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 This report , commissioned by Natural England , detai ls data collected as part 

of long-term monitoring of visitor pressure on the Thames Basin Heaths 

Special Protection Area (SPA). Data presented  in this report  are from two 

sources : automated people counters and coordinated counts of vehicles . All 

data were collected by the TBH Partnership staff  in 2017 .  

The Thames Basin Heaths SPA 

 The Thames Basin Heaths  (TBH) Special Protection Area (SPA) - shown in 

Map 1 - covers an area of approximately 8,400ha and was classified under 

the Birds Directive in 2005. The SPA comprises 13 Sites of Special Scientific 

Interest (SSSI) distributed across three counties and 11 local authorities.  The 

SPA includes areas of dry and wet  heathland, mire, oak and birch woodland, 

gorse scrub and acid grassland, plus conifer plantation. Lowland h eathland 

has a very limited global distribution and is among the most threatened 

habitat in Britain and Europe.  The TBH SPA is classified for three species of 

birds, listed on Annex I of the Birds Directive: Nightjar Caprimulgus 

europaeus, Woodlark Lullula arborea  and Dartford warbler Sylvia undata. All 

three species are ground nesting (or in the  case of Dartford warbler, low 

nesting) species, and are  particularly vulnerable to disturbance.  

 The proximity to London has led to high pressure for development , which 

has resulted in heathland loss and fragmentation . In the Thames Basin it has 

been estim ated that the decline in heathland area was 53% between 1904 

and 2003 with fragmentation of 52 main blocks to 192 smaller blocks during 

the same period (Land Use Consultants 2005).   

 A range of impacts to heathlands are particularly associated with the 

proximity to urban areas. These Ʉurban effectsɅ (see Haskins, 2000; Underhill -

Day, 2005 for review)  include : increased fire incidence, trampling, pollution, 

and disturbance by humans and their dogs. Studies of the Annex I bird 

species show clear impacts of increased housing on both breeding success 

and numbers (Liley & Clarke, 2003; Liley, Clarke, Mallo rd, & Bullock, 2006; 

Mallord, Dolman, Brown, & Sutherland, 2007; Murison, 2002)  

TBH SPA Area Delivery Framework and SAMM 

 With the growing evidence of impacts of urban development , it was 

recognised  that mitigation measures were necessary to ensure that 



 

continued residential development did not adversely impact the TBH SPA. 

The local authorities, with Natural England, worked to produce a series of 

mitigation and avoidance measures. The background to these is discussed in 

detail in BurleyɅs report on the TBH SPA draft delivery plan (2007) and details 

of the agreed approach set out in the Thames Basin Heaths Special 

Protection Area Delivery Framework (Thames Basin Heaths Joint Strategic 

Partnership Board, 2009) .  

 The delivery framework established a series of zones around the SPA that 

inform wher e and how residential development can be taken forward, and 

also establish mitigation measures including alternative natural greenspace 

sites (SANGs), on-site visitor access ma nagement and monitoring (the latter 

two coming under the umbrella heading of ɄSAMMɅ ɀstrategic access 

management and monitoring).  

 SAMM is coordinated strategically by Natural England working with  the  local 

authorities and partners, under the Thames Basin H eaths Partnership. The 

access management can include a variety of measures  rangi ng from  

education and wardening, limiting car parking, managing path  network s etc. 

The other part of SAMM is the monitoring of the mitigation measures. 

Regular monitoring is necessary to evaluate the levels of recreational use on 

heaths and on SANGs. Monit oring should allow a check on the effectiveness 

of measures, act as an early warning and allow mitigation measures to be 

adjusted as necessary to reflect changes in access patt erns, and types of use 

on both heathland and SANG mitigation sites.  

  



 

  



 

 Access occurs widely across the SPA site and given the size and number of 

sites, is therefore hard to monitor.  Data are col lected in a range of ways,  for 

example, through car park counts, or direct counts. The different counting 

methods have advantages and disadvantages, and the use of these, in 

combination, provides robust data to understand patterns.  

Vehicle counts 

 The provision of car parking spaces at, or adjacent to, the heaths is an 

important factor determining the number of visitor s interacting with sites. In 

the Thames Basin Heaths, visitors arriving by car make up a considerable 

proportion of the total  visitor s. 

 Counts of the number of cars parked at heath access points can be 

conducted quickly to provide a good indication of the number of visitors at a 

site. Meaningful counts require a co -ordinated approach, using a set 

methodology and surveying period . The resulting data work  to provide a 

good overview of the long-term  access patterns on sites.  

