Management of the Fleet and Chesil

Beach: a review of activities and issues
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he purpose of this short paper is to outline
some of the issues with which the Ilchester
Estate and others involved in the day to day
management of the Fleet and Chesil Beach have to
deal. The scientific interest and value of the area is
well known but the various pressures and influences
on it, which may have significant and damaging
Natural
events and changes, such as storms, are not

impacts, are perhaps less well known.

considered here although the impact of these may be
as great or greater than man-induced changes.

In 1990 I was commissioned by the Ilchester
Estate to undertake a management review of Chesil
and the Fleet (Elton, 1991), in particular looking at
the various human activities that affect it. Among
other things this study identified and highlighted a
number of problems that needed addressing,
whether by the Estate or others, and recommended
certain changes in Estate management practice. The
study was prompted by the recognition that
pressures on the area, from a number of sources,
were increasing, and that it was now time for the
Estate to examine its rationale for management and
adopt an agreed policy to provide a framework for
day to day decision making.

It is easy for those whose primary interest in
the area is scientific to forget that there are many
other perceptions and uses of the Fleet - to an oyster
farmer it is a work place and source of income; to
an army man it is a training site; to a teacher it is a
fieldwork site and educational resource; for local
people it is their recreation area; to the
holidaymaker it is another day out. While all of
these are at least to some extent compatible with the
maintenance of the Fleet as a Grade 1* SSSI, Ramsar
site and EC Special Protection Area, it has to be said

that some are more compatible than others.

Broadly speaking, the human activities
affecting the Fleet and Chesil may be divided into the
following categories: recreational; educational;
commercial; defence-related; agricultural.

I do not have time to deal with all of these
fully, but will try to indicate the main areas of
concern and, where appropriate, what is being or
can be done to tackle them. In this connection it
should be borne in mind that the degree of control
that can legally or practically be exercised by the
Estate, or others, varies enormously, and this has a
bearing on the likely impact of activities that may be
damaging. (Elton, 1991).

Recreation

To take an example, wildfowling is a
recreational activity with a long history on the Fleet
but which nevertheless causes anxiety to some
conservationists and members of the public. Since
1970, however, wildfowling has been strictly and
effectively controlled by the issuing of permits to
members of the local wildfowlers’ association, and
this privilege is jealously guarded. By contrast,
angling off Chesil which is hugely popular and
causes a number of problems at times, cannot be
physically controlled or licensed. The cumulative
effect of disturbance to birds and trampling of the
fragile plant communities of Chesil, as well as the
more obvious and unsightly leaving of litter, are hard
to quantify and even harder to prevent. An
associated headache is the bait digging which takes
place at Ferrybridge. This would appear to cause
some physical disturbance to feeding birds and may
be adversely affecting worm populations but this
is proving difficult to study and quantify, let
alone assess.
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Fishing in the Fleet itself is restricted, partly
by its physical characteristics, and partly through the
issuing of licences by the Estate, for the use of the
traditional fyke nets for eels, and MAFF regulations
intended to protect its status as a nursery for bass.

Fishing is only one of many recreational
activities on and around the Fleet, which range from
the generally harmless pursuits of birdwatchers and
walkers to the decidedly damaging use of
motorbikes, mountain bikes and four-wheel drive
vehicles on the beach, or canoes, windsurfers and
motorboats on the Fleet beyond the Narrows. All
these are prohibited but cannot in practice be
prevented, and a single incident can cause havoc
amongst the breeding birds or lasting damage to the
beach. With South Dorset looking to increase its
income from tourism and encourage more visitors
such problems are likely to increase and put ever
greater demands on the Estate wardens. In addition
to the relatively few serious incidents, often the
result of ignorance rather than malice, there is of
course the cumulative effect of large numbers of feet.

Education

On the positive side, the opportunities for
information provision and informal and formal
education are also increasing, and the Estate is
currently putting a lot of effort into this area with
the development and production of new
interpretative materials and educational work, both
at Ferrybridge and the Swannery. The Fleet nature
reserve now has a higher profile, with a distinctive
logo to match. Don Moxom has also recently set up
a volunteer group, the ‘Friends of the Fleet’, to
support his work. One exciting possibility that is
being promoted by Weymouth and Portland
Borough Council is a new, permanent multi-function
information and visitor centre at Ferrybridge that
will build on the excellent work done in recent years
there by the Estate.

Commercial use

The main current commercial use of the Fleet,
the oyster fishery, has already been described in
some detail. There have been a number of concerns
regarding this enterprise, some of which have been
discussed today. While an operation of this nature
can never be without an impact on the environment,
there do not appear to have been any major
problems to date and some interesting and valuable
associated studies are now taking place.

Although some may take exception to the
notion of any commercial development or
exploitation of the Fleet, this kind of enterprise is
amenable to monitoring and control, being well
defined, physically restricted and operated by a few
individuals. This is in total contrast to the situation
regarding public use of the area.

Defence use

Both the Army and the Navy have a presence
in the area, and the helicopters from Portland have
at times an obvious and noisy impact. There has
been liaison with both Services over many years, and
while there are occasional ‘hiccups’ relations are
generally good. There are certain positive aspects.
For example, the army bridging camp at the
Narrows probably has a deterrent effect on motor
boats trying to enter the West Fleet, and helicopters
drop and collect skips on the beach for the annual
beach clean up. The naval traffic in and out of
Portland Harbour presents the risk of a serious oil
pollution incident, but in the last couple of years
comprehensive emergency plans have been
developed with the County Council in co-operation
with the Navy to deal with any pollution incident.
What happens once the Navy leaves Portland
remains to be seen, but is obviously a worry.



Pollution

While a bad oil spill could be disastrous for
the Fleet, the chances of this happening are at
present fairly small. The Fleet is, however, subject to
continuous inputs of pollutants from the land, in the
form of treated sewage effluent (from six or more
sources), and fertiliser and farm waste which drains
off the surrounding farm land via watercourses and
ground water into the Fleet. Much of the
surrounding farmland is not owned by the Estate, of
course, and therefore not under its control. Whether
this continuous input of nutrients is having an effect
on the ecology of the Fleet is not known. The
nutrient flows, inputs and outputs within the Fleet is
one area of research in which there has been little
work done, because of the cost and complexity of
the task. I have no doubt it would prove a
fascinating and controversial study - whether it
could provide guidance for practical management is
another question.

Conclusion

I have outlined most of the main concerns at
the present time, some of which as you will have
seen are more tractable than others. (In many cases
progress will depend more on good public relations,
understanding and a willingness to co-operate than
on physical solutions.) I am pleased to say there have
been a number of positive changes and developments
since the report was written two years ago.

In concluding I should like to pay tribute to
the dedication and commitment of all the Estate staff
working on the Fleet and Chesil, in tackling what at
times appears to be an overwhelming variety of
problems in their work of conserving and protecting
the wildlife and special interest of this fascinating
area, for the benefit and enjoyment of us all.
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