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Executive Summary 
One of the main threats to seagrass in Torbay is anchoring. Anchoring causes damage to the 

seagrass by ripping up the rhizome, the seagrass root system, reducing the density of the 

seagrass. 

Fishcombe Cove is one of the popular areas for boat users to visit in Torbay due to its 

sheltered nature, and the presence of a café and toilets. Therefore, anchoring pressure here 

threatens the seagrass meadow. This project, run by Wild Planet Trust, aims to monitor the 

anchoring and mooring behaviour of boat users in Fishcombe Cove. 

In October 2021, Wild Planet Trust installed three Advanced Mooring Systems into Fishcombe 

Cove, thanks to funding from Valeport. These moorings provide a free alternative to anchoring 

for boat users, with the aim to reduce physical damage to the seagrass meadow in Fishcombe 

Cove, and allow it to recover from past degradation. 

Previous Wild Planet Trust data showed a decline in anchoring within Fishcombe Cove 

between 2021 and 2022, when the moorings were first installed. The percentage of boats 

anchoring between 2022 and 2023 are consistent, however raw number of boats anchoring 

have increased due to an increase in visitors to the cove in 2023. 

Similar to the previous year’s data, more powerboats anchored within the seagrass meadow 

compared to sailboats. This could be down to a number of factors including access to 

information and knowledge regarding seagrass. As clubs for yachts are common, this may be 

a source of information for sailboat users, clubs like this are few and far between for powerboat 

users. 

Wild Planet Trust plans to continue monitoring the effectiveness of the Advanced Mooring 

Systems in 2024 alongside increasing our community engagement work to target different 

marine users and local businesses. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Seagrass is an incredibly important habitat, providing services such as carbon sequestration 

(Duarte et al., 2005), protecting the coast from erosion by reducing the impact of waves hitting 

our coastlines (Fonseca and Cahalan, 1992), and acting as a nursery for many species 

including commercial fish species such as cod (Lilley and Unsworth, 2014). Despite these 

benefits, seagrass is in decline around the UK, with a confirmed loss of 44% of the seagrass 

around our coasts, with some research suggesting a loss of up to 92% (Green et al., 2021). 

Therefore the presence of six established seagrass meadows within Torbay is important for 

conservation. 

Fishcombe Cove is just north of Brixham Harbour and it is home to one of the smallest but 

densest seagrass beds in Torbay. The extent of the seagrass is approximately 3 hectares 

based on Wild Planet Trust data.  

Fishcombe Cove is one of the most sheltered bays in Torbay making it popular with boat 

users. The sheltered nature of the cove alongside the presence of local facilities such as a 

café and toilets mean that many users stay within the cove for many hours or overnight. Due 

to this popularity, anchoring pressures within the fragile seagrass bed were high. Anchoring 

within seagrass damages the rhizome mat, reducing the density of the seagrass. Seagrass 

recovers slowly from physical damage such as anchoring, it can take over 10 years to recover 

(Neckles et al., 2005), making anchoring a serious threat to the health of Torbay’s seagrass. 

The current project run by Wild Planet Trust, aims to monitor and record anchoring and 

mooring behaviour in Fishcombe Cove.  

To reduce the anchoring pressure in the cove, in 2017, a trial mooring was installed, which 

was regularly used, although insufficient to reduce anchoring in the Cove. This mooring was 

removed when Wild Planet Trust installed 3 Advanced Mooring Systems (AMS), hereafter 

referred to as eco-moorings, in October 2021 with funding provided for three years from 

Valeport. The eco-moorings are of Stirling design, developed by Ocean Conservation Trust, 

meaning they have floats on the mooring chain, preventing scouring of the seagrass and sea 

bed with the changing tides (Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

By providing an alternative to anchoring within Fishcombe Cove, it was hoped that damage to 

the seagrass would reduce, allowing for regeneration of patchy areas and improving the health 

of the seagrass meadow.  

 

Figure 1: A diagram showing the structure of the Stirling mooring system used at Fishcombe Cove. 



 

Figure 2: An image of the mooring floats on the advanced mooring system at Fishcombe Cove. The floats 

prevent scouring of the seagrass as the tides rise and fall. 

