EXTENT AND CONDITION OF INTER-TIDAL HABITATS

This information is provided to inform reporting upon the indicator in the Integrated Regional Framework 13c “Extent and condition of key habitats for which BAPs have been established”.

There is no change since we last reported in November 2007.

Definition of intertidal habitats

For these purposes, inter-tidal habitats are defined to include saltmarsh, and inter-tidal flats (mud and sand flats). Saltmarshes are inter-tidal or tidally-influenced vegetated habitats that develop along soft, sheltered coasts with shallow shores. Inter-tidal flats are expanses of mud or sand exposed at low tide, found along low, soft coasts; they are not vegetated by vascular plants except for seagrass beds (Zostera sp.) in some very sheltered locations.

Since the last monitoring report for inter-tidal habitats (2006), a comprehensive dataset for coastal BAP habitats has been produced as part of the BRANCH (Biodiversity requires adaptation in North-West Europe under a changing climate) Interreg IIIB Project. As a partner in this project, the Environment Agency used aerial photography collected in 2005 to map coastal BAP habitats across the South East and this has provided information on the extent of these habitat types. 

In order to quality check the mapping work the data was reviewed by the Hampshire Biodiversity Information Centre (HBIC), Sussex Biodiversity Records Centre (SBRC) and the Kent & Medway Biological Record Centre (KMBRC). Although there were some issues with the mapping accuracy of other habitat types, we are confident with the accuracy of the mapping work undertaken for saltmarsh and inter-tidal flats. 

This habitat mapping work will be repeated every 5 years (next round to be 2009/10) as part of the Strategic Regional Coastal Monitoring Programme (SRCMP).
Extent of saltmarsh habitats

This new dataset shows that the South East England holds about 2,500 ha of saltmarsh, comprising 5.5% of the UK resource of this habitat. This figure is half that reported in 2006 however the change is due to more accurate data due to a better, and more comprehensive methodology rather than actual habitat loss. It should be noted however that the lower extent figure could be compounded by the rapid erosion known to be occurring in parts of the Solent. 

The most extensive areas are in the Solent and south coast harbours, and in the estuarine systems of north Kent. There are smaller areas in Sussex and the Isle of Wight. A high proportion of the habitat is designated as SSSI, and in turn, most of this holds international nature conservation designations.

	BAP Habitat
	Existing resource (ha)

	Saltmarsh
	2,500 ha


Assessment of current extent, condition and trends for saltmarsh habitats

A broad assessment of the current extent and condition, and trends in area and condition is given, based on BRANCH data, the conclusions of Coastal Habitat Management Plans (ChaMPs) for Natura 2000 sites, and local knowledge.
	Extent
	Trend in extent
	Condition
	Trend in condition

	RED
	RED
	AMBER
	AMBER

	The BRANCH data has identified that the existing resource is much less (50% less) than previously thought. It must be noted that this reduction in extent is due to the increased accuracy of the data used.  However it is likely that this figure is compounded by the rapid erosion of this habitat in parts of the Solent. Accordingly, a Red assessment is given
	Current patterns of loss and accretion in differing locations are set to continue in the short term. However, predictions for sea level rise of up to 8mm per annum suggest that the balance will shift towards net loss in the longer term, as set out in the relevant CHaMPs. Accordingly, a Red assessment is given 
	Site condition varies across the region from broadly favourable in some locations to unfavourable and declining in others. An Accordingly, an Amber assessment is given.
	Whilst the condition of some saltmarsh sites is favourable, there is a trend towards colonisation of upper and middle saltmarsh by lower saltmarsh plants, linked to sea level rise; further, areas of major accretion especially in the Medway are species-poor (Spartina-dominated). At this stage, accordingly, an Amber assessment is given. 


Extent of inter-tidal flats (mud and sand flats)

The BRANCH data has confirmed that the South East England holds 17,500ha of intertidal mud and sand flats, which is about 6% of the UK resource of this habitat. As in the case of saltmarsh, the most extensive areas are in the Solent and south coast harbours, and in north Kent. Also, as with saltmarsh, a high proportion of the habitat is SSSI and most of that holds international nature conservation designations. 

	BAP Habitat
	Existing resource (ha)

	Intertidal flats (mud and sand flats)
	17,500 ha


Assessment of current extent, condition and trends of inter-tidal flats

A broad assessment of the current extent and condition, and trends in area and condition is given, based on similar sources to those mentioned above for saltmarsh.

	Extent
	Trend in extent
	Condition
	Trend in condition

	GREEN
	AMBER
	AMBER
	AMBER

	The overall existing resource is not thought to have been subject to major change at regional level in recent times.
	Erosion of saltmarsh has resulted in conversion to mud flats in some locations, whilst in others accretion of (usually species-poor) saltmarsh has led to loss of unvegetated intertidal flats. Sea level rise and the fact that in some locations mudflats immediately abut hard sea defences suggest that overall extent will be subject to coastal squeeze in the short-medium term. Accordingly, an Amber assessment is given.  
	Whilst in some locations intertidal flats are in favourable condition, in others they are affected by nutrient enrichment leading to algal growth (e.g. Langstone Harbour) or to vegetation by Spartina-dominated saltmarsh. Accordingly, an Amber assessment is given. 
	Some factors leading to adverse condition may be soluble in the short term (e.g. by addressing diffuse pollution leading to nutrient enrichment), whilst others are more intractable. Diminution of area (see Trend in extent) may also lead to a decline in the invertebrate holding capacity of that which remains, causing decline in overall condition. Accordingly an Amber assessment is given.  
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