPS2 – New Pill (1). EPS3 – Cake Pill (1), Stup 

Pill (2), Mitchel Salt Rhyne (1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for gadwall. The data suggest that gadwall were present in the project area for most of the period, 

with Pilning as the epicentre of their distribution at high-tide roosts. Other roost sites were also 

significant, with several sites used in spring, ranging from Cake Pill south to Mitchel Salt Rhyne. 

Gadwall is usually a duck of standing freshwater and it is likely that birds roosting on the estuary-side 

of the seawall were feeding or preening in freshwater outfalls around the various pills. Peak spring 

counts at Pilning ranged between 15-24 birds, with the peak of 24 in 2018 (12% of the estuary total) 

with a maximum count of two birds at the other sites. There was a peak autumn count of 25 birds 

(12.5% of the estuary total) at Littleton Pill South in autumn 2017 with regular counts of 20-plus at 

Pilning, including a peak count of 45 birds (22.5% of the estuary total) in autumn 2017. Pilning and 

Mitchel Salt Rhyne were the most important winter roost sites for gadwall. Numbers peaked at 24 

birds (12.0% of the estuary total) on Pilning in 2017/18, with 30 birds (15.0% of the estuary total) 

recorded at Mitchel Salt Rhyne in winter 2016/17. 

Pintail 

The Severn supports internationally-important numbers of pintail. It was a scarce bird in the project 

area with nine records of single birds only. Most of these birds were recorded at Pilning in spring and 

autumn, with a single record from January 2019. A single bird was also seen at Stup Pill in October 

2018. WeBS counts indicate that the project area supports c. 1.5% of the estuary total of pintail, which 

suggest that these birds probably roost elsewhere. 

Shoveler (fig A4.6) 

The Severn supports internationally-important numbers of non-breeding shoveler. 486 shoveler were 

counted during the project period, representing 2% of duck, 0.7% of target species and 0.5% of all 

waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts 
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supported 33 birds per month, c. 6% of the total wintering shoveler population on the Severn. This is 

similar to the c. 6.1% recorded through WeBS and suggests that most feeding birds also roost in the 

project area. Shoveler numbers reached their peaks in the autumn with 30 birds in November 2016, 

39 in November 2017 and 25 in September 2018. Winter counts of shoveler within the project area 

averaged at 15-25. Numbers generally remained high in late winter with 20-30 birds present, achieving 

a peak of 35 in March 2016. 

Figs A7.6, A9.6 and A11.6 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

shoveler throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including those 

for shoveler. In summary: 

 Spring: IPS3 - Pilning (3).  

 Autumn: IPS1 – Pilning (1). IPS3 – Pilning (2). 

 Winter: IPS1 – Pilning (2). IPS2 – Pilning (1). IPS3 – Hill Pill (1), Northwick Warth (1), New Pill 

(1). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for shoveler. Like gadwall, shoveler is a species of standing freshwater. Pilning provided the main roost 

site for shoveler within the project area with birds present throughout much of the year including 

modest numbers in spring but significantly more in autumn and winter. The peak autumn count at 

Pilning was 35 birds (5.8%) in 2018. In winter, Pilning remained the main site with peaks of 31 birds 

(5.2%) in 2017/18 and 2018/19. Peak winter counts elsewhere included 10 birds (1.7%) at New Pill in 

2016/17, 8 birds (1.3%) at Northwick Flash in 2017/18 and 10 birds (1.7%) at Hill Pill in 2018/19. 

Tufted duck (fig A4.7) 

The Severn supports a sub-national population of tufted duck (74% of the national threshold). A total 

of 371 tufted duck were counted at roosts during the project period, representing 1.6% of all duck, 

0.5% of target species and 0.4% of all waterbirds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods 

(Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts supported 19 tufted ducks each month, c. 2% of the total wintering 

population on the Severn. This is similar to the c. 2.9% recorded through WeBS, which is not surprising 

given that most tufted duck will have been recorded on sites with standing water such as Pilning.  

Figs A7.7, A9.7 and A11.7 in the appendices show the relative importance of different roost sites for 

tufted duck throughout the year. Appendix 12 provides a summary of the primary roosts including 

those for tufted duck. In summary: 

 Spring: EPS2 – Pilning (1). EPS3 - Pilning (2).  

