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About Landscape Partnerships 
 
Landscape Partnerships is a grant programme which is delivered in a partnership made up of 
national and local organisations with an interest in the area. The programme is based round 
a portfolio of smaller projects, which together provide long-term social, economic and 
environmental benefits for a rural area. 
 
The main aim of the funding is to conserve the distinctive landscape character with the 
outcomes of: 
• Conserving or restoring the built and natural features that create the historic landscape 

character; 
• Increasing community participation; 
• Increasing access and learning about the landscape; 
• Increasing training opportunities in local heritage skills. 
 
The Ouse Washes Landscape Partnership Scheme received an earmarked first-round pass of 
£995,600 from the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) in July 2012. This means the Scheme’s 
partners have received funding of £90,500 to help them develop a full second stage 
application in order to bid for the remaining £905,100. 
 
If you wish to follow the Scheme’s progress, please sign up to the Partnership’s blog at 
http://ousewasheslps.wordpress.com. 
 

 

http://ousewasheslps.wordpress.com/
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Description of the scheme 
 
The Ouse Washes Landscape Partnership (LP) area lies in the heart of the Cambridgeshire 
Fenland, stretching 48.5km between Fen Drayton Lakes to Downham Market (see map on 
facing). The LP area is set in the most productive agricultural area of England and 
encompasses the internationally important ‘Ouse Washes’ and the historic drainage features 
associated with the Great Ouse River. 
 
The landscape is unique, with huge open skies dominating wetland habitats (rivers, drain 
and ditches), large rectilinear fields and isolated fenland settlements. Much of the land lies 
below sea-level, and holds the records of the events and activities that demonstrate man’s 
efforts that, over the centuries, have given us the landscape we appreciate today. 
 
The mile wide area known as the ‘washland’ is bounded by the strategically important 17th 
century drainage channels- the Old and the New Bedford Rivers, creating an area of wet 
grassland 20 miles (32 km) long. This washland is internationally important for the large 
populations of birds which feed on it in winter. In summer the rich grazing pasture is 
traditionally managed by hay cutting and cattle grazing. Its conservation importance is 
acknowledged through the international designations of RAMSAR, Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC), Special Protection Area (SPA) and Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). 
Much of it is owned by nature conservation bodies, including the well-established Welney 
and Ouse Fen nature reserves, and newer reserves such as Fen Drayton Lakes and the 
meadows at Sutton and Coveney associated with aggregate extraction. This ‘Great Ouse 
Wetland’ site network covers over 3,000 ha forming the largest wetland in the UK. 
 
Isolated rural communities and ten parishes are situated along edge of the Ouse Washes and 
banks of the Bedford Levels. Here the natural and built heritage is inextricably linked, with 
the position of settlements and previous livelihoods/pastimes of local residents telling the 
historic and cultural story of the Ouse Washes. 
 
There is a rich archaeological and industrial heritage with well preserved ancient settlement 
and ritual monuments. The history associated with the land drainage: riots, disputes, 
disasters and engineering successes are unique to this area. The landscape has been used for 
some amazing social, economic and environmental experiments including the Flat Earth 
Society using the landscape to prove that the earth is disc-shaped, the hover train 
experimental track and the social living experiment at Colony Farm in Manea. Much of this 
rich heritage is unknown or unexplored. 
 
There are significant issues and threats facing the landscape and local communities including 
climate change; community deprivation; a need for more strategic partnership working; and 
an urgency to act together now to manage and conserve the often poorly promoted and 
inaccessible heritage assets of the area. 
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Map of Ouse Washes LPS area 
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The Partnership 
 
In putting together the application to HLF, a partnership approach and wider community 
involvement has been key. 
 
