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Other Information:

The Blackwater Estuary is part of the 'Blackwater Flats and Marshes' which was classified as a key
site in 'A Nature Conservation Review' edited by D. A. Ratcliffe (Pub. Cambridge University Press,
1977).  As such, the safeguarding of this site is regarded as an essential element in the success of
nature conservation in Britain.  It is also proposed as part of the Mid-Essex Coast Special Protection
Area, under the EEC Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds (Directive 92/43/EEC), and as a
Wetland of International Importance, under the Ramsar Convention.

At its mouth on the north side, the Blackwater is joined by the Colne Estuary and, on the south side, it
is contiguous with the Dengie SSSI and encompasses the northernmost section of the Dengie National
Nature Reserve (NNR).  The Blackwater Estuary NNR is situated on the north shore and combines
the mud flats extending from Tollesbury Wick westwards to Gore Saltings, the intertidal area to the
north of Salcott Channel, and the RSPB reserve at Old Hall Marshes.  Northey Island and Copt Hall
are owned and managed by the National Trust (NT), who also own Ray Island.  The latter is
managed by the Essex Wildlife Trust (EWT), under agreement;  the EWT also have an access
agreement over the adjacent Bonner's Saltings.

The boundary of this site has been modified at this notification to include the mudflats and saltmarsh
upriver from Northey Island;  further areas of reclaimed estuarine marsh;  the sea wall,          cont......



Blackwater Estuary (cont...)

folding and borrow dyke;  and semi-improved pasture for Brent Geese.  Land which has lost its
special interest since the last notification has been excluded.

Description and Reasons for Notification:

The Blackwater Estuary is the largest estuary in Essex north of the Thames and, indeed, is one of the
largest estuarine complexes in East Anglia.  Its mud flats, fringed by saltmarsh on the upper shores,
support internationally and nationally important numbers of waterfowl which overwinter here.  Shingle
and shell banks and offshore islands are also a feature of the tidal flats.  The surrounding terrestrial
habitats - the sea wall, ancient grazing marsh and its associated fleet and ditch systems, plus semi-
improved grassland - are also of high conservation interest.  This rich mosaic of habitats supports an
outstanding assemblage of nationally scarce plants and a nationally important assemblage of rare
invertebrates, with 16 Red Data Book species and 94 notable and local species.

At low tide, a vast expanse of intertidal mud is exposed from shore to shore.  This enriched mud is a
feeding ground for a variety of molluscs, crustaceans and worms, and encourages the growth of the
green algae, Enteromorpha, and eel grass Zostera spp., at the seaward edges of the saltings.
Wildfowl and waders amass to exploit this rich food supply in numbers over twice the maximum
required to confer international status to the site.  The Blackwater also qualifies as an internationally
important site because it holds 4.7 per cent of the world population of Dark-bellied Brent Geese (on
average, around 8,000 feed here each winter) and internationally significant numbers of Ringed Plover
and Dunlin.  A further nine species attain nationally important numbers, namely:  Shelduck, Gadwall,
Teal, Goldeneye, Grey Plover, Black-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Spotted Redshank and Redshank.

On arrival in October, Brent Gees feed in the estuary on Enteromorpha and Zostera.  All three
species of Zostera, Z. angustifolia, Z. marina and Z. noltii, once formed large beds in the estuary
but are now scarce.  This decline in eelgrasses, combined with a recovery in Brent Geese numbers in
the 1970s, prompted a change in feeding habits and the geese now spend more time landward of the
sea wall grazing on arable crops and improved grassland.  Areas of improved, reseeded grassland are
managed for Brent Geese at Old Hall, Goldhanger, Steeple, and Osea and Northey Islands.  The
inclusion of these established grassland feeding areas within the SSSI will continue to help ease the
pressure on arable land.

The Blackwater Estuary contains the largest area of saltmarsh in Essex (1102.85 ha), representing the
fifth largest area in Great Britain;  though, like other saltmarshes on this coastline, much of it is eroding
at a rate of between 0.3 - 1m in a year.  The saltings serve as important high tide wader roosts and
support a specialised flora grazed by Wigeon and Brent Geese.  Large expanses of saltings exist at
Tollesbury and Old Hall and along the northern shore of Salcott Channel.  At high tide, they
accommodate large roosting populations of Dunlin, Grey Plover and Curlew.  The inlet marshes of
Gore Saltings, Cooper's and Steeple Creeks, and the saltings associated with Northey and Osea
Islands, also act as high tide refuges for dense populations of waders.

cont...



Blackwater Estuary (cont...)

