














 The Ecological Importance of 
The Hayle Estuary and Surrounding Areas. 

  Most of the Hayle estuary and some of the nearby 
sand dunes are protected as Sites of Special Scientifi c 
Interest (SSSIs) and the RSPB have a large reserve at 
Hayle.Preservation of the unique ecological features 
around the Hayle estuary has been one of the main 
considerations for the Project Team. 

Birds of the Hayle Estuary
The primary reason for the SSSI status of the Hayle 
estuary is the importance of the estuary for birds, 
including those on migration in spring and autumn. 
The Hayle estuary is of particular value in very cold 
weather, when its location usually provides a mild 
refuge.

Previous bird surveys have been aimed at describing 
the main areas used by birds in the Hayle estuary. 
The RSBP and other bodies asked us to examine the 
impacts of various types of disturbance (eg walking, 
dog-walking, sailing, jet-skiing) on estuarine birds. 
This year-long survey was completed in December 
2005. The main disturbance to estuarine birds is dogs 
running off the footpaths and fl ushing birds from 
roosting or feeding areas, therefore dogs should 
be kept on the footpaths provided. The other main 
contributor is predation. 

Peregrine Falcons can be regularly seen, especially 
in winter, hunting for wading birds on the estuary. 
There are several resident shorebird species that can 
be seen all year round, such as Shelduck, Little Egret, 
Mute Swan, Curlew and Oystercatcher. The Little 
Egret in particular is a great sight because as recently 
as 20 years ago it was a rare visitor to the UK.

Winter is probably the best time to watch birds on 
the estuary. Over a thousand Wigeon turn up to 
winter on the estuary, along with several hundred 
Teal. These ducks have travelled south to spend the 
winter in the mild climates in Cornwall. There are also 
several species of wader that winter here. Dunlin, 
Lapwing, Golden Plover, Ringed Plover, Redshank and 
Curlew can all be seen feeding and roosting on the 
estuary in large numbers. 

In spring and autumn there are many birds that use 
the estuary as a stop off point on their migration 
route and this can lead to some unusual species 
turning up, for example Spoonbills are occasionally 
seen in autumn. The estuary is vital for these birds to 
rest and feed on their way to breeding or wintering 
grounds.

A series of mitigation measures would be employed 
to reduce the scale of development impacts on 
estuary birds. These would include the timing of key 
construction works to avoid sensitive periods and 
screening to reduce noise and visual disturbance, 
where appropriate. The potential impacts from the 
sluicing operations would be reduced by confi ning 
sluicing to the period between April and August 
each year (when waterfowl numbers are lowest) 
and associated monitoring of effects. The potential 
disturbance from pedestrian and water-based 
visitors would be reduced through screening, access 
management and educational material about the 
ecological importance of the area and the legal 
requirements of users of the estuary. 

 Fish 
Carnsew Pool is well known for the variety of fi sh 
species found there. As part of our environmental 
assessment the local Environment Agency fi sheries 
team carried out a detailed survey of Carnsew in 
August 2001. They recorded 21 species of fi sh, 
including two rare species, Gilthead Bream and 
Golden-grey Mullet.

 Carnsew Pool is also of importance for more 
common estuarine fi sh such as Flounder. Some very 
large Flounder were caught at two sites in Carnsew 
Pool.  

A second survey by the Environment Agency in 
October 2001 looked at fi sh at 23 locations in 
Hayle Harbour, Copperhouse Pool and lower Lelant 
Water. High numbers of Greater Sandeel and Lesser 
Sandeels were found in many samples. 

Seaweed areas in the harbour are important habitats 
for Pipefi sh (a group closely related to Seahorses). 
The photo shows Worm Pipefi sh, one of four species 
at Hayle recorded by the Environment Agency.

 Aquatic Invertebrates
Aquatic invertebrates are of conservation interest 
in their own right, but also provide an important 
food source for many wading birds and estuarine 
fi sh. The main invertebrate surveys were carried 
out in February 2000; these included dive surveys 
in Carnsew Pool and in the harbour area near the 
entrance to Carnsew. A wide variety of species 
were recorded in Carnsew Pool, including the Velvet 
Swimming Crab. The familiar casts of Lugworm can 
often be seen on the intertidal sediments at Carnsew. 