 Autumn: EPS3 – Pilning (2). 

 Winter: EPS2 – Pilning (1). EPS3 – Pilning (2). 

Figures in brackets refer to the number of years in which a roost site reached this level of importance 

for tufted duck. Like gadwall and shoveler, tufted duck is mainly a species of standing freshwater, 

which was only recorded at Pilning during the survey period. Numbers there were modest. Spring 

peaks ranged from 12-28 birds, with 28 birds (3.5% of the estuary total) counted in 2018. Autumn 

counts were generally lower with a peak count of 14 birds (1.8% of the estuary total) in 2016. Winter 

counts ranged from 14-25 with a peak of 25 birds in 2017/18. 
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Pochard 

The Severn supports a nationally-important population of non-breeding pochard. Like pintail, pochard 

were scarce birds during the project period, with a total of five single birds and a single record of two 

birds together. All records came from Pilning wetland. WeBS counts indicate that the project area 

supports c. 0.4% of the estuary total of pochard, or about 14 birds. This is not a huge discrepancy in 

figures and may be attributable to slightly different count timeframes between the WeBS data 

(2012/13-2016/17) and CHR project data (Feb 16-May 18).  

Little egret (fig A4.8) 

The Severn supports a nationally-important population of non-breeding little egret. 150 birds were 

counted during the project period, representing 0.2% of all target species and 0.2% of all wetland 

birds. Based on average counts for the three winter periods (Nov-Mar), the CHR project roosts 

supported c. 2% of the total wintering little egret population on the Severn. This is significantly lower 

than the c. 23% recorded on the intertidal through WeBS and suggests that a large proportion of 

feeding birds roost outside the project area. Little egret numbers peaked in autumn, building up from 

July, although numbers were much stronger in 2017 and 2018 than in 2016. Peak counts were 

recorded as follows: Aug/Oct 2016 – 8, Aug 2017 – 12, Oct 2017 11, Jul 2018 – 13, Sep 2018 – 10. 

Winter counts were much lower, with monthly counts usually less than five birds, with numbers 

remaining low into spring and early summer. 

Non-target species 

Although of lower priority, some non-target species occurred in sufficient numbers to reveal 

interesting patterns of roost use: 

Canada goose (fig 7) – occurred in significant numbers within the project area, with 2,708 birds 

recorded during the project period, representing 3% of all waterbirds counted. Numbers built up from 

July onwards, peaking in Sep-Oct at between 200-270 birds, with 275 recorded in Oct 2017. 2016 

seems to have been less typical with a peak in July of 270 birds. 

 

Fig 7 

Gull counts were provided with most returned record sheets. Fig 3 (above) shows that the majority of 

sightings were of black-headed gull (88.7% of records) then herring gull (6.7%), common gull (2.2%) 

and lesser black-backed gull (2.1%). Black-headed gulls displayed a distinct seasonal roost pattern (fig 

8 below) which was consistent across the three survey years. Peak counts of up to c. 1,000 birds 

occurred in July and gradually tailed off after September, with an average of c. 200 birds counted at 

high-tide roosts over the winter period. There were no clear patterns for herring gull or lesser black-
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backed gull, the latter occurring in low numbers, averaging less than 10 birds per month across the 

project area, although there was an exceptional count of 61 birds in December 2016. Common gulls 

were mostly recorded Nov-Feb, with peaks in winter 2018/19 of 30-plus, including 40 in December. 

14 Mediterranean gulls were also recorded during the project period with two small ‘peaks’ in July 

2016 and July 2018 of 4-5 birds on each occasion. 

 

Fig 8 
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5 ASSESSING LEVELS OF HUMAN DISTURBANCE AT ROOST SITES 

5.1 Sources of roost disturbance 

Human disturbance at high-tide roosts can be a major factor in their level of use by waterbirds. Where 

the source(s) of disturbance could be identified they were recorded by counters on the standard 

survey form (appendix 1). Disturbance events were categorised according to the following sources: 

 Uncontrolled dogs 

 Sea anglers 

 Walkers 

 Other – including wildfowlers, farming operations and water sports 

Where disturbance was likely to have come from more than one source, all sources were identified 

on the survey form. For the sake of brevity, infrequent activities were subsumed under the general 

headings, eg, a descriptor of ‘children playing’ was recorded under ‘walkers’, while farming activities 

and water sports were recorded under ‘other’. Disturbance by ponies and cattle were not recorded 

on the basis that these activities were unlikely to have caused regular roost disturbance. 

