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A SUSTAINABLE VISION  
FOR HOYLAKE BEACH
UPDATE: SEPTEMBER 2019 (PART TWO)

We hope you have by now read our conversation 
starter A Sustainable Vision for Hoylake Beach, and 
subsequent updates, and that you found them 
helpful. This month we give a summary of the whole 
project in the format of our recent presentation at the 
Old Town Hall, Hoylake on 17th September. This is for 
the benefit of those who were unable to attend but 
hopefully will be of interest to those who have been 
keeping up with this awareness raising project.

It is important to note that these are not academic 
or research documents; rather they collectively form 
a ‘conversation starter’. We’ll be presenting the key 
points within this update, along with evidence and 
data from previous “updates”.

It should take about 20 minutes for you to read, and 
then we hope it will give you a better understanding 
of the changes that are happening on the beach so 
you can be more clear about whether you see these 
changes as an opportunity or a threat. 

In particular we’ll be showing evidence that suggests 
that the most important underlying coastal process 
– wind blown sand accretion, or the rising level of 
the beach – appears to have reached a tipping point 
whereby the dramatic changes that are taking place, 
especially rapid vegetation growth is indicative of 
saltmarsh and dune succession.

All around the UK, Coastal management is quite 
rightly under regular review; especially where natural 
coastal change processes become clearly evident.

Before the current assent for beach management from 
Natural England expires in 2021, we think Hoylake 
needs a meaningful review of beach management and 
a short, medium and long term plan made that takes 
full account of these changes, and this will hopefully 
be informed by an independent panel of experts.

Some of you may consider these underlying 
coastal processes, especially beach level rise, to 
be unimportant and would like current beach 
management to continue regardless; raking and 
spraying with glyphosate in order to protect an 
“amenity beach” area with “golden sands”.

Others may want to keep the beach clear of 
vegetation, but not agree the use of chemicals, 
preferring another technique to be used.

Others may agree with us, that it is impossible to stop 
the wind and rising beach levels, so we have to work 
with nature rather than against it. 

And then there’s a raft of designations of the North 
Wirral foreshore such as SSSI, RAMSAR, SAC, SPA (we’ll 
explain more about the SSSI in particular later) and the 
statutory and legal frameworks that protect those. All 
evidence we have seen suggests saltmarsh and dune 
succession is inevitable, and as far as we can see, any 
meaningful plan would have to take that into account, 
and that is the underlying basis of these documents 
and our awareness raising campaign. So read on,  
and if you want to get in touch please email us at  
info@hoylakevillage.org.uk



1: It’s not Spartina!

Firstly, we want to clear up a common misconception; that “the beach is covered in Spartina”. This is a long way 
from the truth. 

Figure 1: This is Common Saltmarsh Grass (Puccinellia maritima), a native species that establishes naturally as a 
pioneer dune grass. It’s by far the most dominant grass on the foreshore this year. 

Figure 2: Common Cord Grass (Spartina anglica), an invasive species that is much less prevalent than in 
previous years, in large part because of the drier conditions on the beach as the beach level rises. 

Figure 3: Common Saltmarsh Grass (Puccinellia maritima) after spraying in 2019. This would under normal 
circumstances quickly accrete sand and form embryo dunes but will not be able to do so this year. 

Figure 4: Here again is the Common Cord Grass (Spartina anglica); until a couple of weeks ago the only grass 
that survived the spraying aimed at eradicating it in 2019. Spartina is a saltmarsh, not a dune species. Ongoing 
suppression of dune formation is prolonging favourable conditions for Spartina.

Next time you’re out on the beach go have a look and see if you can identify these two species. There are 
others, but Puccinellia is by far the most common.
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2: What would it look like?

You may have questions about what a dune system at Hoylake would look like. Well, not like Parkgate!

Just as along the banks of many inland rivers, and around the edges of lakes, canals and ponds, the vegetation at 
Parkgate is dominated by reeds and rushes, most notably Common Reed and Sea Club-rush 

Water salinity determines which grasses will thrive in a particular environment. These reeds and rushes could 
not survive in a coastal environment such as Hoylake, where there is much higher water salinity, as well as 
being exposed to much higher wind and wave action than Parkgate. As for the problem of rats; a little sobering 
perspective is needed. A 2018 Freedom of Information request to Wirral Council revealed the top forty locations in 
Wirral for reports of rats to environmental services. The area from Parkgate to Heswall ranked 30th. Hoylake ranked 
22nd. Top of the list? West Kirby. So next time someone says “It will go like Parkgate, with rats and mosquitoes”, 
you know what to say. Sometimes rumours are not all they seem… 

Dunes, saltmarsh and slacks are also known for their rich biodiversity, and the North Wirral Foreshore could be 
providing a habitat for a range of rare or endangered species of fauna and flora. Typical dune insects include 
beetles, spiders, bees and butterflies.
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Figure 5: Parkgate. Contrary to popular opinion, 
Hoylake would not “go like Parkgate, with mosquitoes 
and rats”.

