This visitor access study has been commissioned by Natural England to identify the range and
level of visitor use at Therfield Heath SSSI, consider the distribution of access in relation to the
nature conservation interest and make recommendations relating to the management of
access at the site.
Therfield Heath SSSI is predominantly a chalk grassland site and supports a varied and rich
flora including a number of notable rare plants. The site is also important for butterflies.
Lying on the outskirts of Royston, the Heath is also a popular greenspace. With a golf course,
sports centre, café and horse gallops, the site is used for a range of recreational activities.
Royston currently has around 7,337 residential properties, of which around 3,624 are within
1km of the SSSI. North Hertfordshire’s Local Plan includes allocations at Royston that would
provide for around 1,000 new homes, many of which would be in close proximity to the SSSI.
Balancing the recreation and nature conservation needs in the context of an increasing local
population provides the context for this report. A clear understanding of current recreational
use is the initial step to achieving a balance.
Visitor survey work involved direct counts of people, supplemented by the use of automated
counters to record access levels. Face-face interviews were conducted with a random sample
of visitors at carefully selected locations and interview data were supplemented with an
online questionnaire promoted to local users and clubs through social media. Survey work
took place across the autumn, winter and summer months.
The count data (drawn from automated counters and direct counts) showed a general pattern
whereby autumn and winter were broadly similar, with more weekend use in the autumn.
Summer numbers were roughly double these autumn/winter values, particularly influenced
by increases in visitors at the main car park.
We extrapolated the count data to provide very approximate estimates of the number of
visitors using the site. The estimates for a typical day (i.e. averaged across weekend days and
weekdays) were for around 541 people in the autumn, 680 in the winter and 768 in the
summer. It should be noted that these do not include those using only the sports centre or
café/bar or take into account peaks in use that might be associated with particular events.
These totals would suggest a very approximate annual estimate in the region of 215,000
person visits to Therfield Heath per year. This total will be much greater when including those
who solely visit the Sports Centre/Café or for special events.
Key findings from the face-face interviews (397 interviews) were:
•

70% of interviewees gave dog walking as their main activity; a total 441 dogs were counted
accompanying the interviewees, with 65% of these dogs logged as being seen off lead
(during the interview).
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The second most frequent activity was walking (18% of interviewees).
All other activities were relatively infrequent and included playing golf (3%), jogging / power
walking (2%), outing with family (2%), fitness (1%) and meeting up with friends (1%).
There was also often a greater range of activities recorded in the autumn and summer
compared to winter. Dog walking took place all year and was relatively constant, but other
activities and use appeared more orientated towards the summer
30% of interviewees stated they had (or were intending) to visit the café or sports centre
during their visit. Dog walkers and golfers were the two groups who used these facilities
the least.
Interviewees tended to visit very frequently: 35% of interviewees stated they visited
Therfield Heath daily and 80% of interviewees stated they visited at least once a week, or
more frequently.
Visits were typically short, for example 54% of interviewees visited for less an hour or less.
83% of interviewees visited equally all year round.
The most frequently cited reason interviewees chose to visit Therfield Heath was the
scenery/variety of views (49%), followed by close to home (46%). The particular wildlife
interest was only a reason for choosing to visit Therfield for 10% of interviewees.
When asked to give a single main reason for choosing Therfield Heath, close to home was
the key factor (36%) of interviewees.
Interviewee routes (mapped as part of the interview) show footfall concentrated along the
main path running east to west between the two main parking locations, and the data also
highlight that access is very dispersed with a wide range of routes and paths used, crisscrossing the whole site. The eastern end of the site is much more heavily used than the
western end.
Median route length was 2.47km in the summer, 2.11 in the winter and 1.59 in the autumn.
The median route length for dog walkers was 1.9km.
73% of interviewees arrived by car and 26% on foot.
66% of interviewees were residents of Royston; the median distance (home postcode to
survey location) for interviewees was 1.9km and 75% of interviewees lived within a 5.8km
radius of the location where interviewed.
There was no significant difference in the distances between home postcode and survey
point between seasons at the Sports Centre car-park (south-eastern end), indicating that
people were not coming here from further afield in the summer. By contrast at the central,
heath car-park, there was a significant difference in the summer compared to other
months.
Using data on the number of houses in relation to the number of interviewees indicates
that residents living beyond 1km from the site visit less than those within 1km and in
particular those within 300m of the site have a high visit rate.
Interviewees had a fairly limited awareness of Therfield Heath’s importance for nature
conservation, for example around a third of interviewees were unable to mention any
habitats or species at the site that might be vulnerable to impacts from recreation.
Key changes at the site over time, noted by interviewees, included more people (mentioned
by 33% of interviewees) and more dogs (17%).
19% of interviewees felt their visit was affected by sheep, for example because they
modified their route or put their dog on a lead. For some of these the effect of the sheep
was positive.
Relatively few other sites were mentioned as alternative destinations, with Wimpole the
most commonly cited (16% of interviewees). 26% of interviewees simply stated they would
not have visited anywhere else.

•

Suggested improvements by interviewees mostly related to the issue of parking in the main
car park, dog mess on site and the need for more dog waste bins, signage on site, conflicts
between users and the need for better surfaced paths.

The on-line questionnaire was completed by a wider range of users, however the responses
broadly matched the face-to-face interviews (the questionnaires were similar) but did allow
more free-text responses and therefore greater detail on some issues, such as changes
interviewees would like to see at the site. As such the on-line results usefully compliment the
on-site visitor results.
We have drawn on a range of different survey approaches and utilised a range of data to
ensure our results are comprehensive. The face-to-face interviews were supplemented with
on-line surveys, with the on-line surveys providing the opportunity for more considered,
written responses and the potential to engage with a wider audience. The face-to-face
interviews by contrast involved a more random sample of people and ensure the respondents
are all those who actually use the site. Limitations and survey bias are discussed within the
report.
These various findings are considered in light of the SSSI interest and implications for the
management of the SSSI are discussed.
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This visitor access study of Therfield Heath has been commissioned by Natural
England. The study identifies the range and level of visitor use at Therfield Heath,
considers the distribution of access in relation to the nature conservation interest and
recommends potential measures to resolve the issues identified.

Therfield Heath SSSI is 146ha (see Map 1) and holds some of the richest chalk
grassland in England. The majority of the SSSI falls within the bounds of the area of
common land. A small area of Fox Covert, which is managed by the Hertfordshire and
Middlesex Wildlife Trust, is included in the SSSI boundary. The SSSI supports a number
of rare grassland/ calcareous grassland plants; Spotted Cat’s Ear Hypocheris maculate,
Wild Candytuft Iberis amara, Bastard Toadflax Thesium humifusum, Lesser Meadow Rue
Thalictrum minus, Horseshoe Vetch Hippocrepis comosa, Squinancy Wort Asperula
cynanchica, Field Fleawort Tephroseris integrifolia, and five species of orchid. A key
interest feature is one of the rarest plants on the site, the populations of Pasqueflower
Pulsatilla vulgaris (RDB Vulnerable and Near Scarce), particularly around Church Hill.
The SSSI also includes some mature beech woodland and scrub in which White
Helleborine Cephalanthera damasonium is found (particularly at Fox Covert).
The site also supports a suite of invertebrates including the Chalkhill Blue butterfly
Lysandra coridon. The colony is the largest in Hertfordshire, with recent counts
including a peak of 162 individuals1. Breeding birds include both Meadow Pipit Anthus
pratensis and Skylark Alauda avensis.

Therfield Heath is owned by the Therfield Heath Regulation Trust, set up when
Therfield Heath and Greens were bought from the Church Commissioners in 1979.
Byelaws were also applied to the land by this Act. The Conservators of Therfield Heath
and Greens are an appointed body that was established by the Commons Regulation
(Therfield) Provisional Confirmation Act of 1888. The Conservators oversee the
management of the Heath and represent the main groups that use the heath. The
Conservators have a formal commitment to provide public recreation and access on
Therfield Heath.
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From a transect on the 15th July 2017; Andrew Wood pers. comm.

A proportion of the heath and all of the buildings are leased out by the Conservators to
three commercial bodies:
•
•
•

The Heath Sports Centre and Café Bar
John Jenkins Racing at Kings Ride Stables
Royston Golf Club

Fox Covert is owned and managed by the Wildlife Trust.
The heath is grazed with between around 100-180 Dorset x Mule ewes, which are
brought onto the heath after the lambs are weaned, and graze between May and
November. The grazing is undertaken by a local farm which has grazing rights (stints)
on the heath and the grazing is based on a system of temporary enclosures. The
grazing enterprise is partly funded through an agri-environment scheme, with
provision made for equipment and shepherding. Parts of the site are also cut in the
summer or autumn, particularly around the Gallops.
The current SSSI condition is summarised in Table 1. The condition assessment
indicates that the interest is limited in parts, due to recreational use (including the golf
course) and previous ploughing/arable conversion. There appear to be some issues
with the logistics of grazing in and around the golf course, the over grazing and
conversely under-grazing by rabbits in different parts of the site and the increase of
scrub from woodland areas into the grassland.
A draft management plan for the heath was produced in 2017 by Oakbank Game and
Conservation Ltd., and this provides further background on the current management,
relevant legislation and further background to the site (Brockless, 2017). However, this
report is still in draft and views were not discussed or agreed upon with Natural
England.

Table 1: Summary of SSSI condition by unit, assessment dated August 20122

1. Lancaster
Hill, Old
Range and
Butts

Lowland
calcareous
grassland

Unfav.
recov.

Conditions for notified invertebrates (habitat
complexity – bare ground and sward mosaics) was met
across the unit as a whole but scope for improvement.
Area is grazed by sheep between late summer and
early winter each year

1. Overgrazing by rabbits causing damage to sward.
2. Ungrazed areas outside grazing compartments (mown
instead)
3. Scrub invasion (ash and sycamore) from woods.

Unfav.
recov.

Area consists of chalk grassland ‘rough’ separated by
golf course fairways.
Larger parts are grazed, and areas too small to be
grazed are cut-and-cleared in spring and autumn but
left uncut in summer.

1. There are patches of tor grass in the grazing compartment
and it appears to be spreading and needing treatment.
2. Unit is undergrazed by rabbits (population is low) and more
bare ground would be beneficial.
3. Previous overcutting, frequency and low height of cutting of
‘rough’ and ‘semi-rough’ parts of golf course

2. East of
Therfield Rd

Lowland
calcareous
grassland

3. West of
Therfield Rd

Lowland
calcareous
grassland

Unfav.
recov.

4. The
Gallops

Lowland
calcareous
grassland

Unfav.
recov.

5. Fox
Covert

6. Valley
plantation
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Lowland
broadleaved,
mixed and yew
woodland
Lowland
broadleaved,
mixed and yew
woodland

Area consists of chalk grassland ‘rough’ separated by
golf course fairways.
Compartment includes Church Hill which includes the
main are of interest features, including the
Pasqueflower.
large parts of the central and eastern sections of this
unit are now left undisturbed through the summer
and are cut for hay in early autumn.
This provides herbs to flower and set seed, nectar
sources and conditions for ground nesting birds
(skylarks and meadow pipits) – all of which appear to
have increased since the new undisturbed regime.

1. Overgrazing by rabbits causing damage to sward (in parts).
2. Scrub invasion (ash and sycamore) from woods
3. Previous overcutting, frequency and low height of cutting of
‘rough’ and ‘semi-rough’ parts of golf course

1. The unit has a less favourable structure for invertebrates –
but this is provided in other compartments.

Fav.

No information

No information

Unfav.
recov.

No information

No information

https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/

Therfield Heath is a registered common (the Common boundary is shown on Maps 1
and 2). The common consists of 2 parcels being separated by Briary Lane. The whole of
the common is subject to the Commons Regulation Provisional Order Act 1888 which
gives the right to access on foot as well as for the purposes of other forms of
recreation, including the playing of cricket and other games. In addition, the westerly
parcel is subject to the Law of Property Act. As such the common is covered by s15(1)
of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act but is not access land for the purpose of that
act - therefore no CROW restrictions may apply.
The site is used for a range of recreation activities, including walking, dog walking,
horse riding, sports clubs and organised activities. Much of the SSSI east of Therfield
Road is a golf course (in the region of 26 ha). The Sports Centre is a base for the
Royston rugby club, the Royston Crossfit club and it provides a meeting place for
fitness groups (e.g. Royston Runners). This building also includes a popular local café3,
and this falls within the bounds of the common, but outside the SSSI. The sport centre
has approximately 6 grass sports pitches and 6 tennis courts, which are around the
building, and on the common (but outside the SSSI). The sports centre is served by a
large car park (space for an estimated 280 cars).
There is also central car park on the Therfield Road which provides space for
approximately 30 cars and a further layby along the road to the south, at the southern
edge of the site for approximately 4 cars (see Map 2). There is in addition the potential
for roadside parking in amongst the housing which borders the eastern edge of the
site and an area where the site meets Briary Lane (the eastern most point of the site)
which is used as parking by visitors to the site.
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https://www.roystonheath.co.uk/

There have been growing concerns relating to development pressure around Therfield
Heath. North Hertfordshire’s Local Plan4 provides for at least 14,000 new homes, with
allocations around the edge of Royston providing for around 1,000 of that total.
Natural England has raised concerns relating to impacts to the SSSI and an overview of
the issues and Natural England’s concerns are set out by BSG (2016).
The SSSI lies just to the west of Royston and there is already housing at its northern
edge. Recreational use is linked to the volume of houses around the site. Current
housing data5 indicates the number of residential properties in Royston is 7,337. There
are around 3,624 residential properties within a 1km radius of the SSSI; 11,292
properties within 5km and 24,942 properties within 10km. The level of housing change
therefore represents a marked increase and could result in additional recreation
pressure and other issues for the SSSI.