A strong partnership of government, business and civil society organisations has emerged 
including: 
• Arts Development East Cambridgeshire  
• Cambridgeshire ACRE  
• Cambridgeshire Association for Local History 
• Historic Environment Team and Rights of Way Access Teams of Cambridgeshire County 

Council  
• Country Land and Business Association  
• Diocese of Ely  
• Earith Parish Council  
• Environment Agency  
• Greater Fens Museum’s Partnership  
• Green Light Trust 
• Mepal Parish Council  
• Middle Level Commissioners  
• Natural England  
• Norfolk Our World Festivals  
• Prickwillow Engine Trust  
• Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
• Somersham Parish Council  
• Welney Parish Council  
• Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust 
• Wildlife Trust Bedfordshire Cambridgeshire Northamptonshire 
 
The Landscape Partnership Scheme also maintains a wider forum of a further 61 
organisations who have an interest in the Scheme’s aims. 
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Characteristics of the landscape partnership area 
 
The Ouse Washes is part of the ‘Peaty or Black Fens’ and lies within the Fens National 
Character Area (NCA) No: 46. The Fens is a large area which slowly drains towards The Wash, 
England’s largest tidal estuary. Much of the land is below sea-level, relying on pumped 
drainage and the control of sluices at high and low tides to maintain its agricultural viability 
and human occupation. The Fens NCA has four distinct Landscape Character Sub-zones and 
the Ouse Washes LPS lies with the ‘Open Inland Fens sub-zone’. 
 
The Ouse Washes LPS landscape is dominated by the two diversion channels of the Great 
River Ouse: the Old Bedford River and the New Bedford River, known locally as the Hundred 
Foot Drains and Bedford Levels. As well as being internationally important wildlife features 
and significant historical engineering features they are strategically important in keeping the 
Fens drained. 
 
The landscape is constantly evolving and human intervention regarding its management is as 
important today as it was when in 1630, King Charles I granted a drainage charter to the 4th 
Earl of Bedford who engaged the Dutch engineer Cornelius Vermuyden to construct the two 
Bedford Rivers. Their purpose was to facilitate drainage of the land adjacent to the Great 
Ouse between Earith and Downham Market. Today, the area between the rivers is a 
washland (floodplain/water storage area) during the winter and rich grazing pasture and 
meadows in summer. This seasonal variation is one of the most distinctive features about 
the Ouse Washes and is instantly visible from local high points, the main Peterborough to Ely 
railway line and other transport routes. 
 
The Ouse Washes LPS unique landscape character can be summarised as: 
• The main constant feature is the River Great Ouse and its two diversion channels as 

described above. 
• A large-scale, flat, open landscape with extensive vistas to level horizons and huge open 

skies dominated by water features such as rivers, drains and ditches that cut across the 
low lying land. Typically the terrain varies little more than one or two metres above or 
below sea level. 

• The embanked rivers and roddons (inland silt banks) create local enclosures and elevation 
while the banks provide good grazing. 

• The washes are set in a landscape of large rectilinear fields of black peaty soil used 
intensively for arable crops including cereals, roots and vegetables. This contrasts with 
the intimate mix of old historic small fields within the washland. 

• The area is often referred to as the ‘Great Ouse Wetland’, a network of wetland nature 
reserves (Ouse Fen, Fen Drayton Lakes, Welney and meadows at Sutton and Coveney) 
which at 3,000 ha forms one of the largest and most important wetlands in the UK. 

• Outside the high concentration of nature reserves, other areas of grassland and wetland 
habitats, together with pollarded willows and network of ditches, enable small fragments 
of ancient fenland habitats and species to exist in an intensively arable landscape. 

• A concentration of working and disused gravel pits that are or will eventually become 
flooded in the southern area of the LP Area. Recently these have been providing exciting 
opportunities to recreate lost traditional fenland habitat. For example at Ouse Fen the 
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RSPB and Hanson aim to create a vast nature reserve with open water, grassland and, 
when completed, the biggest reed bed in the UK. 

• Views towards the elevated urban ‘islands’ and the dominating and distinctive Ely 
Cathedral. 