In some cases, counters did not observe human disturbance but noted that roost counts were much 

lower than normal for the time of year. Where a site held less than 15 individual birds on a visit a ‘zero 

count’ disturbance event was recorded provided that: 

 The zero count occurred outside the Jun-Jul period when waterbird counts were low anyway. 

 There was no evidence of roost site flooding due to high spring tides or adverse weather 

conditions which may have caused birds to move to another roost site.  

Disturbance events were further classified according to the likely degree of disturbance caused: 

 Major disturbance events - where disturbance caused virtually all birds to leave the roost. 

 ‘Other’ disturbance events - where disturbance caused a proportion of the roosting birds to 

leave the roost or to move to a smaller part of the site. 

Counters provided a lot of detail about recorded disturbance events. For ease of analysis some of this 

has been combined. The data is presented in quarterly totals each corresponding to the main seasons: 

Mar-May (spring), Jun-Aug (summer), Sep-Nov (autumn) and Dec-Feb (winter). 

The data was used to address a number of questions about disturbance at high tide roost within the 

project area: 

1. Have there been significant changes in overall disturbance patterns during the project period? 

2. Are there any seasonal patterns in levels of disturbance? 

3. What are the disturbance pressures on each of the roost sites? 

4. What can be done to reduce or minimise these disturbance threats? 

5.2 Contribution of different sources of activity to roost disturbance 

Fig 9 summarises the overall contribution of different sources of human activity to roost disturbance 

within the project area. It shows that: 

 Sea anglers accounted for 27% of all observed disturbance events. 

 Uncontrolled dogs accounted for 22% of all observed disturbance events. 

 Walkers accounted for 14% of all observed disturbance events. 
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 Other sources of disturbance accounted for 14% of observed disturbance events. 

 Zero counts made up 23% of the total suggesting that a significant amount of disturbance may 

have occurred prior to counter visits. The source(s) of this disturbance is/are therefore 

unknown. 

 

Fig 9 

5.3 Overall seasonal patterns of disturbance 

Fig 10 shows combined disturbance data by quarter from March 2016 to May 2018. There was no 

apparent change in the level of disturbance during the project period. On average at least one 

disturbance event was recorded on 28% of visits. If zero counts are added to the disturbance data, 

this figure was 36%. Quarterly patterns of disturbance were as follows: 

 Spring passage - at least one disturbance event was recorded on 29% of visits. Including zero 

counts this figure was 45%. 

 Summer - at least one disturbance event was recorded on 17% of visits. Including zero counts 

this figure was 19%. 

 Autumn passage - at least one disturbance event was recorded on 27% of visits. Including zero 

counts this figure was 29%. 

 Core winter period Dec-Feb - when roost occupancy was at its highest, at least one 

disturbance event was recorded on 33% of visits. Including zero counts this figure was c. 42%. 

 There is some evidence of seasonality in the relative importance of different sources of 

disturbance (figs A13.1-13.8 in appendix 13). Overall disturbance levels in summer were 

probably lower because there were fewer roosting birds. None of these figures have been 

tested statistically though. 
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Fig 9 

Although it is useful to understand the relative contribution of different disturbance sources to the 

overall picture, data on the number of disturbance events provides the detail needed to fully 

understand any seasonal patterns. The disturbance data shows that: 

 Disturbance by uncontrolled dogs was more frequent in spring and winter than other periods. 

 Sea angling disturbance was consistently high during spring, autumn and winter and much 

lower in summer. 

 Disturbance by walkers was fairly consistent throughout the seasons. 

 Disturbance from other sources is a catch-all term for activities such as farming, water sports 

and engineering works. The overall pattern is unlikely to be significant. 

 Zero counts were much commoner in spring and to a lesser extent winter than in other 

periods. 

