
Abstract  Created in the seventeenth century during the draining of the Fens, the
Ouse Washes, Norfolk/Cambridgeshire, comprise a series of reserves managed by
the RSPB, the WWT and the Wildlife Trusts of Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and
Northamptonshire. The washes are famous for attracting spectacular aggregations
of waterfowl in winter, most notably Bewick’s Cygnus columbianus and Whooper
Swans Cygnus cygnus. The area is also a national stronghold for lowland-wet-grass-
land breeding waders, such as Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago and the continental
race of Black-tailed Godwit Limosa l. limosa. The diversity of breeding birds has
increased dramatically over the past ten years, with the addition of Corn Crake
Crex crex, Common Crane Grus grus, Great White Egret Ardea alba, Eurasian Bittern
Botaurus stellaris and Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus to an already long
list. A series of hides and managed scrapes provide visitors with an opportunity to
witness the spectacular congregation of birds that the Ouse Washes attract.
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324.  Welney WWT Centre, with Lady Fen in the foreground; Norfolk, February 2017. This area 
of lowland wet grassland was created adjacent to the Ouse Washes from 2006 onwards to provide
feeding habitat for Eurasian Wigeons Mareca penelope. It now also supports high numbers of
breeding waders, being particularly important in years when the Ouse Washes is flooded from 
bank to bank during the breeding season.
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Introduction
Formerly known as the Hundred Foot
Washes, the Ouse Washes begin at Earith,
Cambridgeshire, and run northeast for 30
km towards Downham Market, Norfolk,
ending at Welmore Lake sluice, where water
enters – and leaves – the site into the New
Bedford River and, ultimately, into the Great
Ouse. Floodwater is controlled by automated
sluice gates, which are triggered when prede-
termined levels are exceeded in the Great
Ouse. Known as trigger levels, they are set
higher in summer and lower in winter to
accommodate seasonal flows. The whole
operation is under the control of  the
Environment Agency. 

The Ouse Washes floodplain protects local
villages and neighbouring farmland across an
area of approximately 2,000 km2, and is the
largest washland in Britain, capable of
holding 90 million m3 of water at any one
time, although this capacity has not been
reached since the major floods of 1947. 

Since 1970, average winter water levels
across the Ouse Washes have gradually
increased owing to several factors, such as
development along the upper reaches of the
catchment area, which sends more water
directly into streams and ditches, and silt
build-up in rivers, which results in a lower
holding capacity for water farther upstream.
This gradual rise in winter water levels has
resulted in a reduction in the site’s suitability
for dabbling ducks. Similarly, increased fre-
quency of total, bank-to-bank flooding in
spring has also reduced breeding produc-
tivity of waders. 

The Ouse Washes and its associated banks
cover 2,400 ha, while recently created areas of
wet grassland adjacent to the washes increase
the total area of the reserve to 2,750 ha.
Habitat on the reserve comprises 90% grass-
land, with the range of grass species present
depending on the wetness of  the soil.
Creeping Bent Agrostis stolonifera dominates
floral communities on the flood plain, giving
way to eutrophic swamps dominated by Reed
Sweet-grass Glyceria maxima and Reed
Canary-grass Phalaris arundinacea in the
lowest-lying zones. The remaining 10% of
the reserve consists of open water, in the
form of seasonal pools, an extensive ditch
system and small pockets of trees and beds of

Osier Salix viminalis. Locally and nationally
rare plants – such as Greater Water-parsnip
Sium latifolium and Fringed Water-lily
Nymphoides peltata – are well represented at
the site, though, owing to continued nutrient
deposition by floodwater, the quality and
quantity of the rare flora has become much
reduced. Following over 50 years of intensive
arable farming, the areas of grassland adja-
cent to the washes have been reseeded and
are now composed of a suite of grasses and a
few species of  flowering plants, such as
Tufted Vetch Vicia cracca, Meadow Buttercup
Ranunculus acris  and Ribwort Plantain
Plantago lanceolata.

The reserve holds a number of rare and
scarce breeding birds, such as Garganey
Spatula querquedula, Shoveler S. clypeata,
Great White Egret Ardea alba, Northern
Lapwing Vanellus vanellus, Avocet
Recurvirostra avosetta, Black-tailed Godwit
Limosa limosa, Common Redshank Tringa
totanus, Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago,
Spotted Crake Porzana porzana and Corn
Crake Crex crex. During winter, the site is of
international importance for its populations
of Bewick’s and Whooper Swans, Gadwall
Mareca strepera, Shoveler, Eurasian Wigeon
Mareca penelope, Pintail Anas acuta and
Eurasian Teal Anas crecca, and of national
importance for wintering Teal, Common
Pochard Aythya ferina , Tufted Duck A.
fuligula, Ruff Calidris pugnax and Common
Coot Fulica atra, all of which account for the
site’s SSSI/SPA/Ramsar designated status.

History
Washlands, such as the Ouse Washes, are
artificial river flood plains designed and
managed to temporarily store floodwater
and aid land drainage. Most were created in
the Fens of eastern England in the 1600s
using expertise imported from the
Netherlands. These Fenland washlands
consist of a fairly flat area surrounded by
banks, into which water is diverted and
stored during periods of high river flow. The
Ouse Washes is one of only two large wash-
lands in Britain that are still subject to
regular flooding, the other being the nearby
Nene Washes, Cambridgeshire.

