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NATURA 2000 

STANDARD DATA FORM 

FOR SPECIAL PROTECTION AREAS (SPA)  

FOR SITES ELIGIBLE FOR IDENTIFICATION AS SITES OF COMMUNITY IMPORTANCE (SCI)  

AND   

FOR SPECIAL AREAS OF CONSERVATION (SAC) 

1.  Site identification: 

1.1  Type J  1.2  Site code UK9020309 

 

1.3  Compilation date 201008  1.4  Update 201102 

 

1.5  Relationship with other Natura 2000 sites 
U K 0 0 1 3 6 9 0 

U K 0 0 3 0 3 7 1 

 

1.6  Respondent(s) International Designations, JNCC, Peterborough 

 

1.7 Site name Outer Thames Estuary 

 

1.8  Site indication and designation classification dates 
date site proposed as eligible as SCI  

date confirmed as SCI  

date site classified as SPA 201008 

date site designated as SAC  

2.  Site location: 

2.1  Site centre location  
longitude latitude 

01 32 41 E 51 54 58 N 

 

2.2  Site area (ha) 379268.14  2.3  Site length (km)  

 

2.5  Administrative region 

NUTS 

 code 

Region name %  

cover 
 

0 Marine 100.0% 

 

2.6  Biogeographic region 

    X              

Alpine Atlantic Boreal Continental Macaronesia Mediterranean 

3.  Ecological information: 

3.1  Annex I habitats 

Habitat types present on the site and the site assessment for them: 

Annex I habitat % cover Representati

vity 

Relative 

surface 

Conservation 

status 

Global 

assessment 
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3.2  Annex I birds and regularly occurring migratory birds not listed on Annex I 

  Population Site assessment 

  Resident Migratory     

Code Species name Breed Winter Stage Population Conservation Isolation Global 

A001 Gavia stellata    6466 I  A  C  

4.  Site description: 

4.1  General site character 

Habitat classes % cover 

Marine areas. Sea inlets 100.0 

Tidal rivers. Estuaries. Mud flats. Sand flats. Lagoons (including saltwork basins)  

Salt marshes. Salt pastures. Salt steppes  

Coastal sand dunes. Sand beaches. Machair  

Shingle. Sea cliffs. Islets  

Inland water bodies (standing water, running water)  

Bogs. Marshes. Water fringed vegetation. Fens  

Heath. Scrub. Maquis and garrigue. Phygrana  

Dry grassland. Steppes  

Humid grassland. Mesophile grassland  

Alpine and sub-alpine grassland  

Improved grassland  

Other arable land  

Broad-leaved deciduous woodland  

Coniferous woodland  

Evergreen woodland  

Mixed woodland  

Non-forest areas cultivated with woody plants (including orchards, groves, vineyards, dehesas)  

Inland rocks. Screes. Sands. Permanent snow and ice  

Other land (including towns, villages, roads, waste places, mines, industrial sites)  

Total habitat cover 100% 

4.1  Other site characteristics 

Soil & geology: 

Gravel, Mud, Sand 

Geomorphology & landscape: 

Range of mobile sediments, Tidal current stream 

4.2  Quality and importance 

ARTICLE 4.1 QUALIFICATION (79/409/EEC)  

Over winter the area regularly supports: 

Gavia stellata  

(North-western Europe - wintering) 

38% of the population in Great Britain 

peak mean over the period 1989-2006/07 

 

ARTICLE 4.2 QUALIFICATION (79/409/EEC)  
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4.3  Vulnerability 

The northernmost extent of the SPA contains some areas licenced for aggregate extraction and other 

prospecting areas. The site contains several constructed or consented offshore windfarms. There are proposals 

for extensions to several such windfarms. Furthermore, there is the possibility that new windfarms will be 

consented under Round 3. Certain shipping channels within the site have been and will continue to be subject 

to maintenance dredging. There may be a requirement for capital dredging in association with newly 

developed and future port developments. The Thames supports important commercial fisheries (as well as 

estuarine and marine recreational angling). There is also a well-established cockle harvesting industry. The 

potential impacts of many of these existing or future activities will be addressed through the relevant licence 

requirements and under the provision of the Habitats Regulations (including the review of consents process). 