 One minor  disadvantage  of the vehicle counts is  that the data collection is 

time -consuming relative to the amount of data yielded. Counts are time 

consuming , require multiple members of staff simultane ously, can be hard 

to organise . However , the vehicle counts in tandem with aut omated coun ters 

work well.  

Automated counters 

 The use of automated counters placed on access points to record people  

provides a greater level of detail and does not involve lengthy fieldwork . 

These sensors require  an effort  to be maintained but  provide an extremely 

large dataset across 24hrs a day . The staff time needed  to otherwise 

produce this kind of data from on -site fieldwork would be unrealistic . 

 These sensors can be used to examine daily, weekly and  monthly pat terns a t 

specific locations . These can be used as a baseline to examine the current 

access, and in the future to determine how these relate to SAMM actions, 

such as on-site management  of the SPA and the provision of SANGs.  



 

 This report presents the car -park count data and automated count  data 

collected during 2017.  The report provides an overview of the data and 

results from the year and over time these results will fit with data from other 

years to provide a picture of visitor use and pick up any changes in access 

patterns .     

  



 

 

 Surveying methods for coordinated vehicle counts follow those from  

previous counts, first undertaken as a trial in 2012 (Fearnley & Gartshore, 

2013), then in summer 2013 (Fearnley, 2013) and 2014 (Cruickshanks & 

Fearnley, 2014). In 2016 surveying was undertaken by the TBHP staff and 

allowed counts to be spread across the year (Liley, 2017). In 2017, counts 

were also spread across the year and undertaken by TBHP staff.  

 The main principle of the set methodology invo lves driving around the  SPA 

and counting the number of vehicles in parking locations wi thin a short 

window (e.g. around 2 hours). This gives a snapshot of visitor use at that 

moment in time. At locations as large as the TBH SPA, the approach requires 

the use of multiple surveyor s to cover all parking locations in a sufficiently 

small time pe riod, using a coordinated count approach. In the TBH, six 

surveyors cover six simultaneous areas, as shown in Map 2.  

 Surveyors drove the predefined route of their allocated section and recorde d 

the total number of parked vehicles, categorised the types of vehicles and 

made any additional notes. The recording form allowed separate counts for 

different  vehicle types (commercial vehicles, camper vans, MPVs and 

minibuses).  

 In 2017, fifteen transec ts (each transect covering the six sections in a single 

window ) were completed.  Counts cover ed a range of times and seasons  

(Table 1), and covered the whole year, ranging from January to December. 

Surveys were conducted around the end of every month, one per month, on 

a weekday, with double th e effort in the summer months , which were 

conducted on a weekend day (Saturdays).  Five transects started at 14:00, 

three at 10 :00 and three at  16:00 and two  at 07:00 and 18:00 ɀ these earlier 

and later counts undertaken in the longer spring and summer days .  

 Due to updated methods from pre vious years  direct comparison was not 

straightforward . Moving forward these will be conducted in a st andar dised 

manner ɀ SEE XXXXX. 

  



 

 

Table 1: Summary of the fifteen surveying dates. Rows coloured by season; winter (blue), spring 

(yellow), summer (green), autumn (orange).  

1 25/01/2017  Wednesday  term Weekday  14:00 

2 27/02/2017  Monday  term Weekday  16:00 

3 24/03/2017  Friday term Weekday  14:00 

4 26/04/2017  Wednesday  term Weekday  18:00 

5 22/05/2017  Monday  term Weekday  10:00 

6 24/06/2017  Saturday  term Weekend  10:00 

7 30/06/2017  Friday term Weekday  18:00 

8 26/07/2017  Wednesday  school holidays Weekday  07:00 

9 29/07/2017  Saturday  school holiday s Weekend 16:00 

10 19/08/2017  Saturday  school holidays Weekend  14:00 

11 21/08/2017  Monday  school holidays Weekday  14:00 

12 29/09/2017  Friday term Weekday  07:00 

13 25/10/2017  Wednesday  half -term Weekday  16:00 

14 27/11/2017  Monday  term Weekday  10:00 

15 15/12/2017  Friday term Weekday  14:00 

 

  



 

  



 

 The dataset included some omissions and other issues, which required 

clarification  with TBHP staff  prior to analysis. These included  instances when :  

¶ the ID number of the parking location was missing ɀ assumed that 

the parking location was missed or omitted  and therefore no data 

[N=4]. 

¶ the parking location ID was given, but no time was given and the 

number of vehicles was blank - assumed location was missed or 

omitted and therefore no data  [N=121]. 

¶ the  parking location  ID and a time  of surveying  was given, but the 

number of vehicles was blank ɀ assumed location was surveyed, with 

0 vehicles present in the parking location  [N=32]. 

