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Foreword

This work was commissioned through the Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
(SAMM) Project, an externally funded team hosted by Natural England. The Thames
Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (TBH SPA) mitigation strategy was established to
mitigate the impact of recreational use of SPA sites, thereby enabling residential
development within the Zone of Influence to come forward without causing ecological
harm to the designated sites. As required by the Habitats Regulations, mitigation must be
in place to avoid an adverse effect on site integrity arising from new development, and the
TBH Strategic Solution provides a streamlined framework to deliver this.

The SAMM agreement, first signed in 2011 and running to perpetuity, forms one of the two
key components of the strategic mitigation approach, alongside Suitable Alternative
Natural Greenspace (SANG). This review gives the opportunity to understand the efficacy
of the existing SAMM measures for the amount of housing that has come forward to date.
This evaluation allows us to step back and consider the overall effectiveness of the SAMM
project—how well it has met the objectives set out in the 2011 agreement, how the roles
and services established under the project are functioning, and what evidence we
currently have, or still need, to monitor success.

The findings of this work will inform the future of the SAMM project, specifically the
services identified in Annex 3 (Schedule 3) of the original agreement. They will also
support recommendations to the Joint Strategic Partnership Board (JSPB) to enable their
decision-making.

Natural England commission a range of reports from external contractors to provide
evidence and advice to assist us in delivering our duties. The views in this report are those
of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of Natural England.

Page 4 of 110 Evaluation of Thames Basin Heaths SAMM project, NECR743



Executive summary

The current Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) project agreement
within the Thames Basin Heaths (TBH) Special Protection Area (SPA) Delivery Framework
was recommended for review 15 years after inception. 2026 is the first time that the
Delivery Framework is coming up for review. The SAMM project aims to protect the SPA
and associated bird species from recreational pressures arising from new housing
development through education (both on and off site), guidance, promoting the use of
SANG sites, and monitoring the effectiveness of the avoidance strategy.

To support the renewal discussions, the Joint Strategic Partnership Board (JSPB) asked
Natural England (NE) to commission ICF to undertake an evaluation of the SAMM project
and develop an outcomes framework to support future monitoring of the project. The
objective of the evaluation was to provide evidence of how the SAMM project is currently
operating and how it could develop to manage any future increases in recreational pressure
resulting from further development in the zone of influence.

Findings

The SAMM project’s delivery of the Schedule 3 objectives (see Annex 11. Copy of
Schedule 3):

e The SAMM project is delivering eight out of eleven objectives set out in Schedule 3.
The remaining three objectives are partially met, these were:

O iii. Monitoring of Planning Permissions granted. Whilst the SAMM project team
periodically collate data on new postcode created in the local area as a proxy for
the rate of development, more detailed monitoring of development in the Zone of
Influence could be facilitated between the LPAs and the SAMM project team.
This would enable more regular examination of the rate of development in the
area and comparison with changes in site use.

O vi. Analysis and reporting on monitoring data. Whilst the SAMM project team
undertake many monitoring activities and data analysis is being provided to
stakeholders it is clear that the evidence could be improved to better show the
impact of the SAMM project activities.

o X. Creation of new volunteering opportunities (within the monitoring process).
Due to the number of volunteer opportunities available within the TBH area the
SAMM project team have not created any of their own volunteering
opportunities. However, the SAMM project team support a number of local
volunteer initiatives and volunteer opportunities are available through monitoring
partners.

e Part 2, Phase 1 of Schedule 3 has been broadly delivered as the SAMM project is

operational, has the legal agreement in place and has established roles and services.
e The SAMM project has set up all four services and roles required by Schedule 3.
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e Whilst the number of visitors to the SPA sites has grown so have the bird populations.
Although causation cannot be concluded, it is likely that the SAMM project has been
effective in reducing the impact of recreational pressure on the SPA sites as this has
not hindered the growth in the bird populations as seen in the bird count data.

The effectiveness of roles and services:

The SAMM project has provided a consistent wardening service since 2011. The efforts
being made by the warden team mean that they have been able to reach a wider audience
with the key project messages over time and have repeat conversations with site visitors
to reinforce those messages. The new strategy to allocate each seasonal warden to a
select list of sites looks to have been beneficial for increasing the number of repeated
interactions. The evidence indicates that the team are on the right path to increasing the
knowledge of site visitors and influencing their behaviour.

The SAMM project social media pages have consistently increased in their follower count
since their inception in 2016 however the reach of the accounts and website views have
steadily decreased over time. Therefore, although direct interest in the project has
increased, the effectiveness of online communications has decreased over time.

The increase in education sessions delivered has enabled the education officer to reach a
larger audience with the project’s key messages and there is evidence to suggest that
messages are being retained and passed on by pupils to parents and peers. The service
has been effective in dealing with the pressures associated with the increased numbers of
people visiting the SPA sites however this service is nearing full capacity and additional
resourcing would be needed to continue the expansion of the service.

The monitoring service provides an extensive dataset on activities delivered but it cannot
yet evidence behaviour change among visitors, limiting its usefulness in demonstrating
project impact. Recruitment of a data analyst with knowledge of evaluating behaviour
change interventions, would be beneficial for the team in focusing efforts on monitoring to
better demonstrate the perceived changes being made.

Finally, the facilitation role is effectively fostering collaboration and shared practice
across partners through AMMP and wider networks. The SAMM project team are highly
engaged with other similar SAMM initiatives and demonstrate leadership in access
management principles.

Overall, the wardening, education service and facilitation role are the most effective
services for dealing with the recreational pressure on the site. The communication service
could be more effective if it can develop a strategic approach and regularly reach a stable
(rather than decreasing) audience. The monitoring service could be revised to align more
closely with the SAMM projects main objectives on behaviour change to increase its
effectiveness.
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An outcomes framework for measuring effectiveness of the SAMM project

An outcomes framework was proposed which sets out how the current monitoring
supports understanding of progress towards project outcomes and potential new sources
of data which could contribute to assessments of effectiveness.

Recommendations on how to adapt the SAMM project for the future

e Expansion of the existing service could be done through taking on a team member who
is able to pivot between wardening and education activities. Recruitment of a data
analyst would also be beneficial for evidencing impact.

e The existing service could also be expanded in terms of its focus. This could include
targeting of a wider dog walking audience and secondary schools.

e |t would be beneficial to improve communications between the SAMM project team and
LPAs possibly through revision of the JSPB meetings and Officers meetings to ensure
they are engaging and foster collective decision making. Increased clarity surrounding
purpose and structure of both meetings would also allow for a clearer focus within
meetings and therefore meeting outcomes.

e There were new ideas proposed, including gamifying educational materials on site,
utilising a psychologist to design materials and installation of webcams at nest sites.

Conclusion

The SAMM Project is delivering its overarching objective to protect the SPA from
recreational pressures, continued refinement, particularly in monitoring and engagement,
will be essential to sustain and build on these achievements. The findings of this report
should help the JSPB to consider the future direction of the SAMM project.

Acronyms
P
TBH Thames Basin Heaths
SPA Special Protection Area
SAMM Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
SANGs Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspaces
LPA Local Planning Authority
JSPB Joint Strategic Partnership Board
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Introduction

The Strategic Access Management and
Monitoring(SAMM) Project

The Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (TBH SPA) was designated in March
2005 to safeguard the Woodlark, Dartford warbler, and Nightjar, specifically during their
nesting period. It is protected from adverse effects under The Conservation of Habitats
and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended) (the Habitats Regulations)'. The TBH SPA is
made up of 13 mostly heathland sites (see Annex 10. Map of the TBH SPA sites) which
are important habitat and ground nesting sites for the three bird species. These species
are highly sensitive to disturbance from recreational activities, and increased residential
development in recent years has intensified pressures on the SPA. To address these
impacts, a strategic mitigation approach (the TBH SPA Delivery Framework) was
introduced to enable sustainable development while protecting the SPA’s ecological
integrity. This approach introduced standardised mitigation measures that were funded by
developer contributions. This avoided the need for bespoke solutions to be created for
each development within the 5km Zone of Influence. By doing so, the strategy aimed to
ensure consistency, minimise ineffective measures, and lower administrative costs for both
local authorities and developers, while balancing continued growth with environmental
protection.

The TBH SPA Delivery Framework (referred to as ‘the Delivery Framework’) was created
by the JSPB (Joint Strategic Partnership Board) in 20092 and signed by all parties in 2011.
The Delivery Framework introduced a three-prong approach comprising of the Strategic
Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) project, the provision of Suitable Alternative
Natural Greenspaces (SANGs) and habitat management which are set out in Schedule 3
(See Annex 11. Copy of Schedule 3). The SAMM project is hosted by Natural England
(NE) and supported by the eleven Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) and Hampshire
County Council. Activities supported by the SAMM project include public engagement and
education for those who visit sites in the SPA, and monitoring of the measures, designated
birds, and visitors. The overarching aim of SAMM is to foster a sense of connection and

' Bracknell Forest Council (2025). Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area Supplementary Planning
Document. Available at: https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-05/thames-basin-heaths-
spa-supplementary-planning-document-2025.pdf

2 Thames Basin Heaths Joint Strategic Partnership Board (2009). Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection

Area Delivery Framework. Available at: https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2021-
08/thames-basin-heaths-spa-delivery-framework.pdf
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respect for the heathland, thereby promoting its protection through education,
engagement, and monitoring initiatives.

Schedule 3 sets out the services provided by the SAMM project, these include a
wardening service, the education and communication service, the monitoring service and
a facilitation role which are carried out by wardens and education and communication
officers.

The wardening service provides a visible presence on the SPA through interaction with
visitors3. Its purpose is to manage pressures from new residents by working alongside
current management teams. Key roles include raising visitor awareness about the SPA’s
sensitivity, promoting responsible behaviour, assessing and improving visitor
infrastructure, and encouraging use of alternative recreational areas such as SANGs.

The SAMM monitoring service provides oversight and data analysis within the project
framework. The SAMM team Project Co-ordinator manages annual and financial reports,
commissions work, and coordinates survey analysis with contractors. There is a variety of
monitoring activities: the warden team log their hours and details of their interactions with
site visitors; communications officers collate monthly statistics on social media and website
engagement; and the education officer collates statistics on engagement in education
sessions and feedback. Feedback is gathered from attendees at pop up events. Finally,
consultants are engaged to carry out regular bird counts and visitor surveys. This data is
regularly collated together and reported back to the JSPB.

The on-the-ground wardening work is complemented by the Communication and
Education service which works to help people understand, value, and respect the SPA’s
natural heritage, while encouraging conservation actions. This operates through social
media, website usage and delivery of education sessions with schools and community
groups. The service focuses on creating a clear project identity and building relationships
with key organisations such as local authorities, Wildlife Trusts, the Forestry Commission,
and The Crown Estate.

The facilitation role works to enable land managers to work together in sharing resources
and best practice, this is coordinated through the Access Management and Monitoring
Partnership (AMMP) made up of key partners across the TBH area.

3 Hart District Council, Rushmoor Borough Council and Surrey Heath Borough Council (2020). Strategic
Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) Project Background Paper. Available at: Strategic Access
Management and Monitoring (SAMM) Project Background Paper
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The Evaluation

The current SAMM agreement within the TBH SPA Delivery Framework is due for renewal
in July 2026. To support the discussions about revisions and updates within a renewed
agreement, the JSPB, via NE commissioned ICF to undertake an evaluation of the SAMM
project and develop an outcomes framework to support future monitoring of the project.
The objective of the evaluation was to provide evidence of how the SAMM project is
currently operating and how it could develop to manage any future increases in
recreational pressure resulting from further development in the zone of influence.

Whilst the TBH SPA Delivery Framework has a three-pronged approach (as described
above), the evaluation focused solely on the SAMM project and had regard to the SANGs
and habitat management only where necessary. As such the scope of this review covered
how access management efforts on the SPA sites have been working to educate site
users, encourage responsible behaviour and promote use of the SANG sites. The
evaluation took into consideration the aspects of the SAMM project which were laid out in
Schedule 3 (see Annex 11. Copy of Schedule 3) as agreed in 2011 as well as aspects that
have been more recently included in the project such as the Heathland Hounds initiative.

The evaluation focused on the following questions:

1. Is the Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Project doing what it was set up
to do, and has it delivered what is set out in Schedule 37

2. Are the roles and services that were established in Phase 2, the Strategic Access
Management and Monitoring service (Schedule 3, Part 2, Operations) effective at
dealing with the pressures associated with the increased numbers of people visiting
the SPA and are some more effective than others?

3. What data do we have to show how these roles and services are effective in
monitoring success, and what do we need to better measure effectiveness in the
future?

4. Based on the answers to the questions above, and considering that these measures
were based on the best available evidence, what actions require further development
and what additional measures could be proposed, to manage future additional
pressures from upcoming housing development (taking note of the government’s
increased housing delivery targets)?

This report is structured as follows:

e Methodology: covering the activities of the evaluation team, key data sets utilised,
participation of key stakeholders and the limitations of the findings.

¢ Findings: structured by the evaluation questions as set out above.

e Conclusions: providing the findings on the effectiveness of the SAMM project and
recommendations for the future.

The annexes provide further information:

¢ Annex 1: Assessment of how the SAMM project is delivering on the objectives set
out in Schedule 3
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¢ Annex 2: Additional data for Question 2

e Annex 3: Natural England team interview guide

e Annex 4: Local Planning Authority interview guide

e Annex 5: Natural England warden team focus group guide
e Annex 6: Recommendations workshop plan

e Annex 7: Recommendations list used in the workshop

e Annex 8: Secondary list of recommendations

e Annex 9: List of the data provided by Natural England for analysis
e Annex 10: A map of the SPA sites

e Annex 11: Schedule 3

e Annex 12: Reference list

Methodology

The approach

The evaluation used a mixed-method theory-based approach and included both process
and impact elements. It looked across the lifespan of the SAMM project from its inception
in 2011 to 2025. It compared the intentions of the SAMM project (as defined in 2011) with
the current operations, looking at what was working well and what could be improved,
especially in light of potential future increases in development in the area.

This section sets out the different methods used within the evaluation and the outputs.

The Scoping Phase

ICF used the scoping phase to develop an understanding of the quantitative and
qualitative data available and to decide how best this should be analysed to answer the
evaluation questions. It also informed the team’s understanding of the SAMM project itself,
how it was intended to function and how it works alongside the habitat management and
SANG elements of the Delivery Framework.

A standard place-based theory of change developed by ICF for NE was used in
discussions with the NE team to build a working knowledge of the SAMM project. The
monitoring data shared by the NE team was reviewed to determine the feasibility of using
the data, the specific analysis to be undertaken and hence which trends were identifiable.
The research team scanned for other secondary data that was relevant to the evaluation
or could assist by adding context. The team specifically examined data showing linkages
between the SAMM, SANG, and habitat management elements of the strategy, the extent
to which one component could be appraised in isolation of the others, the evolution of the
SAMM project model over time and any evidence that was available on contextual
variables relevant to the evaluation.
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The scoping report was presented to members of the SAMM project team, this functioned
as a project definition document that specified the design of the evaluation.

Interviews and Focus Group

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with the thirteen members of LPAs (LPA
Officers) and eight key members of the NE team (SAMM Project Managers, the SAMM
Education Officer, SAMM Communications Officers, Sustainable Development Principal
Officers, and an Ornithology Specialist).

The interviews lasted around 45 minutes and were carried out on Microsoft Teams. Prior
to the interview, interviewees had reviewed an information sheet and given consent to take
part. A topic guide (Annex 3: NE Team Interview Guide and Annex 4: Local Planning
Authority (LPA) Interview Guide) was shared prior to the interviews. Interview questions
focused on interviewees’ experiences of the functioning of the SAMM project. The
questions examined key aspects of the project (e.g. the wardening service, monitoring
service, education and communication service, and the facilitation role), whether these
aspects were working as intended and where improvements could be made. The potential
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic was explored in the interviews through consideration of
its impact on the site and the SAMM strategy approach.

Focus Group

A focus group was held via MS Teams with eight members of the SAMM project team
using a guide (Annex 5. Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Focus Group
Guide) that had been reviewed by NE. Participants were provided with a short briefing
note ahead of the focus group which detailed the intentions of the session and the focus of
conversation, no preparation from the participants was necessary.

Thematic analysis was undertaken on both the interview and focus group qualitative data.
Themes were inductively and deductively identified. The inductive themes were developed
based on the researchers’ experience during interviews and project research. Other
themes were then deductively pulled from data to produce a final list of themes which
related to the evaluation questions.

Analysis of Existing Monitoring Data

The intention of the analysis was to test whether the evidence available supports the
hypothesis that the SAMM project redirects visitors from the SPA sites to the SANG sites,
supports responsible use, and therefore contributes to the protection of the Woodlark,
Dartford warbler and Nightjar.

Data sources during the scoping phase were gathered in MS Excel and report format, as
provided by NE (Annex 9. List of data provided by Natural England for analysis ). Data
was examined to evidence mitigation measure effectiveness. Analysis involved plotting
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trend line graphs to assess different variables against each other to see change over time.
Analysis was also undertaken to look specifically at dates pre- and post- March 2020 with
the intention of looking for potential impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic.

NE provided event feedback data for assessment. Thematic analysis was performed on
qualitative data to draw out the main themes within feedback responses.

The Recommendations Workshop

An in-person workshop was held with eight NE team members and two available LPA
officers to discuss the initial recommendations (Annex 7. Recommendations list used in
the workshop). This list was compiled from interview and focus group data, and insights
from the quantitative data analysis. The workshop utilised the experience of the NE team
and LPA officers to consider the feasibility of the proposed recommendations. The session
was recorded. ICF provided facilitation (see Annex 6. SAMM Project Evaluation:
Recommendations Workshop Plan for workshop guide) and note-taking support.

Reporting
The data were triangulated, with the quantitative and qualitative analysis being brought

together to compare trends and themes and answer the four research questions.
Conclusions and recommendations were then developed.

Limitations

The views represented within this study are provided by individuals who were involved in
the SAMM project in different capacities. Whilst it could be argued that interviewees from
the LPAs are ‘external’ and provide a more impartial view of the SAMM project, they still
have an interest in seeing the SAMM project succeed and therefore cannot be considered
fully impartial. Therefore, it is likely that there was some positive bias in interview and
focus group responses. The interview and focus group questions were designed to
encourage open and balanced discussion of both what was working well and what could
work better about the project. A future study could consider the views of local residents to
gain more impartial views as to the success of the SAMM project.

All interviewees were invited to the recommendations workshop however due to interest
and availability workshop attendance was weighted towards particular roles, with eight
SAMM team members, three NE planning officers, and two LPA officers present.
Therefore, emphasis of discussions and the prioritisation of recommendations may have
been influenced by SAMM team perspectives and therefore positive towards expansion of
the SAMM project as a result.

The evaluation considered the SAMM project in isolation (as far as possible) from the
habitat management and SANG provision elements of the TBH SPA Delivery Framework.
These three elements are strongly linked and their collective impact could be measured in
a future study.
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The scale and scope of the evaluation means that it can only show correlations in the
existing data sets. Proving causation was not feasible due to the nature of the data and as
such perceived impacts could not be attributed to particular actions. For example, the
analysis was not able to show whether distribution of leaflets was causing a change in the
number of visitors who were aware of the protected site status but it could show whether
they both appear to increase at a similar rate.