 

METHODS 
Fishcombe Cove Café sits on the beach within Fishcombe Cove and has views of the cove 

(excluding the smaller Churston Cove to the East). This includes the points in the cove where 

the 3 eco-moorings were installed. With permission from the café owner, Wild Planet Trust 

constructed a box to house a camera trap to collect images at 15-minute intervals during 

daylight hours.  

Data was collected between 02/03/2023 and 20/11/2023. Over this time, a total of 14,729 

legible photos were taken. Photos were classed as illegible if the moorings were out of focus, 

usually due to poor light levels or unfavourable weather conditions. The camera was timed to 

run between 4am and 10pm, resulting in approximately 73 photographs taken per day.  

Data was collected to note whether boats moored, anchored, or passed through the cove – if 

the boat was seen in the same position on two consecutive images (i.e., 30 minutes) it was 

assumed to have moored/anchored. The data were categorised on their location – either 

moored on M1, M2, M3, or anchored outside the yellow line (Outer - deep water) or inside the 

yellow line (Inner - shallow water) (Figure 3). Seagrass is only present within the yellow line, 

i.e. in the Inner – shallow water. For each anchored (inner) boat, it was also recorded whether 

there was a mooring free at the time of arrival, showing that they had the option to moor 

instead of dropping anchor. 

If the same vessel was seen leaving then re-anchoring/mooring it was re-counted, if the same 

vessel was noted on two consecutive days (i.e., anchored/moored overnight) then it was 

recounted. Care was taken to not count the same vessel twice, however due to the quality of 

the photos this cannot be guaranteed, and therefore brings a level of inaccuracy to our data. 

 



 

Figure 3: Image showing the three moorings and yellow line indicating if anchoring is outside (Outer) or inside 

(Inner) the potential seagrass area. 

RESULTS 
In 2023, a total of 1,504 boats were recorded stopping within Fishcombe Cove. Of these 441 

boats were recorded dropping anchor (Inner and Outer zones combined). In comparison in 

2022, 907 stopped in the cove, 269 of which anchored (Figure 4). Proportionally, the number 

of boats anchored in both 2022 and 2023 was similar (Figure 4).  

Of the 1,504 boats that stopped in the cove, 1,063 were moored. Of the 441 boats that dropped 

anchor, 330 (74.38%) anchored outside the seagrass meadow in deeper water, compared to 

a statistically lower number of 111 (25.17%) that anchored in the shallows where the seagrass 

is present (Welch’s t-test p<0.001) (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4: Total number of powerboats and sailboats stopping within Fishcombe Cove, anchoring inside the 

potential seagrass area, anchoring outside the potential seagrass area, and mooring. 

The difference in mooring behaviour between sailboats and powerboats was also analysed. 

Of the 111 that anchored within the shallower water, 101 (90.99%) were powerboats 

compared to just 10 (9.01%) sailboats which is a statistically significant difference (Welch’s t-

test p<0.001). In deeper water, outside the seagrass meadow, powerboats made up 41.21% 

(136) of boats anchoring, compared to sailboats which made up 58.79% (194) of boats 

anchoring in deeper water (Figure 5) (Welch’s t-test p=0.15). 

There were also six occasions when a rowing boat was moored to eco-moorings. On all six 

occasions, the rowing boat was left by a larger boat. It appeared to be used to reserve the 

mooring when the larger boat left.  

 

 

Figure 5: Powerboats and sailboats anchoring inside the potential seagrass area, anchoring outside the potential 

seagrass area, and mooring within Fishcombe Cove, as a percentage of the total number of boats stopped within 
the cove in 2022 and 2023. 
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The number of boats anchoring within the seagrass varied each day. Over the 264 days of 

monitoring, the average number of boats anchoring per day was 0.44. A total of 61 days 

throughout the year, 23.11% of all days monitored, saw no boats anchoring within the cove. 

However, numbers of boats anchoring inside the potential seagrass area at Fishcombe 

increased in late spring/early summer, with the highest number of boats recorded anchoring 

occurring in June (30 boats) (Figure 6). The day with the most anchoring inside the potential 

seagrass area in 2023 was the 28th of May when a total of 16 boats were recorded anchoring. 

 

Figure 6: Trends of powerboats and sailboats anchoring inside the potential seagrass area at Fishcombe Cove 

from March to November 2023. 