Additional surveys have be done at specifi c locations 
affected directly by harbour works, ie. Cockel Bank 
and Penpol Creek. These studies have shown that the 
quality of intertidal habitat lost at these locations is of 
low or local value only. 

Potentially adverse impacts on aquatic ecology 
during construction would be reduced by timing of 
key construction works to avoid sensitive periods, 
and monitoring water quality during dredging 
and harbour reconstruction works. The ecological 
impacts of the new tidal regimes caused by sluicing 
in Carnsew and Copperhouse Pool have been 
signifi cantly reduced by sluicing only between April 
and August each year. If monitoring of birds or 
invertebrates indicates that sluicing causes problems 
in either Copperhouse Pool or Carnsew Pool it would 
be possible to further modify the sluicing r egime.  

 

Plants and Terrestrial 
Invertebrates
Detailed Phase One habitat surveys have been 
carried at Hayle to map the habitats present, 
assess the nature conservation value of the land 
and recommend further wildlife surveys. The dune 
grasslands at North Quay provide warm open habitat 
for a range of insects, many of which use the sand 
for nesting and/or sun-basking; 176 species were 
recorded here, including 2 nationally rare and 3 
nationally scarce insects. 

Detailed maps and population estimates have been 
made for a number of nationally scarce plants found 
round the harbour. 

The most important discovery was the presence of 
a rare liverwort called Petalwort, which in 2005 was 
found in huge numbers on compacted ground on 
the Triangular Spit. It is estimated that over 227,000 
are present here, making this the second largest 
population in Britain. Petalwort is very small and can 
be diffi cult to identify; it is generally visible only in 
winter. Despite its inconspicuous nature, it is fully 
protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 
1981. 

The scheme has been designed to incorporate a 
protected area for the Petalwort, shown below.  This 
restricts permanent parking to the east side of the 
Triangular Spit, with no parking or vehicle access of 
any kind on the west side where petalwort is most 
abundant.  The very small populations of petalwort 
on the east side of the Spit would be transferred to 
a new growing site, under agreement with Natural 
England. It is proposed to manage the parking and 
other uses of the Spit to avoid or minimise potential 
negative effects on the petalwort.       

 

Reptiles
The dune grasslands at North Quay are especially 
important for reptiles; Adder, Common Lizard and 
Slow-worm are widespread, and the area qualifi es 
as a key reptile site. No reptiles were found on the 
Triangular Spit.

 Land Birds
Birds are an important part of the ecology of the 
area, and North Quay provides breeding and feeding 
habitat for Dunnock, Linnet, Whitethroat, Song 
Thrush and Stonechat. The apparent absence of 
nesting Skylarks suggests that the dunes are too 
heavily disturbed for this shy species.

Mitigation
In consultation with various consultees we will design 
methods to minimise the environmental impact 
of the development. These mitigation measures 
will include protection of the nationally important 
populations of Petalwort on the Triangular Spit. In 
addition, work is under way to fi nd a suitable site 
to which reptiles can be moved from North Quay to 
ensure that the populations of Adder, Slow-worm 
and Common Lizard continue to survive. The loss of 
dune habitat at North Quay would be mitigated by 
dune restoration at Hayle Towans, by compensatory 
habitat creation (eg. herb-rich grassland) at Riviere 
Farm, and improved access management around the 
Towans to reduce dune erosion.

Interpretation Centre
We have been actively pursuing the idea of an 
Interpretation Centre in Hayle that would be an 
attraction to visitors, residents and schools. Various 
organisations such as the RSPB, Cornwall County 
Council and English Nature will be involved in helping 
us design the content and layout of the centre. Ideas 
include an underwater video camera in Carnsew Pool 
and a video camera showing birds on the intertidal 
areas of Lelant Water. We envisage the Lelant Water 
camera could be remotely controlled from the 
Interpretation Centre, allowing visitors to see birds 
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