Data and ethics

This research was designed and conducted in line with recognised ethical and data
protection standards. The study involved a relatively small number of interviewees and
focus group participants, which can create a potential risk of attributing views to
identifiable individuals. To mitigate this risk, the report does not include direct quotations,
images, lists of interviewees or focus group attendees, and findings are reported at an
aggregate level, with roles described only where necessary for contextual understanding.
Personal data collected for the purposes of the research included participant names (as
part of the consent process), contact details, role-related information, and audio/visual
recordings of interviews and discussions; participation was entirely voluntary, and
participants were able to decline to answer questions or withdraw their data within 14
days. All data is stored securely on ICF systems, accessible only to the evaluation team at
Natural England (as Data Controller) and ICF (as Data Processor). Data will be retained
for 12 months and then securely destroyed. The overall personal data risk associated with
the research was assessed as low, and appropriate steps were taken to minimise the
likelihood of identification in published outputs. The research approach and ethical
safeguards were reviewed and received a favourable opinion from the Natural England
Research Ethics Committee.

Findings

The SAMM project’s delivery of the Schedule 3
objectives

This section addresses the research question: Is the SAMM Project doing what it was set
up to do, and has it delivered what is set out in Schedule 3?7 It examines evidence and
stakeholder perspectives on the delivery of the SAMM project to date.

Schedule 3 (Annex 11. Copy of Schedule 3) is split into two sections: Part 1, which
focuses on the objectives of the SAMM project, and Part 2, which covers the aspects
required to make the SAMM project operational. Part 2 is split into two further sections:
Phase 1 covers the setup of the project and Phase 2 considers the roles and services
required to deliver the project. A more thorough assessment of Phase 2 can be found
under Section 2.
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This section finds that:

The SAMM project is mostly doing what it was set up to do and the evidence available
suggests that it is delivering what was set out in Schedule 3.

The SAMM project is fully delivering eight out of eleven objectives set out in Part 1 of
Schedule 3.

The remaining three objectives are partially met, these were:

O iii. Monitoring of Planning Permissions granted. Whilst the SAMM project team
periodically collate data on new postcode created in the local area as a proxy for
the rate of development, more detailed monitoring of development in the Zone of
Influence could be facilitated between the LPAs and the SAMM project team.
This would enable more regular examination of the rate of development in the
area and comparison with changes in site use.

O vi. Analysis and reporting on monitoring data. Whilst the SAMM project team
undertake many monitoring activities and data analysis is being provided to
stakeholders it is clear that the evidence could be improved to better show the
impact of the SAMM project activities.

o X. Creation of new volunteering opportunities (within the monitoring process).
Due to the number of volunteer opportunities available within the TBH area the
SAMM project team have not created any of their own volunteering
opportunities. However, the SAMM project team support a number of local
volunteer initiatives and volunteer opportunities are available through monitoring
partners (commissioned consultants).

Part 2, Phase 1 of Schedule 3 has been broadly delivered as the SAMM project is
operational, has the legal agreement in place and has established and roles and
services. However, it is unclear whether the SAMM project team developed a business
plan or communication and engagement plan in 2011 as this was not available to the
study team.

The SAMM project has set up the four services and the roles required by Part 2, Phase
2 of Schedule 3.

Whilst the number of visitors to the SPA sites has grown so have the bird populations.
Although causation cannot be concluded, it is likely that the SAMM project has been
effective in reducing the impact of recreational pressure on the SPA sites as this has
not hindered the growth in the bird populations as seen in the bird count data.

Delivery of the Schedule 3, Part 1

Part 1 includes the following objectives:
i. Finalising and securing implementation of mechanism for collecting developer
contributions from Local Authorities and redistributing them to the Project;

ii. Promotion of new access opportunities for local people (SANGS);

iii. Monitoring of Planning Permissions granted;

iv. Monitoring of visitor use of SANGs and SPA;

v. Monitoring of Annexe 1 birds on SPA sites;
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vi. Analysis and reporting on monitoring data;

vii. Provision of an SPA-wide on-the-ground wardening service to support and supplement
existing management mechanisms;

viii. Provision of an education programme;

ix. Appropriate branding of strategic access management;

x. Creation of new volunteering opportunities (within the monitoring process);

xi. Demonstration of best practice for strategic access management of visitors and visitor
infrastructure, particularly where the supply of open space is heavily dependent on
protected areas.

The SAMM project is fully meeting eight out of eleven of the objectives. Annex 1.
Assessment of how the SAMM project is delivering on the objectives set out in Schedule 3
sets out the full analysis of each of the objectives. The three remaining objectives are:

iii. Monitoring of Planning Permissions granted: Whilst there is some
consideration of the rate of development within SPA visitor survey reports more
could be done to include this metric within SAMM project monitoring. There are
opportunities for the SAMM project team to collaborate more closely with the LPAs
to understand how the rate of development within the Zone of Influence is changing
over time and how this may be increasing the recreational pressure on the sites.
This understanding could help the SAMM project team to adapt their activities
accordingly.

vi. Analysis and reporting on monitoring data: Whilst the SAMM project team
and contractors collect a large amount of data at present the evidence is limited for
showcasing the impact of the project. Currently the data available does not show
the link between the actions of the SAMM project team and the change in bird
numbers. It was strongly emphasised in interviews and the focus group that this
was the main aspect that could be improved about the project.

x. Creation of new volunteering opportunities (within the monitoring process):
The SAMM project team support volunteering activities with their partner
organisations which can include volunteering that contributes to monitoring efforts.
However, the team does not provide their own volunteering opportunities. It may be
appropriate to update this objective as evidence shows many volunteering
opportunities available on the SPAs and it is more effective for the team to
contribute to other initiatives than to set up a new one.

Delivery of Schedule 3, Part 2

Part 2, Phase 1 includes the following list of items to be delivered to ensure that the
SAMM project is operational:

I.

Overseeing production of a legal agreement defining funding arrangements and
relationships between the 11 Local Authorities, Hampshire County Council, and
Natural England as the delivery body.

Page 18 of 110 Evaluation of Thames Basin Heaths SAMM project, NECR743



Ii. Finalising the Business Plan.

fil. Writing specification for the wardening plan.

iv. Writing job description for the education and communication officer post.

V. Writing draft communication and engagement plan.

Vi. Once funds available, appointing education and communication officer and

wardening service.

There is evidence available (set out in Annex 1. Assessment of how the SAMM project is
delivering on the objectives set out in Schedule 3) to show that these items have been
completed as the SAMM project is operational, has the legal agreement and business plan
in place and has set up its wardening, education and communication services.

Part 2, Phase 2 details the four services to be set up by the SAMM project which include
the wardening service, the monitoring service, the education and communication services
and the facilitation role for NE. As established in Annex 1. Assessment of how the SAMM
project is delivering on the objectives set out in Schedule 3 these services have been set
up. There are a few notable changes in the current operating of the SAMM project in
comparison to the detail set out in Phase 2. These include:

¢ Volunteer opportunities being provided through partner organisations rather than
through the SAMM project (as detailed in Annex 1. Assessment of how the SAMM
project is delivering on the objectives set out in Schedule 3).

e The SAMM project team no longer works with the Surrey Biodiversity Information
Centre which was originally assigned to gather data on planning permissions, visitor
surveys and bird data to carry out data analysis. This change in arrangements
reflects the gap in monitoring identified in interviews.

e The wardening service does not currently record incidents or conduct car park
counts. Car park counts were conducted between 2013 and 2023 by the wardens
but it was decided that these counts had limited value to the team in terms of insight
into visitor behaviour. Wardens may informally record incidents, but the team does
not currently have a formal incident log to record this data (see Section 3 for more
discussion of this).

The assessment of the effectiveness of each service can be found under Section 2.

Is the SAMM project delivering the overall objective?
Schedule 3 defines the following overall objective for the SAMM project:

“To protect the SPA from recreational pressures arising from new housing development
through education (both on and off site), guidance, promoting the use of SANG sites, and
monitoring the effectiveness of the avoidance strategy.” (Annex 11. Copy of Schedule 3)

The analysis above demonstrates that the SAMM project is delivering education (both on
and off site), guidance, promoting the use of SANG sites, and monitoring effectiveness
(although this could be improved). A further question is whether these actions are enabling
the SAMM project team to protect the SPA from recreational pressure. This study has
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used SPA visitor numbers and the rate of housing development as indicators for
recreational pressure. Protecting the SPA has been defined in terms of the bird numbers
for the three protected species on the site.

While there were fluctuations, populations of all three bird populations increased between
2004 and 2024 (Figure 1). Between 2009 and 2013, bird count can be seen to decline.
This can be attributed to reduced availability of open habitat as it became increasingly
overgrown and consecutive severe winters during this period. Nightjars are known to
spend winter months in Africa and therefore decline is not seen among this species. Slow
recovery of total bird count can be seen from 2011 onwards as winters improved. *

There has also been an overall increase in the number of visitors entering the SPA sites
per hour but overall Figure 2 shows a 20% increase in new postcodes between 2005 and
2023 and an overall 31% increase in the total bird population within the same period. This
shows that, whilst the recreational pressure on the sites has increased (caused by the
volume of visitors, which is likely increasing as a result of the increase in development and
new housing in the area), the bird populations have been able to withstand this pressure
and even increase. Whilst such correlation does not equate directly to causation, it is likely
that the efforts of the SAMM project team are contributing to the success of the bird
populations through educating site users and the local community on how to use the sites
responsibly.

Figures 1 and 2 below show an increase in the bird populations during 2020 and 2021
when Covid-19 restrictions were in place. Despite the Covid-19 restrictions visitor numbers
across the SPA sites increased as local residents valued being able to use greenspaces

4 Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2009) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2009 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.

Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2010) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2010 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.

Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2011) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2011 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.

Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2012) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2012 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.

Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2013) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2013 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.

Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2014) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2014 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.

Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2015) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2015 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.
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for their one hour per day of exercise outdoors. The 2020 2J’s Ecology report® concluded
that “while increased visitor pressure and reduced SAMM activity during Covid are
acknowledged, the evidence in the report suggests that weather, climate and habitat
condition overwhelmingly explain the increase in bird numbers in 2020, and there is no
indication that disturbance effects translated into reduced populations during that year.”
Therefore, whilst the SAMM project activities are likely having a positive impact on
reducing the recreational disturbance of the bird species other factors such as weather
and climate are crucial to supporting the bird populations on the SPA sites.

Figure 1 Bird count and visitor count across the Thames Basin Heaths SPA between
2004 and 2024
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5 Clark, J. and Eyre, J. (2020) Birds on the Thames Basin Heaths pSPA. Results of the 2020 Monitoring
Programme. Report for Natural England. 2Js Ecology.
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Figure 2 Bird count and number of residential properties within the Zone of
Influence (5km) of the SPA
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The effectiveness of the roles and services

This section answers the research question: Are the roles and services that were

established in Phase 2 (Schedule 3, Part 2, Operations) effective at dealing with the
pressures associated with the increased numbers of people visiting the SPA and are some

more effective than others?

It assesses the effectiveness based on trends over time shown through the quantitative

Number of residential properties within

data analysis, assessment of the qualitative feedback from events as well as analysis of
14 interviews (eight LPA officers, six NE team members) and responses from a focus
group held with eight NE team members. It identifies aspects that are perceived to be

working effectively and any areas that are deemed less effective through the trend data

and research participant views.

This section finds that:

The SAMM project has provided a consistent wardening service since 2011 with a

reduced service throughout the Covid-19 period. The efforts being made by the warden

team show that they have been able to reach a wider audience with the key project
messages over time and have repeat conversations with site visitors to reinforce those
messages. They have been able to expand the service (in terms of the number of
interactions) to keep up with the increase in visitor numbers to the sites. The evidence
indicates that the team are on the right path to increasing the knowledge of site visitors
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and influencing their behaviour. However, more evidence (as discussed in Section 3) is
needed to more definitely assess the impact of the service.

The communication and education service has developed over time and in recent years
split into a dedicated communications team and an education officer. The SAMM project
social media pages have consistently increased in their follower count since their inception
in 2016 however the reach of the accounts (in terms of views of posts) and website views
have steadily decreased over time. Interviewees stated that engaging audiences online is
difficult and that the communications team are looking to become more strategic in their
approach. Therefore, although direct interest in the projects activities (shown through
follower counts) has increased the effectiveness of online communications delivering the
key messages has decreased over time.

Since the education officer has been in place there has been a marked increase in the
number and range of education sessions delivered. The SAMM project has therefore been
able to reach a larger audience with its key messages and there is evidence to suggest
that messages are being retained and passed on by pupils to parents and peers. The
service has been effective in dealing with the pressures associated with the increased
numbers of people visiting the SPA sites however interview data suggests that this service
is nearing full capacity and additional resourcing would be needed to continue the
expansion of the service.

The monitoring service provides an extensive dataset on activities delivered, the number
of visitors to the SPA sites and bird counts but it cannot yet evidence behaviour change
among visitors, limiting its usefulness in demonstrating project impact. Data is needed to
show whether visitors retain the knowledge shared by wardens, signs, social media posts
or education sessions and whether they act on it to use the site in responsible ways and
avoid damaging behaviours. Recruitment of a data analyst would be beneficial for the
team in focusing efforts on monitoring to better demonstrate the perceived changes being
made. As it stands this service is less effective than the other services and should be
improved.

Finally, the facilitation role is effectively fostering collaboration and shared practice
across partners through AMMP and wider networks. The SAMM project team are highly
engaged with other similar SAMM initiatives and demonstrate leadership in access
management principles.

Overall, the wardening, education service and facilitation role are the most effective
services for dealing with the recreational pressure on the site. The communication service
could be more effective if it can develop a more strategic approach. The monitoring
service could be revised to align more closely with the SAMM projects main objectives on
behaviour change to increase its effectiveness.

The following sections set out the evidence for the effectiveness of each service,
additional evidence can be found in Annex 2. Additional data for Question 2.

Page 23 of 110 Evaluation of Thames Basin Heaths SAMM project, NECR743



Wardening

The wardening service is an on-the-ground team who work to encourage visitors to
behave responsibly and to promote use of SANGs through opportunistic interactions on
the SPA sites. The team is made up of six year-round wardens supplemented with
seasonal wardens during the bird breeding season. The wardening team are guided by a
practitioner’s guide/ induction handbook which is updated annually.

The total hours of wardening averaged at 381 hours per month between 2017 and 2025.
The hours wardened vary with the season and this variation can be seen in Figure 3 below
with the most warden hours logged during the summer months and a notable decline in
the winter months. This is as expected and aligns with the SAMM project strategy and
aims around protecting the bird species when they are most vulnerable.

Missing data in mid-2020 and early-2021 can be attributed to a halt to wardening as a
result of the Covid-19 pandemic and associated restrictions. The focus group and
interviews revealed that, during this time, the SAMM project team shifted their focus
towards using QR codes and alternative signage to maintain SAMM messaging.
Interviews with key stakeholders revealed that this pause in wardening activities provided
time for the SAMM project team to reassess the project strategy and produce many of the
materials that they still use today such as activity sheets for education sessions.

Figure 3 Total hours of wardening completed within SPAs over time
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Whilst the number of wardening hours stayed relatively stable over time, interactions with
visitors increased across this period (Figure 4). This peaked at 4183 interactions in June
2025. Whilst the increase in interactions could be attributed to increased visitor numbers
overall and hence increased potential for interaction, the increase in interactions could
also be attributed to an increased efficiency of wardens in carrying out their role or an
increased willingness to engage by visitors. One stakeholder interview raised that whilst
some SPA visitors are unwilling to engage with wardens, visitor willingness to engage has
often been observed to change after repeatedly crossing paths with the wardening team.

Interviews with wardens highlighted that they feel they are known for their approachable
nature, with interviewees describing their focus on building trust and having a known
friendly presence on the SPA sites. The demanding nature of the role was raised in two
interviews and the focus group, thought to be a result of the large size of the SPA sites
and that the six full-time wardens cannot have constant presence across the thirteen SPA
sites. This highlights the want from the team to do more to be out on the sites and a
presence for visitors.

Figure 4 Count of warden interactions within SPAs over time
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Since 2017 the total number of visitors whom wardens had interacted with on multiple
occasions within the SPAs was found to decrease over time with the lowest point during
the Covid-19 pandemic when interactions stopped. However, since 2021 repeat
interactions with visitors has increased substantially, peaking in June 2025 with 1328
repeat interactions, as seen in Figure 5. The initial trend showing a decline in repeat
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interactions may be attributed to the rising local population as a result of development
leading to an increase in visitor numbers.

The more recent trend post-Covid-19 is likely attributed to active efforts by the warden
team to engage visitors on repeat occasions to help visitors to remember the key
messages and build rapport. Interviews highlighted alterations to the team targeting
strategy in 2025, whereby seasonal wardens were provided with a smaller target list of
sites to keep on rotation (compared to previous years where the seasonal wardens
covered all 13 sites). The intention behind such targeting was to increase repeat
engagement with visitors and therefore build rapport, Figure 6 demonstrates that this
strategy has achieved its aim.

Similarly to Figure 4 and Figure 3 peaks in the data within each year coincide with the
introduction of seasonal wardens. This pattern demonstrates that increased wardening
capacity leads to greater repeat engagement with visitors, thereby enhancing the
likelihood of successfully delivering the project’s messages and educating site visitors with
the ultimate goal of influencing behaviour on site.

Figure 5 Total number of warden interactions with previously spoken-to visitors
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Source: JSPB meeting minutes (2017-2025) Note: This data includes all activity on the SPA,
SANGs and other locations, including schools. © 2026 Thames Basin Heaths

Events and pop-ups were highlighted by four focus group attendees to be beneficial in
effectively engaging site visitors. Specific events such as Heath Week and the Golden
Letter trail were mentioned. These types of events encourage site visitors to visit a hub set
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up by the wardens which allows for more time with the visitors leading to greater
opportunity to have in-depth discussions. It was raised by focus group participants that
high volumes of visitors can be reached in the short timeframes during these types of
events.

The focus group also discussed internal efforts to improve the wardening service.
Engagement methods are discussed in annual strategy meetings where methods are built
on or dropped depending on experienced success or failure. The SAMM project team are
said to be receptive to and proactive in implementing change with the interests of the
project in mind.

Events feedback

Two sets of survey results which combined quantitative and qualitative feedback were
made available to the research team for analysis. These sources included feedback for
Heath Week events and other pop-up events from attendees.

The majority (69%, n=183) of respondents submitting event feedback had not previously
attended any events organised by the TBH partnership as seen in Figure 6. This indicates
that the events are reaching wider audiences and that the SAMM project team is engaging
with new participants at each event, thereby increasing opportunities to communicate key
messages regarding the SPA.

Figure 6 Have you attended any other events organised by the Thames Basin
Heaths Partnership before, including in previous years? (n=266)
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Source: Events feedback (2021, 2022-2025) © 2026 Thames Basin Heaths

Feedback shows that events are informative and include information that is new to event
participants. As presented in Figure 7, the large majority (95%, n=256) of participants left
the event having learned something new about the heathlands. This evidences that
knowledge sharing is largely taking place.
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Figure 7 Do you feel you have learnt something new about heathlands? (n=266)
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Source: Events feedback (2021, 2022-2025) © 2026 Thames Basin Heaths

Of the event participants who provided feedback, 58% (n = 155) had previously visited
‘Greenspace on Your Doorstep’ sites (also known as SANG sites), while 28% (n = 75) had
not, and 14% (n = 36) were unsure whether they had visited such sites. Whilst over half of
event attendees had visited these sites prior, this data (shown in Figure 8) highlights a
potential gap in awareness among attendees, suggesting that a lack of understanding
about the location of these sites may explain why some have not visited them.

