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Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary pSPA consultation 
Located on the Irish Sea coast of north-west England, the existing Morecambe Bay SPA and Duddon 
Estuary SPA were classified in 1999 and 1998 respectively as important sites for large numbers of 
wintering and passage waterbirds, as well as qualifying for breeding terns. Morecambe Bay and Duddon 
Estuary pSPA includes the existing Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary SPAs, areas of land and coast 
between the sites and additional marine areas important for a variety of purposes by the qualifying features. 
The justification for including the existing SPAs in the boundary of the pSPA is based on evidence of terns 
moving between nesting colonies in these SPAs, and the fact that terns breeding in these colonies use the 
same marine foraging areas.  
 
The total area of the Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary pSPA is approximately 68,550 ha 
encompassing the intertidal areas of Morecambe Bay, Duddon Estuary and the Ravenglass Estuary 
together with the intervening Cumbria coast, and extending up to approximately 8km seawards. The 
existing SPA’s of Morecambe Bay (36,985.47 ha) and Duddon Estuary (6779.9 ha) form 64% of the 
proposed pSPA area.  
 
For the new designation, the landward boundary around the existing Morecambe Bay SPA and Duddon 
Estuary SPA remains unchanged. The existing seaward boundary for Morecambe Bay SPA, from Wyre 
Estuary to north Morecambe Bay, also remains unaltered and follows Mean Low Water. The landward 
boundary of the section of coastline previously outside the existing SPAs follows Mean High Water as 
identified by JNCC for Sandwich tern foraging requirements in accordance with UK marine SPA selection 
guidelines. The seaward boundary from north Morecambe Bay, around Walney Island and along the 
Cumbria coast to the Ravenglass Estuary will follow the JNCC identified maximum curvature threshold 
boundary based on the modelled foraging area for Sandwich tern.  
 
The features of both the existing SPAs are to be retained and new qualifying features are added based on 
a review of current bird abundance information. Proposed new features are non-breeding black-tailed 
godwit, whooper swan, little egret, Mediterranean gull, lesser black-backed gull and ruff. For some features 
it is considered necessary to retain the original citation values as the basis for qualification (breeding 
Sandwich tern, common tern, seabird assemblage and herring gull; non-breeding golden plover, grey 
plover and sanderling), in line with Defra policy that indicates the feature should be retained until such time 
as the reasons for the reduction in population can be established. The Morecambe Bay SPA citation was 
updated in 1997, superseding that prepared in 1991. The new citation preserves the ambition established 
in both previous citations by retaining all original qualifying features meeting UK SPA selection guidelines, 
with one exception. Breeding common eider Somateria mollissima is no longer thought to fall within scope 
of Article 4 of the Birds Directive, as the UK breeding population is considered non-migratory, but will 
remain a main component of the waterbird assemblage. 
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The Consultation Process 
 
A 13 week formal consultation was carried out on the site proposals from 21st January 2016 to 21st April 
2016. 
 
The purpose of this consultation was to seek the views of all interested parties on:  
 

• The scientific case for the classification of the pSPA 

Socio-economic queries cannot be taken into consideration when deciding to classify the site. An 
assessment of socio-economic impacts for the site was undertaken before the consultation and is based on 
the current understanding of existing and planned activities occurring within the pSPA. As agreed by Defra, 
the assessment concluded that the socio-economic impacts resulting from the pSPA classification were 
relatively low.  Therefore production of a full socio-economic impact assessment for the consultation was 
considered disproportionate and not developed. 

However, to ensure all consultation responses have been considered, all socio-economic representations 
are reported briefly within this consultation report (Table 3) with further detail provided as an Addendum to 
the assessment of socio-economic impacts.  

 
Raising awareness about the Consultation 

Natural England contacted all identified stakeholders and known owner-occupiers with an interest in the 
proposed SPA extension. Over 1000 stakeholders were contacted in total by email or post, announcing the 
start of formal consultation. Each stakeholder was provided with a covering letter, a consultation summary 
document that provided an overview of the proposal, detailed explanation of the consultation process, and 
ways to respond (Appendix 4) and an overview map of the proposed site boundary identifying the area 
covered by the existing SPAs. A link to the relevant page of the Natural England website was provided in 
the cover letter, which contained supplementary documents containing the scientific rationale for the site 
and a series of detailed maps of the boundary of the extension area 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/morecambe-bay-and-duddon-estuary-special-protection-
area-changes-comment-on-proposals).  

