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1. Introduction 
 

Background 

 

1.1 Strangford Lough is one of the UK’s most important wildlife sites, recognised by a series 

of European and National designations including Special Protection Area (SPA) under the 

EU Birds Directive, Special Area of Conservation (SAC) under the EU Habitats Directive, 

Area of Special Scientific Interest (ASSI), Ramsar Site, and Marine Conservation Zone 

(MCZ). The Lough supports major concentrations of wintering waterfowl with the most 

recent peak counts exceeding 70,000 birds including approximately 90% of the world 

population of pale-bellied brent goose.   

 

1.2 Alongside the wildlife interest, Strangford supports a wide range of recreational users 

undertaking a variety of activities such as sailing, boating, canoeing, walking, wind 

surfing, fishing and swimming. Kite surfing is a relatively recent sport on Strangford 

Lough and there have been anecdotal reports that it has caused major disturbance to 

birds on the lough.  This resulted in a voluntary exclusion zone for kite surfing being 

established at the northern end of the lough. 

 

1.3 As a result of these concerns, Sport NI in association with DoE Marine Division, Northern 

Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA), Strangford Lough and Lecale Partnership (SLLP) and 

the National Trust commissioned this study into the potential effects of kite surfing on 

the Lough’s bird populations and in particular the brent geese.  Whilst kite surfing was 

central to the project, the project also sought to identify any other sources of disturbance 

from recreational activity.  

 

Strangford Lough Special Protection Area (SPA) 

 

1.4 Strangford Lough is a large (150km²) shallow sea Lough with an indented shoreline and a 

wide variety of marine and inter-tidal habitats. The lough is 30km long from head to 

mouth and up to 8km wide and at mean low tide about 50km² of mud and sand flats is 

exposed within the inter-tidal zone. The lough is connected to the Irish Sea by a deep 

narrow channel (‘The Narrows’) about 7 km long. An immense volume of water enters 

and leaves the Lough through the narrows with each tide.  

 

1.5 The diversity of marine habitats in Strangford Lough is internationally renowned and the 

lough is part of the Natura 2000 network of protected sites across Europe. The lough has 

been classified both as a Special Protection Area (SPA) and Special Area of Conservation 

(SAC) under the EU Birds and Habitats Directives respectively.  In recognition of its 

importance Strangford Lough was designated as Northern Ireland’s first Marine Nature 

Reserve (MNR).  It has also been designated as a Ramsar site under the Ramsar 

Convention on Wetlands. 

 



 

5 
 

1.6 Strangford Lough is one of the most important sites for wintering waterfowl in the UK 

and Ireland and also supports important colonies of breeding terns.    The site qualifies as 

an SPA under Article 4.1 of the EC Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds (79/409/EC) 

for supporting nationally and internationally important populations of regularly occurring 

species listed on Annex I of the Directive.   

• Internationally important populations of breeding Sandwich Tern Sterna 

sandvicensis 

• Internationally important populations of breeding Common Tern Sterna hirundo 

• Nationally important populations of breeding Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea 

  

 The site also qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Directive for supporting internationally 

important populations of regularly occurring wintering and migratory species as listed 

below. 

• Internationally important populations of wintering Pale-bellied brent geese 

Branta bernicla hrota 

• Internationally important populations of wintering Knot Caldris canutus 

• Internationally important populations of wintering Redshank Tringa totanus 

• The wintering waterfowl population 

 

1.7 Wintering water bird populations on the lough are monitored through the Wetland Bird 

Survey (WeBS) scheme organised by the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) and co-

ordinated by the National Trust.  The lough is perhaps best known for playing host to 

thousands of brent geese each year.  It supports up to 90% of the world population of 

Nearctic pale-bellied brent geese which breed in Arctic Canada and arrive on Strangford 

Lough from September each year.   

 

1.8 The numbers of geese which use Strangford Lough is variable and largely dependent 

upon factors on their breeding grounds such as productivity and recruitment.  Numbers 

have increased in recent years and the mean peak count between 2008/9 and 2012/13 is 

27,582 was birds, with maxima in excess of 33,000 birds in both 2010/11 and 2011/12 (Figure 

1) (Austin et al. 2014).  Peak numbers typically occur in October and by early winter their 

numbers have decreased significantly as the supply of their principal food source Zostera 

sp. (Eel-grass) is diminished (Portig et al. 1994).  The largest numbers of geese congregate 

in the inter-tidal areas of the northern part of the lough, where extensive eel-grass beds 

occur.  

 

1.9 However not all species of wintering waterfowl are faring so well, and many water birds 

(particularly waders) are in decline on the lough.  Alerts have been triggered for 15 out of 

the 26 species assessed at Strangford, eight of which are High Alerts where a population 

has decreased by >50% in either the short, medium or long term.  Comparison of the 

Strangford Lough data for these species with regional and British trends, suggest that the 

declines underpinning the alerts are due to broad-scale population trends (Austin et al. 

2014).  This may be as a result of short-stopping where bird populations are responding to 

changing climatic conditions through shifts in their wintering distribution.  For two of the 

alert species – gadwall and little grebe – the declines considered to be driven by site-
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specific pressures (Austin et al. 2014).  It is not known whether disturbance by 

recreational activity is a factor in their declines on Strangford Lough. 

 

Figure 1 Population trend of brent geese at Strangford Lough 1990/1 to 2010/11 

 
Source:  Austin et al. 2014 

 

Management of Strangford Lough 

 

1.10  Strangford Lough is a vitally important resource for people as well as birds, and many 

people make their living from occupations which are related to the lough and its 

hinterland.  It is also close to several major sources of population including Belfast city, 

Bangor and the town of Newtownards, which is located at the northern end of the lough.  

The lough is an important recreational resource for people, and a wide range of 

recreational activities occur in and around the lough.  Management is therefore required 

to ensure that human activity can continue without detriment to the internationally 

important natural resources of the lough. 

 

1.11 Management of the lough is the responsibility of several different statutory bodies and 

local authorities and the Strangford Lough & Lecale Heritage Management Strategy has 

been developed by the SLLP to provide a management framework and to help co-

ordinate management activity. The Strangford Lough and Lecale Partnership manage the 

Strangford Lough and Lecale Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). The 

partnership comprises an Advisory Committee of stakeholders, along with a management 

group of Statutory Authorities and is facilitated through an office in Portaferry. The 

National Trust is a key landowner around the lough and also has an important 

management role through the Strangford Lough Wildlife Scheme, which was originally 

established in the early 1960s.   
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1.12 The Birds and Habitats Directives have been transposed to Northern Ireland law by the 

Conservation (Natural Habitats etc.) Regulations 1995 (as amended). This legislation 

imposes a statutory responsibility on public bodies to safeguard the nature conservation 

interests of the Natura 2000 site, and specifically the qualifying features. A series of 

Conservation Objectives have been developed for each of the SPA qualifying features and 

management of the site is required to ensure that these objectives are achieved.  Under 

the Regulations a competent authority (relevant public body) must undertake an 

appropriate assessment of the implications of any plan or project which is likely to have a 

significant effect on the site.  The assessment that is undertaken as part of this process is 

known as a Habitat Regulations Assessment (HRA). 

 

1.13 The protection of the Natura 2000 site is under-pinned by three Areas of Special Scientific 

Interest (ASSIs) which are governed by the Environment (NI) Order 2002.  The ASSIs 

cover the shoreline and inter-tidal habitats down to mean low water mark and were 

designated for a range of features including the wintering waterfowl but also for a range 

of other species and habitat types.  For every ASSI there is a list of activities which are 

likely to damage the flora and fauna of the site and which cannot be carried out by 

owners or occupiers of land included in an ASSI without the consent of the Department 

of the Environment (notifiable operations).  These include two operations which are 

relevant to recreational activity: 

• Use of vehicles or craft likely to damage or disturb the wildlife 

• Recreational, education or research activities likely to damage the wildlife 

 

1.14 In addition public bodies when authorising or permitting anyone to carry out such an 

operation must first inform and get the consent of the Department.  It must also ensure 

that the operation is carried out in such a way as to minimise any possible damage to the 

ASSI features.  The Wildlife and Natural Environment Act (NI) 2011 also introduced a new 

offence for damage caused to an ASSI feature by third parties whether or not they knew 

the area was an ASSI. 

  

 

Disturbance of birds 

 

1.15 One of the key management issues relating to bird populations at Strangford Lough is 

disturbance, which has been defined as “any phenomenon that causes a significant change 

in the dynamics or ecological characteristics of populations of birds” (EU Commission 1992).  

There is a wealth of research relating to disturbance of birds, and many studies have 

demonstrated that disturbance can have a significant effect on the behaviour and 

distribution of wintering birds, either by affecting foraging or roosting habits.   

