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Executive Summary
Wetland Futures brings together people from a wide 
range of sectors involved in wetland management, 
practice and policy. It provides a forum for disseminating 
information, showcasing best practice, debate and 
discussion, and to strengthen the delivery of wetland 
conservation in the UK. The 2013 event celebrated the 
multiple benefits wetlands can provide, whilst at the same 
time recognised challenges and opportunities that the 
current political and economic climate presents us with. 

Collectively there is much valuable expertise in 
creating, managing, and restoring wetlands and effort in 
demonstrating how this benefits wildlife, the economy 
and society in the UK. To build on this knowledge 
and meet our ambitions of more and better protected 
wetlands, we need to work more effectively and 
efficiently, in partnerships, at larger scales and with a 
range of stakeholders to realise the benefits wetlands 
can achieve. 

The conference highlighted a clear suite of challenges. 
As an organisation committed to the conservation of 
wetlands we ask the reader to work with us towards 
better valuing the benefits of healthy wetlands so that 
wetland conservation can move progressively forward 
over the coming year. 

(1) We need to create a ‘safe space’ for different 
sectors to work together using a ‘common language’ 
to identify progressive ways forward for wetland 
conservation that benefit all. 

(2) We need to better communicate case studies, new 
tools and good practice as examples of how we have 
helped make the connections between wetland values 
and people’s lives, communicating this in a way that 
different audiences understand. 

(3) In two years time we need to have improved our 
engagement and influence with politicians and decision 
makers so that they understand the importance and 
value of water and wetlands.

The speakers gave us insight into industry and private 
sector perspectives and presented a number of 
inspirational case studies such as the Great Fen project 
and the Tweed Forum. Wetland Futures 2013 highlighted 
the importance of good and timely communications, and 
that we’ve a long way to go in this endeavour.  By using 
the right language, we can help other sectors such as 
land managers and planners see the benefits of healthy 
wetlands more clearly. We did not have all the answers 
and we undoubtedly face challenging times ahead, but 
Wetland Futures 2013 helped to demonstrate that there 
is also cause for optimism. The wetland community is a 
thriving, energetic place containing valuable knowledge 
and experience, creative ideas for the future and 
great examples of partnership working. We hope that 
Wetland Futures will be a key forum through which these 
opportunities can be seized, as well as shaped and 
influenced by our collective voice.

If you have any thoughts, comments or suggestions 
regarding Wetland Futures and how it is taken forward, 
please send them to WetlandFutures@wwt.org.uk

Children playing on mudflats, Llanelli 
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Introduction 
Wetlands are beautiful and inspiring places, important for 
wildlife and people. They can store floodwaters, control 
erosion, provide us with clean water, influence the climate, 
and provide food, medicines, and building materials, all 
of which can be assigned some kind of value. It is much 
more difficult to assign a value to the rich diversity of 
wildlife dependent on them. Wetlands are also important 
to human health providing a resource for recreation and 
tourism, physical and mental health benefits.  

Wetlands are under threat from pollution, invasive species, 
the influence of climate change and our ever-increasing 
demand for water and land.

Wetland Futures focuses on the conservation of wetlands 
in their broadest sense, from ephemeral ponds and wet 
meadows to lakes, rivers and estuaries, constructed and 
natural, in urban and rural landscapes. We want to put in 
place practical ideas that will help deliver healthy wetlands 
for people and wildlife into the long term.

Wetland Futures 2013 was held from the 1st-2nd 
October 2013 in York and aimed to develop a shared 
understanding of the contribution healthy wetlands can 
make to the social and economic well being of people 

and wildlife. The two day event offered progressive 
insights into what drives and constrains the creation 
and management of healthy wetlands for a wide range 
of stakeholders. It brought people together, forged new 
relationships and developed new ideas.

Wetland Futures 2013 aims were:

•	 Explore	how	wetlands	add	value	to	economy	and	
society through a range of beneficial goods and services; 
examine data and tools currently available to identify, 
assess and realise their potential benefits. 

•	 Draw	together	evidence	of	success	and	good	
practice in wetland management, focussing on factors 
that can promote wetland potential

•	 Identify	what	actions	are	needed	to	help	us	realise	
wider value from wetlands, including further development 
of tools, collaborations, funding initiatives, development, 
planning and policy integration.

This document summarises the presentations given at the 
conference, provides some key challenges from the event, 
and describes next steps for Wetland Futures.

Delegates at the Wetland Futures Conference
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Keynote speech from Chris Baines
Chris Baines gave an opening keynote speech 
highlighting the need for people to understand the 
restoration of habitat for catchment wide benefits. It is 
not all bad news; otter numbers have rebounded and the 
number of people with ponds in their garden has grown 
hugely. However, we must take advantage of the wakeup 
call that we can have drought and flood in the same 
week; that solutions aren’t easy and that cause and effect 
is complicated.

Expanding urban areas are resulting in more non-
absorbent surfaces and provide a barrier to rainfall, but 
perhaps less obvious is the effect of upstream land 
management on flooding downstream. Improving land 
management in the uplands, such as creating areas with 
little or no sheep grazing, can increase their capacity to 
act as a sponge and soak up rainwater. Re-establishing 
upland habitat such as sphagnum beds can double the 
water holding capacity of a landscape within four or five 
years. However, for this to be done on a large enough 
scale we need powerful messages and for people to 
make the connections between enjoying the landscape, 
flooding, land management, wildlife, reliability of drinking 
water and the Water Bill. 

We also need to make the ecological connection 
between habitats. For example the curlew is an iconic 
upland bird, and yet it over-winters on the coast.  

