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OUSE WASHES: THE HEART OF THE FENS LANDSCAPE PARTNERSHIP SCHEME 

 

    
 
 

 
“A place that links the stories of the past and the possibilities of the future” 

 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 
The Ouse Washes Landscape Partnership scheme (OWLP) received an earmarked first-round 
pass of £995,600 from the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) in July 2012. With initial funding of 
£90,500 received, the scheme has since been developed in much greater detail. The OWLP 
submitted its stage 2 grant application to the HLF in November 2013, bidding for the 
remaining £905,100 with the aim of delivering the partnership’s proposals between April 
2014 and March 2017. The HLF granted this bid in March 2014. 
 
As part of the development of a Landscape Conservation Action Plan, which was submitted 
with our stage 2 application, additional research was commissioned during 2013; this 
included a Landscape Character Assessment, an Audience & Access Development study, a 
Ditch Biodiversity Survey, a Monitoring, Evaluation and Legacy Planning Framework, and the 
creation of a logo and associated housestyle manual. Extensive community consultations 
have, furthermore, provided the necessary baseline data on the knowledge, awareness, 
values and attitudes towards the Ouse Washes landscape and its heritage; the audience 
currently engaged; and the access and engagement barriers, needs and opportunities. 
 
This document summarises the Ouse Washes Landscape Partnership (OWLP) scheme to 
date. It aims to provide residents, visitors and stakeholders with an overview of what makes 
the OWLP landscape special and what the OWLP scheme is aiming to do. 
 
 

ABOUT LANDSCAPE PARTNERSHIP SCHEMES 

 
The OWLP scheme is a Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) grant-aided Landscape Partnership (LP) 
scheme. The LP programme’s overarching aim is to provide grants for the conservation and 
enjoyment of areas of distinctive landscape character throughout the UK. 
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LP schemes work towards the creation of a balanced and holistic approach to the 
management of heritage at a landscape-scale and help people to connect with it, thereby 
leading to continued activity and a lasting legacy. All Landscape Partnership schemes need to 
deliver benefits across all four LP programme outcomes: 
 

 
The HLF’s Four Landscape Partnership Programme Outcomes 

 To conserve or restore the built and natural features that create the historic landscape 
character. 

 To increase community participation in local heritage. 

 To increase access to and learning about the landscape area and its heritage. 

 To increase training opportunities in local heritage skills. 
 

 
Through a partnership approach a portfolio of smaller projects are brought together, each of 
which will deliver multiple benefits. The benefits of the scheme as a whole will, in turn, be of 
significantly greater value than the sum of its parts, together providing for long-term social, 
economic and environmental benefits for the LP area. 
 
 

THE OWLP AREA: DIVERSE BUT UNKNOWN HERITAGE OF NATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE 

 

Aerial view of the internationally significant washlands of the Ouse Washes (left), with the 
17th century New Bedford River separating it from the lower-lying arable fields. Image: Kite 
Aerial Photography © Bill Blake Heritage Documentation. 
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Topography of the OWLP area: the vast majority of the landscape is flat and below the 5 m 
OD contour line. Image created by Sheils Flynn for OWLP. © Crown copyright and database 
rights 2013 Ordnance Survey 100023205. 
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The OWLP scheme focuses on the heart of the Cambridgeshire and Norfolk Fens. The OWLP 
landscape stretches for 48.5km between Downham Market at the northern end and St. Ives 
to the south and covers a total of 243 km2. The area includes the 32 km long feature of the 
Ouse Washes at its heart, the Fen Drayton Lakes and Ouse Fen wetland reserves to its south, 
as well as the surrounding low-lying, agricultural land and small communities. This is one of 
East Anglia’s least known landscapes. 
 

 
COMMISSIONED RESEARCH: Landscape Character Assessment 

As part of the development phase works, the Ouse Washes Landscape Partnership 
commissioned a Landscape Character Assessment to Sheils Flynn, the first of its kind for the 
OWLP area. 
 
The Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) builds on the existing landscape typologies 
mapped and described within the landscape character assessments for Kings Lynn & West 
Norfolk Borough (2007), Huntingdonshire District (2007) and the larger scale assessment for 
Cambridgeshire (1991). However, it provides a more detailed analysis, including narrative, 
photographs and drawings to describe the intrinsic qualities of the local landscape character 
areas within the Ouse Washes area, and also makes recommendations about how to 
manage the changes that affect the LCAs. 
 
The Landscape Character Assessment identified nine discrete Landscape Character Areas 
(LCAs). Each LCA has been described in detail, covering relevant aspects of their physical, 
historic, land use, biodiversity, settlement and aesthetic character. The nine LCAs describe 
the way the landscape is experienced ‘on the ground’; each has its own particular identity 
and sense of territory which is often associated with the hinterland of a town or group of 
villages. Differences between neighbouring character areas are in most cases relatively 
subtle, although when one travels from one end of the OWLP landscape to the other the 
differences highlighted in the character area descriptions become apparent. 
 

 
Left: Old Croft River LCA - Arable fields and settlement on the Old Croft River siltlands at Tipps End. 
Centre: Ouse Washes LCA - The Old Bedford River at the RSPB Ouse Washes reserve.  Right: Fen Isles 
LCA - Historic droves: the Rushway. Images by Sheils Flynn for OWLP. 
 