A challenging issue for UK nature conservation is how to accommodate increasing
demand for access without compromising the integrity of protected wildlife sites.
Areas that are important for nature conservation often fulfil a range of other services,
including providing space for recreation (ranging from the daily dog walk to extreme
sports), and in areas where there is a legal right of access (as is typical for most
commons) there can be a difficult balancing act to ensure the conservation interest is
not impacted. It is now increasingly recognised that access to the countryside is crucial
to the long-term success of nature conservation projects and has wider benefits such
as increasing public awareness of the natural world and health benefits (Alessa,
Bennett & Kliskey 2003; Pretty et al. 2005; Moss 2012) or economic benefits (Bennett,
Tranter & Blaney 2003; Downward & Lumsdon 2004).
There are a range of general studies that review the nature conservation impacts of
recreation in the UK (Liley et al., 2010; Lowen, Liley, Underhill-Day, & Whitehouse, 2008;
Underhill-Day, 2005). Potential issues relating to public access at Therfield are
summarised by BSG (2016) and issues include:
•
•
•
•
•

4
5

Dog fouling, resulting in nutrient enrichment and vegetation change;
Trampling of vegetation, leading to loss of vegetation, erosion;
Soil compaction and erosion (linked to wear of vegetation);
Damage to infrastructure (vandalism etc.);
Disruption/challenges to land management (e.g. dogs issues relating to
grazing);

proposed submission 2016
Postcode data and housing volume data held by Footprint Ecology, 2017 data.

•
•
•

Fire (e.g. from barbeques, leading to localised damage to vegetation and
soils);
Disturbance (relevant to birds and invertebrates);
Contamination (from litter, fly tipping etc.).

For some of these issues there is a relative paucity of information on the impact, for
example as far as we are aware there is only one original study published that
addresses the impacts of dog fouling on semi-natural vegetation in the UK (Shaw,
Lankey, & Hollingham, 1995). There is little specific information in the literature to
specify particular thresholds at which impacts occur or tipping points are reached. In
general studies indicate that the scale of impact is related to the level of access, i.e.
increasing recreation pressure increases the impact (Weaver & Dale, 1978), however
there are often complex interactions involved. For example, studies show that for
some plant communities impacts from trampling show a linear relationship with
footfall while others show a more complex pattern, with greater impact at low levels of
impact (Coombes, 2007). Some of these impacts can act in synergy and be difficult to
tease apart. For example soil compaction (Kissling, Hegetschweiler, Rusterholz, &
Baur, 2009) can reduce soil microbial activities, which will also be affected by nutrient
enrichment from dog fouling.
There are therefore clear risks associated with increased recreation pressure and
these potentially result in changes in species composition, loss of species, damage to
infrastructure and challenges in achieving the necessary management of the site.
However, these are difficult to assess, and it is not straightforward to identify at what
level of access particular tipping points or changes occur.

There are currently a range of activities that take place at Therfield Heath. The space
provides an important recreation space for a wide range of activities and as housing
numbers increase, the number of visitors is also likely to increase. In recognition of
the growing pressure on the site, Natural England have commissioned this study to
better understand the current recreation pressures and issues at the site. There is a
clear need for baseline information on current recreational use and this needs to be
considered in the context of the nature conservation interest of the site. This should
allow robust recommendations for mitigation or avoidance measures. Such measures
could also bring positive benefits in terms of enhancing the site for visitors.
There are solutions to the impacts of recreation, and at many nature conservation
sites (particularly European sites) around the country avoidance and mitigation
measures have been established to resolve impacts from recreation and other urban
impacts associated with development. In the Thames Basin Heaths and Dorset Heaths
such approaches have now been running for many years and monitoring data are
available which show their effectiveness and demonstrate best practice. Approaches

are varied and specific to individual sites and include the provision of alternative
greenspace (e.g. Liley, Panter, & Rawlings, 2015), wardening, visitor engagement,
additional site infrastructure (signage, interpretation etc.) and educational work. In
order to identify what possible solutions and approaches might be relevant at
Therfield Heath, baseline data on visitor use are necessary.
As such this report was commissioned to bring together visitor survey data to provide
a snapshot of current access patterns and how the site is used for recreation. A critical
component of the study was to determine where visitors originate and the links
between where people live and access levels at Therfield Heath. In addition, the report
was commissioned to show how the distribution of visitor use overlaps with the
distribution of key species to highlight potential sensitivities and to consider the
implications in terms of potential visitor management options.

This section details the methodology for visitor surveying at Therfield Heath. Visitor
survey approaches used included:
•
•
•

Face-to-face interviews,
Online questionnaires
Automated visitor counters.

In order to gather further views and information on the current management and
issues at the site, direct contact with key stakeholders was undertaken through
interviews and a workshop.
These approaches are described in detail below.

Our approach involves a surveyor standing at key locations (such as entry points) to
interview passing site users. While on site, surveyors also maintain a count of the
number of people seen to be using the site to give a measure of the footfall/visitor
flow. This survey work follows methods developed over the past ten years by Footprint
Ecology and used on a wide range of sites.

Survey points
We used a total of seven survey locations which represented key entry/exit points or
were otherwise good locations to count people and intercept people for interviews.
These were agreed with Natural England prior to survey work commencing.
These survey locations are shown in Map 3 and listed in Table 2. Locations were
surveyed in a number of different seasons; locations 1 – 6 were surveyed in the
Autumn of 2017, and a subset were re-surveyed in the winter. In winter 2017/18,
locations 2 and 6 were re-surveyed, and a new survey point added at location 7. This
addition was made as the counter results highlighted access may be higher here than
initially presumed. In the following summer 2018 a subset of four of these were
selected for re-surveying.

Table 2: Description of the seven locations used for visitor surveying.

1 Sports
Centre East

2 Sports
Centre
South

3 Sports
Centre West

4 Golf Club

5 Briary
Lane

6 Heath Car
Park

7 Jubilee
Wood

Located in front of the café, roaming the front of
this building.
Located at the south-eastern end of the large
Royston sports centre car park. Surveyor
intercepted visitors who passed through this wide
front of the edge of the car park into the site –
roaming between the two red dog poo bins.
Located at the south-western end of the large
Royston sports centre car park. Intercepting any
visitors who passed through the area of wooden
bollards –roaming to intercept people.
Located along the path from the Royston golf
clubhouse, covering both the main dirt track
(from the back of the golf course) and the grass
path from the club (this path is also used by
people entering/leaving from Royston, rather
than just golfers). Surveyor roamed to cover the
two parallel paths.
Located off in a corner of the site off Briary Lane.
Access point provides access from informal
parking area and local housing. Covering multiple
paths in this area.
Located in the formal car park, which lies in the
centre of the site, along the road which bisects
the site in half.
Surveyor to roam the car park, interviewing any
arriving/leaving at this parking location or passing
through this car park.

Located in the woods to the west of the small
layby. Paths from this layby both head east and
west. From the survey point, located standing in
woods close to the gateway through it should
possible to observe those parking and interview
those entering through gate.

Entering and leaving count of
those accessing the site from
the café (can include dogs
straying from owners in the
café onto the adjacent fields)
Entering and leaving count of
those passing from the car
park into the site across an
imaginary line between the
two bins.
Entering and leaving count of
those passing from the car
park across an imaginary line
along the bollards.

Autumn

Autumn &
Winter &
Summer

Autumn

Entering and leaving count of
those accessing the site via
either of the two paths.

Autumn

Entering and leaving count of
those accessing the site via any
of the paths in this corner of
the site.

Autumn &
Summer

Entering and leaving count of
those arriving/leaving by car in
car park, and separately a
count of any passing through
the car park.

Autumn &
Winter &
Summer

Entering and leaving count of
those parking in the layby and
heading either west (crossing
road and passing surveyor) or
west (heading away from
surveyor).
East and west can be
combined in a single count for
the layby as a whole.
Anyone passing through i.e.
not arriving from the layby can
be recorded as passing
through.

Winter &
Summer

Survey procedures
Surveyors undertook visitor interviews and tally counts within standard two-hour
periods, with eight hours of survey in a day (four two-hour sessions). Surveys were
conducted on both a weekday and weekend days, to provide 16 hours of survey work
in total at each point during a single season. As such survey effort was comparable
between locations and seasons.
Survey timings of the two-hour sessions were standardised but differed between the
seasons due to the varying day length. The autumn and spring survey times were:
0700-0900; 1000-1200; 1300-1500; 1700-1900; while winter survey times were: 07000900; 0930-1130; 1200-1400; 1430-1630. These timings ensured coverage over the
whole day, while allowing the surveyor time for comfort breaks.
Potential interviewees were approached at random by selecting the next available
interviewee once the preceding interview was completed. No unaccompanied minors
were approached or interviewed. The surveyors conducted the survey questionnaire
on tablets using SNAP survey software6, an industry standard software for
questionnaire design and visitor surveys. A full version of the questionnaire is included
in Appendix 1. Route data (i.e. where people walked) was plotted in the field as part of
the questionnaire on paper maps, and subsequently digitised.
The count (a ‘tally’) was of the number of discrete visitor groups and the number of
adults, minors, and dogs seen. Tally counts included people seen entering and leaving
the site at the survey point (if relevant) plus those passing the point (but not
necessarily entering/leaving at that access point - i.e. moving within the site). Surveyors
also recorded separate counts of golfers and runners/fitness groups/cyclists. These
groups can be reluctant to stop and be interviewed, particularly joggers who are
midway through a run, and therefore by including them in the counts their use of the
site was still recorded.
The counts enable us to compare sites in terms of visitor volume/footfall, and to
identify what proportion of visitors were interviewed at each location. Furthermore,
the numbers of people entering at each location was used to inform the estimates of
total numbers entering the site as a whole.

Survey dates
Dates when surveys took place are summarised in Appendix 2. Surveys in autumn
took place between September to October with the three repeat locations in winter
between November to January period (avoiding the Christmas period when access
patterns were likely to be atypical) and the four summer locations were surveyed in
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May and June. This survey effort matched the available budget and provided coverage
across the year. Those conducted between the 31st May and 3rd June were undertaken
in the school holidays, otherwise the surveys were all undertaken in normal term time.
Weather during October was unsettled, with a number of minor storms. It was often
cloudy, but generally mild and with moderate amounts of rainfall7. In January it was
also was generally mild (for the time of year), but slightly higher than average rainfall,
with several fronts moving across the country8. Late May/June was characterised by
dry, warm/hot and sunny weather by day, although some relatively cooler nights9. The
weather conditions on the survey dates reflect these trends – although it should be
noted some survey points (e.g. 7) were heavily shaded and therefore cooler in the
summer. Efforts were made to avoid heavy rain and to mix sessions on days when the
weather was at all inclement. Weather conditions during the survey work are
summarised in Appendix 2.

Questionnaire
While the face-face interviews will reflect data from a sample of visitors, there are
potentially groups or activities that might be under-sampled or missed, for example:
•

•

Some users such as horse riders, cyclists (both of which are not allowed on
the heath, other than horse riding specifically by the Kings Ride Stables) and
runners may be reluctant to stop during their activity;
Some users such as horse riders or fitness groups may have been missed if
they are accessed parts of the site such that they did not pass a surveyor.

In addition, it was recognised that there may also be some individuals who visit the site
infrequently or might wish to express their opinions on the site. An online version of
the questionnaire was therefore also created (Appendix 2). This was largely identical
to the face to face questionnaire, with some minor changes to wording and also it
included interactive maps to record site use. This was also hosted using the SNAP
software on the internet, accessible via the snap website and a shorted URL for easier
distribution.

Survey promotion
The online survey was advertised to the public and promoted by Natural England who
promoted the survey through email lists, their social media and local contacts. A poster

https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/summaries/2017/october
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/summaries/2018/january
9
https://www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/summaries/2018/june
7
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was also put up in the local café. These approaches ensured relevant
clubs/organisations were contacted.

Analysis
The online survey data were treated as a supplement to the core data from face-face
interviews, which represented a reasonably random sample of current visitors. Some
analyses, such as visitor origins, were based solely on the face-face interviews and
where this is the case it is stated within the text.

In order to supplement the tally counts, at locations where it was considered there
may be some additional visitor use but where it was unlikely to warrant positioning a
surveyor, we used automated counters to provide estimates of the number of visitors.
The counters were deployed at five locations (Map 3, Table 3) during the autumn at a
similar time to the face-to-face visitor surveys.
Table 3: Details of the locations of automated counters used on site.

1

2

3

4

5

On the main path heading east from the central
car park. Attached to a small tree immediately to
the south of the path.
Located in the woods covering access from the
wooded layby parking (e.g. heading to Church
Hill)
Located just outside the SSSI boundary on the
path heading south (the Icknield Way)
Covering the entrance to site from houses
(Stakepiece Road), located beside the water
works building
Access point at corner of Briary Lane (opposite
corner to visitor surveying), attached to fence
post.

