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Alde-Ore Estuary 

Citation 
 
County:   Suffolk Site name: Alde-Ore Estuary 
District: Suffolk Coastal   
 
Status: Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) notified under Section 28 of the 

Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 as amended. 
 
Local Planning Authority: Suffolk County Council 

Suffolk Coastal District Council 
 
National grid reference: from  TM 394 757 

to       TM 358 402 
Area: 2,554.3 (ha)  6,311.7 (acres)

 
Ordnance Survey sheet: 1 : 50,000: 156, 159 1:10,000: TM 45 SE, TM 44 NW, 

TM 34 SE, TM 45 SW, 
TM 34 NE, TM 35 SW, 
TM 44 NE, TM 45 NE, 
TM /45 NW  

 
Date notified (Under 1949 Act): 1952 Date of last revision:  1980 
    
Date notified (under 1981 Act): 1985 Date of last revision:  1992 
 
Other information 
 
The site has been extended at the 1992 revision.  It includes the Orfordness-Havergate NNR 
(part of which is designated as a Special Protection Area), and previously named Orfordness-
Havergate SSSI and part of the previously named Snape Warren and Blackheath Wood SSSI.  
Orfordness and Gedgrave Cliff are listed as being of national importance in the Geological 
Conservation Review. 
 
Description and reasons for notification   
 
This site stretches along the coast from Bawdsey to Aldeburgh and inland to Snape.  It 
includes Orfordness, Shingle Street, Havergate Island, and the Butley, Ore and Alde Rivers. 
 
The scientific interests of the site are outstanding and diverse.  The shingle structures of 
Orfordness and Shingle Street are of great physiographic importance whilst the cliff at 
Gedgrave is of geological interest.  The site also contains a number of coastal formations and 
estuarine features including mud-flats, saltmarsh, vegetated shingle and coastal lagoons 
which are of special botanical and ornithological value. 
 
Geomorphology 
 
Orfordness, together with Shingle Street, is one of three major shingle landforms in the 
British Isles and is the only one which combines a shingle spit with a cuspate foreland.  This 
large feature comprises a complex sequence of shingle ridges deposited over a long period of 
time which record stages in the evolution of the landform.  The distal end of the spit is still 
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subject to rapid changes and is dynamically related to events at Shingle Street on the 
mainland shore.  This well documented site is of the highest educational and research value. 
 
Geology 
 
The cliff at Gedgrave is a small but renowned exposure of Coralline Crag about 3 m in 
height.  Here the sandwave facies, which is characterised by large-scale cross stratification, 
overlies highly fossiliferous silty crag with marked unconformity.  Clasts of the lower facies 
can be found in the sandwave facies and are evidence of contemporaneous erosion.  A rich 
shell fauna is present in the lower facies which includes many species of molluscs and 
bryozoan.  The site is also notable for the occasional occurrence of articulated specimens of 
the brachiopod Terebratula maxima, the world’s largest species of terebratulid.  The site is of 
great historical as well as palaeontological interest and is one of the only Coralline Crag 
localities to show the lower erosional contact of the sandwave facies. 
 
Botany 
 
The botanical interest of this site is enriched by the variety of habitats present, including 
mudflats, saltmarsh, brackish lagoons, shingle beach, reedbeds, grassland, freshwater and 
brackish ditches. 
 
Mudflats of mixed clay, silt and shingle border the Ore, Butley and Alde rivers and 
Havergate Island within a tidal range of up to 2 metres.  In places this supports the rare inter-
tidal flowering plant Zostera angustifolia.  Narrow fringes of saltmarsh occur along the 
length of the rivers with wider expanses at Shingle Street, Havergate Island, Stony Ditch, the 
upper reaches of the Butley river and in places by the Alde river.  These are mostly 
dominated by sea purslane Halimione portulacoides and sea lavender Limonium vulgare, but 
a wide range of other saltmarsh species also occur, including sea-heath Frankenia laevis, 
glasswort Salicornia pusilla, small cord-grass Spartina maritima and Borrer’s saltmarsh-
grass Puccinellia fasciculata.  It is representative of the Halimione portulacoides community 
as described in the National Vegetation Classification.  Saltmarsh elements also occur around 
the lagoons and borrowpits on Shingle Street, Havergate Island and the Kings and Lantern 
Marshes on Orfordness.  These also contain the rare tasselpondweeds Ruppia spiralis and R. 
maritima. 
 
The site contains the second largest and best preserved area of vegetated shingle in Britain.  
This is a nationally rare and delicate habitat which supports a highly specialised flora.  
Species typical of exposed, shifting shingle such as sea pea Lathyrus japonicus and sea kale 
Crambe maritima are abundant whilst extensive areas of sea campion Silene maritima and 
stonecrops Sedum acre and S. anglicum occur on more stable ground.  Orfordness contains 
one of the best examples of zonation in the shingle vegetation.  Above the high water mark 
Rumex crispus and Glaucium flavum give a highly distinctive character to the mainly bare 
shingle, with Lathyrus japonicus becoming much more abundant within the matrix further 
inland.  This vegetation gives way in turn to grassland dominated by Arrhenatherum elatius 
and Silene maritima.  A wide range of rare or local species also occur including yellow vetch 
Vicia lutea and the dwarf clovers Trifolium suffocatum, T. glomeratum, T. striatum, 
T. scabrum and bur medick Medicago minima.  Lichen communities are also well developed 
here with extensive areas of Cladonia heath.  A unique feature for East Anglia beach 
formations is the abundance on the ground of normally epiphytic lichens Parmelia caperata 
and Evernia prunastre. 
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Higher saltmarsh blending to neutral grassland, dominated by sea couch grass, Elymus 
pungens, occurs on former grazing marsh on Havergate Island and Orfordness and on the 
extensive system of clay embankments throughout the site.  There are small areas of reedbed 
at the head of the Butley River and at Iken. 
 
Ornithology 
 
The site is of national importance for its birdlife.  Havergate Island holds the largest breeding 
colony of avocets in Britain, and they also feed in large numbers of Hazelwood Marshes and 
the Alde mudflats.  Other breeding birds on the Island and elsewhere on the site include 
gadwall, shoveler, oystercatcher, ringed plover, common tern, Arctic tern, sandwich tern and 
little tern, common gull, short-eared owl, wheatear and marsh harrier.  There are also very 
large breeding colonies of black-headed gull, lesser-black-backed gull and herring gull on 
Orfordness. 
 
In winter and during migration the site is visited by nationally important numbers of wildfowl 
and shore-birds, including Bewick’s swan, shelduck, teal, wigeon, redshank and avocet. 
 
Invertebrates 
 
The lagoons at Shingle street are notable for a number of brackish water species particularly 
the rare anthozoan Nematostella vectensis and the site is also noted for a number of rare 
spiders.  Several nationally rare and scarce insects are found within ditches running through 
Hazelwood Marshes. 
 
 