• Settlements characterised by isolated rural village communities, farmsteads or dispersed 
ribbon settlements along roads and at road junctions and along the edge of the Ouse 
Washes. These include the parishes of Denver, Ten Mile Bank, Welney, Manea, Mepal, 
Sutton, Earith, Bluntisham, Colne and Holywell-cum-Needingworth. Domestic 
architecture displays a combination of elegant Georgian brick houses and bland 20th 
century bungalows. Due to the shrinkage of peat soils, some buildings have become 
derelict, either standing at alarming angles or shored-up, while the linear roads have 
likewise suffered showing significant undulations. Here the natural and built heritage is 
inextricably linked, with the position of the settlements and the previous 
livelihoods/pastimes of local residents helping to tell the historic and cultural story of the 
Ouse Washes. 

 
There is a rich archaeological and engineering heritage and much evidence of well preserved 
ancient settlement and ritual monuments. Eight of the key strategic sites for this Landscape 
Partnership have fine churches: Downham Market (Grade I), Ten Mile Bank (Grade II), 
Welney, (Grade II*), Manea (Grade II), Mepal (Grade II*), Bluntisham (Grade I), Colne (Grade 
II) and Holywell-cum-Needingworth (Grade I). The church at Ten Mile Bank is a great survivor 
of an early example of Gothic Revival in Tractarian tradition and used for worship by the 
Dutch migrants at the time of drainage. There is a working windmill at Denver. Great 
historical, but still working, engineering structures provide a unique built heritage linked to 
drainage including the Denver Sluice Complex which plays a major role in the drainage of the 
Fens being at the confluence of five watercourses. 
 
Some argue that the Ouse Washes should be nominated for World Heritage Monuments 
Status due to its repository of unique archaeological / paleoenvironmental remains. The 
area’s buried heritage legacy is evident in the well-preserved remains of prehistoric 
landscapes that are being exposed due to shrinking peat levels. There is especially rich 
archaeology including Bronze Age and Roman features, ancient well-preserved ‘bog oaks’, as 
well as a diversity of field patterns ranging from the ancient semi-regular enclosure to the 
engineered 18th century fields of the open inland fens. In the seventeenth century, Manea 
was one of the sites where Charles I was planning to build a new town, to be called 
Charlemont and at Earith there is a Civil War Bulwark sitting between the two Bedford 
Rivers. 
 
The Washes provide a man-made yet valuable wildlife resource of international significance 
for wildfowl. Originally designed to enable temporary controlled flooding at high tides and 
high river levels, the Ouse Washes area of internationally important wetland, forms the 
largest example of ‘washland’ in Britain and one of the most important lowland wet 
grassland sites. There is extremely strong seasonal variation in appearance and land use is a 
unique identifying characteristic with grazing in summer and flooding/water storage in 
winter. 
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The RSPB and WWT Welney manage the land focusing conservation work around habitat 
restoration. The washes are also renowned for their aquatic habitats and associated rare 
species such as the scarce chaser dragonfly. 
 
Drainage since the 1600s has caused the loss of 97% of the original Fenland wetlands and 
rare species are now confined to small, fragmented sites. However, again man is intervening 
and the LP area is now a UK area of importance for conservation action. Through restoration 
ecology, new fenland habitats are being created to encourage a number of high priority 
species including otter, water vole, bittern, bearded tit, marsh harrier, fen violet and the 
swallowtail butterfly. These restored areas are places where the water table is at or above 
the ground most of the year and large reed beds waving in the breeze provide a tranquillity 
not found elsewhere. 
 
The area has inspired well-known writers, poets and naturalists including Edward Storey, 
John Clare, Charles Kingsley, Graham Swift, Sir Peter Scott and Professor David Bellamy, who 
wrote “The Fens are one of my favourite ‘head just above water’ landscapes... a place to get 
away from it all. A place to go to dream about the marsh-men and their methods of fishing 
and wildfowling all rooted in those rich soils”. The open and predominantly empty landscape 
means different things to different people. Some can find it featureless and intimidating 
whereas others find it exhilarating and value its quietness. The Hereward Way, Fen River 
Way and Ouse Valley Way long distance footpaths cross the area and provide links between 
rural communities, larger towns and key sites of interest. 
 
