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Introduction
The Coast Habitat Action Plan encompasses several features; from the Marine Subtidal
zone (including sub-tidal rocks and wrecks, Sabellaria spinulosa reefs and sub-tidal sands
and gravels) to the Supralittoral fringe (including the rocky shore), and the Maritime Cliffs.
Due to the complexity of these environments, they are introduced separately;
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Marine sub-tidal habitats (including sub-tidal rocks and wrecks,
Sabellaria spinulosa reefs and sub-tidal sands and gravels)
The marine subtidal zone refers to coastal waters that extend out to the 30 metre bathymetry
mark. The supralittoral fringe is the point just above the spring high tide and therefore is not
submerged by seawater.
Objectives
1. To work in conjunction with partners to identify and designate certain areas of
inshore waters as Marine Conservation Zones.
2. To allow, as far as possible, the natural flow and replenishment of marine substrates
along the North York Moors Coastline.
3. To prevent diffuse and point source pollution of marine sub-tidal habitats.
4. To increase public awareness of these dynamic habitats.
1) Sub-tidal rock and wrecks
Introduction
Sub-tidal structures, both natural and man-made, will over time be colonised by marine life.
Sheltered rocks and gullies provide refuge for shellfish and algae which attach themselves
with holdfasts. This in turn provides cover for other marine life amongst the algae beds.
Shipwrecks also provide a hard surface where larvae can settle and thereby offer an
abundant food supply for other marine creatures. Both wrecks and sub-littoral rock provide
shelter and act as an important nursery area for many fish species.
The morphology of the sub-tidal structure has an important influence on the species
composition found there. Unbroken bedrock or a smooth ship's hull offers little habitat and
therefore has little species diversity. A broken-up ship or rock cut by gullies and crevices and
overlain by boulders provides much more variety and localised areas of shelter.
The waters above areas of sub-littoral rock are another critical part of this habitat. Some of
the larger animals which use these areas for feeding, shelter and living space include seals,
cetaceans and seabirds. Almost half the world population of the grey seal Halichoerus
grypus occurs around the British Isles in areas with sublittoral rock. Cetaceans which may be
seen in this environment include the UK BAP priority species harbour porpoise and
bottlenose dolphin. Records of harbour porpoise have been on the decline throughout
European waters since the 1940s. Seabirds such as kittiwakes Rissa tridatyla nest on rocky
coastlines and use the adjacent coastal waters for feeding and gathering areas.
National status
Submerged rock and gully systems make up much of the UK coastline, providing shelter for
a rich marine life. Wrecks around the UK provide an additional resource for marine life. Most
wrecks are concentrated around the main ports and busy shipping lanes, but some are to be
found along the more dangerous rocky zones.
Local status
Marine sublittoral rock is a common habitat off the North York Moors coastline. Old shipwrecks are consequently also common. Whitby and Scarborough are both main ports and
have busy shipping lanes, further out they are littered with metal hulls of boats. Major wrecks
along the coast include that of the Rohilla at Saltwick Bay.
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Threats
• Coastal construction work – pipes, cables, marinas, wind farms, coastal defences –
all have adverse effects on the physical environment and on ecological communities.
• Marine pollution due to oil exploration, leakages and shipping accidents.
• Removal of species by scuba divers for collections.
• Overexploitation and incidental by-catch of BAP species stocks such as cod.
• 'Ghost fishing' (lost nets and other gear in suspension which continue to ensnare
marine life) on wrecks and reefs.
Requirements
Provided they are not damaged by pollution (caused by ship wrecks) or other human
influences (see above), sub-tidal rocky habitats require no direct management for their
ecology. Shallow rocky waters deter large vessels from entering. Deeper areas should be
protected from disturbance to the sea bed.