The Ouse Washes came about from the
cutting of the Old and, subsequently, the
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New Bedford Rivers, which were created in
order to stabilise a direct route to the North
Sea for the River Great Ouse – prior to the
creation of the two Bedford Rivers, seasonal
flooding along the Great Ouse would period-
ically alter its course or make it unnavigable
for barges. Draining of the surrounding peat-
land during the creation of the Ouse Washes
caused massive peat wastage, resulting in the
land shrinking and reducing in level by up to
3 m, leaving only a few tiny pockets of orig-
inal fenland, such as Woodwalton Fen,
Wicken Fen and Chippenham Fen nature
reserves, all in Cambridgeshire. These repre-
sent just 1% of the original fen area and,
support relic flora and fauna that would have
occurred much more widely across the area. 

Peter Scott, son of the famous explorer
Robert Falcon Scott, became a regular visitor
to the Welney end of the Ouse Washes when
studying at Cambridge University. Here, he
learnt the boating skill of tacking, in which
he won a bronze medal at the 1936 Olympics.
Winter ice skating and his growing passion
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for painting were also pursuits
that gained him much acclaim.
Before focusing his attention
on conservation, Peter was a
keen wildfowler, notably using
punt guns – an extremely large
shotgun attached to the front
end of  a punt, used for
shooting and harvesting large
numbers of birds. 

The Ouse Washes benefited
from Peter’s entrepreneurial
spirit when, in 1967, he pur-
chased 100 acres (40 ha) of
washland at just £40 per acre –
land that is now the 
WWT’s Welney reserve. The
Cambridgeshire and Isle of 
Ely Naturalists’ Trust 
(CAMBIENT), now the Wild-
life Trust for Bedfordshire,
Cambridgeshire and North-
amptonshire (WTBCN), and
the RSPB were also purchasing
land in the area at that time,
and the conservation organisa-
tions agreed to target con-
tiguous blocks of  land to
assemble wildfowl refuges. The

RSPB’s efforts were originally prompted by
local RSPB member Ted Cottier, who had
first discovered Black-tailed Godwits
breeding at the Ouse Washes in 1952
(Cottier & Lea 1969). Ted went on to lobby
the local shepherds, known as ‘marshmen’,
to graze away from nesting godwits, thereby
playing a key role in the species’ establish-
ment at the site. Eventually, the shepherds
were replaced by wardens employed by
CAMBIENT and the RSPB, who gradually
formalised the grazing to improve condi-
tions for nesting waders and wintering
waterfowl. The RSPB’s first appointed
warden was Jeremy Sorenson, who, from
1968 onwards, spent seven years developing
the reserve before moving on to Minsmere
RSPB, Suffolk. Cliff Carson, who took up
the reins in 1975, was warden for an
impressive 30 years, ably assisted by many
up-and-coming assistants, with no fewer
than 28 staff fledging from the Ouse Washes
to go on to manage other RSPB reserves
around the country. 

Figs. 1 & 2.  Average peak flood levels in (a) winter and 
(b) spring. At 1 m above Ordnance Datum Newlyn (AODN),
water covers 20% of the site to a depth of 10–20 cm; at 1.5 m
AODN, flooding covers 80% of the site to a depth of 50 cm; 
and at over 1.7 m, 100% of the site is flooded.
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By 2010, the RSPB, WTBCN and WWT had
freehold ownership of 1,540 ha of washland,
equating to 80% of the entire Ouse Washes.
Additionally, the three charities manage a
further 200 ha of land owned by a variety of
private individuals and two wildfowling clubs.
These clubs are keen to see the site managed
optimally for nesting wildfowl and waders,
with relationships going back decades,
involving land swaps and sales to enable chari-
ties to create even larger wildfowl refuges. Each

field, known locally as a wash, has a unique
name, most often attributed to its original
family ownership name, such as Shanks and
Tribes. The Singing Washes derive their name
from the Choristers of Ely Cathedral, from
whom the land was purchased, while No Name
South and No Name North remain, as might
be obvious from their name, unnamed!

Habitat management
Traditional grazing and hay production con-
tinue to this day on the washes, thanks to the
established use of local graziers, many of whom
have grown their businesses because of the avail-
ability of summer forage on the highly produc-
tive grasses. The vigour of  the washland
vegetation is helped by the deposition of
nutrient-rich sediment during flood events. This
can be seen as water levels drop in spring, when
a thin veneer of silt is left behind across the
land’s surface, which helps to protect the under-
lying peat from oxidation during dry conditions.

The RSPB and WWT both now employ pro-
fessional livestock managers to organise the
grazing management, including carrying out all
welfare checks and veterinary tasks to ensure
that a high level of herd health is maintained to
meet modern standards, and for grazier confi-
dence. Management costs are offset through
payments from the Countryside Stewardship
Scheme, the site attracting the highest level of
payment owing to its SSSI status.

325.  Cliff Carson, taking a typically hands-on
approach here, demonstrating the issue of tidal
river siltation; Ouse Washes, Norfolk/
Cambridgeshire, c. 2000.
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326.  Coveney Byall Fen, the third area of wet grassland created on ex-arable land next to the Ouse
Washes, with the main flooded Ouse Washes to the top right of the picture; Norfolk/Cambridgeshire,
March 2021. The irregular, natural-looking pools are the result of uneven land shrinkage that took place
when the land was used for arable farming, while the linear ditches were created using the RSPB’s
rotary ditcher and spoil spreader.
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The washes are grazed at different times
depending on which birds are nesting in
them. In at least 50% of fields, cattle grazing
is postponed until late July to prevent tram-
pling of  Snipe nests, with the species
breeding through to July or even into
August, especially if nesting attempts are
delayed by flooding (Green 1988). Owing to
the size and complexity of the site, staff use
ATV quad bikes to perform daily checks of
livestock and to control post-flood water
levels using the numerous water control
structures, both to benefit wildlife and to
maintain sufficiently high water-levels in the
ditches to allow cattle to drink and for them
to act as ‘wet fencing’ to confine animals
within individual washes.