The Ouse Washes with its black soils, washland and restored Fen habitat is a unique, historic 
landscape set within a highly productive agricultural landscape. It is an area that links the 
richness of the past with the possibilities of the future. 
 
 



  

 10 

 

Issues and Problems 
 
Climate Change/Rising Sea-Levels/Management 
The Great Ouse River takes the water from the Ouse Washes out into the North Sea at The 
Wash which is the largest estuarine system in the UK. After a very rapid rise in sea-level 
following the end of the last ice-age, there has been a fluctuating, but steadily increasing, 
trend of sea-level rise in the area; averaging about 1.66 mm per year for the past 6,000 
years. Part of this change has been due to the land sinking at an estimated 1 mm per year. In 
addition to this actual sea-level has been estimated to have risen between 1 and 1.5 mm per 
year, giving an overall relative sea-level rise of 2 to 2.5 mm per year. However, the rate of 
sea-level rise is expected to increase substantially due to global climate change and the 
Government has asked flood defence authorities to plan for an average sea-level rise of 6 
mm per year to 2030. It is therefore likely that sea-level will rise by about 75 cm in the 
coming century. In addition, the Government’s policy for allowing natural coastal processes 
to operate more freely is putting the Ouse Washes at risk. 
 
The impact of sea level rises threatens the current Fens environment and could have 
significant implications for its future. If river banks are overtopped there will be severe 
flooding and salinisation of the wetland system causing rapid changes in vegetation, 
invertebrate and fish communities. There are particular threats to residential property, 
health, economies (agricultural land), fresh water supply and wildlife habitats. For thousands 
of migrating birds, a network of Fenland wetlands is vital for safe refuelling and wintering 
areas. 
 
Currently, the implications of climate change are not well understood and it is fundamental 
that the LP’s work brings them to the attention of today’s communities. Being a man-made 
environment it is paramount that local residents understand these risks and consider 
management and lifestyle practices to mitigate against climate change in the future. 
 
Water Management 
Climate change also means there is likely to be an increase in the frequency and severity of 
storm surges which combined with sea level rise could result in devastating flooding. Older 
members of the community remember the great fen floods of 1915, 1947 and 1953 but 
today’s communities are little prepared for such events assuming that, as drainage is 
controlled by man, flooding can be overcome.  Reduction in public spending is affecting 
flood prevention measures and there is emphasis on asking local people to take social action 
to maintain their local environment. For example, maintaining smaller dykes will fall to 
landowners, residents and Parish Councils so there will be a need for them to have a greater 
understanding of the landscape in order to build local flood resilience plans in each Parish. 
 
Climate change predictions suggest that in future rainfall will be heavier but less frequent. 
Currently the area is declared by the Environment Agency as being in a state of drought with 
ground water levels exceptionally low and reservoirs stocks depleted. Rain that has fallen 
has been in short heavy bursts running off compacted land straight into the rivers and out to 
sea. Intensive agricultural practices have lead to an increasing use of crop irrigation using 
water suppliers via abstraction or private reservoirs that are not being replenished each 
winter by current rainfall levels. At WWT Welney they have been struggling to keep the 
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washlands wet and this has reduced the amount of marshland available for waders and 
redshanks to feed on. 
 
An increase in late spring floods has impacted on the breeding grounds available for wading 
birds leading to a steady decline in their number. Waterfowl numbers are declining due to 
longer, deeper floods in winter. This deterioration was recognised by the Government in 
2000 when the Ouse Washes were added to the ‘Montreux Record of RAMSAR sites 
undergoing ecological change. Due to the prohibitive cost of an engineering solution to 
maintain wildlife interest alongside the flood storage function, new replacement 
meadowland grasslands are being recreated for the affected bird populations in areas 
adjacent to the washlands at Coveney and Sutton. These new areas will allow the 
Government to meet its obligations while continuing to optimise the use of the Ouse 
Washes for flood storage. 
 