Figure 8 Have you visited any of the "Greenspace on your doorstep" sites before?
(n=266)
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Source: Events feedback (2021, 2022-2025) © 2026 Thames Basin Heaths

Qualitative responses were also provided by respondents. Thematic analysis revealed
overwhelmingly positive experiences among participants.165 responses highlighted how
much attendees valued the overall experience. One respondent stated, ‘This was a totally
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new experience for us, and we absolutely enjoyed every minute’, with another who
‘thought the evening was excellent’.

148 comments stated the importance of staff expertise and passion in shaping the events.
Staff were repeatedly referred to as knowledgeable and engaging — one participant said,
‘Both wardens were so knowledgeable, and | learned and saw so much’, another
emphasised guides’ ‘excellent knowledge of the terrain and wildlife together with the
captivating style of imparting learnings in an informative and entertaining manner’.

Educational aspects were highly regarded, with feedback mentioning learning and
educational value 130 times, showing that the events successfully delivered on their
informative aims. Feedback contained mentions of participants who joined knowing
‘nothing about bird song... came away feeling like [they] could match some bird to their
songs. A whole new skill and all right on [their] doorstep’. One participant fed back that
they left the event ‘educated and chuffed to bits to have seen and heard such a beautiful
bird’.

Family appeal was evident, with 58 mentions of the events being family and child friendly.
A further 56 responses celebrated memorable wildlife encounters, reinforcing the unique
nature of the activities.

Operational aspects such as atmosphere and organisation (20 mentions), event logistics
and accessibility (11), and event timing and pacing (16) were noted less frequently but still
contributed positively overall. Participants highlighted that the ‘group size was about right’
and the ‘walk was a sensible length for the time of day, with not too many people (15)’.
Comments around organisation did not entirely consist of positive feedback, with some
noting personal preferences, and there to be ‘a lot less walking than [they] had hoped and
too much talking so [they] found it a bit slow’, others mentioned preference for different
start times.

A small number of comments referenced challenges such as crowding and waiting (4) and
weather or external factors (5). One commented that displays were crowded and a waiting
system would have helped. Another feedback comment highlighted the Nightjar walk as
‘always oversubscribed’ and suggested more in the future. Feedback mentioning weather
often confirmed that, whilst inconvenient, this did not impact visitor experience, for
example ‘success in finding the elusive Nightjar despite not the best conditions for the
birds’ and difficulties ‘due to the hot weather but [they] did find some rare ones (birds)’.

16 suggestions for improvement indicate areas for refinement. Suggestions included less
emphasis on birds and more on a wider variety of plants and animals, improvements to
lacking information upon arrival potentially through a board or signage, requests for
variation in walk lengths, and the inability to hear all of the information shared which came
with the suggestion for information cards or handouts.

Encouragingly, 47 responses expressed intentions to return or recommend the events,
and a few participants (3) even stated they would have been happy to pay, suggesting
strong perceived value. Overall, the data reflects a well-received programme that excels in
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engagement, education, and delivery, with only minor operational adjustments suggested
to enhance or accommodate future visitor experiences.

Communication and Education Service

The communication and education service was created to support the on-the-ground
wardens with aiding visitors in understanding, valuing and respecting the natural history of
the SPA and, encouraging them to take actions to conserve and enhance it. The service
aims to establish a project brand and build relationships with key organisations including
partnerships with local schools and community groups. The service is currently made up of
a communications team and an education officer.

The communications team has developed over time with a permanent communications
officer in place from 2015. The team currently consists of two communications officers who
are responsible for developing the website content, leaflets, signs and social media
content for the SAMM project. The team also developed the communications handbook®
which is used to guide activities of the communications team and the wardens. The team
aim to promote the core messages of the SAMM project and ‘“raise the profile of the
project digitally” (NEG).

A dedicated education officer was recruited in November 2018. Prior to this education
activities were under the responsibility of the communications officer and a small number
of sessions were delivered. There was a marked increase in educational focused activities
once the dedicated officer was in place. The education officer role involves identifying
opportunities, developing links with schools, creating a heathland focused curriculum and
delivering classroom based and outdoor sessions.

Communication

Public interest in the SAMM project’s social media accounts has increased over time with
follower counts increasing across all three platforms (Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and
Instagram) utilised by the team. Figure 9 presents this upward trajectory from account
inception in November 2015 for Facebook and X, and February 2020 for Instagram. An
interviewee noted that, as of 2025, the X account was closed as a result of its perceived
controversial nature. Interviews with the SAMM project team revealed that increasing
follower count was a result of organic growth, often through local residents or visitors
finding the media accounts themselves rather than the accounts being actively promoted
by the communications team. The team could consider more active promotion of the social
media accounts within their future strategy to increase public awareness of the SAMM
project messages and SANG sites.

6 Brunce, S. (2022). TBHP Communications Handbook.
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Figure 9 Social media follower count
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Whilst follower count has followed a clear upward trajectory over time, this does not
coincide with total social media accounts reached (see Figure 10). Social media accounts
reached is defined as the total number of unique accounts that have viewed the SAMM
teams’ social media content at least once. This is a key indicator for showing the visibility
of content online and shows whether the content is being seen beyond the immediate
follower accounts. Figure 10 shows clear peaks and troughs indicating the seasonality of
the social media content, likely as a result of posts which introduced the seasonal
wardens, it was felt by interviewees that these types of posts are particularly appreciated
by followers and therefore often gain traction.

Figure 10 Social media accounts reached
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Source: JSPB meeting minutes (2022-2025) © 2026 Thames Basin Heaths

However, overall, the reach of the teams’ accounts has reduced over time, as seen in
Figure 10. Facebook remains the most valuable social media site that is used with the
most followers and the most reach consistently attained. However, the reach by the
Facebook account has also declined over time from a peak of 42,842 views in April 2022
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to a peak of 16,500 in 2025. The data suggests that over time the team have reached a
smaller audience.

Multiple interviewees (4) highlighted the difficulty in engaging a broad audience online,
emphasising that the team are potentially “preaching to the converted” (NE5) at the
moment. It was raised that gaining upwards of 10 ‘likes’ on a post had become a struggle,
despite the increase in followers and peaks in accounts reached. Interviewees highlighted
a number of reasons for the difficulty engaging including repetition in the same types of
posts becoming disengaging for audiences, content becoming generally less appealing,
and the public potentially having less time for social media in general. This decline in
engagement is also echoed in website views.

Interviewees highlighted June-August as a time when they are heavily promoting Heath
Week and the increased engagement from these posts can be seen during this period in
each year in Figure 10. It was also raised during interviews with SAMM project team
members that spring and summer involve higher post volumes, mostly daily, which tapers
during winter as content is perceived to be ‘less inspiring’ and therefore is not shared as
regularly.

Education

The SAMM project team has been able to engage with more school groups and individuals
over time (Figure 11). The number of sessions increased six-fold between 2019 and 2025
(from 38 to 240), and pupils engaged increased by almost eleven times, from 853 to 9265.
Interview data suggests that this increase is testament to the dedication of the education
officer and the efforts to build strong partnerships with local schools and groups. By
providing a high-quality and curriculum relevant service interviewees described how the
education officer is being recommended between schools.

Figure 11 Number of educational sessions ran and engagements with sessions
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Interviewees consistently praised the education officer’s passion and engagement with
schools and community groups. Within the Zone of Influence, there are 220 primary and
40 secondary schools, underscoring the importance of strong school partnerships.
However, a notable gap remains in secondary school engagement; while careers fairs and
similar events are attended, targeted outreach is limited due to the officer’s focus on
primary education. One interviewee highlighted forthcoming changes to the secondary
science curriculum as a timely opportunity to strengthen engagement with secondary
schools.

Interviewees detailed examples of where pupils who attended the education sessions
demonstrated knowledge increase and retention. For example, when the education officer
interacted with school groups who had previously had an education session, they were still
able to recall key messages, indicating the effectiveness of the sessions. Additionally,
there were examples where pupils had shared their knowledge with peers and parents
such as parents approached by wardens who are aware of the SPA status as a result of
their child attending an education session. Therefore, the messages shared within the
education sessions are reaching a wider audience. However, data is not available to show
whether the knowledge gained by the pupils is influencing their behaviour on the
heathlands.

Whilst the education service is growing, this level of increase in engagement is
unsustainable with current staffing levels. Interviews, the focus group, and the workshop
data indicate that the education officer is reaching capacity. Interviewees and the focus
group participants noted that having an additional member of staff with the ability to pivot
between wardening and education activities would be beneficial in relieving this pressure.

Monitoring

The monitoring service has developed over time to both showcase the efforts of the
SAMM team and assist them in planning their resource. All monitoring run by the team and
associated contractors is made publicly available on the TBH website”. Current monitoring
activities include SPA visitor surveys (conducted every 5 years), SPA visitor counts
(continuously undertaken with automated people counters), bird counts (conducted
annually), warden data logs which detail wardening hours and visitor interactions, social
media statistics, educational engagement statistics and feedback, and SANG visitor
surveys (conducted annually). A full list of the data collected by the team can be found in
Annex 9. List of data provided by Natural England for analysis . Collectively, these

7 Special Protection Area - Thames Basin Heaths
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elements aim to provide robust evidence to inform decision-making and enhance
conservation outcomes.

Whilst there are many monitoring activities taking place and a substantial amount of data
available to show what the project team are doing, the current monitoring regime does not
enable an in-depth examination of the impact of the SAMM team’s work. The project aims
to influence the behaviour of site visitors and local residents and current monitoring efforts
do not show whether the behaviours have changed. The data at present sets out the first
stages of this in terms of showing how many visitors have been engaged by the team,
either through warden interactions, education sessions, social media or the website. A
next step is needed to show whether visitors retain this knowledge and whether they act
on it to use the site in responsible ways and avoid damaging behaviours. Suggestions for
monitoring around this behaviour change can be found in Section 3.

This lack of evidence to show the impact of the project was noted by all interviewees from
NE and the LPA officers. Whilst most interviewees and focus group participants stated a
strong belief that the project is having its intended impact and that visitors are changing
their behaviour as a result of their efforts it was acknowledged that better data and
monitoring was needed to show this. Interview data showed that the SAMM project team
value a holistic approach, integrating multiple data sources to inform future strategy and
reporting. Staffing considerations were also present within discussions and the
requirement of a data analyst within the project team was repeatedly mentioned, this was
acknowledged as vital in shaping data collection and interpreting of monitoring data.

Facilitation role

The facilitation role aims to enable land managers to work together and share resources
and best practice. This is co-ordinated through the Access Management and Monitoring
Partnership (AMMP). At a strategic level, the AMMP provides a quarterly platform for
partners to review progress, address emerging issues, and clarify operational approaches.
Discussions involve hot topics such as licensing, wildfires, and impacts across sites,
aligning practices across organisations. The inclusion of external expertise, such as
Surrey Fire and Rescue, further enhances the value of these sessions. This forum was
highlighted by key stakeholders within interviews as important for engaging with and
bringing in new partners.

In addition to AMMP the SAMM project team also engage with other teams and access
management initiatives. For example, the team regularly presents at annual Mitigation
Meet Ups, which bring together SAMM teams from across the UK. Beyond annual events,
the SAMM project team supports ongoing engagement through the bi-monthly mitigation
officers’ group. This forum, which includes representatives from initiatives such as Bird
Aware, helps maintain continuity in messaging and fosters a culture of collaboration
between projects. By keeping conversations “live” throughout the year, the facilitation role
ensures that best practice is not only identified but actively reinforced.
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The SAMM project team also worked with the Heathland connections initiative, who work
in neighbouring areas, to contribute to the development of a heathland code. The SAMM

project teams’ involvement in these discussions demonstrates its commitment to sharing

practical insights, such as the team’s experiences with the effectiveness of the Heathland
Hounds “Paws on Paths” message, whilst also learning from neighbouring projects. This

exchange of ideas strengthens collective knowledge and promotes innovation.

Additionally, the SAMM project team'’s visibility on government platforms, including a
website feature surrounding the planning and infrastructure bill, signals recognition of its
role in influencing and learning from wider best practice which aligns with aims outlined in
Schedule 3.

Overall, these activities show that the facilitation role is not only meeting its objectives but
actively strengthening networks, improving consistency, and driving collaborative problem-
solving across the sector.

An outcome framework for measuring effectiveness of
the SAMM project

This section answers the research question: What data do we have to show how these
roles and services are effective in monitoring success, and what do we need to better
measure effectiveness in the future?

Monitoring is a principal component of the SAMM project. The team already undertake
monitoring activities which help them to plan their resources effectively. The full list of
current data sources from monitoring activities can be found in Annex 9. List of data
provided by Natural England for analysis .

However, as indicated in sections 1 and 2, monitoring has been identified as a key area
that could be improved to help the SAMM project team and stakeholders to better
understand and evidence how the SAMM project activities are influencing site visitors to
behave responsibly and to use SANG sites. Ultimately helping to protect the bird species
and SPA sites. An outcome framework has been developed to suggest ways in which the
SAMM project team could monitor progress towards their outcomes in the future. This
framework considers data that is already being collected as well as potential new sources
of evidence. The framework splits the outcomes into ‘core’ and ‘supporting’ where core
outcomes directly lead to the achievement of the SAMM project’s main objective and
supporting outcomes ensure that the team are working efficiently and transparently to fulfil
their duties as per Schedule 3 which support the achievement of the core outcomes.

The framework was created through assessment of the data provided by the SAMM
project team and the interview/ focus group evidence provided. The study team consulted
with ICF evaluation experts bringing together knowledge of behaviour change and
ecological monitoring to understand the options available and methodological
considerations. Additionally, a small-scale literature review was undertaken to assess
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other monitoring strategies utilised by similar initiatives in the UK. The following initiatives
were assessed:

e Bird Aware Solent8

e Chilterns Beechwoods Special Area of Conservation- Ashridge Commons and
Woods SSSI°

e Epping Forest SAMM Strategy°
e Thanet Coast and Sandwich Bay SPA SAMM'"

As well as additional relevant documents such as evidence relating to SAMM and SANG
provision from NE'? and an overview of SANG monitoring by Footprint Ecology'3.

Overall, this framework is designed to provide the basis for discussion between the SAMM
project team and the JSPB around future monitoring and what may be feasible.

8 Bird Aware Solent (2024). Revised Strategy. Available at: https://birdaware.org/solent/about-us/our-
strategy/revised-strategy-2024/

9 Buckinghamshire Council (2024). Chilterns Beechwoods Special Area of Conservation, Recreational
Pressure Mitigation Strategy for Ashridge Commons and Woods Site of Special Scientific Interest. Available
at: Chiltern Beechwoods SAC Mitigation Strategy August 2024.pdf

10 Epping Forest District Council (2021). Epping Forest Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
(SAMM) Strategy 2021. Available at: Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Strategy 2021

" Dover District Council (2022). Thanet Coast and Sandwich Bay SPA Strategic Access Mitigation and
Monitoring Strategy (SAMM). Available at: Thanet Coast and Sandwich Bay SPA SAMM Strateqy Sept 2022

2 Natural England (2024). Compilation and Review of Evidence Leading to SANG and SAMM Provision.
Available at: RP04518 Edition 1 Compilation and Review of Evidence Leading to SANG and SAMM
Provision - RP04518

3 Liley, D. (2019). Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace (SANGs): an overview and review of the
approach as mitigation for increased recreation on European sites. Unpublished report by Footprint Ecology
for West Suffolk Council.
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Table 1 Outcomes Framework for the TBH SPA SAMM Project

Core

Outcome

1. The local
community
understand
the
importance of
the SPA, how
to behave to
avoid having
a negative
impact on the
sites and
support
protecting the
sites

Sub-
questions

Site visitor
awareness

Are site users
aware of
wardens and
signs and why
they are there?

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Awareness of
SPA: % of visitors
surveyed who can
identify the SPA
status or
partnership

Awareness of
Wardens: % of
visitors surveyed
who state that they
have noticed a
warden before and
% who have
interacted with a
warden before

Awareness of
signs: % of visitors
who state that they
have seen signs
on site.

Source of
information (from
monitoring already
undertaken)

SPA visitor survey
questions regarding
awareness of the
site status and
awareness of the
partnership

SANG visitor survey
questions regarding
awareness of the
partnership

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

Further questions within
the SPA visitor survey

Frequency
of data
collection

Every 5
years within
the visitor
survey

Responsibility
for data
collection

Wardens and
contractors
running the
visitor surveys

Methodological
considerations

These data sets would be
analysed in the same way as
the visitor surveys, reported as
a % of the total survey sample.

Consider collecting data on
awareness through the warden
logs which would enable data
to be collected at more
frequent intervals. However,
this would only relate to
questions around awareness
of signs or the SPA identity
and not awareness of wardens
as this data may be skewed if
collected by wardens.

Thanet Coast and Sandwich
Bay SPA SAMM strategy
includes visitor survey
questions relating to
awareness of nature
conservation features,
awareness of recreational
impacts on nature
conservation features, and
whether they had seen
information on wildlife and
restrictions.
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of
information (from
monitoring already
undertaken)

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

Frequency
of data
collection

Responsibility
for data
collection

Methodological
considerations

Core 1. The local Site visitor Recall and Further questions within | Every 5 Wardens and These data sets would be
community understandin | understanding of the SPA visitor survey years within | contractors analysed alongside the current
understand g and recall the key messages: the visitor running the visitor survey data and
the % of visitors survey visitor surveys | reported as a % of the total
importance of | Are site visitors | surveyed who can survey sample.
the SPA, how | able to recall at least one
to behave to describe some | of the key To run these questions as a
avoid having | of the key messages and survey (rather than an
a negative messages explain the interview) with closed
impact on the | within the purpose of the questions a list of key
sites and signs/ message messages would need to be
support interactions collated and randomised for
protecting the | with wardens Understanding of each person taking the survey
sites (e.g. keep the rationale for to remove any bias. For

dogs on leads) | the key messages example, people often select

and why they (e.g. bird the first choice on a survey so

are important? | populations): % of this pattern can be clearly
visitors surveyed seen if the list is randomised.

Do site visitors | who mention the

support the bird populations

need for within their

protecting the response around

site as they are | the purpose of key

aware of the messaging

bird

populations

and that they

are rare?

Core 1. The local Education Total number of Counts of people Qualitative notes on the | At all Education Trends in the number of pupils
community pupils and engaged activities run by the education officer and and individuals engaged over
understand How many education officer such sessions wardens (when | time can be plotted to see how
the pupils or as the geographic reach involved in the reach may be changing.
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of
information (from
monitoring already
undertaken)

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

Frequency
of data
collection

Responsibility
for data
collection

Methodological
considerations

importance of
the SPA, how
to behave to
avoid having
a negative
impact on the
sites and
support
protecting the
sites

individuals is
the education
service
interacting
with?

How
widespread are
the messages,
e.g.is
Heathland part
of the local
curriculum and
what
proportion of
the schools
within 1km of
the SPA have
been
engaged?

Are individuals
able to recall
the key
messages from
education
sessions?

individuals
engaged

Reach of
engagement
sessions (e.g. how
ingrained are the
sessions within the
curriculum, are
pupils seeing the
education officer
on multiple
occasions?)