To understand why, we need to compare the more 
sheltered, swampy and brackish (lower salinity water), 
marsh conditions of the estuary, and the types of 
vegetation that grow there, with the much more 
exposed, extensive sandflats, mudflats and narrow strip 
of saltmarsh of the North Wirral foreshore at Hoylake, 
which directly faces the open sea. 

Figure 6: Initial stages of dune and saltmarsh 
development can be identified as clumps of Common 
Saltmarsh Grass (Puccinellia maritima) develop into 
“hummocks”, where wind blown sand accretes around 
the grass.

Like other dune grasses, it is much more wind and saline 
tolerant than reeds and rushes, and a saltmarsh and 
embryo dune environment is entirely different to the 
swampy, brackish water environment of Parkgate. 
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You’ll have seen the spectacle of wind blown sand when high winds carry huge volumes of sand onto the beach; 
here’s a short clip taken in July this year. This will happen many times over the coming months (click ‘play’).
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Figure 7: A new dune ridge is forming 
at Birkdale, which is a very good model 
and the closest to the likely scenario 
at Hoylake. Here in 2016 you can see 
hummocks of Puccinellia, just as at 
Hoylake now ( pictured inset; note the 
striking comparison).

This process of dune formation is classic, and if you Google “How do dunes form?” you will find plenty of helpful 
videos designed for school and college geography that show this very clearly.

People ask, “Where would it be?”; “How high would it be?”; and “How quickly would it form?” These questions 
can only be answered in part but what we can say is this: 
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Figure 8: Just one year later, in 2017, these hummocks had joined 
together and different species of dune grass had already taken 
hold: Couch grass and Marram grass.

Figure 9: By August 2018 the ridge had grown to about one 
metre in height.

Figure 10: And by October 2018 ‘slacks’ were emerging behind 
the dune ridge, showing that a new natural barrier between the 
sea and the land was already established. 

• Dune succession would start where the Puccinellia is growing 
now. 

• A dune ridge would grow until equilibrium is reached with the 
tide. The vertical rate of growth slows down as the dune grows 
longer and wider and eventually moves towards the sea; it is a 
mobile system.

• As we have just seen, at Birkdale, the newest dune ridge 
reached about one metre tall, 250 metres long, and 30 metres 
wide, within about three years. 

• Grasses would be quickly succeeded with dune species such as 
Marram (Figure 11).
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3: The data
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Figure 12: This aerial image shows most of what we’ll call the ‘profile area’, which covers the area from Red 
Rocks to the new Lifeboat Station. Using satellite and other highly accurate ‘LIDAR’ scanning technologies, 
Wirral council have access to highly accurate and detailed measuring techniques, including beach ‘profiles’. 
These are ‘cross sections’ of the beach running 1,000 metres out from the promenade wall at nine points, each 
200 metres apart, from the new lifeboat station to Red Rocks.

Figure 13: This chart shows the level of 
sand accretion at the Hoylake foreshore 
between 1982 and 2002. During these 
years the council conducted an annual 
‘Beach Volume Analysis’. This showed a 
steady increase in rise until the late 1980s, 
after which the rate of sand accretion 
accelerated significantly. By 2002, the 
beach was rising at a rate of 300mm per 
decade. The chart discounts what was 
thought to be an ‘exceptional’ 70,000 
cubic metre sand accretion in 1999. 
However in 2003, accretion of over 120,000 
cubic metres was recorded. 
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Figure 14: This chart shows the beach 
profile from the bottom of Trinity Road, 
showing beach levels between 2000 
and 2018. The ‘y’ (horizontal) axis shows 
chainage (distance) from the promenade 
wall. 

We can see that in 2000, at a Mean High 
Water Spring tide, we would need to walk 
out 60 metres to get our toes wet (a). By 
2018, we would need to walk 190 metres 
to get our toes wet (b); a high tide tide 
cover reduction of 130 metres in less than 
20 years.

The Mean High Water Spring tide cover of the beach is therefore receding by 75 metres every decade. Since the 
beach is getting higher, and tides are covering much less of the beach each year, it is inevitably getting drier. 
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4: Drainage

Figure 16: This clearly shows the impact of broken drains to 
the right of the old toilet block. Thick, marshy growth extends 
out onto the beach, fed by nutrients from effluent and from 
additional seepage through the promenade wall.