 
The OWLP area is located within five District Councils (Kings Lynn & West Norfolk BC, 
Fenland DC, East Cambridgeshire DC, Huntingdonshire DC and South Cambridgeshire DC) 
and covers 29 Parishes. The resident population within the OWLP area is c33,000. The area is 
surrounded by the neighbouring market towns and cities of Downham Market, Littleport, 
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Ely, Chatteris, March, St Ives, Huntingdon and Cambridge; they have a collective resident 
population of c237,000. 

 

The OWLP area showing the nine distinct Landscape Character Areas identified within. Image 

created by Sheils Flynn for OWLP. © Crown copyright and database rights 2013 Ordnance 

Survey 100023205. 
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In the OWLP area’s predominantly rural and open landscape, huge open skies and expansive 
views, linear landscape features, isolated settlements and a sense of remoteness and 
tranquillity prevail. The OWLP area has a very distinct character and sense of place, following 
from its unique drainage history, wetland habitat network and a largely unknown and 
unexplored set of nationally significant natural, historic and cultural heritage assets. 
 
The OWLP landscape itself is largely devoid of settlements, although a string of small 
communities surrounds the central landscape features, acting as ‘gateways’ to this 
landscape. The natural and built heritage is inextricably linked, with the position of 
settlements and previous livelihoods and pastimes of local residents telling the historic and 
cultural story of the Ouse Washes. 
 
A significant amount of the OWLP area consists of highly productive agricultural land, much 
of it around or below sea level.  The Old and New Bedford Rivers have played and are still 
playing a unique and important role in the drainage of the land and in the prevention of 
flooding of huge tracts of valuable agricultural land and numerous settlements both within 
and well beyond The Fens. In a typical winter 70-80 million m3 of excess floodwater is 
diverted at Earith into the Ouse Washes; the seasonal variation is one of the most distinctive 
features of the OWLP area. 
 
As a result of its unique history, the Ouse Washes have over the centuries become a valuable 
wildlife resource for waterfowl during the winter and as a breeding site during summer: the 
Ouse Washes forms the largest example of ‘washland’ and one of the most important areas 
of lowland wet grassland in Britain. The international importance of the Ouse Washes is 
recognised through its designation as a Special Protection Area, Ramsar site and a Special 
Area of Conservation. 
 

  
Extensive wetland at RSPB Fen Drayton Lakes reserve. Image: Andy Hay, ©rspb-images.com 
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CASE STUDY: Black-tailed Godwits and Snipes at Lady Fen 

Increasing frequency and duration of un-seasonal floods on the Ouse Washes during the last 
decades have had a negative impact on both Black-tailed godwits and Snipe, albeit for 
different reasons. Black-tailed godwits are a red listed species which is globally threatened 
and declining severely in the UK. Their numbers have been declining as the rise in flooding 
events in spring and summer in the Ouse Washes, one of their few strongholds, has 
frequently washed away their nests. Although Snipe are less threatened than Black-tailed 
godwit with approximately 59,000 breeding pairs and amber-listed, their local population 
has nevertheless suffered over the past few years. Snipe are able to compensate for flooding 
as they can nest twice annually; they also have the ability to delay nesting should floods 
arise. However, their population is affected by the floods as high water levels wash away 
their main food source, invertebrates such as worms, with effects felt up to three years 
thereafter, reducing the Snipe population as there is not enough food to support them. 
 
In 2006, the Environment Agency purchased 38 ha of former agricultural land at Lady Fen 
Farm, directly to the east of the WWT Welney Centre, to compensate for loss of Wigeon 
habitat to flood defence works on the Middle Level Barrier Bank. In 2007 WWT Welney 
started to manage the site, restoring it to a wet grassland habitat. Although intended to 
assist Wigeon populations, the resulting Lady Fen started to attract numerous other birds, 
including Black-tailed godwit and Snipe. Up to five pairs of Black-tailed godwits have nested 
here in recent years; a third of breeding Snipes within the region have also nested at Lady 
Fen in the past two years. During the winter of 2012/13 Lady Fen also provided a vital 
roosting area for swans whilst the Ouse Washes were under several feet of water. 
 
Lady Fen has become an important habitat for supporting a range of bird species. The water 
levels can be controlled here; consequently, the tussock vegetation and soft mud required 
can be maintained. Additionally, Lady Fen is maintained so that there are no surrounding 
trees which are known to prevent some waders from breeding. There are also fox fences to 
prevent predation. Since the start of the project in 2007, bird numbers have continued to 
increase and, with ongoing management and improvement, they should continue to do so. 
 

  
Left: Black-tailed Godwit © Chris Gomersall; Right: Snipe ©Andy Hay (RSPB-images.com). 
 

 
The OWLP area is a UK area of importance for conservation action. The landscape contains 
the ‘Great Ouse Wetland’, a network of wetland nature reserves including the RSPB Ouse 
Washes, Ouse Fen and Fen Drayton Lakes reserves, and the WWT Welney Wetland Reserve. 
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At 3,000 ha this forms one of the largest and most important wetlands in the UK with 
significant and wide-spread habitats of lowland meadow, reedbeds and fen. As part of the 
‘Great Ouse Wetland’ vision, ambitious plans are in place to enhance and strengthen the 
existing wetland habitats, within a matrix of sustainable agriculture. New fenland habitats 
are being created to encourage a number of high priority species including otter, water vole, 
bittern, bearded tit, marsh harrier, black-tailed godwit, fen violet and swallowtail butterfly. 
 
