
COASTAL MANAGEMENT AT STUDLAND BAY 

CASE STUDY – MANAGED REALIGNMENT (MR) IN POOLE HARBOUR 

The National Trust look after 24 km of the Purbeck coast, including Studland 

Bay. Different places along this coastline will respond differently to climate 

change and have a unique environmental and socioeconomic setting. When choosing what sort of 

coastal management policy we want to implement for each place, we select the one that minimises 

the risks associated with climate change, whilst maximising the benefits. A ‘Managed Realignment’ 

(MR) policy is where the shoreline is allowed to retreat or advance in a controlled or managed way. 

An example of this at Studland is at Brands Bay.  

HOW IS THE COAST CHANGING AT BRANDS BAY? 

Brands Bay is a large area of mudflat and 

saltmarsh in Poole Harbour, on the 

sheltered western shores of the Studland 

Peninsula. It is a haven for wildlife. The 

harbour is a Special Protection Area (SPA) 

and Ramsar site due to the rich habitat it 

provides for birds. The adjoining 

heathland is also a designated SPA, Special 

Area of Conservation (SAC) and National 

Nature Reserve. There are also small areas 

of sandy beach and low-level cliffs.  

We know from old photographs that the saltmarsh is already one third of its recorded size in 1936. 

This decline is partly due to sea-level rise, but also because the type of Spartina anglica cord grass that 

dominates this habitat is a hybrid of our native species that is thought to be genetically deteriorating 

over time. Furthermore, there is a lot of agricultural runoff into the harbour, which causes an excess 

of nitrogen and in turn makes the cord grass more vulnerable to erosion.  

These important habitats exist in the intertidal zone, therefore as 

sea-level rises and the level of the tide retreats inland, these habitats 

also want to migrate inland. Saltmarsh migration in some parts of 

Brands Bay however is impeded by a fenced paddock. Scrubby 

vegetation has built up around the fence where the animals do not 

graze, creating an artificial step between the level of the paddock 

and the intertidal zone. This step acts as a barrier to saltmarsh migration. This creates a scenario called 

coastal squeeze – where a habitat becomes trapped between a rising sea and a fixed landward 

boundary. To remove this boundary, in winter last year we took away some of the fencing so that the 

animals can graze the scrub. This will soften the gradient between the paddock and the saltmarsh, 

allowing water and sediment to migrate further inland in response to sea-level rise. Over time, this 

will help to reduce intertidal habitat loss in this area of the harbour. For a larger scale project like this, 

you can read about the nearby Arne Moors Project https://www.dorsetcoast.com/groups/the-moors-

at-arne-coastal-change-project/.  
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