The number of boats using the three different moorings was also analysed. Mooring 2 had the 

highest number of boat users, with a total of 366 (34.43%) boats mooring here. This is only 

marginally higher than both Mooring 1 and Mooring 3 where 358 (33.68%) and 339 (31.89%) 

boats moored respectively. This difference is not statistically significant (ANOVA p=0.46) 

On 26 occasions anchoring occurred within the cove even when a mooring was free. When 

this occurred, 12 (46.15%) happened when one mooring was available, six (23.08%) 

happened when two moorings were free, and eight (30.77%) occurred when all three moorings 

were available. A total of 26 boats chose to anchor when they had the opportunity to attach to 

a mooring. This accounts for 23.42% of all boats anchoring inside the potential seagrass area. 

DISCUSSION 
The data collected on mooring and anchoring behaviour within Fishcombe Cove indicates the 

popularity of the eco-moorings for boat users. The data also demonstrates the potential threats 

to the seagrass meadow in terms of physical damage from anchoring. 

From the images captured, we can see that there were 61 days where none of the three eco-

moorings were being used, however this was only evident in the winter months and during 

stormy conditions, which reflects the general seasonality of boat use. The peak day for 

mooring use was observed on the 9th of August when a total of 19 boats used the eco-

moorings over the course of one day. On this same day, six additional boats were recorded 

anchoring. This is to be expected as it was a sunny day in the middle of the school holidays. 

The highest number of boats anchoring in the cove occurred on the 28th of May. This was the 

late May bank holiday weekend. It was a sunny day with calm water. These factors are likely 
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to have contributed to a higher number of visitors in the cove, and due to the good conditions, 

a high number of boat users. 

When looking at boats anchoring inside the cove as a percentage of all the stopped boats, 

there is only a slight increase in sailboats anchoring in the cove, and there is a marginal decline 

in the number of powerboats anchoring inside the seagrass area. When looking at mooring 

use, a higher percentage of powerboats use the eco-moorings compared to sailboats in both 

years. Mooring use has increased slightly in powerboat users from 2022 to 2023, but there 

has been a slight decline in the percentage of sailboats using the moorings between the two 

years of monitoring. 

The disparity between powerboats and sailboats could be for a number of reasons including 

the access to information regarding seagrass. Many sailboat owners are part of yacht clubs 

where this information may be more readily available to them. Similar clubs for powerboat 

users are much less common, meaning that targeting engagement to these users specifically 

could prove more difficult. This may reflect a lack of understanding of the presence or 

importance of seagrass by these users. This highlights a key area to carry out advocacy and 

engagement work.  

The continuation of anchoring within the seagrass meadow, suggests a continued need to 

educate both locals and visiting marine users on the presence of seagrass in Torbay, its 

importance, and the risks it faces from pressures such as anchoring or fast movement over it 

(Neckles et al., 2005; Sargent et al., 1995).   

In addition, it was noted that many users anchored shore side of the seagrass marker buoys. 

Whilst they were not necessarily within the potential seagrass area, they were still anchoring 

past the ‘No Anchor’ sign. This therefore indicates an issue with the effectiveness of the 

marker buoys. Boat users may not have noticed the marker buoys as there are only two 

present at the mouth of the cove, or they may not understand the purpose of the buoys. Once 

again, this highlights a need for further education around seagrass and the damage caused 

by anchoring. 

Frustratingly, there were eight occasions where all three moorings were free but boat users 

still chose to drop anchor instead. This may indicate a lack of understanding about the use of 

eco-moorings, for example they may not realise they are free to use, or may not know how to 

safely moor up to them. It once again highlights the lack of knowledge some marine users 

have regarding seagrass. 

Many companies within Torbay rent powerboats, jet skis, and other vessels to visiting marine 

users who may be unaware of the presence of seagrass in the area. Therefore, by educating 

marine businesses in the bay area, information surrounding the importance of and threats to 

seagrass can be highlighted to customers when hiring vessels. 

 

FUTURE WORK 
 Monitoring of the moorings will continue in 2024 to assess their effectiveness 

 Increased community engagement targeting specific marine users such as 

powerboat owners 

 Working with local businesses to educate them on the presence of seagrass in 

Torbay, its importance, and the threats it faces, so that this can be passed on to 

customers  
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