 

1.16 It has been established that distance from the source of disturbance and the scale of the 

disturbance (e.g. noise level, duration, magnitude) influence the response of birds (Beale 

and Monaghan 2004).  However it is extremely difficult to prescribe a set distance 

beyond which disturbance will have no effect on birds.  This situation is complicated by 

many factors such as the type of disturbance, species of bird, tidal cycle and weather 
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conditions.  In addition it is known that some species can become habituated to certain 

types of activities (Ward 1990). 

 

1.17 Whilst it is relatively easy to demonstrate whether a particular activity causes disturbance 

to individual birds, it much more challenging to establish whether the disturbance 

actually has a negative effect on the population of a bird species (Liley et al. 20122).  

Increased movements and restricted access to optimal foraging areas can increase 

energetic stress and ultimately affect their survival.  Issues such as the regularity and 

severity of disturbance, the carrying capacity of the site and the feeding ecology of 

individual species are all relevant factors in determining whether disturbance is an issue 

of conservation concern. A decline in bird numbers caused by disturbance may be 

detected by regular monitoring programmes, such as the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), 

and another indicator that disturbance is having a significant effect would be where 

otherwise suitable habitat is not being used by birds.  However, temporary effects or 

disturbance where only small numbers of birds are involved may have less obvious 

effects on a species or none at all. 

 

1.18 At Strangford Lough, most studies on disturbance to birds have concentrated on issues 

relating to wildfowling (Jepsen 1990), although one study on the effects of disturbance 

on wigeon and brent geese has been carried out (Mathers et al. 2000).  This research was 

particularly concerned with establishing any relationship between disturbance and the 

decline in wigeon numbers at Strangford Lough (see Section 8). 

 

1.19 More recently, anecdotal evidence of disturbance to bird populations of the lough by 

recreational activity and specifically kite surfing has been brought to the attention of the 

lough’s managing bodies.  A voluntary agreement with kite surfers including an exclusion 

zone has been in operation on Strangford Lough for several years, although there were 

concerns that this may not be sufficient to comply with legislation relating to Natura 

2000 sites.   This therefore prompted the commissioning of this specific study which 

would consider the impacts of kite surfing along with other recreational activities in two 

main areas – Greyabbey Bay and Warden’s Bay. 
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2 Project Aims 
 

2.1 The broad aim of this project was to inform discussions on whether kite surfing and other 

human activity is currently the cause of significant disturbance to wintering birds at the 

northern end of Strangford Lough.  

 

2.2 The specific aims of the project were: 

1. To obtain data on disturbance to wintering waterfowl resulting from kite surfing 

activity within two specified areas on Strangford Lough; 

2. To identify disturbance from other recreational activities within the study areas; 

3. To record and assess any physical damage caused to the eel-grass beds by 

recreational activities; 

4. To provide recommendations on the management of recreational activities, 

including kite surfing, within the study areas. 

 

 

3. Methods 

 

Agreed approach 

 

3.1 The project involved four key elements: 

i Desk study and literature review 

ii Consultation with stakeholder organisations and individuals 

iii Targeted study of birds and disturbance events in the agreed survey areas 

iv Assessment of impact on Zostera beds at Warden’s and Greyabbey Bays caused 

by recreational activity 

The key study areas were centred on Warden’s Bay and Greyabbey Bay (Figure 2), which 

are the focus of organised kite surfing on the lough and which were excluded from the 

voluntary exclusion zone at the time of the project.   

 

3.2 The project was initiated in late October 2014 which meant that there was limited 

opportunity to observe kite surfing when the peak numbers of brent geese were present 

in late September to mid-October.  For this reason the project was extended to 

September/October 2015 to ensure that this important period was included in the study. 

 

Desk study 

 

3.3 An initial web search of reports and scientific studies was undertaken using Google and 

Google Scholar search engines.  Following this the documents were reviewed and any 

additional relevant references found in these reports were sourced.  There is a significant 

volume of work on disturbance to birds by human activity.  Whilst some of this was 

sourced to provide general principles about disturbance it was considered more relevant 

to this study to source any work which related specifically to kite surfing.  In addition, 

studies relevant to the ecology of birds on Strangford Lough were also sourced.  
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Figure 2 Location of observation sites on Strangford Lough 

 

 

Survey preparation 

 

3.4 At the outset of the project, a reconnaissance visit was undertaken so that suitable 

vantage points could be identified at Warden’s and Greyabbey Bays, where bird 

behaviour could be observed without causing any disturbance and therefore affecting 

the results of the study.  Since kite surfing activity is highly dependent both on weather 

conditions and the state of the tide, contact was made with the kite surfing organisations 

in order to obtain information about forthcoming events and kite surfing activity (see 

Section 4). 

 

3.5 A recording form was devised (Appendix 1) which was used in the field to record bird 

numbers, movements and any disturbance events.  Aerial images of the survey areas 

were also sourced for use as field maps to illustrate the distribution of birds and response 

to disturbance events.   

 

 

Field Survey Methods  

 

3.6 Visits were timed to coincide with kite surfing activity where possible with the aim of 

arriving at a site well before kite surfing began, so that the effect of the whole event 

could be recorded.  At Greyabbey Bay kite surfing typically occurs at high tide, while at 

Warden’s Bay the activity occurs at low tide. Other sessions were intentionally 

undertaken at other tidal states when no kite surfing would be taking place, in order to 
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identify disturbance from any other recreational activities and to act as a control.  Where 

possible visits were made at the weekend when it is assumed that recreational activity 

will be at its highest. 

 

3.7 Each observation session was normally up to 3 hours in duration.  This coincides with the 

approximate average length of a kite surfing session at Strangford Lough.  In addition it is 

considered that the visual acuity and concentration of an observer can diminish after 

more than 3 hours continuous field observations (SNH 2013). In the field both binoculars 

and a telescope were used although use of the latter was restricted to the start of a 

session for obtaining accurate counts of birds roosting or feeding at distance. 

 

3.8 Sessions were divided into individual time blocks of 15 minutes.  During each time block 

the positions and numbers of birds were recorded which provided information on the 

turnover of birds at the site. In addition, any potential disturbance events which occurred 

were recorded and mapped. The definition of a potential disturbance event (PDE) is 

based upon that used in the Exe Disturbance Study (Liley et al. 2011) and is defined as: 

• any recreational activity within 300 metres of waterfowl visible from the 

observer’s vantage point, whether they cause disturbance or not; 

• any other event (human or otherwise) which causes a reaction in waterfowl 

which are visible from the observer’s vantage point.  

 

3.9 The response of birds to disturbance events was recorded, within a number of categories 

as follows: 

0. No response 

1. Increased alertness – birds raise heads but resume activity 

2. Moved away (walk or swim) and resumed previous behaviour 

3. Flew short distance (<100 metres) and resumed previous behaviour 

4. Birds took longer flight (>100 metres)   

5. Birds left study area 

 

3.10 These response categories are based upon other recent disturbance studies (Liley et al. 

2011, Linaker 2012).  In those studies 50 metres was used as the distinction between 

Categories 3 and 4, whereas this was considered too small for a site as large as 

Strangford Lough.  In addition, brent geese would seldom fly such a short distance, and 

there was a concern that Category 3 would therefore be redundant for this species.  An 

additional category was also included to indicate the highest level of disturbance where 

birds left the study area entirely.  

 

3.11 Weather conditions and temperature were recorded during each 15 minute time block. 

Tide times were estimated from the nearest tide recording point at Kircubbin, although at 

Greyabbey Bay and Warden’s Bay there is approximately a 1.5 hour time lag.  Following 

each session all data were entered onto an Excel spreadsheet and field maps digitised. 
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Zostera (Eel-grass) Damage Survey 

 

3.12 In order to assess Zostera cover and possible damaging impacts, both of the key areas 

were visited at low tide on 28th October 2013 and again on 1st September 2014.  The areas 

supporting Zostera were walked with a hand-held GPS device, which enabled an accurate 

polygon of Zostera distribution to be plotted and mapped.  A transect was also walked 

along the route used by NI Kitesurfing for accessing the water.  This route was also 

logged using a hand-held GPS device and photographs illustrating the Zostera growth 

were taken at both sites.  Photographs were taken at the same locations in both years to 

allow comparison between the two surveys.   Notes on Zostera density and coverage 

were taken and any signs of damage recorded.  Zostera was not identified to species for 

the survey as detailed work on Zostera distribution and species composition has already 

been undertaken (Portig 2006).  

 

 

Consultation 

 

3.13 In order to meet the project objectives it was important to engage with the key user 

groups and stakeholders. In addition to the key members of the steering committee, the 

main stakeholder bodies in relation to kite surfing are NI Kitesurfing and the Irish Kite 

Surfing Association (IKSA). 

