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Statement of Significance: North Swale (Sheppey) Marshes
Extent of area:

Landscape character
context

This large area covers all the coastal marshland bordering the Swale on the
south of Sheppey extending from Rushenden Marshes at Queenborough in
the west to Leysdown Marshes in the east.
2: Elmley Marshes (all)
7: Leysdown and Eastchurch Marshes (all except small area south of
Leysdown-on-Sea)
11: South Sheppey Saltmarshes and Mudflats (all)
12: Spitend Marshes (all)
14: Elmley Island (all)
15: Isle of Harty (all)

A vast and complex area of marshes on the southern part of Sheppey, including the channel of the
Swale, comprising a mix of saltmarsh and mudflats isolated by the sea wall, plus areas of coastal
grazing marsh drained by a network of dykes and ditches as well as small areas of higher ground at the
Isles of Harty and Elmley. The whole area has a strong sense of place with high levels or remoteness,
wildness and isolation. It is of immense importance for waders, wildfowl and raptors.

Qualities


A vast and complex area of flat low lying marshes comprising saltmarsh and mudflats isolated by
the seawall, plus extensive areas of coastal grazing marsh drained by a network of dykes and
ditches.



A large scale flat landscape punctuated by isolated areas of higher land at the Isle of Harty and Isle
of Elmley and including the Swale channel.



Vast skies with expansive and panoramic views to distant horizons including across the Swale to
the mainland and to the backdrop of the Central Sheppey Farmlands.



An open, undeveloped and remote area with a strong sense of wildness and tranquillity, retaining
dark night skies. Scenic qualities enhanced by sights and sound of waders and wildfowl, often in
great numbers.



Local areas of intrusion including the A249, Kingsferry Bridge and Sheppey Crossing overhead
transmission lines on Neatscourt Marsh industrial backdrop of Queenborough, plus visual impact of
prison developments on the slopes at Eastchurch.



Extensive areas designated (Ramsar, SPA and SSSI) due to richness of bird, plant and invertebrate
life. An area of immense importance for waders, wildfowl and raptors.



An area rich in recreational opportunities particularly for walkers and birdwatchers with access to
nature reserves and rights of way along flood banks and counterwalls. Large inaccessible areas
contribute to remote and wild qualities.



Boating on The Swale including traditional Thames barges is a further distinctive feature.



An historic landscape with a sense of timelessness with many features such as medieval moated
sites and salt works.



Occasional buildings with strong cultural/historical associations such as the Church of St Thomas
the Apostle (John Betjeman) and Farmhouse and Barn at Kings Hill (James II) and Muswell Manor
(clubhouse for early experimental flights).
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Criteria
Local distinctiveness
and sense of place

Landscape quality
(condition and
intactness)

Summary
A vast and complex area of marshes comprising a mix of saltmarsh and mud
flats isolated by the sea wall, plus extensive areas of coastal grazing marsh
drained by a network of dykes and ditches as well as small areas of higher
ground such as the distinctive Isles of Harty and Elmley. It incorporates the
channel of the Swale, including the shifting sand banks and mudflats of
Horse Sands and joining the marshes on the southern banks of the Swale.
The whole area has a strong sense of place, with high levels of remoteness,
wildness and isolation, much only accessible on foot; these are all rare
qualities in SE England. The presence of boats on the Swale adds to the
dynamic character and contrast with the remote marshes.
On the whole this is a landscape in good condition, has strong ecological
integrity, and is largely intact with few detracting features. It has an open
coherent visual character – a flat landscape with dramatic skies and vast
panoramic views.
Some areas to the east of Sheppey have been reclaimed and converted to
intensive arable farmland and have a more uniform character lacking
diversity of the marshes although maintain visual integrity with the flat
remote, low lying landscape. To the west, the A249, Kingsferry Bridge and
Sheppey Crossing are prominent in the context of the flat landscape, as are
the overhead transmission lines on Neatscourt Marsh, sewage works and
industrial backdrop of Queenborough. The prisons at Standford Hill are a
prominent feature particularly at night time when lighting impacts on the
quality of dark skies and a solar farm is a further visible development
feature. While these elements are locally intrusive, overall this is an
expansive isolated, remote natural area of high quality.

Scenic qualities

Landscape values

The area has strong scenic qualities: high levels of tranquillity, remoteness
and relative darkness persist over the marshes on Sheppey in strong
contrast to adjacent areas. It is an area of vast skies and panoramic views,
including from more elevated areas such as Harty across the channel of the
Swale to the mainland. Scenic qualities and sense of wildness are enhanced
by the rich wildlife, sight and sounds of waders and wildfowl often in great
numbers, relative absence of building and roads and limited access via rights
of way and along the sea walls.
The area is particularly valued for its sense of wildness and tranquillity, wildlife
habitats, scenic quality including open character and views to the Swale, built
heritage and cultural associations as well as opportunities for outdoor
recreation.
Access is provided to a number of the nature reserves (Elmley Marshes and
Swale National Nature Reserves), which are valued sites for visitors and attract
large numbers of bird watchers. A network of rights of way provides access
along floodbanks and counterwalls, although a large part of the area remains
isolated and inaccessible enhancing its sense of wildness and tranquillity.
The EA notes the importance of this area of implementation of the Medway
Estuary and Swale Shoreline Management Plan and its future role in managed
realignment.

Natural and cultural
attributes and
associations

Almost the entire area is designated as SSSI, Ramsar and SPA due to the
richness of its bird, plant and invertebrate life and much is part of the National
Nature Reserve (Swale and Elmley). The marshes of Sheppey as part of the
wider North Kent Marshes are recognised for their birdlife. The extent of fresh
water habitat alongside the expanses of salt marsh and mudflats of the Swale
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makes the area of immense importance for waders and wildfowl. Raptors,
including common and marsh harrier, sparrowhawks and peregrines can
frequently be seen as well as short eared owls. Seals hauled out on the
sandbanks and mudflats of the Swale at low tide are a further distinctive
feature.
The marshes are a historic landscape with a sense of timelessness. Historic
features include medieval moated sites (one Scheduled Monument) and
remnant salt works. Features of historic interest include the Grade II* listed:
Church of St Thomas the Apostle, Harty Ferry (late C11 or early C12 with
additions and renovations through to early C15) which overlooks the marshes
and is a landmark from the Swale. Sir John Betjeman remarked “the church in
its splendid isolation, with seabirds wheeling by the Thames so wide as to be
open sea, and the air so fresh as to be healthier than yoghurt”. Grade II listed:
Farmhouse and Barn at Kings Hill, in 1688 James II believed to have been
captured while escaping to France, and incarcerated in the house.
This part of Sheppey has a long association with aviation. Muswell Manor was
the clubhouse for early experimental flights. In July 1909 the Short Brothers
established Shellbeach Aerodrome.
Requirements

The key requirement for this area is to conserve and enhance identified
qualities, notably the rich biodiversity, sense of remoteness and wildness.
This is of particular relevance to the A249 corridor avoiding further
development/deterioration necessitating future deletions and boundary
adjustments. Monitoring the impacts of development on the slopes of Central
Sheppey to ensure it conserves the qualities of the adjacent marsh landscape is
also recommended.
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