Ray Island, in the Strood Channel, is one of the few sites in Essex where the transition from saltmarsh
to grassland has not been truncated by the imposition of a sea wall.  However, elsewhere, the saltings
fronting the sea wall also show distinct zones of vegetation.  The low marsh comprises the primary
colonisers of mud - the glassworts Salicornia sp., including the nationally scarce S. perennis and S.
pusilla, and the invasive Common Cord-grass Spartina anglica.  The scarce, native Small Cord-
grass Spartina maritima can still be found in places, despite the incursions of the more vigorous
hybrid form.  Further up the marsh, where tidal immersions are less frequent, Sea Purslane Halimione
portulacoides and Common Saltmarsh-grass Puccinellia maritima predominate, with Sea Aster
Aster tripolium and Common Sea-Lavender Limonium vulgare.  The nationally scarce Lax-
flowered Sea-lavender Limonium humile is sometimes interspersed among the more common
species, but the main site for this is at Old Hall.  Scarce saltmarsh grasses usually associated with the
high zone of the marsh, such as Stiff Saltmarsh-grass Puccinellia rupestris and Borrer's Saltmarsh-
grass Puccinellia fasciculata, are encountered growing behind the sea wall in wheel ruts along the
folding.  Two Mediterranean plants at the northerly limit of their distributions, Golden-samphire Inula
crithmoides and Shrubby Sea-blite Suaeda vera, in the absence of high marsh, have adapted to
growing at the base and outer face of the sea wall.  Shrubby Sea-blite is also able to colonise unstable
shingle along the drift line and large populations are present at West Mersea and Osea island.

The higher wave energies at creek mouths and the upper reaches of the estuary promote the
deposition of shingle and sand.  Where this has occurred on the foreshore at West Mersea the county
rarity, Sea Spurge Euphorbia paralias, has been discovered along with Sea Mayweed
Tripleurospermum maritimum, which has a limited distribution in Essex.  The sandy parts of the
beach have a typical plant community of Sand Couch Elymus farctus, Marram Ammophila
arenaria and the very local Sea-holly Eryngium maritimum, while Frosted Orache Atriplex
laciniata occurs on the drift line.  This section of coastline shows a transition from saltmarsh to
freshwater marsh backed by a sandy cliff face.

Many species of rare and notable terrestrial invertebrates are dependent on saltmarsh and shingle
habitats.  The saltmarsh vegetation supports the moths Mathew's Wainscot Mythimna favicolor and
Ground Lackey Malacosoma castrensis, and a rare green beetle Malachius vulneratus, which is
restricted to the coastal marshes of Essex and Kent;  the larvae of the picture-winged fly Myopites
eximia, known only from Essex, feed exclusively on Golden-samphire.  Shingle and shell pits are
sparingly vegetated with Sea Beet Beta vulgaris and, at Tollesbury, the Yellow Horned-poppy
Glaucium flavum.  The sparse vegetation and the driftline litter are the only available habitats and
have become the domain of rare, specialist jumping spiders Euophrys browningi inhabits the tide
litter and empty whelk shells;  Heliophanus auratus is confined to two Essex estuaries and is found
on the Blackwater and Shinglehead Point and Steeple.

The subtidal channels of the estuary are important for feeding birds, both in summer and winter.
Cormorants from the nationally important breeding colony at nearby Abberton Reservoir take a large
proportion of their feed from here, and individuals from the Heron colony near Osea Road -
suspected to be the colony displaced from Osea Island after gales destroyed nesting sites - are regular
users.  Little Terns also feed here but have, so far, failed to establish successful breeding
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colonies on the shell and shingle spits and islands.  However, a successful Black-headed Gull breeding
colony has existed on Great Cob Island for many years.  This saltmarsh island is also the main
breeding ground of the Common Tern on the Blackwater.  In the winter months, Red-throated Divers
and Slavonian Grebes frequent the upper reaches.

The clay sea wall surrounding the estuary, as well as harbouring many of the species which would
otherwise have colonised the sheltered, high-level marsh, also contains plants more typically
associated with grazing marsh.  This type of community develops where the topography and
management of the grassland mimic conditions of the grazing marsh beyond - i.e. well-drained, grazed
slopes and/or areas of disturbed ground.  The nationally scarce Slender Hare's-ear Bupleurum
tenuissimum is frequent along the footpath edge, and the uncommon Strawberry Clover Trifolium
fragiferum is present in the close-cropped sward.  The brackish-water borrow dykes also contain a
similar species complement to the ditches of the reclaimed estuarine marsh.

The extensive unmown stretches of the sea wall are dominated largely by Sea Couch Elymus
pycnanthus and Common Couch Elymus repens with herbs such as Wild Carrot Daucus carota,
the regionally notable Grass Vetchling Lathyrus nissolia, and the nationally uncommon Dittander
Lepidium latifolium.  The tall grasslands of the Essex coast are the British stronghold of the
nationally uncommon Roesel's Bush-cricket Metrioptera roeselli, whilst two other characteristic
species, the Short-winged Conehead Conocephalus dorsalis, another bush-cricket, and the Essex
Skipper butterfly Thymelicus lineola are also abundant.

