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Reasons for Notification: 
 
The Stour Estuary is nationally important for 13 species of wintering waterfowl and 
three species on autumn passage.  The estuary is also of national importance for 
coastal saltmarsh, sheltered muddy shores, two scarce marine invertebrates and a 
vascular scarce plant assemblage. 
 
The Stour Estuary includes three nationally important geological sites.  These provide 
exposures of early Eocene sediments containing the volcanic ash formations between 
Harwich and Wrabness.  The same rocks are also important for the fossil fruits and 
seeds that they contain.  At Stutton, much younger Pleistocene sediments have yielded 
an important and rich fossil vertebrate fauna. 
 
General description: 
The Stour Estuary forms the eastern part of the Essex/Suffolk county boundary. It is a 
relatively simply structured estuary with a sandy outer area and a muddier inner 
section.  The six main bays, Seafield, Holbrook and Erwarton on the north, and 
Jacques, Copperas and Bathside on the south, encompass most of the intertidal flats. 
The mud is extremely rich in invertebrates and this, coupled with its relative lack of 
disturbance, enables the estuary to support an internationally significant assemblage 
of wildfowl and wading birds.  The shoreline is one of the most natural in the region, 
often with low cliffs.  Those at Stutton and Wrabness contain nationally important 
geological exposures.  
 
The main concentration of feeding birds tends to be in the bays. High tide roosts are 
located in various places, mostly on the sheltered parts of the northern shore and on 
the southern shore at Deep Fleet and the ‘tidal bank’ of Copperas Bay and Bathside 
Bay.  The majority of the redshank Tringa totanus, black tailed godwit Limosa limosa 
islandica and dunlin Calidris alpina alpina feed in the muddier upper reaches, 
whereas most of the grey plover Pluvialis squatarola and knot Calidris canutus 
islandica congregate towards the seaward end. Curlew Numenius arquata, ringed 
plover Charadrius hiaticula and turnstone Arenaria interpres feed throughout the 



estuary.  Wigeon Anas penelope graze on the beds of eelgrass Zostera spp. and green 
algae Enteromorpha spp. and winter in large numbers on a par with nearby Hamford 
Water. Pintail Anas acuta congregate with the wigeon after arrival at Holbrook Bay, 
reaching peak numbers in mid-October and again in January-February.  They prefer 
the upper and middle reaches where the very fine sediment favours their method of 
feeding and their major roost is on the saltings of Stutton Mill Creek.  Shelduck 
Tadorna tadorna breed around the estuary and are present throughout the year apart 
from the August moult: maximum numbers occur in January. Shelduck also favour 
areas of high invertebrate density and concentrate in the upper reaches, roosting on 
the saltmarsh with other dabbling ducks.  Wintering brent geese Branta bernicla 
bernicla, feeding on eelgrass and green algae, prefer the lower reaches of the Essex 
shore.  The wintering herd of mute swans Cygnus olor feeds on the waste from the 
maltings at Mistley; their numbers peak in January and again in August when they are 
more widespread throughout the estuary, feeding particularly in Holbrook Bay. 
 
The shoreline vegetation varies from oak-dominated wooded cliffs, through scrub-
covered banks to coarse grasses over seawalls, with reed-filled borrow dykes behind.  
The higher saltmarsh is dominated by saltmarsh grass Puccinellia maritima, sea 
purslane Atriplex portulacoides, with sea aster Aster tripolium, annual sea-blite 
Suaeda maritima and sea-lavender Limonium vulgare are scattered throughout, 
together with the scarce lax-flowered sea-lavender L. humile. Adjoining lower areas 
are colonised by clumps of sea lavender, perennial glasswort Sarcocornia perennis 
and cord-grasses Spartina spp. which grade through pure stands of cord-grass into 
large expanses of mud. These are colonised by green algae and eelgrasses.   
 
Wintering and autumn passage birds 
Thirteen species of wintering wildfowl and wader occur in qualifying numbers within 
the Stour Estuary: grey plover, knot, dunlin, redshank, black-tailed godwit, great 
crested grebe Podiceps cristatus, cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo, mute swan, dark-
bellied brent goose, shelduck, pintail, ringed plover and curlew. 
 
Ringed plover, dunlin and redshank are regularly found using the Stour Estuary on 
autumn passage in nationally important numbers.  
 
Coastal saltmarsh of East England 
The saltmarshes of the Stour Estuary form an integral part of the estuarine system and 
are an essential feeding and roosting habitat supporting the nationally and 
internationally important numbers of waterbirds.  The Stour has two of the three basic 
saltmarsh communities characteristic of south-east and east England.  These are 
formerly grazed saltmarshes with saltmarsh-grass Puccinellia maritima and sea aster 
Aster tripolium often in extensive pioneer-and mid-marsh zones, and ungrazed and 
lightly grazed saltmarshes, typically with sea-purslane Atriplex portulacoides being 
dominant. 
 
Sheltered muddy shores (including estuarine muds) 
The mudflats of the Stour Estuary also form an integral part of the estuarine system 
and are an essential feeding and roosting habitat supporting the nationally and 
internationally important numbers of waterbirds. 
 