 

COMMISSIONED RESEARCH: Ditch Biodiversity Survey 

The OWLP’s largely arable landscape contains numerous ditches. They often have their own 
unique biodiversity but their ecology is often poorly understood. A survey was 
commissioned by the OWLP during the development phase and was conducted by aquatic 
plant and invertebrate specialists Jonathan Graham and Martin Hammond. To determine the 
conservation value of the OWLP area ditches aquatic Coleoptera (water beetles) and aquatic 
plant species were recorded. 
 
The Internal Drainage Board (IDB) Districts of Over & Willingham IDB, Bluntisham IDB, 
Haddenham Level Commissioners IDB, Sutton & Mepal IDB, Manea IDB and Upwell IDB were 
surveyed. Across 100 sample points, 109 drain plants, 110 bank plants and 101 water beetles 
were recorded. Amongst the finds were many species of conservation concern; amongst 
these were: 2 Near Threatened, 3 Vulnerable and 1 Nationally Scarce plant species whilst 
water beetles included 4 listed as Near Threatened and 14 categorised as Nationally Scarce. 
Ditches in the study area are shown to provide an important habitat for several species of 
aquatic Coleoptera which have their British stronghold in the Fens such as Agabus undulatus, 
Hydrochus crenatus, Oulimnius major and O. rivularis. 
 
All 6 surveyed IDB areas had drains with quality ditch plant and Coleoptera indicator species, 
but ditches associated with gravel beds within the Over & Willingham, Bluntisham, 
Haddenham and Sutton & Mepal districts were found to be of particular importance. The 
Common Frog, Common Toad, Smooth Newt, dragonflies and BAP species such as Water 
Vole and Spined Loach were also regularly seen within the ditches whilst sampling. The 
information obtained will be used to inform future management and maintenance of ditches 
in the area. 

     
Left: Dytiscus dimidiatus; Centre: Agabus undulatus; Right: One of the biodiversity-rich 
ditches in the OWLP area. Images: Jonathan Graham & Martin Hammond, for OWLP. 
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There is a rich archaeological heritage within the OWLP area with abundant, nationally 
significant and well-preserved, waterlogged palaeo-environmental and archaeological sites 
and ritual monuments. Clusters of activities have been recognised: extensive Neolithic, 
Bronze Age and Iron Age occupation on the Fen Basin edge in the Over – Haddenham area; 
and clusters of Roman sites along the Fen Causeway in the northern end of the area, around 
the former Old Croft River and along the Car Dyke in the southern part. The area’s buried 
heritage provides good evidence for the reconstruction of prehistoric landscapes with clear 
evidence for a major prehistoric ceremonial landscape, extending right across the floor of 
the Great Ouse valley in the southern part of the OWLP area. 
 
The area contains strategically significant historic drainage features designed on a grand 
scale, which are now also important as part of a navigable network of waterways. The 
survival of the nationally significant Bedford Level Corporation archival collection also 
provides us with a unique insight in the historic developments of the drainage schemes in 
the area. The OWLP area, furthermore, contains many hidden historic gems, for instance the 
best preserved English Civil War fort in the country, the Earith Bulwark, plus a number of fine 
church buildings and public houses. 
 

 
Word cloud, summarising key features which make the OWLP area special. Image created 
using http://worditout.com. 
 
In addition, there are numerous fascinating stories that could be told surrounding the use of 
prisoners of war involved in the drainage schemes, as well as the intriguing history 
surrounding the WWII and Cold War use of Mepal airfield. The OWLP landscape has also 
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been used for some amazing social, economic and environmental experiments including the 
Flat Earth Society using the long, straight and flat landscape Bedford River features to try 
and prove that the earth is disc-shaped; the 19th century ‘Utopian’ social living experiment at 
Colony Farm in Manea; and the 1960s hovertrain experimental track near Earith. Much of 
this rich heritage is unknown or unexplored. 
 

 
CASE STUDY: The 1947 Floods 

After heavy rainfall in October, November and December 1946, a very cold and harsh winter 
set in. Above average snowfall with hard frosts resulted by the end of February 1947 in deep 
snow and frozen watercourses throughout the Fens and its catchment area. When it started 
thawing in March, heavy rain added to the rising surface water. This, together with high 
tides and storms resulted in various banks being breached and agricultural land and 
settlements flooded, with the southern Fens hit particularly hard. 
 
The Army, assisted by German Prisoners of War and locals, tried to plug the gaps in the 
banks but this took some time to accomplish. During the floods, local man Walter Martin 
Lane took many pictures, providing us with a magnificent collection of one of the most 
damaging floods in the area in living memory and of the many brave people involved in this 
event. The extensive Martin Lane Photograph collection will be digitised and made publicly 
available as part of one of the OWLP scheme’s projects, to commemorate this major event 
in the Ouse Washes 70 years ago in 2017. 
 

 
One of Martin lane’s striking images, showing a submerged farm bungalow (Palmer’s Farm) 
during the 1947 floods. Photo courtesy of Lorna Delanoy. 
 

 
As a result of agricultural intensification and dramatic changes in society as a whole, 
traditional land and water management skills have largely been lost, although local people 
still have a strong connection with and are passionate about the land, farming and 
traditional ways of living. The unique drainage history and important farming and food 
production history have provided today’s communities with a strong sense of tradition and 
place. Graham Swift wrote: 
 

“The Fens as a landscape is the product of its people just as the people themselves are 
shaped by the land” 
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Local connections show through the area’s artistic, cultural and intangible heritage. Folklore 
and local traditions abound in the OWLP area. Molly dancing is still performed on Plough 
Monday, the first Monday after Epiphany, or Twelfth Night after Christmas, highlighting the 
start of the agricultural year. Morris dancing groups also still herald May Day, and many 
villages hold a summer Feast Week either before or after harvest. Painful events such as the 
1947 Floods are also engrained in the local communities’ communal consciousness. 

