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Aim of meeting

1. The meeting was organised by EDP and NE to discuss and review, in advance of the second technical session, the ecological and visitor impact research undertaken for Natural England, including the most recent work by Footprint Ecology (FE), and that undertaken by EDP and discussed at the first technical session 

2. The aims of the meeting were to assist the Assessor by:

· Identifying areas of agreement or disagreement with regard to data, methodologies used, and statistical analysis and interpretation;

· Identifying further research needs;

· Reviewing questions raised by the Assessor for the second technical session.

Recent research on impacts of housing and recreational disturbance on nightjar

3. Durwyn Liley gave a presentation on the recent research undertaken by Footprint Ecology and the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology on behalf of Natural England. The report is entitled ‘The effect of urban development and recreational access on the distribution and abundance of nightjars on the Thames Basin and Dorset Heaths’. 

4. The methodology assessed the effects on “patches” of SPA heathland habitat that are accessible for recreational use.  

5. A model of recreational access and use was applied to the entire 18,000 hectares of heathland habitat and clearfelled forestry (suitable for nightjar) across both the Thames Basin Heaths and Dorset Heaths.

6. The research shows a decline in the number of nightjar territories with increased housing density.  Nightjar territories were found in areas where visitor pressure was predicted to be lower.  This applies to TBH and Dorset heathlands.

7. Discussion of the results and those presented in the EDP research identified differences in methodologies that may affect the results.  The following points were agreed:

Patches used in analysis

i. The EDP research used SSSIs as a whole as “patches” for analysis, whereas the FE work only used parts of each site that were accessible and contained habitat suitable for nightjars. 

ii. Inclusion of sites with no or limited access needs to be taken into account in understanding the different findings of the analysis and results of the EDP and FE work.

Nightjar densities

iii. Nightjar densities were calculated based on patch size, and this is affected by their definition of patches and whether this is related to access and amount of heathland habitat (i and ii above); 

Heathland habitat

iv. EDP estimates of area of heathland habitat based on aerial photography, combined with field survey on 5 of the 13 SSSIs.  FE used more detailed estimates of heathland habitat cover (including a range of open heathland habitats and young forestry plantation below 6 years old) using aerial photography and NVC data.

Statistical analysis
v.
EDP used univariate statistical analysis that identified a relationship between nightjar densities and paths as well as with heathland habitat. NE and RSPB recommended that multi-variate analysis should have been used in the detailed EDP study which compared bird density with path distribution  because it would have enabled assessment of the role of other relationships eg paths associated with open habitat. 
Housing densities

vi
Using housing density removes the effect of the size of each patch (given larger patches have longer edges and are likely to have more housing adjacent to them), important in measuring likely visitor pressure.  EDP used measured urban areas, combined with post code analysis to identify the split between residential and non-residential properties.
Nightjar distribution

It was agreed that:

vii
Both pieces of research show that nightjar densities are highest in particular habitats – heath, clearfell etc 
viii
Birds tend to be distributed away from the edge of patches.

Assessor’s Questions for 2nd Technical Session

8. The questions most relevant to the discussion were addressed – namely Q8, 18, 19 and 20:

Q8:

It was agreed that:

i. there is a strong correlation between nightjar densities and heathland habitats;

ii. nightjar densities generally increase away from the edge of sites/patches as recreational pressure tends to decline;

iii. on average nightjar territories may have a radius of 150 metres from the location of a recorded churring (singing) male, so birds may be recorded at the edge of a site but the nest may be some distance away.

Q18:

It was agreed that:

i. the data is too limited to draw firm conclusions about trends in populations;

ii. outside the national surveys (1992 and 2004 for nightjar) surveys are based on different amounts of recorder effort
iii. there is a need to also consider productivity alongside numbers/territories (it may be that population increase is leading to sub-optimal habitat use and resulting low productivity);

iv. there is a need for more detailed and consistent survey work;

v. In the meantime, the available data has to be used in analyses (but with cautious application in identifying trends).

Q19:

It was agreed that:

i. Different estimates of human population growth (percentage) around patches and  the SPA could be applied to the models developed by FE to estimate the effect of housing and population growth (possible in short term);

ii. further research into understanding how breeding success relates to disturbance (modelling bird population responses) (longer term);

iii. impact is likely to vary between sites depending on individual circumstances and characteristics.

Q20:

It was agreed that:

i. The data Natural England used contained additional site specific data to that supplied by 2Js Ecology;

ii. The use of different data does not affect the conclusions of each piece of research.

9. Further Actions

i. EDP to provide comments and questions to NE on the Footprint Ecology research

ii. EDP to respond to Footprint Ecology and RSPB criticisms of the statistical analyses and methods

iii. EDP to confirm their methods in assessing nightjar densities
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