2) Sabellaria spinulosa reefs
Introduction
Sabellaria spinulosa (commonly known as Ross worm) is a polychaete worm that builds its
own sub-tidal structure. The worm creates a tube by binding together sand particles.
Although it requires a hard substrate for the initial attachment once a reef system is
established, larvae settle next to each other and the reef can grow to immense proportions.
The Sabellaria reef then becomes its own habitat, sheltering a diverse flora and fauna which
would not normally survive in an exposed location.
National status
Sabellaria spinulosa is a UK BAP species. Damage to this type of reef can take up 150
years to recover. The reefs are not legally protected and are often popular diving spots.
Away from the reefs individual Sabellaria worms are commonly found along the coast in
sandy channels on boulder beaches and amongst kelp holdfasts.
Local status
There is only one known Sabellaria reef system within the North York Moors National Park
boundaries. This is found in the sub-littoral zone of Saltwick Bay. Information on this reef is
very limited.
Threats
• Invasive fishing practices for molluscs, crustaceans or fish, such as trawling within
the reef system, can cause major damage, taking up to 150 years to repair.
• Extraction of aggregates can quickly destroy reefs. (Licensed areas are on the Crown
Estate website and licences stipulate avoidance of reefs.)
• Marine pollution due to oil exploration, leakages and shipping accidents.
• Removal of species by scuba divers for collections.
Requirements
Sabellaria reefs do not require any human intervention. However, they are very sensitive
habitats and take a long time to grow. For this reason the area immediately surrounding the
reef would benefit from being a protected zone. These reef systems are already attached to
rocky outcrops so boats do tend to avoid these areas but it is an issue where trawling of the
seabed occurs.
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3) Sub-tidal sands and gravels
Introduction
The diversity of flora and fauna living within sub-tidal sands and gravels varies according to
the level of environmental stress to which they are exposed. Upper estuarine mobile sands,
subject to very low fluctuating salinity, are species poor. This habitat is characterised by
mysids (Neomysis integer) and amphipods (Gammarus spp). Sand and gravel habitats that
are exposed to variable salinity in the mid- and upper regions of estuaries, and those
exposed to strong tidal currents or wave action, also have low diversity and are inhabited by
fauna specific to the habitat such as small polychaetes, small or rapidly burrowing bivalves
and amphipods. The fauna in these habitats tends to be dominated by mobile predatory
species. In contrast, those communities found in full salinity in sheltered or deeper waters
that are less perturbed by natural disturbance are among the most diverse marine habitats
with a wide range of anemones, polychaete worms, bivalves and amphipods.
National status
Marine sub-littoral sands and gravels occur below the limit of the low tides and are one of the
commonest habitats found beneath low tide level around the UK coast. They occur in many
areas from sheltered bays to estuaries and open coast. Despite being common, the sands
and gravels are of international importance due to the number of species they support such
as polychaete worms, molluscs, starfish, crustaceans, sea anemones, whelks and sea
urchins. These habitats also support commercial fish species such as cod, plaice and sand
eels. These are in turn a particularly important food source for seabirds and seals.
Local status
Sand and gravel habitats form the substrate along most of the coast of north-eastern
England. The sands and gravels along this coastal section are mostly formed from rock,
rather than shells. They occur all the way along the North York Moors coast to roughly 3 or 4
km offshore. The sediments lie in approximately 15m of water and are mainly made up of
fine sands. Sand mason worms, razor shells, crabs and plaice are among the key species
found here.
Threats
• Dredging to clear shipping lanes or to collect aggregate removes both the substrate
and the life living on it.
• Certain fishing practices such as trawling can cause severe damage to the sea bed.
• Industrial fishing practices may also alter the trophic interactions within these habitats
by removing predators, prey or competitors.
• Disturbances such as building sea defences and marinas and laying pipes and
cables can alter tidal flow regimes. This can cause a change in the way marine
sediments are laid down and alter the sediment structure.
• Pollutants from rivers, anti-fouling chemicals or oil leaks can directly kill or
accumulate in organisms such as whelks, leading to dramatic declines in these
species.
• Growth in eco-tourism at sea can have potential effects on our cetaceans and other
marine wildlife.
Requirements
It is important to maintain sub-tidal sands and gravels through natural erosion and sediment
flow cycles. Care and consideration should therefore be given to these habitats when
examining the need for any offshore developments or coastal defence measures.
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Dredging and trawling of sediments damages natural flow cycles and causes sedimentation
of waters that adversely affects many of the animals that feed in them.