Scrapes are created and managed to
provide focal areas for visiting birdwatchers.
Without these scrapes, many species would
remain out of sight across the vast grasslands.
These scrapes also act as magnets for passage
birds migrating along the Ouse flyway, pro-
viding a welcome stopover amidst the fea-
tureless, arable landscape. Rarities attracted
to the scrapes and the area around them
include a Greater Yellowlegs Tringa
melanoleuca in 1992, a Northern Harrier
Circus hudsonius in 2013 and a Black-winged
Pratincole Glareola nordmanni in 2014. Two
pairs of Black-winged Stilts Himantopus
himantopus nested in 2017 and Avocets
began breeding at the Ouse Washes as
recently as 1996, with around 60 pairs now
nesting. Management of the scrapes is crucial
to keep succession in check, which requires
mechanical cultivation on a one- to two-year
rotation. Since the site is on a flood plain that
floods deeply every winter, most vegetation is
flattened by the time water drains off in
spring, leaving either bare areas or matted
vegetation dependent on the level of grazing
in the previous year. The result is quite
dynamic: one year can produce suitable
breeding conditions for Lapwings and
Avocets and habitat for migrant waders, and
the following year suitable conditions for
breeding Spotted Crakes. 

As a consequence of the increased fre-
quency and duration of severe flooding, the
number and variety of wintering and breeding
birds at the site began to decline noticeably
from a high point in the early 1970s,
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becoming more acute through the mid 1980s,
with the breeding productivity of waders
being severely impacted by an increase in the
frequency of spring flooding, which disrupted
breeding (Ratcliffe et al. 2005). The decline of
so many species, in particular Black-tailed
Godwit, led to the status of the SSSI being
unfavourable. To demonstrate that these
declines were caused by spring flooding, a
four-year research project was carried out
between 1999 and 2003, led by Norman
Ratcliffe. The findings left no doubt that the
spring flooding was the cause of the drastic
decline of breeding waders at the site and, bol-
stered by a Ramsar mission to the site in 2001,
the government was compelled to take action
to rectify the problem. This led to studies into
how flooding could be reduced on the Ouse
Washes, including the options of large-scale
engineering solutions such as tidal barriers
and upstream attenuation. However, it was
decided that the most practical and cost-effec-
tive approach was simply to provide replace-
ment habitat adjacent to the flood plain. 

Cliff Carson spearheaded the idea of cre-
ating flood-free grassland next to the wash-
lands – godwits were already making
attempts to nest in such areas when they had
been forced off the flooded washes. The
RSPB developed an area near to Purls Bridge,
where a 25-year farming tenancy on 44 ha of
arable land was negotiated with the
landowners, Cambridgeshire County
Council. It was hoped that much would be
learnt from the development of this new
grassland, and that would in turn inform
decisions on the creation and management of
future acquisitions projects. This original 44-
ha block of land was therefore called the
‘Pilot Project’. This was extended by a further
31 ha thanks to a local farmer kindly agreeing
to the RSPB taking on a section of arable
land known as Carroll’s Ground.

Following visits to the Netherlands, it was
decided to base the design of the Pilot Project
on the Dutch wet-meadow system. This
achieves high water tables within fields on
peaty soils, keeping the top-level ground wet
enough and soft enough for godwits and
Snipes to probe for earthworms, their main
food during the breeding season. This is
achieved by allowing water to flow through
the fields via a network of shallow, closely
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spaced drains, commonly known as foot-
drains. At the Ouse Washes Pilot Project and
Carroll’s Ground, these foot-drains were
excavated using a rotary ditcher, imported by
the RSPB from the USA. Water abstraction
licences were granted with the cooperation of
the local Internal Drainage Board and water
was distributed through the ditch system
with the aid of electric submersible pumps.
Some 20 years after creation, these areas now
hold nesting wader densities close to four
pairs per ha, which is 18-times higher than
densities at the Ouse Washes themselves!

Attracting ground-nesting waders into a
relatively artificial environment has meant
maximising all aspects of  management,
including the installation of a predator-exclu-
sion fence, initially designed to prevent pre-
dation on wader nests and chicks by Red
Foxes Vulpes vulpes. Such fences are now a
common sight on lowland RSPB reserves, a
symptom of having to maximise potential for
species that have been reduced to ‘nature
reserve species’. Latterly, the fence designs
have been modified to exclude European
Badgers Meles meles including smaller-aper-
ture mesh and underground chain-link
mesh. To mitigate for the changes to Badger
home ranges, the RSPB has installed five arti-
ficial setts and provided 10 ha of open rough
grassland with linking corridors to improve
their foraging opportunities. 

The Environment Agency was charged with
delivering the Ouse Washes Habitat Creation
Project (OWHCP) as a response to the deteri-
oration of the SPA. Following the template
established by the RSPB at Purls
Bridge, the project would focus
on the remaining areas of peaty
soils, which are known to hold
the greatest density of breeding
waders when compared to silt
substrates. Other criteria were
for the blocks of habitat to be a
minimum of 200 ha with as
small an area-to-edge ratio as
possible, and to be located adja-
cent to existing washlands to
maximise functionality with
existing wader populations, and
so that management operations
could be easily extended from
the RSPB reserve.