 

  



 

 

 In total, 160 discrete parking locations  were mapped , with a total capacity of 

2,116 spaces. Parking locations categorised by type are shown in Map 3 and 

totals given in Table 2. Approximately 27% of parking locations are formal 

car parks, however these locatio ns account for 69% of the parking spaces 

compared to other informal parking locations.  

Table 2: The number of parking locations (and total number of parking spaces) in each section of the 

driving transect, categorised by the type of  parking location.  

Car park  6 (118) 6 (203) 3 (385) 12 (408) 7 (154) 9 (224) 43 (1492) 

Layby  12 (85) 3 (25) 5 (19) 6 (20) 6 (40) 32 (189) 

Layby/verge  1 (10)      2 (12) 

Roadside/Kerb  1 (12)   6 (19)    7 (31) 

Track entrance  9 (18) 5 (13) 3 (10) 1 (2) 1 (3) 8 (29) 27 (75) 

Verge 6 (35) 13 (88) 4 (15) 10 (84) 10 (58) 6 (76) 49 (356) 

Total  23 (193) 36 (389) 19 (454) 29 (515) 24 (235) 29 (369) 160 (2155)  

 

  



 

  



 

 

Duration  

 The longest recorded duration for an individua l count section was 3 hrs 34 

mins  (Section 5, 21/08/2017 ). However typically sections took much less time 

to complete . The average time tak en across all dates  was 1 hr 55 mins.  

Car-park coverage  

 Driving transect counts can miss some individual c ar parks  as in some 

circumstances it  is not possible to capture all data . These om issions can 

occur when individual car parks are closed , missed or inaccessible  (e.g. road 

closures, traffic accidents, snow). 

 Of the 160 parking locations included in the counts, 137 locations (86%) were 

counted on all 15 transect  dates . Remaining locations ranged from two to 14 

counts  completed , with the lowest count for a single location, ( Section 1, ID 

6) around Bourley & Long Valley  (described as a ccess to MoD military 

compounds only ). Just 11 locations had less than 14 counts, and therefor e 

93% of locations had values for at least 14 of the 15 counts.   

 Overall completeness was 96%, with 2,305 individual counts recorded in total 

(out of a possible 2,400). The completeness at each parkin g location is shown 

in Map 4 and is summarised by sites later in Table 4. 

  



 

  



 

Weather  

 Weather conditions during surveys were variable, with just over half of the 

transect dates in completely dry conditions (53%). Across all 2, 305 individual 

parking location counts only 15% of locations were surveyed in the rain. 

There was only one transect date during which it was raining at 100% of 

parking location s ɀ 29/07 /201 7, see Table 3. 

Table 3: Summary of transect durations and weather conditions.  

1 25/01/2017  Wednesday  14:00 01:44 0 

2 27/02/2017  Monday  16:00 01:39 21 

3 24/03/2017  Friday 14:00 02:06 0 

4 26/04/2017  Wednesday  18:00 01:34 0 

5 22/05/2017  Monday  10:00 01:41 1 

6 24/06/2017  Saturday  10:00 01:26 1 

7 30/06/2017  Friday 18:00 01:48 0 

8 26/07/2017  Wednesday  07:00 01:52 7 

9 29/07/2017  Saturday  16:00 01:55 100 

10 19/08/2017  Saturday  14:00 01:29 0 

11 21/08/2017  Monday  14:00 03:34 44 

12 29/09/2017  Friday 07:00 02:20 57 

13 25/10/2017  Wednesday  16:00 02:13 0 

14 27/11/2017  Monday  10:00 01:46 0 

15 15/12/2017  Friday 14:00 01:45 0 

 

  



 

 

 In total, 6,995 vehicles were recorded from the 15 counts. This included 338 

commercial  vehicles, 192 vehicles with bike racks, 100 MPVs/minibuses, 47 

commercial  dog walker  vehicles, and 22 campervans. In total, t his equates  to 

roughly 466 vehicles recor ded across all locations on a typical single transect. 

These are the raw totals recorded,  and have not accounted for variability in 

the number of parking locations counted due to (e.g. car parks close d, 

inaccessible  or not counted) . 

 Figure 1 shows these  vehicle totals by date, and shows the variability within 

the data collected.  The highest single count was on the August weekend 

(19/18/2017), in which 840 vehicles were recorded. The second highest count 

was 728 vehicles, on a June weekend (24/06/2017). The lowest count was 227 

vehicles, counted on an October weekday (29/09/2017), during which it was 

raining on roughly half of the counts. This was followed by 232 vehicles on a 

July weekday (26/07/201 7). 

