Action C8; Innovative improvements at newly identified sites
EcoCo new sites assessment: Garnock Floods
Description (How, what, where and when)
Garnock Floods (NS306417) is a Scottish Wildlife Trust reserve that represents one of nine
Irvine Greenspace reserves and contributes to the wider habitat network of the Garnock
estuary that includes an SSSI noted for its mudflats. The core area of this new site is 17ha
outside of the SSSI, with the potential to investigate carrying out either habitat improvements
or community engagement work on sites in the wider habitat network. One such site;
Bogside, managed by the RSPB, is already being supported by EcoCoLife to improve this
wider mosaic of wetlands. This activity will enhance habitats at the reserve, which is a lowlying floodplain pasture with shallow pools and marshy areas. The wider Garnock estuary is
predominantly post-industrial in nature, there being a history of coal mining, sand/gravel
quarrying, waste disposal and heavy industry in the area. This has left a mixture of dry and
wet brownfield sites.
The action aims to improve this coastal wetland habitat that will manifest in reversing the
decline in numbers and species of breeding, migrant and wintering birds, including those of
conservation concern. It will also improve conditions for viewing the birds through the
construction of a hide.
The following activities will be carried out to achieve this:











Install 4 sluices
Install an outflow pipe with tidal flap
Block the three existing outflow pipes
Dig an interception reedbed channel
Cut the rushes annually in late summer
Part renew the fencing to enable conservation grazing
Continue with cattle grazing
Program sluice lowering and raising
Install a bird viewing hide
Monitor the birds

The peri-urban nature of the project means that ecosystem services and community benefits
will be considerable especially through providing interpretation and viewing facilities.
Garnock Floods used to attract hundreds of wading birds in the autumn and winter when
there was plenty of exposed mud. Nowadays, deep flood water covers the mud for long
periods, denying the birds a meal and reducing the spectacle. It also discourages the cows
from grazing the rushes, allowing this plant to take over better habitat and potential bare
ground. The resultant vegetation cover is a dense, impenetrable monoculture of rush
tussocks with limited value for birds. We want to install a water control system that will divert
it away from the ponds when the waders need mud, but send it into them at other times to
create that mud in the first place. Less flood water and a new fence will also allow the cows
to eat the rushes which - along with annually cutting them - will greatly reduce their effect on
the habitats. The desirability of continued grazing encourages a more sustainable solution
to managing the habitat than other alternatives.
An outline concept map showing the planned interventions is shown overleaf.

Reasons why this action is necessary
There has been a decline from 20 to 12 breeding Birds of Conservation Concern (BoCC) in
the last 20 years; wintering or migrant BoCC declined from 34 to 14 species in the same
period. Similar trends occur in the commoner wetland species. This is attributed to excessive
rushes/standing water and persistent flood water in autumn/winter which prevents the
exposure of bare mud attractive to wading birds. The planned measures are based on a
hydrological study (WWT Consulting, April 2017; Eco-hydrological investigations at Garnock
Floods) which proposed a series of actions to remedy this, as outlined below.
The WWT 2017 report proposed water control measures to vastly improve conditions for
breeding and wintering birds at Garnock Floods. We refer to this as the water control plan
and it involves the closure of three existing drainage pipes, the installation of a new pipe
containing a tidal flap mechanism, the construction of four sluices and the creation of an
interception channel with reed-bed. The water control plan will be complemented by
essential grazing management, achieved through the erection of new stock-fencing at the
site. Cattle grazing produces a mosaic of tall and short vegetation, making ground-dwelling
invertebrates accessible to feeding birds and enabling chicks to move safely between areas
of cover. It also helps to control the spread of rushes, unwanted in this environment. In
addition, their dung can augment the invertebrate population. New stock-proof fencing is
required to allow cattle to graze Garnock Floods, a site that contributes to the wider wetland
habitat network of the Garnock estuary. Controlled grazing is an effective, tried and tested
and sustainable way of maintaining this type of habitat.
Despite the current restricted viewing, the site is popular with birdwatchers from the
community and further afield. A hide will greatly enhance wildlife watching opportunities.
Beneficiary responsible for implementation
Scottish Wildlife Trust
Responsibilities in case several beneficiaries are implicated
Scottish Wildlife Trust
Expected results (quantitative information when possible)






