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Background 

Natural England is working to open England’s Coast Path, a new National Trail around all of England’s 
coast. It hopes to have all stretches approved and with establishment works underway by the end of 
2021. In the Solent there are seven path stretches in various stages of development. 

The Solent Forum Natural Environment Group wishes to learn to what extent potential recreational 
impacts on designated and sensitive sites have been taken into account during the path 
development process. We also want to understand how Natural England has worked with Relevant 
Authorities on path development, and how the future impacts on Solent Marine Sites will be 
monitored. These findings will be fed into the Solent Marine Sites Management Scheme which 
monitors the impacts from coastal walking on designated sites. 

Progress on Solent Coastal Path Stretches 

The following Table 1 shows that three of the Solent’s seven stretches have now been partially 
approved.  The remaining sites (apart from the stretch between East Cowes and Wootton) are at a 
stage where they are determined prior to approval.   

 
Table 1 – Solent Stretches and Progress 

Stretch name Progress 

Highcliffe to Calshot Stage 4: Determine 
Coastal Assessment conclude no likely significant affect. (Link to report 
documents) 14th March 2018 (although the HRA is currently being 
updated, post People over Wind.)  

Calshot to Gosport Stage 4 and 5: Partially approved (not yet available for public use - work to 
establish the route is currently taking place on approved lengths) Coastal 
Assessments made and HRA included mitigation (link to report documents) 
17th July 2019  

Isle of Wight - East Cowes 
to Wootton Bridge 

Stage 2 and 3: Develop and Propose  
Coastal Assessments made and HRA included mitigation.  (Link to report 
documents)  Expected 2021 

Isle of Wight - Wootton 
Bridge to the Medina 

Stage 4: Determine 
Coastal Assessments made and HRA included mitigation (link to report 
documents) 18th March 2020  

Gosport to Portsmouth Stage 4 and 5: Partially approved (not yet available for public use - work to 
establish the route is currently taking place on approved lengths)  Coastal 
Assessments made and HRA included mitigation (link to report documents) 
17th July 2019 



Stretch name Progress 

Portsmouth to South 
Hayling 

Stage 4: Determine.  Nature Conservation Assessment concluded no likely 
significant affect (link to report documents) 19th July 2017 (although the 
HRA is currently being updated, post People over Wind (1).) 
 
  

South Hayling to East 
Head 

Stage 4 and 5: Partially approved (not yet available for public use - work to 
establish the route is currently taking place on approved lengths)Coastal 
Assessments made and HRA included mitigation (link to report documents) 
3rd October 2019  

(1) The Habitats Regulations Assessments (previously incorporated within the ‘Access and Sensitive Features 
Appraisal’) for Highcliffe to Calshot, and Portsmouth to South Hayling, are being updated due to the People over 
Wind case. When these have been updated, this information will be presented and available to view on the gov.uk 
web page for each stretch. 

 

Assessment of Nature Conservation and Habitats Regulation Assessment 

Natural England (NE) has stipulated that each individual stretch, once published, will be 
accompanied by Nature Conservation Coastal Assessments and a Habitats Regulation Assessment 
(HRA) where appropriate. These assessments contain information about how NE arrived at its final 
proposals and how they see them being managed in future, post implementation.  An extract of the 
coastal path approved scheme can be found in Appendix A; this provides detail on how the 
assessment of sites should be handled. 

All seven stretches in the Solent have had a Nature Conservation Assessment and the detail for each 
can be found in the links on Table 1. 

Two of these stretches (Highcliffe to Calshot; and Portsmouth to South Hayling, concluded no likely 
significant affect on the designated sites, and therefore no HRA has been published. 

The remaining five underwent an HRA and have proposed mitigation.  These details can be found in 
Table 1.  

Natural England have concluded that that the England Coast Path proposals assessed so far will not 
have an adverse effect on site integrity of the European Sites, both alone and in combination with 
other plans and projects.  

