Wicken Fen (UK)
Wicken Fen has the potential to act as a major climate change adaptation
site. As it is one of the most important lowland wetlands in Europe. Below
sea level, Wicken Fen is also one of only a few surviving unimproved wetland
fens in the East of England. The CPA project provides a vital green lung and
a recreational resource for the nearby highly urbanized growth zone of Cambridge. The proposed innovative activities at Wicken Fen will not only prepare
this vitally important natural site for climate change, but it will also make the
area more attractive for tourism and recreation.
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Wicken Fen
Wicken Fen was the first nature reserve to be
owned by The National Trust and has been in
its ownership since May 1st 1899. The Trust first
became involved at Wicken Fen to safe guard its
rare un-drained sedge and peat habitats and the
unique wildlife communities they support. This
survival and the opportunities for public access
continue to guide the management of the nature
reserve through the 21st century. It remains one
of the most important wetlands in Europe – an
iconic ecological asset, supporting an amazing
abundance of wildlife; it now has over 8400
recorded species, one of the longest lists for any
nature reserve in the UK. Many of these are Red
Data Book and Nationally Scarce species.

Burwell Fen (left of picture) alongside the old nature reserve

Today Wicken Fen has protection under national
and international law. The Fen is a National
Nature Reserve, a Site of Special Scientific Interest
(both national designations), a Special Area of
Conservation (a European designation) and a
RAMSAR site (international wetland designation).
Wicken Fen is used and enjoyed by local people
and visitors from further a field, with over 50,000
visitors per annum. 5000 school children also
come to take part in the education programmes
each year with events for families and individuals
attracting a further 1500 visitors.

Problem definition
Historically management of the reserve has
concentrated on protecting rare species through
intensive management of the fens habitats;
water control, scrub clearance and sedge cutting.
However, some species such as the swallowtail
butterfly and the fen orchid still died out and it
became clear that it was impossible to protect all
the species, no matter how great the resources
used. The nature reserve was just too small and
too isolated to have a long term sustainable
future.

From this the concept of extending the reserve
was conceived; the only way to truly climate
proof this unique reserve was to expand it
massively. Together this would create new
habitats with enough room for rare species
to find their own niche and adapt as climate
changes the environment. So in 1999 the
National Trust launched “The Wicken Fen
Vision”, which aimed over 100 years to extend
the reserve sixteen-fold by taking in farmland
to the south and east of the original reserve.

In the 1990s it also became clear to the National
Trust that climate change could have huge
impact on the site over the coming decades
with predicted summer droughts and rises in
temperature. These unknown factors could
have a massive impact on a small fragile site
such as Wicken Fen. The loss of wet conditions
on the Fen particularly in early summer and the
continual shrinkage of peat soils in the area is a
serious problem and one which must be resolved
if these habitats are to be conserved for future
generations.

The new lands will not only provide a buffer for
the old reserve, but a landscape-scale outdoor
living space for both wildlife and people. A “Green
Lung” for the people of Cambridge, which lies
only 15km to the south and is under pressure
from new housing developments. Unlike the
old reserve the vision lands will be managed
primarily by promoting appropriate hydrology,
soil protection and extensive grazing creating
a dynamic mosaic of new habitats which will
change over time.
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Process and stakeholder engagement
A robust and extensive stakeholder engagement
and consultation programme has been a key
element of the development of the Wicken Fen
Vision.
The list of stakeholders is extensive ranging from
government, government agencies and statutory
organisations, regional development agencies,
county, local and parish councils, environmental
organisations and local communities.
A major consultation exercise was conducted in
2008 with consultation documents distributed
to local households and key stakeholders with
public meetings and drop-in sessions held in local
communities. This initial consultation process has
been maintained with subsequent consultation
meetings, exhibitions in local communities and
attendance at local / regional fairs and fetes.

Consultation meeting at Wicken Fen

Guided walks to explore new habitats

Ongoing community engagement also entails the
production of a regular newsletter distributed
to local households, articles in local parish and
consumer magazines. A programme of regular
guided walks and cycle rides, linked to activities
such as World Wetlands Day have been organised
to encourage access to the countryside, wildlife
viewing, and to explain the process of habitat
restoration.
The project has extensively featured on national
television and local television and radio, including
the flagship conservation / farming series,
Countryfile, successfully raising the profile of the
project on a national level.
New social media channels, twitter, facebook,
and internet blogs have been used to reach new
audiences and spread information quickly.

