
Land at Ainsdale High School 
 
Opportunities for the creation of a dune nature reserve 
 
The playing fields at the former Ainsdale High School were created from levelled sand dunes. It is not clear 
without checking aerial photographs whether the sand dunes were simply levelled or the sand sold and then 
removed. The land is currently improved grassland.  
 
The land was probably originally part of the dune ‘backlands’, that part of the dune system lying immediately 
inland of the high dunes. To the west lies the Birkdale Sandhills Local Nature Reserve (Sefton Council), to the 
north the Hillside Golf Course and across the railway to the east the Southport and Ainsdale Golf Club. 
 
The broad setting is shown on the Sefton Coast Access Strategy map where it is clear that any creation of an 
open site on the former playing fields would tie in to the existing access network on the coast. 
 
If the land had not been levelled it would probably look something like the rolling dune landscape of Hillside 
and Southport & Ainsdale Golf Courses. It can be reformed to become part of this landscape again.  
 
There are some constraints which would have to be checked before any re-landscaping was carried out: 
 
1. Soil properties: this part of the dune system is characterised by acid grasslands and dune heath. However, 
this forms over time on undisturbed soils and if soils have been cultivated or excavated (as may be the case 
at Ainsdale) the sand may be calcareous. The soil chemistry determines what vegetation will develop. There 
is little point in forcing this situation. 
 
A walkover survey may identify acid grassland or even heathland plant communities. If so, these should be 
protected from further disturbance. Soil pH should be sampled at points on the site. A soil map would 
determine the options for recreating acid dune grassland. 
 
2. Groundwater levels: lying underneath the whole dune system is a natural aquifer. Where this comes to 
the surface dune slack communities can form. Dune slacks are habitats rich in plant species. The 
groundwater levels are normally lowest in October and this would be a good time to assess the dune water 
depth. 
 
3. Dune mobility: bare sand and mobile sand are important components of the dune system. However, near 
railways, roads and housing the opportunity to allow large scale dune mobility is extremely limited. 
However, small blowouts (bunkers), sand pits (play areas) and trampling can keep enough bare sand in the 
area to support plant and animal species and which depend on this habitat. 
 
However, if the site is linked to the Birkdale Hills Local Nature Reserve there would be no problem in 
allowing part of the high sand hill on this side to spill over on to the former playing fields. Some recreation 
pressure would keep the sand mobile. 
 
4. Previous land use: The 1945 and 1961 aerial photographs of the Sefton Coast should show what the land 
looked like before it was levelled and this could guide restoration.  
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A vision for the site 
 
The site should be remodelled to create a semi-natural dune area. In keeping with the surrounding area new 
dune mounds would be relatively low and of shallow angle similar to sand hills on the golf courses. An initial 
soil survey would assess whether the top layers are enriched: if this is the case the soil should be stripped 
from the site (e.g. 10-20 cm) and this could be used to form the core of new dune mounds. There would 
probably be no need to remove any material from the site and enriched soil could be capped with c. 50-100 
cm of clean sand. Returning the site to low nutrient status will encourage dune vegetation and will also 
reduce maintenance. 
 
Richer soil could also be used near the entrance area where the design proposes some planting of native 
deciduous woodland.  
 
Some of the features which could be incorporated (see design attached) are: 
 
South facing dune slopes in the north of the site designed to provide habitat for sand lizard. The vegetation 
on these slopes could support several rare plant species and habitats for heat loving invertebrates.  
 
Wet and dry dune slacks in the central part of the site to provide seasonal wetland areas. These slacks 
would not be permanent water but could be designed to flood to c. 10-30 cm in the winter. The slacks can 
be managed by mowing every few years in late summer and they should support many wetland species such 
as marsh orchids and Grass of Parnassus. 
 

 
Dune slack in the summer months 
 
 

 
Marsh orchid 
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Grass of Parnassus 
 
Dry dune grassland can provide an open habitat with species such as Wavy hair-grass if no fertilisers are 
applied and if all cuttings are removed. This would be designed to be free draining light grassland similar to 
that on adjacent golf course ‘roughs’. Like golf course roughs different mowing heights can create some 
structure in the grassland. Plants such as Viper’s Bugloss can add colour to the landscape. The habitat is rich 
in butterflies and grasshoppers. The type of grassland which can be established will depend on the soil 
conditions.  
 

 
An acid dune grassland in the Breckland, south east England 
 

 
Viper’s Bugloss  
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Low nutrient levels will encourage the development of species associated with slightly acid grasslands 
including Wild Thyme, a rare plant on the Sefton Coast. 
 
 

 
Wild Thyme at Altcar Rifle Range 
 
Trampled paths are habitats in their own right. There should be no need to surface any of the paths on the 
site. Wide grassland tracks, suitable for wheelchairs can be created simply by mowing and using the 
trampling of visitors to change the species composition to plants that are more resistant to trampling. Other 
paths can be left more open and sandy and these will benefit many invertebrates. 
 