 
OWLP area, showing several biodiversity, archaeological and historical features and land use 
types of high significance. Image created by Sheils Flynn for OWLP. © Crown copyright and 
database rights 2013 Ordnance Survey 100023205. 
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WHY THERE IS A NEED FOR THE OWLP SCHEME 

 
Despite its tranquil appearance, the OWLP landscape and its communities face numerous 
challenges. These include the impact of climate change, flooding, a general lack of 
overarching management structures, competing land use interests, an absence of a clearly 
defined identity for the area, disjointed visitor promotion, deprivation issues in a number of 
the area’s communities and insufficient public access and engagement opportunities. 
Together, these provide a clear rationale for the OWLP scheme. 
 
Extensive community consultations have provided the partnership with a good 
understanding of the resident populations’ current knowledge, awareness and values 
towards their local heritage, and have identified barriers to access and engagement. The 
sections below set out what are the recognised ‘threats’ to the OWLP heritage and 
communities, and how the OWLP aims to address some of these by tapping into the 
opportunities to safeguard or enhance the landscape heritage. 
 
Climate Change 
The latest climate change scenario models predict a wide array of potential impacts and 
general trends with both long-term changes and more extreme weather events predicted. 
 
The OWLP will explore the implications of climate change and bring these to people’s 
attention so that local communities are more aware of the potential effects this could have 
over time. Being a vast, man-made environment that lies predominantly below sea level, it is 
paramount that local residents understand the risks and the role they can play in helping to 
mitigate against impacts and what lifestyle practices are needed to adapt to climate change. 
The OWLP will support initiatives to generate debate and management decisions that 
protect the landscape and its valued natural and historic environment assets. 
 
Lack of Identity and Tourism Industry 
There is poor awareness of what the area has to offer which results in the OWLP area not 
being considered a tourist destination and having low visitor numbers. 
 
Making the Ouse Washes LP landscape a better known destination for visitors, by providing a 
stronger and more coordinated tourist offer, would bring in new opportunities for local 
businesses and could provide new jobs. 
 

 
Providing for a sense of place for locals and visitors: people relaxing at Fen Drayton Lakes. 
Image by Pete Johnstone for Cambridgeshire ACRE. 
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Lack of Cohesive Management 
The OWLP area has no formal landscape designation and therefore has not benefitted from 
the partnership structures, strategic development and investment that designations such as 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and National Parks normally bring. 
 
The OWLP scheme will bring together those dealing with the complex and often competing 
issues of future agricultural practices, habitat management, recreational usage, community 
engagement, climate change and flood prevention, to identify ways to ensure these 
competing interests can operate together for a joint outcome in future. 
 
Increasing Competition in Land Use Interests 
 

 
Main land use interests in the OWLP area. 
 
The demands on the OWLP area are high, with increasing competing demands on its rich 
resources. The OWLP area is of prime importance for agricultural purposes, for growing food 
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on the fertile arable soils and for raising cattle and other livestock on the washland pastures. 
The Ouse Washes and the waterways system are crucial for flood prevention purposes and 
the management of drainage, water quality and to allow water abstraction for irrigation. The 
OWLP area contains some of the country’s most extensive and important wetland sites. In 
addition, the area is of importance for the provision of countryside and waterways access for 
the local populations and a growing visitor market, with its positive economic spin offs. 
 
The OWLP will focus on opening the debate between the various organisations and 
individuals with different land use interests, to ensure a better understanding of each 
other’s viewpoints. The OWLP scheme will also help open up the area’s potential through a 
managed public access approach, safeguarding sensitive sites but at the same time 
developing new opportunities for people to experience the landscape through investment in 
events, heritage walks, heritage geocaching, ‘hands-on’ family and school initiatives, 
volunteering opportunities, walking and bird watching. 
 
Changes in Flooding, Water Management and Water Quality 
The management of water is becoming increasingly complex. There is a general lack of 
understanding of the difficulties the Environment Agency and other organisations face to 
ensure a well-balanced, year-round water abstraction and delivery regime, while preventing 
devastating flood events. There is a need to improve the understanding of the importance of 
water management throughout the OWLP area, between organisations as well as with the 
local communities. 
 
The OWLP aims to develop understanding of the range of important but complex and 
interlinked issues, and will share information for all types of water use leading to greater 
understanding and identification of areas of mutual interest. 
 
Changes in Land Management & Loss of Traditional Skills 
There are significant pressures on modern-day farming. The trend continues towards fewer 
and larger farms, with fewer people managing the land using more sophisticated and larger 
machines. This increase in scale of farming has resulted in a continuing loss of the traditional 
small family-owned farmsteads in the landscape. Small farms are often at the margins of 
viability and consequently many young people have to move away from the area to find 
work and housing elsewhere. 
 
The OWLP aims to promote closer cooperation between farmers, landowners, Natural 
England and relevant conservation partners to target and protect biodiversity and local 
heritage; promote wildlife-friendly farming agreements on farmland; and focus on green 
economy opportunities to create new jobs in the area and support local businesses including 
farm shops, small-scale tourism initiatives and the like. 
 
