
An amazing place for people  
and for wildlife
The vast open landscape of the Fens, 
with its dramatic skies and rich wealth 
of wildlife, covers over 3,000 square 
kilometres, spanning four English counties. 
Fragments of the historic wetlands, such 
as the Nene and Ouse Washes, support 
magnificent numbers of wintering ducks, 
swans and breeding waders, and newly-
created reedbeds at Lakenheath Fen and 
Ouse Fen are fuelling the return of rare 
bitterns and iconic cranes. The wetlands 
are essential for people and their 
livelihoods too. They help to protect nearly 
1,000 properties and over 29,000 hectares 
of high-grade farmland from flooding, 
while also providing space for grazing and 
wildfowling, enabling public access and 
providing a unique tourist attraction.

The Fens also contain some of the
UK’s most productive farmland, growing 
one third of England’s vegetables, bulbs 
and flowers, providing 7% of Fenland 
employment (17,500 people) and 
generating £1.7 billion per year. So many 
precious species rely on Fenland farmed 
land. We’re working closely with an 
increasing number of farmers to provide 
and protect valuable habitats on their land, 
integrating the needs of farm wildlife with 
that of their farm business. A whole host 
of declining farmland birds, including 
nationally-important numbers of corn 
buntings, grey partridges, yellow wagtails, 
lapwings, tree sparrows and turtle doves 
can all be found on the Fens. It is this 
combination of wildlife, agriculture, 
commerce and communities that makes 
this landscape so special. 

Our work so far
We’ve built up strong relationships with 
local farmers over the years and we’re 
continuing to help boost the numbers  
of farmland birds, such as corn buntings 
and yellow wagtails, which were once 
common in the Fens arable landscape.

The Fenland Farmland Bird Recovery 
Project, set up jointly with Natural England, 
is working with more than 150 farmers  
to help them integrate the needs of farm 
wildlife with those of their business.  
An impressive 20,000 hectares of land  
is going into nature-friendly farming, 
supported through Environmental 
Stewardship Schemes. This will ensure 
that farmland birds and other wildlife have 
the space to flourish on local farms. We 
are dedicated to working with farmers to 
deliver more wildlife in combination with 
profitable and sustainable food production.

We have big ambitions for landscape-
scale conservation throughout the Fens. 
We’ve already successfully created 300 
hectares of prime wetland habitat at 
Lakenheath Fen, and are now working  
in partnership with public authorities and 
other organisations to create new and 
inter-connected areas of wetland and 
reedbed. One example is the Great Ouse 
Wetland, extending over an area the size 
of the city of Cambridge, along the river 
Great Ouse and across the Fens into 
Norfolk. It includes the Ouse Washes and 
the new nature reserves currently being 
developed at Fen Drayton Lakes and 
Ouse Fen; the latter from sand and gravel 
extraction as part of the Hanson–RSPB 
wetland project at Needingworth quarry.

The Fens

Ouse Washes reserve

The Fens landscape has changed 
dramatically, with drainage causing 
the loss of 97% of its original habitat. 
Despite this, the remaining 
fragments are some of the richest 
places for wildlife in the country.  
The Nene and Ouse Washes are the 
stronghold of one of the UK’s rarest 
breeding birds, black-tailed godwits. 
The extensive fenland ditch network 
and other important sites host special 
wildlife, such as otters and water 
voles, and a variety of scarce aquatic 
plants and insects, including rare fen 
violets and scarce chaser dragonflies. 
We hope to create large areas of  
fen habitat and increase biodiversity 
value so that we can see these 
species thrive long into the future. 

A home for  
special wildlife

Water vole



What’s next?
Together with our partners, landowners and local communities 
we’re working on a landscape-scale to create and manage vital 
resources that deliver food production, provide solutions for flood 
storage, create stunning landscapes and offer greenspace and 
public access, while also providing habitats for internationally-
important wildlife. 

We’re working through the Fens for the Future Partnership to 
make the Fens one of the main UK landscape-scale wetland 
complexes by 2020, within a matrix of sustainable agriculture.  
We are also supporting a range of conservation projects through 
the Local Nature Partnership and extending our support for 
nature-friendly farming while working within the Local Enterprise 
Partnership to drive sustainable economic growth.

Get in touch
From corporate sponsorship to volunteering on one of our 
reserves, you can help give nature a home in many ways.  
We want to hear your ideas about how we can work together 
to make the Fens even better for people and wildlife.  

Fens Area Manager

Futurescapes is the RSPB’s contribution to landscape-scale conservation throughout the UK. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: 
England and Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654. Images: Ouse Washes RSPB reserve by Andy Hay and water vole by Tom Marshall (both rspb-images.com). 
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The Fens Futurescapes project is an enormous undertaking 
that has, to date, benefited from the support of many different 
organisations, landowners and individuals. Space restrictions 
prevent us from publicly acknowledging them all here, but 
details of the range and diversity of some of the partner 
organisations can be found on our website
rspb.org.uk/futurescapes/thefens

I’m so lucky that my job  
takes me to so many special 
places. While I’m helping 
farmers look after their 
wildlife, we also get to share 
the morning mists and 
evening sunsets of the 
landscape they grew up in.”
Niki Williamson,  
RSPB Fenland farm 
conservation adviser
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The RSPB is a member  
of BirdLife International,  
a partnership of conservation 
organisations working to give 
nature a home around the world

Futurescapes is 
generously supported 
by the EU Life+ 
Communications 
Programme

Natura 2000 – Europe’s 
nature for you. We are 
working together across the 
EU to safeguard Europe’s rich 
and diverse natural heritage 
for the benefit of all
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