 

3.14 At the outset of the project an introductory email was sent to both organisations, and   

contact was made by telephone with Warren Polly (WP) of NI Kitesurfing, who became a 

key consultee, notifying the consultants when kite surfing activity was planned. His 

participation and assistance was crucial to how the project developed. However, due to 

the vagaries of the weather, communication was inevitably at short notice and 

sometimes conditions changed resulting in the cancellation of kite surfing.   

 

3.15 No communications were received from other kite surfers despite various attempts at 

contact both directly and through Sport NI. Despite this, the IKSA Facebook page 

(Heading Out NI) was an excellent source of information, regularly advertising upcoming 

events and informal sessions. This was monitored closely for upcoming activity at 

Strangford Lough.  Some kite surfers operate independently of ISKA and there was no 

means of communicating with these individuals in advance of the project. 

 

3.16 In addition to the kite surfers, contact was made with the WeBS counters responsible for 

the sections relevant to the project.  Their knowledge and experience of the bird 

movements and any significant issues with disturbance during WeBS counts provided 

important context to the results of the study. 
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Coverage  

 

3.17 A total of 28 observation sessions were carried out for this project, lasting from a 

minimum of 15 minutes to 240 minutes in any one session.  22 sessions were undertaken 

at the four sites between 18th October 2013 and 19th March 2014. The majority of the 

observations were undertaken at Greyabbey Bay and Warden’s Bay on the eastern side of 

Strangford Lough. One visit was made to Island Hill and some observations were made 

from the Cunningburn Car Park, which is not normally used by kite surfers but is regularly 

used by wind surfers.  

 

3.18 In autumn 2014 a further six observation sessions were conducted between 26th 

September and 25th October, with four at Greyabbey Bay and two at Warden’s Bay.  The 

total observation time for the project period amounted to over 55 hours. Data on the 

times, duration and weather conditions of all observation sessions are provided in 

Appendix 2. 

 

3.19 Table 1 illustrates the coverage (in hours) apportioned between the four observation 

sites. Coverage was somewhat biased by the need to react to prior warning about kite 

surfing activity. In addition, more time was spent at Greyabbey Bay since it held the 

largest concentrations of birds and had a greater potential for potentially disturbing 

activities. 

 

Table 1  Coverage by site  

 

Site Time spent (hours) 
Winter 2013/14 

Time spent (hours) 
Autumn 2014 

Total time spent 
(hours) 

Greyabbey Bay 21.75 10.5 32.25 

Warden’s Bay 14 3.5 17.5 

Cunningburn 4.5 0 4.5 

Island Hill 1 0 1 

All sites 41.25 14 55.25 
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4. Kite Surfing on Strangford Lough 
 

Overview 

 

4.1 Kite surfing is a relatively new recreational activity on Strangford Lough.  Most kite 

surfing in Northern Ireland occurs outside the lough, mainly on the beaches of east Down 

or the north coast.  The main representative body for kite surfing in Ireland is the Irish 

Kitesurfing Association (IKSA) whose website contains details of the main kite surfing 

beaches in Northern Ireland, but Strangford Lough is not included in its beach guides 

section.  The following kite surfing sites in Northern Ireland are mentioned in the guide: 

• Ballyholme (County Down) 

• Ballywalter (County Down) 

• Benone (County Derry/Londonderry) 

• Castlerock (County Derry/Londonderry) 

• Cloughey (County Down) 

• Portrush (County Antrim) 

• Tyrella (County Down) 

• Whiterocks (County Antrim) 

 

4.2 Kite surfing is a fast and highly visible activity, involving a kite of some 5m² which can fly 

20-40 metres in the air.  This increases the visibility of the activity in comparison to wind 

surfing for example (Smith 2004).  The assembly of the equipment on shore and its 

transportation across inter-tidal areas or shallow water to the starting point also have 

potential to cause disturbance to feeding or roosting birds.  Kite surfing opportunities are 

totally dependent upon both weather and tidal conditions.   

 

4.3 Much of the kitesurfing on Strangford Lough involves training or lessons for novices 

which are run by NI Kitesurfing.  Strangford Lough is one of a number of locations for the 

company’s training courses, with the venue depending on the tides and weather 

conditions. Independent kite surfers also use Strangford Lough on occasions, mainly 

kiting at Greyabbey Bay but also at Island Hill near Comber.   

 

4.3 Kite surfing is highly dependent on suitable weather conditions generally requiring wind 

speeds of around 12-15 mph.  The required wind direction largely depends on the location 

and for training sessions at the main Strangford Lough sites the winds need to be in the 

westerly sector i.e. blowing onshore. 

 

Voluntary Exclusion Zone 

 

4.4 Concerns about the possible impact of kitesurfing on wintering birds and the Zostera 

beds on which they feed, led to the introduction of a voluntary exclusion zone for kite 

surfing in Strangford Lough.  This agreement involved a restriction on kitesurfing activity 

between September 1st and March 31st each year, covering most of the northern part of 

the lough (Appendix 3).  
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4.5 Following discussions between NIEA, National Trust, IKSA and NI Windsurfing, it was 

agreed that from autumn 2013 interim permission would be granted for kitesurfing to 

take place at two locations in Strangford Lough.  This would enable the impacts of 

kitesurfing on wintering birds to be assessed during this interim period.  The two areas 

where kite surfing would be permitted were Greyabbey and Warden’s Bays, and so these 

areas formed the basis of this study.  These two sites are suitable for use by trainees and 

beginners since they offer relatively safe and sheltered conditions for assembly and 

launch as well as the activity itself. 

  

Kite surfing sites in this study 

 

Greyabbey Bay 

4.6 Greyabbey Bay is a large, sheltered bay on the eastern shore of Strangford Lough just 

south of Greyabbey village, which is bordered to the west by series of inter-linked islands.  

There is a well-used footpath around the northern part of the bay and a relatively new 

football pitch close to the shore. Other tracks are occasionally used to the west of the 

bay, between the islands.  A large car park is situated on the eastern flank, just south of 

Greyabbey, over-looking the bay. This area hosts significant numbers of waterfowl at all 

tidal states and supports a number of shorebird roosts and loafing areas. At times 

significant numbers of pale-bellied brent geese use the area with over 4,000 birds in 

September and October.  

 

4.7 This site is utilised by kite surfers at rising to high tide and NI Kitesurfing generally 

assemble the kites and launch from the football pitch. An independent kite surfer 

occasionally launches from a different point (just south of Rosemount) and utilises the 

bay at mid-tide (rising) (Appendix 4). This kite surfer was encountered on one occasion 

during the project. 

 

Warden’s Bay 

4.8 Warden’s Bay is a small shallow, exposed bay on the eastern shore of Strangford Lough 

bordered on the landward side by the main Newtownards to Portaferry road and 

agricultural lands. It lies approximately halfway between Newtownards and Greyabbey 

town. There are no footpaths around the bay and only a small unpaved area where a 

small number of cars can pull in. This site is used by kite surfers at falling to low tide when 

access is gained across an expanse of firm mud flats and boulder strewn shore (Appendix 

4). The bay is generally not used by large numbers of waterfowl at any tidal state and 

there are no regular shorebird roosts. 

 

Island Hill 

4.9 Of the other sites initially considered for observation, Island Hill is used only by 

independent kite surfers and so it was not possible to pre-organise observations. The site 

appears only to be viable for kite surfing for 1-2 hours around high tide. Island Hill was not 

one of the areas where interim permission was granted for kite surfing to take place, and 

so it was not expected to record kite surfing activity at this location. If kites had been 
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active in this area during survey work, then they would have been visible in good 

conditions from Warden’s Bay, but no activity was ever witnessed in this area and 

following consultation with the Steering Committee it was agreed to concentrate on 

Greyabbey and Warden’s Bays.  

 

Cunningburn 

4.10 Cunningburn car park is generally not used by kite surfers but it is the focus for wind 

surfing on the east side of the Lough. Occasional visits were made, usually when 

observations at Greyabbey or Warden’s Bay had been concluded and on some occasions 

wind surfers were observed on the water when en route to the other survey areas.  Up to 

eight wind surfers were observed using the area at any one time and there is signage at 

the car park which refers to the activity (Appendix 4).  

 

Kite surfing during the project period 

 

4.11 Weather conditions in winter 2013/14 were generally unsuitable for kite surfing at 

Strangford Lough and IKSA Facebook page posts revealed that most kite surfing activity 

in Northern Ireland took place at other locations such as the Outer Ards and Tyrella.  

These sites can also offer better conditions for more experienced kite surfers. 

 

4.12 Despite regular communication with NI Kitesurfing, only six kite surfing events were 

observed (Table 2).  This reflects both the occasional nature of the sport on Strangford 

Lough and the difficulty in obtaining information about forthcoming events.  Five events 

were observed in winter 2013/14, three of these being pre-arranged with NI Kitesurfing.  