Figure 17: Here it is at ground level. This is not Spartina; it is about 
broken drains. Until that is fixed, no amount of spraying, digging 
or any other treatment will work. 

Figure 18: Vegetation growing on the promenade wall; you can 
clearly see the seepage. A possible public health hazard. 
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Figure 22: And here is a close up. Again, it is really important to 
distinguish between this, and Puccinellia maritima, on the right. 
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Figure 23: And moving further 
along the beach towards Red 
Rocks we see a lot of examples of 
drainage problems on the beach 
and along the sea wall, perhaps 
most notably this one at the 
bottom of Beach Road. 
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Figure 19: At Kings gap slipway we can see from above the darker 
‘plume’ where sand is wetter and feeding vegetation. 

Figure 20: From ground level we can see some meadow grass at 
the back, which has also spread onto the beach. This could also 
be a consequence of wind blown sand being shovelled back onto 
the beach from private driveways and gardens. 

Figure 21: Here we see where someone has aborted an attempt 
to remove it, but it is growing back within just a few days. 



5: Statutory frameworks
 
Various legal and government guidance frameworks exist, including the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981, The 
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations and the National Planning Policy Framework. These set out 
the responsibilities of Local Authorities and agencies, and determine how the beach at Hoylake, officially called 
Mersey Narrows and North Wirral Foreshore, is managed.

The role of Natural England 
Hoylake enjoys the following international designations which are “notified” by Natural England in order to 
protect these sites and to encourage good management and net gains in biodiversity:

• Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)
• Wetland of International Importance (RAMSAR)
• Special Protection Area (SPA)
• Red Rocks also enjoys Special Area of Conservation (SAC) status. 

 
For Hoylake beach, Natural England are required to maintain:

• A site “Notification” (note the dates when these were last updated)
• A description and list of reasons for designating the site (the “Citation”) 
• A list of “operations likely to damage the special interest” of an SSSI (the ORNEC list) 
• A summary of Views about Management (the VAM)
• Up to date reports on the “condition” of the site.

Key extracts:
• The citation: “An area of intertidal sand and mudflats and 

embryonic saltmarsh which is of considerable importance 
as a feeding and roosting site for passage and wintering 
flocks of waders, wildfowl, terns and gulls. The embryonic 
mixed saltmarsh is formed principally from common 
saltmarsh-grass Puccinellia maritima and glasswort 
Salicornia europaea, together with some common cord-
grass Spartina anglica.”

• The ORNEC list: includes “Application of pesticides, 
including herbicides (weedkillers)” 

• VAM: “Management... should allow the system to be 
dynamic and retain the flexibility to respond to associated 
changes such as the movement of physical features 
within the system, e.g. migrating subtidal sandbanks.”

• Site condition: “‘Unfavourable: Declining”: Bar-tailed 
Godwit numbers have declined due to disturbance and 
they have been displaced from the roost at North Wirral 
Foreshore and move to other sites during high tide.”

The role of WMBC 
Section 28G of the Wildlife & Countryside Act requires WMBC to:  “take reasonable steps, consistent with the 
proper exercise of the authority’s functions, to further the conservation and enhancement of the flora, fauna or 
geological or physiographical features by reason of which the site is of special scientific interest.”

Section 28H of the Act requires WMBC to:
• Obtain “assent” from Natural England for any activity that would be “likely to damage the special 

interest” of the SSSI. 
• Undertake a “Test of Significance” in order to identify whether proposed operations are likely to have a 

“significant effect” on a site.
• Undertake an “Appropriate Assessment” in order to justify the activities being proposed.
• Obtain a license from the Environment Agency for “the use of herbicides to control the growth of 

weeds near to a water body”.



The beach management agreement of 2010-2015

Figure 25: For this agreement, Wirral Council:
• Obtained “assent” from Natural England for spraying (and 

raking) since this was activity that would be “likely to damage 
the special interest” of the SSSI. 

• Undertook a “Test of Significance” which concluded that 
operations were likely to have a “significant effect”.

• Undertook an “Appropriate Assessment” in order to justify the 
activities being proposed.

• Obtained a license from the Environment Agency for “the use 
of herbicides to control the growth of weeds near to a water 
body”.

Natural England’s Assent
“Spraying with Roundup, a glyphosate based weed killer, has 
been deemed the best option for managing common cord grass 
at Hoylake beach, as physical removal (excavation of material) 
may lead to further spread of the species and, as test digging has 
shown, leaves the rhizome behind. Rotoburing is not possible at 
this location due to the soft sediment; smothering techniques 
and grazing are unsuitable at this location due to its use as an amenity beach and burning is not effective.”