Geographic
spread of
education
sessions run in
comparison to the
Zone of Influence

Recall of key
messages: % of
pupils and
individuals able to
recall the key
messages from
the session both at
the end of the
session and at a
later date (e.g. 1
month after the
session)

Collation of
feedback from
sessions

Qualitative notes on
the types of
activities run by the
education officer
such as the
geographic reach of

the sessions run and

progress against
goals set.

of the sessions run and
progress against goals
set.

Recording of extent of
achievement of the
goals set (e.g. rating of
0-5 on level achieved so
far)

Questions to test the
information retention of
those engaged.
Questions could be
asked 1 month after the
session to test
information retention.

educational
activities)

This can be complimented with
the qualitative assessments
around the geographic reach
of the sessions and
achievement of goals such as
embedding the messages in
the curriculum.

Recall of key messages can
be compared against the recall
of visitors as shown through
the visitor survey to show how
the different services are
working to educate the public.
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Source of Source of information
information (from (suggestions for new
monitoring already | monitoring activities)

Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Frequency
of data
collection

Responsibility
for data
collection

Methodological
considerations

undertaken)

Core 1. The local Social Media Follower count Follower count Monthly Communicatio | Trends over time in follower
community (Facebook, across social media ns officers count and engagement can be
understand How many Instagram) accounts plotted. The way that this is
the people are currently done is sufficient.
importance of | viewing the Number of post Number of Additionally, comments can be
the SPA, how | SAMM project | views engagements with analysed for key themes which
to behave to teams' social posts, including can be reported and used to
avoid having | media Number of views, comments develop the service where
a negative accounts and comments (and and shares issues are raised.
impact on the | posts? themes of
sites and comments) Types of comments It may also be possible to
support How many received combine social media data
protecting the | times have Number of shares sets with visitor count data.
sites posts been of posts The data can be used to

'liked' or assess the influence of the

shared? social media posts. For
example, you might expect to

How are see a spike or rise in visitor

people numbers to SANG sites after a

engaging, are social media post about

they leaving alternative sites (on a local

positive or level).

negative

comments on

posts?

Core 1. The local Partnerships | Number of Qualitative Catalogue of Yearly Team leaders | This is a log of partnerships
community organisations in descriptions of partnership members which can help the SAMM
understand How many the partnership activities undertaken | and notes around project team to look at the
the groups or with partnership interactions to help value of each partnership and
importance of | organisations Rating of how well | members. assess change and where more effort may be
the SPA, how | has the SAMM | each partnership value over time. This needed to maintain specific

to behave to

project team

can also help identify

partnerships. It can help the
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of
information (from
monitoring already
undertaken)

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

Frequency | Responsibility

of data
collection

for data
collection

Methodological
considerations

avoid having
a negative
impact on the
sites and
support
protecting the
sites

partnered with
to share the
key messages
and ensure
alignment?

How well are
these
partnerships
maintained?
How often are
the partners
engaged? Are
they
collaborating
as expected?

What has the
impact been of
engaging with
the partners?
Has this
increased the
audience
engaged? Has
it helped to
reach a new
audience? Or
has it added
credibility to
messaging?

relationship is
being maintained

Collated examples
of the impact of
engaging with the
partner, e.g.
number of events
runin
collaboration,
number of social
media posts
reshared

any gaps where new
partners could join the
partnership.

Score to rate the
maintenance and
impact of each
partnership (scale 0-5).

team to develop their strategy
over time and select new
partnerships to fill gaps or
replace partners where
necessary.
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Core

2. Site users
behave
responsibly
(use paths,
keep dogs
under control,
follow fire and
litter
guidance)

Sub-
questions

Do visitors
keep on paths?

Do visitors
keep dogs on
leads?

Do wardens
see visitors
following the
rules?

How is the
number of
incidents
changing over
time?

Is there
evidence of
irresponsible
site use?

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Observation of
visitors following
the key messages

Other evidence to
show the impact of
visitors not
following the rules,
e.g. vegetation
trampling or
foraging.

Source of
information (from
monitoring already

undertaken)

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

Number of people seen
to be not following the
rules.

Noting any identification
of causes for following
or not following the
rules- e.g. warden
presence.

Incident log to include
wild fires/ campfires,
incidents of littering, to
show change over time.

Vegetation surveys and
consideration of the
SSSI ecological
assessments

Dog transects to
monitor dog behaviour,
e.g. are they staying on
paths

Frequency
of data
collection

Continuousl
y for the
incident log

Every 5
years
alongside
the visitor
survey for
observation
of visitors
behaviour,
dog
transects
and
vegetation
surveys

Responsibility
for data
collection

Wardens, data
analyst,
possibly
contractors or
land managers
for vegetation
surveys

Methodological
considerations

Trends over time can be
plotted and site comparisons
carried out to show where
more wardening efforts are
needed.

The number of people
observed to not be following
the rules could either be
collected through the warden
logs or during the visitor
survey and assessed against
the visitor count. To design the
data collection structure for
this, strong definitions would
be needed for what constitutes
the 'wrong' behaviour. The
same points within a site
should be used for each data
collection round to maintain
comparability of change over
time. Additionally, weather and
seasonal considerations
should be taken into account.

Thanet Coast and Sandwich
Bay SPA SAMM strategy
includes asking visitors within
their visitor survey questions
relating to self-reported
compliance with any
restrictions in place or
voluntary self-regulation.
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of

information (from

Source of information
(suggestions for new

monitoring already | monitoring activities)

undertaken)

Frequency | Responsibility
of data for data
collection | collection

Methodological
considerations

Whilst answers to these
questions may be biased as
visitors often want to be seen
to be following the rules it may
be worth exploring asking
questions similar to this.

Vegetation and ecological
surveys are used by Chiltern
Beechwoods SAC and Epping
Forest to assess vegetation
destruction, soil compaction,
erosion, vandalism, dog
fouling, littering and
harvesting. The surveys are
used to look for the creation of
desire lines, the widening of
paths, poached areas,
trampling, damage from bikes,
den building, eutrophication
caused by dog fouling and the
number of barbeques present.
These examples could be
drawn on by the SAMM project
team.

Core

3. Site visitor
numbers are
ata
manageable
level
compared to
visitor
numbers on

How are site
visitor numbers
changing over
time?

How does this
change
compare with

Change in site

visitors: % change

in visitor numbers
across all SPA
sites

Change of SPA
sites visitors in

Visitor counts

through continuous
people counters on
SPA sites (or people
counts via the visitor

survey where
required)

Monitoring of the rate of
development in the
area. This could be
through the rate of
planning permissions
granted or through the
rate of developments

Every 5 Data on

years developments

alongside supplied by

the visitor LPAs or sought

survey by team
leaders/ NE
sustainable

The visitor counts should take
place at the same points on
each sites each time to
maintain comparability of data
over time.

The team could also use the
more granular site data to look
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SANG sites

Sub-
questions

the change in

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

context: % change

Source of
information (from
monitoring already
undertaken)

Visitor counts

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

completed (number of

Frequency
of data
collection

Responsibility
for data
collection

development

Methodological
considerations

at specific SPA sites

and the rate visitor numbers | in SPA visitor . new postcodes). colleagues compared with neighbouring
, through continuous .
of using the numbers cople counters on SANG sites and more local
development | SANG sites compared with the peop . Analysis level development to see how
. L SANG sites (or . Y
in the area (total or local)? | % change in visitor . carried out by use of the SPA sites is
people counts via .
numbers to all the Visitor Surve the SAMM changing.
How does this | SANG sites and % . y project team or
. . where required)

change in change in contractors

visitor numbers | development in

to the SPA the area.

sites compare

to the rate of

development in

the area?

Core 4. Protected How are the Number of birds Bird surveys Yearly Contractors Trends over time (% change in
bird species populations of | identified on site population numbers)
populations Dartford
are supported | warbler, The number of This can be mapped against

Nightjar and nest sites the % increase in development
Woodlark in the area or the % change in

changing over
time?

The location of
nest sites

visitor numbers to demonstrate
whether these are factors in
the change in the number of
birds or indicate whether the
SAMM project is having the
desired effect of protecting the
birds from these changes in
pressure.

The dataset can also be
compared against the national
surveys to gain insight into
wider trends and how the TBH
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Sub- Indicators or Source of Source of information | Frequency | Responsibility
questions judgement information (from (suggestions for new | of data for data

criteria monitoring already | monitoring activities) | collection | collection
undertaken)

Methodological
considerations

SPA sites compare. It could be
beneficial to consider quasi-
experimental approaches to
assessing the impact SAMM
project activities on the bird
populations through
comparison to other sites with
these bird species and without
SAMM activities. However, it
can be very difficult to find a
suitable site for comparison
due to the number of factors
that would need to align for
robust evaluation.

Whilst other initiatives such as
Bird Aware Solent use citizen
science projects to supplement
their bird counts it is unlikely
that this would be appropriate
for the TBH SPA sites as the
protected bird species are
particularly vulnerable here
and the SAMM project team
may not want to encourage
visitors to seek out or disturb
the birds. Therefore, use of
ecological consultants and/or
wardens for collecting bird
count data appears to be most
appropriate here.
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of
information (from
monitoring already
undertaken)

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring activities)

Frequency
of data
collection

Responsibility
for data
collection

Methodological
considerations

Suppor | 5. Knowledge | How are the Examples of Catalogue of Yearly Wardens or Where this recording is taken

ting of the SPA SAMM project | where the SAMM suggestions given to team leaders place team leaders must
sites and their | team project team have land management team ensure that all examples of
use gained by | collaborating suggested and whether the suggestions are recorded not
the SAMM with land changes to the suggestion has been just those that go on to be
project team managers to land management followed up on. actioned. Bias must be
supports share team regarding avoided so that an accurate
improvements | knowledge and | site access Noting whether the picture of the impact that this
to access experience to infrastructure access management knowledge sharing is having
management | help improve based on change has had the can be seen.
through site access experience or intended consequence
collaboration | management? | visitor survey Yearly recording is necessary
with land responses. to ensure the accuracy of
managers recording.
(e.g.
installation
and
maintenance
of gates and
fences)

Supporti | 6. Continuous | How are the Sessions where Assessing trends Notes from regular Yearly Team leaders
ng development | SAMM project | the SAMM project | which support the continuous during team

through team practicing | team come core outcomes development SAMM review
collation and | continuous together to collate project team sessions sessions

reflection on
learning and
best practice
within the
SAMM project
team
supports a
reactive

development
and reflecting
on learning?

What impact is
the continuous
development
having on the

and discuss how
the project is
operating and
where there may
be areas for
improvement

Collation of visitor
feedback, particularly
before and after
changes to the service
are made
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Sub- Indicators or Source of Source of information | Frequency | Responsibility | Methodological
questions judgement information (from (suggestions for new | of data for data considerations
criteria monitoring already | monitoring activities) | collection | collection
undertaken)
ser\{lf:e and serV|'ces Visitor feedback
positive provided by the .
experience for | team? .shown.19 achange
visitors n poslltlve
experiences
reported by visitors
Monitoring data
(such as those for
core outcomes)
showing a change
in visitors
behaving
responsibly
Supporti | 7. The SAMM | How are the Regular reporting | JSPB update reports 6 monthly Team leaders
ng project team SAMM project | of monitoring data, in line with
provide team meeting particularly of the JSPB
evidence to the core outcomes to meetings
the JSPB requirement to | the JSPB
which shows | regularly report
continued on their Ensuring that all
successful activities to the | reports are publicly
delivery of the | JSPB? available and
mitigation available to the

strategy, this
contributes
towards LPAs
demonstratin
g delivery of
the Habitats
Regulations

Are the SAMM
project team
providing
transparency?

relevant LPAs
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of
information (from

undertaken)

Source of information
(suggestions for new
monitoring already | monitoring activities)

Frequency

of data
collection

Responsibility | Methodological
considerations

for data
collection

Supporti | 8. The SAMM | How are the Regular financial JSPB update reports 6 monthly Team leaders
ng project team SAMM project | reporting to the in line with

provide team meeting JSPB JSPB

robust and the meetings

regular requirement to | Ensuring that all

financial provide reports are publicly

reports to the | financial available

JSPB which reporting

demonstrates | regarding

to SAMM project

stakeholders | team

(including activities?

developers

where Are the SAMM

interested) project team

how the providing

financial transparency?

contribution

is being spent

appropriately
Supporti | 9. The SAMM | How are the The number of Catalogue of Yearly Team leaders
ng project team SAMM project | different groups interactions and ideas

engage with
other SAMM
projects to
share
learning, best
practice and
act as an
example to
inform
strategic

team sharing
learning and
best practice
with other
SAMM projects
and interested
initiatives?
How has this
sharing of
learning

involved in access
management that
the SAMM project
team engage with

The number of
times per year that
these groups of

shared
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Sub-
questions

Indicators or
judgement
criteria

Source of Source of information | Frequency | Responsibility | Methodological

information (from (suggestions for new | of data for data considerations
monitoring already | monitoring activities) | collection | collection
undertaken)

management
elsewhere

impacted other
SAMM projects
or initiatives?

How are the
SAMM project
team engaging
with other
SAMM projects
and interested
initiatives to
learn about
what they do?
How has this
learning
impacted the
SAMM project
activities?

individuals are
engaged

The topics covered
in these
discussions

Any examples
where the SAMM
project team have
taken up an
initiative or made a
change based on
an example or
idea shared within
these meetings

Any examples
where other
mitigation projects
have taken up
initiatives or made
changes to their
strategy based on
ideas or examples
shared by the
SAMM project
team
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Recommendations for how to adapt the SAMM project
for the future

This section answers the research question: 4. Based on the answers to the questions
above, and considering that these measures were based on the best available evidence,
what actions require further development and what additional measures could be
proposed, in order to manage future additional pressures from upcoming housing
development (taking note of the government’s increased housing delivery targets)?

To answer this question a list of proposed recommendations was compiled from the
interviews, focus group and evaluation insights with the aim of managing future additional
pressures from upcoming housing development. During the workshop, participants
discussed recommendations and ranked their priority recommendations. These
recommendations are presented in this section set out under four key themes, as shown in
tables 2-5 below. Whilst discussions focused on the recommendations prepared in
advance of the workshop, additional recommendations raised were also included in
recommendations tables 2-5.

Despite wider distribution of invitations, workshop attendance was made up of eight

SAMM team members, three NE planning officers and two LPA officers. This distribution of
roles may have influenced the recommendations raised and ratings provided in this
section, with potential bias towards NE project team views and therefore SAMM project
expansion.

A secondary list of recommendations, also prepared ahead of the workshop, can be found
in Annex 8. Secondary list of recommendations with reasonings for not being included
which were not included in the discussions, the reasons for exclusion are listed in the
annex.

This section found that:

e Expansion of the existing service through additional team members would support
the expansion of activities within the team. This could be done in a number of ways,
through taking on a team member who is able to pivot between wardening and
supporting with education activities and/or recruiting a planning officer for the SAMM
team to assist with ever growing planning related matters.

e The existing service could also be expanded in terms of its focus. This could include
targeting of a wider dog walking audience and secondary schools.

e There are several ways in which the SAMM project team, LPAs, JSPB and SANG
owners could collaborate better to support protection of the SPA and the smooth
running of the SAMM project. The most important of these is to improve
communications between the SAMM project team and LPAs possibly through revision
of the JSPB meetings and Officers meetings to ensure they are engaging and foster
collective decision making.
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e There were many suggestions relating to improving the monitoring of the SAMM
project. Monitoring should be proportionate in terms of the volume of people counters
and SANGs should have sufficient monitoring for comparison of footfall.

e There were a range of new ideas proposed by the interviewees and focus group
attendees. These included ways to engage people including gamifying educational
materials on site, utilising a psychologist to design materials around behaviour change
and installation of webcams at nest sites.

Expanding the existing service

Table 2 Recommendations Theme 1

Recommendations Theme 1: Expanding the existing service

Expansion of the education service to increase the number of schools reached and
engage other groups (e.g. more engagement with secondary schools etc.)

Increase the number of wardens

Engagement with a wider dog walking audience through dog groomers or groups
outside of the area or those planning development of private dog walking areas

There could be more join up between the NE sustainable development team and
SAMM project team to ensure knowledge transfer about sustainable development
issues. More time could be set aside for this. This could include recruitment of a
planning officer for the SAMM project team by NE

Recruitment of a data analyst

Expansion of the education service to increase the number of schools reached and
engage other groups (e.g. more engagement with secondary schools etc.)

Expanding the wardening service emerged as a key theme in the recommendations
suggested in interviews. One specific recommendation, highlighted in Table 2, was to
broaden the education service to reach more schools and engage additional groups, such
as secondary schools. This recommendation also ranked highly with the workshop
participants.

However, communication around the SAMM Education service has been experienced as
disjointed. For example, one LPA officer was unsure about current school engagement
levels, stating they were unaware of visit frequency despite previous contact with the
SAMM project team. Another commented that SAMM was not on their education agenda
at all. Despite these gaps, LPA officers expressed willingness to engage.
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It was reiterated that the current education officer is overstretched, and suggestions
included appointing additional education officers or creating a hybrid role of education
wardens. SAMM project team members noted that expanding the education service would
likely reduce wardening roles due to staffing constraints. However, it was clear from the
workshop discussion that the education service was highly valued and that it would be a
worthwhile venture to support its expansion.

Increase the number of wardens

Increasing the number of wardens was identified as a key recommendation within the
workshop, with two participants ranking it among their top priorities.

Discussions focused on the current wardening provision, with some noting that it is not
fully reaching visitors. Several participants highlighted that visitors remain unaware of
SAMM messaging, reinforcing the need for additional wardening resources. One
participant acknowledged the high cost of increasing wardening but described it as “the
best item” despite being the most expensive.

Recruitment restrictions within NE were raised as a significant barrier to implementing this
recommendation. It was suggested that, if these restrictions were lifted, budgets could be
reviewed annually to allow for seasonal appointments and therefore full budget utilisation.
Seasonal wardens were strongly favoured by the SAMM project team, with four
participants commenting positively on their ability to bring new ideas, enthusiasm, and
skills to the project.

Questions were raised about the potential impact of increased wardening given site size,
and LPA officers queried whether supporting data exists to justify the recommendation.
Some participants proposed creating more hybrid job roles where wardens could be hired
to also assist with education sessions or monitoring, allowing the team to be more flexible.
However, others highlighted that this ambiguity could create challenges for job
advertisements.

Engagement with a wider dog walking audience through dog groomers or groups
outside of the area or those planning development of private dog walking areas

Workshop discussions confirmed earlier interview findings that the SAMM project team
has not previously engaged with local dog groomers. However, engagement has taken
place with pet shops through pop-up events and leaflet distribution. The team expressed
interest in adopting a similar approach with vets, dog walkers, and trainers.

Resourcing was a key point of discussion, with one participant questioning whether
additional staff would be required or if current capacity was sufficient - an assessment of
capacity is essential for making realistic recommendations. It was noted that all wardens
have the flexibility to act as Heathland Hounds wardens, with spare uniforms available to
support this crossover during periods of need.
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There could be more join up between the NE sustainable development team and
SAMM project team to ensure knowledge transfer about sustainable development
issues. More time could be set aside for this. This could include recruitment of a
planning officer for the SAMM project team by NE

Workshop discussions indicated that previous collaboration between the NE Sustainable
Development team and the SAMM project team was successful, largely due to a greater
number of planners operating in and around the TBH in previous years. Reinstating a NE
planning officer with more focus on the TBH SPA area would be beneficial in supporting
the SAMM team and LPAs.