The following documents were accessible from the Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary Formal 
Consultation pSPA webpage: 
 

• Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary pSPA: consultation summary 
• Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary pSPA: Departmental Brief 
• Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary pSPA: boundary map 
• Extension area 1: Ravenglass to Silecroft (map) 
• Extension area 2: Silecroft to west of Walney Island (map) 
• Extension area 3: west of Walney to Newbiggin (map) 

 
In the event that stakeholders were unable to access the worldwide web, hard copies were provided upon 
request. Prior to the start of the formal consultation period, a targeted informal dialogue period was carried 
out with relevant individuals and organisations during an 8 week period from the 17th February 2015 and 
14th April 2015. Natural England staff continued to raise awareness of the proposals during Marine 
Management Organisation consultations, site specific advice to developers or regulators and discussion 
with stakeholders.  
 



6 

During the consultation Natural England area team staff led direct stakeholder engagement. This took the 
form of individual conversations with stakeholders where sought and attendance at a number of meetings 
including providing presentations on the proposals and our assessment of the implications for the future 
management of the site. A Natural England national team member attended the Environmental Committee 
meeting of the British Ports Association to represent all pSPA site consultations. Press releases were 
issued and included in local newspapers that circulate within the proposed site. Presentations and briefings 
were given to: the Duddon Estuary Partnership committee, Morecambe Bay Partnership and conference, 
Morecambe Bay Wildfowlers Liaison Group and Northern Coastal Sub-Group. During informal dialogue 
presentations were given to and discussions held with the Marine Management Organisation, Morecambe 
Bay European Marine Site Management Group and North Western IFCA. Natural England has made every 
effort to be available to discuss the pSPA via telephone or through email correspondence, and any further 
documentation has been made readily available on request. During the consultation period several 
interested parties made contact and consultation documents were subsequently provided. 
 
Four weeks before the formal consultation deadline Natural England issued a reminder to stakeholders 
through e-mail and via a press release to encourage a response before the closing date. The consultation 
questions posed on the online Smart Survey, including those related to the scientific evidence, can be 
found in Appendix 2. 
 
Consultation Responses 
 
Natural England was contacted by 41 stakeholders during the formal consultation period via email, letter, 
telephone or via an online response on Smart Survey. A total of eight stakeholders were supportive of the 
Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary pSPA, with three supportive of the proposals in principle although 
raising concerns about specific aspects of the recommendations. Two of the stakeholders objected to the 
proposals. Thirty one stakeholders responded neither supporting nor objecting to the proposals. Concerns 
expressed by two stakeholders may be considered outstanding and for Defra’s consideration. Thirteen of 
all of the consultation responses required detailed consideration, with three of these concerning the 
scientific evidence supporting the recommendations. 
 
Six responses were received from owners and occupiers. Four responses were categorised as neutral, and 
two were supportive of the proposals. The response from the RSPB, although supportive, did raise several 
concerns regarding the scientific rationale behind the pSPA extension. 
 
Of the fourteen local authorities and other competent authorities that responded to the formal consultation, 
two objected to the proposals, two supported the proposals, and ten neither supported nor opposed the 
proposals. The objection received from Associated British Ports criticised the scientific methodology and 
use of modelled data defining the boundary recommendation of the pSPA. ABP suggested that the 
boundary should be moved to better reflect where there is a higher level of confidence for the presence of 
SPA features. Several stakeholders commented on their expectation of flood defences to be maintained 
and expressed concerns including possible, agriculture and recreational restrictions, restrictions on footpath 
use and relocation of proposed new National Grid pylons further inland should the site be classified. 
 
Sixteen responses were received from interested parties/organisations; three were supportive of the 
proposals and 12 were neither supportive nor opposing and one is classed as an outstanding objection. Of 
the supportive stakeholder responses, the North West Wildlife Trusts’ response was supportive in principle 
but queried the citation values used for several species and scientific methodology. One neutral response 
expressed some concern for possible restrictions on access for horse-riders and vehicles. 
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Three members of the public responded to the formal consultation. Two responses were neither supportive 
nor opposed the new extension and one was supportive of the proposals. 
 