Management of water levels achieved through installation of control measures
Increased open water as a result of rush-cutting and conservation grazing – 6ha in
summer; 10ha in winter
Improved habitat for wetland birds due to above measures – 5ha lapwing breeding
habitat; 4 ha of mud for waders
Increased numbers of birds using the site – unquantifiable because of external factors
New wildlife watching opportunity as a result of hide construction – estimate of 1,000
visitors to the hide annually

How was the cost of the action estimated?
Estimates and quotes. The Trust is experienced in this habitat management work, allowing
accurate estimates of costs to be made.
Permissions/licences required
Planning permission has been secured. SEPA has confirmed that a CAR licence is not
required as the work comes under the category of land drainage works that do not affect a
natural watercourse.
The field where the fencing is to be erected is owned by North Ayrshire Council from whom a
permission letter will be forthcoming.

Ecological Coherence Assessment
1. EcoCo Partner(s)
Scottish Wildlife Trust
2. Vision
This near coastal section of the Garnock Valley management zone is surrounded by heavily
urbanised areas. The core area of this new site is 17ha, with the potential to investigate
carrying out either habitat improvements or community engagement work on sites in the
wider outer area. One such site; Bogside, managed by the RSPB, is already being
supported by EcoCoLife to improve this wider mosaic of wetlands. The vision within this part
of the zone that contains areas of valuable wetland is to conduct sustainable interventions
that will restore their ecological quality and functioning to help reverse the decline of wading
birds and effect the protection of other wetland flora and fauna. The value of the habitat, its
contribution to networks, and the urban location all make this a priority site for EcoCo.
The maps below show Garnock floods in relation to the nearby Bogside Flats SSSI and
proximity to nearby urban settlements and long distance footpath.

The vision for the management zone within the lower reaches of the Garnock Estuary is for a
highly-valued mosaic of wetlands, in good ecological condition, contributing to networks and
providing significant biodiversity. The location is associated with three densely populated,
urban areas that have high levels of social deprivation. Through the Garnock Connections
Landscape Partnership, it is anticipated that this site will become well integrated with the
local community, who will value it and use it for leisure, outdoor learning, active travel and as
a focal point for community volunteering. It sits alongside the Ayrshire Coastal Path long
distance footpath. Sites within this zone are used as a way of engaging surrounding
communities, businesses and volunteers highlighting the links between these areas and the
zone’s core habitats.

