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Introduction & Summary Description

Summary

The Fens National Character Area (NCA) is a distinctive, historic and human-
influenced wetland landscape lying to the west of the Wash estuary, which
formerly constituted the largest wetland area in England. The area is notable
forits large-scale, flat, open landscape with extensive vistas to level horizons.
The level, open topography shapes the impression of huge skies which
convey a strong sense of place, tranquillity and inspiration. One per cent of
the NCA falls within the Norfolk Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

Itis a large, low-lying, flat landscape with many drainage ditches, dykes and
rivers that slowly drain towards the Wash, England’s largest tidal estuary. The
single obvious factor uniting the Fens is the low-lying, level terrain reflecting
its geological past. With the exception of the Isle of Ely, which reaches above
20 m, elevations rarely pass the 10 m contour, and typically vary by little more
than one or two metres over long distances. 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. The level horizons and the huge
scale of the landscape create a strong sense of isolation and tranquillity, and
a distinctive sense of place. There are, typically, large open panoramas and
enormous skies, whose changing weather patterns have a strong influence
on the observer. Four major rivers drain into the Wash: the Witham, Welland,
Nene and Great Ouse. All rivers now have artificial canalised courses that run
straight for long distances and are bounded by high banks to contain the
watercourse from the lower adjacent fields.

The Fens are the bread basket of Britain. The drainage of this area from the
17th century onwards presented valuable soils which provide excellent
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conditions for large-scale cultivation of arable and horticultural crops;
holdings of more than 100 ha make up 77 per cent of farmed land. As
cultivation techniques have become more intensive, however, the soil
resource is increasingly diminished through desiccation and erosion. Clays
and silts laid down by marine incursions dominate the area abutting the
Wash and extend inland along the rivers, forming the fertile horticultural
soils of the silt fens. This area is now marginally higher in altitude than

the inland peatlands which have ‘wasted’. The fertile peat soils have been
historically drained and managed to support national food production at the
expense of other ecosystem services. Drained peat is more vulnerable to loss,
particularly where the deposits are deep and the water table is kept artificially
low. Peat wastage through shrinkage, oxidation and wind erosion is a long-
term issue affecting the ecosystem services of the Fens.

The Wash includes salt marsh and mudflats that support large, internationally
important populations of seals, waders and wildfowl, including pink-footed
and Brent geese, shelduck, knots, oystercatchers, common terns and various
plover species. It is accordingly designated a Ramsar site, a Special Area of
Conservation (SAC), a Special Protection Area (SPA), a European Marine Site
(EMS), a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), a National Nature Reserve
(NNR) and a Local Nature Reserve (LNR). Other important wetland habitats
include areas of relic old fen, washland, rivers, drains and a network of lesser
drainage channels known locally as ditches, dykes or sewers.

Several SSSI in the Fens are designated for their buried interest - a geological
record contained in the sediments of the Wash basin and fenland - making
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an important contribution towards our understanding of the effects of
climate and environmental change over millions of years. Also, the Oxford
Clay and Kings Dyke brick pit have been very important for palaeontology,
with major Jurassic reptiles including the pliosaur Pachycostasaurus dawnii
unearthed here. Leedsichthys, the world’s largest fish, was discovered in these
sediments and is still being unearthed from them.

There is a long history of human occupation here, accounts of which can be
found in the Historic Environment Records for Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire,
Peterborough and Lincolnshire. Early prehistoric sites are mostly deeply buried
beneath the fen sediments or occur on the low slopes of the higher fen ‘islands’.
Scheduled Ancient Monuments of prehistoric to post-medieval date are located
across the fens and many undesignated sites and monuments are known, again
mainly from the fen edges and islands. However, Flag Fen is a site of international
importance - a preserved, wooden, bronze-age platform and causeway
crossing the marsh to the east of the Peterborough fen edge, off which votive
deposits (symbolising a wish, desire or prayer) of bronze and iron tools,
weapons and decorative items were thrown into the marsh.