Page 5 of 13

Rocky shore habitat
The rocky shore lies between the marine subtidal habitat and supralittoral fringe.
Objectives
1. To reduce the water pollution coming from becks and other water outlets on the shore.
2. To reduce the litter washed up and left on the shore, whilst maintaining the shore’s natural
strandline which is rich in invertebrates and vital for many coastal birds.
3. To conduct regular surveys of the effects on the shore of coastal defences, sewage
treatment works and climate change.
4. To raise public awareness of these important biodiverse habitats.
Introduction
Rocky shores represent a complex and unique habitat. The erosive forces of the waves wear
down the softer rocks, leaving the harder ones exposed. The character of the shore is
therefore dependent on the underlying rock and the profile is related to the strata formation.
As the rock is stable it provides a secure surface for organisms such as seaweeds, mussels,
limpets and barnacles to attach themselves. These creatures are adapted to tolerate the
stresses of their environment, including tidal flooding and desiccation twice a day. On
exposed rocky shores the physical pounding of the waves is a major stress which places a
limit on species diversity, whereas sheltered rocky shore species do not suffer the same
extremes. Different levels of the shoreline are subjected to varying degrees of tidal
movement with particular species associated with each level. The middle shore has the
greatest diversity of species; the lower shore is the most productive.
The presence of rock pools, gullies, crevices, boulders and other topographical changes on
rocky shores provide refuges for less tolerant organisms and consequently increase
biodiversity.
National status
Approximately 34% of the UK coastline features rocky shores, which range from the waveexposed headlands of the Atlantic coasts to the sheltered algae-covered shores of sea
lochs. Although UK rocky shore habitat is not in decline, it is a unique, biodiverse habitat and
thus well worth protecting. Access to this interesting study area is also a very important
resource. Monitoring the diversity of rocky shores will give important information on the
effects of coastal defence works and climate change.
Local status
Rocky shore occurs along most of the North York Moors' coastline, especially around the
headlands. (NB Littoral sediment is largely confined to the Esk estuary in Whitby, which is
outside of the boundaries in this plan.)
Threats
• Polluted becks and other outlets on the shore can cause algal blooms and have
severe effects on invertebrates on rocky shore habitats. (Locally, all sewage from the
main settlements on the coast is now pumped to treatment works inland, but other
run-offs remain an issue via watercourses that empty into the sea.)
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•
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•
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•
•

Oil discharges and spills can be disastrous for the rocky shore environment, as can
toxic chemicals found in the seawater. Anti-fouling agents used on boat hulls can
also be poisonous to marine life.
Litter and sewage-related debris can cause harm to marine life. Plastic bags are
particularly problematic, getting caught around birds' necks and in their gullets.
Commercial shellfish collection (depending on the quantities harvested and the
methods used) can be damaging to rocky-shore ecosystems. Dredging and raking
can cause permanent damage to the sea bed. Large scale commercial collection
removes an important food source for birds and can deplete their numbers.
Coastal defence works (both during and post construction) can alter the degree of
exposure on rocky shores, and affect the composition of rocky shore communities.
Trampling and collection of rocky shore flora and fauna by large numbers of visitors
can have a negative impact on the environment.
Climate change and sea-level rise are already having a major impact on rocky shores
in the south of England, where entire communities of organisms have been lost.
These effects are likely to spread north.