Communication was a key theme, with several SAMM project team members emphasising
the value of wardens being informed about local planning developments. Currently,
wardens commonly learn of such matters from members of the public on the SPA.
Improved awareness and communication between teams would enable the SAMM project
team to have more accurate information available to share during public interactions and
to therefore respond with greater confidence.

Despite such discussions, mutual understanding of the benefits of this recommendation by
all workshop participants was lacking. Two participants expressed uncertainty about its
purpose or potential advantages, while another felt it was unnecessary.

Recruitment of a data analyst

Recruitment of a data analyst was repeatedly mentioned during workshop discussions,
with participants highlighting the significance of filling and retaining the available post in
evidencing and justifying the SAMM project and its activities. It was raised that recruitment
of a data analyst, with experience in evaluating behaviour change interventions, alongside
recommended improvements to monitoring activities (table 4), would enable evidencing of
the perceived outcomes of the teams’ efforts. Securing a data analyst within the SAMM
team was also raised as important for justification of current and future budget decisions.

Working with LPAs, the JSPB and SANG owners

Table 3 Recommendations Theme 2

Recommendations Theme 2: Working with LPAs, the JSPB and SANG owners

Improved communication between the SAMM project team and LPAs, particularly in
communicating the purpose and benefits of the SAMM project to councillors and
developers

More direction coming from the board to the SAMM project team to guide where the
project will go in the future. This could be assisted by a steering group
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JSPB meetings could be designed to be more engaging through a discussion format
(instead of the current ‘rigid’ agenda structure) which includes LPAs reporting on SANG
development

LPAs could share materials or learning from the JSPB meetings with developers

The SAMM project team could share feedback from the SANG surveys to the SANG
owners

JSPB officer meetings and JSPB meetings could be assigned a clearer structure

Improved communication between the SAMM project team and LPAs, particularly in
communicating the purpose and benefits of the SAMM project to councillors and
developers

Improved communication between the SAMM project team and LPAs, aimed at promoting
knowledge transfer to councillors and developers, was ranked as the top priority by three
workshop participants. This recommendation was described as a “big conversation to be
had, with onus on all parties” (Workshop participant), and a need for better join-up was
emphasised.

LPA officers noted that they already felt that they are proactive with this process, actively
promoting the benefits of the SAMM project. However, the SAMM team felt that more
could be done to engage councillors with the SAMM project and to ensure all relevant
stakeholders were aware of its benefits. This indicates that a discussion may be needed to
clarify mutual expectations and furthering the point that improved join up is necessary.

During interviews and the workshop, LPA officers noted that developers generally
appreciate the SAMM project as it enables developments to proceed. They suggested that
communications should focus more on residents, who often oppose developments;
demonstrating positive outcomes from the SAMM project could improve acceptance. Both
LPA officers and the SAMM project team members agreed with this point.

More direction coming from the board to the SAMM project team to guide where the
project will go in the future. This could be assisted by a steering group which could
be comprised of a revised Officers meeting format

Whilst two participants felt as though direction has been coming from the board to the
SAMM project team and guiding the project, three participants ranked this
recommendation as second in their priority list, indicating the opportunity for improvement.

It was highlighted within discussions surrounding the JSPB meetings that these are often
felt to miss opportunities for better collaboration between the LPAs and the SAMM project
team. Some workshop participants questioned the value of JSPB meetings altogether,
proposing they be retained only for financial matters.
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Workshop discussions involved the naming of the group, and how renaming could further
engage councillors and planning teams — promoting the inclusivity of meetings. At the
moment, the meeting name may act as an excluding factor.

A clear disconnect between the board and officers’ meetings was raised, with LPA officers
noting that the re-evaluation of the SAMM project was excluded from the JSPB meeting
agenda. While the SAMM project team acknowledged this and cited that there are reasons
behind this exclusion, LPA officers were unaware and questioned why. The SAMM project
team admitted uncertainty surrounding how to address this disconnect, suggesting that
councils and the board should also take responsibility for engaging stakeholders and
facilitating feedback and discussion.

The invite list was also discussed in relation to inclusivity and the potential to invite future
councillors, SAMM officers, and planning officers were raised.

It was suggested that the Officers meeting could be governed and led by the planning
officers with a clear leader setting the agenda, encouraging decision making and taking on
an administrative role. The SAMM team leaders could attend this meeting to ensure the
inclusion of the SAMM project in all relevant discussions and to help stay up to date with
local planning developments and issues. This would enable the group to engage more
meaningfully with the SAMM project and its future direction.

JSPB meetings could be designed to be more engaging through a discussion
format (instead of the current ‘rigid’ agenda structure) which includes LPAs
reporting on SANG development

Several participants suggested reframing the meetings to focus on investment, funding
oversight, and transparency, with one proposing a separate “TBH Investment Meeting”
dedicated to these topics.

The structure and content of the meeting agenda was raised, whereby one participant
highlighted that a goal-based agenda, with clear ownership and therefore outcomes was
needed. Participants mentioned that removing the meetings’ rigid structure, making them
more goal-oriented, and ensuring two-way dialogue occurs, were key to redesigning
meetings and improving engagement. Another participant, an LPA officer, suggested that
SAMM updates could be reduced within the agenda as they felt as though there are more
pressing matters to discuss. LPAs noted that they did not feel they are able to influence
the JSPB.

Engagement and the ability to engage was a key point raised in discussions. It was noted
that ensuring a balance in contributions from each authority could improve inclusivity and
give ‘quieter’ authorities more opportunities to participate. In-person meetings were
considered more effective for fostering discussion, and some participants questioned
whether the JSPB should continue to control this process.

Improved monitoring was highlighted as a factor that could support more meaningful
discussions as key metrics may be more consequential to board participants.
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This recommendation engaged participants and three noted it as a top three priority
recommendation, with two ranking it their top priority.

LPAs could share materials or learning from the JSPB meetings with developers

The recommendation for LPAs to share materials or learnings from the JSPB with
developers was not perceived to be important by LPA officers themselves. It was raised
that developers do not ask for this and that if questions were to arise it was felt that
signposting to the SAMM website would provide adequate information.

Whilst the recommendation was not favoured, it was raised that there is missed
opportunity by developers in sharing, with the public and residents, what their contributions
have aided.

The SAMM project team could share feedback from the SANG surveys to the SANG
owners

Discussions highlighted the strong perceived importance of sharing feedback from SANG
surveys with SANG owners. This was reinforced during the ranking exercise, where three
participants placed the recommendation within their top three priorities—one ranking it
second and two ranking it third.

Workshop participants noted the absence of communication regarding changes to habitat
regulations and their potential impact on the SAMM project. One LPA officer stressed the
importance of understanding how such changes could affect the site and its users. The
need for clear and effective communication emerged as a key outcome of discussions.
The use of clear headline points was suggested as a way to spark engagement among
currently disengaged councillors.

It was also noted that LPAs spend minimal time focusing on the SAMM project, they
primarily process payments and, while they appreciate its successes, their attention
remains on SANGs due to the significant time and financial commitment involved.
Participants agreed that the enthusiasm of the SAMM project team will not translate
equally across stakeholders because of competing priorities. Additional resourcing was
suggested to support engagement as the number of SANG sites increases.

JSPB officer meetings and JSPB meetings could be assigned a clearer structure

The structure of both JSPB officer and JSPB meetings were highlighted by workshop
participants as requiring clearer structure.

It was apparent within workshop discussions that current distinct communication lines
often prove disconnected and more clear meeting structures would aid improvements.
Participants noted the opinion that officer meetings should largely be directing items and
technical issues towards the JSPB agenda. It was felt that the JSPB meeting would be
most effective if focus surrounded legal and financial decisions, informed by the officers
group considerations.
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Monitoring

Table 4 Recommendations Theme 3

Recommendations Theme 3: Monitoring

Addition of SANG people counters at all sites to ensure robust data is available for
comparison of change in visitor numbers over time

More monitoring could be done to understand the borough specific pressures on the
SPA

People counters could be added to all SPA sites entrances (automation used for
monitoring where possible)

Consistent with findings from the interviews, it was evident that recommendations relating
to monitoring were considered highly important. During the ranking exercise, four
participants placed monitoring within their top three priority actions—two ranked it second,
while the others ranked it first and third respectively.

It was clear that whilst overall monitoring was understood as requiring improvement, many
thought improvements could be challenging.

Addition of SANG people counters at all sites to ensure robust data is available for
comparison of change in visitor numbers over time

Four participants ranked the addition of SANG people counters at entrances to all sites,
ensuring the availability of robust monitoring data as a top priority. Despite the high
ranking of this recommendation, it was clear to participants that this recommendation
would be challenging and possibly impractical to implement. Two participants highlighted
the lack of practicality of this recommendation, with one continuing to suggest that in the
absence of the ability to implement this, prioritisation must occur. Three participants
suggested targeting specific sites, with one suggesting those that can be compared with
nearby SPA counts to allow for successful analysis.

Mobile phone data was raised as an alternative to physical people counters; however the
costs of implementation were questioned.

More monitoring could be done to understand the borough specific pressures on
the SPA

There was limited discussion regarding monitoring borough-specific pressures on the
SPA. One participant noted that improved data interpretation is needed in this area.
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People counters could be added to all SPA sites entrances (automation used for
monitoring where possible)

Although one participant ranked the implementation of people counters on all SPA sites as
their top priority, this recommendation - similar to discussions on SANG people counters -
was considered impractical and lacking feasibility. While the benefits for improving data
accuracy were acknowledged, the presence of hundreds of access points was cited as
making implementation “impossible” (Workshop participant).

New lIdeas

Table 5 Recommendations Theme 4

Recommendations Theme 4: New ideas

Leaflet bundle to be sent to residents of new housing developments

Promotion of how developers are contributing to local green spaces and the protection
of the SPA sites

There could be a set of fines or penalties for those who do not follow the guidance of
the SPA

The team could engage with a psychologist to help with designing materials and
making them interactive and engaging to promote behaviour change

Creation of hub sites (like Heather farm) in each of the 3 counties

Geocaching or ‘town trails’ could be used to gamify education and messaging

The SAMM project team could install live webcams on nest sites. A feature from Spring
Watch could help to showcase how special the SPA sites are

Leaflet bundle to be sent to residents of new housing developments

Leaflet bundles were repeatedly mentioned by interviewees in stakeholder interviews with
acknowledgment of the fact that this may have been suggested previously. Multiple
workshop participants commented on practical difficulties during implementation making
previous attempts unsuccessful.

It was felt that by distributing leaflets to new residents within the zone of influence for the
SPA sites the SAMM project team would be able to expand the reach of their core
messages and educate potential site visitors before they come onto the sites. It could also
be beneficial for raising the profile of the SANG sites in the local area and for sharing
understanding of the importance of the SPA sites.
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However, the ownership for producing and distributing the leaflets appeared to bring
logistical difficulties and may need to involve more partnership with developers.

Promotion of how developers are contributing to local green spaces and the
protection of the SPA sites

Conflicting views emerged during the workshop regarding whether developers currently
promote their contributions to local green spaces and SPA sites protection. Some
participants stated that this activity already occurs, while one argued that there is only “one
line on the website explaining this” (Workshop participant). One participant disagreed
entirely, asserting that it is not undertaken at all.

Beyond considering whether the action is currently implemented, discussions focused on
the content and approach of such promotions. One participant suggested that promoting
developer contributions should highlight the origin of funding, enabling developers to use
this information to their advantage. It was noted that developers are not currently utilising
or publicising these contributions, and for this to change, developers would need to
demonstrate an interest in sharing this information.

There could be a set of fines or penalties for those who do not follow the guidance
of the SPA

The recommendation of implementing fines of penalties for those not following guidance
when on the SPA was collectively the least well received recommendation. Wardens
emphasised that a friendly, positive approach is preferable, aligning with the SAMM
project team’s ethos of engagement and education rather than enforcement. Several
participants noted that fines would require legislative changes and questioned who would
be responsible for enforcement. The consensus was clear: the SAMM project team’s focus
is on educating visitors and encouraging compliance through messaging, not punitive
measures.

The team could engage with a psychologist to help with designing materials and
making them interactive and engaging to promote behaviour change

Of all the new ideas proposed, engaging a psychologist to assist in designing interactive
materials aimed at promoting behaviour change was the only recommendation rated as a
top priority by participants. Two participants ranked it highly—one first and one third.

Several participants felt this approach could be particularly effective for improving social
media engagement, echoing interview feedback on the current stagnation of posts. One
participant also highlighted potential benefits for leaflet engagement.

Despite the positive reception, one participant questioned the necessity of this
recommendation and asked, “Is there one out there?” (Workshop participant), indicating
uncertainty about the availability of such expertise.
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Creation of hub sites (like Heather farm) in each of the 3 counties

The creation of hub sites was considered as a potential method of engaging more visitors
within each of the counties covered by the SPA sites. It was felt in interviews that Heather
farm is an effective hub site which enabled events to take place and that it could be
beneficial to have more spaces like this that the SAMM project team can utilise. Some
participants were not in support of this idea, mentioning that this could potentially bring in
more visitors. Others noted that this would split up the team and be too costly.

Geocaching or ‘town trails’ could be used to gamify education and messaging

High profile and fun activities such as Geocaching and ‘town trails’ were positively
received by the workshop participants who mentioned these are successful methods of
getting the public on board with messaging.

There were a number of suggestions for gamifying education and messaging such as quiz
games, ‘Pokémon Go’-like games and uncovering species facts or messages. Heath week
was raised by two participants, as a potential time to introduce or play such games.

The SAMM project team could install live webcams on nest sites. A feature from
Spring Watch could help to showcase how special the SPA sites are

The suggestion of installing live webcams on nest sites was positively received during the
workshop. Participants noted that such technology could enhance positive messaging and
engagement over time, supporting existing Communication and Education activities.

It was emphasised that innovative methods like live webcams are increasingly necessary

and demonstrate to councillors that the SAMM project team is adapting to current trends.

The team expressed enthusiasm for this recommendation and even suggested contacting
programmes such as Springwatch to further strengthen its communications impact.

Table 6 Recommendations as ranked by workshop participants

Recommendation Average

ranking

Improved communication between the SAMM project team and LPAs,
particularly in communicating the purpose and benefits of the SAMM project to 1.0
councillors and developers

Expansion of the education service to increase the number of schools 1.0
reached and engage other groups (e.g. more engagement with secondary
schools etc.)

People counters could be added to all SPA sites entrances (automation used | 1.0
for monitoring where possible)

Increase the number of wardens 1.5
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Recommendation Average

ranking

JSPB meetings could be designed to be more engaging through a discussion | 1.67
format (instead of the current ‘rigid’ agenda structure) which includes LPAs
reporting on SANG development

More direction coming from the board to the SAMM project team to guide 2.0
where the project will go in the future. This could be assisted by a steering

group

The team could engage with a psychologist to help with designing materials 2.0
and making them interactive and engaging to promote behaviour change

Monitoring (in general) 2.0

Addition of SANG people counters at all sites to ensure robust data is 2.25
available for comparison of change in visitor numbers over time

The SAMM project team could share feedback from the SANG surveys to the |2.67
SANG owners

Engagement with a wider dog walking audience through dog groomers or 3.0
groups outside of the area or those planning development of private dog
walking areas

Table 6 presents the recommendations ranked as top priority by workshop participants.
Participants ranked recommendations numerically 1, 2 or 3, with a ranking of 1 indicating a
participant’s highest priority recommendation, and average scores for each
recommendation were produced. Table 6 is not comprehensive of all recommendations
included in tables 2-5 as a result of additional recommendations, outside of those
prepared ahead of the workshop, being raised during conversations but not considered in
the pre prepared ranking exercise. Monitoring, generally, and the of SANG people
counters at all sites received the highest number of top three rankings given by
participants (four). It is therefore clear that reform to the monitoring service, as suggested
within interviews and the focus group, is a top priority for the future of the SAMM project.

Whilst average rankings vary from 1 to 3, discussions highlighted the importance of each
of the recommendations presented in Table 6 and all should therefore be considered in
promoting improvements to the SAMM project.
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Conclusions

This evaluation has assessed how the SAMM project has been developed in accordance
with the TBH SPA Delivery Framework and Schedule 3 legal document. The SAMM
project is broadly fulfilling the purpose for which it was established under Schedule 3 of the
TBH SPA Delivery Framework. The project has successfully implemented the legal and
financial mechanisms, established the required services, and delivered on most of its
objectives. Eight out of eleven objectives have been fully met, while three are partially
achieved, primarily relating to monitoring and volunteering opportunities.

Evidence indicates that the SAMM project has contributed to mitigating recreational
pressures through education, guidance, promotion of Suitable Alternative Natural
Greenspaces (SANGs), and monitoring activities. Despite an overall increase in housing
development and visitor numbers, bird populations of the Dartford Warbler, Nightjar, and
Woodlark have shown positive trends, suggesting that the SPA sites remain resilient.
SAMM interventions are likely playing a role in this resilience alongside other factors such
as weather.

The roles and services set out in Schedule 3 of the Delivery Framework agreement are
being delivered and expanded by the SAMM team and are generally seen as effective in
educating site visitors and local residents. The wardening service provides a strong on-
the-ground presence, increasing interactions and reinforcing key messages.
Communications and education activities have grown, particularly through branding and
the efforts of the education officer, but digital engagement is declining and capacity
constraints risk limiting future progress. Current monitoring cannot demonstrate behaviour
change, doing so would require more data collection and analytical capacity. The
facilitation role is performing well, supporting collaboration and knowledge sharing across
partners through AMMP and wider networks. Overall, the combined services are
functioning effectively and are likely to be contributing positively to mitigating visitor
impacts.

To manage future pressures from increased housing development, several priority actions
were identified. Expanding existing services emerged as a key theme, particularly the
education service which could engage more schools, including secondary schools, and
wider community groups. Additional funding required to expand the service would need to
be considered alongside competing priorities. Recruiting additional education wardens or
versatile staff is essential to relieve current capacity constraints if the service is to be
expanded. Improved communication between the SAMM project team and LPAs,
councillors, and developers is the highest priority, alongside redesigning JSPB meetings to
be more discussion-based and goal-oriented. Strengthening collaboration between NE’s
Sustainable Development team and the SAMM project team would enhance knowledge
transfer.

Improvements to the monitoring service were strongly emphasised to move the project
towards being able to evidence behaviour change as a result of SAMM project activities.
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The outcomes framework proposed in Section 3 also aims to support improvements in
monitoring and evidence gathering.

Behavioural change initiatives were also proposed, including engaging a psychologist to
design interactive materials and gamifying education through activities like geocaching.
Innovative communication ideas, such as installing live nest webcams and collaborating
with programmes like Springwatch, were positively received. Other suggestions included
promoting developer contributions to green spaces and creating hub sites. Overall, the top
priorities for future development were improved communication, expanded education and
wardening services, enhanced monitoring, and innovative engagement strategies to
sustain the SAMM project’s effectiveness.

In summary, the SAMM Project is delivering its overarching objective to protect the SPA
from recreational pressures, but continued refinement, particularly in monitoring and
engagement, will be essential to sustain and build on these achievements. The findings of
this report should help the JSPB to consider the future direction of the SAMM project.
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Annexes

Annex 1. Assessment of how the SAMM project is delivering on the objectives set
out in Schedule 3

Table 7 Assessment of how the SAMM project is delivering on the objectives set out in Schedule 3

Objectives as set out in Assessment of Detailed assessment
Schedule 3 whether the objective
has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

i. Finalising and securing
implementation of mechanism
for collecting developer
contributions from Local
Authorities and redistributing
them to the Project

All interviewees confirmed that the mechanism for collecting developer contributions and redistributing
them to the SAMM project is in place in all relevant LPAs.

