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COUNTY: GLOUCESTERSHIRE SITE NAME: UPPER SEVERN ESTUARY

DISTRICT: FOREST OF DEAN/STROUD SITE REF: 15 WXC

Status: Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) notified under Section 28 of the Wildlife
and Countryside Act 1981 as amended

Local Planning Authority: GLOUCESTERSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL, Forest of Dean
District Council/Stroud District Council

National Grid Reference: SO 720060 Area: 1436.8 (ha.) 3550.4 (ac.)

Ordnance Survey Sheet 1:50,000: 162 1:10,000: SO 60 NE, SE,
SO 70 NW, SW

Date Notified (Under 1949 Act): 1954 Date of Last Revision: 1974

Date Notified (Under 1981 Act): 1987 Date of Last Revision: –

Other Information:
Site boundary alteration (extension & reduction). Formerly known as New Grounds, the
Noose & Hock Cliff. The site is listed in 'A Nature Conservation Review', edited by D A
Ratcliffe, Cambridge University Press 1977.

Description and Reasons for Notification:
A site of international conservation importance consisting of the uppermost part of the
Severn Estuary and its marginal saltmarsh and pastureland. A wide range of estuarine
habitats are represented and the site is of outstanding ornithological significance.

The site includes extensive areas of mud and sandflats in the Estuary, bordered by
saltmarsh which grades through saltmarsh pasture to neutral grassland. Below high water
mark the saltmarsh is dominated by species such as common cord-grass Spartina anglica,
common saltmarsh-grass Puccinellia maritima and glasswort Salicornia europaea. Further
up the shore, species such as red fescue Festuca rubra and creeping bent Agrostis
stolonifera become evident as the land becomes drier and less subject to tidal inundation.
The nationally restricted marsh-mallow Althaea officinalis occurs in this zone. Salt marsh
pasture is particularly well represented at The Dumbles. Here fescue and bent grasses
become dominant along with meadow barley Hordeum secalinum, white clover Trifolium
repens, common couch Agropyron repens and sea plantain Plantago maritima. Other salt
tolerant species in the sward include sea-milkwort Glaux maritima, sea arrowgrass
Triglochin maritima, bulbous foxtail Alopecurus bulbosus, reflexed saltmarsh-grass
Puccinellia distans and saltmarsh rush Juncus gerardi.

The floodbank marks the inner boundary of the saltmarsh and land on the shoreward side is
largely reclaimed grassland dominated by perennial rye-grass Lolium perenne and used for
stock grazing. One or two fields may occasionally be cultivated, however these are used
extensively by visiting wildfowl particularly geese and swans.

The site is of international ornithological importance. It regularly supports more than 10000
wintering wildfowl. Amongst these are internationally significant numbers of Bewick’s
swans Cygnus columbianus (350; c. 3% of the European wintering population), European
white-fronted geese Anser albifrons albifrons (3500; c. 2%) and wigeon Anas penelope
(6600; over 1%). In addition, there are nationally important wintering populations of
gadwall Anas strepera (280, c. 7% British wintering population), shoveler Anas clypeata
(100; c. 1%) and pochard Aythya ferina (840; c. 2%).



Other wildfowl feeding or resting on the flats or the fields include occasional lesser white-
fronted geese Anser erythropus and pink-footed geese A. brachyrhynchus. Duck include
teal Anas crecca, pintail A. acuta, mallard A. platyrhynchos and tufted duck Aythya
fuligula.

The Estuary also provides feeding and roosting grounds for large numbers of gulls and
waders particularly in the winter. Tens of thousands of common gull Larus canus and
black-headed gull L. ridibundus congregate with other species such as lesser black-backed
gull L. fuscus and herring gull L. argentatus. Invertebrates such as the lugworm Arenicola
marina, the polychaete annelid Nereis diversicolor and crustaceans such as Bathyporeia
pelagica provide a rich food source for waders. These include large numbers of redshank
Tringa totanus, curlew Numenius arquata and dunlin Calidris alpina.

Other habitats in the site include two areas of reed bed dominated by common reed
Phragmites australis and some species-rich unimproved ridge-and-furrow fields dating
from Saxon times. The former support breeding populations of reed warbler Acrocephalus
scirpaceus and sedge warbler A. schoenobaenus while the latter provide ideal conditions for
ground nesting birds such as redshank and snipe Gallinago gallinago.


