
COASTAL MANAGEMENT AT STUDLAND BAY 

CASE STUDY – NO ACTIVE INTERVENTION 

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 ‘No Active Intervention’ 

(NAI) policy is where nature is allowed to take its course, either on undefended coast or by the removal 

of current defences.  An example of this at Studland is at Knoll Beach (North). 

HOW IS THE COAST CHANGING AT KNOLL BEACH (NORTH)? 

Knoll Beach (North) covers 

approximately 2.5 km of sweeping 

sandy beach backed by the Studland 

and Godlingston Heath National 

Nature Reserve. It is an incredibly 

popular tourist destination and is also 

rich in wildlife. With more than 75 

hectares, Studland is the largest area 

of dune heath habitat on the south 

coast. The freshwater lake at Little 

Sea, located behind the dunes, is the 

largest lowland oligotrophic (low in 

nutrients) lake in Britain and is of 

international ecological importance. 

Offshore, Studland Bay is a 

designated Marine Conservation 

Zone (MCZ) due to the valuable sea 

grass meadow habitat found here.  

The dunes at the northern extent of Knoll Beach are accreting (growing) at a rate of around 1 metre 

per year. This is because sediment supply to this end of the beach is plentiful due to the northerly 

direction of longshore drift in the bay. Further south however the dunes are retreating at an average 

rate of around 60 cm per year. The photos on the next page show the impact this has on the form of 

the dunes at different ends of the beach. These figures however are just baseline averages: in reality 

Knoll Beach is an incredibly dynamic environment that changes regularly in response to weather and 

marine conditions. After a single storm event, several metres of dune can be lost overnight. If weather 

and wave conditions are favourable after the storm, much of this sand is replenished and the dunes 

can recover. However, if the storms are too severe, or crucially if the time between them is too short, 

then the beach cannot always recover and the rate of loss might be greater that year. It is predicted 

that this general pattern of accretion in the north and erosion in the south will continue over the next 

century. The rate of coastal change is likely to increase however due to sea-level rise and increased 

storminess associated with climate change.  
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The dunes at the northern extent of Knoll Beach are accreting at a rate of 1 metre per year (left). The dunes further 

south however are experiencing erosion (right). This is obvious from the shape of the dunes – accreting dunes have 

a convex shape whereas as the eroding dunes are sheered off. This sheering is known as ‘cliffing’.  (Images: Doug 

Whyte, 2016). 

WHY DON’T WE WANT TO DEFEND KNOLL BEACH? 

Our plan is to let nature take its course at Knoll Beach. The slight exception to this is at Knoll Beach 

(South) where we plan to roll back our visitor facilities away from the sea. In terms of how we manage 

the beach in front of the facilities however we don’t want to do anything that disrupts the natural 

sediment dynamics of the bay. This means that the dunes at the southern end of Knoll will continue 

to retreat inland, potentially by around 70 metres by the start of the next century. The lake at Little 

Sea will not be able to migrate, and it is likely that by the middle of this century it will have become 

saline due to a combination of saltwater intrusion and a natural lowering of the water table. We are 

often asked why we don’t defend the beach at Knoll; but holding the line here would not be a 

sustainable management option. If we installed groynes, we would constantly have to bring in sand 

to replenish the beach and this would significantly reduce the natural growth of the dunes in the north 

due to the disruption to longshore drift. Furthermore, defending the beach would go against our 

‘Shifting Shores’ national policy of working with natural processes wherever possible. Defences 

completely alter the character of the beach, and we want to protect the beautiful natural landscape 

we have at Knoll not only for wildlife, but for visitors and the community too. Allowing nature to take 

its course means that the beach is able to respond better to stressors such as storms and sea-level 

rise, and in the long-term this makes the coast more resilient than if we tried to defend it ourselves.  

‘No Active Intervention’ is a misleading term as it really isn’t about taking no action at all, it’s about 

making robust long-term decisions about what you want your coast to look like. We are also actively 

taking steps to mobilise the dunes so that they are able to move around more freely in response to 

sea-level rise and storms. You can read more about the fantastic Dynamic Dunescapes Project here: 

https://ntpurbeckcoast.wordpress.com/dynamicdunescapes/  

Find out more about our national ‘Shifting Shores’ policy here:  

https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/features/living-with-change-our-shifting-shores  
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