Infra-red counter
Break-beam counter (attached
between two trees, either side
of path)
Camera trap (first
deployment). Infra-red
counter (second deployment).
Infra-red counter

Infra-red counter

The types of counters used included fixed beam counters, infra-red sensors and trail
cameras, with the choice reflecting the location and the most suitable device for the
situation. The quality of such counter data is subject to a degree of error as, for
example, they can be triggered by passes from animals, moving vegetation and
flashing light. As such they are not a direct substitute for permanently mounted

equipment or direct counts; nonetheless the devices provide an indication of levels of
use and are a useful additional component to ensure comprehensive coverage of the
site. Counters were calibrated on installation to provide a check that they were
working effectively. The cameras were placed low to the ground so as to only record
feet (and therefore avoid collection of personal data where individuals can be
recognised).
Counters were deployed for a minimum of 15 days at each point. We initially deployed
at all locations in the autumn period. However, vandalism of one camera unit in this
period (counter location 3), which resulted in unrecoverable data, meant that this one
location was re-surveyed in the winter visitor surveying period.
The first set of deployments were conducted between 11th to 30th October (Table 4).
During this time most sensors were working, with two sensors which stopped working
before being recovered (1 and 2) and the single sensor which was vandalised and
recorded no data. The second deployment was between 5th January and 8th February
for the single sensor which was vandalised in the first deployment.
Data retrieved from sensors and cameras were simplified to remove possible duplicate
passes, whereby a single person may have been recorded several times, due to
pausing in front of the sensor or the approach angle. We identified duplicates based
on the assumption that passes within a single minute were from the same event and
where multiple registrations were recorded within a minute only one event was
assumed. This approach has the issue of removing any potential information on
groups, and can only record “passes”, which may have been of an individual or
multiple individuals in a single group. However, this is an issue with all automated
counters, other than camera counters. As such data recorded is referred to as “passes”
which are the number of people or groups of people recorded passing.
Sensors were often deployed in a discrete manner to reduce prominence and
therefore the likelihood of vandalism, but this means they can be triggered by
vegetation. In order to resolve these false triggers, the raw values were adjusted by an
error factor, calculated from the proportion of passes recorded between 20:00 and
06:00. Across all sensors this was 12% and this was used as an adjustment factor and
values between 20:00 and 06:00 were excluded. Overall, these measures ensure more
accurate recording of the number of people from the raw number of passes recorded.
The number of days of data collected by each counter is given in Table 4, and shows
the minimum days of data collected was just 5 days, where the counter stopped
working before being recovered. This minimum was for counter location 1, where
there was only 2 days of weekend data and 3 days of weekday data. Fortunately, this
counter was not required for overall estimates of visitor numbers and therefore its
small sample size has a limited impact on the overall data.

Table 4: Summary of the surveying dates and raw data collected from automated counters

1: Centre of the west
half of site
2: Jubilee Wood
3: Icknield Way
4: Back of Lankester/
Stakepiece Road
5: Corner adjacent to
Briary Lane

11th – 17th Oct

951

-

-

11th – 23rd Oct
11th Oct

789
0

5 Jan – 8th Feb

980

11th – 30th Oct

250

-

-

11th – 30th Oct

1083

-

-

th

Key contacts, suggested by Natural England, were contacted directly and semistructured interviews were used to gather their views on current access levels,
concerns regarding recreation and where relevant any ecological data (i.e. locations of
key species/vegetation communities etc).
Contacted parties were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Therfield Heath Conservators
Royston Golf Club
The main grazier
The manager of the Gallops
Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust
Butterfly Conservation
Café/ Sports Club
North Herts District Council
Royston Town Council

Questions were tailored for each participant, but covered some general themes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

General background to the site;
History of use and set agreements for use;
Their role in the current management;
General impressions of current access, including thoughts on visitor capacity
and changes they have seen over time;
Issues relating to access at Therfield Heath and any concerns;
Whether any current conflict between different user groups;
Thoughts on the current conservation interest on the site;
Thoughts and suggested solutions to increased recreation pressures and the
general issues they have raised?

A stakeholder consultation event was held in April 2018, planned with the steering
group, and with around 30 people invited and 20 in attendance. This involved an
introduction from Natural England, and the preliminary results from the visitor work –
based only on the winter and autumn surveying completed at this stage. The
workshop was used to get feedback on the results as presented, from those who know
the site, and included a session focussed on solutions, with participants views and
ideas on interventions.

The overall number of passes (adjusted and cleaned data) were used to generate the
average total passes recorded on each type of day (weekday/ weekend), as shown in
Table 5. These values are also used in Map 4 to show the comparative levels of visitor
use across the site. These results show location 1 to be the busiest on both and
weekend and weekdays and use appeared to be fairly even between weekdays and
weekends (but it should be noted this is based on small sample size). In comparison,
location 4 (back of Lankester/ Stakepiece Road) was the quietest. Furthermore, this
location was the only one which was clearly busier on a weekday that weekend from
the data recorded.
Table 5 also shows values for an approximate average for “typical” day .e.g. an average
for the autumn/winter period studied irrespective of the day of the week. In addition,
halved values are also presented to give an approximate value for the number of
passes entering (assuming all passes are of individuals entering and leaving again).
This allows comparable values to those recorded in the tally data and for the data to
used together in the overall site estimates.
Table 5: Summary of the data collected, and average number of passes recorded for each day type an on
an overall “typical” day. Values for a ”typical” day were calculated as follows: ((weekday*5) + (weekend*2))
/7).

1

Autumn

3

2

97.7

94.2

96.7

48.3

2

Autumn

8

4

41.5

87.8

54.7

27.4

3

Winter

19

8

18.0

48.8

26.8

13.4

4

Autumn

14

4

10.2

8.6

9.8

4.9

5

Autumn

14

5

47.5

48.9

47.9

23.9

The counter data were also examined on an hourly basis (Figure 1), to check how
values fluctuated across the day. This provides a useful check as to how well the
counters were working as we would expect such data to show very low levels of use at

the very start and very end of the day, with a clear peak or peaks during daylight,
usually with two peaks reflecting highest levels of use in the early morning and late
afternoon. Most sensors showed this to varying degrees.
Location 3 (Icknield Way) appeared to show greater early morning use, compared to
location 4 (back of Lankester/ Stakepiece Road), which showed greater afternoon use.
The erratic distribution of passes across the day shown by the counter at location 1 will
be in part due to the small sample size, but also suggests the sensor could have been
greater influenced by erroneous passes and again suggested the limited robustness of
the data from this counter.

Figure 1: Hourly patterns of use recorded from individual counters (averaged across all days of data).

In total, 3,033 people (of which 418 were minors) from 1,740 groups were recorded as
entering, leaving or passing the surveyor during the 208 hours of survey work (average
14.6 people per hour, see Table 6,). A typical group size was therefore approximately
1.7 people per group. The number of dogs were also counted and in total 1,786 were
recorded, resulting in on average 0.7 dogs per one adult and typically 1.0 dogs per
group.
For a subset of activities; golfers and cyclists/runners, we counted these groups and
individuals separately (see Table 6). Of the 3,033 people counted, 404 were golfers
(13%) and 131 were runners/cyclists (4%). The relative proportion of golfers and cyclists
or runners differed at individual parts of the site.
Table 6: Summary of totals recorded for the whole of the on site tallying.

All people
Minors only
Golfers
Runners/cyclists
Dogs

1740
163
63
-

3033
418
404
131
1786

The overall busyness of each access point in terms of the total number of people
counted was highly variable between locations (Table 7, Map 5). This was tested for the
number of people recorded in each two hour session in the autumn (as most survey
points were surveyed in this season), and this showed numbers recorded differed
significantly between the six survey points (K-W, H=14.63, df=5, p=0.012).
The number of people recorded was highest at survey point 2 (Sports Centre South overlooking rugby pitch) in the summer, with 45 people passing per hour (Table 7). The
next highest values were from survey points 1 and 2 in the autumn, with over 15
people recorded passing per hour. The quietest survey points were 3 and 4, Sports
Centre West and the path from the golf course.
Table 7 also gives these values as the number of people passing per hour at each
survey point. Survey point 1 at the east side of the sports centre/café had the highest
value with on average 23 people passing this location per hour, compared to just 9 per
hour at the path from the golf club (survey location 4).

Table 7: The total number of people or dogs recorded. Values in brackets are the average number per hour.
For survey points which were surveyed in more than one season, the highest value for people and dogs is
highlighted in bold.

1 Sports Centre
East

365 (22.8)

127 (7.9)

2 Sports Centre
South

244 (15.3)

158 (9.9)

3 Sports Centre
West

120 (7.5)

143 (8.9)

4 Golf Club

139 (8.7)

62 (3.9)

5 Briary Lane

183 (11.4)

99 (6.2)

6 Heath Car
Park

180 (11.3)

143 (8.9)

7 Jubilee Wood

180 (11.3)

138 (8.6)

718 (44.9) †

349 (21.8) †

178 (11.1)

101 (6.3)

200 (12.5)

163 (10.2)

227 (14.2) †

154 (9.6) †

162 (10.1)

71 (4.4)

137 (8.6)

78 (4.9)

† These two locations in the summer surveys were conducted in the half term holidays.

The proportion of different groups recorded at different times of year was compared
for those survey points surveyed in one or more season. Table 8 presents percentage
values for each count type in each season. This shows the highest proportion of the
different count types compared to the total across other seasons was often summer.
For survey point 2 all types of count were greatest in the summer, with between 54%
and 76% of all tallied counts recorded in this season alone. For example, at survey
point 1 the total number of people was 718 in summer compared to 244 in the
autumn and 180 in the winter, indicating that the summer totals were 63% of the total.
Table 8 shows that at survey point 1 (Sports Centre South), all the counts were highest
in summer; however, at all other locations this was not the case. At survey point 6
(Heath Car Park), the numbers of people were more consistent over the year, and the
numbers of runners, dogs and minors was higher in winter than the summer and the
autumn. At survey point 7, the numbers of cyclist/runners was much higher in winter
than in summer, and otherwise use was a similar level between summer and winter,
Table 8: Proportion for each tally count in a season compared to the total across all the seasons used for
that survey point. As such even splits would be 33, 33, 33 for those surveyed in three seasons and 50, 50 for
those surveyed in two seasons. Bold values indicate the season with the largest value for each count type
and survey point.

2 Sports
Centre
South

21

13

13

32

24

16

19

4

21

3

63

67

64

54

76

5 Briary
Lane

51

X

X

0

50

-

-

-

-

-

49

X

100

51

52

6 Heath
Car Park

30

9

9

19

31

33

5

71

35

49

37

86

10

33

29

7 Jubilee
Wood

-

-

-

-

-

54

X

88

48

49

46

X

12

52

51

Some key metrics which explain the visitor patterns and levels of use from the tally
data are summarised by survey point in Table 6. The counts show weekends were
always busier than the weekday count at the same season. Survey point 6 (Heath Car
Park) was the location where weekend and weekday use was the most similar, while
survey point 7 (Jubilee Wood) is clearly more of a weekend destination, particularly in
the winter when just over 5 times the number of people were counted on the weekend
compared to the weekday.
There was a general pattern for more dogs per group in the autumn and also the
winter. The survey point with the highest average number of dogs per group was

consistently survey point 3; overall almost two dogs per group on average (1.7 dogs
per group). This survey location also had the lowest overall group size of any location
(1.4 people per group). These figures would suggest this area was frequently used by
mostly single people, often with more than one dog.
The highest proportion of golfers was fairly consistently at survey point 4 (maximum
43% of all people) or survey point 2 in the winter (maximum 42%), and these
proportions were usually greater at weekends. Use of the site by runners/cyclists was
often high in the winter compared to autumn and particularly compared to the
summer. Golfers could be high at any time of year. The proportion of runners/cyclists
seemed more variable compared to golfers, with locations 1, 4 and 7 recording just
over 10% runners/cyclists on a weekday. This would seem to indicate a relevantly low,
but sporadic nature of use with running as an activity spread across the site, often
potentially involving long loops.

Table 9: Summary of the number ratio of weekday to weekend use recorded from tally data. Also shown is the percentage of people in tally counts who
were golfing or running/cycling and overall group sizes – all are shown separately for weekdays, weekend days and in total. Red and green highlighted cells
indicate top and bottom 2 values for each column.

Autumn

37:63

1.2

6.1

5.7

1.4

0.8

9.3

2.6

1.9

1

8.1

3.7

1.7

1

38:62

0.8

0

13

1.7

0.7

0

1.8

2.3

0.7

0

6

2

2

39:61

1.3

11.7

3.2

1.3

0.9

20

3.3

2.1

1.1

16.8

3.3

1.7

3

36:64

2.5

0

0

1.4

1.3

2.6

3.9

1.5

1.7

1.7

2.5

1.4

4

33:67

0.8

28.3

10.9

1.4

0.6

43

2.2

1.7

0.7

38.1

5

1.6

5

31:69

1.1

0

0

1.2

0.7

0

0

1.9

0.9

0

0

1.6

6

44:56

1.4

5

0

1.5

1

0

6

1.6

1.2

2.2

3.3

1.5

Winter

30:70

1.3

8

3.1

1.4

1.2

12.6

10.8

2.1

1.2

11.3

8.5

1.8

2

37:63

1.5

16.7

0

1.4

1.1

42.1

0.9

1.8

1.3

32.8

0.6

1.7

6

36:65

1.3

2.8

2.8

1.4

1.5

0

15.5

2

1.4

1

11

1.8

7

15:85

0.8

0

12

1.5

1

0

14.6

2.4

0.9

0

14.2

2.2

Summer

42:58

1.1

15.7

4.5

1.7

0.9

21.9

2.1

1.8

0.9

19.3

3.1

1.8

2

48:52

1

20.2

4.6

1.8

0.8

36.3

0

1.9

0.9

28.6

2.2

1.8

5

34:66

1.1

0

9.8

1.5

0.8

0

9.4

1.6

0.9

0

9.6

1.6

6

33:67

1.2

18.7

0

1.4

1.1

15.8

2

1.9

1.1

16.7

1.3

1.7

7

39:61

1.2

0

3.8

1.6

0.8

0

1.2

1.8

1

0

2.2

1.7

Sensor data and tally counts were used together to estimate total number of people
entering the site. We considered each access point in turn to estimate the number of
people entering the site, drawing from the different data sources (such as counters,
interview data, tally data etc.) before summing the totals for each entry point together.
Although the tally data are number of people, the counter data is the number of
passes, which is a minimum number of people. The intention is simply to give a broad
estimate of the level of use of the site.
The individual access points are shown in Table 10 and the method for estimation of
each provided. These are largely based on either the tally or counter data, as
presented in earlier sections. Where an estimate could not be based on a direct tally or
counter value, we used other values. The locations where this was the case were; the
north west corner of the sports centre car parks, which anecdotally appears to be used
casually by a relatively small number of people; the access points directly around the
gallops, and the open edge of the site along Baldock Road. The north west corner and
access from Ivy Farm new housing was given a very conservative minimum estimate
based on minimum value recorded at any location. The gallops area was assumed to
be regularly used by horse riders (following discussion with the stables) but at a low
level, such that an overall daily value was likely to be very small and for the permeable
edge along Baldock Road it was not possible to be estimate numbers, however a
proportion of the visitors that enter here would be included in the totals for survey
point 4.
Estimates were conducted separately for each season. The autumn had the highest
survey effort and provides the best estimate. All other seasons have been estimated
using patterns relative to other seasons when these were surveyed in more than one
season. In the tables of total visitor use estimates, those which are inferred based on
other seasons are clearly stated as such.
Adjustment factors (percentages) were based on an average across multiple survey
points, for autumn values to summer; weekday: 144, weekend: 110, for autumn values
to winter; weekday: 102.5, weekend: 109.5 and for winter values to autumn; weekday:
102, weekend: 94.