Chris went on to give an example of a Wildlife Trust 
managed realignment project in Essex. Within a year of 
not growing winter wheat and the flood defences being 
breached there was a commercial crop of samphire.  
Also the creek system had re-established providing 
habitat to literally millions of fish fry, including five 
commercially important species driving the argument 
offshore. Chris made a strong point about making 
uncomfortable alliances with offshore industry such 
as wind power, oil, gas and aggregates. For example 
working in partnership to build reef systems and use 
industrial techniques to re-establish damaged habitat. 
Fish quotas result in many boats spending time in 
harbour and the technology onboard these boats could 
be used to monitor marine life and ecosystems. The 
sea connects back onshore with a third of all fish in the 
North Sea spending time in the Thames. Infrastructure 
projects are an opportunity, not just a threat. For 
example, incorporating habitat creation in the design 
and engineering of the Thames Tunnel. Action against 
such projects can lead to a drive for alternative solutions. 
For example, development of sustainable drainage 
systems and re-establishment of wetland areas such as 
the River Quaggy. 

Chris finished off with the high speed rail project – we 
may not want or need it, but it could be used as a chance 
to improve and restore landscape, if the alliances and 
connections were made. We need to break down silos, 
make the connections, make the links and the resulting 
whole will be much greater than the sum of its parts.

Professor Chris Baines 
Environmental Adviser, Writer and Broadcaster

Curlew
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Overall policy panel

Two key sectors to engage with – agriculture & planning
Alastair Driver, National Conservation Manager, Environment Agency

1. Agriculture – topsoil in rivers - an avoidable problem:

•  2.2M tonnes of soil is lost from the land every year 
and 60% of this is washed into rivers

•   This costs £45M per annum in terms of loss of topsoil 
to the farmer, dredging of watercourses and water 
quality treatment and that’s not accounting for the 
long-term impact.

•   It is the farmers themselves who are paying much 
of the price – this amount of topsoil is worth 
approximately £40M – so they are literally washing 
their assets down the drain.

Incentive schemes alone are not enough – the sheer 
economics should be incentive enough for most farmers 
to improve their practices. 

The Environment Agency has started to treat serious 
soil runoff as point source pollution and is beginning to 
enforce remediation and improved practice as with any 
pollution incident. 

We need upland and floodplain wetland restoration, working 
hand in hand with education and enforcement to reduce 
topsoil in rivers and to enable rivers to naturally redistribute 
what remains in watercourses back on to the land.

2. Planning - river and wetland creation and restoration 
in urban areas to create attractive and user-friendly green-
spaces adds huge economic value to an area.

•  The houses within walking distance of the River 
Quaggy restoration in South London increased in 
value by 7% over those further away in the 3 years 
following the scheme.

•  The average cost of a 3 bed semi in this area today 
is £450K and there are over 700 properties within 
walking distance – equating to approximately £20M 
of added property value.

•  Multiply this up across all such projects and you 
don’t need to be a rocket scientist to see how such 
restoration adds value to private assets in urban areas

•  This is in addition to all the well-known, but more 
difficult to quantify, health and wellbeing-related 
economic benefits of such projects resulting from 
increased numbers of visitors, increased time spent in 
the parks, increased distances walked to get there.

Money talks and so we need to develop more and better 
evidence and awareness of wetland economics in this 
country to drive a step change in engagement from these 
key sectors.

Left to right:  Professor Chris Spray, Chair; Chris Uttley, National 
Resources Wales; Alastair Driver, Environment Agency; Lisa 
Webb, RSPB Scotland, Professor Chris Baines 

In dealing with these sectors we need to major on the economic benefits of 
sustainable farming and development.
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Wetlands remain under threat from a range of sources 
including: 

•  Nutrient pollution, especially fertiliser run-off from 
agricultural land. The Scottish Environment 
Protection Agency (SEPA) is currently working in 
a number of catchments to address low levels of 
compliance with the diffuse pollution regulations. 

•  Drainage of agricultural land - we do not believe 
the regulations offer sufficient protection. The 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) (Agriculture) 
Regulations require that new drainage works on 
uncultivated or semi-natural areas are screened for 
the need for EIA. In Scotland, there have been only 
30 screening decisions since 2002 while there have 
been 248 screenings in Wales since 2002 and 394 
in England since 2006. We are concerned that these 
regulations are not being adhered to or enforced. 
Drainage continues to damage wetlands, particularly 
those that fall outside of the protected areas network.

Early in 2013, SEPA reduced the level of authorisation 
required for dredging agricultural ditches. The RSPB 
raised concerns about the impacts of this on freshwater 
species and habitats. SEPA subsequently stated that 
dredging must not be done if it will lower the water table 
in surrounding wetlands. However, it will be vital that this is 
adhered to in practice. 

•  Abandonment of wetlands can also be a problem 
where wetlands have been fenced under agri-
environment agreements and subsequently 
deteriorate from lack of management.

Funding for wetland creation and restoration is a limiting 
factor and there is over-reliance on the limited Scottish Rural 
Development Plan and agri-environment budget. Alternative 
mechanisms must be identified for wetland conservation. 

The implementation of the Flood Risk Management 
(Scotland) Act 2009 brings opportunities for wetland 
conservation as natural flood management techniques 
form part of the Act’s sustainable approach. In addition, 
Scottish Water’s work on sustainable land management in 
drinking water catchments could be developed further to 
be positive for wetland conservation.