Landward of the sea wall, extensive areas of grazing marsh have survived at Old Hall and Tollesbury
while, elsewhere, only fragments remain among the arable land and patches of improved, levelled
pasture.  Grazing of these ancient marshes, since their enclosure in the Middle Ages, has created a
characteristic undulating landscape, with the channels of the old saltmarsh creeks still evident.  The ant
hills of the Yellow Meadow Ant Lasius flavus give credence to the antiquity of the landscape, their
dry mounds of spoil providing a micro-habitat for Common Whitlowgrass Erophila verna and the
nationally scarce Upright Chickweed Moenchia erecta.  The grassy sward is dominated by Creeping
Bent Agrostis stolonifera, Perennial Rye-grass Lolium perenne and Red Fescue Festuca rubra,
with abundant Meadow Barley Hordeum secalinum and Meadow Foxtail Alopecurus pratensis.
Crested Dog's-tail Cynosurus cristatus and Yellow Oat-grass Trisetum flavescens, grasses
indicative of relict grassland, have a frequent distribution while Marsh Foxtail Alopecurus geniculatus
is locally abundant in the wetter low-ways.  Traditional plants of estuarine grazing marsh occur within
the turf including Hairy Buttercup Ranunculus sardous and the nationally scarce Divided Sedge
Carex divisa, and a variety of leguminous species:  Spiny Restharrow Ononis spinosa, Narrow-
leaved Bird's-foot-trefoil Lotus tenuis and Common Bird's-foot-trefoil Lotus corniculatus, plus the
nationally scarce Sea Clover Trifolium squamosum and Bird's-foot Clover Trifolium
ornithopodioides.  Two further nationally scarce species, Mousetail Myosurus minimus and Red
Goosefoot Chenopodium botryodes occur on disturbed ground, the former frequently colonising
sheep tracks and gateways.
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The ditch systems of the Blackwater's coastal marshes have a diverse range of plant species which
mark the transition from saline to freshwater.  A saline influence is indicated by stands of the Saltmarsh
Rush Juncus gerardii, and the tasselweeds, Beaked Tasselweed Ruppia maritima and the nationally
scarce Spiral Tasselweed Ruppia cirrhosa.  Where the water is less saline, Sea Club-rush Scirpus
maritimus becomes the dominant emergent species, along with several aquatics including two
nationally scarce species, Brackish Water-crowfoot Ranunculus baudotii and Soft Hornwort
Ceratophyllum submersum, which occur among the more frequent Fennel Pondweed Potamogeton
pectinatus and Spiked Water-milfoil Myriophyllum spicatum.  The transition to freshwater is
demarcated by stands of Common Reed Phragmites australis and Reedmace Typha spp.  Further
inland, species characteristic of a swamp-fen community are encountered, such as, Reed Sweet-grass
Glyceria maxima and Branched Bur-reed Sparganium erectum.

The aquatic invertebrate species associated with the ditch network are consequently also very diverse
and many rare and notable species are present.  The larvae of the Red Data Book horsefly
Hybomitra expolicata, develops in the damp soil at the edges of saline ponds and ditches.  The
saline end of the coastal lagoon at Ramsey Marsh is inhabited by the endangered Red Data Book
water beetle, Paracymus aeneus, which was recently discovered in Essex after an absence of 50
years, and is known from only one other site in Britain.  Further inland, the aquatic fauna suggests a
fen-type community.  The combination of open water and abundant emergent vegetation are important
for terrestrial invertebrates with aquatic larval stages, such as the Ruddy Darter Dragonfly Sympetrum
sanguineum, the soldier flies Oplodontha viridula, Stratiomys potamida and Oxycera trilineata,
and the snail-killing fly, Pherbellia dorsata.  The Scarce Emerald Damselfly Lestes dryas, thought to
be extinct in Britain in the 1970s, is now locally frequent on Essex coastal marshes;  it is typically
found in dykes fringed with Sea Club-rush.  Several notable species of moth have larvae which feed
on the wetland plants, including the Reed Dagger Simyra albovenosa, Silky Wainscot Chilodes
maritimus and Webb's Wainscot Archanara sparganii.

The variable topography of the grazing marsh, combined with a high water table, creates a fleet-type
habitat ideal for breeding waders and duck:  the depressions formed by the old creeks and salt pans
retain water, while the tall, aquatic vegetation and tussocky grazing marsh sward provide nesting
cover.  Redshank and Pochard, in particular, breed successfully at Old Hall Marshes, with Pochard in
nationally important numbers and Redshank approaching this level.  The emergent vegetation fringing
the water bodies provides a breeding site for Reed Bunting, Reed and Sedge Warblers, and the rare
Bearded Tit which breeds in nationally significant numbers in the reed bed at Old Hall - the largest in
Essex.  Old Hall is also the stronghold of overwintering flocks of Twite, which specialise in the seeds
of saltmarsh plants, and has regular winter flocks of Lapland Bunting.

The abundance of passerines and waterfowl that gather on and around this vast estuary in winter
attracts birds of prey such as Hen Harrier, Merlin, Peregrine Falcon and Short-eared Owl.

Within the Blackwater Estuary, at Maylandsea, a section of 'soft rock' coastline has been identified by
the Geological Conservation Review as being of national geological importance.
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The site, located on the east bank of Lawling Creek, demonstrates the maximum transgressive extent
of the London Clay, and contains a deeper-water fish fauna than is found at Sheppey.  These
sediments make up the deepest water facies known in the London Clay, and the assemblage reflects
this, with species, and proportions of species, within the fauna which are not seen at Sheppey or any
other site.  Twenty-one taxa have been described from here, mainly based on teeth, but including a
skull and 'gaping jaws' of Rhinocephalus planiceps.