Estimates per season
In total, the calculations provide a total estimate for the whole site of 541 people in the
autumn, 680 in the winter, and 768 in the summer entering the access points for a
‘typical’ day. It should be noted that these do not include those using only the sports
centre or café/bar and are intended to be approximate estimates. They show a
general pattern whereby autumn and winter are broadly similar, with more weekend

use in the autumn, and that summer numbers are roughly double the autumn/winter
values, particularly influenced by increases in visitors at the main car park.
Using the estimates for weekdays and weekends in each season, given in Table 10, it is
possible to scale up to give a very approximate estimate for the whole year. If spring
levels are assumed to be similar to the autumn, then the annual number of people
visiting is somewhere in the region of 215,000.

Limitations on estimates
It is important to stress that there are a number of limitations and caveats to the
estimates produced here. These include;
•
•

•

•

•

•

Only certain survey points were surveyed in individual seasons
Values have been extrapolated, especially for winter and summer values,
which had the lowest surveying effort. Estimates for the autumn are likely to
be the most robust.
Key access points only were surveyed, and some parts of the site were not
surveyed in any season. These included: access in from the gallops, access
from the main car park out the NW corner, access along Baldock Road,
immediately opposite the Ivy Farm development, and the stretch of diffuse
access along Baldock Road between the tennis courts and golf club house –
(which was partially covered by survey point 4,see map 12). For all but the
last of these, an estimate was used based on the lowest access point
recorded or in the case of the gallops from an estimate from the stables.
The estimates do not take into account those only using the café, sports
centre or tennis courts; or those parking and not using the site (using free
parking here for the town/station).
The estimates are based on typical use, and do not include events. Some
periods, such as Christmas, Easter etc. may also have days with marked
spikes in visitor use, and the estimates do not account for these.
The approach used considers seasons separately and this is important.
While in summer visitor numbers are greater, the impacts on the site from
visitors may be higher in other times when the site is more sensitive (e.g.
trampling/erosion in wet autumn/winter periods).

The estimates of annual visits are intended as a guide only and are indiciative.. It was
clearly impossible to have record the numbers of visitors around the entire periphery
of the site, including all access points, on all days of the year. Extrapolations are
necessary and are made from a relatively limited data set given the likely variation in
use over 365 days of the year. The data are clearly presented to allow for the potential
for repeats in the future across the site or at individual access points. With more effort
it clearly would be possible to increase the robustness of these results. Repeating the
tally counts at individual survey points, a number of car park counts or even
permanent automated counters would be the best way to create higher levels of
confidence in the estimates and understand longer term changes.

Table 10: Estimates of total use for the whole site. A ‘typical day’ is calculated by adding together the weekday total (multiplied by 5) and the weekend
total (multiplied by 2) and then dividing by 7.

Café Side

Tally only (SP 1 Sports Centre East)

89.4

115.4

96.8

91.2

126.3

101.2

128.7

126.9

128.2

South

Tally only - average from autumn/winter
(SP 2 Sports Centre South)

66.6

107.3

78.2

34

52

39.1

180

114.4

161.3

South West

Tally only (SP 3 Sports Centre West)

35.8

61.8

43.2

36.5

67.6

45.4

51.5

67.9

56.2

North West

conservative estimate based on
minimum value recorded at any location
(CP 4)

10.2

8.6

9.8

10.5

9.4

10.1

14.8

9.4

13.2

Heath car park

Tally only (SP 6 Heath Car Park)

53.6

87.8

63.4

40

59

45.4

50.6

106.9

66.7

Jubilee Wood Layby

Average of tally and counter (SP 7 /CP 2
Jubilee Wood)

24.3

60.8

34.7

24.6

66.1

36.5

51.4

86.7

61.5

Icknield Way

Counter only (CP 3 Icknield Way)

18.3

45.9

26.2

18

48.8

26.8

26.4

50.5

33.3

Golf Club House

SP 4 Golf Club. Covers both golf club
parking and access by pedestrians from
here and Heath Avenue.

19.5

66.6

33

19.9

73

35.1

28.1

73.3

41

SP 5 Briary Lane

40.6

61.8

46.7

41.4

67.6

48.9

58.5

67.9

61.2

CP 5 Briary Lane

47.5

48.9

47.8

48.4

53.6

49.9

68.3

53.8

64.2

41

34.3

39.1

41.8

37.6

40.6

59

37.8

52.9

10.2

8.6

9.8

10.5

9.4

10.1

14.8

9.4

13.2

10.2

8.6

9.8

10.5

9.4

10.1

14.8

9.4

13.2

3

0.5

2.3

3

0.5

2.3

3

0.5

2.3

470

717

541

430

680

502

750

815

768

Sports
centre
car
parks

Briary Lane

Housing x4
Opposite Ivy farm
housing
Baldock Road
permeable edge
Gallops x 4

Counter only from CP 4 Back of
Lankester/Stakepiece used. This counter
value applied to all four locations.
conservative estimate based on
minimum value recorded at any location
(CP 4)
conservative estimate based on
minimum value recorded at any location
(CP 4)
Very rough estimate following discussion
with gallops, but low value anyway.
Total

† Values are estimated from a conversion factor from another season.

Overall, 397 interviews were conducted, with 170 (43%) on weekdays and 227 (57%)
interviews on weekend days. The number of interviews conducted differed between
survey points, due to the different levels of survey effort, as shown in Table 11. The
number of interviews was greatest at survey point 2 (90 interviews) and lowest at
survey point 4 (24 interviews), followed by point 3 (27 interviewees).
The highest percentage of people approached who declined to be interviewed was at
survey point 2 (south of the Main Car Park), and survey point 6 (Heath Car Park). At
these locations in one session during the summer surveys nearly three-quarters of
those approached refused. A combination of factors is likely to have caused the high
refusal rate. The morning sessions included some people who were simply in a rush or
stated they were “on their way to work”; during the day it then became increasingly hot
and especially too hot for dogs, meaning some potential interviews declined to stop.
In addition, a recent public event had been held regarding issues on the heath which
seemed to cause some tensions, meaning people did not want to discuss these again.
Other high refusals outside the summer, included one in four people at survey point 4,
close to the golf course. Some refusals were by golfers who were keen to play, rather
than talk, but also the weather conditions on this day were unseasonably cold.
Nonetheless, a good number of interviews were conducted in total across all survey
points and seasons – on average 30.5 in each 16 hour survey point. The percentage of
people approached who had already been interviewed (and who were not therefore
re-interviewed) was highest at survey point 3 (Sports Centre West), in the autumn
suggesting a high proportion of regular users here (Table 11).
Table 11: The number of interviews, refusals and people approach who had already been interviewed at
each survey point.

Autumn
1 Sports Centre
East
2 Sports Centre
South
3 Sports Centre
West

208 (72)

32 (11)

47 (16)

287

39 (80)

9 (18)

1 (2)

49

38 (69)

7 (13)

10 (18)

55

27 (68)

1 (3)

12 (30)

40

4 Golf Club

24 (67)

9 (25)

3 (8)

36

5 Briary Lane

41 (76)

5 (9)

8 (15)

54

6 Heath Car Park

39 (74)

1 (2)

13 (25)

53

Winter

60 (56)

22 (20)

26 (24)

108

9 (26)

35

2 Sports Centre
South
6 Heath Car Park

18 (51)

8 (23)

24 (53)

8 (18)

13 (29)

45

7 Jubilee Wood

18 (64)

6 (21)

4 (14)

28

Summer

129 (53)

80 (33)

34 (14)

243

2 Sports Centre
South
5 Briary Lane

34 (34)

46 (46)

21 (21)

101

34 (79)

6 (14)

3 (7)

43

6 Heath Car Park

31 (52)

23 (38)

6 (10)

60

7 Jubilee Wood

30 (77)

5 (13)

4 (10)

39

Total

397 (62)

134 (21)

107 (17)

638

The majority of interviewees (278 interviewees, 70%) described their main activity as
dog walking (Table 8). In total 441 dogs were counted accompanying the 397
interviewees, and 286 (65%) of these were recorded by the surveyors as being seen off
lead.
The second most frequent activity was walking (70 interviewees, 18%). All other
activities were relatively infrequent and included playing golf (11 interviewees, 3%),
jogging / power walking (9, 2%), outing with family (8, 2%), fitness (5, 1%) and meeting
up with friends (3, 1%). ‘Other’ activities included bird/wildlife watching (4
interviewees), playing rugby (2), visiting the café (2), kite flying (1), shopping (1) and
reading (1). All main activities are summarised using pie charts for each survey
point/season in Map 6.
At all locations and in all seasons, dog walking was the most common activity, following
by walking at all apart from survey point 2 in the winter, where golf was the second
most frequent activity. Otherwise there were slight differences in the distribution of
activities across the survey points. The highest percentage of dog walkers (24
interviewees, 89%) was recorded at survey point 3 (Sports Centre West), in the winter,
while the fewest dog walkers were recorded at survey location 5, the site closest to the
café, in the autumn (22 interviewees, 56%). The highest percentage of walkers

occurred at survey point 6 (Heath Car Park) in the summer (12 interviewees, 35%)
followed by survey point 4 (Briary Lane), in the autumn (13, 32%).
For survey points 2 (Sports Centre South) and 6 (Heath Car Park), which were surveyed
in all three seasons, there was a seasonal trend. Both recorded a greater proportion of
dog walkers in the winter, compared to in the autumn or summer surveys – 7% higher
at survey point 2 and 14% higher at survey point 6. There was also often a greater
range of activities recorded in the autumn and summer compared to winter. This
would suggest that dog walking takes place all year and is relatively constant, but some
other activities and use is more orientated towards the summer.

Table 12: Number (%) of interviewees and their main activity across the 7 survey points. Survey points are highlighted by the season they were undertaken
in. Top three values for each activity are highlighted in bold.

Dog walking

22 (56)

28 (76)

Walking

6 (15)

Other

2 (5)

Playing golf

26 (76)

24 (89)

15 (63)

25 (61)

19 (56)

27 (69)

20 (83)

21 (68)

14 (78)

22 (73)

278 (70)

4 (11)

6 (18)

2 (7)

5 (21)

13 (32)

12 (35)

7 (18)

2 (8)

6 (19)

4 (22)

3 (10)

70 (18)

1 (3)

1 (3)

1 (4)

1 (2)

3 (10)

12 (3)

3 (8)

Jogging/ power
walking

2 (5)

Outing with family

3 (8)

Fitness

2 (5)

Meet up with
friends

2 (5)

Total

39 (100)

15 (83)

3 (17)

3 (13)
1 (2)

1 (3)

(0)

1 (3)

2 (6)

1 (3)

2 (6)

1 (3)

1 (3)

11 (3)

1 (3)

9 (2)

2 (5)

1 (4)

1 (4)
1 (4)

1 (2)

1 (3)

1 (3)

8 (2)

1 (3)

5 (1)

1 (3)
37 (100)

18 (100)

34 (100)

27 (100)

24 (100)

41 (100)

34 (100)

39 (100)

3 (1)
24 (100)

31 (100)

18 (100)

30 (100)

396
(100)

A total of 262 interviewees (68% of the 385 that responded to the question) indicated
they had not or were not intending to make use of the sports centre or the café during
their visit. One hundred and sixteen interviewees (30%) stated they had or would use
these facilities, while 2 respondents did not know / were not sure.
The surveys showed 100% of interviewees meeting up with friends and 63% those on
outings with families made use of these facilities, while for walkers this was only 35%
of interviewees. Among dog walkers the facilities were much less popular with only
28% using it (second lowest percentage reported, after those playing golf, for which
none reported using these facilities).
At individual survey points, the highest value was 92% of interviewees using the
facilities at survey point 1, beside the café. The only other survey point at which the
majority of interviewees stating using the facilities was at survey point 5, where 73%
said they used the sports centre/café. However, this was in the autumn; in the summer
the inverse was reported, with 94% of interviewees not using the facilities. At this and
all other remaining survey points the majority of interviewees did not use the sports
centre/café (between 72 and 96%). At the survey points which were surveyed in all
three seasons, the reported use of facilities was always highest in autumn and lowest
in winter.