It was disheartening that peatlands were not considered 
as wetlands and excluded from the definition of water 
resources in the Water Resources (Scotland) Act 2013. 
Nicola Sturgeon MSP said, “Peatlands are, as their name 
suggests, a form of land, whereas the bill is about water 
resources in the conventional sense”. This highlights a 
need to educate decision-makers and politicians about 
wetlands, in terms of both their ecology and their value. 
However, there has been some positive action with 
Scottish Government providing funding for peatland 
restoration e.g. through the Green Stimulus Package.

The policy landscape is proving challenging for 
achieving progress on conservation issues as next year’s 
independence referendum dominates, and the Scottish 
Government pursues its economic growth agenda. 

Scotland: wetland policy challenges and opportunities
Lisa Webb, Water Policy Officer, RSPB Scotland

Highlands of Scotland
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Wetlands in Wales: key challenges for Natural Resources Wales
Chris Uttley, Water management advisor, Natural Resources, Wales

•  Natural Resources Wales brings together the 
Countryside Council for Wales, Environment Agency 
Wales, Forestry Commission Wales, as well as some 
functions of Welsh Government (e.g. marine licensing)

•  Tailored to meet the unique needs of Wales

•  Wales faces many challenges – for people, 
communities, economy, environment & wildlife.

•  Meeting these challenges needs new ways of 
thinking and new ways of doing things:

•  Includes securing energy supply, provision of jobs, 
tackling the threats of climate change and flooding, 
improving people’s health and wellbeing 

•  And how we maintain, improve and use our natural 
resources

•  We have an opportunity to radically change the 
approach to natural resource management in Wales 
– taking a more ecosystems approach. By unlocking 
the potential that lies within its resources, by 
managing them and using them in a more joined up 
and integrated way, wider benefits can be delivered, 
and can help to meet the challenges we face.

Wales and wetlands
•  Wetland habitats cover in excess of 10% of Wales, 

with blanket bog and wet grasslands being the main 
land cover types. There are also extensive heavily 
modified areas, including conifers on deep peat and 
deep drained floodplains. 

•  The dual challenge is to manage what we already 
have but to seek opportunities for restoration and 
expansion and to improve connectivity and ecosystem 
resilience within an ecosystem services agenda.

•  We have a lot of information on the services wetlands 
can provide, although quantifying these relative to 
other possible land management options within a 
geographical area is a formidable challenge and a 
need for better tools. 

•  Major problems in Wales remain dereliction 
(agricultural abandonment) and diffuse nutrient 
enrichment. Existing mechanisms are not ideal for 
tackling either but there have been major recent 
successes with funding delivered through frameworks 
such as the Welsh Government Resilient Ecosystems 
Fund via the Wales Wetlands Ecosystem Group 
and the Water Framework Directive.

Our long term outcomes
• Enhancing our environment

• Protecting people

• Supporting enterprise and jobs

• Improving the nation’s health
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Wetlands and agriculture panel

 
Left to right:  Alastair Driver, Environment Agency and Chair; 
Richard Murray Wells, Farmer; James Grischeff, Senior Advisor, 
Natural England; Professor Joe Morris

Concern about loss of wetlands habitats in the UK, of soil 
carbon with potential to cause climate change, and loss 
of other benefits associated with wetlands, have lead to 
increased calls for wetland protection and restoration. 
Taking land out of agricultural production, especially in 
order to restore lowland peatlands previously ‘reclaimed’ 
for intensive agriculture, could, however, affect national 
food security. This has been of particular concern since 
the food price spikes of 2007/8, the continued prospects 
of increased global demand for food, and the increased 
uncertainty of food supply due to climate change. In this 
context, we at Cranfield University have undertaken two 
studies to explore the implications of lowland peatland 
restoration for carbon emissions and food security. 

The first study, for Natural England (Morris et al, 2010), 
explored restoration options contained in the aspirational 
Wetland Vision for England (Natural England, 2010). 
(There are about 325,000 ha of lowland peatlands in 
England only, about 240,000 ha of which are farmed).  
The areas for study included selected parts of the 
Somerset Levels, The Lythe Valley (Cumbria), The 
Humberhead Levels and the East Anglian Fens, 
totalling about 66,500ha. Restoration (no agriculture) 
and Conservation (extensive wet grassland) options 
were compared against a ‘counterfactual’ of continued 
agricultural use, whether mainly grassland in the case of 
Somerset and Lythe (dairy and fat stock) and intensive 
arable (potatoes/vegetables/salads) for the Humberhead 
Levels and the Fens. Generally, as evidence clearly 
confirms, continued agriculture results in continuing 
peatland degradation, with highest rates of degradation for 
arable production. Estimates of carbon loss by land use 
were valued at DECC carbon prices and medium term 
agricultural prices for the year 2010, assuming steady 
state land use options at ‘full development’. 

It was found that the comparative advantage and current 
high profitability of intensive agriculture on peatlands 
are lost over time as peat soils degrade. In many cases, 
depending on underlying soils, arable land use would 
switch to extensive (cereals and oil seeds) arable farming. 
Notwithstanding the uncertainties in the estimates, it 
appears there could be substantial economic gain from 
wetland restoration once the reduced future value of 
agricultural productivity, the costs of carbon emissions 
and the potential for other ecosystem benefits are taken 
into account. 

A second study undertaken for the Adaptation Sub-
Committee on Climate Change (Graves and Morris, 2013) 
explored the Fenland case in more detail. A peatland 
‘decay’ function was developed for different long term 
climate change scenarios through to 2080. Allowances 
were made for real changes in carbon prices and 
agricultural commodity prices. A similar broad message 
to that referred to above was obtained. Analysis of the 
present value of future benefits and costs of land use 
options on the Fens showed a potential net economic 
benefit for restoration and conservation options compared 
with continued intensive farming that results in carbon 
loss and peatland wastage. 