5.4 Disturbance patterns at individual roost sites 

In order to understand more clearly the disturbance patterns at individual roost sites, disturbance 

frequency was classified into high, medium and low levels based on the collected data. This provides 

an indication of the relative frequency of disturbance between roost sites, as follows: 

1. Very high – 17+ events 

2. High – 8-16 events 

3. Medium – 3-7 events 

4. Low – 1-2 events 

The graph in fig 11 below shows the frequency of disturbance by roost site, with a break down by 

source where known, including both ‘major’ disturbance events and ‘others’ as outlined in section 5.1 

above. Fig11 indicates that:  

 Very high levels of disturbance were experienced at Littleton Pill North and South roosts. If 

zero count events are added in this also includes Pillhead Gout and Severn Beach. 
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 High levels of disturbance were experienced at Pillhead Gout, Aust Cliff N, Cake Pill, Shaft 

Beach and Severn Beach. If zero count events are added in this also includes New Passage. 

 Medium levels of disturbance were experienced at Aust Cliff S and New Pill. With zero count 

events also this includes Northwick Warth and Mitchel Salt Rhyne. 

 Only four sites experienced low levels of disturbance: Hill Pill, Lower Farm West, Northwick 

Flash and Pilning wetland. 

 

Fig 11 –  

The graph in fig 12 below shows the frequency of disturbance at each roost site by source where 

known, covering only ‘major’ disturbance events leading to the temporary abandonment of a roost 

site by birds. Fig 12 shows that: 

 No roost site experienced very high levels of major disturbance. 

 Major disturbance events were experienced with high frequency at Littleton Pill North. If zero 

count events are added in this category also includes Shaft Beach and Stup Pill. 

 Major disturbance events were experienced with medium frequency at Pillhead Gout, 

Littleton Pill South, Aust Cliff North, Cake Pill and Stup Pill. If zero count events are added in 

this category also includes New Passage, New Pill and Mitchel Salt Rhyne. 

 Only three sites experienced a low frequency of major disturbance events during the project: 

Hill Pill, Lower Farm West and Pilning wetland. If zero count events are added in this category 

also includes Northwick Flash. 
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Fig 12 

5.5 Roost site disturbance summary 

Table 6 below summarises the relative importance of the different roost sites and the level of 

disturbance they experienced during the project period. This is probably the most important table in 

the report. It also sets out the priorities for action to provide greater protection to roost sites in the 

project area and identifies the main user groups that need to be engaged at each roost site based on 

the evidence provided by counters of observed disturbance events at their roost site. This is discussed 

in chapter 6 below. 

 

Table 6 – high-level priorities for disturbance mitigation measures. Source figures highlighted in bold 

and yellow refer to priority user groups to engage with. 

Site

Relative 

importance 

within CHR 

project area
Disturbance 

frequency

Priority for 

disturbance 

mitigation (1 

= highest, 3 

= lowest)

No. 

recorded 

disturbance 

events Dogs Anglers Walkers Others

Hill Pill Medium Low 3 5 0 0 40 60

Pillhead Gout Medium Very high 1 18 13 27 33 27

Lower Farm West Low Nil 0 0 0 0 0 0

Coppin's Lane Nil 0 0 0 0 0 0

Littleton Pill North High Very high 1 31 32 32 29 7

Littleton Pill South Medium Very high 1 23 43 29 14 14

 Aust Cliff N Low High 3 13 40 10 20 30

Aust Cliff S Low 0 3 0 67 33 0

Cake Pill Medium High 2 12 11 78 11 0

Northwick Flash High Prob high 1? 3 100 0 0 0

Northwick Warth High Medium 1 4 0 67 33 0

New Passage High High 1 9 0 100 0 0

Pilning Wetland High Low 3 1 0 0 0 100

Shaft Beach Medium Very high 1 26 16 16 21 47

Severn Beach Medium Medium 2 8 71 14 14 0

New Pill Medium Medium 2 6 20 80 0 0

Stup Pill Low High 3 10 40 60 0 0

Mitchel Salt Rhyne Low Medium 3 8 0 100 0 0

Disturbance source by % of recorded events
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6 DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Using volunteers to monitor high-tide roosts 

There is ongoing discussion at national level between the WeBS partners about how to better monitor 

key high-tide roosts on our estuaries, especially those recognised internationally for their migratory 

waterbird populations such as the Severn Estuary. 