The questionnaire included several questions regarding temporal visiting patterns at
Therfield Heath. The first question asked how often the interviewees visited Therfield
in the last year.
Most interviewees (139, 35%) indicated they visit Therfield Heath daily. The second
most frequent response was visiting 1 to 3 times a week, given by 112 interviewees
(28%). Sixty-seven (17%) interviewees visited most days. Overall, 80% of interviewees
stated they visited at least once a week, or more frequently. Based on the
frequencies10, the average visit rate was equivalent to around 190 visits per year to the
site (based on all interviews across all survey points).
Visit frequencies differed both between survey points and seasons, as shown in Figure
2 (which also gives the approximate average number of visits made per interviewee
per year). Visitors at survey points 4 and 5 in the autumn were the most frequent and
involved the highest percentage of daily visitors. Daily visitors accounted for a

We scaled up the categories as follows: “Daily” = 350 visits per year, “Most days (180+ visits)” =200
visits, “1 to 3 times a week (40-180 visits)” = 110 visits, “2 to 3 times per month (15-40 visits)” =27.5 visits,
“Once a month (6-15 visits)” =10.5 visits, “Less than once a month (2-5 visits)” = 3 visits.
10

particularly low percentage of daily visitors in the winter at survey point 7 (Jubilee
Woods).
For those survey points surveyed in multiple seasons, there were some slight
differences. There was often a reduced visit frequency e.g. more infrequent visitors on
site, in the summer, for example at survey points 6 and 5. However, conversely for
survey points 7 and 2 winter had more infrequent visitors than summer.

Figure 2: Stacked bar chart showing the visit frequency over the past year across the seven survey points
and different seasons as % of interviewees choosing the respective categories. Average number of visits
value is based on methods of averaging these classes and considered highly approximate to serves as a
rough indication of ordering of survey points.

Interviewees were also asked to state how long they had spent/were going to spend on
site, with responses categorised by the surveyor in a similar manner to visit frequency.
As with the visit frequency we used assigned a single value to each category to allow
an average typical visit duration to be calculated11.
The largest proportion of people on site conducted relatively short visits, with the
category of “between 30 minutes and 1 hour”, given by 45% of interviewees (177
interviewees). The second most common category was 1-2 hours, stated by 35% of
interviewees (138), followed by 9% (37) of interviewees that stayed for less than 30
minutes.
There was generally little difference between survey points and seasons, with an
average time always between 60 to 85 minutes (Figure 3). The highest proportion of
visits of less than 30 minutes occurred at survey points 7 in the summer (7
interviewees, 23%) and 3 in the autumn (6 interviewees, 22%). Survey point 7 in the
winter had the highest proportion of visits in the range of 1-2 hours (10 interviewees,
56%) and survey point 4 in the autumn, the highest proportion of visits more than 4
hours (4%, 1 interviewee).

We used values: Less than 30 minutes = 20 minutes; Between 30 minutes and 1 hour = 45 minutes; 1
to 2 hours = 90 minutes, 2 to 3 hours = 150 minutes.
11

Figure 3: Stacked bar chart showing today’s visit duration across the 7 survey points and different seasons
as % of interviewees choosing the respective categories. Average duration of visits (minutes) value is based
on methods of averaging these classes and considered highly approximate to serves as a rough indication
of ordering of survey points.

Visitors then indicated whether they had a specific temporal visiting pattern across the
year (Table 13). Across all data, the majority of interviewees, 83% (331), stated that they
visited equally all year, followed by summer (44, 11%), spring (26, 7%) and autumn (20,
5%) as the preferred visiting seasons. This equated to approximately 47% of those who
did select a season choosing summer, however multiple seasons could be selected.
Overall, there was little clear difference in visiting pattern between survey points, but
some minor differences between seasons. Those visiting in winter and particularly in
autumn, appeared to be consistent year-round visitors: 82% and 88% respectively

visited the site equally all year round. In the summer surveys, only 77% of interviewees
visited all year round. Note this comparison does not account for the different survey
points used in each season.

Table 13: Number (%) of interviewees and their visit pattern across different seasons shown separately for
the three seasons.

Equally all year

183 (88)

99 (77)

49 (82)

331 (83)

Spring (Mar-May)

10 (5)

15 (12)

1 (2)

26 (7)

Summer (Jun-Aug)

18 (9)

21 (16)

5 (8)

44 (11)

Autumn (Sept-Nov)

13 (6)

6 (5)

1 (2)

20 (5)

Winter (Dec-Feb)

(0)

2 (2)

1 (2)

3 (1)

First visit

1 (0)

5 (4)

5 (8)

11 (3)

Don't know

(0)

1 (1)

(0)

1 (0)

Total

208

129

60

397

Interviewees were asked their reasons why they choose to visit Therfield Heath.
Reponses were categorised (where possible) by the surveyor, with multiple responses
allowed. However, interviewees were also asked to select a single main reason.
Of the 397 interviewees, just under half, 194 (49%), listed the scenery / variety of views
as one of their multiple reasons, followed by 181 (46%) mentioning proximity to home
and 175 (44%) “other” reasons (Figure 4). Other reasons were diverse, but often related
to the wide open space, 19% of “other” reasons, but also exercise, social aspects, the
topography and views. With respect to ecological features of the site an important
reason for people visiting was the rural feel / wild landscape (89 interviewees, 22%),
while a particular wildlife interest was only mentioned by 41 visitors (10%).
For the single most important main reason, the key factor for interviewees was the
proximity of Therfield Heath to their home (142 interviewees, 36 %), followed by ‘other’
features (64 interviewees, 16%) the scenery / variety of views (57 interviewees, 14%),
and being ‘good for dog / dog enjoys it’ (35 interviewees, 9%).

Figure 4: Bar chart showing single choice main reasons (grey) and other, multiple secondary reasons
(green) for visiting Therfield Heath by percentage of interviewees pooled across all the survey points.

Using the top two factors; close to home and scenery/views, we compared interviewee
responses by survey point and season (Table 14). During the autumn, when almost all
locations were surveyed, the stand out locations with the highest percentage of
interviewees stating their main reason as close to home were at survey points 4 (Golf
Club) and 5 (Briary Lane), 71% and 78% respectively. At the survey point 6 (Heath Car
Park) the percentage of interviewees with their main reason as close to home was
lowest, just 15%. This location had the highest proportion of interviewees whose main
reason was scenery/view (41%).
Comparing across seasons there was a clear trend for close to home to be more
important during the winter. At survey point 2, close to the sports centre/café, the
percentage of interviewees giving close to home as a main reason, increased from
around one in four in the summer/autumn to two in three in the winter. Conversely,

but to a lesser extent, the importance of views / scenery seemed to increase in the
autumn compared to the summer and winter.

Table 14: Summary of percentage of interviewees giving close to home or scenery/view as there main

Close to home

reason for individual survey points in the different seasons.

1 Sports Centre East

62

2 Sports Centre South

21

3 Sports Centre West

33

4 Golf Club

71

5 Briary Lane

78

9

6 Heath Car Park

15

16

29

13

22

6

11

Scenery/views

7 Jubilee Woods

35

61

1 Sports Centre East

8

2 Sports Centre South

13

3 Sports Centre West

19

4 Golf Club

0

5 Briary Lane

10

0

6 Heath Car Park

41

19

25

17

17

7 Jubilee Woods

As part of the questionnaire, the interviewee’s route on the site that day was recorded.
Surveyors used paper maps to record this, and we digitised this information into GIS.
Overall, we recorded 394 routes from the 397 interviews (99% of interviewees). The
distribution of these route lines is summarised using hexagonal 15 m grid cells (Map
7), to quantify the actual numbers of interviewees passing through different parts of
the site. This map has been weighted to account for increased surveying at some
survey points, but does not control for the differences in season. The peak values (> 40
interviewees passing through a cell) were recorded at the main path running east to
west between the two main parking locations.
Routes of individual survey points are also expressed as a density hotspot map by
individual survey points in Map 8. This map uses the combined data from the autumn
/winter seasons.

Route lengths were also calculated for each interviewee. Using the autumn data and
comparing between survey points, the longer routes were recorded at survey point 1
and 2 (median = 2.02km), whereas the shortest routes were recorded at survey point 3
(median = 1.6km) – visible in the individual maps in Map 8.
Comparing between seasons (using the data from the two locations surveyed in all
three seasons) there was a significant difference between seasons (Kruskal-Wallis;
H=14.18, df=2, p =0.001), with a median route length of 2.47km in summer, 2.11km in
winter and 1.59km in autumn.
Table 15: Summary of median route length (km) between survey points and seasons.

1 Sports Centre East

2.02

0

0

2 Sports Centre South

2.02

2.66

2.70

3 Sports Centre West

1.60

0

0

4 Golf Club

2.16

0

0

5 Briary Lane

2.01

2.62

0

6 Heath Car Park

1.87

2.69

2.55

7 Jubilee Woods

0

2.52

2.32

Interviewees were asked further information about their route. Of the 392
interviewees with route data, 283 interviewees (78%) stated that they were doing a
route representative of their normal visit. However, 40 interviewees (10%) stated that
they were not sure / had no typical visit. 45 interviewees (11%) stated that their route
was much shorter than normal, and just 7 (2%) that the route was longer. In the
summer there was a notable increase in the percentage of interviewees who stated
their visit was much shorter than normal, an increase to 23% of interviewees – mostly
due to people with limited time and it becoming too hot, often an issue for those with
dogs.
However, there were marked differences between activities in the route lengths
undertaken. These were examined at survey points 2 and 6, using the data from all
seasons (Figure 5). The longest routes were undertaken by interviewees meeting up
with friends (median 4.0km, but note just one interviewee), followed by joggers (3.7km,
3 interviewees). In contrast, dog walkers (1.9km), people on family outings (1.8km) and
whose visit was described as “other” (0.9km) tended to have much shorter routes. The
route length results are probably most representative for dog walkers and walkers, for
which the largest sample size was available.

Figure 5: Boxplot showing the 25th quartile, median and 75th quartile of visitor route lengths across main
activities. Data used are from survey points 2 and 6 across all survey seasons. Values in square brackets
indicate the number of interviewees used.

Overall, the main mode of transport to reach Therfield Heath was by car, with 73% of
interviewees arriving by this means (see Table 16), followed by 26% on foot. The
proportion of people walking to the site was highest at survey points 4 and 5 (83% and
73%) in the autumn, which are easily accessed from nearby housing. Survey locations 2
and 3 (close to sports centre) and 6 and 7 (in the middle of the site) are dominated
almost exclusively by car / van users, but this could vary slightly between seasons, with
an indication that fewer people access by car in the summer (Table 16).

Table 16: Percentage of interviewees arriving by car for each survey point and season.

1 Sports Centre East

59

2 Sports Centre South

97

3 Sports Centre West

100

100

4 Golf Club

17

17

5 Briary Lane

27

38

6 Heath Car Park

100

94

96

97

93

100

96

74

95

73

7 Jubilee Woods
Total

67

59
74

89

86

32

Overall 98.5% (391/397 interviewees) of interviewees described their visit as directly
from home. The remaining interviewees included one staying with friends or family,
one en-route to visit family and four interviewees who were on holiday in the area and
lived in Devon (postcode given), London, Scotland, Australia (last three no postcode
given). Other than these, there was also one interviewee each from Berkshire, Suffolk
and Essex, four from Bedfordshire, and the rest from Hertfordshire and
Cambridgeshire.
Surveyors asked each interviewee to provide their full home postcode. In total, we
obtained 363 valid and georeferenced postcodes as part of the interviews (91% of
interviewees). The distribution of all postcodes is shown in Map 9, which shows a high
density of interviewees from Royston. Overall, 243 interviewees (66%) were residents
of Royston.
For each postcode, the linear distance between the postcode and the survey point was
calculated. On average, the distance between the postcode and the survey point was
5.2km (mean), but half of all postcodes were within a 1.9km radius (median) and three
quarters within in a 5.8km radius (75% distance). These distances are shown as buffers
applied to the whole site in Map 9.
The distance between the survey point and home postcode differed significantly
between survey points and seasons – see Table 17. Comparison between survey points
(using the autumn data) indicated significant differences between survey points
(Kruskal-Wallis; H=81.62, df=5, p<0.001). Some survey points were used almost entirely
by local residents, mostly living within 1km of the survey point e.g. survey points 4 and
5. Interviewees at survey points 6 and 1 tended to live further away, with just over half

the interviewees residents of Royston and 75% of interviewees living within roughly
6km.
Using data from survey points 2 and 6 we compared distances (home postcode to
interview location) between seasons. Data from survey point 2 suggests greater
distances for interviewees in the summer and winter compared to autumn, but there
was no statistically significant difference (KW; H=0.58, df=2, p=0.748). For survey point
6, which also suggested greater distances in the autumn than winter, and much
greater distances in the summer – roughly double the distances of those in the
autumn – there was a statistically significant difference between seasons (KW; H=4.81,
df=2, p=0.090). Locations with very local users may remain consistently used by locals
over time as indicated at survey point 5, which showed little increase from autumn to
summer. These differences between seasons for the two survey points are also shown
as convex hulls drawn around the extent of the 75% nearest postcodes to the site for
each survey point and season separately in Map 10.
Table 17: Summary of interviewees home postcodes expressed as a percentage of interviewees resident of
Royston and the75% linear distances between the survey point and interviewees home postcode.