Both of these studies explored the implications for 
contemporary views of food security, defined as an ability to 
supply nutritious food reliably at affordable prices, whether 
from domestic farmers or trading partners. It is noted that 
national food security is influenced by ‘supply’ side factors 
such as the availability and productivity of agricultural 
land in the UK and international markets and trading 
conditions. It is also affected by ‘demand’ side factors such 

Peat and food security
Professor Joe Morris, Emeritus Professor, Cranfield University 
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as UK population growth, consumer diets and habits, and 
waste. (Food security is distinct from the traditional view of 
maximising self sufficiency in food supply). 

Putting peatland restoration in a UK perspective, there 
are currently about 12.1 million ha of crop and grassland 
in the UK with a value-added of about £18bn, about 1% 
GDP. The table below shows the percentage of land take 
and the share of the value of total agricultural production 
and of high value (non-cereal) crops that would be ‘lost’ 
at the UK scale if specified areas of peatlands were taken 
out of farming. It is likely that some high value cropping 
would relocate elsewhere in the UK if displaced from 
deep peatlands. 

The impact on agricultural production of per ha of land 
taken for peatland restoration is greatest in the Anglian 
Fens where outputs and value is proportionately greater 
per ha. 

Conclusions 
•  Taking land out of agricultural production on 

remaining deep peatland areas could result in 
overall long term economic benefit because  
(i) the benefits of continuing agricultural production 
decline over time as peats degrade, (ii) losses of 
soil carbon result in high economic costs, (iii) high 
value cropping would probably relocate elsewhere 
(thereby offsetting agricultural losses), (iv) restored 
peatlands can provide other ecosystem benefits, 
especially in peri-urban areas. 

Restoration  
areas (Ha)

% of UK crop and  
grassland area

% of value of UK  
agricultural output 

% of UK high value crops 
(roots, vegetables, salads)

Wetland Vision (WV) 240,000 2.0 3 5-8

WV Target areas (4) 66,500 0.5 1 3

Anglian Fens* 20,400 0.4 0.6 1.5

*existing deep peat assumed taken out of production. Not to be 
confused with 133,000ha of existing degraded peats, or 500,000 
ha all Fenland soils (based on Morris et al, 2010).

•  It is unlikely that national food security would be 
seriously affected by the scale of land taken from 
agriculture for the restoration of remaining deep 
peatlands.

•  Restoration could help to protect strategic agricultural 
assets from current high rates of degradation, making 
them available for future use if needs arise.

•  Restoration options require collaborative actions 
amongst many stakeholders, not least farmers and 
land owners that are dependent up on them for 
incomes and livelihoods. 

References:
Morris J., Graves, A., Angus, A., Hess, T., Lawson,  
C., Camino, M., Truckell, I. and Holman, I. (2010). 
Restoration of Lowland Peatland in England and Impacts 
on Food Production and Security. Report to Natural 
England. Cranfield University, Bedford.

Graves, A. and Morris, J. (2013) Restoration of Fenland 
Peatland under Climate Change, Report to Adaptation 
Sub-Committee on Climate Change, Cranfield University, 
Bedford. Available on www.theccc.org.uk/publications/

Natural England (2010) The Wetland Vision is a 
partnership project aiming to secure a 50-year vision 
for England’s freshwater wetlands by showing where 
wetlands might be conserved, restored or created. 

http://www.theccc.org.uk/publications
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Catchment Sensitive Farming
James Grischeff, Senior Advisor, Natural England

is being used or handled on the holding. However, 
agriculture is an inherently leaky system so even the 
most efficient application the use of potentially polluting 
products are likely to result in some movement away 
from the target crop or issue. Consequently, the likely 
pathway for the movement of the pollutant with water 
flow from the source to the receiving water body should 
be broken or slowed to allow the pollutant to drop out. 
Finally, the water body or receptor can be protected or 
buffered so that any remaining pollutant can be stopped 
before it causes a problem.

Wetlands and other water holding features across 
the farm have the potential to break this pathway 
and sometimes effectively treat the pollutant before it 
becomes a problem. However, the placement of these 
features within the landscape is important to ensure they 
are most effectively and efficiently placed in consideration 
of all water flows accumulating from the potential sources 
of pollution in a size and formation that is best able to 
treat them. A well constructed wetland in a corner of a 
field that does not treat drainage waters may be next to 
useless in breaking the connectivity between source fields 
and the sensitive water body.

A farming perspective 
Richard Murray Wells, Farmer

•  Propose using agricultural land to store flood water  
at peak times. Suggest farmers / landowners would 
be agreeable at a commercial rate. As a result  
areas given over to flooding could farm more water 
resilient crops or animals and be more secure in 
planting valuable and more water phobic crops on 
other fields.

•  Consider making the storage of flood water, in 
defined areas, an agri-environment option. Possibly 
only applicable as a ‘community scheme’ in 
association with others farmers. 

•  Consider this approach against the cost of improving 
or extending town flood defences.

In follow up questions we discussed, amongst other 
things, whether insurance companies might be prepared 
to financially contribute to this.