Threats to biodiversity assets: loss of valuable habitats and species 
The Ouse Washes have become a progressively worsening habitat site for birds since the 
1970s; an increase in late spring floods has impacted on the breeding grounds available for 
wading birds leading to a steady decline in their numbers. Within the whole of the Fens, only 
eight main wetland sites extending to 4,792 ha (1.4%) remain; these habitats remain 
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vulnerable and some are still losing species. Urgent measures are needed to address this 
situation. 
 
The OWLP will promote landscape-scale conservation initiatives across the Fens, including 
the Great Ouse Wetland Vision within the OWLP area. Crucial in the delivery of a fen-wide 
habitat connectivity scheme, as proposed by the Fens for the Future Partnership, is the 
establishment of landscape corridors and wildlife friendly buffer zones in the surrounding 
agricultural lands. 
 
Threats to historic environment assets 
In the OWLP area, the primary threats to historic environment assets are to the area’s 
significant archaeological deposits. The Scheduled Monuments and many other significant 
archaeological sites in the area are under constant threat from agricultural cultivation, in 
particular the combined effects of deep ploughing, levelling of land, peat shrinkage, over-
drainage and fluctuating water levels. 
 
The OWLP aims to raise awareness of the significance of the historic environment assets in 
the area with local communities, farmers and landowners and provide resources and 
training to assist with the sensitive management of heritage sites on their holdings. 
 

 
The Earith Bulwark, a Scheduled Monument ‘at Risk’: flooded in January 2013. Kite Aerial 
Photography © Bill Blake Heritage Documentation. 
 
Lack of awareness and understanding of local heritage 
The Audience & Access work has highlighted that there is a general lack of understanding of 
the origins, significance and function of the OWLP landscape and its heritage assets. 
 
The OWLP aims to raise awareness of the significance of the historic and natural 
environment assets in the area with local communities and landowners. It will do so by using 
a variety of communication means to underline the importance of the landscape and its 
importance to people. 
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COMMISSIONED RESEARCH: Audience and Access Development 

In 2013 Cambridgeshire ACRE carried out community consultations to obtain a better 
understanding of the audience types the OWLP scheme would target, to define the barriers 
to access, engagement and learning and to identify where additional access and engagement 
opportunities could be created. 
 
The following key themes emerged out of the consultations: 

 A lack of knowledge and awareness of the role of the OWLP area and its heritage 

 An undervalued and under-utilised landscape 

 Limited access and engagement opportunities 

 Future potential for visitor promotion 

 
 
All communities considered there to be potential for building up the Washes as a visitor 
destination and all recognised the possible boost to their economies. The main barriers to 
development were considered to be a lack of awareness of what the area has to offer, a lack 
of access points, a lack of information about where to go and a lack of amenities in some of 
the existing access points. Some typical comments received: 
 

 “I don’t think many people know about [the Ouse Washes]. I didn’t know a thing 
about it until moving here a year ago” (Colne resident) 

 

 “You have to discover beauty – it took me a few years to realise it is really pretty” 
(Welney resident) 

 

 “The washes needs to be made much more distinctive so you know when you are in 
the Ouse Washes [...] It should be a local ‘brand’ that all local people are proud of and 
identify with” (Sutton Gault resident) 
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Limited Public Access 
Access to most parts of the OWLP area itself is poor, exacerbated by limited public transport 
opportunities. Despite new public access provisions created in recent years at the southern 
end of the OWLP area - in and around the RSPB’s Ouse Fen and Fen Drayton Lakes reserves -, 
recreational access to the countryside is still limited in most of the OWLP area and improving 
this situation is a challenge. 
 
The OWLP aims to safeguard sensitive sites but at the same time allow the development of 
new opportunities for people to enjoy low-key recreation, learning and understanding. 
Investment in new heritage trails, heritage geocaching, ‘hands-on’ family and school-based 
educational initiatives, walking, bird watching and fishing will provide new opportunities. 
 

 
Canal boats at Denver Sluice Complex, one of the key access hubs in the OWLP area. Image: 
Cambridgeshire ACRE 
 
Low community engagement with heritage 
Except for a range of small but active local heritage and user groups, the majority of the local 
communities show relatively little engagement with their surrounding heritage. The 
percentage of people in the OWLP area volunteering on a regular basis is also particularly 
low. 
 
The OWLP scheme wishes to support key, local organisations to make important links into 
each community so that they can work alongside residents to kick-start new ‘ground-up’ 
initiatives. 
 

 
Providing land-based skills training. Image: Green Light Trust 
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Socio-Economic Deprivation 
The Parishes in the north of the OWLP area show higher levels of deprivation as measured 
by such indicators as income levels, economic activity, educational attainment and fuel 
poverty than Parishes in the south of the area. 
 
The OWLP scheme will build on the area’s culture of self-reliance and voluntary effort. The 
OWLP scheme aims to open up new opportunities for learning and volunteering that will 
help raise skill levels and enhance employability; in particular, the scheme aims to offer 
opportunities to those disadvantaged by isolation, especially young and unemployed people. 
 
Changing Communities 
The Cambridge – Peterborough growth corridor has resulted in a steady increase of people 
moving into the local communities, in particular in the southern part of the OWLP area.  As a 
consequence there is continued population growth in the OWLP area, with an additional 
increase in overseas immigration, changing the make-up of local communities. 
 
