
England Coast Path – Harwich to Shotley Gate stretch (Stour estuary) 
 

Update for Essex Local Access Forum, Suffolk Local Access Forum, 
Essex Ramblers and Suffolk Ramblers – Feb 2018 

 
 
Our anticipated publication date has recently been postponed from March to late spring 2018, 
mainly due to the need to: 

 avoid clashing with the public consultation on the proposed extension to the Suffolk Coast 
and Heaths Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty; 

 work around recent staff resourcing issues; 

 accommodate location-specific complications that came to light when we sent letters and 
maps to landowners and occupiers, describing what we propose to include in our report to 
the Secretary of State.  

 
Maps outlining our proposed alignment are attached. Listed below are some points to help you 
understand our thinking, and to highlight some of the constraints we have had to take into account. 
 
I should stress that this note and accompanying maps set out our current thinking, but this is subject 
to change between now and publication of our report, particularly if we receive new information. 
 
Please note that we propose a ‘Section 25A’ exclusion to cover the entire estuary. This would 
remove all saltmarsh and intertidal mud from ‘spreading room’ because these areas are deemed 
unsuitable for safe public access. This would have the added benefit of protecting sensitive wildlife. 
 
The entire estuary is subject to Special Protection Area and Ramsar wetland site status, which we 
have taken fully into account when formulating our proposals. 
 
Following along the Essex bank of the estuary, working from Harwich towards Manningtree: 
 

1. Harwich, Dovercourt and Parkeston. You will hopefully agree that the start of the trail 
within this stretch is well placed, being close to the shore and to Harwich old town. 
Unfortunately, from here we have to propose alignment to the landward side of the railway 
because of the amount of excepted land to the seaward side, and because there is no 
footway, or suitable substrate on which to establish one, along the A120.  
 
The proposed route exploits the excellent views from the Dovercourt footbridge, but we will 
need to provide signs to warn less mobile trail users of the steep steps ahead, and 
identifying an alternative, level route. The Hangings is an attractive, traffic-free continuation 
of the route, with some good views of the estuary in places. 
 

2. We are prevented from proposing a route close to the shore in the vicinity of Harwich 
International Port and Haltermann Carless’ refinery, because these are excepted land 
types. 
 

3. Between the treatment works (Ray Lane) and Copperas Wood we propose a brand new 
section of path on arable field edge. We are particularly pleased with this proposed new link, 
which is on high ground with some good views. It provides a much more direct option than 
the current detour into Ramsey, or along the hazardous B1352. 

 



4. We propose that the trail goes through the attractive Copperas Wood to the south of the 
railway, then picks up the shoreline to go west along the existing Essex Way. 
 
Note: We propose a restriction to exclude dog walkers from spreading room within that part 
of Copperas Wood which is north of the railway line. This is because it is important to avoid 
disturbance of birds on the adjacent saltmarsh and mudflat. If approved, this measure will 
reinforce existing management by the RSPB. 

 
5. The trail follows the Essex Way along the shoreline as far as Stone Lane. There was much 

local enthusiasm for a route westwards of this point, through the Balhaven huts site. After 
much deliberation we decided we were unable to propose this because the huts must be 
regarded as second/ holiday homes. The Coastal Access Scheme says the curtilage of such 
homes is excepted land, and we took the view that the perimeter hedges define the 
curtilage of the two communal areas. Having acknowledged the need for alignment to the 
south of these areas as well as ‘The Coign’, and to provide a convenient route for trail users, 
the best option was to adhere to higher ground, which has very good views in places. 

 
6. Going through Wrabness Nature Reserve we decided to follow the existing Essex Way very 

slightly inland for a short distance, to allow the Essex Wildlife Trust to deny access to the 
shore if they were so minded in the future, to reduce the undoubted adverse impact on 
foreshore birds of dogs off leads. This route also facilitates use by those who are less mobile 
(one of the few rural areas on the stretch where this is possible), as the existing paths in the 
reserve are tarmacked, and provide easy access to the shoreline hide. 

 
7. At Ragmarsh Farm we adhere to a route that is just within/ just outside field edges, and 

utilising the beach at the western end. In recognition of this being inundated during the 
highest tides of the year, we also propose an optional alternative route on ‘cliff top’ 
(although it is only a metre or so high here). 

 
8. Again, there was much local enthusiasm for re-establishment of a shoreline/ cliff-top route 

all the way from Bradfield to Mistley (the old ‘Pilot’s Path’ or ‘Cliff Path’, which was 
apparently blocked many years ago). Unfortunately, we were unable to propose this due to 
the lack of railway crossing points and the private gardens at both ends of this ribbon of 
land. Having looked hard at all the options, we concluded there was no safe route south of 
the railway line, other than the Essex Way, which at this point has the advantages of being 
attractive in its own right, and offering some excellent views of the estuary. 

 
9. Approaching Mistley Heath, we propose a brand new section of trail around the north side 

of the village, which again offers good views and also avoids the hazardous crossing of the 
double-blind bends in Heath Road, in the centre of the village. 

 
10. In Mistley we propose that the trail departs from the B1352 and is located on Mistley Quay 

for a short distance. There is local enthusiasm for this, and we believe it is a safer option 
than the B1352, despite (or perhaps because of) the lack of clarity over traffic and 
pedestrian areas on the quay. The quay provides an interesting perspective on ‘coastal’ 
commercial activities, historic buildings, and excellent views across and along the estuary.  
 
Note: This is one area where we are still working with the landowner and Essex County 
Council to identify precisely the right alignment, which may well ultimately be different to 
that shown on the map. 

