
Canoeing on the Beaulieu River 
 
NORTH SOLENT NATIONAL NATURE RESERVE – BEAULIEU RIV ER 

Introduction 
The Beaulieu River and its surrounding habitats constitute a very important element 
of the North Solent National Nature Reserve (NNR) (see map below).  This area has 
been actively managed by Natural England (NE and its predecessor - English Nature 
[EN]) through a Nature Reserve Agreement with the principal landowner (Beaulieu 
Estate) since 1979.  Much partnership working is done between NE, the Estate and 
its tenant farmers.  

 

Assessing the situation – potential for conflict 
In the summer of 2003 English Nature site management staff first became aware of 
an increase in the number of canoes and kayaks using part of the river and that 
advertising had been placed at the entrance of one of the launching areas.  Prior to 
this, organised canoe activity only comprised 3-6 trips per annum.   

Operating under a lease with the Estate, a private company (Liquid Logistics) was 
allowed to offer canoe and kayak activities to a wide range of clients and to operate 
from a fairly central part of the river.  Activities involved journeying upstream to 
Beaulieu Village and down to the mouth of the Solent.  This appeared to account for 
the increase in canoeing activity. 



Starting Points 
Nature Conservation Interests 
The NNR boundary largely corresponds with that of the North Solent Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI).  Other nature conservation designations covering the area 
include, Solent and Southampton Water Special Protection Area (SPA), Ramsar Site 
and Solent Maritime Candidate Special Area of Conservation (cSAC).  In summary, 
this river estuary is covered by almost every national, European and international 
conservation designation and accordingly, all the legal protection that they afford. 

From the spring of 
2004 EN became 
increasingly 
aware of and 
concerned about 
the possible 
negative effects 
on wildlife that a 
now very 
significant 
increase in canoe 
and kayak 
activities could be 
causing.  In 
response, after making initial enquiries, EN staff discovered that the Beaulieu Estate 
had licensed a small outdoor activities company, Liquid Logistics to use the river as a 
venue for commercial activities.   

In common with all SSSI sites, a series of Operations Likely to Damage (OLDs) are 
produced as a part of the designation process to owners and occupiers.  These 
identify types of work or activities that will potentially damage conservation interest 
and/or features and therefore require an assessment of that likelihood, and after 
objective analysis the agreement of EN to proceed.  This new venture appeared to 
fall into the sphere of those actions or activities requiring consent.  Click here to find 
out more about the designation and consents process (in England and Wales). 

Canoeing Interests 

Leisure boating and its 
associated local industries are 
financially very important to the 
Beaulieu Estate who, unusually 
for riparian landowners, are not 
only the harbour-master but 
also own the bed of the river.  
Located at the mid-point of the 
river (tidal section) Bucklers 
Hard Marina is a considerable 
facility providing berths for 120 
boats.  Elsewhere on the river, 
the Royal Southampton Yacht 
Club and Beaulieu River 
Sailing Club also have facilities 
and there are 350 moorings. 

The Liquid Logistics operation was seen by the estate as an opportunity to further 
benefit from the ownership of the river, provide an opportunity for people to enjoy the 



river (and all the benefits that arise from physical exercise and adventurous activities) 
and add a further boost to the local economy. 

 
Meeting and Opening Communications 
As a consequence of EN’s concern, a meeting was convened between all parties in 
the September 2004.  The purpose of the meeting was to obtain detailed information 
of Liquid Logistics’ use of the river, how they envisaged the business developing and 
to express concerns about environmental impacts.  This was an amicable and 
constructive meeting and enabled the key players to get to know each other and 
establish a working relationship. 

It is a basic requirement for any reserve manager to keep an eye on all activities that 
may affect the land being managed and as is often the case when regularly visiting a 
site you soon get to meet people informally ‘in-passing’.  This was the case with 
Liquid Logistics staff and we soon established what one another was doing, our 
shared ‘green credentials’ and individual aspirations.  In this sense, the basis of a 
positive working relationship was established very early on. 

Formalising the embryonic working partnership was critical to ensuring that 
conservation legislation was both understood and adhered to in line with established 
protocol.  As with establishing any agreement it was essential to obtain and provide a 
clarity of understanding of all parties aims and objectives.       

Getting Down to Business 
At the outset, EN made clear what were their concerns.  There were two specific 
areas identified by EN:  

· The potential impact upon bird populations, both for breeding, passage 
migrants and early returning winter residents. 

· Likely damage to river-side salt-marsh and inter-tidal mud habitats.  