The management of water is becoming increasingly complex and the impact of this is at its 
greatest in a wetland area such as the Ouse Washes. Mans’ understanding of the 
management and control of water is facing unprecedented times. These issues are 
intrinsically linked to climate change but are often seen by many as remote from their daily 
lives. It is difficult to see the link between such a changing environment where homes can be 
flooded one day and the area can be suffering from drought the next. The LPS sets out to 
rise to the challenge of developing understanding of this important issue and investing in 
programmes that help communities mitigate against climate change thus protecting this 
historically important landscape. 
 
Public Access 
There is an increasing need for green space in proximity to urban and new development 
areas. Cambridgeshire has a fast growing population with a new town being planned at 
Northstowe and growth in the nearby market towns of Ely, St Ives, Huntingdon and 
Downham Market. The East Cambridgeshire District is experiencing the highest rates of 
population growth in the UK. 
 
Public access to the countryside is limited in the area and improving this situation is 
increasingly a challenge. The washlands are flooded in winter and management practices 
wish to retain undisturbed habitats. Compared to other areas there are very limited 
opportunities to explore the open countryside with few public rights of way or other 
managed countryside sites such as National Trust. There can be conflicting views from a 
wide range of organisations and landowners about the management and recreational use of 
Ouse Washes landscape. 
 
There are limited linkages between the various wetland sites by way of promotion and 
public rights of way. For example, each site is managed separately and promotion of access 
and events is not undertaken across the LP area due to the fragmented ownership. 
 
The Fenland countryside is not a traditional tourism area and there are limited facilities for 
visitors. However recent programmes of farm diversification and EU investment have 
resulted in the provision of some very good but hidden places for camping, Bed and 
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Breakfast accommodation and afternoon tea. These businesses could benefit economically if 
more people were encouraged to use the Ouse Washes for recreation. 
 
The LPS gives opportunities to work in partnership to manage a more co-ordinated approach 
to countryside access for those that live in and visit the Ouse Washes. This will ensure the 
safeguarding of sensitive sites but at the same time developing 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 give new opportunities. A longer-term ambition that could be 
explored by the LPS would be the installation of a cycle path along the western length of the 
Ouse Washes, which would really open up the area for recreational use. 
 
Cohesive Management 
This area is not designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty or a National Park and 
therefore has not benefitted from the partnership structures, investment and oversight of 
the strategic needs of the landscape that these designations normally bring. On the Ouse 
Washes, the strategic approach has been established largely through goodwill. Consistency 
in the management approach has been made more difficult because the Ouse Washes is 
located within two county councils, five district councils and numerous Internal Drainage 
Board Authorities. The partnerships that do exist are concentrated around biodiversity and 
conservation issues and working on their own sites. A more effective outcome might be 
achieved by adopting a more holistic and integrated approach to the landscape. As a largely 
man-made and controlled environment, that is likely to face significant and unpredictable 
change in the future, the Ouse Washes landscape would benefit from landowners, 
communities and recreational users working together and acting responsibly. This LPS 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 and identify ways to ensure these competing interests 
can operate together for a joint outcome in future. 
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Social and Economic Issues 
When considering the social and economic issues across the area, there is a significant 
difference between areas to the North (which relate to the Fenland and King's Lynn and 
West Norfolk Districts) and the areas to the South which are influenced by the buoyant 
economy of Cambridge City. 
 
The resident population of the LP area is approximately c25,000 and 95%+ are white British. 
Over a third of the population are either aged over 65 years (5,750) or children under 16 
years (4,375). Outside the Ouse Washes LP area the neighbouring towns of Littleport, Ely, 
Chatteris, St Ives, Huntingdon and Cambridge have a collective resident population of 
231,560. The LPS aims to attract and provide benefits to both groups of populations. 
 