In 2006 Catchment Sensitive Farming (CSF) launched to 
help farmers tackle Diffuse Water Pollution from Agriculture 
(DWPA) in 40 (now over 74) priority catchments across 
England using training and incentives on a voluntary basis. 
Priority catchments have been chosen in order to help 
meet the requirements of the Water Framework Directive 
and freshwater Sites of Special Scientific Interest, where 
the best available evidence suggest that farming makes a 
significant contribution to the pollution problem. The CSF 
project has been a significant success story with well over 
12,000 holdings (1.9 Million hectares) positively engaging 
with the project.  This has resulted in tens of thousands 
of pollution reduction measures with real environmental 
outcomes and reductions in pollution predicted to be 
between 5 and 10% (up to 36%) across Target Areas.

In order to reduce pollution from farms we need to ensure 
priority is given to measures that reduce the specific 
pollutant causing problems in the local water body (a 
list of well researched measures is available within the 
DWPA User Guide and the Voluntary Initiative). 

Pollution needs to be tackled at the source of the 
problem, considering how and how much of the pollutant 

River Severn in flood, Slimbridge photo: James Lees
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What is the value of wetlands?
Dr. Peter Glaves, Director of Enterprise & External Engagement Enterprise Fellow, Northumbria University

The economics of ecosystems and biodiversity (TEEB)  
for water and wetlands

Daniela Russi, Policy Analyst, Institute for European Environmental Policy

Humans rely on ecosystems such as wetlands for a wide 
range of valuable and essential benefits, services and 
goods. These include the fundamental resources we 
need to live, i.e. clean air, water, food and safety as well 
as those things which improve the quality of our lives 
e.g. picturesque landscapes, birds in our gardens. Yet 
many people only recognise a limited range of values in 
wetlands for example Owen Paterson, Secretary of State 
for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in 2012 stated 
that the purpose of waterways is to get rid of water. 

Wetlands play a fundamental role in the water, carbon and 
nutrient cycles, and provide multiple ecosystem services 
to a broad range of beneficiaries including, among others, 
the agricultural, energy, industry and tourism sectors, 
local communities and cities. Moreover, wetlands provide 
natural infrastructure that can help meet a range of policy 
objectives. Beyond water availability and quality, they are 
invaluable in contributing to climate change mitigation and 
adaption, supporting health as well as livelihoods, local 
development and poverty eradication.

Despite their importance, wetlands have been, and 
continue to be, lost or degraded. This leads to biodiversity 
loss - as wetlands are some of the most biodiverse 
areas in the world - and a loss of ecosystem services. 
Wetland loss can also lead to significant losses of human 

Ecosystem services have been adopted by governments 
and environmental organisations as an objective approach 
but this has yet to be translated into practice. The idea 
that we should value, price and pay for the benefits and 
services which ecosystems provide is controversial and 
there are many barriers to overcome. But as Kaiser (2000) 
states that the ‘ethical argument for saving biodiversity 
and the environment are not winning the war … because 
of the lack of awareness of the economic value of 
undeveloped environments’. 

Based on a series of 20+ demonstration pilots and 
feasibility studies the presentation set out a range of ways 
in which an ecosystem services approach can input and 
add value to existing wetland management. Ecosystem 
services offer a more holistic and sustainable approach 
and may be of particular use in engagement, reviewing 
options, sustainability appraisals and planning etc. 

wellbeing, and have negative economic impacts on 
communities, countries and businesses, for example 
through exacerbating water security problems.

The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) 
for Water and Wetlands report presents insights on 
the crucial role wetlands play in human wellbeing, with 
examples across different kinds of ecosystem services 
and in many locations around the world. It also shows 
how wise management can offer solutions to challenges 
such as water and food security and protection against 
extreme events like floods and droughts. Policy options 
and instruments are showcased to demonstrate how 
ecosystem services of wetlands can be better integrated 
into decisions for social and economic development.

Dr Peter Glaves presenting at the conference
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Waterlogged wealth: realising the multiple benefits of healthy 
wetlands

Professor Edward Maltby, Professor Emeritus in Wetland Science, Water and Ecosystem Management, University of Liverpool.

The benefits appreciated by early human cultures and 
traditional users of wetlands, historically have been 
ignored or dismissed as less valuable by more powerful 
sectoral interest groups. This resulted in the significant loss 
and degradation of the UK’s wetland resource, accelerated 
by government policies and generally condoned by 
insufficiently informed public opinion. Notwithstanding 
any effects of climate change our present landscape is a 
desiccated version of its more ‘natural’ condition and the 
overarching impact of human activities has been to speed 
the flow of water from the land to the sea.

The last 30 years or so have witnessed some remarkable 
changes in attitudes towards wetlands prioritising them 
on the conservation, scientific and even the political 
agenda. Key features of this change has been increased 
awareness of the socio-economic significance of wetland 
functioning and the delivery of what are now called 
‘ecosystem services’; the opportunities for wetlands to 
provide improvements in the welfare and livelihoods of 
local people; and progressive recognition of the potential 
or actual role of wetlands in achieving sustainable 
development. It is only when they have been lost that their 
full value is often appreciated.

The wider value of the multifunctional wetland landscape 
has been captured at a national scale by the UK National 
Ecosystem Assessment. A range of examples is given 
of the provisioning, regulating, cultural and supporting 
services that have been assessed by this government – 
funded initiative. The Functional Assessment Procedures 
tool provides one way of rapidly evaluating wetlands and 
assisting decision-making.

Government is realising the value of natural capital and 
ecosystem services of wetlands to the wider economy. 
The Tamar 2000 and the more recent ‘Upstream Thinking’ 
projects in South West England are examples of good 
practice in realising value from wetland restoration and 

management. The challenge now to wetland science 
is to adapt to the needs of civil society. There are also 
challenges to the sectoral users of land and water with 
new opportunities for agriculture and water companies 
inter alia to make innovative contributions to more 
effectively appreciate value from wetlands. To achieve 
this goal a more holistic and integrated approach to 
environment, economics and human well-being is 
advocated and which challenges the traditional  
sectoral organisation of government, institutions  
and budgets.