Requirements
• Diurnal tides, and natural water flow.
• Natural strandline debris. Excluding human litter, strandline debris is an ecosystem
which provides an important invertebrate resource for birds.
• Clean unpolluted water from becks and outlets.
• A clean and unpolluted marine environment
Legal status of the marine sub-tidal habitats and rock shores
Approximately half of the rocky shore along the North York Moors Heritage Coast has been
designated at SSSI for its geological and biological importance. Following the introduction of
the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, regional focus groups were set up by DEFRA to
determine areas that could potentially be designated as Marine Conservation Zones (MCZs).
One area, which includes the inshore waters adjacent to Runswick Bay was identified by the
group and this has been put forward as part of the national consultation for MCZs. 27 of the
127 identified areas around the English coastline were designated as MCZs in 2013 and
Runswick Bay has been selected as one of the next tranche of 37 marine conservation
zones to be designated in 2015.
Some of the species that occur in sub-littoral habitats are themselves subject to specific
conservation legislation. For example seals, cetaceans and a number of invertebrate species
are given various levels of protection under the 1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act.
International protection is afforded through the EC Habitats and Birds Directives, the Bern
Convention and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). The
Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North Seas
(ASCOBANS), a regional agreement under the Bonn Convention, has relevance for the
conservation of some cetaceans in UK waters.
International legislation and agreements have a major influence on the management
measures which can be introduced for the conservation of marine habitats around the UK.
The farthest-reaching is the 1982 UN Law of the Sea Convention which was ratified by the
UK in 1997 and which provides a framework for the regulation of all ocean space. It also sets
out the responsibilities of coastal nations for marine habitats and wildlife and the potential for
Ecological Sensitive Areas in which freedom of navigation may be limited.
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Other relevant conventions include the London (Dumping) Convention, the Convention on
the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic (prevention of pollution
from land-based and offshore sources) and the EU Common Fisheries Policy.
Following the introduction of the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, Marine Spatial Plans
(MSP) are to be developed for both inshore and offshore waters around the UK. These are
to be undertaken by the Marine Management Organisation (MMO) in conjunction with local
Coastal Fora and relevant organisations. No dates have been currently set for a MSP to be
developed for the North Yorkshire & Cleveland coastline.
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Maritime cliffs and slopes
Objectives
1. To establish the 'one-field-back principle' along the coastline: buffer zones the width of a
field along the cliff tops, to enable a natural wildlife zone to assert itself and replenish
habitats lost to erosion.
2. To prevent agricultural run-off causing pollution or excessive erosion.
3. To reintroduce coastal slope grazing, where topography allows and where it will be
beneficial to plant communities.
Introduction
Maritime cliffs and slopes form through land slippage and coastal erosion. Cliff profiles vary
with the nature of the rocks forming them and the geomorphology of the adjacent land. Cliffs
tend to be defined as either 'hard' or 'soft', although many intermediate grades occur. The
vegetation of these habitats varies according to geology, erosion, the gradient of the slope
and the extent of sea-spray. Typical plant species include red fescue and sea plantain.
Soft cliff habitats are often particularly diverse, with large tracts of species-rich grasslands
alongside wet flushes, pools, marsh, bog and wykes (wooded valleys which cut through the
cliff slope). Scattered scrub is usually the only woody vegetation that grows on the coastal
slope itself. The scrub is extremely important for migrant birds in winter and invertebrates in
summer but left unchecked it can choke valuable open-ground communities. Freshly eroded
areas of unstable slope are of vital importance to early colonisers including rare ground
beetles, weevils, and shield bugs.
Hard cliff is primarily of geological interest, much of it being designated as SSSI for this
reason. The thin strip of clay on the cliff top can harbour diverse grassland and nesting
burrows. The rock itself may have interesting lichen flora. The main ecological interest of
hard cliffs is in the breeding habitat they provide for vast seabird colonies.
National status
Approximately 4000km of UK coastline has been classified as cliff. Hard cliffs are widely
distributed around the more exposed coasts of the UK, mainly in the south-west and southeast of England, in north-west and south-west Wales, western and northern Scotland and
the north coast of Northern Ireland. Soft cliffs are more restricted, being confined to eastern
seaboard and central south coasts.
Many of the breeding populations of seabirds on UK cliffs and slopes are internationally
important.
In the last 10 years an estimated 90km of protection works to prevent coastal erosion has
led to a loss of 36% of the remaining semi-natural soft cliff habitat in the UK.
Local status
The North York Moors National Park has approximately 28 miles of hard and soft sloping
cliffs of glacial till and Jurassic rocks (shale and sandstone). Around a third of the coastline is
owned by the National Trust. The whole of the National Park's coastline falls within a 36-mile
stretch defined as the North Yorkshire and Cleveland Heritage Coast. Most of the cliffs in the
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Park are not vertical and are lower than 50m. The coastline’s Jurassic geology is
internationally famous.
Coastal slope habitats are relatively inaccessible and as a result have not been improved for
agriculture. The natural cycle of erosion which supports their unique range of flora and fauna
also threatens their long-term existence, as the eroding unimproved soils are being replaced
by improved soils from cliff-top arable farms. In some areas the coastal slope is beginning to
lose its distinctive species, to be replaced by competitive species such as docks, nettles and
thistles. In addition, much of the botanically diverse open slope along the coast has been lost
to excessive scrub invasion.
Local examples
1. Robin Hood’s Bay: Maw Wyke to Beast Cliff Special Area of Conservation (SAC). Beast
Cliff is an extensive area of coastal slope vegetation including scrub, tall herbs and some
very species-rich grassland patches. The habitat is home to many rare plants such as Dyer's
Greenweed and is also of vital importance to rare invertebrate communities.
2. Port Mulgrave is the most accessible of the coastal slope habitats. It has excessive scrub,
thistle and bracken, but is grazed throughout the winter by tenants of the National Trust.
3. Wrack Hills SSSI, Runswick Bay where a new scheme of fencing and grazing has been
introduced recently by the National Park Authority
Threats
• Erosion is a highly significant process for soft cliffs, renewing and recycling biological
succession. However, where land is cultivated up to the cliff edge, this erosion can
result in the destruction of important cliff-top habitat.
• Run-off and drainage from cliff-top fields cause localised erosion, and overuse of
fertilisers can lead to vigorous weed species encroaching at the expense of maritime
species on the cliff slope. Herbicide spray-drift adversely effects natural cliff-top
vegetation.
• Excessive erosion and disturbance to ground nesting birds may also be caused by
trampling by the public and by livestock. The Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009
introduce pedestrian access to most coastal areas which include coastal slope and
rocky shore and beaches.
• Coastal defences have been built on many soft cliff coasts to slow down erosion and
protect assets behind the lines of defence. By stabilising the cliffs, this changes the
dynamic cliff-top habitat. Cliff faces have also been sown with aggressive grasses as
a stabilisation measure, which further damages habitats.
• Cessation of grazing on coastal slopes has led to areas of species-rich grassland
being choked by scrub.
Requirements
• Sensitive grazing regimes.
• Scrub management.
• One-field-wide buffer zones along the cliff tops, to enable a natural wildlife zone to
assert itself and replenish habitats lost to erosion.
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Legal status
The main coastal slope habitats within the National Park are represented within the SSSI
designations. The cliff vegetation from Robin Hood’s Bay to Beast Cliff is an internationally
important SAC.
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Coastal Habitats Combined
Links to other local biodiversity action plans
Habitat Action Plans:
Rivers and Streams
Species-Rich Grassland
Farmland
Trees and Woodland
Moorland