The level of commitment, tenacity and skill of the hardy volunteers who monitored the 16 high-tide 

roosts within the project area was outstanding. Most of the team carried out monitoring throughout 

the three-year survey period and provided monthly data on over 90% of allocated visits during core 

winter and passage periods. They were closely supported by experienced local WeBS counters who 

provided important access advice and secondary monitoring support when volunteers were unable to 

carry out monthly visits. The support of the RSPB with the WeBS counters was critical in helping to 

train and orientate the volunteer counters and to collate data and report on annual counts. The 

administrative support of the AFL project officers was also critical in helping organise workshops, 

coordinate data collation and general communications between members of the survey team. 

Without these support services it would have been very difficult to carry out an effective three-year 

monitoring programme. 

The data gathered and collated by the team provides vital information to help in the protection of the 

Severn Estuary international wetland. Maintenance of safe and secure high-tide roosts on estuaries 

are critical in order to secure the favourable conservation status of such sites. Roost protection 

requires the long-term monitoring of all key locations so we can continue to see how roost sites 

develop, how they relate to each other under different tides, weather conditions and human 

disturbance. And critically, so we can monitor the response of these sites to climate breakdown, 

including how populations of different target species change over the next few decades and how far 

individual roost sites are impacted by sea level rise, increased storm surges and changes patterns or 

erosion and deposition in the estuary. Critically this data is also important when considering human 

development on our estuaries, including sea wall maintenance projects and new long-distance 

footpaths. It is also important to help with zoning other human activity on an estuary, including use of 

the intertidal and supratidal zone for activities such as sea angling and water sports. Links to the 

drivers of increased human pressure cannot be ignored and in particular the impacts of building more 

homes within the catchment of our estuaries need to be factored in more robustly in emerging local 

plans. 

6.2 Principal roost sites 

Monthly surveys of the 16 roost sites provided detailed information on roost use by different 

waterbird species during the survey period. It is likely that some species were occasionally double-

counted, especially in the Northwick Warth/New Passage/Pilning complex of sites although this is 

likely to be insignificant when looking at the overall pattern of roost use. 

It is clear that some sites were only used on very high spring tides while some were clearly flooded 

during those periods. Northwick Flash in particular is a site which only becomes attractive to 

waterbirds on the highest spring tides, around 14m AOD, when other roosts are unavailable. When 

this happened waterbird numbers were on the Flash were exceptional, for example in October 2016 

when the roost held an estimated 2,640 birds (3.2% of the SPA assemblage) including 2,000 dunlin 

(7.4%) and 130 black-tailed godwits (17.3%). An even higher count of 3,147 birds (3.8%) occurred in 
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November 2017, including 222 grey plover (61.2%) along with 2,345 dunlin (8.7%). This illustrates an 

important point about high-tide roosts: frequency of use is not the only criterion that determines their 

functional value, especially within an internationally-important wetland site such as the Severn 

Estuary, and roost sites such as the Flash act as ‘super-roosts’ and critical refuges for displaced 

waterbirds under specific tidal s conditions. Hence the use in this report of a more detailed system of 

classifying high-tide roost use, which recognises both the numbers of birds of target species and the 

assemblage, their significance within the wider estuary (and SPA) and provides an estimate of likely 

frequency of use. It is critical that these nuances are recognised, especially when considering roost 

protection (which is often about trying to restrict disturbance levels through timing) and in 

development casework, where ecological consultants may feel obliged to downplay the importance 

of less-frequently used sites. 

All the high-tide roost sites monitored during the survey period supported significant numbers of 

target species. Many of these roosts suffer moderate-high levels of human disturbance, as outlined 

above. This are summarised in table 6 above and give a flavour of the main roost sites and the main 

threats they face through human disturbance. Detailed information on each site is included elsewhere 

in this report. 

6.3 Human disturbance 

The CHR study demonstrates that most of the monitored roosts are under a high level of disturbance 

pressure. All these sites provide a significant contribution to the roost network within the CHR project 

area and make a significant contribution to the integrity of the Severn Estuary SPA and Ramsar site. 