Ten online responses were received through the Smart Survey. Six responses were submitted but 
contained no answers to questions or contact details; these have therefore been excluded from the formal 
consultation report summary. Of the four remaining responses, two stakeholders also responded via email 
to the proposals; these responses have been combined and so one response is considered from each 
stakeholder. 

All stakeholder responses were collated and reviewed by the local area team. Where there was a need to 
provide detailed responses to a specific scientific concern or issue particularly regarding the application of 
data or scientific evidence an evidence panel was consulted.  Local evidence panels comprised of Area 
Team lead advisers, senior advisers and a site ornithologist. Where the stakeholder responses raised 
issues of wider national significance or presented new evidence, the Area Team forwarded these to a 
national evidence panel comprising national project team, senior ornithologists, specialists and external 
partners (e.g. JNCC) as required.   

Natural England replied in writing to each stakeholder who raised issues during the consultation, 
addressing each of the points raised.  Each stakeholder’s representation and Natural England’s response is 
outlined in Table 3, below, together with Natural England’s recommendation to Defra. Where further 
communications were received, Natural England responded with further written correspondence and, in 
some cases, telephone conversations and face-to-face meetings. This dialogue has been captured in Table 
3 under ‘Further Representations and Discussions (outside the formal consultation period)’. Copies of 
correspondence and meeting notes can be provided if necessary. 

 

Consultation Conclusion and Natural England’s Advice to Defra   

The main concerns raised by stakeholders with regard to the scientific rationale behind the pSPA 
designation are outlined below. Natural England notes the concerns raised by a number of stakeholders 
regarding the assessment of qualifying features and the definition of the seaward boundary. 

In relation to the seawards boundary, we note the alternative suggestions that have been made, for 
example, drawing smaller site boundaries around the discrete tern colonies, and concerns that the 
boundary was based upon modelling, had not been validated locally and does not clarify the functional 
importance of areas inside or outside of the boundary. 

In relation to the assessment of qualifying features, it notes the alternative suggestions that have been 
made, for example, around the use of contemporary or historical population baselines for species that have 
declined since their inclusion on previous citations.    

Despite the outstanding objections and concerns Natural England’s advice is that the site should be 
classified in line with the Departmental Brief and supporting consultation documents because the 
scientific approach adopted to set the seaward boundary is appropriate. 

As part of our conservation advice provisioning for this site the Area Team will look to review all of the 
species and look to set realistic and appropriate objectives based upon our historical knowledge of the 
site and application of robust additional  

Issues for consideration by Defra  

Natural England received two objections on the designation of the Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary 
pSPA that we would like to highlight to Defra. Further detail is provided below: 
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Natural England would like to highlight for Defra’s consideration the issues raised by Associated British 
Ports with respect to the proposed site boundary and the methodology used for defining it. Natural England 
responded to clarify that the area of interest was of particular importance for breeding little tern who nest on 
the adjacent Foulney Island and that modelled evidence that set the boundary was objective and robust. 
For a summary of these issues and how Natural England responded to the concerns raised, please refer to 
page 14 & 15 in the Detail of Consultation Responses chapter. 

Natural England would like to highlight for Defra’s consideration the issues raised by the British Ports 
Association with respect to the inclusion of port and harbour limits within the proposed boundary. Natural 
England responded in writing to clarify the boundary and the modelling method used to define the boundary 
was robust and demonstrated terns used these areas to forage. For a summary of these issues and how 
Natural England responded to the concerns raised, please refer to page 16 in the Detail of Consultation 
Responses chapter. 
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Appendix 1: Non-Financial Scheme of Delegation 

The Non-Financial Scheme of Delegation currently states the following for international site 
designation cases: 

 Function Delegation 

A Approval to submit formal advice (Departmental Brief1 or 
Selection Assessment Document2) to Secretary of State on 
the selection of a pSAC, pSPA or pRamsar site or proposed 
amendments to an existing cSAC, SCI, SAC, SPA or 
Ramsar site. 