Working with Local Organisations 

Natural England published how the Coastal Path scheme would work with partners, and an extract 
of this can be found in Appendix A. 

NE stipulate that the development of proposals would draw on a range of expertise of relevant 
authorities such as the local wildlife trust, and that it would work closely with access authorities 
throughout the implementation process, using their detailed understanding of local circumstances.   

In the Solent NE have consulted with Local Authorities, HIWWT and the Solent Recreation and 
Mitigation Strategy.  These organisations had eight weeks to provide any representations on 
proposals. 

 



 

Monitoring 

NE stipulate that where appropriate, they will consider carrying out monitoring to ensure that any 
actual impacts on nature conservation interests stay within acceptable limits and that we can take 
further steps to mitigate those impacts if we conclude from monitoring that this is necessary. They 
can use or adapt existing monitoring activity wherever possible to achieve this. They state they will 
work closely with local and national partners to build on existing best practice in encouraging the 
participation of local people and users of the trail in helping to identify and solve issues. 
 
NE have clarified that the conclusions of the HRAs do not require access authorities to carry out on-
going monitoring of land based recreation, and that the establishment of the coastal path will not 
change existing management responsibilities for Solent Marine Sites. 
 
The Appropriate Assessments for the Solent stretches have not identified the need for further 
monitoring of the ECP proposals. Natural England may decide to evaluate the behavioural responses 
of visitors to access management measures at a national level for the England Coast Path, however 
there are no firm evaluation plans in place currently.  

 
An example of a Habitats Regulation Assessment in the Solent 

An example of an HRA on a Solent stretch (Gosport to Portsmouth) is shown below. 

The HRA shows risks to Conservation Objectives due to  disturbance to resting and foraging 
nonbreeding waterbirds, following increased visits to the coast as a result of coastal access 
proposals, leading to reduced fitness and reduction in the population/contraction in the distribution 
of Qualifying Features within the site. Mitigation proposed included: 

 Coastal access rights will be excluded from areas of mudflat or saltmarsh that are is 
unsuitable for access  

 Access to Pewit Island will be excluded on nature conservation grounds   
 Optional high tide routes to encourage people away from the shoreline when birds are 

gathering at high tide  
 Planting of scrub to reinforce physical and visual separation between the path and foreshore  
 Installation of interpretation panels for raising awareness and indicating where access is 

restricted   
 Waymark posts to encourage walkers to stay on the path   
 Adopting existing, appropriately sited, walked routes with e.g. Pilgrims Trail at Tipner is 

behind a sea wall    

 

 

  



Appendix A 

Coastal Access - Natural England’s Approved Scheme extracts 
relating to nature conservation assessments and working with 
partners 
Approved by the Secretary of State on 9 July 2013 under section 298(2) of the Marine and Coastal 
Access Act 2009. Presented to Parliament pursuant to section 298(6) of the Marine and Coastal 
access Act 2009  
 

Extract – Assessing impacts on nature conservation 

4.9 Protection of sensitive features 
4.9.1 Coastal access rights create more opportunities for the public to enjoy the natural and cultural 
environment of the coast and to understand it better. Our proposals for the trail and the extent of 
landward spreading room are influenced by local opportunities for people to encounter particular 
features or to get a more varied experience, where this is consistent with statutory obligations and 
with the other key principles in chapters 4 and 5 of the Scheme. This includes features designated 
for their landscape, geological or geomorphological, biodiversity or historic interest.  
4.9.2 The key principle in our approach will be to find the best outcome that secures these 
opportunities for engagement so far as practicable while ensuring appropriate protection of key 
sensitive features. This principle is in keeping with our statutory purpose to conserve, enhance and 
manage the natural environment for the benefit of present and future generations35. 
4.9.3 There are two key considerations here: 
■ on the one hand, the various statutory obligations in respect of sites and 
33features on the coast; and 