These sites are subject to chronic levels of disturbance from several sources, although the impacts of 

unmanaged dogs, sea angling close to roosts and some walkers were the main sources of disturbance 

within the CHR project area. Some sites experienced additional pressures from specific sources, for 

example Pillhead Gout from Thornbury Sailing Club. 

There is no evidence that these human pressures have increased during the project period, though it 

is likely that they will over time, particularly as more houses are built within the catchment area of the 

Severn coast, leading to further demand for access.  

6.4 Summary of findings by roost 

The following section provides a brief synopsis of the 16 monitored high-tide roosts, incorporating the 

data analysis included in the main body of the report along with summarised comments received from 

the roost site counters. 

Hill Pill 

This was identified as Primary Roost Site within the report because it supported significant numbers 

of non-breeding waterbirds during the project period, most notably turnstone, but also lapwing, 

oystercatcher, wigeon and shoveler. It experienced low levels of disturbance during autumn and 

winter probably because of its relatively isolated location.  

Pillhead Gout 

This was an important assemblage roost although numbers were just below the 1% threshold for the 

SPA. It was also identified as a Primary Roost Site, supporting significant numbers of non-breeding 

waterbirds, notably turnstone, but also dunlin, lapwing, ringed plover, curlew and wigeon. It is a site 

under a lot of pressure, with data indicating that it experienced very high levels of disturbance during 
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the project period, including high levels of disturbance leading to roost abandonment. The data 

suggest that sea angling, walking and water sports had a significant impact on the site. It is not difficult 

to understand why. The roost site lies close to Oldbury village and is popular with walkers and runners. 

Nearby Thornbury Sailing Club can also have a big impact on the roost at weekends and in fine 

weather. If disturbed, roosting birds moved up or down the estuary or inland to the Lower Farm West 

roost site. Any approach to mitigation at this roost site should focus on engagement with local people 

in Oldbury and with the sailing club.  

Lower Farm West 

This was identified as a Primary Roost Site based on its occasional use by dunlin, lapwing and curlew, 

usually when estuary roosts had been flooded out or disturbed. It therefore provided an important 

refuge function within the project area. The site experienced very low levels of disturbance. 

Littleton Pill North 

This was identified as a Primary Assemblage Roost, supporting over 1% of SPA waterbirds on 

occasions. It held a wider range of waders and ducks especially in autumn and winter, and was 

identified as a Primary Roost Site for dunlin, redshank, curlew, teal and wigeon. The roost site suffered 

very high levels of disturbance and frequent abandonment following major disturbances. This in part 

can be explained by the presence of an access road. Counter observations indicate that uncontrolled 

dogs were one of the biggest problems here. While 1-2 anglers usually had a limited impact on the 

roost, disturbance was much greater when there were larger numbers of people, even when taking 

part in well-run competitions. Too many anglers led to abandonment of the roost on these occasions. 

Occasional model aircraft use had much the same effect as an angling competition. Mitigation should 

look at how dogs and people could be restricted within c. 200 m of the roost. 

Littleton Pill South 

This part of Littleton Warth appeared to support fewer roosting birds than Littleton Pill North. 

However, it was identified as a Primary Roost Site for shelduck in particular, as well as curlew and 

wigeon. It also supported a range of species of estuary importance including oystercatcher, knot and 

gadwall. Like Littleton Pill North, LP South experienced very high levels of disturbance during the 

project period, though major disturbance events may have occurred with slightly less frequency. 

However, the pattern of disturbance was similar unsurprisingly, with most disturbance coming from 

uncontrolled dogs, some walkers and occasionally from sea anglers during competitions. As with 

Littleton North, there was disturbance on one occasion from a flying model aircraft. When birds were 

disturbed the ducks went onto the water and the waders flew further up the estuary, probably to 

Littleton Pill North. 

Cake Pill 

This site was identified as a Primary Roost Site for dunlin, black-tailed godwit, teal and wigeon. It also 

supported significant numbers of oystercatcher and gadwall. Data indicates that the Pill experienced 

high levels of disturbance, including major events leading to roost abandonment at medium 

frequency. The main source of disturbance at the Cake Pill roost came from sea anglers, especially 

when they use the anglers' path on the left of the Pill. Uncontrolled dogs and walkers rarely used the 

site because some of the ground was very tussocky. When waterbirds were disturbed they generally 
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flew downriver towards Northwick Warth, although some duck may have flown upriver to Aust Cliff 

North. 