Ancient remains of settlements or task sites are increasingly being discovered
as the peat dries out across the fenland area, or through development -

for example eight log boats were found in an ancient river channel along
with associated riverside settlements at Whittlesey, and numerous artefact
scatters of prehistoric to Roman sites are annually ploughed up where

the peat is thinnest on the gravel island edges and emerging crests. The
impressive Ely Cathedral is @ major landmark dominating the Cambridgeshire
peat fen from its location atop the Isle of Ely, as is ‘Boston Stump’ (St Botolph’s
Church, Boston) in the Lincolnshire silt fen, while similar island-top locations
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were also used for monastic and secular establishments across the fenland
region (such as Ramsey, Thorney, Crowland and Chatteris). Lodes, slades and
canals historically formed the early transport opportunities across the fens,
commencing after the Roman conquest of Britain but increasingly in the late
Saxon and medieval periods.

Authors Sir Harry Godwin and H.C. Darby have written major works on the
Fens, and Rex Sly has chronicled the history of the Fens from Roman times
until the present and written about fenland families and life in a series of three
books published in the 2000s. Chris Gerrard has authored a book of work by
fenland artists showcasing the landscapes and biodiversity of the Fens.

Although many of the Fens waterways are heavily embanked, limiting views

across the landscape, water-based recreation is a popular pastime with a
focus at Ely marina. Angling is popular here.

Click map to enlarge; click again to reduce
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Statements of Environmental Opportunities:

B SEO 1: Manage the agricultural landscape and soils which allow the Fens
to be a major provider of food and horticultural produce, while seeking to
enhance opportunities for biodiversity.

B SEO 2: Manage the core wetland complexes and increase their connectivity
by enhancing the main rivers, waterways and their associated riparian
habitats and improve recreational access opportunities to the Fens.

B SEO 3: Plan for the creation of new coastal landscapes in the Wash area
that are adapted and resilient to the impact of climate change, for the
benefit of people and wildlife.

B SEO 4: Conserve, manage and enhance the Fens landscape and increase
educational opportunities to access its geodiversity, archaeology and
cultural heritage to enhance enjoyment and understanding for those who
live and work in and visit the Fens.

The Fens today.

Toggle full screen
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Description

Physical and functional links to other National
Character Areas

The area abuts a number of other National Character Areas (NCAs). To the
east lie North West Norfolk and The Brecks NCAs. To the south-east rises the
gently rolling East Anglian Chalk NCA and to the south-west is the undulating
Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire Claylands NCA. To the west rise the gently
shelving slopes of the Kesteven Uplands and the South Lincolnshire Edge
NCAs. To the north-west the woods and gravel workings of the Central
Lincolnshire Vale NCA gradually slope down to the Lincolnshire fens, while
due north the Lincolnshire Wolds NCA rises to create a dominant ‘upland’
horizon. The Steeping River marks the quieter north-east boundary to the
Lincolnshire Coast and Marshes NCA. The land boundary of the Fens is
typically drawn along a series of catchwater drains, dykes, canalised rivers
and lodes. To the north-east the Fens are bounded by the North Sea.

Four main rivers, the Witham, Welland, Nene and Great Ouse, drain much of
the surface water from the East Midlands across the Fens. The rivers often
flow in canalised channels before discharging into the large Wash estuary.
The rivers and their associated networks of ditches and dykes provide
ecological networks and functional links to other NCAs.

Marine processes strongly influence the physical and biological character of
the Wash. Marine sediments originating from the eroding nearshore seabed off
central Lincolnshire and the Holderness coast of East Yorkshire predominate,
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although some accreted sediments originate from further north. While much
of this sediment settles within the Wash, some moves seaward again to help
supply the coastal structures along the North Norfolk coast.

Due to its low-lying landform, views to and from the neighbouring NCAs
strongly reflect their geology, particularly the higher ground of the gently
rolling East Anglian Chalk NCA to the south-east, the undulating Bedfordshire
Claylands to the south-west, and to the west the gradually shelving slopes of
the Kesteven Uplands and the South Lincolnshire Edge NCAs, while due north
the Lincolnshire Wolds NCA rises to create a dominant elevated horizon.
There are vast, open views of the sky throughout and wide, flat panoramic
views, particularly over the mudflats of the Wash in the east.