■ on the other hand, our duty to deliver coastal access rights. 
Each is set in the context of the more general statutory responsibilities under our founding 
legislation to pursue such imperatives in an integrated way. 
4.9.4 We carefully consider the potential effects of improved coastal access on any key sensitive 
features along each stretch of coast, including wildlife, heritage, landscape and geodiversity 
features. This includes considering potential effects arising from any works which are necessary for 
the establishment or maintenance of improved coastal access, as well as from people’s use of the 
coastal access rights. 
4.9.5 In respect of heritage features, we take advice from local authority archaeological officers 
about the potential effects on these features, and consult English Heritage in relation to Scheduled 
Monuments. 
4.9.6 In respect of sensitive natural features, we use an iterative process for developing our 
proposals for coastal access, assessing the potential effects of various options and further refining 
them and assessing them as necessary to help us decide on the best outcome. The way in which we 
do this in consultation with relevant local bodies is outlined in chapter 3. Appropriate separation of 
duties within Natural England is in place to ensure that impartial judgements can then be made in 
the light of the available evidence about any potential impacts of particular options on key sensitive 
features before reaching our final decision. 
4.9.7 More specifically, we: 
■ fulfil our obligations under the Habitats Directive and Habitats Regulations in relation to 
European sites to which our proposals may relate; 



■ comply with our duty to take reasonable steps, consistent with the proper exercise of all our 
functions, to further the conservation and enhancement of the notified 
features of any sites of special scientific interest to which our proposals may relate; 
■ comply with our duty, in exercising our functions as a public authority, to have regard (so far as is 
consistent with the proper exercise of those functions) to the purpose of conserving biodiversity in 
England; and 
■ take into account any potentially significant effects on particular habitats or species protected 
under other legislation, insofar as they occur on the coast. 
4.9.8 In developing our proposals for coastal access, we make a judgement on whether any of the 
features of conservation interest that may be affected are sensitive to public access, and if so: 
■ what changes in public use are likely to occur as a result of improved coastal 
access (see section 6.2 and figure 16 for the methodology); and 
■ whether any such changes will have a substantial effect on the features in question. 
4.9.9 Often coastal access rights can be put in place without any special measures to protect the 
coastal environment. However, where we identify that there may be potential for coastal access 
rights to cause negative effects on protected sites or species, we consider whether any action is 
required to avoid or mitigate such effects, and include these measures within our proposals. There is 
a range of options available, including: 
■ a trail route that avoids sensitive areas, or an alternative route used during 
sensitive periods; 
■ informal management techniques such as public information, or promotion of 
particular routes; 
■ local restrictions or exclusions36 on public use of spreading room; and 

■ monitoring the outcome on the ground. 
34 
4.9.10 In all cases where we decide that special intervention is necessary because of 
environmental considerations, our policy is to adopt the option which is least restrictive on public 
access that will meet at reasonable cost our environmental objectives and any specific statutory 
obligations that apply. Chapter 7 of the Scheme indicates the solutions we are likely to consider in 
relation to key concerns. 
4.9.11 The development of our proposals to introduce coastal access rights draws on a range of 
expertise in both Natural England and relevant organisations such as local wildlife trusts and other 
conservation bodies as outlined in chapter 3. We share our emerging analysis with these bodies 
before it is published as part of the coastal access report, in order to help ensure we reach the right 
decisions. The aim is to develop proposals that have the necessary measures built into their design 
to avoid any substantive impacts on key conservation interests. These are then assessed as to 
their potential impact on key conservation interests, including European or other designated 
features, and habitats and species of principle importance in England.  
4.9.12 In the case of European sites, we have a specific duty to assess the implications of proposals 
to introduce coastal access rights on the sites’ conservation objectives, under Regulations 9 and 61 
of the Habitats Regulations 2010. The proposals are designed locally, and may include any measures 
considered necessary to reduce impact on the European designated features. We then assess each 
stretch proposal to determine whether it is likely to have a significant effect on the features to which 
their designation relates, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects. Where we 
consider that the coastal access proposal: 
■ is not likely to have a significant effect, either alone or in combination with other plans or 
projects, this concludes the necessary Habitat Regulations tests; or 



