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Summary 
 
The cumulative impact of development is now increasingly recognised as a problem for a 
number of sites important for nature conservation.  In particular, there is strong evidence to 
show that high numbers of housing in the vicinity of European Protected heathland sites leads 
to particular pressures, such as disturbance to breeding birds.  In areas such as the Dorset 
Heaths and Thames Basin Heaths, various measures have been put in place to ensure that there 
will be no adverse effects on the European Sites as a result of new housing, these measures 
include development control, access management measures on the sites themselves and the 
creation of alternative green space sites.  These solutions are appropriate where the 
recreational pressure comes from local people, visiting regularly for activities such as dog 
walking and exercise.   
 
The New Forest is a unique area of enormous conservation importance.  It also attracts people 
from a wide geographic area.  In this document we consider current visitor levels within the 
New Forest National Park and address the impact of future housing development surrounding 
the National Park.  We attempt to identify the impact of future housing on the levels of 
recreational activity inside the park.  This is intended to inform future planning policy (emerging 
core strategies for the National Park Authority and adjacent local authorities) and the 
Appropriate Assessment of those plans.   
 
Our approach has been to combine existing data for the National Park area, including bird data, 
visitor survey data and geographical data such as the distribution of current housing and camp 
sites.  We focus on the three Annex I breeding bird species associated with heathland (nightjar, 
woodlark and Dartford warbler) as studies in other areas have shown impacts to these species 
from housing and disturbance.  We draw comparisons with other areas, such as the Dorset 
Heaths and Thames Basin Heaths, as in these areas detailed ecological studies of key bird 
species have been conducted ς showing impacts of housing and disturbance and the levels of 
disturbance at which these occur.   
 
Forty percent (40 %) of New Forest visitors are staying tourists, a further 25 % are day-trippers, 
coming from beyond 5miles, and locals (living within 5miles) account for 35% of visitors.  As a 
consequence of this range of visitor types, the New Forest receives a high total volume of 
visitors (current estimates are over 13 million visitor days per year).  Most of these people tend 
to visit infrequently, in larger groups and, compared with other areas, they are less likely to be 
visiting to walk their dog.  Visitor numbers peak in the summer and the tourists tend to be 
attracted to particular honey-pot sites, whereas local visitors tend to chose locations away from 
the tourist hot spots.  Such a pattern provides a contrast to other heathland locations (we 
compare with Dorset and the Thames Basin Heaths, where there is concern about access levels 
and Annex I birds).  In these areas visitors are local residents, there is much less seasonal 
variation and the main reason for visiting is dog-walking.   
 
In day visitors alone, the New Forest receives roughly double the number of the Thames Basin 
Heaths, and considerably more when staying tourists (absent in the Thames Basin Heaths) are 
factored in.  However, the New Forest covers a very large area, and the overall density of visitors 
is actually well below that of the Thames Basin Heaths, and also below that of the Dorset 
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Heaths.  Visitor densities within the New Forest are more evenly distributed and of course there 
are relatively fewer dog walkers. 
 
Current housing densities in the areas surrounding the New Forest are high to the east of the 
National Park (Southampton) and to the west (Bournemouth and Poole), with a notable peak 
around 8km.  Densities are lower to the north (Salisbury).  Taking current estimates of future 
housing, the greatest percentage change will be to the north of the National Park, but the 
largest actual numbers of new housing will be to both the east and the west.   
 
Using existing visitor survey data (c.3800 interviews giving home postcodes of people visiting the 
National Park) it is clear that the likelihood that someone living outside the National Park will 
visit the park declines with distance ς i.e. people living further away are less likely to visit.  Most 
day visitors and a large proportion of the total number of visitors come from within 20 km of the 
National Park boundary.  We use these data to attempt to predict visitor numbers to the New 
Forest in the future.  We do this by taking housing allocations for the area surrounding the 
National Park (to 50km) and assuming that the distribution of new housing will be in proportion 
to the existing housing distribution.  We assume new housing will result in an increase in 
population size and use a standard occupancy rate for all new housing.  We also assume that the 
proportion of residents (at a given distance from the National Park boundary) that visit the 
National Park will remain the same.   
 
We estimate that housing development in the period 2006-2026 within 50 km of the New Forest 
will result in an additional 1.05 million person visits per annum.  Much of these additional visits 
will be as a result of development relatively close to the National Park boundary, with an 
estimated 764,000 of this total coming from within 10 km of the boundary.  Development at a 
distance of 10-20 km from the National Park boundary will account for 168,000 visitor days per 
annum.  Regular visitors (i.e. those who visit at least weekly) tend to be mainly dog walkers and 
most come from within 7 km of the National Park boundary.  Approximately 226,000 of the 
additional visits made to the National Park coming from within 50 km will be regular dog 
walkers.   
 