In addition the estuary represents a good example of a sheltered muddy shore 
(including estuarine mud) within the Area of Search.  Also present is a nationally 
important community of tide-swept lower shore mixed substrata with sponges, 
ascidians and red algae. 
 
The site contains good examples of mixed substrata and estuarine muds for the Area 
of Search.  Many of the individual biotopes in the Stour are highly rated, often as a 
result of their relatively high species richness and large extent.  Both of these habitat 
features are nationally restricted. 
 
There is an extensive area of estuarine sediments and the expected range of zonation 
of mixed substrata and estuarine sediments are present, including a clear variation in 
the composition of sediment communities along the salinity gradient up the estuary. 
 
Scarce marine invertebrates 
The site contains nationally scarce species at two locations within the estuary.  These 
species are starlet sea anemone Nematostella vectensis and tentacled lagoon worm 
Alkmaria romijni. Of the ten estuaries in the Area of Search, the Stour is the only one 
to contain N. vectensis.  Both species are listed in Schedule 5 of the Wildlife & 
Countryside Act 1981, as amended. 
 
Scarce vascular plant assemblage 
The site also exceeds the national threshold site-index value for a scarce vascular 
plant assemblage of saltmarsh, mudflats and shingle. This includes lax-flowered sea-
lavender Limonium humile, dwarf eelgrass Zostera noltii, golden-samphire Inula 
crithmoides, hoary mullein Verbascum pulverulentum, curved hard-grass Parapholis 
incurva, sea barley Hordeum marinum, divided sedge Carex divisa, marsh-mallow 
Althaea officinalis, dittander Lepidium latifolium and perennial glasswort Sarcocornia 
perennis.  
 
Geological exposures 
The Eocene stratigraphical and palaeobotanical interests of the Stour estuary are 
formed by the cliff and foreshore exposures at Wrabness, on the southern shore of the 
estuary.  The Pleistocene interest is exposed in the low cliffs forming the northern 
shore of the estuary, to the south of the village of Stutton. 
 
The upper part of the Eocene Harwich Formation and the lower few metres of the 
Walton Member of the London Clay provide the best onshore exposure of the 
Harwich Formation.  A complete sequence of ash bands is present from the Harwich 
Stone Band to the top of the formation.  At least over 30 separate ash layers occur.  It 
is therefore the most important site in southern England at which pyroclastic 
Palaeogene deposits may be found. 
 
The ash bands occur throughout some 10 metres of clay and silty clay deposited in an 
offshore shelf environment.  The succession has been dated using both the 
dinoflagellates from the sediments and magnetostratigraphic techniques making use 
of iron-rich minerals in the ashes.  Both indicate that the succession is 
contemporaneous with the inshore Oldhaven Beds of Kent, whilst the 
magnetostratigraphic evidence and the composition of the ashes provide a correlation 
with the lower part of the Balder Formation in the North Sea. 



 
The exposure of the Harwich Formation at Wrabness is of national importance as it 
provides the most complete succession of volcanic ashes attesting to the influence of 
early Eocene volcanism in southern England. 
 
The same Eocene sediments contain an important fossil flora.  Although the fossil 
fruit and seed flora from Wrabness is limited by comparison with coeval sites 
elsewhere in England, the importance of the Wrabness flora is in its mode of 
preservation.  Here, some of the fruit and seeds are preserved in concretions as 
opposed to the pyritic or carbonaceous preservation that occurs elsewhere in the 
Thames Group.  This form of preservation is particularly important, as much of the 
histological detail has been retained.  Such detail would have been obscured by the 
growth of pyrite.  The preservation of these plant organs in concretions has also 
protected them from the distortion that would have occurred as a result of shrinkage in 
a carbonaceous preservation or through compression on burial. 
 
Wrabness has a great potential to provide new and significantly different insights into 
the structure and anatomy of the fossil floras of the Thames Group. 
 
Contrastingly, the sedimentary sequence and fossil assemblage at Stutton is an 
important record of rising Mid-Pleistocene sea-level.  The cliff and foreshore 
sequences at Stutton contain a rich and varied record of Mid-Pleistocene interglacial 
mammal, molluscan and pollen assemblages.  The freshwater ‘brickearths’ of Stutton 
have yielded a vertebrate fauna, generally attributed, on the evidence of pollen spectra 
and non-marine molluscs, to the Ipswichian interglacial.  The fauna includes 
insectivores represented by the common shrew and water shrew, rodents including an 
extinct species of water vole, field vole, northern vole, woodmouse and beaver, whilst 
lions represent the carnivores.  Other large mammals include the straight-tusked 
elephant (extinct) and mammoth (extinct), horse, giant deer (extinct), red deer and ox 
or auroch.  Palaeolithic artefacts have also been recorded. 
 
Other information: 
This site has been renotified to include Bathside Bay and part of Copperas Bay. 
 
The SSSI is part of the Stour and Orwell Estuaries Wetland of International 
Importance under the Ramsar Convention and the Stour and Orwell Estuaries Special 
Protection Area under the EEC Council Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds 
(79/409/EEC). The Stour Estuary is listed as a site of national importance in A Nature 
Conservation Review (Ratcliffe, 1977). 
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