 

 
Paths through acid dune grassland at Altcar Rifle Ranges are more attractive than surfaced paths and much easier to 
reroute. 
 
Small blowouts will create bunker like depressions in the landscape. These can be surprisingly long lasting 
without increasing in size. Some larger scale sand movement could perhaps be accommodated by allowing 
dunes from the Local Nature Reserve to spill on to the fields. Although this might seem a risk the sand 
movement is slow and if need be can be controlled or stopped. 
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Small blowout features at Lifeboat Road have been a landscape features for over 30 years 
 
Dune scrub and woodland can be encouraged on the southern boundary (to give more privacy to existing 
housing), parts of the northern boundary and at the entrance. Some self-sown scattered scrub can be left to 
grow amongst the grassland (there will be no need to plant here). Some hawthorn would be expected. 
 
Trees and scrub suitable to the area would include oak, birch, hawthorn, gorse and broom. There may be a 
possibility to plant some alder if a high water table was found. The existing trees on the boundary of the 
Local Nature Reserve can initially form the core for more native woodland development. 
 
Heathland may naturally colonise the site. The site should be checked for evidence of heather as this would 
be an indication that the site would support this habitat. The Southport & Ainsdale Golf Course is one of the 
best sites on the Sefton Coast for dune heath. This would be a long-term objective for the site. 
 
Some of the rarer and characteristic species associated with dry dunes which could find a niche on the site 
include Grey Hair-grass (Corynephorus canescens), Smooth Rupturewort (Herniaria glabra), Smooth Cat’s-ear 
(Hypocheris glabra), Perennial Knawel (Scleranthus perennis), Wild Thyme (Thymus praecox), Common 
Toadflax (Linaria vulgaris), Common Storksbill (Erodium cicutarium), Lady’s Bedstraw (Galium verum), Viper’s 
Bugloss (Echium vulgare), Mouse-ear Hawkweed (Hieracium pilosella), Biting Stonecrop (Sedum acre) and 
Hound’s Tongue (Cynoglossum officinale). 
 
Creating a public nature area 
 
The vision behind this project should be able to attract a wide level of support from local residents, schools, 
Civic Society and Councillors through to naturalists and conservation bodies. It would also tie in with many of 
the strategies and policies of Sefton Council, the Sefton Coast Partnership and Natural England. Several 
access and nature projects have already been completed through the Sefton Coast Landscape Partnership 
and this initiative may be able to help with initial surveys etc. 
 
The unique aspect of this proposal is the aim to recreate dune habitats of high conservation value. This aim 
would attract the attention of several organisations able to offer advice, grants or help in kind. These may 
include Natural England, Lancashire Wildlife Trust, Amphibian and Reptile Conservation, Sefton Coast and 
Countryside Service and neighbouring golf courses.  
 
There are many rare species associated with this part of the dune system and the site management could 
include a focus on these without detracting from public access. In fact, for several of the species, disturbance 
is good. 
 
The main actions shown in the plan would be: 
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• Construction of the car parking area and access control etc 
• Earthmoving to reshape the landscape 
• Burying and capping any enriched soil  
• ‘Seeding’ the new dune ridges with hay collected from nearby SSSI grasslands (e.g. golf courses) 
• Laying out of paths and waymarkers. A boardwalk feature could be used to cross the wet slack but only 

after some experience of winter flooding so that it is neither too high nor too low. Only a light boardwalk 
is required. 

• Some tree planting (but this would be limited) 
 
Presumably if housing were to be developed on the footprint of the former High School then a Section 106 
grant could be used to establish the open space. 
 
This would not be an expensive project and it would also be designed to be low maintenance. The main 
capital works would be earth moving and the construction of the access and car parking area. The main 
maintenance would be mowing and removal of cuttings. Help with this could be sought from neighbouring 
golf courses and volunteers. 
 
The result should be a pleasant open space for the local community with a circular path and links to the open 
dunes and also a gateway site for the Birkdale Hills linking in to the main Sefton Coast path network. Access 
would open up a new route linking Ainsdale Station to Hillside Station through the dunes. 
 
Some interpretive features could be added once the site is established. An enterprise of this nature would be 
able to attract small grants from several sources but would require a management group to coordinate the 
bids etc.  
 
In the first instance we recommend that ecological and management advice should be sought from the 
Lancashire Wildlife Trust. The Trust has experience of managing the Freshfield Dune Heath and in 
establishing community nature projects. In a project of this nature it will be essential to develop 
management arrangements at an early stage. 
 
 
 
Report: John Houston MIEEM, Environmental Consultant 
Plan: Amanda Houston MLI, Landscape Architect 
 
July 2012 
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