Coastal farmland, North Uist, Outer Hebrides
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Sustainable drainage systems (SuDS) for people and wildlife:
from principles to practice

Andy Graham, Head of Wetlands for People, Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust

The presentation begins with a look at the reasons we 
urgently need to change the way we drain; from an 
increase in extent of impermeable surfaces through the 
continuing process of urbanisation leading to increased 
urban flooding, pollution of urban streams and rivers, 
destruction/degradation of wetlands and loss of amenity all 
driven by an increasing population, climate change and an 
ageing sewerage system less able to cope with frequency 
and extremity of changing rainfall patterns/events.

It continues by summarising what SuDS are able to do 
and how they mimic the eco-hydrological processes within 
naturally-functioning catchments (through managing 
volume and protecting and enhancing water quality) and 
briefly outlines some key natural values of wetlands over 
and above flood attenuation for both wildlife and people 
(e.g. well-being, climate regulation, pollination).

There are a number of legal and policy instruments that 
support the widespread application of SuDS designed 
with wildlife and people in mind within the UK (e.g. 
green infrastructure strategies, sustainable communities’ 
strategies).

Key principles are detailed including the idea that water 
is actually a precious resource and asset not a waste 
material as it has been traditionally viewed. Designing and 
creating SuDS that manage rainwater on the surface not 
only provides opportunities for habitat creation but is a real 
opportunity to engage with local people and to support 
them in participating in the process. Moreover, the best 
SuDS are the product of a multi-disciplinary approach that 
includes ecologists, planners, landscape architects as well 
as drainage experts.

After signposting to WWT/RSPB’s recently produced 
guidance on SuDS for people and wildlife, the 
presentation focuses on some examples of SuDS created 
in WWT’s very successful “SuDS for Schools” project in 
London. More details are available from WWT’s website 
www.wwt.org.uk or from Andy Graham (andy.graham@
wwt.org.uk) 

Finally, key challenges and conclusions are identified 
not least of which are the need to develop a UK-wide 
retro-fitting strategy and the role that inertia and ignorance 
will play in reducing design quality and slowing the wider 
application of SuDS. It also concludes that SuDS represent 
an integrated solution to the pressing problems we face 
regarding surface water management and an ideal 
opportunity to create wetlands in urban areas that local 
people can help design and manage.
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Healthy wetlands for land management
Jason Beedell, Head of Research, Smiths Gore

How best to engage land managers and 
farmers in wetland projects?
The presentation largely focussed on the role land 
managers can play in reducing flood risk, but the 
principles will apply to other wetland objectives too.

Not all land managers are the same and they have 
different objectives. Generally, their main reason for 
managing land is to make money and they are not social 
entrepreneurs. It is important to think about what they, 
as well as you - the service buyer - want from a wetland 
agreement.

Service buyers have to justify the expenditure of time, 
effort and money and so need to ask:

•  Will the approach achieve its objective? – as well as 
how attractive the policy instrument will be for land 
managers

•  Will the approach give best value for money or overall 
net benefit? – especially compared with perhaps 
more certain options such as engineered defences

•  How fairly spread the benefits of the approach are to 
service buyers and sellers? – unbiased by knowledge, 
skills and status

•  How easy the approach is to administer? – some, 
like land purchase, can be complex to set up but 
easier to administer afterwards; others, like payment 
schemes or more novel approaches, need more time 
input but the benefits might be greater. Approaches 
seeking to deliver multiple objectives and involve 
multiple stakeholders are more challenging.

•  Does the approach fit with other relevant policies 
on the balance of private / public land ownership, 
national vs. local agendas and balance economic 
and environmental objectives

•  It needs to be robust but flexible, and allow changes 
to react to new policy requirements

For the land managers, the requirements seem more 
straightforward – but they will need convincing to enter 
into an agreement and that is not straightforward. They will 
be cautious and want to be certain of:

•  That they will be better off as a result of taking up 
a payment or incentive – and this includes their 
assessment of finances, risk, reputation, effect on 
land values

•  The approach has to be easy to understand and 
implement – otherwise it’s easier to say no

•  It has got to generally fit with their values and 
motivations. Two of the most significant are likely 
to be being compatible with commercial farming 
practices and that the purpose is valued by society 
as a whole. For example, land managers are likely 
to strongly prefer approaches that retain their land 
ownership

•  They will often want to see and possibly trial an 
approach – to make sure theory works in practice

So designing an approach to deliver wetland objectives 
with land managers is not simple. And different 
approaches will be relevant and effective in different 
situations.

It is clear that land managers expect certain things from 
a deal and that certain elements of policy design work 
better for them – such as retaining long-term control of 
the land and having reliable, objective data on the proven 
benefits of what is being proposed to them. Some of the 
these issues are deal breakers and if a service buyer can 
demonstrate that they have considered the deal from a 
land manager’s point of view, the land manager is likely to 
be more receptive.

Finally focus on some of the factors that land managers 
will think about. Smiths Gore has an understanding of 
some of them as we advise land managers and often 
negotiate on their behalf – although we also act for 
service buyers too.

