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Wet Fens
Partnership

The restoration of
fenland for people
and wildlife
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Lower Witham

Initiatives in the Fens

• Wetland restoration along 15km of river to provide benefits
to flood management and nature conservation

There is more wetland restoration potential in the Fens
than anywhere else in the UK. The sites contained within
this document represent the large-scale projects currently
being undertaken by various organisations and
partnerships. While they have come about in response to
various site-specific issues, they all help tackle problems
common to the Fens as a whole. These projects will make
a major contribution to current and future Biodiversity
Action Plan targets and will help sustain the precious
fenland wildlife, making it more resilient to climate
change. The mutual success of these projects, along with
others still to be developed, will bring benefits greater
than the sum of their parts.

• Potential for further wetland creation, particularly a mosaic
of reedbeds and wet grassland
• Potential to reduce flood risk and provide recreation and
amenity facilities

2

Baston & Thurlby Fens, south Lincolnshire

• 45 hectares owned by Lincolnshire Wildlife Trust
• Last remaining area of peat in south Lincolnshire
• Initial plans to create 39 hectares of wet grassland and
reedbed as first phase of 875 hectare project
• Potential for access and recreation through the provision
of a Fen Heritage Centre
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Nene Washes

• Multiple ownership including RSPB
• United Kingdom’s black-tailed godwit stronghold
• The site also operates as a flood water storage washland
• The RSPB is progressing opportunities to create new
wetland habitat on farmland within and adjacent to
the Washes
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The Great Fen Project

• Aims to create a 3700 hectare wetland between Peterborough
and Huntingdon that will safeguard two National Nature
Reserves, Holme Fen and Woodwalton Fen
• Partnership between English Nature, Wildlife Trust for
Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire District Council and
the Environment Agency
• Woodwalton Fen currently protects surrounding farmland
by storing occasional floodwater, a benefit that may
become more important in the future
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Hanson-RSPB Wetland Project

• Majority of site owned by Hanson, phased hand over of land at
Needingworth Quarry to RSPB has begun
• Partnership wetland restoration scheme to create Britain’s
biggest reedbed (460 hectares) within a larger wetland
complex (700 hectares total)
• Public access and flood water storage incorporated into
scheme to ensure delivery of multiple benefits
• Local participation in project’s development

6 National Trust Wicken Fen
• Owned by the National Trust
• Britain’s oldest nature reserve, attracting 35,000 visitors
each year
• Up to 3,500 hectares southwest of the nature reserve
will be acquired the next 100 years, creating a ‘green lung’
for Cambridge as the city continues to expand
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RSPB Lakenheath Fen

• Owned by RSPB
• Vision to create 1000 ha of new wetland including
meadowlands for breeding waders on peat soils
• Building on existing small area of SSSI to support
and enhance fragmented wetland assets
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Ouse Washes

• A wide range of ownership, approximately 80% owned and
managed by RSPB, Wildlife Trust and Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust
• Constructed in the 17th Century and now is the UK's largest
washland storing floodwaters to protect 29 000 ha of high
grade farmland
• Habitat creation now being undertaken on adjacent farmland
• The sights and sounds of huge flocks of swans flying onto the
washes at dusk is an awe-inspiring spectacle that attracts
thousands of visitors into the Fens in the depths of winter
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• Creation of wetland complex 300 hectares on former arable land

Our vision is to restore wetlands
to the Fens landscape for people
and wildlife
The vast open skies above the Fens have seen the
landscape dramatically change over the last few centuries.
Due to 400 years of political will and engineering
expertise, what was once the United Kingdom’s largest
lowland wetland has been transformed into an expanse of
productive arable cultivation. Where there were lakes,
ponds, wet grasslands, reedbeds and wet woodlands, there
is now intensive agriculture to the horizon.
This transformation has created some of England’s best
farmland, providing jobs and prosperity across the region. But
there are also problems.
• A lack of diversification in the Fens and reliance
upon agriculture is storing up economic problems
for the future.
• Since over 99% of the original fenland habitat
has been lost, the few remaining sites are small and
highly fragmented, in danger of long-term decline.
Species such as the large copper butterfly have
become extinct and many others would follow suit
without costly and intensive conservation management.
• There are fewer opportunities for countryside access in
the Fens than there are in other parts of England. With
an increasing population, pressure on the few existing
sites will become more acute.

