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Overview

• Visitor impacts on sites

• Factors related to sensitivity

• Developing a predictive model

• Why are we doing this anyway?



Visitor impacts

• Many and varied, include:

• Trampling

– Floristic changes, vegetation loss, soil 

compaction, erosion

• Eutrophication

– Localised weed proliferation, altered soil 

ecology



Visitor impacts

• Disturbance

– ‘fight or flight’ responses, site abandonment

• Management interference

– E.g., sheep worrying, fence cutting



What should we look at?

• Species rarity

• Species richness

• Site size and connectivity

• Representativity/typicalness

• ‘Sensitive’ species

• Soil type, texture, drainage

• Topography



The model

• Evaluates vegetation, avian and abiotic
factors

• Based on work by Denyse Lajeunesse and 
colleagues in Montréal*

• Most of the data provided by our Local 
Record Centre

Lajeunesse D, Domon G, Drapeau P, Cogliastro A, Bouchard A. 1995. Development and 
application of an ecosystem management approach for protected natural areas. Environmental 
Management 19(4):481-495.



Vegetation

1. Uniqueness of the plant community type 
(5 pts)

– Evaluated as habitat rarity, a comparison of 

local and national abundance

– Locally and nationally rare habitats score 

highest 



Vegetation

2. Representativity (5 pts)

– Reflects how closely a habitat approaches a 

‘textbook’ example of its type

– Site designation serves as a proxy for this 

measure, as representativity is usually 

included in site selection criteria



Vegetation

3. Succession-disturbance degree (5 pts)

– Includes a range of factors related to 

response to disturbance

• Establishment time

• Need for grazing

• Associated rare species

• Species with narrow ecological tolerance

• Ancient soils



Vegetation

4. Rarity (5 pts)

– the number of rare species

– BAP species used as a proxy for rare 

species

– Sites with 80% of expected rare species 

score full marks



Vegetation

5. Richness (5 pts)

– Relates to the total number of plant species

– Increases with site size:

S = cAz

– Bedfordshire-specific values for c and z 

available from botanist John Dony’s work in 

the 1980s



Birds

1. Uniqueness of wildlife habitat (5 pts)

− The importance of a

habitat patch (i.e. site) in

relation to the surrounding

landscape

− Isolated sites and those

surrounded by inhospitable  

landscapes score highest

Ummmm…



Birds

2. Representativity (5 pts)

– The degree to which a bird community 

reflects a ‘reference’ community

– BTO Wild Bird Indicators used as reference 

communities for farmland and woodland

– Sites with 80% of expected community 

score full marks



Birds

3. Rarity (5 pts)

– As with the plant rarity score, uses the BAP 

species list

– Sites with 80% of expected rare species 

score full marks



Birds

• Importance for wildlife (5 pts)

– Presence of areas, structure or habitat critical 

to a species’ life cycle

– E.g., heronries/rookeries, leks, churring areas, 

raptor nests

−Points related to species   

conservation status (i.e. red,

amber, green listed)



Abiotic

1. Drainage (6 pts)

– Based on NSRI drainage class

2. Sumbersibility (6 pts)

– The probability of a site flooding

– Based on EA flood risk maps



Abiotic

3. Texture (6 pts)

– Based on NSRI main surface texture class

4. Slope (3 pts)

– Steepest slope on a site

– Based on FEP soil erosion

risk criteria



Summing it all up

• Sensitivity classes

– Highest of vegetation/avian/abiotic rating 

applies to site

Sensitivity class

<33-56-11≥12Abiotic sensitivity (/21)

<88-1212-15≥16Avian sensitivity (/20)

<1010-1415-19≥20Vegetation sensitivity (/25)

Very 

low

LowHighVery 

high



Why all the fuss?

• Growth: more people coming 
to the county, need places to 
recreate

• Generally thought that many 
of our sites are already 
suffering from too many 
visitors



Why all the fuss?

• Needed an objective way to predict site 
sensitivity (‘because we said so’ isn’t 
enough, imagine!)

• Greenspace/PPG17 studies seemed to 
treat all open space equally, regardless of 
condition or ‘primary purpose’



Why all the fuss?

• This work will help identify:

– Sites which are highly sensitive and perhaps 

cannot cope with visitors

– Sites which are sensitive but whose impacts 

might be mitigated with appropriate 

management and resourcing

– Sites which might be able to take more 

visitors



Why all the fuss?

• The work will also help inform:

– Greenspace/PPG17 studies

– Green infrastructure planning

– Site management planning

• It could also help local authorities make a 
case for more funding for new green 
spaces (like country parks)



For more information

• www.bedslife.org.uk/publications.htm

• Or talk to me!

heather.webb@centralbedfordshire.gov.uk