The OWLP scheme will focus on newcomers in the communities, by making people aware of 
the local heritage and providing numerous opportunities for engagement with the 
‘undiscovered’ OWLP landscape. 
 
 

THE OWLP PARTNERSHIP 

 
The OWLP consists of 26 key partner organisations, together forming a strong partnership of 
local, regional and national organisations, together spanning the public, private, voluntary 
and community sectors within the project area and covering a wide range of land use 
interests. There is a particular strong emphasis on local community representation from 
both the Norfolk and Cambridgeshire parts of the OWLP area. The partnership is supported 
by a wider Partner Forum of a further 50 organisations who have an interest in the scheme’s 
aims. 
 
Within the partnership there is a wealth of skills and experience in conservation land 
management, heritage conservation and management, and community engagement, with a 
large proportion of the partners having long-term professional involvement in the area. 
There are several conservation organisations that own, manage or operate in the scheme 
area and which are all actively taking part in the OWLP scheme. 
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Key OWLP Partner Organisations 

 Arts Development in East Cambridgeshire (ADeC) 

 Bill Blake Heritage Documentation 

 Borough Council of King's Lynn & West Norfolk 

 Cambridge Archaeological Unit 

 Cambridgeshire ACRE 

 Cambridgeshire Association for Local History 

 Cambridgeshire County Council 

 Diocese of Ely 

 Ely Museum 

 Environment Agency 

 Fen Skating Association 

 Fens Museum Partnership 

 Green Light Trust 

 Manea Parish Council 

 Manea & Welney District Drainage Commissioners 

 Mepal Parish Council 

 Mike Petty 

 Natural England 

 Prickwillow Engine Trust 

 Rosmini Centre 

 Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 

 Sutton Parish Council 

 Welney Parish Council 

 Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust (WWT) 

 Wildlife Conservation Partnership (WCP) 

 Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), Eastern Region 
 

 
 

OUR VISION 

 
The OWLP scheme aims to deliver multiple benefits to the natural and historic environment 
and the local communities in the area, delivering across all four LP outcomes. The ambitions 
of the partnership are clearly reflected in the OWLP scheme’s overarching vision: 
 
 

The Partnership’s Vision 
• A place managed for the needs of all its inhabitants and visitors;  
• A place for people to thrive and wildlife to flourish;  
• A place that links the stories of the past and the possibilities of the future.  
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CORE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

 
The partnership’s Core Aims and Strategic Objectives are: 
 

Core Aims 
1. Promote the Ouse Washes as a distinctive visitor and local destination. 
2. Raise awareness and understanding of the role of the washlands, its pressures and man’s 

role in maintaining and conserving a dynamic landscape. 
3. Work with a wide range of partners to improve community interaction and participation 

to maintain the areas inherent beauty, natural and built heritage assets and international 
importance. 

4. Support the development of skills and provide training opportunities to enable local 
communities to be involved in conserving and managing the landscape. 

 
Strategic Objectives 

1. To conserve and enhance the unique biodiversity, wetland landscape, heritage and 
cultural assets of the LP area and strengthen and develop local character and 
distinctiveness. 

2. To make available, through various multimedia, a range of information sources, that tell 
the story of the landscape past and present and open up new dialogue that inform 
debates about changing and adapting management processes in the future. 

3. To encourage people to experience the Ouse Washes and learn about the landscapes’ 
built and natural heritage through actively taking part in archaeological digs, 
conservation projects, cultural activities, festival events, volunteering and learning. 

4. To improve access to and to encourage people to visit, respect and appreciate the Ouse 
Washes nature reserves and historically important sites through enhancing 
interpretation and facilities. 

5. To improve the skills of local people, particularly those who are unemployed or with low 
educational attainment, through providing volunteering opportunities and work 
placements across the Ouse Washes area. 

 
 
The OWLP partnership hopes to derive a range of benefits, the main ones which are:  

 Strengthening partnership working across the OWLP area: Strengthening and 
further developing partnership working across the area, working across existing 
administrative, organisational and other boundaries whilst developing holistic and 
forward-looking management strategies for the area; 

 Promotion of the area as a visitor destination:  Developing well-researched, well-
publicised, clearly defined and joined-up visitor promotion and destination marketing 
materials for the area; 

 Enabling active community engagement: stimulating active community involvement 
with people’s own heritage and leaving a legacy of community engagement, with key 
agencies, other partner organisations and communities jointly co-ordinating effective 
conservation and green space access management and maintenance, whilst 
encouraging community stewardship of local heritage assets. 
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 Leaving a sustainable legacy for the landscape: Providing a clearly defined, 
sustainable legacy for the OWLP landscape, its communities, heritage and wildlife. A 
key message throughout the delivery phase will be that the Landscape Partnership 
scheme should be seen as a starting point for active engagement with the local 
heritage, acting as a catalyst for a range of further initiatives taking the vision beyond 
the timescales of the project. 

 
 

OWLP THEMES 

 
The OWLP has devised five themes that sum up how the scheme will portray and promote 
the landscape and its heritage to locals and visitors. As the landscape of the Ouse Washes LP 
area is far less known, understood and appreciated than other landscapes, these themes 
therefore provide the partnership with an important tool to tell the ‘stories’ of this 
landscape, helping people to understand and appreciate what this landscape is about. These 
themes may, therefore, also help communities to find new ways of engaging with the 
landscape’s heritage through the delivery of the scheme’s projects and events. 
 

 
The five OWLP themes and their key messages. 
 