Northwick Flash 

As highlighted above, Northwick Flash was an exceptional roost site on very high spring tides. It was 

identified as a Primary Assemblage Roost, supporting almost 4% of the SPA assemblage on occasions. 

In addition, it was identified as a Primary Roost Site for a range of species, most notably dunlin, 

redshank, black-tailed godwit and turnstone. It was also one of the best sites in the project area for 

roosting oystercatchers and occasionally grey plover and knot. The main counter at the site indicated 

that the Flash is prone to disturbance by walkers and uncontrolled dogs, although disturbance data 

suggested that disturbance was infrequent. This is probably because the Flash was only used 

occasionally and therefore the number of recorded disturbance events was low. Given the proximity 

of the Flash to the Severn Way public footpath the Flash is clearly vulnerable to disturbance when in 

use. The site counter noted that the period of maximum use of the roost coincided with early morning 

high tides when human disturbance was limited. Where spring tides peaked later, the Flash was often 

empty or held significantly fewer birds. Given its importance as a super roost on high spring tides, the 

protection of this site from disturbance is critical. 

Northwick Warth 

This large site was also identified as a Primary Assemblage Roost. It was also a Primary Roost for a 

range of waterbirds, most notably black-tailed godwit, turnstone and wigeon, as well as dunlin, 

redshank, ringed plover, shelduck and curlew. It also supported a range of species of estuary 

importance, most notably oystercatcher as well as knot, mallard and gadwall. To some extent the site 

is protected by its large size, though with the adjacent Severn Way public footpath running along its 

eastern edge it is vulnerable to disturbance. Data suggests that the roost suffered relatively low levels 

of disturbance during the project period, mainly from walkers and anglers. There is a regular sea 

angling competition at the north end of the Warth with up to 40 fishermen present at any one time, 

and this undoubtedly has an impact on waterbirds roosting on the Warth. There is signage at the 

southern end of the Warth asking people not to wander onto the saltmarsh but this is apparently not 

very effective.  

 

New Passage 

This was identified as a Primary roost for a number of waterbirds, most notably black-tailed godwit, 

turnstone and wigeon, and also dunlin, redshank, ringed plover, shelduck and curlew. The roost also 

supported significant roosts of oystercatcher, knot, mallard and gadwall. The roost site experienced 

high levels of disturbance during the project period, almost exclusively from sea anglers for whom the 

sea front is a popular venue. Because of the proximity of the roost to nearby houses, car parks and 

the Severn Way footpath it is very vulnerable to disturbance, however wintering teal and wigeon are 

quite tolerant of people providing they stay on the footpath. 

Pilning Wetland 

This is arguably the most important roost site within the project area, not just because it holds large 

numbers of roosting waterbirds at key times but because of the low levels of disturbance that occur 

and its role in providing a refuge for birds displaced from other roosts following disturbance or a 

flooded roost on high spring tides. It was identified as a Primary Assemblage Roost as well as a Primary 
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Roost for a range of species including most notably dunlin, black-tailed godwit and shoveler, as well 

as redshank, ringed plover, teal, curlew, turnstone and wigeon. On occasion, it also held a significant 

proportion of the estuary totals of knot, grey plover, mallard, gadwall and tufted duck. 

Shaft Beach 

This was identified as a Primary Roost for ringed plover and turnstone in particular, as well as dunlin. 

It experienced high levels of disturbance during the project period, including high frequency of major 

disturbance events when the roost site was abandoned. Given its proximity to built-up areas and the 

Severn Way it is not surprising that the beach is heavily used by dog walkers, sea anglers and local 

children, especially at weekends When roosting birds are disturbed they generally move further 

downstream towards Severn Beach. They sometimes perform a lengthy circuit, returning to prospect 

the vacated roost site two or three times before settling down again. 

Severn Beach 

This site was identified as a Primary Roost most notably for ringed plover and turnstone, as well as 

redshank and curlew. On occasion it also supported a significant proportion of the estuary totals of 

oystercatcher, grey plover and gadwall. Data indicated that this roost site suffered very heavy levels 

of disturbance during the project period. Again, this is unsurprising given that the roost site is located 

c. 20 m from the nearest housing and the Severn Way footpath. Data indicated that most recorded 

disturbance was caused by uncontrolled dogs, although sea anglers and walkers accounted for almost 

one third of disturbance events. 