1 Sports Centre East

67

6.40

2 Sports Centre South

79

2.17

3 Sports Centre West

73

4.53

4 Golf Club

96

0.97

5 Briary Lane

89

6 Heath Car Park

56

7 Jubilee Woods

66

4.51

63

4.86

1.13

94

0.90

6.75

33

12.96

44

7.44

-

43

10.33

42

9.99

Using the interviewee postcodes, it is possible to determine how the distribution of
postcodes relates to local housing density. It is to be expected that visit rates will
decrease with increasing distance away from the site (i.e. people who live close to sites
are more likely to visit them). By plotting this relationship it is possible to show the
relative draw of a site.
We used our postcode database to extract the number of houses around Therfield
Heath (extent of the SSSI and common combined, extracting data using concentric
rings drawn at 100m intervals out to 2km), and also to extract the number of
interviewees from each survey point. We could then calculate the number of
interviewees per household within each distance band. Plotting this value in relation to
distance essentially shows how visit rates changes with distance away from the site
(Figure 6). The figure includes a manually fitted trend line, fitted by eye but informed
by aiming for the best r² (goodness of fit) value for the curve. The graph is derived from
the autumn and winter visitor data only, which covered all survey points.
The curve shows a steep decline in the number of interviewees per household with
increasing distance. The average number of interviewees per household was 3 times
greater within 0 to 300 m meters than in 400 to 1800 m distance, in other words new
housing within 300m is likely to generate three times as many visits per house as
development beyond 300m. The graph also indicates that beyond 1km there is little
difference in visit rate, suggesting that within 1km development has a proportionally
greater impact than that beyond 1km.

Figure 6: Visit rate curve for Therfield Heath – interviewees per household at different distance bands away
from Therfield

In question 16, interviewees were asked to mention any species or habitats on
Therfield Heath that are potentially vulnerable to recreation. Responses were
categorised by tiers of increasing specific knowledge, for example a specific mention of
Pasqueflowers; a comment regarding rare plants; a broader comment on wild flowers
or a mention of the general vegetation/plants. Overall, across all data, just under one
third of interviewees were unable to mention any ecological interest feature on site
(121 interviewees). Across all interviewees a specific reference to the Pasqueflowers
was the mostly frequently mentioned - referred to by 34% of interviewees – followed
by breeding birds (29% of interviewees).
There was a noticeable difference in people’s ecological awareness between survey
points (Figure 7). At survey point 1 the highest level of awareness was recorded, with
just under half commenting about wild flowers (49%) and a third mentioning
specifically the Pasqueflowers (31%). The highest proportion of interviewees aware of
breeding birds was recorded at survey point 5 (43%). The ‘other’ group (mentioned by
91 interviewees) included butterflies (28 interviewees), orchids or helleborines (20
interviewees), and skylarks (11 interviewees).

Figure 7: The percentage of interviewees at each survey point mentioning each of the levels of awareness.
Note, multiple categories for each topic could be selected and multiple seasons are included.

In Table 18 we summarise the awareness the Pasqueflowers and breeding birds by
survey point. There are marked differences between points. For example, there was
no awareness of these two groups recorded at survey point 3, but reasonable

awareness at survey point 1. It also suggests that awareness changes over the season.
At survey point 5, close to breeding birds, awareness was up to over half in the
summer, but was only one in five in the autumn (perhaps reflecting people reading the
temporary signage that was put in place by wardens during this time). Awareness of
the Pasqueflowers would appear to remain more consistent across seasons compared
to breeding birds, which were mostly forgotten in the winter months.
Table 18: Percentage of interviewees at each survey point and season mentioning an awareness of
Pasqueflowers and breeding birds as sensitive features on the site.

1 Sports Centre East

31

18

2 Sports Centre South

18

3

3 Sports Centre West

0

0

4 Golf Club

21

0

5 Briary Lane

12

6 Heath Car Park

10

26

47

22

29

68

0

39

7 Jubilee Woods
Total

16

8

17

6

39

38

0

37

23

28

0

20

28

8

0

Overall, 29% (118) interviewees had not noticed any changes on Therfield Heath over
the time they had been visiting. The responses of interviewees that did notice changes
are summarised below (Figure 8). The most frequently noticed change related to the
volume of people visiting Therfield Heath. A third of interviewees (33%, 116
interviewees) stated that there were more people, 17% (67) felt there were more dogs
and 6% (24) that there were more runners.
In terms of the site’s ecological features of the site, the most frequent response was
that 13% (52 interviewees) perceived the site as less wooded and 5% (18) noticed the
shorter vegetation. Few people mentioned changes in the numbers of Pasqueflowers,
and those that did mentioned either an increase (2 interviewees) or a decrease (1
interviewees) of this species.

Several people noticed access-related changes on site, highlighting a higher number of
new paths (20 interviewees, 5%) or wider paths (15 interviewees, 4%).

Figure 8: Bar chart showing the % of interviewees that noticed specific categorised changes on Therfield
Heath over time pooled across all the survey points. Note: Changes have been colour-coded depending on
whether they are related to visitor volume (green), ecology (grey) and access (blue). Responses were
categorised by the surveyor and the interviewees were not prompted.

Interviewees were also asked whether the sheep grazing on Therfield Heath affected
their visit. Of the 268 respondents (autumn/winter data only), 177 (66%) stated the
sheep did not affect their use. Thirty-three (13%) interviewees were not sure / did not
know, while about a fifth of visitors (48 people, 19%) felt that their visit was affected by
the sheep on site. Among those affected, the most frequent response was a change of
route and adverse effects on dogs (e.g. having to put them on leads, electric fencing).
Some interviewees expressed that the presence of sheep on Therfield Heath gives
them joy or a feeling of happiness.

Interviewees were asked which alternative locations they would have used rather than
the current site. Overall, 103 interviewees (26%) said they would not have visited
anywhere else, and 6% (25) were unable to think of an alternative location. The
remaining 261 interviewees (66%) gave a single alternative location.

The responses were free text and these were subsequently categorised to create clear
single choices rather than descriptive statements (e.g. detailed river walks summarised
as “river”) and the most common answers are summarised in Table 19. The most
popular answer by some way was Wimpole or Wimpole Hall, which was given by 16%
of the interviewees who named a site.
Table 19: Summary of the alternative named locations. Only those given by five or more interviewees.

Wimpole

43 (16)

local fields

15 (6)

Burlow

12 (5)

Therfield

11 (4)

Fowlmere

11 (4)

Melbourne

11 (4)

river

8 (3)

local woods

8 (3)

local streets

7 (3)

Bassingbourn

7 (3)

Magog Down

6 (2)

Royston

6 (2)

village walks

5 (2)

We then asked interviewees how often they visited the site where interviewed for their
current activity, compared to other sites. The highest degree of site faithfulness was at
survey point 4 (access point by Golf Club), where over half of interviewees reported
that all the visits for their current activity took place at this site. Across locations which
were surveyed in different seasons there was often a reduced site faithfulness in
summer, but a notable exception being for survey point 7 (see Figure 9).

Figure 9: The use of the current site (proportion of visits for their current activity) by interviewees relative
to other sites, shown as percentage of interviewees.

In question 22 the interviewees were asked what features they would like to see at an
alternative site, if one was created locally for their activity. Reponses were categorised
by the surveyor during the interview into pre-determined groups and the surveyors
also recorded additional information as free text responses, which were categorised
post interviewing. Multiple responses could therefore be logged per interview,
reflecting a range of different features they might like to see.
The most frequent suggestions related to dogs (Figure 10). Just over 20% of
interviewees (88 interviewees) indicated that they would want it to be safe for their
dogs, followed by more dog bins, and the ability to let dogs of the lead (both 20%).
Other important suggestions given by more than 10% of interviewees related to free
parking, refreshments facilities, and a requirement to pick up after dogs, better path
surfacing or network of paths and for sites to be a large open space. A reasonable
proportion of interviewees, around 15%, stated that they would simply want a new site
to have the same features as Therfield heath. Surveyors noted that some of these

comments appeared to come from a presumption that this site was to be lost and it
therefore comments such as “it could never be replaced” resulted.

Figure 10: Bar chart showing the % of interviewees choosing features desired in a potential new site pooled
across all the survey points. Green bars indicate those which were categorised by the surveyor, while those
in grey were other free text comments which were categorised post interviewing. Note: This question
allowed for multiple choices.

Finally, interviewees were asked to consider what improvements they would like to see
to Therfield Heath. There was overall a three-way split, with a third interviewees (129,
33%) giving no comment or unsure what improvements they would want, roughly one
third (121, 31%) stating they were happy with the site and just over a third (147, 37%)
suggesting improvements.

Suggested improvements mostly related to the issue of parking in the main car park,
dog mess on site and the need for more dog waste bins, signage on site, conflicts
between users and the need for better surfaced paths (Table 20).
Table 20: Summary of improvements suggested by interviewees, only those given by three or more
interviewees are shown (except for grouped ‘other’, formed of all single interviewees).

Better parking (mostly surfacing in main car park

29% (43)

Dog mess (mostly by bin provision)

16% (23)

Signage/ maps

9% (13)

Resolve conflict between users

8% (12)

Better paths (mostly surfacing)

7% (11)

Better grazing (many related to signage)

5% (7)

More natural (inc. less sports)

3% (5)

Communication (by conservators)

3% (4)

Better accessibility (for disabled, buggies etc.)

3% (4)

More seating

0% ()

Litter bins

2% (3)

Less wooded

2% (3)

Road crossing

2% (3)

Other

1% (2)

In total 221 responses were completed for the online questionnaire. Two completed
surveys were discarded as not relevant or false, providing 219 valid interviews used in
the analysis. The majority of respondents (154, 78%) found about the survey from
Facebook, followed by friends or twitter (both 12, 6%), or generally online (8, 4%). All
other sources were less than 2 respondents and included via press, posters,
conservators, town council, runners and email. As such the sample is likely to reflect a
much more engaged group, involved with the site, compared to those interviewed as
part of the face-face interviews.

As with the face-to-face interviews the main proportion of respondents used the site
for dog walking (32%), followed by walking (19%). In the online survey we captured a
wider range of activities, and a greater proportion of fitness/ sports, such as golfing
(5%), rugby (5%) and other sports (2%, tennis or hockey).
Seven respondents selected their activity as “other”, these activities listed included;
“Photography” (2 responses), “Picnic”, “Sledging”, “Archery”, “Flying a kite”, “Play in the
dens in the woods” (all 1 response). While it is noted that bylaws restrict access for
bicycles 3 respondents selected “cycling/mountain biking”
A subsequent question asked respondents if they used the sports centre/ café often.
Overall, 54% of respondents suggested they did use the sports/ café regularly. The
activities where the proportions were more than two thirds of the respondents were;
cycling/mountain biking (3 respondents,100%), outing with family (14
respondents,78%), Café users (63 respondents,75%), Fitness groups, Other sports,
Enjoy scenery (all three activities, 3 respondents, 75%). Amongst the two largest groups
of respondents, dog walkers mostly said they did not use the café/sports centre (54%),
while for walkers, most said they did use the café/sports centre (61%).
Table 21: The number and percentage of interviewees for each activity.

Dog walking

71 (32)

Cafe

9 (4)

Walking

42 (19)

Other

7 (3)

Running/ Jogging/
Power walking

20 (9)

Fitness groups

6 (3)

Outing with family

18 (8)

Enjoy scenery

4 (2)

Playing golf

12 (5)

Other sports

4 (2)

Playing rugby

10 (5)

Cycling/Mountain
Biking

3 (1)

Bird/Wildlife watching

10 (5)

Meet up with friends

2 (1)

As in the face to face surveys, respondents to the online questionnaire were asked
how often they visited the site. Using the visit frequency categories we calculated an
overall approximate average number of annual visits for groups. These values are
used as a ranking for the results for visit frequency by activity, shown in Figure 11.
Overall, 28% of the respondents said they visited daily or most days, with just 12%
visiting daily. These were mostly the dog walkers, for whom daily visitors were 35% of
the respondents. Those who visited to play golf, for fitness/sports (e.g. playing rugby,
tennis etc.) and those running/jogging/power walking were relatively frequent visitors,
with around three quarters visiting one to three times a week. Those who were having
an outing with family or bird/wildlife watching visited the least often with around three
quarters visiting two or three times a month or less frequent.

Figure 11: Reported visit frequency of respondents, grouped by activity.

The most common visit duration (116 respondents, 53%) was between one to two
hours, followed by between 30 minutes and 1 hour (45, 21%). Thirty-five (16%) stayed
between 2 and 3 hours, twenty-one (10%) more than three hours and just one
interviewee suggested their visit would last less than thirty minutes.

The same averaging approach used in the face-to-face survey was used to calculate an
average visit time, resulting in an overall average visit time of 103 minutes. However,
as shown in Figure 12, this varied greatly by activity, with the longest visits by far those
playing golf, on average estimated as close to 4 hours (50% suggested there were on
site for more than 4 hours).

Figure 12: Reported visit duration of respondents, grouped by activity.

Across all respondents, most suggested they tended to visit equally all year round
(70%). Of those who did select a season or seasons which they visited more, the most
common preference was for summer (25%), followed by spring (11%), autumn (7%)
and winter (2%)12
Respondents were asked to suggest what proportion of their visits for the activity they
usually undertook at Therfield were confined to Therfield Heath. Overall, 25% of
respondents suggested that all of their visits for the usual activity took place at
Therfield and it was therefore the only place they used. Around one third stated that
three quarters of visits would take place at Therfield, including all those whose main
activity was golfing. Those who were on an outing with the family had the highest
proportion of respondents who had half or less than half of their visits at Therfield.

