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EC Directive 79/409 on the Conservation of Wild Birds 

Special Protection Area (SPA) 

Name: Stour and Orwell Estuaries 

Unitary Authority/County: Essex, Suffolk. 

Site description: The Stour and Orwell estuaries straddle the eastern part of the Essex/Suffolk 

border in eastern England. The SPA is coincident with Cattawade Marshes Site of Special 

Scientific Interest (SSSI), Orwell Estuary SSSI and Stour Estuary SSSI.  The estuaries include 

extensive mud-flats, low cliffs, saltmarsh and small areas of vegetated shingle on the lower 

reaches. The mud-flats hold Enteromorpha, Zostera and Salicornia spp. The site also includes 

areas of low-lying grazing marsh at Shotley Marshes on the south side of the Orwell and at 

Cattawade Marshes at the head of the Stour. Trimley Marshes on the north side of the Orwell 

includes several shallow freshwater pools, as well as areas of grazing marsh, and is managed as a 

nature reserve by the Suffolk Wildlife Trust. In summer, the site supports important numbers of 

breeding avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, while in winter it holds major concentrations of 

waterbirds, especially geese, ducks and waders. The geese also feed, and some waders roost, in 

surrounding areas of agricultural land outside the SPA. The site has close ecological links with 

the Hamford Water and Mid-Essex Coast SPAs, lying to the south on the same coast. 

Size of SPA: The SPA covers an area of 3,676.92 ha. 

Qualifying species: 

The site qualifies under article 4.1 of the Directive (79/409/EEC) as it is used regularly by 

1% or more of the Great Britain populations of the following species listed in Annex I in any 

season: 

Annex 1 species Count and season Period % of GB population 

Avocet 

Recurvirostra avosetta 

21 pairs - breeding 5 year peak mean 

1996 – 2000 

3.6% 
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The site qualifies under article 4.2 of the Directive (79/409/EEC) as it is used regularly by 1% or 

more of the biogeographical populations of the following regularly occurring migratory species 

(other than those listed in Annex I) in any season: 

Migratory species Count and season Period % of subspecies/population 

Redshank 

Tringa totanus 

2,588 individuals – 

autumn passage 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

2.0% brittanica 

Dark-bellied brent goose 

Branta bernicla bernicla 

2,627 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

1.2% bernicla, Western 

Siberia (breeding) 

Pintail 

Anas acuta 

741 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

1.2% Northwestern Europe 

(non-breeding) 

Grey plover 

Pluvialis squatarola 

3,261 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

1.3% Eastern Atlantic (non-

breeding) 

Knot  Calidris canutus 

islandica 

5,970 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

1.3% islandica 

Dunlin 

Calidris alpina alpina 

19,114 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

1.4% alpina, Western 

Europe (non-breeding) 

Black-tailed godwit 

Limosa limosa islandica 

2,559 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

7.3% islandica 

Redshank 

Tringa totanus 

3,687 individuals - 

wintering 

5 year peak mean 

1995/96 – 1999/2000 

2.8% brittanica 

 

Bird counts from: Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) database. 

 

Assemblage qualification: 

The site qualifies under article 4.2 of the Directive (79/409/EEC) as it is used regularly by over 

20,000 waterbirds (waterbirds as defined by the Ramsar Convention) in any season: 

In the non-breeding season, the area regularly supports 63,017 individual waterbirds (5 year peak 

mean 1993/94 - 1997/98), including great crested grebe Podiceps cristatus, cormorant 

Phalacrocorax carbo, dark-bellied brent goose Branta bernicla bernicla, shelduck Tadorna 

tadorna, wigeon Anas penelope, gadwall Anas strepera, pintail Anas acuta, goldeneye Bucephala 

clangula, ringed plover Charadrius hiaticula, grey plover Pluvialis squatarola, lapwing Vanellus 

vanellus, knot Calidris canutus islandica, dunlin Calidris alpina alpina, black-tailed godwit 

Limosa limosa islandica, curlew Numenius arquata, redshank Tringa totanus and turnstone 

Arenaria interpres. 

Non-qualifying species of interest: The SPA/Ramsar site as a whole, including the proposed 

extensions, is used by non-breeding marsh harrier Circus aeruginosus, hen harrier Circus 

cyaneus, merlin Falco columbarius, peregrine Falco peregrinus, short-eared owl Asio flammeus 

and kingfisher Alcedo atthis (all species listed in Annex I of the EC Birds Directive) in numbers 

of less than European importance (less than 1% GB population).  It also supports breeding 

common tern Sterna hirundo, little tern Sterna albifrons and kingfisher (all listed in Annex I) in 

numbers of less than European importance. 

Status of SPA: 

1) Stour and Orwell Estuaries was classified as a Special Protection Area on 13 July 1994. 

2) Extensions to the Stour and Orwell Estuaries SPA were classified on 19 May 2005. 