Chief Executive 

 

B Following the consultation, approval of final advice, with or 
without modifications, and report on the consultation, where: 

 

 a) objections or representations are unresolved Board or Chairman on 

behalf of the Board 

 b) there are no outstanding objections or representations 
(i.e. where no objections or representations were made, or 
where representations or objections were withdrawn or 
resolved) 

Appropriate Director 

 

1Departmental Briefs (for Special Protection Areas and Ramsar sites) 
2Selection Assessment Documents (for Special Conservation Areas) 
 
Part A – In the first instance the scientific case is developed and presented to the Chief Executive (and 

the Senior Leadership Team2) who discuss the case and approve sign off as Natural 
England’s formal scientific advice to Defra.  Defra then seek Ministerial approval for Natural 
England to consult on these proposals on behalf of Government. 

 
Part B – Once the formal consultation process has completed, Natural England considers any scientific 

objections to the proposals and endeavours to resolve any issues or concerns raised by 
stakeholders during the consultation.  If, after a reasonable process of liaison with 
stakeholders, there are outstanding issues that cannot be resolved Natural England finalises 
the report on the consultation for Defra and sets out its final advice on the case in the report. 
There may be changes proposed as a result of the consultation and outstanding issues for 
Defra’s consideration. 

 
i)  Where there are no outstanding objections, representations or issues with respect to the 

proposals the relevant Director can approve the consultation report for submission to Defra. 
 
ii)  Where there are outstanding issues which it has not been possible to resolve the 

responsibility for approval of the consultation report falls to Board, or Chairman on behalf of 
the Board. 

 

                                            
2For this marine pSPA, the Natural England Senior Leadership Team (SLT) has delegated the responsibility for approval of Natural England’s 
formal scientific advice to the Chief Officer for Strategy & Reform. The Chief Officer for Strategy and Reform informs SLT when approval for 
Natural England’s formal scientific advice has been provided. 
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Appendix 2: Online Consultation Questions 

Scientific Case 

Q1.  Do you accept the scientific explanation for the site proposal? 

Q2. Do you have any additional information that's not included in the departmental brief about the 
distribution and populations of: Sandwich tern, little tern, common tern, herring gull, lesser 
black-backed gull, common redshank, red knot, northern pintail, bar-tailed godwit, ringed plover, 
whooper swan, golden plover, pink-footed goose, common shelduck, Eurasian oystercatcher, 
grey plover, dunlin, Eurasian curlew, ruddy turnstone, black-tailed godwit, sanderling, little 
egret, Mediterranean gull ruff? 

Do you have any further comments on the scientific rationale behind the site proposal? 
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Appendix 3: RSPB contemporary data query  
 
The Departmental Brief sets out the scientific case for classification of the SPA. Within those 
documents, where possible, we use contemporary data for those species that: 
 

• Are being added to existing sites 
• Are the basis for setting the boundary of the new/amended SPA 
• Are the basis for the classification of an entirely new site 
• Are a feature of the original SPA but the baseline has increased significantly solely due to a 

change in the size of the site  
• Have seen significant increases in abundance since the classification of the original SPA and 

where the data that supports this meets our evidence standard 
 
This applies to all new marine SPAs, including completely novel sites and those superseding or 
replacing existing SPA boundaries. 
 
Where species have declined, or where selection thresholds have increased, or both, it is not always 
possible to demonstrate site qualification based on contemporary data. In such instances, where 
species were features of existing SPAs and where we cannot rule out site-specific factors for declines, 
we wish to preserve the ambition of the original SPA classification to support its features. In order to do 
this, we sometimes need to refer to data from an earlier time period to demonstrate the case for 
(re)classification of some features. 
 
Once the site is classified, conservation advice packages will reflect our objectives for the site, 
including numerical targets for abundances of features, where we can establish them. For sites that 
have superseded existing SPAs but have witnessed declines in abundance in certain features over 
time, proposed objectives will usually reflect the original ambition of the SPA (i.e. the earlier citation 
value or some variant thereof). Natural England’s Chief Scientist is responsible for signing off new 
conservation objectives, based on the evidence submitted by the relevant Area Team dealing with the 
site and with input from the ornithology specialists. 
 
 
 

 