Fenland farming is nationally important with, for example, a quarter of
England’s potatoes grown here and over one-third of English vegetables.
Agriculture is the major source of employment, with approximately 27,000
people employed either permanently or seasonally/temporarily throughout
the year. Nearly 90 per cent of the Fens were classified as either Grade

1 or Grade 2 agricultural land under the Provisional Agricultural Land
Classification (ALC) survey of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Peat wastage will
have reduced this since then.

The Fens play host to several major transport links. The East Coast railway
mainline cuts across the south-western corner and there are east-west rail
passenger and freight lines running through the area. Major roads include the
A47, the Al6 and Al7, among numerous other A roads which form transport
corridors across the landscape. Other major infrastructure, such as power
stations, major gas and electrical distribution networks, either supply
surrounding NCAs or the Fens are supplied by them.
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Distinct areas

B Open coastal marshes B Drained coastal marshes B Settled inland fens B Openinland fens

Key characteristics

B Expansive, flat, open, low-lying wetland landscape influenced by the Nene, Cam, Lark and Ouse washes also provide significant biodiversity

Wash estuary, and offering extensive vistas to level horizons and huge
skies throughout, provides a sense of rural remoteness and tranquillity.

M Jurassic clays are overlain by rich, fertile calcareous and silty soils over

the coastal and central fens and by dark, friable fen peat further inland.
The soils are important for agriculture, which is hugely significant for the
rural economy in the Fens. There are over 4,000 farms in the Fens; enough
wheat is grown here annually to produce a quarter of a million loaves

of bread and one million tons of potatoes are grown here. In addition to
traditional vegetables, exotics such as pak choi are now cultivated. Some
40 per cent of England’s bulbs and flowers are also produced in the Fens.

The Wash is the largest estuarine system in Britain, supporting
internationally important intertidal and coastal habitats influenced by
constant processes of accretion and deposition, forming salt marsh and
mudflats and providing habitats for wildfowl, wading birds and other
wildlife, including grey seals and approximately 9o per cent of the UK’s
common seals. It also provides important natural sea defences and
plays a key role in climate change regulation. Flood storage areas on the

Toggle full screen

interest. True fen mainly occurs at remnant conservation sites, such as
Baston or Wicken Fen.

Overall, woodland cover is sparse, notably a few small woodland
blocks, occasional avenues alongside roads, isolated field trees and
shelterbelts of poplar, willow and occasionally leylandii hedges around
farmsteads, and numerous orchards around Wisbech. Various alders,
notably grey alder, are also used in shelterbelts and roadside avenues.

B The predominant land use is arable - wheat, root crops, bulbs,

vegetables and market gardening made possible by actively draining
reclaimed land areas. Associated horticultural glasshouses are a
significant feature. Beef cattle graze narrow enclosures along the banks
of rivers and dykes and on parts of the salt marsh and sea banks.

Open fields, bounded by a network of drains and the distinctive
hierarchy of rivers (some embanked), have a strong influence on the
geometric/rectilinear landscape pattern. The structures create local
enclosure and a slightly raised landform, which is mirrored in the road
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Key characteristics (continued)

network that largely follows the edges of the system of large fields. The
drains and ditches are also an important ecological network important
for invertebrates, fish including spined loach, and macrophytes.

B Theareais very rich in geodiversity and archaeology, with sediments
containing evidence for past environmental and climate changes and
with high potential for well-preserved waterlogged site remains at the
fen edge, within some of the infilled palaeo-rivers and beneath the peat.

B Large, built structures exhibit a strong vertical visual influence, such as
the 83 m-high octagonal tower of ‘Boston Stump’ (St Botolph’s Church),
Ely Cathedral on the highest part of the Isle of Ely dominating its
surrounding fen, wind farms and other modern large-scale industrial
and agricultural buildings, while drainage and flood storage structures
and embanked rail and road routes interrupt the horizontal fen plain.