12

Note multiple seasons could be selected, therefore total percentage is greater than 100.

Most respondents said they usually visited Therfield Heath by car (147, 67%), as
opposed to on foot (64, 29%) or by bike (7, 3%). Those respondents who were
bird/wildlife watching all arrived by car, as opposed almost one third for those whose
main activity was walking (38%).
For those respondents who said they arrived by car, a subsequent question asked
where they parked. For around three quarters this was the main sports centre/café car
park (107 respondents, 73%), followed by other formal car parks (19, 13%), and then
laybys, the golf club house and roadside parking (all three 7 respondents, 5%).
Table 22: Summary of use by car to get to the site by respondents, grouped by activity and sorted from
right to left by percentage of interviewees.

Number of
respondents arriving
by car/ van
(Percentage of all
respondents)

10
(100)

16
(80)

7
(78)

14
(78)

9
(75)

51
(72)

14
(67)

10
(63)

16
(38)

The online survey incorporated an interactive map for respondents to select parts of
the site they visited. These are shown for all respondents and by groups of visitors in
Map 11. This shows that access is clearly concentrated to the east of the site. Joggers
are the most disparate across the whole site, followed by walkers and dog walkers.
Those playing golf and on a family outing, and to a lesser extent those visiting for
fitness/sport, were clearly the most restricted to certain parts of the site.

As in the face to face questionnaire, interviewees were asked to suggest alternative
locations they also visited for their main activity. The respondents often suggested
they did not know where else they might visit (37% of respondents) or there was
nowhere else they would have visited (26%). For those providing a location, the most
popular answer (as with the face-face interviews) was Wimpole, given by 26
respondents (34% of those who named an alternative). Other popular answers were;
local footpaths/ countryside walks (12 respondents), RSPB Fowlmere (8), Burloes (3),
Melbourn moor and Hatfield Forest (both 2 respondents)

Respondents were asked to comment on their reasons for visiting Therfield in
particular, with responses given as free text. These were cleaned and a word cloud
summarising the statements is shown in Figure 13.

Figure 13: Word cloud to summarise individual words given in the free text question of why respondents
came to Therfield.

Respondents were subsequently asked to suggest a single reason why they visited and
these were therefore generally easier to categorise, and are summarised in Table 21.
From this list, the top two reasons were related to the site being close to home/general
proximity (22% of respondents) and dog related reasons, such as it being good for dog,
space for dogs and dog friendly site/people/other dogs (10%). A large proportion
related to general environment, such as nature, beautiful space, open spaces and
views (all four combined totalling 27%). Those who were visiting a particular site facility
or event totalled of 17% respondents, including those for the golf course (10%), sports
centre, rugby (both 3%), and café or sports clubs (both 2%).

Table 23: Top twelve main reasons why respondents chose to visit Therfield in particular.

Close to home/ Proximity

44 (22)

Dog reasons (e.g. good for dog, best place for dog, space for dogs, dog friendly)

20 (10)

Nature/ wild spaces

16 (8)

Beautiful space/pleasant feel

14 (7)

Large open spaces

13 (6)

Views/scenery

12 (6)

Golf course

10 (5)

Good for families

7 (3)

Sports centre generally (not including particular sports club)

6 (3)

Rugby

6 (3)

Walks

6 (3)

Habit/familiarity (e.g. “I always come here”)

6 (3)

Respondents were also asked if they were aware of the conservation designation
applied to the site. Half of respondents (51%) answered yes that they were aware (the
remainder either answered no that did not or were not sure. Of those who did answer
yes; 41 (36%) indicated SSSI (or similar wording). The rest of those who did answer
often mentioned wildflowers, the Pasqueflowers, butterflies, birds or archaeological
interest.
A similar question asked if they were aware of any species or habitats which were
vulnerable to recreation pressure. 28 respondents answered specifically “no”, and a
further 74 left the answer blank. Of the remaining responses we summarised the
answers in a word cloud in Figure 14. The most common mentioned species was
Pasqueflower (or “purple rare plants” etc., but not including “orchid”, “rare plants”) by
56 respondents (26%). The second most common was regarding the Chalk Hill Blue, (or
“blue butterflies”, but not including general comment regarding butterflies) by 18
respondents (8%). Note these are not mutually exclusive and multiple species could be
named in a single interviewee’s response.

Figure 14: Word cloud of habitats or species people were aware of that could be sensitive.

The questionnaire included a question on the length of time respondents had been
visiting Therfield Heath, and then a subsequent question on the changes they had
seen over the time they had been visiting the site. Approximately two thirds of
respondents had been visiting for more than 10 years (64%), and almost nine in ten
(88%) for more than three years. 118 respondents said they noticed changes, and
these changes are summarised in Figure 15.

Figure 15: Word cloud of the individual words mentioned in the free text in changes observed on the site.

These free text responses were categorised and most frequently cited twenty changes
are given in Table 24. Note these are not mutually exclusive and multiple changes
could be named in a single response. Seventeen respondents (7% of respondents)
gave the most commonly stated change, which was the sheep grazing on site. Followed
by more people/busier generally and more sports groups.
Table 24: Top twenty changes given by respondents.

The sheep

17

Expanding sports centre

7

More people/busier

14

More managed

5

More sports groups

13

Golf club expanding

5

Less woodland/ more
scrub clearance

13

More done for wildlife

5

More dog mess

13

More dog issues

4

Conflict between groups

11

More dogs

4

New floodlights

9

Removal of rifle range

3

New tennis courts

9

Less natural

3

More litter

8

More path erosion

3

More sports facilities

8

Toilets removed

3

The survey asked respondents to comment on how grazing affected their use of the
site. Overall, 75% of respondents said the grazing had no effect and 22% felt their use
was affected. Of these, only a few were negative, and many people seemed to
appreciate it was necessary. Most concerns related to the fact that it caused them to
change their route (15 respondents, 32% of those with use affected), forced their dog
on a lead around the grazing (10, 22%), reduced/restricted access (8, 17%) or
influenced their dogs (e.g. more nervous).
The respondents also suggested it would be good to have signage to indicate sheep
were grazing the site. Some dog owners said their dogs were scared of the sheep or
the fence, or conversely were aware the dog scares the sheep, so it was useful to have
prior warning.

The respondents were asked to comment on what changes they would like to see with
regards to how Therfield Heath is managed for access.
Most respondents did not comment, and 64 stated explicitly no changes were wanted.
Of the remaining respondents, 115 gave an improvement and all suggestions given by
3 or more people are listed in Table 25. The vast majority of these comments referred

to better car parking (26 respondents, 12% of respondents and 23% of respondents
suggesting a change).
Table 25: Suggested improvements from the online survey, given by three or more people.

Better car park (particularly surfacing and entrance concerns)

26

More responsible dog owners/ better control of dogs (regarding dogs running loose and
fouling, general inconsiderate behaviours)

12

More poo bins (also litter bins and more regular emptying)

8

More interpretation (on site signage regarding importance and history – current signs are
dated)
Marked routes (e.g. for runners, walkers, dog walkers – separate groups and reduce conflicts
between runners /dogs/walkers/families/golfers)

6
6

Reduce size of golf course

4

More naturalised feeling (e.g. comment regarding cutting, manicured areas, less natural
recently)

4

Better accessibility for people (disabled access and pedestrian access to the site)

4

Signage to indicate grazing is taking place and where sheep are

3

Formally police irresponsible behaviours (particularly dogs, suggestions inc. full time warden)

3

The respondents were asked to provide their home postcode. These were not
examined in a strict way to examine catchments in the same way as the visitor data as
the data do not necessarily reflect a random sample; it was interesting to note
however that 71% (138/192) were residents of Royston. The mean distance from
interviewees’ home postcode to the centre of the site was 5.3km and half of all
respondents lived within 2.5km (median value) from the centre.

In early 2018, telephone interviewees were held with selected stakeholders. Key
messages are summarised here. Here we highlight the points and themes that were
common across those interviewed and reflect a general consensus. If views were from
a particular group only, this is otherwise stated.

•

•
•
•

•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

There was a general consensus that the site was becoming busier with more people,
dogs and other activities (e.g. commercial dog walkers, cyclists). On busy days the car
parks (which are already large) can be completely full.
The various sports clubs that use the sports club are growing and have become more
independent over time.
Organised events also often take place, associated with the sports clubs or other local
groups and these do not always consult with the Conservators.
One of the main current issues involves conflicts between different user groups. The
golf course has stated they have particular challenges and many other stakeholders’
comments reflected a range of conflicts, for example walkers wandering over fairways,
paths for golf buggies being used by other users etc.
General dog issues relate to uncontrolled dogs, sheep worrying and dog fouling, and
there are clearly some particular issues such as fouling on the sports pitches and loose
dogs on the fairways that can antagonise other users.
Grazing the site is challenging, with lots of vandalism and there has been theft of
grazing equipment, opposition from locals, and around one sheep lost per year from
dog attacks.
The gallops part of the site has horses exercised in the mornings most days of the
week, but they generally have little issues with other users.
Litter was mentioned by some but appears limited. Also, anti-social behaviours were
generally limited to infrequent youths meeting in the car parks.
The site is clearly an important local resource and valued by a wide variety of groups
for the space and facilities it provides. Most people felt the site should be able to
accommodate the different users that it should be possible for it to work for all.

With regards to current biological interest there was little concern regarding the
population of Chalk Hill Blues which currently are doing well.
Few people had concerns for direct damage to Pasqueflowers by trampling or picking.
The areas of the golf course which are grazed short are liked by golfers and seem to be
good for invertebrates.
There was more concern in relation to ground nesting birds and the flora. This
included people accidentally trampling on helleborines in Fox Cover.

•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Enrichment from dog fouling and erosion were cited as concerns even among those
stakeholders that did not have a nature conservation interest.
Overall, most stakeholders seemed to feel the impact on the heath from recreation is
not great – at least not in a direct sense (flower picking etc.), but erosion was noted as
an issue by some.
Almost all felt the conservation importance of the site was poorly communicated to
visitors.

Better on-site signage and interpretation was directly suggested or welcomed by most.
Many felt existing signage was dated, complicated or confusing.
There was good support for increased direct engagement (face-face contact), which
was highlighted as likely to be more effective than signage.
Many stakeholders discussed marked routes as possible solutions to increased
recreation pressure and it was thought it would help some of the conflicts between
visitors (by less wandering across golf course). A single safe route through the course
could stop wandering.
Maps of the paths and way markers were discussed as a solution (currently, some golf
paths look ‘official’ so are used by general public, increasing conflict).
Solutions mentioned by single stakeholders were: fencing to control access; more local
greenspaces (i.e. alternative sites for recreation); zoning of areas (with the creation of
on lead areas); a locked gate overnight at the carpark; working with volunteers more;
and an interpretation shelter and sculptures to engage/act as a focus/ help direct
access.
Edging of paths in Fox Covert has helped reduce trampling of Helleborines.
Resurfacing of the paths was suggested but noted to be likely to be detrimental to
biological interest.
The grazier has tried talking to people, wardening and signage but felt these had had
little success in changing visitor attitudes.
Charging for parking was discussed by the conservators (and others seem aware of
rumours), this was not discussed as a solution – but could be a way to reduce access/
pay for wider improvements needed.

Detailed examination of biological records on Therfield Heath was beyond the scope of
this report and records of key species are reviewed in the recent draft management
plan (Brockless, 2017). In this section we use the distribution data for key species in
relation to the visitor use of the site in order to consider how access and the nature
conservation interest overlap.
Species records have been taken from the draft management plan appendices
(originally sourced from the local environmental records centre) and visualised in Map
13 to show the distribution of rare plants and invertebrates (any national or
international designations) in the last thirty years. The high densities of species records
in the centre of the site are considered possible, but also influenced by species records
which are simply based on a single grid reference for the centre of the site or for the
central car park. Thus, this area is likely to be important, but not as exaggerated as
suggested in the map. This individual cell is highlighted in Map 13 to make this explicit
in the map.
From Map 13, the main area with little plant and invertebrate interest is the gallops.
Key parts of the site would appear to be the extreme west point of the gallops, Church
Hill, the central part of the site close to the car park and the rifle ranges.
We have also presented the data from the 5 butterfly transects (transect locations also
shown in Map 13) surveyed by Butterfly Conservation.
Results from Butterfly Conservation’s transect surveys in 2017 show much greater
numbers of Chalkhill Blue around the rifle ranges compared to Lancaster Hill or
Church Hill (relative to length of transect, Andrew Wood pers. comm). Local recorders
note this distribution is generally the case in most years, but that reasonable numbers
can also build up around Church Hill in good years (Andrew Wood pers. comm.).
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Figure 16: Summary of the total number of Chalk Hill Blue butterflies recorded in the Butterfly
Conservation monitoring. Note logarithmic scale and that annual values are totals from multiple repeat
visits across the season (one per week for 30 weeks across the spring/summer). (Produced from the draft
management plan appendices, original data collected by BC)

The survey results show Therfield Heath to be well used and a popular site for
recreation. The Heath is used by a range of formal, organised activities, such as the
golf club, gallops, sports clubs and in addition provides for more informal use by local
residents, for example dog walking, jogging etc. Very little of the use relates to the
site’s nature conservation interest as it is only a small proportion of visitors who come
because of the butterflies or flora. There is clearly a careful balancing act to
accommodate the needs of people with the nature conservation. In this section we
consider the limitations of the approach, implications of the findings in terms of the
SSSI and we consider potential implications for the management of access on the SSSI.