•Water defines the Ouse Washes  LP landscape Water Everywhere 

•The heritage of the Ouse Washes LP landscape is 
largely unknown or ‘hidden’ 

Hidden Heritage 

•The OWLP landscape is full of fascinating stories 
about real and imaginary people 

Fen Folk & Legends 

•Movement and migration are key elements of the 
OWLP landscape  

Migration Stories 

•The future of the OWLP landscape is uncertain, 
with increasing demands on its resources 

Future Heritage 

http://ousewasheslps.wordpress.com/the-partnership/
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2014 – 2017: DELIVERY OF THE 25 OWLP PROJECTS 

 
The OWLP aims to deliver a well balanced scheme that addresses HLF Landscape Partnership 
Scheme’s four priorities through a total of 25 projects, planned to be delivered between 
April 2014 and March 2017 (see below table for an overview of all projects). 
 
For the OWLP’s delivery phase, the HLF Grant of £905,100 is matched by the partner 
organisations with £62,950 of cash match funding and in-kind contributions worth a further 
£140,343. The total project money will be spend as such: 

 
 
Through the delivery of the projects, the OWLP scheme will; conserve and enhance the 
area’s unique heritage assets; create opportunities for active engagement with the 
landscape thereby providing people with a greater connection with the landscape; improve 
access to the landscape and its heritage and making people more aware of the uniqueness 
of this landscape; develop strong partnership working across organisations and with 
community groups; provide people with skills in order to help sustain the landscape’s special 
character; and provide a lasting legacy for the area. 
 
 

IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO KNOW MORE 

 
If you wish to find out more and follow the OWLP scheme’s progress, please visit: 

 the OWLP blog at http://ousewasheslps.wordpress.com ; or 

 the OWLP Twitter pages at https://twitter.com/ousewasheslp 

 Or contact the Ouse Washes Programme Manager - Email: 
mark.nokkert@cambsacre.org.uk ; Tel. 01353 865030 

 

13% 

16% 

31% 

11% 

29% 

OWLP: Project Spend 

A: Conservation 

B: Community Participation 

C: Access and Learning 

D: Training 

E: Staffing, Consultancy costs and 
Overheads 

http://ousewasheslps.wordpress.com/
https://twitter.com/ousewasheslp
mailto:mark.nokkert@cambsacre.org.uk
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The below table provides an overview of the 25 planned projects within the OWLP scheme, showing the main delivery organisation and short 
project summary. It also shows, for each project, its expected impact on the four HLF programmes (A = ‘Conservation’; B = ‘Community 
Participation; C = ‘Access & Learning’; D = ‘Training’’), with ** = main focus of the project; * = project also addresses these HLF programmes. 

Project HLF Programme - 
IMPACT 

No Title Lead Organisation Description A B C D 

1 Giving Nature a Home at 
Fen Drayton Lakes 

Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds 

Providing additional and enhanced habitat at RSPB 
Fen Drayton Lakes for a breadth of fenland, 
washland and wetland species, whilst improving the 
‘wildlife spectacle’ through new visitor facilities and 
access improvements. 

** * **  

2 Ditch Management to the 
East of the Ouse Washes 

Cambridgeshire ACRE, with 
Fens For the Future 
Partnership/ Fenland Ditch 
Group 

Surveying the ditches in the eastern area of the 
OWLP area for their biodiversity value, followed by 
training delivered to promote wildlife-friendly 
management regimes. 

**  ** * 

3 Barn Owl Recovery Barn Owl Conservation 
Network/ Wildlife 
Conservation Partnership 

Increasing the range and population size of Barn 
owls along the whole length of OWLP corridor, 
through the provision of new nest boxes on 
farmers’ land. 

** * * ** 

4 Wildlife Friendly Farming 
& Community 
Engagement 

Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds 

Bringing wildlife-friendly farmers together, to 
deliver an integrated community engagement 
programme, to promote awareness of, learning 
about and on-going access to the area’s unique 
farm wildlife and archaeological heritage. 

** ** * ** 
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Project HLF Programme - 
IMPACT 

No Title Lead Organisation Description A B C D 

5 Digging Environment & 
Ouse Washes Community 
Archaeology 

Cambridge Archaeological 
Unit 

Delivering a series of small-scale excavations and 
related ‘events’, thereby generating materials to 
allow for a much fuller appreciation of the 
washlands’ past and palaeo-environmental history 
and giving local communities a hands-on experience 
of archaeological excavation skills. 

* ** ** ** 

6 Ouse Community Murals Arts Development in East 
Cambridgeshire 

Delivering a community arts project to design and 
construct three outdoor community mosaics at key 
access points in the OWLP landscape, and a digital 
mural, thereby adding new visual focal points to 
existing locations. 

 ** * * 

7 Community Kite Aerial 
Photography 

Bill Blake Heritage 
Documentation, with 
Cambridgeshire ACRE 

Creating a photomap of local landscapes around the 
OWLP area, photographing the same landscape 
over 4 seasons to gain a comparative set of 
photomaps, by using Kite Aerial Photography 
equipment. 

* ** * ** 

8 Ouse Washes Festival 
Fortnight 

Cambridgeshire ACRE Organisation of a fortnight of events In July 2015 
and 2016, spread out along all access hubs across 
the length of the OWLP landscape, to promote the 
area and its communities. 

* ** ** * 

9 Managing the Ouse 
Washes in the Future 

Cambridgeshire ACRE Facilitation of a major debate on the future of the 
Ouse Washes area, involving people representing 
all different types of land use interests. 