On one occasion the observer chanced upon another NI Kitesurfing session and on the 

other occasion an independent kite surfer was recorded at Greyabbey Bay.  Throughout 

the study period no more than two kite surfers were observed at any one time although 

when the trainees were on the water they were always accompanied by a non-kitesurfing 

trainer. 

 

4.13 Only three known kite surfing events in Strangford Lough were missed during the entire 

winter 2013/14 and one of these took place before the project started. It is however 

possible that some independent sessions were not witnessed especially as they may 

operate at a different state of tide. 

 

4.14 In autumn 2014 kite surfing was recorded on one occasion by arrangement with NI 

Windsurfing.  However, NI Windsurfing were also able to provide information about a 

further four events which took place but which were either not communicated to the 

observer, or there was insufficient time for the observer to reach the location.  Three of 

these events were at Greyabbey and one at Warden’s Bay.  A further kite surfing event at 

Greyabbey Bay on 26th October involving 4 kiters was notified on Heading Out NI (IKSA 

Facebook page), but the notification was not picked up by the observer until after the 

event.  This session was not related to NI Windsurfing but involved kite surfers posting on 

the IKSA website.  Although it was frustrating to have missed this event, kite surfing was 

recorded the previous day when similar numbers of birds were present in the bay. 



 

17 
 

Table 2  Summary of kite surfing observed  

Date Site Number of 
surfers 

Disturbance 
to birds 
recorded 

Comments 

29/10/2013 Warden’s Bay 2 + instructor Yes Not pre-arranged.  No birds 
present when observer 
arrived 

09/12/2013 Warden’s Bay 2 + instructor Yes Pre-arranged visit, so 
watched from start to finish 

21/12/2013 Greyabbey Bay 2 Yes Pre-arranged visit, so 
watched from start to finish 

20/02/2014 Warden’s Bay 2 + instructor Yes Pre-arranged but surfers 
already out when observer 
arrived 

07/03/2014 Greyabbey Bay 1 Yes Not pre-arranged.  Most 
birds very distant from 
surfer. 

25/10/2014 Greyabbey Bay 2 + instructor Yes Pre-arranged so watched 
from start to finish 
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5. Results - bird use of survey areas 

5.1 Although the areas are all covered by the WeBS scheme, counts of all birds were 

undertaken on each visit at the two main study sites, to provide data specific to the study 

areas.  Greyabbey Bay is part of the E30 WeBS count unit which stretches from Skillen’s 

to Mill Point, while Warden’s Bay is within Section E70 (Butterlump to Cunningburn).  

Data from these counts are provided in Appendix 10 and summarised below.  A map of 

WeBS sections is provided in Appendix 13. 

Greyabbey Bay  

5.2 At high tide the main wader roosts are at Mid Island and the rocks to the east of it, but 

waders will also roost on rocks at the eastern side of the bay and on the eastern shore if 

undisturbed (Appendix 5).  Most roosts are abandoned on the highest tides when they 

are inundated. Oystercatchers were a very significant component of the wader roosts 

with a peak of 1,800 in late November 2013.  Some species such as dunlin (peak 720) used 

the bay for feeding on a rising or dropping tide, with smaller numbers roosting at high 

tide.  Bar-tailed godwits (peak 140) used the bay in similar fashion, some roosting with 

oystercatchers and small numbers of curlew (peak of 47).  Redshank peaked at 230 

(feeding) with smaller numbers roosting (c. 80) and often roosted close to the car park 

on the strandline taking advantage of last minute feeding opportunities. 

 

5.3 A peak of 3,500 pale-bellied brent geese was recorded on October 18th 2013 but 

numbers, as expected, dropped significantly as the season progressed with 400-700 in 

December, a peak of 162 in January and less than 53 through March. The following 

autumn the peak count of 4,700 birds was counted on both 20th and 25th October 2014.   

 

5.4 Brent geese use the bay for feeding (low and intermediate tides) and roosting/loafing 

(high tide).  At low tide brent geese typically feed on the outer mud flats around South 

island rather than the mudflats closest to shore (Appendix 7).  It is not known whether 

this is a response to shore-based disturbance or whether the best feeding is available 

here. 

 

5.5 At high tide there was a distinct preference to use the northern inlet close to Greyabbey, 

often mixed with smaller numbers of shelduck.  Small numbers of eider and red-breasted 

merganser moved into the bay at high tide but only infrequently. Finally greylag geese 

infrequently used the arable field directly north of the northern inlet, north-west of the 

football pitch. 

 

Warden’s Bay  

 

5.6 At high tide few birds use this relatively exposed west facing bay. Occasionally a few 

redshank can be found on the wrack line but there are no established roosts. At low tide 

when the mud and rock fringes to the bay are exposed it is utilised by small numbers of 

waterfowl.  A peak of 310 pale-bellied brent were recorded there on November 1st 2013 
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and in autumn 2014, 393 birds were counted on 20th October.  However on the remainder 

of visits numbers were much lower, ranging between single figures and 109 birds.  

 

5.7 Only small numbers of waders were present at low tide.  Bar-tailed godwits peaked at 35 

but more regularly less than ten. Curlew peaked at 21, with an average of ten birds. 

Oystercatcher numbers varied from 2 to 54, mainly using the rocky edges of the bay and 

redshank numbers varied from 2 (high tide) to 32. Smaller numbers of other species were 

also recorded occasionally. The bay was often used as an occasional stop-off point for 

feeding at intermediate tidal states and was never used by large numbers of waterfowl.   

 

Cunningburn Car Park  

 

5.8 This was not one of the key study sites but was visited occasionally to observe wind-

surfing activity. The most significant area at high tide is the small off-shore island which 

supports a roost of mixed waterfowl, but mainly waders. Unlike many other roosting 

sites this island appears to be unaffected by the highest tides.  
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6. Results – disturbance assessment 

 

Overview of disturbance events 

 

6.1 A total of 31 potential disturbance events were recorded across all sites and these were 

allocated to one of 8 broad categories (Table 3).  The reaction of birds to each event was 

assigned to a response category as discussed in Section 3, which enables the significance 

of the disturbance to be assessed.  Not every PDE elicited a reaction in birds and those 

which caused no discernible impact were allocated to Category 0 (no reaction).  Nearly 

one quarter (n=7) of PDEs fall within Category 0, the majority of these relating to people 

walking along the shore (without dogs) generally when birds were more than 200m 

away. 

 

Table 3  Summary of disturbance events by site 

 

Disturbance event Greyabbey Bay Warden’s Bay Cunningburn Total 

Dogs off lead (with walker) 10 0 0 10 

Kite surfing 3 3 0 6 

Walkers 4 1 0 5 

Vehicles 1 1 1 3 

Birds (raptors and herons) 3 0 0 3 

Football match 2 0 0 2 

Aircraft (helicopter) 1 0 0 1 

Wind surfing 0 0 1 1 

Total 24 5 2 31 

 

6.2 33% (n = 10) of PDEs involved dogs off-lead.  In most cases these events resulted in high 

levels of disturbance with birds taking flight and often leaving the area entirely (Category 

5).  In all cases the dog(s) were off-lead and accompanied by at least one person.  People 

walking without dogs rarely caused disturbance, possibly due to habituation, but also 

possibly because birds were already avoiding the area closest to the shore.   

 

6.3 Kite surfing was the second most frequent source of disturbance with three events 

recorded at both Greyabbey and Warden’s Bays (20% of PDEs).  However this result is 

biased since the observers were actively seeking kite surfing events, both by 

communicating with the kite surfers and by selecting times when the tides and winds 

were suitable for the sport. 

6.4 While recreational activity on the shore, inter-tidal area  or open water was responsible 

for most of the disturbance recorded, nearly one quarter of events (n = 7) were caused by 

other factors such as vehicles, low-flying aircraft, and hunting birds of prey.   

 

6.5 The reaction categories recorded for each type of PDE are illustrated in Figure 3.  Some 

single events caused a variety of reactions by birds within the survey area, either due to 

the location of the birds relative to the disturbance or because of the species involved.  
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For example, on one occasion peregrines caused a major oystercatcher roost to disperse 

and leave the area, while brent geese continued to loaf on the water unconcerned.   

 

6.6 Where a PDE involved more than one reaction category the most severe category 

recorded is used for the purposes of Figure 3.  No Category 3 events are illustrated as this 

level of reaction only occurred during events when a higher response category was also 

recorded.   For example a dog which caused a Category 5 response in brent geese 100m 

away, also elicited a Category 3 response in waders which were 250m from the source of 

disturbance. 

 

6.7 In some cases multiple disturbance events occurred simultaneously, such as one instance 

where a walker and noise from a football match seemed to combine to cause birds to 

react.  In these cases, in order to simplify analysis, an estimate has been made of the most 

likely catalyst for the disturbance event and the event allocated accordingly.  