There are some key caveats relating to the estimates of total visitor numbers and
these are set out with the estimates (see paras 3.21 and 3.22)
The data yielded from face-to-face interviewing, both interview and tally data are
represent data from multiple access points, covering all the main entry points to the
site and providing coverage across the seasons, across different days and different
times of day. As such the data provide a good overall picture of recreation use. This
surveying followed a standard methodology used by Footprint Ecology across the
country. The survey is based ona reasonable level of surveying effort. The survey
included a range of different types of access points, including foot-only, informal
parking and the main formal car-parks. As such a range of access patterns, types of
visitor and varying numbers of visitors are to be expected. It is inevitable that there will
be some kinds of access and visitor use that is not necessarily picked up – visits during
darkness or low levels of diffuse access13 along open site boundaries for example.
Given that the main access points were all surveyed, such omissions are minor and will
not influence the overall results.
It should also be noted that tally counts, and interview data, are highly influenced by
where exactly the survey points are sited. For example, only one location covered
access from the golf club house and where we to have used a main path to, or on, the
fairway clearly more golfers would have been seen and interviewed. Also, we
deliberately avoided interviews within the main car-park and instead positioned
surveyors on the grassland where they could intercept people moving away from the
car-park. As such the data do not include those whose visit was only using the tennis

Diffuse access relates to people accessing the site along a broad edge, rather than through an entry
point and such visitors can be hard to intercept or count where there are ‘open’ boundaries. Baldock
Road is perhaps the key area where such access could have occurred.
13

courts, café or sports centre. There was a relatively low refusal rate recorded from the
visitor survey, but this is often biased to particular groups e.g. runners and joggers
which are hard or unwilling to stop midway through a run.
Online surveys were used to capture more of the groups mentioned above who may
have been missed. Online surveys have the advantage that they provide the
interviewee with the opportunity to complete the survey in their own time, useful for
those with limited time when on site. The online surveys were advertised both online
and on site. However, as with any online survey, there is little control over who
completed the questionnaire. There is likely to be some bias in respondents in that
those who did respond are more likely to be those with good computer literacy, an
interest/motivation to respond and available time to complete the survey.

Issues for the nature conservation interest (see introduction, para 1.16) relate to the
volume of footfall (e.g. trampling, erosion, disturbance), particular activities (e.g. dog
fouling) and longer-term challenges delivering the management necessary for the
nature conservation.
In terms of footfall, our estimates provide values for the numbers of people. These do
not take into account special events when footfall is clearly greater, nor do they take
into account people only visiting to use the café, sports centre etc. As such they are
underestimates, but they indicate well over 200,000 people visiting per year and
suggest up to around 800 people visiting per day on typical days in the summer. We
did not consider other special events (e.g. the kite festival, organised walks/clubs,
external organisations). The route data shows that access is dispersed across the site
and that routes criss-cross the SSSI. Footfall is particularly concentrated along the
main route running east – west between the two main car-parks and around the
eastern end.
Chappell et al. (1971) showed that areas of chalk grassland with higher trampling
pressure had substantial differences in plant and animal communities and in the
structural properties of the soil. Plant and animal populations were much reduced in
the worn areas and soil compaction increased progressively with wear and soil
structure was less stable in very worn sites. Conradi et al. (2015) compared vegetation
on marked trails on chalk grassland in Germany and at different distances
perpendicular to those trails. They found impacts only on the trails themselves,
showing that damage is focussed on areas where access is concentrated. Paths can
provide important bare substrates used by invertebrates, but it is also suggested that
from studies of hiking trails by Ciach et al. (2017) that the trampling can cause a
considerable level of mortality for certain invertebrate groups, with insects being
trampled. Horse riding and other activities with considerable ground pressure can
directly damage burrows and a further concern is that increasing erosion and high

levels of access leads to greater pressure for access infrastructure such as surfaced
routes, which can lead to further impacts for invertebrates.
Variation in vegetation structure is important and in many semi-natural habitats, low
intensity and/or patchy trampling may be beneficial. Chronic trampling over a wide
area is however likely to be of much more concern. Identifying the level of trampling
at which impacts on the SSSI might be of concern is nonetheless difficult and it is
impossible to set thresholds at which particular changes in management might be
necessary. Experimental studies, such as those by Roovers et al. (2004), have
identified impacts at a very low intensity, for example, a single pulse of 25 passes on
heathland and woodland vegetation.
Exercising dogs is clearly the main activity for visitors and the majority of interviewees
(70%) were dog walkers. The data suggest relatively constant use by dog walkers
across the year. With two-thirds of dogs seen off-lead and dog walkers the main
activity at all survey points, there is clearly potential for nutrient enrichment from dogs
faeces (if not picked up) and urine. There is some suggestion that fouling is
concentrated in the vicinity of entry points (Taylor, Anderson, Taylor, Longden, &
Fisher, 2005) and around car-parks, but there is a paucity of literature on how
dispersed it is.
A key concern relates to the long-term management, particularly the viability and
potential to effectively graze the site. Access makes grazing difficult due to sheep
worrying from dogs, disturbance (which may result in livestock avoiding some areas)
and the difficulty in containing livestock within an area where there is continual
passage of people. While the visitor survey results show that many visitors appreciate
the sheep, they are also an issue for many. On some sites with high levels of access
there is often pressure from the public for improvements (e.g. path surfacing, better
access) or changes to management, and sometimes outright opposition to some
conservation management (e.g. Underhill-Day, 2005). Growing urbanisation and
recreation pressure is therefore likely to make the conservation management more
challenging over time.
While recent count data for some species, such as the Chalkhill Blue and the
Pasqueflower, show reasonably healthy populations, there is certainly no cause for
complacency. A number of species have been lost from the site in recent years.
Brockless (2017) reports that Autumn Ladies Tresses Spiranthes spiralis is now extinct
at the site, Spotted Cat’s Ear Hypochoeris maculate has not been recorded on the heath
since 1995 and Burnt Orchid Neotinea ustulata has not been recorded since 1999.
Given the growing housing pressure and the clear links between local housing (in
Royston) and recreation use of Therfield shown by the postcode data, it will be
imperative to ensure the site is able to accommodate growing recreational use. It is
clear that the facilities can already sometime be stretched, for example at times the

car-park is full. With slowly growing recreational use and increasing demands on the
site it will be important that management approaches for access at the site are
implemented strategically, carefully thought out and established before issues emerge,
ensuring the nature conservation interest is not further compromised. Some
considerations for recreation management are set out below.

Public access and education issues at Therfield Heath are discussed in the context of
the management of the site in the draft management plan (Brockless, 2017), and she
sets out objectives and management actions. Here we give some consideration of the
implications for recreation management at Therfield in the context of the draft
management plan and the findings of the survey work set out here.
The 50-year vision for the site, as set out in the draft management plan, recognises the
need for the facilities on the site to grow, with facilities of a scale appropriate to the
visitor numbers and appropriate to maintain. The vision includes a visitor centre,
educational officer, full-time warden and well-maintained paths.
The visitor survey results in many ways support this vision. Much of the recreational
use is very local, with residents from Royston visiting frequently and one of the key
reasons they choose the site is the proximity to where they live. The creation of a
visitor centre may result in drawing visitors from a wider area and an increased level of
use, and this may bring issues. Such a centre may not necessarily attract local
residents.
Raising awareness of the conservation interest – which a centre may help achieve -is
fundamental. Few visitors to protected sites are aware of their importance for nature
conservation (Booth, Gaston, & Armsworth, 2009) and this lack of awareness may
influence behaviour. The survey results indicated that around a third of interviewees
could not name any habitat or species at Therfield Heath that might be vulnerable to
impacts from recreation. The survey presence of the sports centre, gallops and golf
course, plus the main road and fast-food outlet along the main road, in part create a
sense – to visitors – of a site that is foremost a recreation space rather than a nature
reserve. While of course recreation and nature conservation are not exclusive,
ensuring visitors recognise they are visiting a site that is designated for conservation is
important.
The presence of a warden or ranger can be a very positive way to ensure engagement
with visitors and this has been a recent step on the site. Face-to-face contact can
ensure messages are targeted and contact pitched at the level that works for visitors.
Such a post is therefore different from a traditional warden who undertakes habitat
management, but instead is a people-focussed role. Rangers can show people wildlife
and directly approach those that are likely to be causing problems - see examples such

as the Solent Bird Aware project. Their simple presence on site is likely to deter some
anti-social behaviour and use such as cycling off-bridleways. There may be a more
positive message too, with the presence highlighting to visitors that the site is
important and warrants someone to look after it. The visitor focussed role can be
expanded to encompass community work (local schools, events, guided walks) and
work with volunteers. Volunteer work parties have recently started at Therfield Heath,
and there is perhaps potential for volunteer roles to also encompass visitor
engagement, being site ambassadors etc. Working closely with volunteers has the
potential to establish wider links within the community and increased awareness of
the issues, however it would requre someone in place to co-ordinate the volunteers
and keep them involved.
Alongside the presence of a ranger, potentially zoning the site such that there is a
clearer sense of which areas are important for nature conservation may be helpful for
visitors, for example making dog walkers more aware of a need to put their pet on a
lead. This will be a challenge to achieve on such an open site where the golf course,
gallops etc. are all within the SSSI. Some authors (e.g. TellTale Ltd., 2017) working at
other sites where it is not necessarily clear to visitors that the site is important for
nature conservation, have advocated the use of sculptures in car-parks, with large
birds literally raising the profile of the nature conservation interest to visitors. While
such approaches may not be appropriate on an open common, there may be ways of
creating more clearly differentiating different parts of the site to visitors.
In parallel, the site will be more robustif recreational use can shift from being
widespread and dispersed to being more concentrated along set routes. Focussing
access along marked routes is supported in the literature as a way to reduce trampling
impacts (e.g. Pescott & Stewart, 2014), but is hard to achieve on a site with open
grassland and open access. Nonetheless, there are some possible solutions. Path
surfacing and routes are considered in the draft management plan by Brockless
(2017). However, surfacing of currently unsurfaced, natural paths will cover the
presently exposed bare substrates which will be important for invertebrates.
Furthermore, formalising paths will create a very different feel to the site. As such any
measures must be very carefully planned. Well maintained routes are a proven draw
for access, they concentrate footfall and reduce recreation impacts (e.g. Pearce-Higgins
& Yalden, 1997). Visitors can be encouraged to use routes if they provide more
comfortable walking, are easy to follow, encompass features (viewpoints etc.) and
provide routes of a suitable length. Way-marked and promoted routes could be
created for dedicated activities – for example a dog walking circuit or running circuit –
that allow some partitioning of access types and direct access to less sensitive areas.
One advantage of focussing access along key routes will be that visitors are more likely
to pass signs, interpretation and easier to intercept by the ranger. This will help
communicate key messages.

Parking improvements were flagged as the key single change visitors would like to see.
Such improvements could fit with other elements, for example routes starting from
particular car-parks. Gates would restrict anti-social behaviour at night, noted to be an
issue sometimes in the main car-park (café and sports centre parking. along Baldock
Road). The central car-park (NNR car park, along New Road) could be rationalised,
potentially with marked bays and some bicycle parking, reducing the number of spaces
here. Similarly, the layby in the woods to the south of the site could be contained such
that the number of cars that can park here is small and limited. Bollards, dragon’s
teeth and some surfacing would ensure the parking here is limited.
Simultaneous improvements to the main car-park at the Sports Centre could ensure
more people parking here and overall no net loss of parking spaces. This would in the
long term mean more people using the main car-park and establish a clear limit to the
amount of parking spaces over the site as a whole. The main car-park could have
some kind of edging/barrier around the edge such that there were clear and set exits
to the sports centre and out onto the heath, essentially funnelling people and
facilitating visitor engagement.
Finally, a key consideration to resolving the pressures on Therfield Heath will be the
provision of green space elsewhere for residents of Royston. The high proportion of
very local visitors, choosing Therfield Heath because of its proximity to home would
suggest that alternative greenspace elsewhere in the town would help resolve the
pressures at Therfield Heath. For example, a dedicated site for dog walking, potentially
with free parking and providing safe access for dogs off-leads could work very well.
Such a site would need to be large enough to work as a viable alternative to Therfield
Heath (i.e. able to accommodate a typical dog walk of around 2km) and provision of
water for dogs to swim/paddle, some varied terrain/landscape features and attractive
landscaping would help to draw visitors. Such alternative sites could be promoted at
Therfield Heath, for example by Rangers, interpretation etc.
The above measures are potentially complex to instigate and would require significant
investment. They should ensure the Heath is able to absorb growing visitor numbers
without further impacts to the biodiversity. Furthermore, the suggestions also will
enhance access, improving the experience for those that visit. Enacting such measures
would have to occur over a long timescale, and closely involved the wide range of
stakeholders and general public are brought along with any changes.
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This appendix summarises the dates and weather conditions during the survey periods.
Survey dates.

1 Sports Centre East
2 Sports Centre South
3 Sports Centre West
4 Golf Club
5 Briary Lane
6 Heath Car Park
7 Jubilee Wood

14th – 16th Oct
6th – 8th Oct
th
30 Sept – 3rd Oct
7th – 9th Oct
13th – 15th Oct
29th Sept – 3rd Oct

15th – 27th Jan

13th

25th

–
Jan
14th – 26th Jan

1st – 2nd Jun †

10th – 11 h Jul
May – 3rd Jun †
9th – 12th Jun

31st

† survey dates which were within school holidays (summer half term). All others in normal term time.
Summary of the weather conditions at each survey point.

Autumn

Winter

Summer

24
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21
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