3. Ecological coherence assessment
The following section follows the ecological coherence protocol, assessing each of
the elements in turn to give a qualitative assessment of the likelihood of significantly
improving ecological coherence in the management zone. The ECP GIS tool has been
used, along with detailed reports and surveys, partner organisation local knowledge,
open data sources and SNH advice.
a) Ecological functionality
The importance of this and other nearby sites is reflected in the SSSI designation of the
estuary’s saltmarsh habitat, Bogside Flats, which contains an RSPB nature reserve, and six
Local Nature Conservation Sites (LNCS) - one of which is a Local Nature Reserve and one
the core area which is a Scottish Wildlife Trust reserve.
Bogside Flats SSSI, situated around the common estuary of the Rivers Irvine and Garnock,
contains the only extensive expanse of estuarine saltmarsh and mudflats between the
Solway Firth and the Inner Clyde estuary. They are the best example of this habitat type in
Ayrshire and display a variety of plant and animal communities representative of different
degrees of tidal inundation. The saltmarsh habitat is considered to be in a favourable
condition. The condition of the mudflat habitat has not yet been assessed.
In March 2009 the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) acquired a field on the
Eastern bank of the River Irvine, within the SSSI, to manage as a grazed floodplain for the
benefit of the birdlife in the area. That has been the subject of a separate site assessment.
The adjacent Ardeer Peninsula LNCS is a broad sand spit between the River Garnock and
the Firth of Clyde. A legacy of past industrial activity is a complex of natural and artificial
mounds, hollows and eroding cliffs, either bare or covered in a range of vegetation types. At
approximately 90ha, this is believed to be one of the largest areas of dune habitat in the UK.
Like many sand dune systems, Ardeer is good for rare plants and invertebrates, and is very
diverse. It connects along the coast to Stevenston Dunes Local Nature Reserve (LNR),
another rich sand dune system, and to the north with Ardeer Fen LNR which is a
combination of basin mire, open water and swamp.
On the other side of the SSSI, and underlain by sand, are two connected LNCSs (Garnock
East and Irvine Golf Course & Towns Moor). The habitats range from open ephemeral,
acidic or dune-type grasslands and heath to coarser neutral grasslands, often with tall herb
or rushes, to scrub and mixed woodland. There are extensive freshwater wetlands, much of
which is swampy, and some with open water.
Garnock Floods Wildlife Reserve is adjacent to Garnock East LNCS and connected to it
hydrologically. This cattle-grazed flood meadow, with scraped hollows and a large pond of
permanent water, forms the core area of the management zone. The river, ponds and
wetlands that contribute greatly to the bird interest also support amphibians, otters,
bats and water voles.
This proposed site holds significant potential to increase ecological functionality. The
importance of the zone has already been recognised through formal designations and
through extensive surveys and involvement of the Garnock Connections partners. EcoCo
involvement will emphasise the importance of the different habitats within the zone operating
as a single unit, bringing together delivery partners and accelerating restoration.

The map above shows the spatial relationship of the locally managed conservation sites.
b) Diversity
There is significant potential to increase both the biological and structural diversity within the
Garnock Floods site. The threat of rush dominance will, if left unchecked, lead to a lowdiversity, uniform habitat. Intervention to control water levels in the wetland areas, thus
reducing standing water when mud is required, will increase diversity significantly.
c) Connectivity
Garnock Floods is connected to Bogside Flats SSSI, including RSPB’s Bogside reserve and
five Local Nature Conservation Sites via other semi-natural habitats and greenspace. This
cluster of sites is associated with the unusual double estuary of the Rivers Garnock and
Irvine, and is at one end of the Garnock Connections Landscape Partnership area.
Wetland networks have been mapped to demonstrate the importance of the zone for
connectivity. The mapping illustrates the importance of the zone in providing a large ‘node’ of
wetland habitat which then extends along the River Girvan. If the site continues to decline in
value for birds, it will cease to operate as a key part of the wetland network, isolating
remaining patches of habitat and reducing the opportunity for any further connectivity work to
upper or lower stretches of the river. Securing the future of the wetland is therefore of vital
importance for wider connectivity.
The map overleaf shows the site in the context of the wetlands network.

The map shows the site in relation to high, medium and low dispersal distances within the
existing wetlands network. The core area is dark, medium and high dispersal in the two
lighter shades.
d) Patch size
Garnock Floods is 17ha in size. Its wetland area is one of the largest in the wider Garnock
estuary area. Although threatened and degraded, it is a relatively straightforward task to
restore it to good condition. Seen both of itself and as a component of a wider wetland
network, the wetland area is certainly of sufficient size to merit restoration.
e) Habitats/species of conservation interest
There are significant populations of species of conservation interest within the management
zone, which will be enhanced through the planned works. The habitat which will be restored
is a key priority. Improving habitat for farmland birds on a landscape scale is one of North
Ayrshire Council’s top objectives within the current draft Local Biodiversity Action Plan.
Moreover, it specifies seeking to improve habitat for breeding waders on key sites within the
Garnock Catchment. The draft LBAP does not specify sites or species but the previous one
listed 13 species as defining farmland birds in Ayrshire. Ten of these occur at Garnock
Floods - Skylark, Linnet, Reed Bunting, Bullfinch, Song thrush, Lapwing, Snipe, Curlew,
Redshank, and Yellowhammer. Lapwing is also a red listed Bird of Conservation Concern
(BoCC) while Reed Bunting and Curlew are Amber listed. Common Sandpiper, Goldeneye,
Little Grebe, Pochard, Shoveler, Snipe, Teal and Wigeon are other Amber listed BoCC found
at Garnock Floods.
The protected species found on site; Daubenton's bat, soprano pipistrelle bat, common
pipistrelle bat, otter and water vole are also covered by the LBAP.