  

 Figure 3 Potential Disturbance Events (PDEs) by disturbance category 

 

 
 

6.8 Figure 3 illustrates that dogs off-lead and kite surfing were the main causes of significant 

disturbance Categories 4 and 5).  Category 5 reactions, where some birds left the study 

area entirely, occurred in 60% and 20% of dog walking and kite surfing events respectively.    

The two instances where dogs off-lead did not elicit Category 4 or 5 responses were 

when birds were at least 300m from the source of disturbance.   

 

6.9 The various stages of kite surfing also tend to elicit different responses from birds, with 

the most severe disturbance resulting when the kites are raised, rather than the 
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preparation and assembly of equipment which generally resulted in less significant 

disturbance to birds.  The two cases where kite surfing did not result in Category 4 or 5 

being recorded were where the kites were already on the water at the time of the visit 

and birds had possibly already re-distributed. 

 

6.10 The distance of an activity from birds also appeared to have a bearing on the type of 

response in birds (Figure 4).  A total of 23 events caused a reaction by birds and 82% 

(n=19) of these occurred at <250m.  Potential disturbance events recorded beyond 300m 

from birds generally elicited no reaction or at most an increase in alertness.  One 

exception was the case of a helicopter which passed within 600m of a wader roost, 

causing all the birds to leave the area.   When observing kite surfing activity on the water, 

birds (and especially brent geese) regularly settled 3-400m from the kiters and continued 

to roost or feed, suggesting that this distance may be a relevant buffer for some types of 

activity.  

 

 

Figure 4 Distance of disturbance events from birds and responses 

 
 

 

6.11 The duration of disturbance events varied significantly.  Some events such as passing 

vehicles lasted just a few seconds, while dog walking or kite surfing can cause 

disturbance over a prolonged period.  However even brief events can cause birds to leave 

an area, although birds can return to their original activity more quickly than in the case 

of longer periods of disturbance. The average duration of disturbance events at 

Greyabbey was just over 24 minutes, while at Warden’s Bay it was 81 minutes.  The 

variation between sites is because longer kite surfing sessions were observed at 

Warden’s Bay in 2013/14.   

 

6.12 Figure 5 illustrates that at both Greyabbey and Warden’s Bay there were significant 

periods where no PDEs were recorded amounting to approximately 70% of total time at 
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Greyabbey and 60% at Warden’s Bay.  The mean interval between disturbance events at 

Greyabbey was just over 80 minutes, while at Warden’s Bay the mean interval was 204 

minutes.  Summary data relating to the duration of disturbance types is provided in 

Appendix 12. 

 

6.13 The greater frequency of disturbance events at Greyabbey Bay is unsurprising since this 

area is immediately adjacent to a centre of population.  On occasions at Greyabbey Bay a 

series of PDEs occurred either simultaneously or in close succession, causing significant 

disruption to the birds using the area.   

 

Figure 5 Proportion of time with disturbance at key sites 

 
 

 

Details of key disturbance events  

 

6.14 The following accounts describe the key disturbance events and provide additional 

context for interpretation of the disturbance data by relating the disturbance events to 

the numbers of birds involved.  They also illustrate the cumulative effects of multiple 

disturbance events, particularly at Greyabbey Bay.  Details of bird numbers involved in 

each session are provided in Appendix 10. 

 

Warden’s Bay 

 

6.15 At Warden’s Bay, apart from kite surfing activity, there is relatively little scope for human 

disturbance as there is no easy access to the shore other than at low tide, car parking is 

very limited and there are no footpaths along the shore. The close proximity of the main 

road did lead to some short term disturbance effects from noisy vehicles, but the birds 

appear to be habituated to regular traffic. This bay is more exposed and used by much 

smaller numbers of birds than Greyabbey Bay.  

 

29th October 2013 – Low tide and rising (Appendix 8a) 

6.16 Two kite surfers and their trainer were in situ when the observer arrived. No birds were 

observed within the bay, but after some time 29 pale-bellied brent geese landed on the 

exposed mud directly between the vantage point and the kite suffers.  The birds 

remained on the mud for over 40 minutes at a range of 250 to 400 metres from the kite 

surfers until finally they were flushed at a distance of about 200 metres as the kite surfers 
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returned to their vehicles.  The birds only moved about 100m to the north side of the bay, 

where they landed on the water.  

 

1st November 2013 – Low tide and rising (Appendix 8b) 

6.17 310 pale-bellied brent geese were present in the bay. The only disturbance occurred when 

a truck with flapping, noisy canvas sides went past on the road. This caused a minor 

relocation of birds which regrouped and continued feeding as before within 15 minutes.  

Some birds moved up to 150 metres and so this falls within response category 4.  

Interestingly birds had been disturbed in a similar way at Cunningburn on 29th October.  A 

walker was also observed along the shore, within 75-150 metres of the geese but with no 

detected reaction.  

 

9th December 2013 - Low tide and rising (Appendix 8c) 

6.18 On this date the observer had been notified about kite surfing and so was in place before 

the activity started. Small numbers of waders were feeding in the bay and disturbance 

was first noted was noted when the equipment was being adjusted at the edge of the 

tide and the kiters moved out into the bay.  After taking flight, the birds settled to feed 

c.150 m away from the kites on the edge of bay with additional birds occasionally joining 

them.  Small numbers of waders continued to feed at the northern and southern parts of 

the bay, mainly on the rockier shore. These birds showed no detectable response to the 

kite surfing and at times were as close as 75 metres from the kite surfing. 

  

20th February 2014 – Falling to low tide (Appendix 8d) 

6.19 The kite surfers (2 + trainer) were again in situ when the observer arrived. The only brent 

geese observed were in flight showing no sign of stopping. Waders including 18 

oystercatchers were feeding to the south of the bay, mainly on the rocky shore (see 

Appendix 8d). Whilst kite surfing was occurring a number of other waders flew in and 

started feeding (35 Bar-tailed Godwit and 32 Redshank). They fed in this area until they 

were disturbed by the kite surfers returning to the lay-by. The birds took flight when the 

kite surfers were around 200 metres distant from them and left the area.  

 

 

Greyabbey Bay 

 

6.20 At Greyabbey Bay the most frequent source of disturbance was from dog walkers, 

sometimes involving the same individuals on different days. In all cases the dogs were off 

the lead which allowed them to run onto the inter-tidal area causing significant 

disturbance to birds.   The presence of a footpath around part of Greyabbey Bay is an 

obvious reason for this regular disturbance.  

 

6.21 The football pitch is also a source of disturbance when in use, both via the noise of the 

players as noise and on one occasion when a stray balls was retrieved from the foreshore, 

causing disturbance to brent geese loafing in an adjacent sheltered bay.  This small bay 

appears to be a preferred loafing area for pale-bellied brent geese at high tide, and these 

birds are vulnerable to disturbance from walkers, kite surfers as well as the footballlers. 
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6.22 Some of the shorebird roosts around Greyabbey Bay, particularly those on Mid or South 

Island, are distant from most PDEs, but still experienced disturbance from an agricultural 

vehicle, a helicopter and hunting peregrines during the study. 

 

21st December 2013 – High tide and falling (Appendix 8e) 

6.23 This was a pre-arranged visit to observe a kite surfing session.  As it was also a Saturday 

with fine weather, a range of activities were witnessed during the observation period.  

The observer was in place well before launch of the kite surfers which took place just 

after 1330. In the 15 minutes prior to the kite surfers taking to the water a walker and 

three unleashed dogs followed the usual path around the bay.  This caused 110 out of the 

330 brent geese using the bay to leave the area. 160 relocated and 60 remained on the 

south edge of the bay.  

 

6.24 The 160 brent drifted back slowly towards the bay only to be flushed again by a 

crescendo of noise from the football pitch combined with one person retrieving a 

football from the edge of the bay.  The kite surfers caused further disturbance to the 

geese at 150-200 metres. However, the more distant wader roosts (c. 430 oystercatchers, 

21 curlew and 140 bar-tailed godwits) remained in situ despite approaches by the kite 

surfers to around 350-400 metres. The duration of the kite surfing event was only 45 

minutes and was curtailed by a drop in wind strength. 

 

6.25 Following completion of kite surfing there was a period of 45 minutes with no further 

activity, but no birds remained within 300 metres of the football pitch and path. Two 

peregrines hunting together then flushed the distant wader roost on Mid Island causing 

the birds (140 bar-tailed godwits and 21 curlew plus 380 oystercatchers) to leave the area 

with only 50 oystercatchers relocating within the bay.  

 

7th March 2014 – Rising to high tide (Appendix 8f and 8g) 

6.26 This was the second observed kite surfing event at Greyabbey Bay and involved a single 

independent kite surfer who operates from a different launch point to NI Kitesurfing. The 

kite surfer was on the water when the observer arrived. Very few birds were on the 

adjacent mud flats and the closest waders were c. 150 metres from the returning kite 

surfer. Even when the kite surfer returned to shore these birds remained in the area and 

only moved very short distance as he passed. 