To date, only 135 ha of wet grassland has
been created adjacent to the Ouse Washes, out
of an initial target of 1,000 ha. This existing
135 ha is managed through a collaboration
between the RSPB, WWT and WTBCN.
Problems of delivery for the EA project team
have included having to convince multiple
private landowners to sell their land – many of
whom are reluctant to see arable fields of gen-
erational and intrinsic value converted to
grassland – and, inevitably, a large increase in
the price of land since the compensatory
targets were first agreed. With the prospect of a
further 170 ha of arable being converted to
grassland by 2025, the scheme’s contribution
to reversing the declining wader population
will be significant. Furthermore, the climate
benefits of preserving the peat soils are consid-
erable, with their conversion to grassland esti-
mated to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by
the equivalent of approximately 34 tonnes of
CO2 per ha per year, compared to the amount
produced if they remained in arable cultiva-
tion (based on figures in Evans et al. 2017).

Wintering birds
Bewick’s and Whooper Swans
The Ouse Washes is famous for its wintering
swans. Both Bewick’s and Whooper Swans
use the washes, mostly for roosting, before
flying out to arable fields across an area of
500 km2. Their favourite food source is sugar
beet, for which they seem to have an in-built
radar, often locating a freshly harvested field
within a few hours to devour the cut-off
‘tops’ before the farmer has ploughed them

Fig. 3.  Peak counts of Bewick’s Cygnus columbianus and
Whooper Swans C. cygnus wintering at the Ouse Washes, 
winters 1971/72–2021/22.
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back into the land. The swans will also feed
on autumn-sown cereals, potato stubbles,
oilseed rape and, when these are not avail-
able, grasses, both on and away from the
washland. They readily adapt to new oppor-
tunities and have recently been recorded
feeding on maize crops, the popularity of
which has increased significantly amongst
farmers in recent years. As well as food avail-
ability, disturbance, both at roosts and at
daytime feeding sites, influences how far
birds move from the Ouse Washes.

During the early twentieth century,
Bewick’s Swans were scarce visitors to the Ouse
Washes, the first influx of them occurring
during winter 1938/39, when 11 birds arrived.
It was not until 1953 that a larger arrival of 102
birds heralded the start of a winter range
expansion to southern England and Ireland,
with year-on-year increases until the 1990s.

Numbers in northwest Europe reached a
peak of 29,277 in 1995. Since then, numbers
wintering in Britain have decreased signifi-
cantly, seemingly in response to climate
warming, which means that there is no longer
a need to move west into northwestern Europe
to find ice-free waters and snow-free feeding
grounds. This phenomenon is known as short-
stopping. Although numbers in Europe overall
have declined slightly – to around 20,000 in
2021 – numbers in areas such as northern
Germany have increased dramatically (Augst et
al. 2019; Beekman et al. 2019). Of the 1,000–
2,000 birds now wintering annually in Britain
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(2020 International Swan
Census), several hundred can
be found on the Ouse Washes
amongst the – now – much
more numerous Whooper
Swans. In January 2022, 393
Bewick’s Swans were present on
the Ouse Washes.

The most recent census of
the Icelandic breeding popula-
tion of Whooper Swans in 2020
revealed a total of 43,255 indi-
viduals, a huge increase from
16,742 in 1986. Close to 30% of
this population spends the
winter around the Ouse
Washes, with 12,561 individuals
counted in December 2021,
about 5% of the world popula-

tion of Whooper Swans (Hall et al. 2015).
Whooper Swans were previously scarce visi-
tors to the Fens during the first half of the
twentieth century, far outnumbered by
Bewick’s Swans (fig. 3). At this time, most of
the Icelandic breeding population of
Whooper Swans wintered in Ireland and
Scotland. Small parties became regular at the
Ouse Washes during the 1960s, although the
first three-figure count was not until 1979.
Numbers have continued to increase annually
at the Ouse Washes, reaching more than 1,000
individuals for the first time in 1995 and sur-
passing 10,000 in 2019.

Other wintering waterfowl
The Ouse Washes is of international impor-
tance for a range of other wintering water-
fowl (fig. 4), which is illustrated by it being
permanently located within the top five
Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) sites for six
duck species, and recording some of the
largest site counts for these species, including
55,816 Wigeons in 2005/06; 7,815 Mallards
Anas platyrhynchos  in 1985/86; 14,232
Eurasian Teals in 2018/19; 6,345 Common
Pochards in 1999/2000; 2,725 Shovelers in
2004/05; and 2,289 Gadwalls in 2005/06.
Despite the high numbers of  Wigeon, a
decline in numbers has taken place, linked, as
discussed earlier, with the increased flood
levels, which cover grazing habitat (fig. 5).

Grassland away from the washes, which
does not flood, has been created specifically to

327.  Whooper Swans Cygnus cygnus feeding on the discarded
‘tops’ of recently harvested sugar beet; Pymoor, Cambridgeshire,
January 2022.
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provide the short grassland
required by Wigeon for feeding.
Lady Fen, located beside WWT
Welney Wetlands Centre, was
created primarily to provide
feeding habitat for Wigeon, and
this was also a key objective in
the creation of  Coveney
OWHCP. On both sites, Wigeon
can be conspicuous by their
absence in the daytime, only
flighting in to graze during the
night. For many of the dabbling
ducks, peak numbers often
occur for only a few weeks in
early or late winter, when flood
levels are suitable. This is illus-
trated by recent counts of
Shovelers across winter
2020/21, with only 47 present in
January but 2,507 in March.

