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Skinflats

1

1

Introduction

RSPB Skinflats is an area of intertidal habitat located just south of the Kincardine bridge
made up of approx. 400ha of designated saltmarsh and mudflat habitat, the reserve also
includes a 12ha field behind the seawall (Fig. 1). In 2009, the RSPB undertook the work to
create Scotland’s first regulated tidal in this field. The aim of the project was to create
saltmarsh habitat and saline lagoons inside the existing seawall to help combat the decline I
this habitat type. The Forth was allowed to flow on the site via a large pipe in the South East
corner of the field, with water begin held back by a drop board sluice to allow the habitat to
develop. While the regulated tidal exchange functioned as expected for the first year, in
2010 a failure in the infrastructure (i.e. the drop board sluice) led to erosion of a
neighbouring seawall. In response to this erosion and to prevent further damage, the RSPB
closed the penstock sluice preventing water flowing onto the site and carried out remedial
works to repair the damage. From that time, the sluice was only opened periodically, limiting
the inundation of salt water onto the site, this lead to a decline in the saltmarsh habitat which
had formed.
The 12ha tidal exchange field is owned by the RSPB while the rest of the reserve is owned
by the Crown Estate but the RSPB has a long-term management agreement.

Figure 1: Skinflats location map
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Background

Following the issues that arose with the regulated tidal exchange in 2010, the RSPB sought
advice from various organisations about the best way forward with the site. Informal advice
from SNH was to revisit the idea of the managed retreat so in 2017 the RSPB commissioned
a feasibility report from ABPMer. This report concluded that a managed realignment would
incur very little impact on the designated intertidal habitat while creating over 10ha of
saltmarsh habitat and the engineering works to create the breach would also be fairly limited
therefore a managed realignment at RSPB Skinflats would be feasible. With this information
and excess funds from other, stalled projects in the Forth, the project became viable (Fig. 2).
The design and consents stage began in 2017, with several surveys such as an NVC and a
protected species survey were carried out along with a condition assessment of the existing
embankments and soil sampling to ensure no toxic materials were present in the proposed
project area. All of this information was gathered to inform the planning permission
application which was submitted in February 2018 and granted in June 2018 (Fig. 3).
In August 2018, AMD were appointed as contractors for the project the delivery stage began.
Work on the ground began in September 2018, the first phase of the works was to raise the
existing embankments to the required level, using material borrowed from the site. This
allowed for the creation of a new pool on site with a small, shingle topped island in the
middle of it. The second phase was to remove the infrastructure associated with the
regulated tidal exchange and final phase was to create the 25m breach in the seawall. This
was completed on 3rd October 2018 and the first high tide flowed onto the site on 5th
October.

Figure 2: Location of project
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Figure 3: Construction Activities Drawing – showing the works carried out.
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Monitoring

3.1
Birds
See figs 4 – 6.
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Figure 4: 2016-17 - Webs counts for Tidal Exchange field only

Figure 5: BBS Map 2017 (Most of the breeding birds are within the tidal exchange field due
to the constant inundation of the saltmarsh out with this area)
5

4
Skylark
Reed bunting

3

Meadow Pipit
Sedgewarbler
Wren

2

Oystercatcher
Willow Warbler
1

Swallow
Great tit
Mallard

0
2017

Figure 6: Results BBS 2017

3.2

Vegetation

In summer 2017, a full NVC survey of the tidal exchange area was carried out (Fig. 7)

Figure 7: NVC survey 2017

6

There is a thin strip of Puccinellia maritima saltmarsh community (SM13) is present around
the perimeter of the lagoons and a larger area of Festuca rubra saltmarsh community
(SM16) beyond this. Saltmarsh habitat covers about 40% of the site with Holcus lanatus Agrostis stolonifera - Ranunculus repens grassland community (Hol-Agr) covering the rest.
3.3

Structure

Pre and post breach impages oare shown (Figs 8 & 9)

Figure 8: Pre breach 2018
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Figure 9: Post Breach 2018 – a high tide of 6.2m AOD
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Future monitoring plans

4.1
Species
Webs counts will continue to be carried out from September to March each year and
breeding bird surveys will be carried out annually.
4.2
Habitats
Vegetation surveys will be carried out to monitor the transition to saltmarsh vegetation and
during the next management plan cycle a follow up NVC survey is likely to be carried out.
4.3
Structure
Fixed point photography will be used to monitor the creation of creeks and pools on site as
well any changes in the breach itself.
Siltation levels in the drainage ditches on site will be monitored using gauge boards installed.
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