Presentation slide
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The contribution that good spatial planning policy  
and practice can make to the delivery and enhancement 
of healthy wetlands is highlighted. It challenges the 
popular stereotype of planning as a negative and 
bureaucratic process in favour of a more positive,  
proactive and co-ordinating role within which all relevant 
interests are brought together to optimise benefits  
for society. 

In realising this new agenda there is an urgency to 
address the current divide between the built (spatial 
planning) and natural environment (resource planning) 
sectors. Each is built on different foundations with 
different paradigms, histories, institutions, policies and 
tools. This disconnect fuels disintegrated policy and 
decisions and lack of mutual understanding which is 
most pronounced in the rural-urban fringe. In order for 
natural environment thinking to be better embedded 
within the planning system there are key hooks that need 
to be explored. The National Planning Policy Framework 
(2012: paragraph 109), Duty to Cooperate (Localism Act 
2011) and Green Infrastructure, provide essential starting 
points for engagement with the planning profession over 
the use and application of the Ecosystem Approach in 
general and its attendant ecosystem services framework 
in particular. 

Using catchment management thinking in a range of 
wetland examples such as through re-wetting uplands, 
embedding SuDS within green space in planning 
developments and installing green living roofs, other 
societal benefits can be demonstrated relevant to 
contemporary planning and growth agendas in terms 
of carbon reduction, costly flood defences or upstream 
water pumping schemes. The use of ecosystem services 
reframes the environment as a benefit rather than simply 
as a constraint to development. It is important to take 
account of such values and benefits that nature provides 
as fully as possible and embed them in the various 
tools that are emerging. In particular Impact Assessment 
processes offer an important conduit for ecosystem 
services but there is also significant opportunity in the 
development of the community infrastructure levy and 
biodiversity offsetting that need to be secured. It is 
important when undertaking such endeavours not to 
forget the intrinsic value and irreplaceability of nature 
which can become crucial when trade-offs are being 
considered in difficult planning decisions. 

There is a need for planners and environmentalists to 
have a better mutual understanding of each other’s 
theoretical and policy bibles and to co-produce a shared 
vocabulary based around securing multiple benefits

The benefits of healthy wetlands from a local planning perspective 

Professor Alister Scott, Professor of Environment and Spatial Planning, Birmingham School of the Built Environment

Professor Alister Scott presenting at the conference
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Ripon City Quarry: a corporate ecosystem valuation 
Delia Shannon, Biodiversity Manager at Aggregate Industries

Ecosystem change creates business risks and 
opportunities; businesses impact but also rely and depend 
on ecosystems and ecosystem services. Aggregate 
Industries UK has a policy to restore ecosystems as 
part of its quarrying operations. Ripon City Quarry prior 
to abstraction of aggregate was an agricultural area 
in a floodplain so wetland restoration was considered 
appropriate and the company proposed to create a mix of 
wetlands for wildlife habitat as well as an artificial lake for 
recreation. Ecosystem valuation was undertaken to assess 
the types and scale of economic benefits associated with 
wetland restoration. 

The study aimed to investigate the value of restoration 
to wet meadows vs. reedbeds and the distribution of 
benefits between stakeholders; to quantify and value 
significant change in biodiversity and ecosystem services 
following mineral extraction on the site; to be able to 
negotiate appropriate levels of restoration and aftercare/
management costs; and to value the contribution of the 
site to flood control.

The value of benefits that would be generated by the 
proposed restoration would be around £2 million and 
deliver net benefits to the local community of about  
£1.1 million. The value of carbon sequestration at this 
site was found to be relatively small, while the marginal 

benefits far exceeded the current benefits derived from 
agricultural production. 

The costs of ecosystem restoration and aftercare were 
found to be tiny compared to the financial returns from 
sand and gravel extraction and did not affect financial 
bottom line. As such, compensation for adverse 
environmental impacts is not only important for companies 
to maintain their license to operate, but can deliver 
improvements in ecosystem services at modest expense. 

Benefits to the company
Although this pilot study has not been repeated it has 
been valuable; enabling improved decision-making 
through having a better idea of the costs and benefits 
of company operations and to assess costs of legal 
liabilities relative to the benefits produced. With a greater 
knowledge of the economic costs and benefits the 
company is in a better position to negotiate a restoration 
package. Also by presenting the social benefits of 
restoration to planning agencies and local communities in 
future planning applications, access to minerals is more 
likely to receive approval. 

Placing monetary values on ecosystem services is not an 
end in itself, it is a means to an end – to better and more 
informed decisions.

An aggregates quarry
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Constructed wetlands: a water company perspective 
Dr Gabriela Dotro, Waste Water Research and Development, Severn Trent Water

The International Water Stewardship Standard 
Claire Bramley, Water Stewardship Manager, WWF

Gaby gave an overview of how a water company uses 
wetlands in its treatment process. Severn Trent Water first 
used a reed bed in its processing in 1997 and now has 
over 600 in 330 sites. Reed beds are used as part of 
the treatment process for a number of reasons including 
low to no energy demand, low CO2 emissions and lower 
cost than alternatives such as sand filters as well as reed 
beds effectively filtering out a high percentage of total 
suspended solids. 

Gaby highlighted a project which is being carried out 
in partnership with Cranfield University looking into 
constructed wetlands in the agricultural landscape and 

WWF’s work on water stewardship helps governments, 
companies, investors and others understand their water 
footprints and become better water stewards. Beyond 
water footprints and reducing the impact of individual water 
users, WWF urges companies to look outside their own 
operations. We are helping redefine the role of the private 
sector in advocating, supporting and promoting better basin 
governance, for the benefit of people and nature. 