 

6.27 Following this, a walker with an unleashed dog arrived along the shoreline path. They 

were only present for 10 minutes and initially no impacts were observed on the small 

number of thinly distributed waterfowl.  Then a flock of 400 golden plover attempted to 

land on the mud 150 metres from the dog, but soon after they settled the dog ran onto 

the mudflats and scattered the birds which left the area. 

 

6.28 Once the dog had passed, a small number of birds landed in the bay and started feeding 

at the edge of the rising tide.  These birds were then disturbed by two walkers with two 

unleashed dogs, causing 28 bar-tailed godwits, 36 redshanks and 125 dunlins to leave the 
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area, whilst another 250 dunlins appeared to divert from a likely landing. 36 pale-bellied 

brent geese did land, but on the water at some 100 metres from the dogs. 

 

 

25th October 2014 – High tide and falling (Appendix 8h and 8i)  

6.29 This was a pre-arranged visit to observe kite surfing at a time when large numbers of 

brent geese were present in the bay.  On arrival 4,700 brent geese were on the water, in 

two groups of 3,500 and 1,200 birds. 350 oystercatcher and smaller numbers of other 

waders were also roosting on Mid and South Islands.  A walker with dog off-lead walked 

along the shoreline path 300m from the geese but the birds did not react.   

 

6.30 Soon after, two kite surfers and their instructor arrived.  Assembly of the kites caused the 

birds to become alert (Category 1), but once the kites were raised and the kiters made 

their way to the water the larger group of geese flew 300 metres (Category 4), but 

remained within the bay.  The birds settled and remained about 400m from the kite 

surfing activity.  The smaller group of 1,200 birds remained unaffected by the kite surfers 

(see Figure 6).  However these birds were then flushed by a lingering buzzard and flew to 

join up with the larger group further out in the bay. 

 

6.31 The birds remained settled for a period before 3,200 of the brent geese took flight to the 

north west.  There was no apparent reason for the birds to take flight although the water 

in the bay had become increasingly choppy.  These birds eventually returned to the bay 

and once kite surfing was finished they drifted further towards the shore.  At this point 

they were largely undisturbed except for occasional alertness in response to shouts from 

the football pitch. 

 

6.32 Prior to kite surfing beginning the brent geese had been loafing and feeding on the water 

and this behaviour continued for the duration of the kite surfing session, with geese up-

ending, dip-feeding and picking Zostera strands from the surface of the water.  Apart 

from a brief flight the activity does not therefore appear to have altered the behaviour of 

the geese significantly on this occasion. 
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Figure 6 Brent geese at Greyabbey Bay with kite surfing in background 

 
 

 

Cunningburn 

 

18th March 2013 - Rising tide to full 

6.33 On this occasion immediately on arrival, the observer recorded 400 mixed waders 

(oystercatcher, bar-tailed godwit, redshank and knot) taking flight and heading west 

across the Lough in response to a close pass by a wind surfer, who sailed within 300m of 

the island.  
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7. Results - Zostera damage assessment 

 
7.1 Zostera cover and extent was assessed at Warden’s and Greyabbey Bays in both October 

2013 and September 2014. The objective was to assess whether kite surfing or any other 

recreational activities were causing damage to this vital food source for brent geese and 

other wildfowl.  The optimal time to assess Zostera cover is in August and September 

when it is at its most luxuriant, prior to it being grazed by species such as pale-bellied 

brent geese and wigeon (Portig 2006).  Zostera is also susceptible to storm damage when 

large swathes can be removed from the mud flats.  Portig et al. (1994) found that by 

January Zostera biomass had been depleted to around 20% of its peak volume.   

 

7.2 Zostera density at the recording points changed significantly between the two surveys.  In 

2013 the brent geese had been feeding on the Zostera for several weeks before the 

survey began, whilst the 2014 survey was carried out before the geese had arrived from 

their breeding grounds.  As expected, the 2014 survey results show a significantly greater 

density of Zostera at all of the survey points. No signs of damage caused by kite surfers 

were recorded at either site.  Photographs from survey points and maps showing 

approximate coverage of Zostera at Greyabbey and Warden’s Bays are provided in 

Appendix 9. 

 

Warden’s Bay 

7.3 There is a small Zostera bed in Warden’s Bay which is partially protected by a mussel-

covered ridge.  The dominant species is Zostera noltii although Z. marina var. angustifolia 

does also occur (Portig 2006).  This is potentially the more vulnerable of the two main 

sites as the kite surfing area is accessed across the mud on a dropping to low tide when 

the Zostera could potentially be trampled or scoured.  

 

7.4 The Zostera is distributed in two blocks separated by an outflow where the plant is unable 

to flourish because of its intolerance of freshwater. It was distributed unevenly across 

these areas and was most abundant on the upper shore and in sandy patches amongst 

the rockier areas. It tended to be sparse on the finer muds close to the mean low water 

mark.  

 

7.5 The photographs taken illustrate the denser coverage of Zostera in early September in 

comparison to the results from late October the previous year (Appendix 9).  There was 

no evidence that Zostera was being impacted along the kite surfer’s access route.  There 

were no signs of scouring, erosion or denudation of Zostera in this area which would have 

been indicative of damage caused by excessive trampling or the dragging of equipment 

over the substrate. 

 

Greyabbey Bay 

7.6 Greyabbey Bay consists of firm, sandy mud with scattered rocky outcrops which supports 

an important Zostera resource and both Zostera noltii and Z. marina var. angustifolia are 

abundant (Portig 2006).  Growth was found to be sparse in the vicinity of the freshwater 
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streams which flow into the bay.  Some outer areas of Zostera could not be accessed due 

to the tides, but the areas surveyed were largely consistent with the distribution of 

Zostera within the bay in previous studies (Portig 2006). 

 

7.7 Coverage and density of Zostera in September 2014 was significantly greater than in late 

October 2013, by which time it had been severely depleted by geese and other factors 

such as wind and tidal action.   

 

7.8 This site is generally accessed by kite surfers at or close to high tide directly onto open 

water and so damage to Zostera growth would be less likely to occur.  During the surveys 

there were no signs of any damage or localised reduction of coverage around the kite 

surfers’ launch point. 
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8. Literature review 
 

8.1 There is a significant volume of research and literature on issues relating to disturbance 

of birds by recreational activity.  Many reviews of this literature have already been 

undertaken (e.g. Hockin et al. 1992, Woodfield & Langston 2004) and so it was considered 

most relevant for this project to focus on studies where information on the effects of kite 

surfing were included.  Since kite surfing is a relatively recent activity in many areas, the 

review concentrated on more recent disturbance reports.   In addition, studies relevant to 

the ecology of birds on Strangford Lough were reviewed for information which may 

assist in the interpretation of the data gathered for this project.  

 

Kite surfing and disturbance 

 

8.2 Only one study which wholly related to kite surfing was found during this review.  This 

was a short report of the effects of kite surfing on wader roosts at West Kirby in the Dee 

Estuary (Smith 2004).  The report was carried out following declines in both redshank and 

oystercatcher, apparently in response to the introduction of kite surfing in 2002.  Up to 12 

kite surfers are present on the water at every high tide when the winds are suitable, 

which represents much greater usage than currently exists on Strangford Lough.  The 

report cited evidence that a major high tide wader roost had frequently been affected by 

the presence of kite surfers, who were active close to the roost.  Restrictions on kite 

surfing activity, including a close season between September and March were 

recommended. 

 

8.3 This followed another report on disturbance from recreational activity at West Kirby 

(Kirby et al. 1993) in which kite surfing did not register as an issue.  The report did 

however describe the rapid increase in wind surfing activity in the period from 3 events 

recorded in 1986/7 to 573 1990/1.  Nevertheless, walkers with dogs were responsible for 

the most of the disturbance events recorded, although despite this numbers of most 

waders had increased over the survey period, possibly due to the efforts of voluntary 

wardens. 

 

8.4 The Exe Disturbance Study (Liley et al. 2011) was a major study which assessed the 

impacts of recreational activity on the bird populations of the Exe Estuary.  Consideration 

of kite surfing formed an important part of the study.  The scale of kite surfing activity on 

the Exe far surpasses the current usage of Strangford Lough and the report refers to up 

to 150 kites being active at two locations in good conditions.   

 

8.5 Although most of the kite surfing recorded resulted in major flights by birds, kite surfing 

accounted for only 4% of the major flight episodes recorded.  This fell significantly behind 

other activities such as walking on the inter-tidal (15%), bait digging (16%) and walkers with 

dogs off-lead (31%).  Although this project was on a much larger scale than the present 

study, it corresponds to the situation on Strangford Lough where dogs off-lead also 
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caused the highest number of major flights of all the observed potential disturbance 

events. 