Ongoing research associated with offshore windfarm development will improve understanding of the 

environmental factors influencing red-throated diver distribution and the extent of apparently suitable seabed 

habitat within the site.  

 

Red throated divers are highly sensitive to non-physical disturbance by noise and visual presence during the 

winter. Locally, significant disturbance and displacement effects are predicted to arise from noise and visual 

impacts from wind farm construction, maintenance traffic and visually from the turbines themselves.  

Disturbance and displacement effects may also arise from shipping (including recreational boating) and boat 

movements associated with marine aggregate and fishing activities. Marine aggregates activities tend to be 

temporary and localised. Dredging and shipping activities are expected to be confined to existing shipping 

channels, which are already known to be avoided by divers. In all these cases it is expected that activity will 

be lowest during the winter months (when the birds are present) due to the limitations imposed by poor 

weather conditions. Prince’s Channel (which runs through the southern area of the outer Thames SPA) carries 

a significant amount of vessel traffic in and out of ports in the inner Thames Estuary. Fisherman’s Gat is also 

an active commercial shipping channel. In addition, smaller vessels use the shallower inshore channels across 

the site. The impacts of many of these existing or future activities will be addressed through the relevant 

licence requirements and under the provision of the Habitats Regulations. (including the review of consents 

process). 

 

A number of operators discharge effluent into freshwater input sources upstream of the site and directly into 

coastal waters adjacent to the site. Direct discharges into the site include low levels of radionuclides and 

heavy metals.  Deterioration of invertebrate and small fish populations as a result of large oil and chemical 

spills can have a significant impact on important food resources . Oil on the surface and in the water column 

would present a threat to diving and feeding seabirds. There is a considerable amount of shipping traffic 

within the site, mostly confined within recognise shipping channels.  A small level of contamination will exist 

as a result of normal shipping activities. There is however, always the risk of a catastrophic spillage event 

from normal shipping traffic and there is in additional issue of ship-to-ship (s-t-s) oil transfers just off 

Southwold within 12nm.   

 

Discharges to the freshwater environment upstream of the site will be subject to the requirements of relevant 

licencing. All major ports such as the Port of London will have oil spill contingency plans to deal with 

catastrophic events. All s-t-s transfers are well managed by the Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA). 

 

Fishing activities within the site include: suction dredging for cockles, set and drift-net tramelling, drift gill 

netting, potting and a limited amount of beam trawling. Removal of fish and larger molluscs can have a 

significant impact on the structure and functioning of benthic communities. Mechanisms for these activities to 

impact on red-throated divers may be a direct on indirect reduction in food availability. However, the overall 

level of exposure of red-throated divers to prey species depletion from biological disturbance is currently 

considered low. Any future significant changes to the way in which certain fishing activities, such as cockle 

suction dredging, are conducted (eg total catch, timing etc) will be assessed under the provision of the 

Habitats Regulations, and will in any case likely be subject to licence arrangements and by-law restrictions 

overseen by the Marine Management Organisation and/or local Inshore Fishery and Conservation Authority. 

 

Entanglement in static fishing nets is an important cause of death for red-throated divers in the UK waters. 

Thus, static/passive fishing gear methods such as set gillnets and drift netting represent potentially the most 

serious direct risk from fishing activity to the birds themselves. Netting is widespread across the sandbanks, 

however this is seasonally focussed and occurs primarily at times of year outwith the period when the red-

throated diver population is at its peak. The scale of the by-catch within the site is unknown. Therefore, 

consideration of any fishery management measures will need to be preceded by monitoring of the scale of the 

by-catch  problem within the site itself. 
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5.  Site protection status and relation with CORINE biotopes: 

5.1  Designation types at national and regional level 

Code % cover 
UK00 (N/A) 100.00 

 

 