New Pill 

This site was identified as Primary Roost most notably for black-tailed godwit, as well as shoveler and 

curlew. On occasion it also supported a significant proportion of the estuary totals of oystercatcher, 

mallard and gadwall. Data suggests that this roost was vulnerable to medium levels of disturbance 

during the project period, mainly from sea anglers. Because of the industrial nature of the site, there 

was otherwise not much human disturbance. When disturbed, birds flew further up river towards 

Severn Beach and Northwick Warth. 

Stup Pill 

This was not identified as Primary Roost, although on occasion it supported a significant proportion of 

the estuary totals of oystercatcher, mallard and gadwall. Data suggests that disturbance levels were 

low, with dog walkers and anglers the main users, the latter only very rarely according to the roost 

counter. When disturbed, birds usually flew south to the pill at Holes Mouth within the Avonmouth 

dock area. 

Mitchel Salt Rhyne 

This was identified as a Primary Roost for turnstone. On occasion it also supported significant numbers 

of oystercatcher, mallard and gadwall. Data indicates that this site experienced low levels of 

disturbance, with some use by anglers. Generally, there is little disturbance probably because reed 

growth has made access difficult. When disturbed, birds usually flew south to the pill at Holes Mouth 

within the Avonmouth dock area. 
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6.5 Recommendations 

To begin to address some of the disturbance issues identified above, a coordinated response from 

South Gloucestershire Council, Bristol City Council, Natural England and other relevant authorities is 

needed. Critically this involves constructive and ongoing dialogue with key user groups, including local 

sea angling clubs, access groups and local resident groups to look at how people can continue to enjoy 

the coastal environment whilst protecting the high-tide roosts on their doorsteps.  The key word here 

is ongoing. Engaging local people (and visitors) and seeking their ongoing support for the protection 

of their local roosts requires a programme of continued input from the statutory bodies. This requires 

staff time and money for materials, and a range of other things, including meaningful interpretation 

and running events to celebrate coastal birds. 

Assuming the necessary resources can be found to develop a roost protection programme, the 

following specific recommendations are made: 

1. A statutory authority planning group led by Natural England with South Gloucestershire 

Council and Bristol City Council should be set up to manage a high-tide roost conservation 

programme within the project area. This group should seek to manage and coordinate a 

programme to protect all Primary Roost Sites, including coordinating input into local 

development plans to develop a CIL mechanism to provide sustainable funding for coastal 

management, including high-tide roost protection. 

 

2. High-quality signs and interpretation should be installed close to all Primary Roost Sites within 

the project area, coordinated with the England Coast Path programme. There are question 

marks about the effectiveness of interpretation on its own and this needs to be carried out in 

conjunction with other activities, with its effectiveness closely monitored. 

 

3. A programme of engagement with local communities and key user groups should be put in 

place, with priority being given to sites under the greatest amount of disturbance pressure as 

outlined in table 6. Specific engagement should be sought with local sea angling clubs, local 

resident groups and parish councils to raise awareness of the disturbance pressures facing the 

roost sites, and to seek to engage local people in discussion about measures to mitigate these 

effects. 

 

4. A priority must be to work with local communities to develop a system of effective buffering 

and zoning around all regular high-tide roosts. This process should involve all statutory bodies 

including key organisations such as the Inshore Fisheries & Conservation Authority (IFCA). The 

use of bylaws to stop or prevent harmful levels of disturbance at key sites should be 

considered as part of a wider set of measures to encourage responsible use of the estuary 

foreshore. A disturbance-free zone of c. 200m around each Primary Roost Site is strongly 

advised. 

 

5. High-tide roosts within the project area should be monitored on a long-term basis, 

coordinated with the WeBS monitoring programme. This would include both waterbird use of 

each roost site and ongoing disturbance. The existing group of volunteers would need further 

professional support if they are to continue their excellent work, otherwise monitoring could 

be carried out if and when a WeBS high-tide monitoring scheme is put in place or resources 

become available to employ ornithological surveyors.  
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