Tundra Bean Geese Anser
serr irostr is  have become
annual visitors since first
being detected in 1987, with
up to 40 being present,
though they usually involve
small family groups. ‘Siberian
White-fronted Geese’ A. alb-
ifrons albifrons have regularly
visited since at least the 1950s,
with groups up to 130 birds,
though more normally fewer
than 50 occur.

Breeding birds
Although famous primarily for its wintering
birds, the Ouse Washes is home to a variety
of breeding species and holds nationally
important concentrations of  breeding
waders. The breeding avifauna of the site has
changed over time. For example, Black Terns
Chlidonias niger  have bred at the Ouse
Washes on three occasions: during spring
flooding in 1966, some 80 birds arrived.
Some built nests on top of gate posts, which
were barely above the level of the water, only
for these nests to be left high and dry as the
floodwaters receded. However, two pairs at
the site nested in a swampy area, successfully
fledging three young. Nesting took place
again in 1969, when six or seven pairs fledged
one chick, and in 1975, when one pair

fledged a single chick. Little Gulls
Hydrocoloeus minutus also bred in 1975, one
of only a handful of nesting attempts in
Britain, though their breeding attempt failed
after the eggs were predated by an American
Mink Mustela vison. 

Ruffs are thought to have been common
in the Fens to the end of the eighteenth
century, though were lost by the mid-nine-
teenth century. They returned to nest at the
Ouse Washes in 1963, reaching a peak of 103
lekking males in 1969 and 21 nesting reeves
in 1971. Small numbers continued to breed
through the following two decades, until the
last confirmed attempt in 1991. 

Savi’s Warblers Locustella luscinioides held
territories in the late 1970s and, more
recently, males were recorded singing briefly

Fig. 4.  Changes in the relative abundance of numbers of wintering
dabbling ducks (excluding Eurasian Wigeon) and diving ducks at
the Ouse Washes in relation to mean winter water levels. Duck
numbers are mean November to March WeBS counts.

Fig. 5.  Average number of Eurasian Wigeons Mareca penelope at
the Ouse Washes compared against average flood levels. Wigeon
numbers have declined steeply since 2000, when winter average
flood levels have exceeded 2.0 m AODN.
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in 2019 and 2020. A male ‘White-spotted
Bluethroat’ Luscinia svecica cyanecula held
territory in 2010 and 2011.

The Ouse Washes is one of only a handful
of sites in the UK that regularly holds breeding
Spotted Crakes Porzana porzana. Numbers are,
nevertheless, highly variable (fig. 6), this being
at least in part caused by variation in spring
water levels during the arrival period. 

The Ouse Washes supports up to 15% of
the UK’s breeding population of Garganey,
with historical peaks of more than 20 pairs.
The current five-year average is eight pairs,
with a recent low of just six pairs in 2021. It is
also a stronghold for Shoveler, with historical
highs of 306 pairs in 1975, although the pop-
ulation currently stands at around 150 pairs
(2017–2021). Pintails bred regularly during

Taylor

the 1960s and 1970s, with an exceptional
peak of 20 pairs in 1969. However, since then
breeding has been occasionally suspected but
often not proven; two confirmed broods in
2022 was a rare event.

The rapid expansion of Great White Egrets
throughout southern England has been well
documented (e.g. Morgan et al.  2022).
Following several summers with birds in
breeding plumage visiting the Ouse Washes, a
remarkable influx of around 40 birds took
place in late winter/early spring 2021. It came
as little surprise, therefore, when two pairs
were confirmed as nesting that spring. 

Little Egrets Egretta garzetta are now well
established at the Ouse Washes, with 77
breeding pairs in 2022. Eurasian Bitterns
Botaurus stellaris have expanded out of their

reedbed strongholds at Ouse
Fen and Lakenheath Fen,
Suffolk, onto marshy habitat
lacking Common Reed
Phragmites australis; this is gen-
erally considered marginal
habitat, though similar to
habitat used by the species in
eastern Europe, and the bird’s
presence there is testament to
the burgeoning populations in
nearby areas. Sufficient cover
and a plentiful supply of fish 
are enough for two to three
males to hold territory. Great
Cormorants Phalacrocorax carbo
nest in three colonies and up to
70 nests are active annually.
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Fig. 6.  Numbers of Spotted Crakes Porzana porzana at the Ouse
Washes in relation to peak April flood levels 1975–2020. Numbers
were positively correlated to the site being wet in April until 2010,
then negatively correlated with increased April water levels and
nationally low numbers. 

4.5

4.0

3.5

3.0

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

ca
lli

ng
 m

al
es

             75–79   80–84   85–89   90–94   95–99   00–05   06–10  11–15   16–20

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

m
A

O
D

N

April peak flood levels
Spotted Crake calling male
5-year averages

328.  Male ‘White-spotted Bluethroat’ Luscinia svecica cyanecula, Welney WWT, Norfolk, May 2011.  
329.  Garganeys Spatula querquedula are without doubt one of the highlights of a trip to the Ouse 
Washes, where the largest national breeding population is found; Norfolk/Cambridgeshire, May 2010.
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Oystercatchers Haematopus ostralegus did
not arrive as breeders until about 1971 but
are now well established, with 18–20 pairs
annually. In 2017, two pairs of Black-winged
Stilts bred at the Ouse Washes. One pair
chose to nest on a tiny mound in a scrape
close to several pairs of Avocets. Light spring
flooding prompted RSPB staff to quickly
raise the nest by 30 cm just hours before it
would have been flooded with water. The
parents were unperturbed, and they fledged
two young. Nesting has been attempted since,
though unsuccessfully, and we await further
influxes to see if  the species becomes a
regular breeder at the Ouse Washes.