 

Figure 1: Total numbers of parked vehicles by date. Style is repeated from the 2016 report.  Dates 

with an asterisk indicate weekend dates . 

 

 



 

 

 Totals recorded for all vehicles and different types of vehicles are provided 

for each named SSSI in Table 4. Raw counts in Table 4 highlight  the  highest 

numbers of total vehicles and of most vehicle types  were around Broadmoor 

to Bagshot Woods & Heaths  and lowest around Hazeley Heath.  

Table 4: Summary  by si tes  of the completeness of surveys and raw  total  number  of vehicles  for each 

SSSI site. First two columns give the number of parking locations and average % of location 

surveyed. All other columns give the number of vehicles with a % for eac h based on the column 

total.  Total vehicles column is the total for all vehicle types  and c olumns to th e right are a subset.  

Top two sites highlighted in red and bottom two in blue.  

Ash to Brookwood 

Heaths  
27 99.0 722 (10) 49 (14) 13 (7) 11 (23) 0 (0) 4 (4) 

Bourley & Long 

Valley 
24 80.6 539 (8) 21 (6) 5 (3) 3 (6) 3 (14) 0 (0) 

Bramshill  9 100.0 132 (2) 2 (1) 2 (1) 2 (4) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

Broadmoor to 

Bagshot Woods & 

Heaths  

15 94.7 1834 (26) 63 (19) 138 (72) 5 (11) 4 (18) 43 (43) 

Castle Bottom to 

Yateley & Hawley 

Common  

23 99.1 580 (8) 14 (4) 8 (4) 4 (9) 1 (5) 31 (31) 

Chobham Common  20 99.7 480 (7) 30 (9) 2 (1) 6 (13) 0 (0) 3 (3) 

Colony Bog & 

Bagshot Heath  
19 99.3 1109 (16) 45 (13) 2 (1) 8 (17) 1 (5) 4 (4) 

Hazeley Heath  4 98.3 24 (0) 2 (1) 0 (0) 1 (2) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

Horsell Common  5 97.3 421 (6) 7 (2) 1 (1) 4 (9) 1 (5) 1 (1) 

Ockham & Wisley 

Commons  
4 100.0 491 (7) 66 (20) 2 (1) 1 (2) 6 (27) 4 (4) 

Sandhurst to 

Owlsmoor Bogs & 

Heaths  

4 100.0 119 (2) 14 (4) 0 (0) 0 (0) 6 (27) 4 (4) 

Whitmoor Common  6 100.0 544 (8) 25 (7) 19 (10) 2 (4) 0 (0) 6 (6) 

Total  160 96.0 
6995    

(100) 

338     

(100) 

192     

(100) 

47    

(100) 

22    

(100) 

100    

(100) 

 

  



 

 

 Total numbers of vehicles for each parking location are also presented as 

adjusted values accounting for surveying effort (by dividing by the number of 

counts), to produce ave rage numbers of vehicles per transects.  These data 

values are shown for each SSSI  in Table 5. The overall pattern is very similar 

to that shown from raw values in Table 4.  

Table 5: Average numbers of vehicles per transect for each SSSI site.  Total vehicles column is for all 

vehicle types  and c olumns to the right are a subset. Cells are coloured based on values within the 

column, high values in red to low values in blue.  

Ash to Brookwood Heaths  48.4 3.3 0.9 0.7 0.3 0.0 

Bourley  & Long Valley 37.2 1.4 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.2 

Bramshill  8.8 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 

Broadmoor to Bagshot 

Woods & Heaths  
122.3 4.2 9.2 0.3 2.9 0.3 

Castle Bottom to Yateley & 

Hawley Common  
38.8 0.9 0.5 0.3 2.1 0.1 

Chobham Common  32.3 2.0 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.0 

Colony Bog & Bagshot 

Heath  
74.0 3.0 0.1 0.5 0.3 0.1 

Hazeley Heath  1.6 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 

Horsell Common  28.4 0.5 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.1 

Ockham & Wisley 

Commons  
32.7 4.4 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.4 

Sandhurst to Owlsmoor 

Bogs & Heaths  
7.9 0.9 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.4 

Whitmoor Common  36.3 1.7 1.3 0.1 0.4 0.0 

Total  468.6 22.6 12.8 3.1 6.7 1.5 

 

 Values of average number of vehicles per transect for each vehicle type are 

shown for each individual parking location in Maps 5 to 10. The maps use 

consistent graduated method of point sizing to indicate the relative number 

of vehicles recorded at each si te. Howeve r, it should be noted that the exact 

values used in scaling points changes between different maps.  



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 
















































