 



11. After passing through the attractive heart of Manningtree, we propose alignment along the 
very popular Skinner’s Wall (seawall), which takes walkers to the A137 and across to Suffolk. 
We are keen to implement a significant enhancement here: extension and re-grading of the 
access ramp part way along the seawall. This would facilitate access to the seawall by those 
with limited mobility, and those pushing buggies, etc. However, there are engineering 
constraints and we are in the processing of assessing the costs, which must be proportionate 
to the benefits to the pubic if this project is to go ahead after approval of the report. 

 
Following the Suffolk Bank from White Bridge (Lawford/ Cattawade), to Shotley Gate 
 

1. As the first estuary crossing point, we propose alignment along the A137 for a short 
distance, before heading eastwards along Factory Lane. The route passes a large rectangle 
of what was low-lying grassland, which could potentially have become one of the few large 
areas of ‘spreading room’ on the whole stretch, although we had concerns about safety 
here. Late in 2017, however, the breaches in the seawall, which had started to open up in 
2013, were dramatically enlarged, exposing the field to the tides. It has remained tidal since 
then, and we envisage including it within our proposal for S25A exclusion. 
 

2. We envisage more or less following the existing Stour and Orwell Walk through the 
Brantham industrial area and adjacent proposed housing development. The land to the 
seaward side is excepted (and hazardous in many places). Suffolk County Council are in 
negotiations with St Francis Group about a slightly different alignment for the PRoW at the 
end of Factory Lane, compared with the existing walked route (itself some distance from the 
definitive PRoW). We propose the existing walked route as the initial route for the trail, but 
that it should move to the same alignment as the new PRoW as and when the latter is 
established. 

 
3. Rail ‘at grade’ crossing or bridge? We propose alignment over the footbridge here, because 

Network Rail intend closing the crossing and we acknowledge the safety issues associated 
with this high speed section of line. There are excellent views from the bridge and on the 
path down to the seawall on the alignment shown. We do not propose alignment tight to 
the SE side of the railway cutting/ embankment (i.e. to join the seawall closer to the existing 
rail crossing), because it would be tortuous for walkers and we are also concerned to avoid 
disturbance of birds nesting in the reedbed adjacent to the crossing. 

 
4. Between Brantham and Stutton Ness, we propose alignment along seawall and cliff top 

throughout, with roll-back applied to ensure the route is not lost to erosion. This contrasts 
with the current alignment of the Stour and Orwell Walk, which is on the beach as it 
approaches Stutton Ness. 

 
Note: The short length of seawall at ‘The Rough’ (Stutton Park) is in a very poor state and 
could be over-topped at any time. The landowner has proposed to re-build the seawall, and 
we intend to propose alignment on it, on this basis. Failing that our proposed route would 
be to the landward side of the The Rough. 
 

5. Proposed alignment of the section between Stutton Ness and Markwells Farm, was one of 
the most challenging, ultimately involving Natural England’s Area Manager and Operations 
Director (South), as well as Coastal Access national colleagues. The inland alignment was 
ultimately favoured because of a number of factors: 

a) The intertidal mudflats are particularly valuable for feeding birds, as the area is 
currently one of only two undisturbed areas on the Suffolk bank. 



b) We could only have recommended that a shoreline route be open for 5.5 months 
of the year. This is primarily because of redshank, which we need to protect when 
on passage, as well as when wintering. Unlike many waders, redshank will feed 
relatively close to shore when constrained by the tide, but remain sensitive to 
disturbance. 
c) The saltmarsh close to Markwell’s Farm, and the adjacent arable field, are both 
especially important for roosting birds. 
d) The seawall between the saltmarsh and adjacent field (the obvious route for a 
shoreline path) is in a very poor state, with inundation of the lower part of the field 
being increasingly likely over the coming years. 
e) Privacy issues arising from any potential higher ground route near Stutton House/ 
Markwells Farm. 
f) Issues surrounding excepted land status, particularly re ‘parks and gardens’ 
(historic parkland), and the ‘domestication’ of shoreline land.  
g) The presence of an established, attractive, inland route (albeit not quite as 
convenient and not as ‘coastal’ feeling). 

 
6. From Markwell’s Farm to Lower Holbrook we propose alignment along the existing Stour 

and Orwell Walk, i.e. through a private garden and along the more recent of the seawalls 
(currently well walked, despite it not being PRoW).  

 
Note: Due to information recently received, we may need to make a small adjustment to the 
route within this section. 

 
7. Between Lower Holbrook and Erwarton Ness, there are long lengths of existing PRoW 

which have long since been undermined by coastal erosion. We envisage the trail being 
aligned on cliff top in most places where this occurs, with roll-back being applied. There are 
two areas where the proposed alignment deviates a little way inland. This is to avoid private 
gardens, beach/ foreshore alignment, and disturbance of roosting birds on small areas of 
saltmarsh at high tide.  
 

8. Between Erwarton Ness and Shotley Gate we propose adherence to seawalls and cliff top. 
There is an extensive area of valuable saltmarsh habitat, but it is difficult for people and dogs 
to gain access to it, so the birds are relatively insensitive to disturbance from the seawall.  

 
Note: we will need to revisit alignment at Shotley Gate, the lower of the three parallel 
PRoWs having been severely impacted by recent coastal erosion, which has undermined the 
gabion sea defences. It is likely we will propose the route that meanders along the cliff, part 
way up its face. 

 
 
I hope that is helpful, and would be pleased to respond to any comments/ thoughts about the 
above, by ‘phone or email. 
 
Kim Thirlby 
 
Lead adviser, Harwich to Shotley Gate Stretch 
01206 298372 / 07887 452845 / kim.thirlby@naturalengland.org.uk 

mailto:kim.thirlby@naturalengland.org.uk