Rationale 1 - impact on bird populations 
The riverside habitats support nationally and internationally important populations of 
breeding redshank, gulls (black-headed and Mediterranean) and terns (little, common 
and sandwich), and a range of other species like shelduck, mute swan and shoveler 
that are all sensitive to disturbance during the breeding season (March to July 
inclusive).  In addition, during the late summer significant numbers of passage 
migrants for example, black-tailed godwit, spotted-redshank, greenshank, curlew-
sandpiper and osprey arrive, all needing undisturbed feeding areas before moving 
south.  At the same time they are joined by early arrivals including curlew, dunlin and 
grey plover that will stay for the winter.     

Rationale 2 - impact on physical features 
Salt-marsh erosion resultant of progressive sea-level rise (in common with most 
comparable sites in southern Britain) is destroying wildlife habitat in the Beaulieu 
River.  It is estimated that since 1954, 58% has been lost and that 1.8ha continues to 
be lost annually.  Against this background, EN was concerned that any disturbance 
to already unstable vegetation by paddles or people would accelerate the process.         

Confronting Conflict 
The area of conflict was plain – Liquid Logistics and Beaulieu Estate had much to 
gain from the continuation of the canoeing/kayaking activities, whereas EN had the 
power to prohibit these activities in order to protect the wildlife interests. 

How could the positions be reconciled? 



After some consideration it 
was concluded that it would be 
inappropriate to stop the canoe 
and kayak operation using 
statutory powers (through the 
application of a precautionary 
principle approach), even if 
only temporarily.  It was felt 
that this approach would have 
been short-sighted and 
alienating because, if managed 
and executed sympathetically 
and with due regard to the 
features of conservation 
interest, the expected increase 
in use could be made 
compatible with conservation objectives.  Indeed, this type of low intensity, largely 
environmentally-sensitive outdoor recreation (especially as promoted and practised 
by Liquid Logistics where environmental education and awareness-raising feature 
strongly) can do much to encourage people to more fully engage in and value the 
countryside and wildlife around them.  Furthermore, as an organisation EN has and 
will continue to develop and deliver a significant access and recreation agenda, much 
of it delivered through the NNR sites. 

Not surprisingly, Liquid Logistics were keen to look for ways in which they continue to 
operate without falling foul of restrictions.  Working closely with EN, a set of 
operational guideline were discussed, agreed and implemented.   

Route to Consensus 
During the four and a half seasons of working together, there have been a number of 
modifications and ‘fine-tuning’ to the way that Liquid Logistics use the river.  These 
include 

· Temporary exclusion from 3 areas of creek and saltmarsh – in the interest of 
breeding birds. 

· The relocation of potentially ‘more noisy activity groups’ to a different, less 
sensitive location in Hampshire and a refocusing upon adults and small family 
groups using the river. 

· For 2006 – initiative to move family group activities further up river where bird 
interest is lower. 

These changes have not compromised Liquid Logistics’ ability to sustain their 
business.     

Steps taken to reconcile different interests 
Timing of use works reasonably well, whereby redshank and most other breeding 
birds will be on nests before the canoe season intensifies, and the majority of 
wintering migrants arrive after the most intensive period of canoe activity has passed.     

Delay until a workable solution was formed 
In November 2005 the partnership finalised procedures of operation for 2006 and 
English Nature issued the appropriate Consent.  

Since then, EN has monitored ecological responses to these activities and held a 
number of meetings to discuss and develop a proposal of use that positively 



balances recreational and conservation interests and can then be *formally 
consented by EN. 

*NB The Consent that was issued and remains in force today is a formal and legally 
binding consent that can be modified at any time in response to the findings of the 
survey and monitoring work being done. 

Natural England has always taken the view that short of obvious and directly 
recorded disturbance, it will take 4-5 years of continuous monitoring and survey data 
collection before any meaningful analysis of impact can be done.     

Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It 
The survey and monitoring that Liquid Logistics has been doing has been refined 
operationally (in response to practical difficulties experienced whilst surveying) and 
the survey forms have been improved. 

The ‘general wildlife’ recording forms that Natural England provided for use by Liquid 
Logistics clients have as also been revised. 

The first years survey returns identified a number of shortfalls in the methodology 
and practical difficulties in collecting measurements.  This was to some extent 
expected and has now been rectified hopefully without detriment to gaining a clear 
understanding of both potential impact on breeding bird populations and saltmarsh 
erosion within the 5 year timescale that we anticipated.  We are not aware that this 
type and method of surveying is being carried out anywhere else.      

Natural England is reasonably happy with progress that the partnership is making 
towards a better understanding of the relationship between wildlife and people. 