Social Isolation 
The Ouse Washes LP area covers five districts and all are classified under the Defra local 
authority classification as being in the ‘most rural’ and Rural 80 Group. The characteristics of 
a dispersed population mean that programmes and services face a challenge to ensure they 
are sufficiently accessible for all. Isolation factors are intensified by the Ouse Washes 
landscape itself with rivers and ditches cutting off rural settlements from each other. For 
example, the Bedford Rivers can only be crossed by bridge or causeway at two points along 
its 20 mile length. Other crossings are by road and in winter flooding of the washland means 
that communities, such as Welney when the A1101 Wash Road floods, are forced to make 
considerable detours of up to 20 miles to get to other settlements or service centres. 
 
Public transport infrastructure is very poor in the North with public services largely confined 
main arterial routes. Communities are served by ’Dial-a-ride’ and community car schemes 
that rely on volunteers to organise and act as drivers. There is a railway line that runs 
between Cambridge and Peterborough which crosses the Ouse washland area on stilts and 
trains stop twice a day (by prior request) at Manea. Downham Market has a station (London 
to King’s Lynn line) that links to the top of the Ouse Washes by a walking/cycling route and it 
is our intention to improve public facilities at Denver Sluice so that public access is 
enhanced. We also intend to use public art to interpret the importance of the Ouse Washes 
landscape at stations so people understand the flooded area they cross. 
 
In the South, the recently opened Guided Busway between St Ives and Cambridge has 
greatly improved access and has a stop at the Fen Drayton Reserve. The LPS aims to 
encourage sustainable access and will promote the use of public transport wherever 
possible. The new Busway will give opportunities for people in the South to experience the 
Ouse Washes for recreation whilst leaving their car at home and this will help to reduce the 
impact on the environment. 
 
Changing Communities 
The north of the area experiences significant levels of deprivation as measured by income 
levels and access to services. Working in an area with deprivation brings its own set of 
challenges. There is often an issue relating to people showing low levels of social capital 
resulting in a lack of aspiration and low self-esteem and this prevents people taking part in 
community activities or stepping forward as a community leader. Fenlanders are resistant to 
change, adhering to a way of life that had its beginnings many centuries ago. Over the last 
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decade changing social and economic circumstances have forced change upon them with 
young people having to leave the area to seek better employment prospects and economic 
migrants moving in to undertake work on the land or in food processing factories. This has 
led to issues of community cohesion particularly in the small settlements in the LP area.  
 
Through its proposed activities and events, the LPS aims to help communities develop a 
better understanding of the important role economic migrants have played throughout the 
history of the Ouse Washes and how they are involved in shaping the future of the 
landscape. Volunteers play a vital role in rural communities with many community assets like 
village halls and community shops only being sustained through the efforts of volunteers. 
The level of adults who participate in regular volunteering (at least monthly throughout the 
year) is higher in the more affluent south of the LP area (31% in Huntingdonshire) than in the 
less affluent north (21% in Fenland and 23% in King’s Lynn and West Norfolk). 
 
Economic Issues 
In the south, Cambridge is an economic success story based around the knowledge economy 
and this has an impact on the LP area. The growth in the economy has already brought new 
jobs and people to Cambridgeshire and there is a 9% projected population growth by 2021. 
In Cambridge, the average house price is nine times the average salary and as a result, many 
people who work in the City cannot afford to live there. This has resulted in people having to 
move further and further afield and as a consequence there is continued population growth 
in the Ouse Washes area. The length of commuter journeys in the area is double the national 
average placing increasing pressure on transport networks and the Ouse Washes 
environment. The economy in the northern part of the Ouse Washes area is less strong and 
issues such as poor educational attainment, lack of services and poor access to major 
centres of employment hinder economic growth. Nearly one in four children is considered to 
live in a low income household, often with linked implications for their health and 
educational achievement. Average full-time wages in Fenland are low compared to the rest 
of Cambridgeshire (£421.90 per week compared to Cambridgeshire’s average of £493.00). 
 