Hobby Falco subbuteo, Common Buzzard
Buteo buteo and Marsh Harrier Circus aerugi-
nosus all nest, and numbers increase signifi-
cantly after the breeding season as birds are
attracted to the site’s rich pickings. Long-
eared Owls Asio otus  breed locally at
extremely low density and are usually
revealed by the noisy young. Barn Owls Tyto
alba are a common sight, with some of the
country’s highest densities found locally.

Common Kingfishers Alcedo atthis nest in
several locations thanks to the provision of
artificial nest sites near to water-control
structures. Yellow Wagtails Motacilla flava are

attracted to breed by the bare mud that
appears following spring draw-down,
although numbers are much reduced, from
highs of 400 pairs in 1977 to 70–100 pairs
between 2016 and 2021. The Corn Bunting
Emberiza calandra is increasing as a breeding
species with around 30 pairs being drawn to
the lush, insect-rich herbage that develops on
field boundaries. Tree Sparrows Passer mon-
tanus are a feature around the Welches Dam
and WWT visitor centres, with a regular 6–8
breeding pairs, although they are erratic in
number during winter, preferring to utilise
winter game cover.

Black-tailed Godwit 
Following a population boom in the
Netherlands, Black-tailed Godwits were first
discovered nesting on the Ouse Washes in
1952, attracted to the well-grazed or hayed
sections where, with the help of sympathetic
grazing, numbers rose to a peak of 65 pairs in
1972. Owing to changes in the incidence of
spring flooding, as previously described, a
decline took hold and by 1985 the population
was down to just 17 pairs. By 2005, the Black-
tailed Godwit had almost been lost as a
breeding species for the Ouse Washes, with
just three breeding pairs remaining on high
ground within the washes at Welney and
more latterly on grassland created adjacent to
the washes at Lady Fen. The foresight of the
RSPB to purchase land at the nearby Nene
Washes in 1982 gave the species a lifeline,
helping numbers to grow from 11 pairs in
1982 to 48 pairs in 2006. However, just to
prove we can never sit back, the Nene popula-
tion has been declining since, triggering a col-
laboration between the RSPB and WWT, with
the aid of the EU LIFE Nature Programme, to
halt the decline, and vitally, to re-establish a
viable population around the Ouse Washes.
In addition to habitat and infrastructure
improvement, the project majors on head-
starting. This technique involves the taking of
early clutches of eggs (under licence from
Natural England) that were likely to be pre-
dated or vulnerable to flooding, and the
chicks that hatch from them being raised by
aviculturists prior to release at the Ouse
Washes. Early signs are positive with an
increase to 19 pairs, nesting mainly on the
Pilot Project and Lady Fen, and, in 2021, 40%

330.  Black-winged Stilts Himantopus himan-
topus attending their low-lying – but ultimately
successful – nest at the Ouse Washes;
Norfolk/Cambridgeshire, May 2017.
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of the breeding pairs in the Fens comprise at
least one headstarted adult. All of the godwits
are individually colour-ringed to enable accu-
rate monitoring of their breeding cycle and
some birds are fitted with geolocators that,
once retrieved, will update our knowledge on
their migration routes and stopover sites.

Spectacular concentrations of up to 5,000
‘Icelandic Black-tailed Godwits’ L. l. islandica
occur in March/April, as they migrate
through the site. 

Corn Crake
In a bold attempt to establish a breeding
Corn Crake population in England, a project
led by the RSPB’s incredibly prolific scientist
Rhys Green – along with partners at the
Zoological Society of London (ZSL) and
Pensthorpe Conservation Trust (PCT) –
piloted reintroduction of the species at the
nearby Nene Washes in 2005–18. Despite
intensive efforts, conditions were not to the
birds’ liking. However, males from the rein-
troduction scheme were attracted to the Ouse
Washes, resulting in a small population of up
to seven calling males (annual average four)
in 2015–21. Trapping of territorial males at

Taylor

the Ouse Washes has revealed both site
fidelity of returning birds and several first-
summer, unringed birds, which indicates suc-
cessful breeding. Encouraged by this, the
partners initiated a new phase of translo-
cating zoo-bred juveniles to the Ouse Washes
in 2021 to bolster the population with the
aim of achieving self-sustainability. 

332.  A first-summer male Corn Crake Crex
crex; Ouse Washes, June 2019. As it was
unringed at the time it was caught, and since
Corn Crakes exhibit high site fidelity, this bird
provides evidence that the species successfully
bred at the site the previous year.
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331.  Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa, Ouse Washes, Norfolk/Cambridgshire, June 2018. 
Birds from the headstarting project, such as ‘Earith’ (shown here), have provided a wealth of data.
Through ringing-recoveries and data loggers, it has been shown that the Tagus Estuary, in Portugal,
is an important migratory stopover for the species.
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Northern Lapwing
During the 1970s, short swards and an
earlier draw-down of water from the washes
in spring allowed the breeding Lapwing
population to peak at 522 pairs in 1975,
though they subsequently declined owing to
increased frequency of spring flooding dis-
rupting their breeding, combined with
wetter conditions causing an increase in the
extent of swamp vegetation at the expense
of grassland. During the past ten years, an
average of about 140 pairs have nested on

the washes but, with the
advent of  new, flood-free
habitats, the entire site has
averaged 311 pairs over the
past decade, close to the his-
torically high average between
1973 and 1981 of 316 pairs.