4. Ecosystem services assessment

Service

Provided at this site?

Accessible nature

√

Education

√

Green travel

√

Carbon

√

Local climate regulation

√

Air purification

√

Noise regulation

√

Water purification

√

Pollination

√

All nine ecosystem services assessed through the EcoCo project are delivered by the
habitats of this site and its urban location mean that it provides significant benefits for
accessible nature, education and green travel. The greenspace map, below, illustrates the
importance of this site within the urban context. With that, the core paths illustrate its
accessibility, and its links with residential areas. The value of this site as a community asset
will be enhanced through the work of the project.
The zone also provides significant air and water purification benefits, as well as being an
important resource for pollinators.
The main source of water in the reserve is surface water drainage from a capped landfill site,
so it acts as a buffer between it and the River Garnock, filtering out sediment and other
potential pollutants. We intend to put in a reed bed to capture the landfill's water before
entering the reserve as an added water purification measure.
These services will all be enhanced through the planned works.
The site provides accessible nature for the local community and is adjacent to Sustrans
Route 7; It is close to Kilwinning which scores high for social deprivation.
The map overleaf shows the core path network and the proximity to people living in
disadvantaged areas who might easily gain access to this site for recreation and educational
purposes.

“SIMD” stand for Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation.

5. Opportunity assessment
The following map is produced from the Ecological coherence Protocol mapping tool and
shows the areas where there is opportunity for lowland wetlands creation and that have
connectivity with exisitng networks.

As can be seen from the above map, the proposed site has been highlighted as a wetland
habitat enhancement opportunity area by the ecological coherence protocol mapping tool.
This tool assessed factors such as elevation, slope, presence of functional networks etc, to
determine and then rank the best places throughout the CSGN to carry out restoration
works. This recognition of this site through the use of the tool indicates that this is a key
focus area for the EcoCo project.
In addition, the Scottish Wildlife Trust is already working on the ground in the zone, and has
developed management agreements or good working relationships with the adjacent
landowner (North Ayrshire Council). This means that physical works can begin quickly,
without the need for lengthy landowner engagement processes. This will maximise the
EcoCo contribution to the project, and deliver the greatest benefits for ecological coherence.
a) Feasibility
As highlighted above, much of the ground work for the project has already been carried out.
A management plan (Smart,G. Dec 2013; Garnock Floods Wildlife Reserve Management
Plan 2014-2023) is in place for the site and a hydrological study has been carried out by
Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust (WWT).
This project is realistic and achievable.

b) Achievability for EcoCo LIFE+
This project forms part of the Year 1 activity plan for the Garnock Connections Landscape
Partnership (which would provide the required match funding) and is achievable within the
time constraints of EcoCo.
c) Sustainability
Scottish Wildlife Trust have a long-term management plan for the site and will undertake the
long-term utilisation and maintenance of the water management system and other site
infrastructure. There is therefore a high level of confidence that the project is extremely
sustainable, and that this would be a secure and worthwhile investment of LIFE+ funds.

Outputs (for costings see financial annex)







Construction of 4 sluices to allow water levels to be controlled
Installation of outflow pipe with tidal flap
Installation of an interception reedbed channel
Implementation of rush-cutting (using the project Softrak if possible)
Installation of conservation grazing fencing – 850m (provided through match funding
Installation of bird viewing hide