Environment and social well-being
The Wet Fens Forum is a partnership of organisations
addressing these issues by restoring and recreating wetland
habitats across the Fens, the sub-region with probably the
best prospects in the country for wetland restoration. There
are two key themes in most of these restoration schemes.
Firstly, many schemes are operating at a landscape scale and
are thus very large. This offers the most sustainable way to
manage these areas because the whole water catchment can
be taken into account. This also provides for the second key
theme: multiple benefits. Wetlands aren’t just good for
wildlife but offer real benefits for people across the region and
beyond, such as:

A natural source of wealth and jobs
The Fens can provide at least as many jobs in the leisure and
tourism industries as in intensive farming. It is a source of
natural materials, such as reed for thatching or biomass for
sustainable energy generation. Grazing on the Ouse Washes
helps maintain its value for wildlife and flood management
whilst ensuring excellent cattle growth enabling a good price
at auction for the farmers. An attractive countryside provides
a welcome setting for businesses and their employees.

Tackling climate change
The Fens is almost entirely river or coastal floodplain and
much is below sea level. This provides an opportunity to tackle
the effects of climate change. Woodwalton Fen is used to
store floodwater, protecting surrounding farmland and
property from flooding, which is predicted to become more
frequent in the future. Every hectare of peat soil that is
restored to wetland will save many tonnes of greenhouse gas
escaping into the atmosphere every year.

Community involvement
Rural communities have declined in the Fens, but nature can be a
catalyst for community action. The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust visitor
facilities at the Ouse Washes are used by the local community for
activities such as exercise classes, scout meetings and the free use of
computers. The local community were involved from the outset in the
Hanson RSPB wetland project. Wetlands provide sites for education
across the curriculum and across all ages.

Enhancing the landscape
Lowland England is devoid of truly wild landscapes. Imagine exploring
all day in places as beautiful as Wicken Fen without retracing your
steps. Places like this will bring more visitors to the Fens. The Fens
Waterways Link will connect waterways across the Fens bringing new
visitors to the region whilst enhancing the existing landscape.

Nature for Nature’s sake
The Fens is home to internationally important wildlife sites that are
threatened by their isolation and unsympathetic water management.
Enlargement of these reserves will help ensure their future. The Great
Fen project will create new wetland habitats and link the existing
Holme Fen and Woodwalton Fen National Nature Reserves.

Social and health benefits
The Fens contain fewer footpaths than other areas in the region. The
restoration of gravel workings at Needingworth Quarry to wetland will
open up 32km of new public rights of way, enabling people to exercise
for free in the fresh air. The peace and quiet offered by the countryside
provides rest and relaxation in an ever-busier part of the world.

Tourism
The Fens provides a range of visitor attractions, with many people
visiting the wetland reserves. Visits are often out of season, supporting
year-round tourism. The Fens has the great potential to create a
unique network of wetlands and provide a tourist attraction of
international importance.

A sustainable future
for the Fens
The landscape of the Fens has changed many times over the millennia
and is set to change again. All sorts of processes are creating
challenges and opportunities for those who live and work in the
region. Climate change, water resources, soil degradation, agricultural
policy and many more influences will shape the future fenland
landscape. In view of these changes, it is important for the public,
private and voluntary sectors to work together, influencing, amongst
other issues, land use and water resource policy, funding mechanisms,
socio-economic integration, and tourism development. For example:
• Local and regional plans should recognise the contribution of the
natural environment to socio-economic development and devise
policies to support landscape restoration
• All sectors that place demands on water resources should support
the concept of wise use, addressing the needs of the environment
as well as domestic, agricultural and industrial requirements
• Rural Development Programmes should provide opportunities for
farmers and other landowners to work in partnership with
conservation organisations in habitat restoration projects
• We should work together to promote sustainable tourism in the
Fens, on land and water
• The regions of the East of England and East Midlands should work
together on this cross boundary sub-region

A small step in the Fens,
a giant leap for wetlands
The projects presented here are aiming to restore some 9000 hectares
of farmland to wetland. This is a large area in nature conservation
terms and will create some of the most exciting wetland landscapes
in lowland England. But, at less than 2.5%, it is a small proportion of
the Fens as a whole, the remainder of which will continue to be
dominated by agriculture. Other wetlands do exist or are planned,
such as those linked to managed realignment at the coast. The
diagram below shows the areas of existing protected sites, and
proposed restored land in proportion to the Fens overall.

The Fens:
379,000 hectares

area of proposed
restored land:
9000 hectares

area of protected
sites in the Fens:
5560 hectares

Working in partnership for over ten years, the Wet Fens Forum believes that the strategic restoration
and recreation of fenland wetlands will bring enormous benefit to people and wildlife.
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