Broadband 
Broadband and easy access to the internet is now considered to be an essential requirement 
for modern day living. However, Broadband connections across the Ouse Washes remains 
poor. Manea receives speeds of less than 500 kbps and all the other communities are not 
receiving speeds above 2 mbps. Cambridgeshire and Peterborough have been allocated 
£6.75 m by the Government through Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) to invest in improving 
superfast broadband coverage. However, it is doubtful that due to issues of viability this will 
improve the broadband coverage in the more northern parts of the LP area. When 
considering programme communications we will take broadband connectivity into account 
and ensure minimal downloads. 
 
Tourism 
The northern area of the Ouse Washes is not considered a tourism destination. There is poor 
awareness to what it has to offer and a lower percentage of graded accommodation than in 
all other parts of Cambridgeshire and Norfolk. The area’s tourism industry is made up of 
many businesses, most of them small and independent and this makes co-ordination of 
marketing activity difficult. The organisation ‘Fens Tourism’ set-up to co-ordinate tourism 
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across the Fens no longer exists. This means the strategy for tourism across the Ouse 
Washes is currently fragmented and left to each local authority to promote their own area’s 
tourism offer. Drawing together the various local authority strategies there are some key 
ambitious that can be assisted by this project’s integrated landscape scale approach, 
including: 
• Improving local knowledge of the Ouse Washes and what it has to offer. 
• Developing a website and local branding. 
• Increasing visits to museums and key interest sites through co-ordinated heritage and arts 

programmes and themed attractions and events. 
• Joining-up ecclesiastical heritage and historic buildings. 
• Developing a focus around the waterways and nature reserves. 
• Increasing public access to the countryside. 
 
In the southern part of the Ouse Washes the tourism industry is based around Cambridge 
and links need to be made to attract visitors out from the City as a way of generating income 
across local communities and developing better engagement with the heritage of the area. 
The restored fenland landscapes at RSPB Fen Drayton and Ouse Fen give opportunities for 
increasing access and learning for those that live and visit the southern part of the LP area. 
 
Agriculture v Landscape Conservation 
Farming and the Ouse Washes is inextricably linked. It was the prize of the Fen’s nutrient 
rich soils which led to drainage and today farming contributes significantly to the economy 
of the area. There has been an annual growth in farmland prices of 27% in the area due to 
limited supply of land and high grain prices. Poor global harvests have left Countries facing 
food shortages and as a result of a growing world population future food security is an issue. 
The Grade 1 farmland in the Ouse Washes LP area is a precious resource for food production 
and over the years this has led to the intensifying of farming practices that have increased 
field sizes and levels of chemical inputs including fertiliser and pesticides. To increase crop 
yields, such as potatoes, irrigation is now extensively drawing water from ditches/rivers or 
reservoirs. The use of fertilisers can change the water quality leading to oxygen depletion 
and weed growth/algae blooms in ditches. Peat shrinkage, ploughing, levelling of land and 
continued land drainage have led to the damaging of archaeological monuments which need 
to be protected through different management practices. For example, the laying-down of 
grassland rather than arable cultivation or the burial of sites to protect them from surface 
deterioration. 
 
Part of this intensification is linked to farming subsidies being calculated on production levels 
with the highest payments going to intensively managed farms whilst extensive, wildlife-
friendly farming systems often get a much poorer deal. There is still a way to go and future 
debates to be had regarding how to balance the economic demands of farming against the 
need to conserve and enhance the wetland habitats. The LPS will, through strengthening 
partnership working between conservationists, communities and farmers, help to develop 
more balanced approaches to managing the historic landscape. 
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A Distinct Vision 
 
The partners’ vision for the Ouse Washes is that they will be: 
 
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. 
 
 
Strong Aims 
 
The LPS’s aims are to: 
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. 

 
 
Clear Objectives 
 
The LPS has set itself the following objectives: 
• 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. 

• To make available, through varying 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. 

• 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. 

• 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. 

• 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 map on the facing pages illustrates how programme activity will take place across the 
Ouse Washes area. It also shows the type of project that might take place at each site based 
on information collected from partners as part of the first stage application process. 
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Prospective Sites for Programme Activity 
 

 