It is reasonably evident that Liquid Logistics careful and responsible use of salt-
marsh creeks is not contributing to their ongoing erosion.  

An interesting and potentially concerning development is the significant observed 
increase in canoe and kayak use on the Beaulieu River by individuals rather than 
established groups or organisations like Liquid Logistics in 2007.  This despite the 
poor weather during the summer which reduced the number of bookings that Liquid 
Logistics received.  Potentially, this development will have a more significant impact 
upon wildlife because it is effectively an unregulated activity, and could have 
commercial and health & safety implications for the Beaulieu Estate (as the harbour 
master).       

The partnership meets formally twice a year (in March and November) and at 
intervals during the spring/summer season as needed.  These are used to report and 
review the situation.  

Because of the widely dispersed nature of salt-marsh habitat along the Beaulieu 
River, these areas are in many cases only accessible by boat and most ideally by a 
canoe or kayak because of its shallow draft.  Furthermore, access by foot from the 
landward side is only feasible in some areas and for monitoring purposes would 
require the recorder to repeatedly walk over the marsh vegetation which would be 
damaging to the sward.  Sampling at the edge would also contribute to erosion and 
pose health and safety concerns.  Therefore, Liquid Logistics conducts the 
monitoring on behalf of EN, using a slightly simplified monitoring process.  This 
provides useful records for EN and serves as a great educational tool and to inform 
management planning.  A classic case of achieving the gains for all involved. 



For further information, contact Mark Larter (Tel: 01590 616236/07970 194144) 
Site Management Staff 
Hampshire National Nature Reserves 
December 2007 

Note: The British Canoe Union has reached a Memorandum of Understanding 
with Natural England, which has proved a very helpful reference for supporting 
environmentally-friendly credentials. 



 
 
 

Memorandum of Understanding 
English Nature and the British Canoe Union (Canoe 
England) 

Introduction 
This Memorandum of Understanding seeks to establish and promote a framework for co-
operation between English Nature and the British Canoe Union at all levels. This is based on 
a common understanding that canoeing relies on, and requires the use of rivers and other open 
waters that may be of importance for wildlife and nature conservation. It has been drawn up 
following meetings between the two bodies. 

British Canoe Union  
The BCU is the governing body for the sport and recreation of canoeing. It is a company 
limited by guarantee, and works to meet the needs of canoeing from foundation and 
participation through to performance and excellence. BCU policy and guidance is committed 
to promoting canoeing in ways compatible with conservation and the practical enjoyment of 
the aquatic environment. The fundamental need for canoeists to avoid environmental damage 
and disturbance to wildlife is stressed in the “Code of Conduct”.   

English Nature 
English Nature is the Government agency that champions the conservation of wildlife and 
geology throughout England. In the water environment, it aims to maintain and restore the 
characteristic biological diversity and natural features of lakes, rivers, estuaries and other 
wetlands. Some 400 lakes and reservoirs and 60 rivers and canals have been designated as 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), which are subject to a regulatory regime under the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. 

Canoeing, wildlife and the water environment 
Enjoying the fauna and flora in the water environment is a key part of the canoeing 
experience. English Nature and the BCU agree that there is unlikely to be any significant 
impact on or lasting disturbance to wildlife and the water environment from the passage of 
canoes. English Nature recognises that the BCU’s Environmental Panel promotes due regard 
for possible impacts. The BCU will continue to actively promote environmental awareness to 
the canoeing community.  
 
There may be more organised or intensive canoeing activities that will require consultation 
with English Nature, where an SSSI could be affected. English Nature’s area offices should 



be the first point of contact: addresses are on the website www.english-nature.org.uk or in 
local telephone directories. 

Liaison 
Contacts will be maintained at national level between English Nature and BCU. Meetings will 
be held as required to exchange views and information and to deal with matters that cannot be 
resolved satisfactorily at local level.        
 
October 2003 



 
NORTH SOLENT NATIONAL NATURE RESERVE 

Monitoring Proposal for Liquid Logistics 
1. Background 

As agreed in the Notice of Proposal and Consent 

A high degree of self-regulation by Liquid Logistics based on their own field 
observations is necessary to ensure that nature conservation interest is not 
damaged.    This is summarised in the Consent as follows:   

· This agreement of use with particular reference to areas of use will be subject 
to a continuous review process and, as necessary, will be modified in 
response to: 

· evidence (from on-going monitoring) of disturbance to saltmarsh nesting 
birds that can be reasonably attributed to canoe/kayak use. 

· evidence (from on-going monitoring) of saltmarsh erosion that can be 
reasonably attributed to canoe/kayak use. 