 

8.6 The study also involved plotting the exact routes taken by kite surfers using GPS units 

carried by the participants as a means of establishing the areas affected by the activity.  

The report found that kite surfing and wind surfing resulted in the largest areas of 

feeding habitat lost to disturbance (8ha per trip).  Dog walking routes involved an 

average loss of around 3ha, although it was acknowledged that this could be much 

greater where dogs off-lead were permitted to run onto the inter-tidal areas. 

 

8.7 A similar study was also undertaken at Poole Harbour (Liley & Fearnley 2012).  The study 

concluded that water-based activities such as kite surfing, wind surfing and canoeing 

were most likely to result in birds being flushed.  However, once again dog walking, with 

dogs off-lead, was the activity which caused the most disturbance in terms of the number 

of birds flushed, although walking without dogs was the most frequently recorded 

activity. 

 

8.8 Linaker (2012) found that dog walking was the most frequently recorded activity at most 

sites in the study areas at Teesmouth and the Cleveland Coast in north east England.  At 

the most disturbed site, Bran Sands, bait digging caused the most disturbance, although 

dog walkers and kite surfing caused a greater mean response.  However, kite surfing 

occurred much less frequently overall with 62 events compared with 534 recorded dog 

walking and 260 bait digging events.  Further work on the occurrence and spread of kite 

surfing in the study area was recommended. 

 

8.9 A consistent theme with these studies is that at many of the studied areas, walking with 

dogs off-lead was found to be the cause of the most significant disturbance, but that kite 

surfing can also cause significant disturbance in areas where it occurs regularly.  Some of 

the studies have recommended additional management measures to protect over-

wintering birds from excessive disturbance, such as exclusion zones or close-seasons for 

certain activities.  One example of a management scheme similar to the Strangford Lough 

voluntary exclusion zone is at Sandwich and Pegwell bay NNR in Kent.  Here signage has 

been produced which clearly shows permitted launching and kite surfing areas (Appendix 

11). 

 

8.10  Many studies have attempted to calculate definitive distances beyond which birds are not 

affected by disturbance.  However some commentators assert that it is not possible to 

produce such definitive distances as responses vary not only between species but also on 

an individual basis (Liley at al. 2011, Beale & Monaghan 2004).  Specific factors such as 

weather conditions, flock size, food availability, ability to habituate and subtle differences 

in the type of disturbance all affect the level of any response by birds and therefore the 

impact of the disturbance.  One study which considered the distance at which birds took 

flight from wind surfers found that curlew were the most sensitive species taking flight at 

400m, while oystercatchers did not take flight until the wind surfer was 125m away.  Thus 

an activity buffer of at least 400m was recommended for wind surfing (Cutts et al. 2009). 
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Brent goose ecology on Strangford Lough 

 

8.11 The potential effects of kite surfing and other recreational activity on pale-bellied brent 

geese was of particular relevance to this project.  There is an extensive body of literature 

on brent goose ecology and some of this work is relevant to considerations of how 

disturbance may impact the geese.   

 

8.12 The role of disturbance as a factor in the recent decline of the wigeon on Strangford 

Lough was the subject of one study where comparisons were made with the pale-belied 

brent goose which had not suffered a corresponding decline (Mathers et al. 2000).   The 

study examined 191 disturbance events over a three year period at four locations, 

including Greyabbey Bay.  Walkers were the most frequent cause of disturbance to brent 

geese and wigeon (63% and 68.5%), although the study did not differentiate between 

walkers with or without dogs. 

 

8.13 This research concluded that disturbance may have contributed to the wigeon’s decline 

but other factors may also have been involved.  The study found that wigeon are more 

susceptible to disturbance than brent geese mainly because they react to disturbance 

events at a greater distance, generally fly further from the source of disturbance 

(>500m), and take longer to resume feeding activity (Mathers et al. 2000).   

 

8.14 Wigeon also face greater challenges in achieving an energetic balance than brent geese.  

For example wigeon have a feeding window of 480 minutes per day, while brent geese 

have a much longer window of 840 minutes as they can continue to feed by up-ending 

when water has covered the Zostera beds.  In addition brent geese use the whole Zostera 

plant including the underground rhizomes which have more nutritional value than the 

shoots (Mathers et al. 2000) (Mathers & Montgomery 1996). 

 

8.15 Although direct comparisons between this work and the current project are not 

appropriate due to the different methodology and scale of the studies, comparison of 

some of the disturbance data gathered by Mathers et al. at Greyabbey is of interest.  For 

example Mathers et al. found the mean interval between human activity events at 

Greyabbey to be 35.5 minutes compared to 80.5 minutes in the current study.  However, 

the average duration of disturbance events found by Mathers was 13 minutes and 48 

seconds at Greyabbey, while during the current project it was 24 minutes and 20 seconds.  

This may reflect the focus on kite surfing which can often occur over several hours. 

 

8.16 Another study confirmed that night time feeding by brent geese in inter-tidal areas makes 

a significant contribution (>50%) of their energy intake, particularly in early winter before 

the Zostera has been depleted (Tinkler et al. 2009). The study identifies how energetic 

constraints lead brent geese to make key decisions relating to altering feeding times or 

the habitat they feed in or even moving sites if required.  This research is therefore 

relevant to consideration of the impact that recreational activity during the day may have 

on the energy budgets of brent geese. 
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9. Discussion  

 

Key issues 

 

9.1 Although this study was of a limited scale, it has for the first time provided information on 

the nature of disturbance to birds by kite surfing within the two main survey areas.  The 

study was focused on kite surfing and it is acknowledged that the results have been 

biased since kite surfing activity was actively targeted by the observers.  Nevertheless the 

study did provide information on a range of other recreational activities and disturbance 

events which will assist in developing an appropriate management scheme for the areas 

concerned.  

 

9.2 The study provided evidence that kite surfing does cause disturbance to birds, but also 

that it is only one of a range of activities recorded causing disturbance to wintering 

waterfowl.  The most frequently recorded disturbance event involved walkers with dogs 

off-lead, which caused significant disturbance to birds (Category 5) on 60% of the 

occasions it was recorded.  Kite surfing was recorded less often and caused significant 

disturbance on 20% of the occasions it was recorded.  This may be an under-estimate 

however since on three occasions kite surfing had already begun when the observers 

arrived and birds had clearly re-distributed around the activity. 

 

9.3 In autumn/winter 2013/14 kite surfing in Strangford Lough was very infrequent since 

weather conditions were rarely favourable for the sport at this location.  It is thought that 

less than 10 kite surfing events took place on Strangford in that period, although there 

may also have been some activity by independent kiters who are not affiliated with IKSA.  

In autumn 2014 information was obtained about five kite surfing events in Strangford 

Lough between August and end October, involving four or fewer kites.  Thus the scale 

and frequency of kite surfing on Strangford Lough is currently minor when compared to 

other sites in the UK where studies have been carried out. 

 

9.4 Kite surfing appears to be equally frequent at Warden’s Bay and Greyabbey Bay, since 

each site permits kite surfing at different states of the tide.  However, Greyabbey Bay is 

of greater importance as a site for both feeding and roosting waterfowl, supporting 

significant numbers of brent geese in October.  Kite surfing at Wardens’ Bay is therefore 

less likely to have any significant impact on the brent goose population. 

 

9.5 Of the two main study sites, Greyabbey Bay experienced by far the greater frequency of 

disturbance events (one every 80 minutes), although events at Warden’s Bay were of 

longer duration, mainly because more kite surfing events were observed in entirety at 

this site.  On occasions several potentially disturbing events occurred simultaneously or in 

close succession at Greyabbey Bay.  The observations suggest that the inner part of 

Greyabbey Bay can occasionally be a highly disturbed environment where the cumulative 

impact of a series of events can have significant effects on bird usage of the bay. 
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Disturbance event categories 

 

Dog walking 

9.6 Dog walking was recorded on ten occasions, all of which were at Greyabbey Bay where 

there is a public path along the shore.  The number of dogs varied from one to three, with 

the same walkers / dogs sometimes involved on repeat occasions.  All the dogs recorded 

were off-lead and some ran onto the inter-tidal area which resulted in any birds feeding 

there taking flight, and often leaving the area entirely.  At high tides, any birds roosting 

along the rocky shore were also disturbed.  The frequency of disturbance by dogs is  

consistent with reports by ornithologists undertaking WeBS counts in this area.  Many 

other studies undertaken at coastal sites in the UK also cite dog walking (with dogs off-

lead) as the most frequent cause of significant disturbance within their study areas (see 

Section 8). 