Whilst agreement was reached, the negotiation process between NE and the LPAs in the 2009-2011
period when the framework was being designed was described as lengthy and, at times, complex. LPA
interviewees (3) who were involved noted that the large number of stakeholders involved and the
novelty of the process made the process difficult.

All interviewees (LPAs and NE sustainable development team members who were asked this question)
felt that the SAMM tariff mechanism was accepted by developers and that the mechanism is well
established as part of the planning process in the TBH area. Where LPAs have received a challenge
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Objectives as set out in Assessment of Detailed assessment
Schedule 3 whether the objective
has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

from developers this has related to the SANG fee (which is much larger in value'#) rather than the
SAMM fee.

Three LPA interviewees noted that currently there are inconsistencies in the strategies adopted by
LPAs to calculate occupancy rates and therefore the fee required by developers. For example, some
LPAs use a set fee per unit and others use a set fee per bedroom in properties developed. This is due
to the differing methodologies and evidence deployed within the LPA. When discussing these
differences interviewees did not feel that one method was better than the other, just that they were
different and it would be beneficial if there was more consistency across LPAs.

ii. Promotion of new access
opportunities for local people
(SANGS)

The SAMM project team are promoting the SANG sites to visitors and local residents. Evidence
demonstrating efforts by the SAMM project team to promote SANG sites includes:

e The TBH Partnership website®, in particular the ‘Greenspaces on your doorstep’ page which
provides a directory for all SANG sites within the Partnership area.

e The ‘Greenspaces on your doorstep’ leaflet which sets out a useful guide to all of the SANGs
available within the partnership area including a brief description of each, the amenities available
and a map.

4 This point was noted in interviews and is also demonstrated in this review: Waverley Borough Council (2016). Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area
Avoidance Strategy Review 2016. Available at: TBH SPA Avoidance Strategy

15 Special Protection Area - Thames Basin Heaths
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Objectives as set out in Assessment of Detailed assessment
Schedule 3 whether the objective
has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

¢ Inclusion of the SANG sites within the map in the ‘Discover the magic of the Thames Basin Heaths’
leaflet.

Wardens and SAMM project team leaders confirmed that they regularly communicate with SPA visitors
about the availability of SANG sites.

iii. Monitoring of Planning Partially met The SAMM project team does not collect data from LPAs on planning permissions granted or the rate
Permissions granted of development in the area.

Figures for the rate of development are used in commissioned reports on the SPA visitor surveys.
These figures use the number of new postcodes created within the partnership area to calculate a rate.
Whilst this does provide a measure it may be more effective to collaborate with the LPAs to measure
the rate of development on a more regular basis.

Some LPAs noted in interviews that they share data with other teams at NE which relates to planning
permissions. It was not clear how regularly this takes place and how it is used. This data can be a
flawed indictor of the rate of development due to the time lags between permission being granted and
developments beginning.

The addition of this monitoring is discussed further in Section 3.

iv. Monitoring of visitor use of
SANGs and SPA

The SAMM project team are monitoring visitor use of SANGs and the SPA. There is greater focus on
the SANG sites within the monitoring. Footfall monitoring record in SANG and SPA visitor survey
reports includes:

e SPA visitor counts, conducted every 5 years (manually using consultants)
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Objectives as set out in
Schedule 3

on SPA sites

v. Monitoring of Annexe 1 birds

vi. Analysis and reporting on
monitoring data

Assessment of Detailed assessment
whether the objective

has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

e SPA visitor counts, conducted continuously using automated people counters located at entrances
to popular SPA sites
e SANG warden surveys, with visitor counts in 2016/17, 2018, 2020, 2023/24 and 2024/25

Some of the SANG sites have automatic visitor counters but this practice is not consistent across all
SANG sites. Barriers to full coverage include the high cost of the automated counters, the need for
maintenance and the complex ownership structures for SANG sites. The SAMM project does not own
or manage SANG sites and has met its objective by providing monitoring on visitor numbers on both
SPA and SANG sites. Robust assessment of the use of SPA sites and SANG sites would require more
monitoring, the majority of which is beyond the remit of the SAMM project team.

The SAMM project team are monitoring the Annexe 1 birds on the SPA sites. Yearly bird counts have
been conducted by consultants across the SPA sites. Data is available from 2004-2024 (with the
exception of 2006 and 2014). A 2019 study used bioacoustics methods on the sites to assess the bird
populations.

The SAMM project team thought the bird population monitoring is sufficient to understand the trends
over time and whether the projects activities are supporting the populations.

Partially met

Twice-yearly minutes and reports from the JSPB meetings detail all the monitoring conducted by the
SAMM project team, plus commissioned reports on visitor counts and bird numbers. The reports are
available on the TBH website however the meeting minutes from 2024 and 2025 currently exclude the
main data provided by the SAMM team. The full reports should be published on the website.

Whilst the data that is available is being provided to key stakeholders and is published online there was
a strong theme from the interviews and focus group that the evidence around the SAMM project could
be improved. It was felt that it is currently difficult to show, using the data collected, the impact of the
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Objectives as set out in
Schedule 3

Assessment of
whether the objective
has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

vii. Provision of an SPA-wide
on-the-ground wardening
service to support and
supplement existing
management mechanisms

viii. Provision of an education
programme

Detailed assessment

SAMM project and to evidence the link between the actions of the SAMM project team and the bird
numbers. It was strongly emphasised that this was the main aspect that could be improved about the
project. LPA interviewees emphasised that stronger evidence of the successful operating of the SAMM
project was needed to justify increases in the tariff. Therefore, whilst the SAMM project team are
currently meeting this objective in terms of collating the data and reporting on it there is room for
improvement here. This will be further discussed in Section 3.

SPA warden data confirmed the provision of the wardening service.

Interviews with SAMM project team members and the focus group with the wardens confirmed that the
wardens work alongside the SPA land managers and occasionally land managers for the SANG sites.
Whilst there were some park rangers on the SPA sites prior to the Partnership agreement and SAMM
project, the wardening service set up was new and novel in its focus on visitor behaviour.

A number of sources were shared which demonstrated the SAMM project’s provision of an education
service:

¢ Quantitative data showing the number of schools engaged
¢ Qualitative data showing feedback from those engaged
e Educational materials provided by the education officer

Additionally, the interview with the education officer enabled the study team to gain a thorough
understanding of the role and service provided.
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Objectives as set out in Assessment of Detailed assessment
Schedule 3 whether the objective
has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

ix. Appropriate branding of
strategic access management

Provision of the website, leaflets, social media posts and other communication materials by the SAMM
project team confirmed the development of consistent branding across the SAMM project team
activities.

The SAMM project team shared in interviews the effort that has been made to create a recognisable,
message-focused brand. It was felt that the branding and consistency was key to developing credibility
in the key messages.

x. Creation of new volunteering | Partially met SAMM project team members confirmed in interviews that volunteering opportunities are available with
opportunities (within the their monitoring partners (commissioned consultants). The SAMM team also attend volunteer work
monitoring process) parties which are hosted by their partners on the SPA sites, for example joining Forestry England for

their volunteer work party on Bramshill in Winter 2023. However, the SAMM project team does not
provide volunteering opportunities. Therefore, whilst the SAMM project team have not met this
objective themselves there are volunteering opportunities on the SPA sites.

xi. Demonstration of best
practice for strategic access
management of visitors and
visitor infrastructure,
particularly where the supply of
open space is heavily
dependent on protected areas

The evidence to support achievement of this objective mainly came from interviews with SAMM project
team leads. Interviewees highlighted their engagement with groups and events such as:

e Mitigation meet ups which are annual collaborative meetings for teams working on mitigation
projects across the UK.

e Collaboration with Heathland Connections. This is a local initiative working in a neighbouring area.
The SAMM project team were invited to contribute their knowledge and experience to a discuss
around a new Heathland Code and managing use of heathland sites.

e Quarterly meetings with the Access Management Monitoring Partnership (AMMP) which is the
group of partners involved in the TBH partnership. This provides an opportunity for the team to
discuss what is working well and any ‘hot topics’.
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Objectives as set out in Assessment of Detailed assessment
Schedule 3 whether the objective
has been met

(green= fully met,
orange= partially met,
red= not met)

e Ad hoc discussions with other UK based access management and mitigation initiatives including
those with a dog behaviour focus.

Additionally, presentations were shared which demonstrate how the team communicate about the
SAMM project as a whole.
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Annex 2. Additional data for Question 2

Wardening

The wardening service is an on-the-ground team who work to encourage visitors to
behave responsibly and to promote use of alternative recreational areas (such as SANGSs)
through opportunistic interactions on the SPA sites. The wardens also run pop-up events
and annual events such as Heath Week which help to educate site visitors about the
unique qualities of the heathland and how to protect it. The team is made up of six year-
round wardens and is supplemented with seasonal wardens.

Over time, the total number of leaflets handed out by wardens across the SPA can be
seen to increase (shown in Figure 12). Whilst efficiency of wardens could be a contributing
factor to increases in the number of leaflets handed out, the increase in wardening hours
and increased interactions are likely to, but cannot be concluded to, be the leading cause
of this increase. Pauses to leafletting can be seen in 2020 and 2021 as a result of the
Covid-19 pandemic restrictions, whilst wardening continued at some points across this
period it was not deemed safe to continue with leafletting activities. In this instance, QR
codes were utilised for SAMM message sharing. Therefore, the SAMM project team have
been able to continue sharing the key messages around responsible site use and SANG
sites during difficult times and with an increase in the last few years. This is a positive first
step in changing the behaviour of site visitors.

Figure 12 Total number of leaflets handed out by wardens within SPAs over time
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In 2018 the SAMM project team introduced the Heathland Hounds initiative which focused
efforts around responsible dog behaviour on the site, led by the “paws on paths”
messaging. One interviewee noted that the initiative has been making positive progress:

“Keeping dogs on paths has come a long way through heathland hounds through targeting
the dog walking audience and is being embraced.” (NE6)

Figure 13 presents that the number of dogs counted by wardens on the SPA over time.
The number of dogs counted on site has stayed relatively stable over time with exception
of a decrease during the Covid-19 period. Interviewees suggested that they felt that there
has been an increase in dog ownership in the area, especially after the Covid-19 period,
meaning that the Heathland hounds initiative was a necessary focus.

Figure 13 Number of dogs counted by wardens within SPAs over time
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Figure 14 shows the number of site visitors (who were interviewed as part of the visitor
survey conducted by the SAMM project team) that were aware of SAMM project initiatives
such as Heathland Hounds and the TBH partnership. Only 242 (22%) of those interviewed
had heard of Heathland Hounds, and 115 (10%) of those interviewed had heard of the
TBH partnership. The majority of interviewees were unaware of mitigation measures
suggesting that there are many more visitors that the warden team and communication
team could reach.
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Figure 14 Percentage of interviewees that stated they were aware of mitigation
measures when asked by wardens (2023)
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There is some evidence to suggest that through warden interactions and reading of signs
visitors are gaining knowledge about the SPA sites, their purpose and how to use the sites
responsibly. 82% (n = 1,200) of visitors interviewed by wardens were aware of species
and habitats potentially affected by visits to the SPA. Over half (n = 669) commented on
the general importance of birds, and 38% of those who were aware specifically identified
ground-nesting birds as being at risk. Fewer than one fifth (n = 255) of those interviewed
were unaware of which species or habitats might be affected within the SPA by increased
visitor presence. Although this figure is relatively low, it highlights a potential need for
additional wardening capacity.

Figure 15 Visitor awareness of what species or habitats within the SPA might be
affected by people visiting the area (2023) (n=1455)
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Figure 16 shows a further breakdown of those who were aware of the impact that visitor
presence has on species and habitats within the SPA sites, showing specific bird species
mentioned. The most commonly mentioned species was the Dartford warbler, with 53
specific mentions. This was closely followed by the Nightjar with 49 interviewees
highlighting their awareness of the risks posed to this species by visitors on the SPA. The
least commonly mentioned species was the Woodlark, with 14 interviewees stating their
knowledge of its presence.

Figure 16 Of those aware of SPA sites sensitivities and mentioning ground nesting
birds (n=466), count of individual bird species mentioned (2023)
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One interviewee highlighted visitor awareness, stating that whilst it took a number of years
to develop, there is now a common recognition from visitors that they are on an SPA sites
and that messaging has moved from wardens sharing knowledge of SPA status with
visitors, to visitors assisting in spreading the word.

Focus group participants acknowledged that not everyone will want to engage with the
warden team and that “knowing how to reach them [the disengaged] properly is difficult’
(Focus group participant). Trust building is essential for wardens to reach a wider
audience and ensure the key messages reach those who may not be aware of the
sensitivities of the site. Another focus group participant built on this point, highlighting that
wardens are “quite good at tailoring how they talk to people, depending on their interests”
(Focus group participant). Whole focus group discussions revealed that wardens have had
workshop training on how to approach certain groups of people, considering their
willingness to engage and what their motivations for using the sites may be.

Education and Communication
Communication

Over time website views have declined by 17% (Figure 17). The website was launched in
2017and continues to be updated with new SANG details and SAMM team activities.
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Whilst increases were present between November 2020 and November 2021 the views
have fluctuated after this with a sharp decline between November 2021 and November
2022 and a slow general increase in recent times.

Figure 17 Total website views (since last time recorded)
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One interviewee suggested that the presence of warden blogs may have contributed to the
observed peaks and troughs. Both the focus group and an individual interview highlighted
that blog posts are not published at regular intervals; rather, they depend on the warden
team feeling inspired and sharing content with the communications team. Consequently,
when wardens are occupied with other responsibilities, fewer blog posts are produced,
potentially evidencing reduction in website views.

Project branding

Efforts to create a strong project brand were evident in interviews and project materials.
Two interviewees agreed that “branding is strong and recognizable, even out of context”
(NE®G) both in person and online. Three interviewees provided examples of methods used
by the SAMM project team to convey a strong and memorable message, for example
colours, font, and messaging aligns across the services, website, social media content and
any handouts or educational content. The TBH partnership logo had been changed four
times in efforts to make it more identifiable. Two interviewees considered the branding for
the SAMM project team to be message led, for example using the branding name of ‘our
amazing heathlands’ for the education service rather than using the SAMM or TBH
partnership name. They felt that this was an effective approach as the messages around
appreciating the sites and using the sites responsibly were more important for the public
than remembering the governance structures.

Partnership work
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The SAMM project team regularly collaborates with local partners to deliver education
sessions, pop ups, create newsletters and social media content, and continuously improve
the services. There were mixed responses from interviewees as to the effectiveness of
these partnerships.

Quarterly meetings are held with partners, most commonly involving land manager staff.
Topics such as tackling increases in wildfires are discussed, alongside SAMM progress
updates. Partner participation has reportedly declined, potentially due to a change in the
format of AMMP meetings. Meetings that previously operated in an open discussion
format have transitioned to a presentation-based format that some find less engaging. An
interviewee which raised this issue felt that the beneficial networking element of
partnership meetings had been lost.

Two interviewees mentioned quarterly partner newsletters. Partners are regularly asked
for content and updates — this process is beneficial to both partners and the SAMM project
team for keeping informed. It was made clear within interviews that participation in the
form of content contributions sometimes feels forced, and multiple reminders need to be
sent. However, when this content is available, it is well received with positive feedback
from newsletter readers.

Monitoring

A number of more specific limitations were raised by interviewees and focus group
participants regarding the current monitoring regime. Firstly, it was felt that there was a
lack of absolute numbers from people counters on the SPA due to missing data and
incomplete coverage of counters across site entrances. Secondly, whilst bird counts were
considered generally robust due to their long-term and comparable nature, one
interviewee noted, that bird count data is unable to be collected across the whole
heathland and is therefore estimated, lowering count accuracy.

It was suggested by two interviewees that whilst social media data can evidence clear
trajectories across both engagement and reach, this data is not considered a reliable
indicator of behaviour change and therefore cannot be used to present causation of any
changes to site use.

The SAMM team demonstrated in interviews and the focus group that they are considering
other options for monitoring such as dog transects which may help to monitor dog
behaviour in terms of staying on paths and away from the heathland. One interviewee also
suggested collection of data on vegetation around paths to monitor whether visitors are
using the paths responsibly. These suggestions have been further explored in Section 3.
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Annex 3. Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
Interview Guide: NE Team

Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Interview Guide: NE Team

Purpose of this study:

ICF is evaluating the Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) project as
part of the Thames Basin Heaths SPA Delivery Framework.

The evaluation aims are to consider:
e Whether the project is delivering what is set out in Schedule 3
e The effectiveness of the roles and services (as set out in Schedule 3)
e The data available to showcase effectiveness
e How monitoring can be adapted in the future to capture evidence of effectiveness

e Additional measures which may support the functioning of the SAMM project

The purpose of this interview is to explore:

e Team members experiences of how each of the services and roles are operating
(as appropriate to the interviewees role)

e Experiences of how the activities currently undertaken as part of the SAMM project
are contributing to the overall aim of reducing recreational pressure on the site to
support the protected bird population and enable development

e Suggestions for additional measures which could help in managing future additional
pressures from upcoming housing developments

The interview will last 45-60 minutes.

Consent: Would you be happy for us to record this interview? The recording is for
notetaking purposes and will not be shared outside of the ICF project team. When we write
up our report your personal data will remain anonymous. Data will be reported in
aggregate in an anonymised fashion but due to the small number of interviewees and
unique nature of some of the interviewees roles we cannot guarantee that some findings
will not be traced back to an interviewee. We will endeavour to keep these instances to a
minimum. The research will be reported in such a way that this risk is low. Where the risk
has been identified whilst writing up the research the evaluation team will reach out to
interviewees directly to approve the section of text ahead of finalisation.

We may use some illustrative quotes in our report, but these will not be attributed to you.
Data will be stored securely by ICF and deleted within 12 months of the completion of the
evaluation. Your participation is voluntary and if at any point you would like to withdraw
information shared with us today, please let us know and we can remove the information
from our reporting.

Introduction (All interviewees)
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1. Please can you describe your role within the SAMM project (and wider TBH
SPA Delivery Framework).

a. How long have you been in this role?
b. Has your role changed in scope during this time?
c. Have you had any other roles in the SAMM project team?

SAMM overall (All interviewees)

2. How has the recreational pressure across all of the protected sites changed
over time? (*Recreational pressure defined as: increasing numbers of visitors
(including dogs) to the sites, Visitors not adhering to guidance on how to use
the site responsibly (keeping to paths, preventing fires, keeping dogs out of
vegetation, cleaning up mess, following signage))

a. What do you think has caused this change?

b. In your experience how has the SAMM project impacted on this
pressure?

3. How did you find the process of setting up the SAMM project, from your
perspective? (if applicable to interviewee based on how long they have been
part of the team)

4. Have there been any challenges in the set up and running of the SAMM project
(and wider TBH SPA Delivery Framework?)

a. If so, how have these been overcome?
5. Which elements of the SAMM project do you feel are most effective and why?
6. Which elements of the SAMM project do you feel are least effective and why?