Common Redshank
Common Redshanks have
responded well to the creation
of new areas of grassland, with
the ten-year average for
number of  breeding pairs
rising from 158 in 1972–81 to
236 in 2012–21. In 2021, 195
of the 297 pairs present at the
Ouse Washes were created on
the areas of  wet grassland.
However, as with Lapwings,

Fig. 8.  Number of breeding Northern Lapwings Vanellus vanellus
at the Ouse Washes, 1968–2021. Lapwings have benefited from
the creation of wet grassland, such as during the Pilot Project,
adjacent to the Ouse Washes, which has provided optimal nesting
habitat for them and is particularly important in spring, when the
adjacent washes are flooded.

Common Snipe 
The 1982 Breeding Waders of
Wet Meadows survey for
England and Wales found that
501 of  an overall  total
of  1,979 territorial male
Common Snipes were on the
Ouse Washes (Smith 1983).
Repeat surveys revealed sub-
sequent declines of 62% by
2002 (Wilson et al. 2005), and
preliminary results from
partial survey coverage in
2021 indicate a further
decline (BTO pers. comm.).
Nonetheless, the Ouse Washes
remains the single most
important site for lowland-
wet-grassland breeding Snipe
in England and Wales, fol-
lowed by the Somerset Levels,
Nene Washes and Derwent Valley. At their
peak in the late 1970s, numbers reached
over 550 drumming males. Repeated spring
flooding reduced numbers through the
1980s. Further declines after 2010 saw the
population reach a worryingly low point of
just 60 drumming males in 2013; however,
numbers are currently increasing with 156
males on the washland in 2021, an addi-
tional population of 25 on the Pilot Project
and an increasing number at Coveney
OWHCP, where there were 13 in 2021.

Fig. 7.  Combined numbers of Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago,
Common Redshank Tringa totanus, Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus
and Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa at the Ouse Washes, 1968–
2021. The numbers of birds breeding at the newly created adjacent
sites (Ouse Washes Habitat Creation Project (OWHCP), Pilot
Project and Lady Fen) illustrate the vital contribution of the ‘lifeboat’
habitats in restoring and maintain breeding wader populations.
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large numbers of their chicks move onto the
washes to exploit the rich emergence of chi-
ronomid larvae, emphasising the importance
of the adjacent habitats. 

Migrant birds and rarities
There have been some astonishing counts
of migrant birds at the Ouse Washes. These
include an estimated two million Sand
Martins Riparia riparia that roosted in
Osier beds at Welches Dam in August 1968,
described as forming huge cones high in
the sky appearing like black smoke and
with chattering calls sounding like a huge
waterfall! A total of  130 Red-breasted
Mergansers Mergus serrator and 40 Smews
Mergellus albellus were present during
freezing conditions in February 1956, while
a flock of 130 Common Eiders Somateria
mollissima disorientated by coastal fog on
11th November 1975 was an extraordinary
inland record. Other impressive counts
include 120 Garganeys in August 2012;
5,000 Common Snipes in December 1971;
500+ Ruffs in 1989; and up to 17 roosting
Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus in 1979 – a
species that appears on the SSSI citation
but which now occurs irregularly. Similarly,
Twite Linaria flavirostris, which was a

Taylor

regular winter visitor up to the 1980s
(including a peak of 300 in 1976), is now
barely recorded annually.

The establishment of breeding Common
Cranes in the Fens over the past 15 years is a
cause for celebration, though the spring
water levels make it difficult for them to nest
on the washes and there have been only two
nesting attempts so far, although a pair did
breed successfully on Lady Fen in 2018.
From late summer onwards, most of the
Fenland Common Crane population gathers
at the Ouse Washes, with a maximum of 76
in autumn 2021. They are attracted by the
safe roosting opportunities and the close
proximity of fields of maize stubbles, where
they go to feed during the day. 

Roosting gulls provide interest, with vast
numbers of  Common Larus canus  and
Black-headed Gulls Chroicocephalus ridi-
bundus, small numbers of Yellow-legged
Larus michahellis and Caspian Gulls L.
cachinnans, and annual sightings of Iceland
L. glaucoides and Glaucous Gulls L. hyper-
boreus. Numbers of large gulls have declined
owing to reductions of waste food entering
nearby landfill sites, although good numbers
of Lesser Black-backed Gulls L. fuscus still
pass through in early spring.

The Ouse Washes has
hosted an unprecedented
set of rarities for an inland
site, which includes
Britain’s first Falcated
Duck Mareca falcata, in
December 1986, returning
in August–October 1987
(Kemp 2020). It has also
hosted a number of
county firsts for Norfolk
and/or Cambridgeshire:
a Pied-billed Grebe
Podylimbus podiceps  in
1968, which was only the
third British record; a
Greater Yellowlegs in
1992; a Canvasback
Aythya valisineria, which
was initially found at
nearby Wissington in
1997, hot on the heels of
the first British record in
Kent in 1996; a Lesser

333.  Almost 30% of Common Snipes Gallinago gallinago breeding on
lowland wet grassland in England and Wales in 2021 were on the Ouse
Washes complex, demonstrating the site’s importance for this species
(and the disastrous declines elsewhere across Britain).
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Scaup A. affinis  in 1999; a Long-billed
Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus in
2012; a Northern Harrier in 2013, the fifth
British record; a Baikal Teal Sibirionetta
formosa in 2014; an Isabelline Wheatear
Oenanthe isabellina in 2016; and a Gull-
billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica in May
2017. The long list of rare waders includes
two records of Sociable Lapwing Vanellus
gregarius, Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis
fulva, White-rumped Sandpiper Calidris fus-
cicollis, Buff-breasted Sandpiper C. subrufi-
collis, Great Snipe Gallinago media, Wilson’s
Phalarope Phalaropus tr icolor, Spotted
Sandpiper Actitis macularius and Lesser
Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes. Temminck’s Stint
C. temminckii and Pectoral Sandpiper C.
melanotos are annual visitors, and Red-
necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus almost
annual. 