 

Kite surfing 

9.7 Six kite surfing events were observed, with three each at Greyabbey Bay and Warden’s 

Bay.  Some of these events had been pre-arranged and the observers were able to record 

the entire proceedings of three kite surfing events. Some disturbance of birds occurs 

when the equipment is being erected on the shore, but this normally involves increased 

alertness or birds moving a short distance away (Categories 1 – 3).  Most significant 

disturbance of birds occurs at the point when the kites are raised, when birds within 

approximately 300m of the kites generally took flight (Categories 4/5). 

 

9.8 The kite surfing on Strangford Lough often involves trainees, and in these cases the area 

covered by the activity is quite restricted in comparison to that used by more 

accomplished kiters.  As a result some birds, including pale-bellied brent geese, settled 3-

400m from the trainees and were able to continue their previous activity.  On one 

occasion at Greyabbey Bay 3,500 geese moved further out into the bay and although they 

were in deeper water, they were able to continue to feed as kite surfing was underway.  

A further 1,200 geese elsewhere in the bay remained unaffected by the kite surfing. 

 

9.9 Birds (mainly waders) were also recorded re-settling on the landward side of the kite 

surfing after the initial disturbance.  In this event some further disturbance was recorded 

at the end of the kite surfing session as the kiters made their way back to shore. 

 

Walkers without dogs 

9.10 Walkers without dogs were observed on five occasions, but disturbance was only 

recorded once.  All of the walkers at Greyabbey Bay kept to the footpath and on two 

occasions were less than 100m from the birds feeding on the inter-tidal area.  There was 

one walker at Warden’s Bay who also kept to the shoreline and caused no reaction in the 

small group of birds present. Although the sample size is very small, it provides some 

evidence that people walking along the shoreline may not be a significant cause of 

disturbance to birds at these sites. 
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Vehicles 

9.11 Disturbance was caused by vehicles on three occasions.  Although both Warden’s Bay and 

Cunningburn lie beside the busy A20 road most traffic has no effect on the birds either 

roosting along the shore or feeding on the inter-tidal area.  However on two occasions 

(once at each site) a lorry with flapping canvas sides caused birds to take flight, although 

they quickly re-settled. The only other instance was at Greyabbey Bay when birds 

roosting on Mid Island showed increased alertness when a land rover drove within 300m 

of the roost. 

 

Birds of prey 

9.12 Birds were recorded causing disturbance on three occasions – all at Greyabbey Bay.  The 

events involved: 

• a single buzzard which flew over a group of brent geese, causing them to fly 

briefly; 

• two hunting peregrines which flew over the wader roosts on Mid and South 

Island causing the birds to leave the area; 

• two herons which caused a group of brent geese and oystercatchers to leave the 

area. 

 

Football 

9.13 A football pitch has been constructed on the edge of Geyabbey village immediately 

adjacent to the shoreline.  The pitch is mainly used on Saturdays when matches can affect 

the birds.  On one occasion noise from the pitch caused increased alertness amongst 

birds, whilst the retrieval of a stray ball from the shoreline caused brent geese to take 

flight and leave the area.  The small bay adjacent to the football pitch also appears to be a 

preferred loafing area for pale-bellied brent geese and shelduck at high tides.   

 

Aircraft 

9.14 Only one event involving an aircraft was recorded when a helicopter flew close to the 

wader roosts on Mid and South islands causing a mass dispersal of birds from the area. 

 

Wind surfing 

9.15 Cunningburn is a regular launching point for wind surfers and although this wasn’t a key 

focus for the project, the site was visited briefly on several occasions and disturbance by 

wind surfing recorded once.  This involved the flushing of birds from a wader roost on a 

small offshore island when a wind surfer sailed within 300m of the roost. 
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10. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

Key conclusions 

 

10.1 The following conclusions result from this disturbance study and literature review: 

• Kite surfing does cause disturbance to birds but was not a regular cause of 

disturbance during the study period. 

• Dog walking was the most frequent and significant source of waterfowl 

disturbance recorded at Greyabbey Bay.   This is consistent with a range of other 

disturbance studies carried out at coastal sites elsewhere in the UK. 

• Greyabbey Bay supports important numbers of waterfowl, particularly early in the 

season when brent geese numbers are at their peak. 

• Greyabbey Bay also experienced a range of other disturbance types and on 

occasions was a highly disturbed environment.  The cumulative effect of a series 

of disturbance events can cause more significant disturbance to birds. Measures 

to reduce disturbance from a range of sources at Greyabbey Bay may be required. 

• There was no significant disturbance at Warden’s Bay where bird numbers are 

generally low. 

• No significant damage to Zostera caused by kite surfing was found at either 

Greyabbey Bay or Warden’s Bay. 

  

Additional Management Measures 

 

10.2 Based on the results of this study, under current conditions there is no clear justification 

for considering the regulation of kite surfing in isolation from other recreational activities.  

This conclusion is based upon the following key points: 

• Kite surfing is currently not a regular activity in the lough, with most kite surfing 

taking place at other venues in Northern Ireland. 

• Kite surfing on the lough predominantly involves learners, who use a relatively 

small area for practising the sport. 

• Brent geese are not as susceptible to disturbance as some other species (e.g. 

wigeon) and may be able to compensate for time lost to disturbance by feeding 

at night. 

• There appeared to be some degree of tolerance to kite surfers.  Large numbers of 

brent geese at Greyabbey remained in the bay and continued to feed 400m from 

the kite surfers. 

• Greyabbey Bay is used by kite surfers at high tide when feeding activity by brent 

geese is reduced. 

• Warden’s Bay does not support large numbers of wintering waterfowl and 

disturbance generally involved small groups of birds. 

• The brent goose population on Strangford Lough has been increasing since at 

least 1990/1.  Many other species (mainly waders) are in decline but the data 

suggest that this is due to broad-scale population trends rather than site-specific 

issues. 
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10.3 However, the volume of kite surfing described in other studies raises concerns that kite 

surfing could become a more significant issue if it increases in popularity and frequency 

on Strangford Lough.  In addition, the cumulative effect of recreational activities in the 

Greyabbey Bay area could have significant effects on bird populations, particularly in 

severe weather or when food supplies are low.  It is therefore recommended that a series 

of management measures are introduced with the aim of reducing the frequency and 

level of disturbance from recreational activity in this part of Strangford Lough. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

10.4 The following recommendations are made in relation to management, awareness raising 

and information generation.  

 

1. The voluntary exclusion zone for kite surfing should be discontinued, but subject to 

annual review with the potential for it to be reinstated. 

2. Commercial water sports operators require consent to continue to operate.  A 

condition of consent should be provision of an annual return of events which will be 

provided to the DoE, and the condition should be applied to both kite surfing and 

wind surfing operators. This return should be provided in Excel spreadsheet format 

and list the following information for each event: 

• Date 

• Location 

• Duration of event 

• Number of kites / wind surfers 

• Tidal state 

• Weather conditions 

The data from these returns will be reviewed annually by DoE and partner 

organisations to assess whether there is an increased risk of significant disturbance 

by either activity. 

3. Information will be made available to all kite and wind surfing organisations and the 

wider kite / wind surfing communities on appropriate conduct in the vicinity of 

feeding and roosting birds.  In the case of wind surfers, specific information will be 

provided on the need to avoid sailing within 400 metres of bird roosts on any 

offshore islands including the Boretree Islands group.  This information will be 

available as a PDF format resource. 

4. Signage should be considered for Warden’s Bay, Greyabbey Bay and Cunningburn 

that provides guidance on conduct for kite and wind surfers, including maintaining 

distance from islands etc.  The signs should include guidance on permitted launch 

points and tidal states to avoid as appropriate (see example in Appendix 11). 

5. A community engagement meeting or series of meetings should be held with the 

Greyabbey community, possibly under the auspices of the Rural Community Network.  

The purpose of the meeting(s) would be to discuss the issues of walking dogs off-lead 
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on the shoreline at Greyabbey Bay.  Eliciting suggestions for possible solutions should 

be a key aspect of the discussions. 

6. The National Trust should continue to investigate the potential for developing a 

suitable off-lead area for dogs in the Mount Stewart estate. 

7. Training course(s) should be held for the water sports communities on Strangford 

Lough.  The course(s) should include guidance on how disturbance to birds can be 

avoided.  The course should be run under the WiSe (Wildlife Safe) scheme and could 

be combined with the Leave no Trace awareness initiative.  The scope for developing 

an appropriate accreditation should be investigated. 

8. A Leave no Trace awareness course should also be developed specifically for the 

Greyabbey community. 

9. A suitable screen for the football pitch at Greyabbey should be considered.  This 

should buffer noise as well as movement. 

10. The use of voluntary wardens at weekends in the most heavily disturbed parts of 

Strangford Lough should be considered.  The wardens should be able to provide 

guidance and information to lough users on how to avoid disturbance to feeding and 

roosting waterfowl. 
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