English Nature will also play an active role in this process and, in addition to 
undertaking its own programme of survey and monitoring, will also actively support 
the survey and monitoring work that Liquid Logistics undertake. 

2. Rationale 

As identified in the ‘Best of Both Worlds’ (BoBW) s ubmission 

It is essential that potential impacts are adequately identified and understood so that 
a meaningful programme of monitoring and surveillance can be implemented.  These 
are summarised in the BoBW Case-study as follows:  

Specific areas of concern to English Nature 

Two areas of concern were specifically identified 

2.1 - The potential impact upon bird populations, both for breeding, passage 
migrants and early returning winter residents. 

2.2 - Likely damage to river-side saltmarsh and inter-tidal mud habitats  

2.1 - impact on bird populations 

The riverside habitats support nationally important populations of breeding redshank, 
gulls (black-headed and Mediterranean), terns (little, common and sandwich), and a 
range of other species like shelduck, mute swan and shoveler.  All are sensitive to 
disturbance between late March and the end of July. 

During the late summer significant numbers of passage migrants, for example, 
sandpipers (various species), spotted-redshank, greenshank, curlew-sandpiper and 
osprey arrive to feed-up before moving south.  At the same time they are joined by 
early wintering arrivals like curlew and dunlin.  Resident non-breeding species to note 
at all times are black-tailed godwit. 

2.2 - impact on physical features 

Saltmarsh erosion resultant of progressive sea-level rise is (in common with most 
sites in southern Britain), destroying wildlife habitat in the Beaulieu River.  It is 
estimated that since 1954, 58% has been lost and that 1.8ha continues to be lost 



annually.  Against this background, English Nature is concerned that any disturbance 
to already unstable vegetation by paddles or people would accelerate the process. 

3. Anticipated Monitoring in 2006 

Two areas of work are proposed for Liquid Logistics to undertake. 

3.1 - leading edge salt-marsh erosion and creek wid ening  

Because of the widely dispersed nature of salt-marsh habitat along the Beaulieu 
River, these areas are in many cases only accessible by boat and most ideally by 
canoe or kayak because of their shallow draft.  Access by foot from the landward 
side is only feasible in some areas and would require the recorder to repeatedly walk 
over the marsh which would in turn be damaging to the sward and sampling at the 
edge would contribute to erosion and raises health and safety issues.  As indicated 
above, change in saltmarsh communities can occur very quickly. 

Methodology to be applied: 

· Repeat observations of slumping and cavitation on the leading edge of the 
marsh and creek sides recorded through fixed-point photography.  Many 
locations will be identifiable from fixed markers (principally those being used 
to request all small craft users not to enter seasonally sensitive creek 
systems).  Elsewhere, where there are no signs, post markers will be installed 
to provide a fixed point. 

· Repeat observations of change in vegetation communities on a broad scale 
noting gross change, for example the degenerative shift from a stable 
common cord grass dominated community to pioneer glasswort phase.  
Fixed-point photography will also be used for this purpose. 

· Basic measurements of creek widening using paddle or oar widths.  
Installation of fixed points will be necessary to make accurate re-
measurement possible.  

3.2 - breeding bird monitoring 

It is noteworthy that many species of birds are far more tolerant of people in boats 
than on foot. Given that a high degree of self-regulation on the part of Liquid Logistics 
is necessary to ensure that bird disturbance is minimised, the opportunity to actively 
seek out potential nesting areas early in the season is desirable and will enable 
avoidance thereafter.  It will also provide essential biological records for English 
Nature that can be fed through to the British Trust for Ornithology and others.    

Methodology to be applied: 

· Plotting of potential redshank and lapwing breeding territories in spring (over 
6-7 consecutive weeks) commencing the first week of April. 

· Recording arrivals and departures of summer, passage and wintering 
species.  Observational work of this type can be undertaken at all times 
providing a useful insight into species ecology.  This will complement the long 
term recording work that others do across the reserve.    

· Recording feeding strategies (especially in relation to tidal position and 
location in the estuary) of key species, particularly terns.  This observational 
work can be undertaken at all times and will over time provide a useful insight 
into species ecology. 

3.3 - other monitoring and beneficial input 



· Monitoring the behaviour of other boat users and reporting as necessary to 
the harbourmaster.  This is particularly important in respect of speed because 
boat-wash is both a recognised and avoidable cause of salt-marsh erosion. 

· Monitoring and low level policing against disturbance of the breeding colony 
at Gull Island. 

· Records of mammal species present and their location.  Of particular 
importance are foxes, otters, seals, mink and deer. 

 
 