 ** **  
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Project HLF Programme - 
IMPACT 

No Title Lead Organisation Description A B C D 

10 Community Heritage Fund Cambridgeshire ACRE Distributing ‘small grants’ (between £500 and 
£2000 each) to original community projects that 
aim to help local communities to learn about, look 
after, and celebrate the OWLP Landscape. 

* ** ** * 

11 Great Ouse Wetland 
Engagement Project 

Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust Developing and promoting the Great Ouse Wetland 
(GOW), as a unified destination for local and visitor 
audiences interested in enjoying and engaging with 
the natural heritage of the area and the human 
history that created and maintains it, whilst 
enabling WWT Welney to act as a northern gateway 
to explore and understand the OWLP area and 
heritage. 

* ** ** * 

12 Destination Denver: 
Improvements to Denver 
Sluice Complex 

Environment Agency Laying the foundation for developing Denver Sluice 
Complex as a visitor destination, through the 
creation of new, electronic and interactive displays 
and other visitor initiatives. 

 * ** * 

13 Wind, Steam and Diesel 
for the Ouse Washes 

Ely Museum & Prickwillow 
Engine Trust 

Developing a workshop and visual aids about the 
Old and New Bedford Rivers, the Ouse Washes and 
their importance to the story of drainage, for 
schools from the Ouse Washes area to come to 
Prickwillow and Ely Museums for workshops about 
their own heritage. 

 * ** * 

14 Tales of Washes, Wildfowl 
& Water 

Fens Museum Partnership Creating an animated film based around the 
creation of the Ouse Washes and its natural history. 

 ** ** * 
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Project HLF Programme - 
IMPACT 

No Title Lead Organisation Description A B C D 

15 Migrant Links Rosmini Centre Collating the experiences of Fenland migrant 
workers to look at the role played by migrant labour 
over the history of the Ouse Washes and make links 
to other migrants who have worked or lived in the 
area since the 17th century. 

 ** ** * 

16 Fen Folk, Legends and 
Heroes 

Cambridgeshire Association 
for Local History 

Encouraging a wider interest in the history of the 
OWLP area though researching the story of people 
who have shaped its development in fact, fiction, 
poetry and verse. The project will aim at people 
from right across all OWLP parishes and work in 
liaison with the existing area local history and CCAN 
groups to collect and record a range of material, 
photographs, stories, oral histories and newspaper 
stories. 

 ** ** ** 

17 Skating around the Fens Fen Skating Association Promoting the heritage of skating in the area, 
through the development of a new video about the 
skating heritage and a range of outreach activities. 

 * **  

18 Manea Community 
Conservation Project 

Manea Parish Council Undertaking a community conservation project on 
and around Manea Pit to include a pond dipping 
area and new interpretation facilities, to be enjoyed 
by the community as a conservation facility, whilst 
increasing public awareness of the history and 
landscape features of the area and providing 
learning opportunities for both the pupils at the 
village primary school and the wider community. 

* ** **  
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Project HLF Programme - 
IMPACT 

No Title Lead Organisation Description A B C D 

19 Hidden Story Trails: Virtual 
Geocaching Trails 

Cambridgeshire County 
Council 

Communicating the diverse heritage of the 
distinctive OWLP area and encouraging further 
access, both physically and intellectually, into the 
area, through local community participation. This 
will be done by showing people how to investigate 
and utilise the rich resources held in the 
Cambridgeshire and Norfolk Historic Environment 
Services and Record Offices, in order to help create 
short ‘stories’ that will become part of the outputs 
of ‘Hidden Stories’ geocached trails. 

 * ** ** 

20 Opening up the Ouse 
Washes to All 

Cambridgeshire ACRE Obtaining consensus amongst the partnership how 
best to define the OWLP area as a destination, and 
how best to promote this area and its heritage, 
through a series of targeted workshops. 

 * **  

21 Ouse Washes Annual 
Conference 

Cambridgeshire ACRE Organisation of an annual conference, to showcase 
what partners are achieving through project 
delivery within the OWLP scheme, and to promote 
the landscape and its heritage. Each conference will 
have its own theme: the natural landscape; the 
historic landscape; the people landscape. 

 ** **  

22 Community Warden 
Scheme 

Green Light Trust Developing a Community Warden Scheme to recruit 
and train people to volunteer to take care of the 
local natural and built heritage in the OWLP area, 
with a specific focus on wetland habitat 
management. 

** * * ** 
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Project HLF Programme - 
IMPACT 

No Title Lead Organisation Description A B C D 

23 Ouse Washes Volunteer 
Training & Marketplace 

Cambridgeshire ACRE Encouraging and enhancing new local volunteer 
involvement with the landscape through the 
provision of training and the promotion of 
volunteering opportunities through a central hub. 

* ** * ** 

24 Ouse Washes Tourism 
Promotion 

Cambridgeshire ACRE Establishing better links between tourism providers 
through targeted training, in order to help visitors 
understand the importance of the Ouse Washes 
and to promote the OWLP landscape's 
distinctiveness and 'sense of place'. 

 * ** ** 

25 Species Identification & 
Monitoring 

Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust - 
Welney Wetland Centre 

Engaging the local communities with the monitoring 
and conservation of wintering migratory swans, 
thereby increasing the capacity of people in the 
OWLP area to provide vital information and 
creating an ongoing and sustainable monitoring 
programme. 

** * * ** 

 

       