Other wildlife
There have been significant increases in pop-
ulations of  large mammals at the Ouse
Washes, with Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus
and Chinese Water Deer Hydropotes inermis,
Eurasian Otter Lutra lutra and Badger all
now common at the site, using the washes
when water levels allow. Brown Hares Lepus
europaeus are abundant on the grasslands
adjacent to the washes. European Water Voles
Arvicola amphibius occur at low densities. 

Bats are attracted to feed at the Ouse
Washes, especially near to the main water-
courses, with Noctule Nyctalus noctula,
Daubenton’s Bat Myotis daubentonii and
Soprano Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pygmaeus
being the most frequently recorded.

A rich invertebrate fauna exists, with
many scarce beetles, leafhoppers, bugs and
flies. Tansy Beetle Chrysolina graminis was
recently discovered, though using Water Mint
Mentha aquatica as its food plant instead of
the usual Tansy Tanacetum vulgare .
Dragonflies are abundant with local speciali-
ties including Variable Damselfly Coenagrion
pulchellum and Scarce Chaser Libellula fulva.
The Ouse Washes is a reliable site for Wall
Brown Lasiommata megera and Clouded
Yellow Colias croceus appears in most years. 

European Eel Anguilla anguilla and Spined
Loach Cobitis taenia are the most notable
species of an abundant fish population.

Visiting
The WWT’s Welney Wetlands Centre is a fabu-
lous attraction, steeped in history and pro-
viding sensational close views of wildfowl from
the observatory, including the famous evening
feeding of the swans. Being in such close prox-
imity to hundreds of calling wild swans pro-
vides a spiritual connection to wilderness from
the comfort of a heated bird hide! 

The area surrounding the WWT centre
can be productive for birdwatching all year,
while the proximity to the centre’s café is an
added bonus.

The RSPB Reserve Centre at Welches Dam
provides an experience that is more remote
and wild, and is best visited after midday as
the hides face east. Following bank-raising
works in 2018–22, five hides are being rein-
stated and there is an emphasis on creating
larger scrapes at these locations to ensure vis-
iting birdwatchers get to see the local special-
ities and have a chance of finding scarcer
species, whilst providing ample coverage of
the winter bird spectacle.

The future
The results of modelling on the effects of
expected higher temperatures and more
extreme rainfall, plus river siltation caused by
lower flows in the tidal River Great Ouse and
higher sea levels, indicate that it will be harder
to keep the Ouse Washes drained. This means
that water-level targets set out in the site’s
current Water Level Management Plan will
become more difficult and more expensive to
achieve, resulting in further uncertain
changes to its designated wildlife and loss of
grazing for the region’s livestock farmers. In
addition, a projected increase in the frequency
of flash flooding would reduce seasonal
windows to manage the site and maintain the
grasslands, resulting in overall loss of habitat
quality. There has also been a recent increase
in the frequency of dry, cold springs, which
have caused the washes to dry out more
quickly once floodwaters recede, potentially
making it more difficult for Snipes and
godwits to probe the soil for earthworms.
These conditions also affect the adjacent
grasslands, and the associated retarded grass
growth makes it more difficult for some bird
species to conceal their nests, which might
reduce their breeding productivity.
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Meanwhile, there is potential for the Ouse
Washes to support regular breeding populations
of several wetland bird species that are currently
colonising Britain or that may do so in the
future, particularly several species of heron,
Glossy Ibis and Black-winged Stilt (Ausden et
al. 2014). Modifying existing water-level
regimes by retaining more areas of shallow,
open water through the breeding season is
being experimented with and is likely to
increase in future to accommodate such species.
Rewilding may also be an option at the site,
although the unnaturalness of the engineered
flood plain will make this difficult when com-
pared to a more natural river valley flood plain. 

The newly created areas of wet grassland
adjacent to the washes will also play a role in
helping to offset greenhouse gas emissions as
new initiatives, i.e. the IUCN Lowland
Peatland Code, are developed to encourage
the preservation of the remnant peatlands.
They will also redefine the Ouse Washes’ des-
ignated biodiversity boundaries to meet gov-
ernment 30 by 30 targets for SPAs that lead us
on a pathway to a landscape that is truly spec-
tacular and inclusive of regenerative sustain-
able land management by all stakeholders.

Future water demands of Cambridgeshire’s
growing human population and the supply
and drainage needs of the area’s farmers place
the Ouse Washes as central to the strategic
plans of  the Environment Agency and
Anglian Water. The RSPB and other conserva-
tion NGOs are lobbying hard to ensure that
schemes including the planned Southern Fens
Reservoir and temporary storage areas for
irrigation through multiple users can benefit
the Ouse Washes by providing more stable
conditions by directing water away from the
site during the sensitive spring period.
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