We also estimate the number of additional visits likely to occur as a result of new housing within 
the National Park.  Residents within the National Park boundary are frequent visitors, making 
approximately 890,000 person visits per year, 6.7% of the total visits made within the park, 
which equates to 55 person visits per household per year. Of those visits, 64.7% are made by 
people who are frequent (at least weekly) dog walkers. Taking an estimated increase of 200 
houses within the National Park boundary within the period 2006-20026, we therefore predict a 
further 11,000 person visits per year as a result of new housing within the National Park. 
 
The increase in visitor pressure is therefore likely to be from people living outside the National 
Park, but reasonably close (within 20 km).  Such visitors are likely to have some knowledge of 
the National Park and will probably avoid the tourist areas.  In order to manage and mitigate the 
impacts of any such change, any mitigation measures will therefore need to be targeted at these 
visitors. 
 
Visitor survey data shows that people tend to visit the part of the National Park that 
corresponds with their direction of travel ς i.e. those visiting from the east tend to visit the 
eastern parts of the National Park etc.   
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The three heathland Annex I bird species (nightjar, woodlark and Dartford warbler) are notable 
in that densities within the New Forest National Park are particularly low when compared with 
other heathland areas (Dorset and Thames Basin Heaths).  Although there are some potential 
caveats with the approach used, there is some evidence (particularly for woodlarks), that areas 
of high visitor pressure are avoided.  Further work is needed to understand the generally low 
densities and the range of factors that may determine why densities are comparatively low 
within the New Forest.  Without such an understanding it is difficult to determine the extent to 
which disturbance may have consequences for the bird populations of interest.    
 
Further work on the breeding bird species is therefore warranted, and recommendations are 
made within the report.  We also suggest measures which may reduce any potential impacts of 
future development.   
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1 Introduction 
 
¢ƘŜ bŜǿ CƻǊŜǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
conservation. Accordingly, it is covered by an array of European and national landscape and 
nature conservation designations. The large areas of relatively intact natural vegetation, scenic 
landscapes and varied wildlife also make the National Park a magnet for human recreational 
activity ς by local residents, day visitors from nearby areas and tourists from further afield alike. 
This high level of visitors makes a substantial contribution to the local economy.  
 
There is growing concern about the cumulative impacts of housing development on key sites for 
nature conservation in southern England.  This is especially the case with lowland heathland, 
which often exists close to large human populations.  Various studies have highlighted the 
impacts (see Underhill-Day, 2005; Woodfield & Langston, 2004a for reviews) which include 
disturbance, increased fire incidence and predation from pets.  There are clear links between 
housing, access levels and nature conservation impacts (e.g. Liley et al., 2006a; Liley et al., 
2006b).  Where sites are internationally important for nature conservation, changes in access 
levels have the potential to result in adverse effects to the interest features.   
 
This report explores whether the numbers of people visiting the New Forest are currently having 
a detrimental effect on species and habitats of European importance. The study is based on an 
assessment of recreational impacts on selected bird species, on the basis that they are 
ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ and because work on 
other areas of southern England has shown these species to be impacted by human disturbance. 
This assessment looks at the present day, but also casts its eye forward, aware that new housing 
developments planned for southern England will have an impact on recreational patterns, and 
ǘƘǳǎΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƪΩǎ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ.  

1.1 New Forest National Park, designations and conservation importance 
The New Forest is of high significance for the conservation of biodiversity in Britain and Europe 
(Sanderson, 1998; Tubbs, 1986; Tubbs, 2001). It contains internationally important, extensive 
areas of lowland heath, ancient woodland, valley mires, river valleys and coastal marshes. In 
turn, these contain a very high number of nationally rare (and some internationally rare) 
species, particularly invertebrates.  
 
A majority of the National Park is contained within the Natura 2000 network of European Sites, 
either as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) under the Habitats Directive or a Special 
Protection Area (SPA) under the Wild Birds Directive, or both. Both classifications are protected 
under UK legislation by the Conservation (Natural Habitats &c) Regulations 1994. A large area is 
also designated as Ramsar sites (wetlands of international importance), under the terms of the 
Ramsar Convention. All areas contained in one of the above three designations are also 
protected under UK legislation as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) under the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act 1981, or as National Nature Reserves under the National Parks and Access 
to the Countryside Act 1949. Details of these are given below and are summarised in Maps 1 
and 2. 
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