B Settlements and isolated farmsteads are mostly located on the
modestly elevated ‘geological islands’ and the low, sinuous roddon
banks (infilled ancient watercourses within fens). Elsewhere, villages
tend to be dispersed ribbon settlements along the main arterial routes
through the settled fens, and scattered farms remain as relics of earlier
agricultural settlements. Domestic architecture mostly dates from after
1750 and comprises a mix of late Georgian-style brick houses and 20th-

century bungalows. Wisbech North Brink - the tidal River Nene and inland port.

Toggle full screen E n E
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STRATEGIC LANDSCAPE CAPACITY STUDY

- SOQUTH HOLLAND DISTRICT, LINCOLNSHIRE

above broad distinctions within Soﬁth Holland District. These are classified as
Landscape Character Types, as follows: ' '

s The Settled Fens Landscape Character Type

» The Peaty Fens Landscape Character Type

e The Wash Marshes Landscape Character Type

‘The essential characteristics of these Landscape Character Types are summarised

below. This model of field assessment follows that used in the Salisbury Plain Army

_Training Estate Landscape Character Assessment carried otit for Defence Estates by

ERM. °

44 The Settled Fens Lcmdscabe Character Type

Topography flat

Dominant Land Cover and Landscape Elements:

‘Buifdings: farms, masts, poles, pylons, industrial, commercnal settiements, urban

Heritagefveracufar: buildings, country houses, field systems, ecclesiastical
Farming: hedges, fields, fences, arable, market gardening, orchards

Woodland and trees: demduous mixed, shelterbelts, hedgerows, orchards, clumps
and alien coniferous screens

Hydmlogy rivers, drainage channels, ditches

Commumcatron roads, railways, airfields, pylons, masts.

Descrlpﬂan

Predommantly flat topography, dissected by main roads, rivers, dramage channels
and drainage ditches often on raised banks(1-3m). Primarily nucleated settlements
with associated mature trees. Church spires-and towers often rise above the mature
vegetation to provide promment landmark features. Medium to large fields with
intensive market garden crops. Locally strong hedgerow elements. Views are
restricted or foreshortened by shelterbelts and woodland or mature hedgerows.

“This contributes to a sense of enclosure with a more open feél between settlements.
The main visual detractors are the 440kV and 132 kV overhead lines on towers,
electricity sub stations and power stations and urban fringe visual clutter (dominated
by light industry and glasshouse horticulturs). .
Note that within the larger seftlements, there are no views of adjacent fenland and
this introspective quality reduces the awareness of piace within the wider fen!and
landscape.

Key characteristics: flat landform, nucleated seftlements wnth mature vegetation and

- church spires; organic lines dominate, e.g. winding roads’
Condition: average but ranges from good (farmland) fo poor (urban frmge clutter)

Visual Assessment criteria:

Pattern. strong
Scale: medium-large
Texture: textured9

]

Ibld p 31

? Texture is determined by land cover, e. g. trees hedges and crop types and the|r scale or size W|thm
the landscape .

JOHN CAMPION ASSOCIATES LTD o , 6
{ Final Version 28" July 2003) , :



STRATEGIC LANDSCAPE CAPACITY STUDY
SOUTH HOLLAND DISTRICT, LINCOLNSHIRE

Colour. muted-colourful®
Complexity. diverse
Remoteness: active
Unity: fragmented

Form: curved

Enclosure. open-enclosed

Perception:
Security: comfortable
Stimulus: bland
Tranquillity: vacant
Pleasure: pleasant

Architecture:

New-build around traditional (medieval-Victorian) core, with the church as the primary
node. Building materials are predominantly brick and a combination of brick and
stone. The settlement form is primarily nucleated, interspersed with some linear

settlement.

Three representative photographs of the Settled Fens Landscape Character Type

_ are shown below.

The Settled Fens Landscape Character Type

Gosberton church viewed over open fields

'% Colour is the dominant colour of the constituent elements, e.g. fields, built form

JOHN CAMPION ASSOCIATES LTD il
( Einal Varainn 280 1k 2002y




STRATEGIC LANDSCAPE CAPACITY STUDY
SOUTH HOLLAND DISTRICT, LINCOLNSHIRE

Power distribution infrastructure south of Holbeach

JOHN CAMPION ASSOCIATES LTD
{ Einal \lareinn 281 [k 20021
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