7. Did use of the SPA sites change during the Covid-19 pandemic and associated
lock-downs?

a. If so how?

b. How did the SAMM project respond to this?

c. What worked well about this response and what could have worked
better?

Wardening service (Project manager and comms officer interviews only)

8. Can you tell me a bit about the wardening service? (e.g. activities, the warden
team)

9. How does the SAMM project wardening service work alongside the wardening
service that existed before SAMM was set up?

10.Which activities or elements of the warden service do you feel are most
effective and why?

11.Which activities or elements of the warden service do you feel are least
effective and why?

12. (for interviewees with wardening experience) When you interacted (or currently
interact) with visitors how likely was it that they were aware of:

a. the SPA status of the site and its purpose
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b. how they should use the site (e.g. keeping dogs on paths, walking on
paths, the risk of wildfire etc)

c. the availability of SANG sites and the benefits of using these sites

Monitoring service (All interviewees)

13.In what way is the SAMM project currently monitored?

a. How effective do you feel this has been for understanding how the
SAMM project is operating towards its aims? Why?

b. How are decisions made about what monitoring is undertaken? (e.g.
what to monitor, is the JSPB/ working group involved) (question for
project manager only)

c. Which monitoring activities do you feel are most effective and why?

d. Which monitoring activities do you feel are least effective and why?
14.Have you considered any other monitoring activities in the past?

a. What were they?

b. What were the barriers that prevented you from putting these in place?

15.Do you have any suggestions for other monitoring activities that you feel could
be useful for showcasing the impact of the SAMM project?

Education and Communication service (Project manager and comms/ education
officer interview)

16.How does the education and communication service support the on-the-ground
wardening service?

17.How does the education and communication service work to build a project
identity?
a. Are there any examples of where this has worked particularly well/ not
well?

18.How does the education and communication service work to build relationships
with key organisations?

a. Are there any examples of where this has worked particularly well/ not
well?

19.How has the education and communication service changed over time?
a. What has caused this change?

20.Which activities or elements of the education and communication service do
you feel are most effective and why?

21.Which activities or elements of the education and communication service do
you feel are least effective and why?

Facilitation role (project manager and sustainable development officer interviews)

22.How does the SAMM project enable land managers to work together to share
resources and best practice?

23.How is best practice identified, collated and shared?

24 .Who do you share best practice with?
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25.What impact has the sharing of best practice had? (e.g. are there any
examples of where learning shared has been used, has it informed strategies,
which elements were of most use)

26.How does the SAMM project interact with the LPAs and the planning system?
a. What works well about this?
b. Have there been any challenges?

c. Do you have any suggestions for how learning around this could be
captured or improvements could be made?

27.How does the SAMM project interact with your wider work on Sustainable
Development? (for sustainable development officers only)

a. What works well about this?
b. Have there been any challenges?

c. Do you have any suggestions for how learning around this could be
captured or improvements could be made?

28.How effective is the SAMM project in enabling housing development within the
zone of influence? (for sustainable development officers only)

The future (All interviewees)

29.Do you have any suggestions for how current actions could be improved to
help manage future additional pressure from upcoming housing developments?

30.Do you have any suggestions for new measures that could be proposed to
assist in managing future additional pressure?

Wrap up (All interviewees)

31.1s there anything else you would like to discuss with me today about the SAMM
project and how it is operating?

Thank you for your time, it is greatly appreciated. We will be reporting our findings back to
NE in January 2026.

Questions for specific interviewees

Ornithologist specific questions:

1. To what extent is the SAMM project important in protecting the birds on the
SPA site?

2. How effective do you feel the SAMM project has been at protecting the bird
populations on the SPA sites through reduction in pressure?

3. Is there more that the SAMM project could do to reduce the pressure/ protect
the birds?

4. Do you have any suggestions for how the monitoring of the birds could be
improved?
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Annex 4. Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
Interview Guide: Local Planning Authorities (LPASs)
Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Interview Guide: Local Planning
Authorities (LPAs)
Purpose of this study:
ICF is evaluating the Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) project as
part of the Thames Basin Heaths SPA Delivery Framework.
The evaluation aims are to consider:

e Whether the project is delivering what is set out in Schedule 3

e The effectiveness of the roles and services (as set out in Schedule 3)

e The data available to showcase effectiveness

e How monitoring can be adapted in the future to capture evidence of effectiveness

e Additional measures which may support the functioning of the SAMM project

The purpose of this interview is to explore:
e LPA interactions with the SAMM project

e Reflections on how the SAMM project supports development across the zone of
influence

e Suggestions for additional measures which could help in managing future additional
pressures from upcoming housing developments

The interview will take up to 45 minutes.

Consent: Would you be happy for us to record this interview? The recording is for
notetaking purposes and will not be shared outside of the ICF project team. When we write
up our report your personal data will remain anonymous. Data will be reported in
aggregate in an anonymised fashion but due to the small number of interviewees and
unique nature of some of the interviewees roles we cannot guarantee that some findings
will not be traced back to an interviewee. We will endeavour to keep these instances to a
minimum. The research will be reported in such a way that this risk is low. Where the risk
has been identified whilst writing up the research the evaluation team will reach out to
interviewees directly to approve the section of text ahead of finalisation.

We may use some illustrative quotes in our report, but these will not be attributed to you.
Data will be stored securely by ICF and deleted within 12 months of the completion of the
evaluation. Your participation is voluntary and if at any point you would like to withdraw
information shared with us today, please let us know and we can remove the information
from our reporting.

Introduction

1. Please can you describe your role within the LPA.
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a. How long have you been in this role?

2. How does your role relate to the TBH SPA Delivery Framework and the
Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) project specifically?

3. To what extent do you consider the TBH SPA Delivery Framework to be
valuable in your local area?

a. Do you feel that the Framework provides any benefits? If so, what benefits
do you feel it provides?

Setting up of the SAMM (only for those who were in their role during 2009-2011)

4. How did you find the process of setting up the SAMM project, from your
perspective?

a. How well did the process of securing the implementation mechanism go?
b. Were there any challenges? If so, how were they overcome?

Interaction with developers

5. How is the concept of the TBH SPA Delivery Framework and specifically the
SAMM project received by developers?

a. How effective do developers feel that the TBH SPA Delivery Framework and
specifically the SAMM project are?

b. Has the perception of SAMM changed over time?

The impact of SAMM

6. How has the recreational pressure on protected sites within your LPA boundary
changed over time? (*Recreational pressure defined as: increasing numbers of
visitors (including dogs) to the sites, Visitors not adhering to guidance on how
to use the site responsibly (keeping to paths, preventing fires, keeping dogs out
of vegetation, cleaning up mess, following signage))

a. What has caused this change?

b. How did this change during the Covid-19 pandemic and associated lock-
downs?

c. In your experience how has the SAMM project impacted on this pressure?

7. To what extent do you consider the SAMM project specifically to be valuable to
your local area?

a. Do you feel that the SAMM project provides any benefits? If so, what
benefits do you feel it provides?

8. How effective is the TBH SPA Delivery Framework and specifically the SAMM
project in enabling housing development within the zone of influence?

9. Which elements of the SAMM project do you feel are most effective and why?

10.Which elements of the SAMM project do you feel are least effective and why?

11.How effective is the SAMM project at raising awareness and redirecting visitors
to the SANG sites?

Monitoring
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12.Do you undertake any monitoring relating to the SAMM or the TBH SPA
Delivery Framework?

13.How do you monitor planning permissions granted?

a. How do you feed this data into the SAMM project or wider TBH SPA Delivery
Framework to help reflect the changing potential pressure on the sites?

14.1s there further data that could be collected to help understand the
effectiveness of the delivery framework as a whole?

The future

15.Do you have any suggestions for how current actions could be improved to
help manage potential future additional pressure from upcoming housing
developments?

16.Do you have any suggestions for new actions that could be proposed to assist
in managing potential future additional pressure?

Wrap up

17.1s there anything else you would like to discuss with me today about the SAMM
project and how it is operating?

Thank you for your time, it is greatly appreciated. We will be reporting our findings
back to NE in January 2026.
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Annex 5. Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
Focus Group Guide

Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Focus Group Guide

Purpose of this study:

ICF is evaluating the Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) project as
part of the Thames Basin Heaths SPA Delivery Framework.

The evaluation aims are to consider:
e Whether the project is delivering what is set out in Schedule 3
e The effectiveness of the roles and services (as set out in Schedule 3)
e The data available to showcase effectiveness
e How monitoring can be adapted in the future to capture evidence of effectiveness
e Additional measures which may support the functioning of the SAMM project

The purpose of this focus group is to explore:

¢ In-depth how the wardening service operates and how it works towards the aims of
the SAMM project

e Which aspects of the wardening service work well and which could be improved
e How it interacts with the other services of the SAMM project

e Suggestions for additional measures which could help in managing future additional
pressures from upcoming housing developments

Consent: Would you be happy for us to record this focus group? The recording is for
notetaking purposes and will not be shared outside of the ICF project team. When we write
up our report, your personal data will not be reported alongside what you have said.
However, in the rare instance that you could be identified due to the small number and
specific roles of participants, we will contact you directly to approve the relevant section
before finalisation. Data will be stored securely by ICF and deleted within 12 months of the
completion of the evaluation. Your participation is voluntary and if at any point you would
like to withdraw information shared with us today, please let us know and we can remove
the information from our reporting.

Notes: The focus group is 2 hours long and the participants will all have experience in the
warden role. The participants have not participated in interviews as part of this research.
The focus group seeks to understand how the wardening service operates, where it is
most effective and what impacts the wardens have identified from their work.

The data will be collected through the audio recording transcript and notes taken by a
notetaker in the session. A mural board will be used as a visual aid to assist
conversations, participants will not directly add to the board, instead facilitators will add to
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the board as needed, however the note takers are the main sources for collecting data
from the discussions.
Introduction/ ice breaker (15 minutes)

1. Please can you each describe your role and your favourite animal or plant
found on the TBH SPA sites.

This gives an idea of the mix of warden roles in the room and their focuses.
The aim is to get everyone talking.

The wardening service (45 minutes)

As set out in Schedule 3 the wardening service focuses on:

Raising awareness amongst visitors of the importance and sensitivity of the
SPA;

Encouraging visitors to behave responsibly on the SPA;

With existing land managers, assessing visitor infrastructure and focussing
on the practical experience of visitors to identify on-the-ground
improvements;

Promoting alternative recreational areas, including SANGs

Using a pre-populated Mural board of activities associated with each let’s discuss the
following questions (discussed one question at a time):

2. Are there any other activities that you do which need adding to the board?
(whole group discussion)

3. How effective do you feel the warden service is at doing what it was set out to
do (see box above)?

a. If you feel that the service is effective, which activities or elements of the
warden service do you feel are most effective and why? (2 break out rooms
discussing this separately with a note taker in each room recording the views
being shared)

b. If you feel that the service is ineffective, which activities or elements of the
warden service do you feel are least effective and why? (2 break out rooms
discussing this separately with a note taker in each room recording the views
being shared)

The groups will come back together and facilitators will give a brief summary of
what was discussed in each room.

The impact of SAMM (20 minutes)

4. Has the recreational pressure on the site changed over time? (*Recreational
pressure defined as: numbers of visitors (including dogs) to the sites, Visitors
behaviour in relation to guidance on how to use the site responsibly (keeping to
paths, preventing fires, keeping dogs out of vegetation, cleaning up mess,
following signage)) (Whole group discussion)
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a. If it has changed, what has caused this change?

b. In your experience has the SAMM project impacted on this pressure? If so,
how?

This question has two aims: Firstly, to understand and capture any key changes or
events which may impact the quantitative data that we are analysing and adds
important context to this analysis. Secondly, to gain an understanding of how the
wardens feel the pressure on the site is changing over time, whether it is
increasing and then how the actions of the SAMM wardens may be influencing this
change. The mural board will include a timeline visual to add discussion.

5. When you interacted with visitors how likely was it that they were aware of:
a. the SPA status of the site and its purpose

b. how they should use the site responsibly (e.g. keeping dogs on paths,
walking on paths, the risk of wildfire etc)

c. the availability of SANG sites and the benefits of using these sites
This question is a discussion exercise run in 2 break out rooms with note takers.

6. Who has taken part in running the SANG visitor surveys? (show of hands)

7. s the SANG visitor survey effective or useful for capturing evidence of how the
SAMM project is operating (in terms of capturing whether people are choosing
to use the SANGs instead of the SPA sites)? (2 break out rooms with note
takers with a focus on those most familiar with the survey)

a. If you feel it is effective, how effective is it?
b. If you feel it is effective, which elements of the survey are most effective?
c. Are there any suggestions for how it could be improved?

8. Is the warden data that you record effective or useful in showing the impact of
your work and interactions? (2 break out rooms with note takers)

a. If you feel it is effective, how effective is it?
b. If you feel it is effective, which elements are most effective?
c. Are there any suggestions for how it could be improved?

The groups will come back together and facilitators will give a brief summary of
what was discussed in each room.

Interactions with other SAMM project services (10 minutes)

This will be a whole group discussion about how the warden role contributes/
interacts with the other elements of the SAMM project. This will be supported by a
diagram showing links on Mural which facilitators will add to during the discussion.

9. In your warden role, what involvement do you have with the following areas?
a. the education and communication services
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b. the monitoring service

c. the facilitation role (in terms of identifying, collating and sharing best practice)
10.1s these areas of interaction effective for meeting the objective of the project?

a. If so, how effective are they?

b. Do some aspects work better than others?

The future (20 minutes)

These questions will be run as a group discussion. These questions are designed
to capture suggestions for how the SAMM project can adapt in the face of potential
increases in recreational pressures. Suggestions here will feed directly into the
recommendations workshop.

11.Do you have any suggestions for where current actions could be changed or
developed to assist in managing future additional pressure from upcoming
housing developments?

12.Do you have any suggestions for new measures that could be proposed to
assist in managing future additional pressure?
Covid-19 period (5 minutes)

13.Did this pressure change during the Covid-19 pandemic and associated
lockdown? If so, how did it change?

a. How did the SAMM project adapt to this? How effective were these
adaptations?

Wrap up (5 minutes)

14.Is there anything else you would like to discuss with me today about the SAMM
project and how it is operating?

Thank you for your time, it is greatly appreciated. We will be reporting our findings back to
NE in January 2026. If you have more information or views that you would like to share
with us for the evaluation please reach out to ellie.cook@icf.com in the next two weeks.

Back up questions if needed:

e What do you do to raise awareness amongst visitors of the importance and
sensitivity of the SPA? What works well? What could work better and how?

e What do you do to encourage visitors to behave responsibly on the SPA? What
works well? What could work better and how?

e Do you work with the land managers to assess visitor infrastructure and focus on
the practical experience of visitors to identify on-the-ground improvements? If so,
how? What works well about this? What could be improved?

e What do you do to promote alternative recreational areas, including SANGs? What
works well? What could work better and how?
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Annex 6. SAMM Project Evaluation: Recommendations
Workshop Plan

SAMM Project Evaluation: Recommendations Workshop Plan

Aim: to look at the feasibility of recommendations/ suggestions made in interviews,
the focus group and coming out of the secondary data analysis.

Core questions:

- Has this been considered before? If so, can you tell me about that process and why it
was not taken forwards?

- Is the wording given the best way to describe the suggestion? Does it need framing in
a different way? Could you word this suggestion better?

- What would need to be in place to enable this to happen? What could be a barrier to
this happening? i.e. how feasible is this suggestion or what would need to be
considered to make this a reality?

- How big of a benefit do you feel this could make? What is the benefit from this
suggestion?

The workshop is taking place in-person at Heather Farm on the SPA near Woking
between 10am and 12pm on Thursday 27" November 2025. There will be 10-13
participants, 1 facilitator and 1 note taker. The workshop is 2 hours long. Participants are a
mix of NE wardens, NE SAMM leadership, NE Sustainable Development Officers and LPA
representatives (all of whom have participated in an interview or the focus group for the
evaluation).

Data from the workshop will be taken using a note taker, written sticky notes and other
notes from participants and a recording (As back up).

Equipment needed: Sheets of A3 paper, pens, sticky notes, printed lists of the
recommendations (x14), phone for recording, laptop for note taking.

Table 8 Agenda for Recommendations Workshop

Questions/ Activity

focus

15 Welcome and | ICF to introduce the evaluation and its activities so far. Telling
minutes | introductions | the story of how we got to these recommendations and the
other data that we are considering.

ICF introducing the workshop and its aims. It will be made
clear that we will not be identifying who made the
recommendations but participants are free to identify
themselves if they wish or not if they wish (that it is a personal
choice and not a requirement of the workshop). It will also be
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made clear that these are open suggestions at this stage with
no budget or realistic constraints added to them at this stage.
This is the purpose of these conversations so please do
consider each recommendation openly.

Each participant to introduce themselves, their role and their
favourite part of the SPA sites [to get everyone talking].

After this ICF will start the recording.

20 Consideration | A list of the recommendations will be supplied to each
minutes | of the list of participant for them to consider in groups of 2 or 3 to start
recommendati | with. This includes considering the following questions:
ons in small How have you thought about this suggestion before, if at
groups. all?
Could you word this suggestion better?
What would need to be considered to make this a reality?
How big of a benefit do you feel this could make for the
SPA?
There will then be larger pieces of paper with each
recommendation on around the room(s) and sticky notes for
people to add initial thoughts around the core set of questions.
This aims to give participants time to consider their thoughts
ahead of the main group discussion. Participants will also be
encouraged to read the notes from other groups.
60 Examination | Together the group will look at each recommendation, the
minutes | of each sticky notes already added to it and the key questions to
recommendati | thoroughly discuss the feasibility, barriers and enablers and
on in turn as a | potential benefits of each recommendation.
whole group.
Again, Start broad, what does everything think of this
considering recommendation? Then go into notes and prompts.
the kgy Identifying top 3 recommendations (most feasible for JSPB to
questions o
consider in the near future).
above.
15 Any further ICF will ask if there is anything else that anyone would like to
minutes | recommendati | suggest that the SAMM project could do differently to adapt to
ons potential future pressure from housing development.
10 Wrap up ICF will summarise the conversations and lay out the next
minutes steps in terms of analysis and reporting.
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Annex 7. Recommendations list used in the workshop

Table 9 Recommendations list for workshop

Theme Recommendations

Expanding e Expansion of the education service to increase the number of
the existing schools reached and engage other groups (e.g. more
service engagement with secondary schools etc.)

e Increase the number of wardens

e Increase the length of Heath Week and/or run a similar day in
Winter as well

e Increase the promotion of SANGs through updating the website
to include all SANG sites and promoting all the different uses of
the site

e Further promotion of the purpose of the SPA to strengthen
understanding

e Engagement with a wider dog walking audience through dog
groomers or groups outside of the area or those planning
development of private dog walking areas

e Increase engagement with the crown estate to align on SAMM
objectives and messaging

e Engage wider audiences such as cyclists or horse riders through
social media to promote the key messaging and the benefits of
the use of green spaces such as the SANGs

e There could be more join up between the NE sustainable
development team and SAMM team to ensure knowledge
transfer about sustainable development issues. More time could
be set aside for this

Working with e Improved communication between the SAMM team and LPAs,
LPAs, the particularly in terms of communicating the purpose and benefits
JSPB and of the SAMM project to councillors and developers.