■ is likely to have a significant effect either alone or in combination with other plans or projects, we 
must then carry out an appropriate assessment to establish whether the proposal will have an 
adverse effect on the site’s integrity. 
4.9.13 On stretches of coast where we conclude that an appropriate assessment is required in 
relation to a European site, we also subject our proposals to strategic environmental assessment 
(SEA), in accordance with government policy. It is at the local rather than the national level that any 
SEA relating to coastal access is applied.  
4.9.14 Should we conclude from an appropriate assessment that coastal access rights may have an 
adverse effect on the integrity of a European site, we will modify our proposals to the extent 
necessary to ensure on reassessment that there will be no adverse effect on the integrity of the site. 
4.9.15 Where other protected sites or species may be affected, we use our flexible powers under the 
legislation to find solutions that best integrate our nature conservation and coastal objectives, 
complying with any specific legal duties where relevant. There may be circumstances where after 
careful assessment we conclude that some impact on nature conservation interests is unavoidable 
but acceptable, in order to strike the right balance between our aspirations in this respect and our 
responsibilities under the Coastal Access Duty. 
4.9.16 Where appropriate, we consider carrying out monitoring to ensure that any actual impacts on 
nature conservation interests stay within acceptable limits and that we can take further steps to 
mitigate those impacts if we conclude from monitoring that this is necessary. We use or adapt 
existing monitoring activity wherever possible to achieve this. We also work closely with local and 
national partners to build on existing best practice in encouraging the participation of local people 
and users of the trail in helping to identify and solve issues. 
4.9.17 We also ensure that any operations (such as those necessary to install access infrastructure) 
which are felt necessary to implement the proposals meet any relevant statutory requirements, 
including any applying to SSSIs or Scheduled Monuments. Our approach is in any event always to 
ensure that any establishment works are undertaken in the way that has least impact on other uses 
and features of the land in question. 
 

Extract Chapter 3 on Working with partners 

3.3 Developing partnerships 
3.3.1 We work closely with access authorities throughout the implementation process described in 
this chapter, combining our nationally consistent approach with their detailed understanding of local 
circumstances. 
3.3.2 Natural England has sole responsibility under section 55A of the 1949 Act for the preparation 
of the coastal access report itself, but we are required to consider whether it would be appropriate 
for the access authority to carry out any of the preliminary activity involved and where so, to take all 
reasonable steps to conclude an agreement with them for that purpose. 
17 
3.3.3 The specific arrangements we put in place with individual access authorities vary according to 
circumstances, for example the nature or extent of the coast within their administrative boundaries, 
and the interest of the authority in question. Where appropriate and efficient we seek to establish 
joint working between authorities. 
3.3.4 Schedule 20 to the 2009 Act and Part 1 of CROW provide access authorities with statutory 
powers to undertake relevant establishment and maintenance works once a coastal access report 
has been approved. We always seek to establish arrangements with access authorities for this to 
happen. 
3.3.5 Natural England is the sole relevant authority with responsibility for giving any directions that 
are necessary to restrict or exclude the coastal access rights under most circumstances20. This is to 
ensure a coherent approach to local restrictions and exclusions in the preparation of coastal access 
reports. 



3.3.6 Once the rights have commenced, we have the power to delegate our relevant authority role 
for land within the coastal margin to: 
■ the National Park Authority, for any area of land within a National Park; or 

■ the Forestry Commission, for any area of land that is wholly or predominantly 
woodland. 
These bodies already have corresponding functions relating to local restrictions and exclusions on 
other land with public access rights provided under Part 1 of CROW. 
3.3.7 We will discuss with the authority concerned whether such delegation arrangements should be 
made or revoked. 
3.3.8 While our principal partners for the implementation and subsequent management of coastal 
access are access authorities, we also look to develop wider partnerships with other organisations 
where this helps to maximise efficiency. The scope for and benefits of using such wider partnerships 
varies according to the circumstances on the area of coast in question. 
 

 