However, and crucially, they said in conclusion: “Natural England also brings to your attention that, as a Section 
28G body of the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981 (as amended), you are required to take reasonable steps, 
consistent with the proper exercise of your functions to further the conservation and enhancement of the SSSI.” 
(defined more clearly by the WCA as “flora, fauna or geological or physiographical features by reason of which 
the site is of special scientific interest”).

The dilemma
This concluding statement appears to put WMBC between a rock and a hard place, since it is simply not 
possible to simultaneously achieve the objectives of the Beach Management Agreement which directly result 
in the ongoing suppression of saltmarsh and dune succession, while satisfying their S28G duties under the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act to “conserve and enhance” the SSSI; while securing net gains in biodiversity – a 
key objective of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).

Remember also “Management... should allow the system to be dynamic and retain the flexibility to respond 
to associated changes such as the movement of physical features within the system, e.g. migrating subtidal 
sandbanks.”

Beach management from 2016-2021
• WMBC conducted an HRA by AECOM
• Submitted to Natural England on 31st March 2016
• Weighed up the “likely damage” to the “special interest” of the SSSI (destruction of an embryonic mixed 

saltmarsh) against the benefit gained from ongoing suppression of Spartina, stating: “If left uncontrolled 
the spread of [Spartina] may result in a loss of open habitat for overwintering waders”. It did not include any 
current or projected impact on Spartina as a consequence of beach level rise. 

• Natural England gave assent to the spraying of Glyphosate until 2021.



6: Conclusions 

• WMBC should gather an independent team of experts to inform the detail of the future approach to the 
North Wirral Foreshore at Hoylake [at the time of writing we are encouraged to hear that this is in hand].

• There needs to be a change of approach from “Beach Management” to “Coastal Change Management” 
to more properly reflect the wider considerations that need to be taken into account.

• Under existing government recommendations, the North Wirral Foreshore should be identified as a 
Coastal Change Management Area (CCMA) since evidence of coastal change is clear.

• An urgent vegetation survey should be conducted in July 2020 and the results of that should be fed 
into the independent expert team for analysis and review prior any further spraying. 

• Whilst we recognise that Natural England are seriously under-resourced, experiencing a 40% cut in 
staff and a 50% cut in funding over the last 10 years, it is notable that their last site-based assessment 
at Hoylake was ten years ago; one year before a 2010-2015 Beach Management Agreement, and seven 
years before the 2016 Habitat Regulations Assessment. 

• A site visit and up-to-date assessment and citation by Natural England is therefore long overdue; these 
dramatic changes must surely be taken into account by Natural England as well as by WMBC under their 
S28G responsibilities as part of any future agreement or assent.

• Any new Habitat Regulations Screening Assessment that is used to inform future management activities 
should give much greater weight to physical evidence than supposition, in order to ensure WMBC’s S28G 
responsibilities can realistically be met.

• A new post 2021 beach management agreement or plan must be clear, unambiguous, and take into 
account the full extent of coastal change since the site was originally notified in 1983 and this should 
form the basis of 20, 50 and 100 year projections in line with SMP2 and to inform new CCMA objectives.

 
• It should be a key objective to reverse the “unfavourable: declining” status of the SSSI within a target 

period.

• It should be a key objective to achieve measurable net gains in biodiversity over a target period.

• Fix the land drain and runoff issue as this is creating an amenity issue at key honey pot access points, 
especially around the former public toilets and at the Kings Gap slipway access.  This needs to be 
thoroughly investigated from an amenity and possibly public health angle.

• A habitat creation and restoration project at Hoylake could attract significant funding and investment 
in infrastructure, unlike the beach in its current state. HVL have confirmed that such a project would 
be eligible for funding from the Burbo Bank Community Benefit Fund and the BIFFA landfill tax fund. 
Others could be approached. Government funding may also be more easily achieved if the site has 
CCMA status.

• A dune system would help mitigate recreational disturbance by creating natural barriers between 
walkers and bird feeding grounds. Areas of profiled windblown sand against the dune ridges would 
create new “amenity” areas of soft, clean sand. 

• A dune system would mitigate against future sea level rise and associated flood risk and storm damage.

• Dune grasses would protect the sea by gathering waste from the land and flotsam washed in from the 
sea. Litter picking groups could be formed to keep this new and more diverse beach clean.



And finally…

Hoylake could be such a positive asset to the nation’s biodiversity portfolio; a raft of unique and beneficial 
habitat changes should be actively encouraged and celebrated instead of being further suppressed – these 
should be seen as opportunities, not threats.

This is what we have now…

This is what it could be…

It seems to us that this is a perfectly reasonable conversation for us to be having. What do you think? 

Email us at info@hoylakevillage.org.uk with your thoughts.