Community Engagement

Products and results
Concepts and Methods

Products and results

The Climate Proof Areas study at Wicken Fen has
focused on the re-creation of fen habitat using
low cost non-engineering solutions to assist the
long term survival of species threatened by the
adverse effects of climate change.
The particular area chosen for the Climate Proof
Study was Burwell Fen Farm, 121 hectares of
former arable farmland purchased by the National
Trust in 2001, which adjoins the old nature reserve. As the wetland habitat develops it will act
as a buffer and expansion zone for species on the
old reserve to help them adapt to climate change
over the next century.

The construction of the low level earth bund
enclosing 80 hectares of land on Burwell Fen
Farm, site of the main CPA study area, was
completed in Spring 2011.

The method chosen to facilitate the restoration
of fen habitat was the construction of a low level
earth bund designed to retain water which will be
abstracted from the local waterways during the
wetter winter months. The bund will also protect
the fragile banks of the historic local manmade
waterways known as Lodes, and surrounding
farmland which remains in arable production. The
removal of clay used in the construction of the
bund walls has enabled new wildlife ponds to be
created.
A separate element of the project is the introduction of an extensive grazing project using free
roaming herds of self–reliant herbivores, Konik ponies and Highland Cattle. There introduced herds
are complimented by herds of wild deer. A grazing study to look at the effectiveness of extensive
grazing as a sustainable long term tool for habitat
creation is also being conducted as part of the
Climate Proof Areas research.

Free roaming Konik ponies

Although in its infancy, initial surveys on the
colonisation and migration of species from the
old reserve onto the Vision lands are encouraging.
Wetland birds such as lapwing, wigeon, teal have
colonised and bred, barn owls and short eared
owls are regularly seen hunting over the area and
water voles one of the UK’S most endangered
mammals are thriving in the network of ditches.
All 21 species of dragonfly resident on the old
reserve have now been recorded on the new wetland habitat.
The new wetland area has also provided an
opportunity to expand public access to the countryside through the creation of new footpaths and
cycle ways. The eastern edge of the bund which
was constructed in 2010, forms part of the Lodes
Way a nine mile cross country cycle route, which
has connections to local villages and the major
urban conurbations of Cambridge and Ely.
The study into the effectiveness of extensive
grazing is progressing. The study forms part of a 5
year Doctorate being under taken by the Wicken
Fen Grazing Warden supervised by the prestigious
Anglia Ruskin University. The study is researching into herd dynamics and animal behaviour to
assess the suitability of extensive grazing for long
term land management . A separate study is also
being undertaken on the role of grazing animals
in the spread of plant species from the old reserve,
via seeds contained within grazing animal’s dung.
The results of a germination experiment conducted during 2010 should be available in spring 2011.

Policy
Recommendations
Local community consultation, education
and engagement is vital to enhance public
understanding and engender support for such
habitat restoration projects. This must be an
on-going commitment rather than an initial oneoff exercise, which has financial and resourcing
implications.
Sufficient time should be incorporated into the
design and planning stage of the project to allow
for any delays in receiving planning permission or
consents.
There is a need to develop strong relations with
a range of stakeholder organisations (statutory
and NGO) to enable positive progress of projects.
Difficulties were initially encountered where
partner organisations had a dual planning /
regulatory and conservation functions, which
frequently led to delays and additional financial
costs to the project.
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Background
documents
►► The Wicken fen Vision Strategy; The National
Trust, 2009
►► Hydrology of Wicken Fen Vision and detailed
analysis of the Hydrology and carbon of area
D (Burwell Fen); Haycocks Associates, Feb
2008
►► The Influence of time on soil seed bank and
vegetation across a landscape scale restoration project; Peter Stroh, 2011
►► Wicken Fen – the restoration of a wetland
nature reserve; Laurie Friday and Adrian
Colston, 1999.
►► Monitoring and evaluating landscape scale
wetland restoration projects; Dr Francine
Hughes, March 2010.
You can find these documents on
www.climateproofareas.com

What is Climate
Proof Areas?
Climate is changing and Europe needs to adapt.
Scientists and civil servants from Belgium,
England, Germany, Sweden and the Netherlands
united in one project: Climate Proof Areas,
funded by European North Sea Region Program.
Their goal? Creating safer, more natural and
more prosperous land use options for future
development.
Thirteen partners from these five different
countries joined forces to develop new and
innovative methods and help render threatened
areas ‘climate proof’.
Since 2008, the team has gained insights on:
►► the regional effects of climate change on the
North-Sea Region
►► the implementation of innovative measures
in 8 pilot sites
►► recommendations for gaining political
support
►► the necessary tools for building your own
climate proof area
Please visit our website to find our results ...
Time to adapt!

Construction of low level earth bund in progress
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