SANG e More direction coming from the board to the SAMM team to
owners guide where the project will go in the future. This could

be assisted by a steering group

e JSPB meetings could be designed to be more engaging through
a discussion format (instead of the current ‘rigid’ agenda
structure) which includes LPAs reporting on SANG
development

e LPA areas with less land available for SANG sites could have a
higher proportion of their tariff contributing to the SAMM project
compared with other LPA areas
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LPAs could share materials or learning from the JSPB meetings
with developers

The SAMM project should produce an infrastructure funding
statement annually to say what they have received in funding
and where it has been spent

The SAMM team could link up more with local ranger teams
The SAMM team could share feedback from the SANG surveys
to the SANG owners

Monitoring

Addition of SANG people counters at all sites to ensure robust
data is available for comparison of change in visitor numbers
over time

The SAMM team could trial dog transects to measure how far off
the paths the dogs are going and see the impact on vegetation
(or another type of monitoring to look at dogs on/off the path)
Recruitment of a data analyst for the team

The team could run interviews with new and current residents to
understand their experiences of using the sites. These could be
formally scheduled to help engage participants whilst they are
not on a walk

The team could look at SSSI unit assessments to help with
understanding how the site condition is changing over time
More monitoring could be done to understand the borough
specific pressures on the SPA

SANG and SPA visitor surveys could be updated to ask
questions around how the green spaces are used (what visitors
find attractive about a sites), whether visitors are choosing
SANG sites over SPA sites and whether they have heard of
SAMM project initiatives (Heath Week or Heathland Hounds)
rather than just the TBH Partnership

The SANG or SPA visitor survey could be asked to a wider
audience of residents to compare data

The team could collect data on how many first-time dog owners
are using the sites

The question around dog walkers with 5+ dogs could be updated
to reflect that on some site licences only allow dog walkers to
walk up to 4 dogs

People counters could be added to all SPA site entrances
(automation used for monitoring where possible)

New ideas

Leaflet bundle to be sent to residents of new housing
developments
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The SAMM team could create and host a dashboard (possibly
on the TBH or LPA websites) for developers with key data
showing what the SAMM project is delivering

Consideration of busy locations (such as cafes or toilet blocks
with high numbers of visitors) and whether they can be

moved off of the SPA sites to reduce the concentration of
visitors

Promotion of how developers are contributing to local green
spaces and the protection of the SPA sites

A review could be done to assess the SPAs and whether they
are functional. There may be other sites in the area that should
have SPA designation

Use of QR codes to give more information on flora and fauna on
the sites alongside information boards

There could be a set of fines or penalties for those who do not
follow the guidance of the SPA

Recruitment of a planning officer for the SAMM team

The team could engage with a psychologist to help with
designing materials and making them interactive and engaging
to promote behaviour change

The SAMM team could engage in discussing advice on
landscape management and green finance with partners from
the partnership

Parts of the SPA could fenced off for protection of the
site/species

Creation of hub sites (like Heather farm) in each of the 3
counties

Local Government Reform may give the opportunity for the LPAs
to host the SAMM project and team instead of NE. This could
also be an opportunity to review which LPAs are involved in the
TBH SPA Delivery Framework.

Guidance from NE to LPAs around the TBH SPA Delivery
Framework could be reviewed and updated to reflect current
planning practices and ensure consistency across LPA
approaches (E.g. calculation of the tariff or managing refunds)
Geocaching or ‘town trails’ could be used to gamify education
and messaging

The SAMM team could install live webcams on nest sites. A
feature from Spring Watch could help to showcase how special
the SPA sites are
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Annex 8. Secondary list of recommendations with

reasonings for not being included

Table 10 Secondary list of recommendations

Theme Recommendations Reasoning
Expanding . Increase the length of Heath 1. The team do run events in the
the service Week and/or run a similar day in winter already and feel that this
Winter as well is not an effective time to run
. Increase the promotion of SANGs events.
through updating the website to 2. The team advertise all SANGs
include all SANG sites and that they are made aware of
promoting all the different uses of and that are officially open to
the site the public within the TBH SPA
. Further promotion of the purpose zone.
of the SPA to strengthen 3. The suggestion was too vague.
understanding 4. The team already have a plan in
. Engage wider audiences such as place for next year to do this.
cyclists or horse riders through 5. The team have explored this
social media to promote the key engagement a number of times
messaging and the benefits of the and do collaborate where the
use of green spaces such as the Crown Estate are open to
SANGs this. However, the barrier to
. Increase engagement with the engagement is political and the
crown estate to align on SAMM SAMM team can have limited
objectives and messaging impact on this. The team are
currently exploring whether they
can gain permission to take
school groups onto these sites.
Working with . LPA areas with less land 1. This is outside the remit of the
LPAs, the available for SANG sites could SAMM team but could be
JSPB and have a higher proportion of their considered within the JSPB
SANG tariff contributing to the SAMM review of the wider framework.
owners project compared with other LPA 2. The team invite all partner land
areas managers to their office
. The SAMM team could link up quarterly. Ranger
more with local ranger teams teams who deliver the practical
. The SAMM project should habitat management are
produce an infrastructure funding engaged by the SAMM team
statement annually to say what when they see them out and
they have received in funding and about, at quarterly AMMP
where it has been spent meetings, correspond with them
for events, site leads
correspond with them on site
issues, signage etc.
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3.

The SAMM project team report
on their spending and funds
received within the JSPB
reports.

Monitoring

. The SAMM team could trial dog

transects to measure how far off
the paths the dogs are going and
see the impact on vegetation (or
another type of monitoring to look
at dogs on/off the path)

. Recruitment of a data analyst for

the team

. The team could run interviews

with new and current residents to
understand their experiences of
using the sites. These could be
formally scheduled to help
engage participants whilst they
are not on a walk

. The team could look at SSSI unit

assessments to help with
understanding how the site
condition is changing over time

. SANG and SPA visitor surveys

could be updated to ask
questions around how the green
spaces are used (what visitors
find attractive about a sites),
whether visitors are choosing
SANG sites over SPA sites and
whether they have heard of
SAMM project initiatives (Heath
Week or Heathland Hounds)
rather than just the TBH
Partnership

. The SANG or SPA visitor survey

could be asked to a wider
audience of residents to compare
data

. The team could collect data on

how many first-time dog owners
are using the sites

. The question around dog walkers

with 5+ dogs could be updated to
reflect that on some site licences

. The team already have a

methodology drafted and once
the data analyst is in place the
study will commence.

. Recruitment for a data analyst is

ongoing.

. Removed from core discussion

as this can be considered within
the outcomes framework

. Removed from core discussion

as this can be considered within
the outcomes framework

. Removed from core discussion

as this can be considered within
the outcomes framework

. Removed from core discussion

as this can be considered within
the outcomes framework

. Removed from core discussion

as this can be considered within
the outcomes framework

. Removed from core discussion

as this can be considered within
the outcomes framework
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only allow dog walkers to walk up
to 4 dogs

New ideas 1. The SAMM team could create and
host a dashboard (possibly on the
TBH or LPA websites) for
developers with key data showing
what the SAMM project is
delivering

2. Consideration of busy locations
(such as cafes or toilet blocks with
high numbers of visitors) and
whether they can be moved off
of the SPA sites to reduce the
concentration of visitors

3. Areview could be done to
assess whether there may be
other sites in the area that should
have SPA designation

4. Use of QR codes to give more
information on flora and fauna on
the sites alongside information
boards

5. The SAMM team could engage in
discussing advice on landscape
management and green finance
with partners from the
partnership

6. Parts of the SPA could be fenced
off for protection of the
site/species

7. Local Government Reform may
give the opportunity for the LPAs
to host the SAMM project and
team instead of NE. This could
also be an opportunity to review
which LPAs are involved in the
TBH SPA Delivery Framework.

8. Guidance within the TBH SPA
Delivery Framework for LPAs
could be reviewed and updated to
reflect current planning practices
and ensure consistency across
LPA approaches (E.g. calculation
of the tariff or managing refunds)

. The SAMM team now include a

‘highlights page’ of important
statistics in the JSPB reports
which are publicly accessible via
the TBH website.

The team feel that there already
very limited café and toilet
facilities on the SPA sites and
that these are important for the
wardens fulfilling their roles.
This is outside the remit of the
SAMM team but could be
considered within the JSPB
review of the wider framework.
This suggestion would fall under
the remit of land managers on
the site rather than the SAMM
team so has been removed from
the discussion.

The team already do discuss
these topics and try to engage
with the NE’s green finance
team.

This suggestion is outside of the
remit of the SAMM team.

This is outside the remit of the
SAMM team but could be
considered within the JSPB
review of the wider framework.
This is outside the remit of the
SAMM team but could be
considered within the JSPB
review of the wider framework.
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Annex 9. List of data provided by Natural England for

analysis

Below is the data received as a part of the scoping phase. It showcases the breath of
monitoring that the SAMM project team currently undertake. As part of the scoping phase
this was assessed to uncover which elements of the data would be useful for the

evaluation.

Table 11 List of data provided by Natural England

Data grouping

Data name

Years of
data
available

(4)

leaflets handed
out

SPA visitor SPA visitor 2005, Visitor Access Patterns on the Thames Basin
counts counts 2012/2013, Heaths SPA, Visitor Questionnaire Survey 2018,
2018, 2023 Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area
2023 Visitor Survey, JSPB reports (summarising
data from Visitor count reports detailed in row
above)
SANG Warden SANG Visitor 2018, 2024, SANG Warden surveys
survey (1) count 2025
SANG Warden Alternative 2016/17, SANG Warden surveys
survey (2) SANG sites - 2018, 2024,
preferred sites 2025
SANG Warden First heard about | 2024, 2025 SANG Warden surveys
survey (3) the SANG site
SANG Warden Awareness of 2016/17, SANG Warden surveys
survey (4) TBHP 2024, 2025
SPA wardening | SPA Warden 2017 - 2025 | JSPB reports
(1) interactions
SPA wardening | SPA Total hours | 2017 - 2025 | JSPB reports
(2) of wardening
SPA wardening | SPA Total 2017 - 2025 | JSPB reports
(3) number of
people interacted
with who the
warden has
interacted with
before
SPA wardening | SPA Number of | 2017 -2025 | JSPB reports
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SPA wardening | SPA Number of | 2017 -2025 | JSPB reports
(5) dogs
SPA wardening | SPA Number of | 2017 -2025 | JSPB reports
(6) dog walkers (with
5 + dogs)
SPA visitor SPA Activities 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (1) undertaken at 2012/2013,
the site during 2018, 2023
visit
SPA visitor SPA Transport 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (2) taken to reach 2012/2013,
the site 2018, 2023
SPA visitor SPA Visit 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (3) patterns e.g. 2012/2013,
duration, 2018, 2023
frequency, years
visiting,
seasonality
SPA visitor SPA Visitor 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (4) reasons for site | 2012/2013,
choice 2018, 2023
SPA visitor SPA Alternative | 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (5) site choices 2012/2013,
2018, 2023
SPA visitor SPA Awareness | 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (6) of site 2012/2013,
sensitivities or 2018, 2023
mitigations
SPA visitor SPA Visitor other | 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (7) comments 2012/2013,
2018, 2023
SPA visitor SPA Visitor 2005, SPA Visitor Survey reports and JSPB summary
survey (8) origin 2012/2013,
2018, 2023
Bird data Bird counts 2004-2024, Bird data files
missing 2006
and 2014
SPA car park Vehicle totals 2013-2017, JSPB reports, 2017 data

data (including by Jan 2016-Aug
date) 2018, 2019,
June-
September
2022
Communications | Website total 2018, 2020- | JSPB reports
(1) views monthly 2025
Communications | Website 2018 JSPB reports
(2) feedback
Communications | Top 10 most 2020- 2025 JSPB reports
(3) visited areas of
the website
monthly
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Communications | Social media 2016, 2018, JSPB reports
(4) followers 2019, 2020,
2021- July
2023, 2024,
2025
Communications | Social media 2016, 2018, JSPB reports
(5) reach (views) 2019, 2020,
monthly 2021-2025
Communications | Best performing | 2018, 2020- | JSPB reports
(6) posts 2025
Education (1) Number of pupils | 2017, 2020, JSPB reports
engaged 2022, 2023
(also in 2023
JSPB report
is a 2019-
2023
summary of
engagements
and session
numbers)
Education (2) Number of 2017, 2021 JSPB reports
schools
Education (3) Other groups 2017-2025 JSPB reports
engaged (count)
Education (4) Sessions 2017,2019, | JSPBreports
provided 2020-2025
Education (5) Feedback from 2022, 2023 JSPB reports
sessions
Education (6) Staffing and 2015-2024 JSPB reports

recruitment data
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Annex 10. Map of the TBH SPA sites

Thames Basin Heaths
Special Protection Area
heathland and forestry

Greensj pace on
your doorstep entry

18

Figure 18 Map of the TBH SPA sites

© 2026 Thames Basin Heaths

The map shows the TBH SPA sites and the ‘Greenspace on your doorstep’ SANG sites across the TBH area.
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Annex 11. Copy of Schedule 3

SCHEDULE 3

Thames Basin Heaths SPA Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Project
Project background

This project will deliver one of the two component measures required to avoid and mitigate
against the impacts of housing development on the Thames Basin Heaths Special
Protection Area (SPA). It will provide a strategic visitor management and monitoring
service across the SPA, funded by a Section 106 tariff per net additional dwelling collected
by affected Local Authorities. This service will provide an additional complement of full
time and seasonal wardens to support and supplement mechanisms already in place to
direct and educate users of the SPA, and contribute to a reduction in disturbance.
Implementation of a monitoring strategy will provide assurances to developers that their
financial contribution is being spent appropriately and that the agreed measures are
effective. A strategic SPA-wide access management and monitoring programme is
required, in perpetuity, by the South East Plan Policy NRM6: Thames Basin Heaths SPA.

Part 1
Objectives

1. Working in partnership, the overall aim of the Strategic Access Management and
Monitoring Project is to protect the SPA from recreational pressures arising from new
housing development through education (both on and off site), guidance, and promoting
the use of Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace (SANG) sites.

2. Objectives

i. Finalising and securing implementation of mechanism for collecting developer
contributions from Local Authorities and redistributing them to the Project;

ii. Promotion of new access opportunities for local people (SANGSs);
iii. Monitoring of Planning Permissions granted;

iv. Monitoring of visitor use of SANGs and SPA;

v. Monitoring of Annexe 1 birds on SPA sites;

vi. Analysis and reporting on monitoring data;

vii. Provision of an SPA-wide on-the-ground wardening service to support and supplement
existing management mechanisms;

viii. Provision of an education programme;
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ix. Appropriate branding of strategic access management;
x. Creation of new volunteering opportunities (within the monitoring process);

xi. Demonstration of best practice for strategic access management of visitors and visitor
infrastructure, particularly where the supply of open space is heavily dependent on
protected areas.

Part 2
Operations

1. Phase 1 will involve setting up the project and Phase 2 will involve developing
operational delivery gradually in subsequent years.

2. Phase 1 (to be carried out by the Project Co-ordinator):

i. Overseeing production of legal agreement defining funding arrangements and
relationships between the 11 Local Authorities, Hampshire County Council, and
Natural England as the delivery body.

ii. Finalising the Business Plan.

iii. Writing specification for the wardening plan.

iv. Writing job description for the Education and Communication Officer post.

v. Writing draft Communication and Engagement Plan.

vi. Once funds available, appointing Education and Communication Officer and
wardening service.

3. Phase 2 will see the implementation the Strategic Access Management and Monitoring
service which consists of:

i. a wardening service

ii. @ monitoring service

iii. an education and communication service
iv. a facilitation role

3.1. Wardening service

This is an additional on-the-ground presence to the existing wardening resources on the
SPA (which need to be maintained at existing levels to cope with existing pressure). The
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additional wardens will integrate with existing management teams to deal with pressures
arising from new residents, and their primary roles will be:

a) Raising awareness amongst visitors of the importance and sensitivity of the SPA,;
b) Encouraging visitors to behave responsibly on the SPA;

c) With existing land managers, assessing visitor infrastructure and focussing on the
practical experience of visitors to identify on-the-ground improvements;

d) Promoting alternative recreational areas, including SANGs.
3.2. Monitoring Service

Key elements of the monitoring strategy specifically within the framework of this proposal
will be delivered by:

a) Natural England Project Co-ordinator: Responsible for Annual Reports, financial
reporting on monitoring expenditure, commissioning key items of work, co-ordinating
analysis in partnership with the Surrey Biodiversity Information Centre of surveys, data,
etc.

b) Natural England Education and Communication Officer: Volunteer co-ordination for bird
surveys, car park counts and evaluating potential for using volunteers and/or wardening
service for visitor questionnaires in the future.

c) Surrey Biodiversity Information Centre — Receives data on planning permissions and
S106 agreements, visitor surveys and numbers (from pressure pad counters), bird data.
Carries out data analysis in consultation with the Project Co-ordinator.

d) Wardening Service — Includes monitoring changes in visitor behaviours, working with
land management organisations to install visitor counters, recording incidents, car park
counts, working with volunteers.

3.3 Communication and Education Service

Supporting the on-the-ground work of the wardens to help people fully understand, value
and respect the natural history of the SPA and encourage them to take action to conserve
and enhance it. It will establish a project identity and relationships with key organisations
(including local authorities, Wildlife Trusts, Forestry Commission, The Crown Estate),
including a volunteer network and partnerships with schools and communities (police, fire
service, etc.).

3.4 Facilitation role

Enabling the land managers to work together to share resources and best practice co-
ordinated through the Access Management and Monitoring Partnership.
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Annex 12. Methodological Learning

This annex captures methodological learning from the project to inform future MEL
projects and strengthen Defra’s policies and programmes.

Project: S2299 Evaluation of Thames Basin Heaths SAMM project
Date: 12/02/2026
Methods Applied

The evaluation used a mixed-method theory-based approach combining desk-based
research, semi-structured interviews, semi-structured workshops and quantitative data
analysis. As the main sample of interviewees and workshop participants worked closely on
the SAMM project and may therefore have presented a positive bias within responses, the
guides for data collection activities were carefully developed to ensure clear exploration of
negative experiences or suggestions for improvements as well as positive experiences
and praise for the project’s work. This enabled a more balanced set of responses to be
received and analysed and created space for interviewees and workshop participants to
feel comfortable sharing suggestions for improvements.

Key Insights

This project used an in-person workshop for discussion of recommendations for ways to
improve the SAMM project and help it to manage a potential increase in recreational
pressure in the future. The in-person nature of this workshop (in comparison to an online
workshop) was particularly effective as it allowed the evaluation team to experience and
further understand the dynamics between different teams and stakeholders. It became
clear that the LPAs, SAMM team and NE sustainable development team members in
attendance do not often get the opportunity to meet in person to discuss the project and its
future. The workshop led to many valuable discussions between the groups. This insight
gave further weight to recommendations around increasing collaboration between
stakeholders and improving the structure of current meetings to increase engagement.
Additionally, the location of the workshop at the NE SAMM project team office was
effective as it was a familiar space to most participants leading to more open discussions.

Recommendations

e To include scope and budget for in-person data collection and research activities
where possible as this supports stakeholder networks, collaboration and in-depth
social science research.

¢ Toinclude a longer scoping phase into evaluations where large data sets exist to
ensure sufficient time for in-depth investigation of the data prior to setting
expectations and starting analysis.

To include time within schedules to pilot interview guides with a sub-sample of
participants where the level of knowledge on a specific topic is unclear. This would
ensure that guides can be tailored more effectively to interviewees and
demonstrates efficient use of interview time.
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