Species Action Plans:

Local action
A Coastal Project Officer is employed by the National Park Authority on behalf of the North
Yorkshire and Cleveland Coastal Forum partnership to work on specific projects from the
Heritage Coast and Coastal Forum management plans. Works related to the coastal habitats
include:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Coastal Projects Officer is currently working with landowners to identify and
promote projects that will enhance the habitat links along the coastal zone. Habitat
improvement works include schemes such as; pond and wetland creation, buffer
strips alongside fields, spreading wild flower rich green hay, planting scrub cover and
reconnecting hedgerow links.
Assisting landowners with agri-environment schemes and Catchment Sensitive
Farming to enable them to reduce pollution in coastal becks and to promote an
increase in cliff-top semi-natural habitats.
Running a small-scale grants scheme to assist with practical conservation work,
habitat creation and management.
Raising awareness of the importance of coastal habitats through interpretation,
walks, talks, leaflets, coastal forum conferences etc.
Running ‘local ‘Beachwatch’ projects to help clear up litter and monitor pollution.
Assisting the Inshore Fisheries Conservation Authority to encourage sustainable
fishing practices.
Monitoring coastline habitats and digitising data already collected during survey work
by volunteers and professionals.
Working with local sub-aqua groups to undertake sublittoral surveys (SEASEARCH)
Helping to maintain with partners up-to-date, informed disaster protocols which lay
out a plan of action in case of pollution incidents such as oil spills.
Local botanists have identified endangered habitats and plants on coastal slopes for
translocation projects.
Developing other ideas from this action plan, the North York Moors National Park
Management Plan and the Coastal Forum.

Opportunities
• Support Catchment Sensitive Farming (CSF) and the Environment Agency to combat
diffuse and point source pollution issues by fencing riparian banks. The CSF aims to
ensure that land adjacent to river banks is not intensively farmed, in order to prevent
pollution and sedimentation and to allow natural riparian ecosystems to redevelop.
• Continue working with agri-environment schemes as such schemes help to reduce
pollution in coastal becks and create / restore cliff-top grasslands (these fields should
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•

•

•
•
•

be taken out of intensive agricultural production and conservation management plans
written and implemented).
As part of the National Park’s Improving Habitat Connectivity Program, create
improve habitats at selected coastal sites, by making habitats better, bigger and
more joined up. A more connected habitat, such as linking woodland areas or
species rich grasslands together allows wildlife to freely move across the landscape.
Increased connectivity is beneficial for all wildlife across the coastal slopes and
plateau farmland.
The active pursuit (with partners) of greater protection of the marine environment
through the designation of marine conservation zones, marine protected areas and
the application of national policies from the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 to
local sites.
Monitor the effects of sea defence projects on rocky shore.
Work alongside SEASEARCH to undertake more surveys with particular regard to
climate change species.
Raise the profile of the national Beachwatch campaign to encourage local
communities to care for their local shoreline.

What can you do to help
• Report notable species to the National Park Authority using the online recording form
on the National Park’s website.
• Divers can join the 'Sea-Search' recorders group which aids conservation by
informing authorities about special species and species communities within our
coastal waters. For more information visit their website.
• If you have or see a pollution incident which threatens these habitats, inform the
Environment Agency or other authorities to minimise the damage.
• Use alternative means to harsh anti-fouling chemicals to clean boats.
• Take an informed interest in local policies on sea defences, dredging for aggregates,
etc.
• Support sustainable fisheries – see the Marine Conservation Society ‘Good Fish
Guide’ leaflet for guidance, at
• Follow codes of conduct for intertidal and marine habitats, including the shellfish
collection code.
• Join your local Beachwatch group.
• Join the North Yorkshire and Cleveland Coastal Forum. Joining details are found
here.
• If you own land adjacent to the cliff edge join an agri-environment scheme or develop
a wide cliff-top buffer zone, or take the field(s) out of intensive use.
• If you own livestock appropriate for cliff-top and coastal-slope grazing, please get in
touch with the North York Moors National Park Authority ecologists on 01439
772700.
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