The Alliance for Water Stewardship (AWS) is a 
collaboration amongst some of the world’s leading 
advocates for water stewardship who are committed to 
driving collective responses to shared water risk through 
a stakeholder-endorsed International Water Stewardship 
Standard. AWS regional initiatives are active in Australia, 
Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, and North 
America, with additional outreach to many other parts 
of the world. While the AWS Standard is international in 
scope, its application will be based around successful 

how, amongst other things, they can help decrease 
pesticide runoff from reaching water courses. 

Gaby is also involved in Wetpol 2015, the International 
Symposium on Wetland Pollutant Dynamics and Control, 
a platform to discuss the issues of human caused 
pollution in wetlands, and to the importance of wetlands 
in controlling that pollution.

local partnerships through which decision-making on 
watershed-level actions are developed by all those with 
a stake in water management. This combination of 
international and local partnerships aims to generate 
a positive cycle of learning and innovation through 
which lessons learned in one location or sector can be 
replicated, applied and further developed in other settings. 

The standard is still in the development stage and has 
yet to be tested in the UK context. However, it has the 
potential to provide a framework which supports wider 
engagement in water management and therefore wetland 
conservation.
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Working with wetlands: achieving catchment benefits for wetlands 
and land managers on Tweed 

Professor Chris Spray, University of Dundee and Tweed Forum

The presentation covered five main areas where direct 
experiences have given us insights in to the development 
and challenges of working with water and wetlands, 
particularly at a catchment scale. Chris began by placing 
this in context, highlighting what he saw as recent key 
changes including:

•  the need to take a catchment approach to river 
management that transcends individual state and 
regional laws & policies;

•  the need to base decisions on sound science

•  the need to understand catchments as sources – 
pathways – receptors, with water flows connecting up 
and down stream

•  the realisation of multiple benefits, increasingly 
around delivery of ecosystem services to multiple and 
different stakeholders

•  the need to involve people with different skills and 
knowledge - economists, biologists, planners, land 
managers, policy-makers, regulators, governments, 
farmers, foresters, anglers; 

•  the importance of local communities and the rise of 
stakeholder participation

From this, Chris went on to develop five themes arising 
from direct experiences of working in partnership 
with others on the Tweed which is one of UNESCO’s 
international HELP Basins: 

1.  The rise of the multi-catchment landscape approach 
to wetland conservation and use 

  Based on work by Chris & others where they reviewed 
all the river restoration projects carried out in Scotland 
over the past 20 years & the changing drivers for river 
restoration;

2.  Big issues, wicked problems and integrating 
systems

  The recognition that catchment management is not 
a ‘simple’ problem, but one with multi-faceted issues 
that must involve different and varied stakeholders, 
multiple issues, disciplines, scales, perceptions, time 
horizons, knowledge systems, etc – and need to 
come up with integrated solutions;

3.  Leadership and the role of the ‘trusted 
intermediary’

  Using Tweed Forum as an example, there is a clear 
need for a body to ‘operate’ in that space between 
government (and their agencies) and individual 
land managers (and communities). Tweed Forum, 
established some 20 years ago and operating as an 
NGO across the Scottish/English Borders, are a prime 
example of how such a Participatory Catchment 
Organisation can gain trust and thrive. It has been 
able to work and deliver across a multiple agenda, 
often in areas where other, statutory agencies would 
struggle to achieve impact;

4.  The emerging science evidence base  
  Some of the science evidence for improving 

catchment management is not easily accessible, 
or indeed there yet. On Tweed, partnerships have 
formed to help deliver elements of this - for example 
the Eddleston Water Restoration project where 
detailed investigations are ongoing on habitat 
restoration and natural flood risk management 
techniques;

5.  Ecosystem services and the new Scottish rural 
land use pilots 

  Taking this to a much larger scale, the Scottish 
Government is now funding a pilot for 2 years in the 
Scottish Borders to investigate the implementation of 
the Scottish Land Use Strategy using an Ecosystem 
Approach. Along with Scottish Borders Council, 
Tweed Forum and University of Dundee are leading 
this work.The River Tweed.  photo: David Ward / HLF
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The Great Fen project: the multiple benefits of wetland restoration 
Kate Carver, Great Fen project manager

The Great Fen is situated in Cambridgeshire where 
there is substantial population growth and development. 
Historically the East Anglian fens supported rich 
biodiversity and sustained people through fishing, wild 
fowling, eel catching, reed, sedge and willow cutting, 
and leisure such as regattas and ice skating. Drainage 
for agriculture has resulted in the loss of 99% of the 
East Anglian fens and a resulting loss of biodiversity. The 
process of land drainage opened up fenland to peat blow 
and oxidation and the depth of peat is reducing year 
on year. The Holme post was buried level with the peat 
surface at the time of drainage at Whittlesey Mere. The 
post is now 16 feet above ground level. In some areas 
peat is estimated to disappear within 50 years. In some 
areas peat can be stabilized by re-wetting.

Suitable habitat for wildlife is decreasing with limited 
connectivity and within an intensively cultivated arable 
land. Small remnants of natural, semi natural fen have 
survived, two being Holme Fen and Woodwalton Fen 
(now National Nature Reserves). The Great Fen project 
arose out of desire to protect those two fragile survivors, 
to buffer them and in time link them, creating a bigger, 
better, more joined up landscape; a living landscape for 
wildlife and people. 

The Great Fen project aims to transform an area of 3,700 
hectares of land by creating a nationally important wetland 
linking the two fens. It is a long term vision designed to 
take place over 50 to 100 years. There are now 985 ha in 
restoration (27%) and the total area managed for nature 
conservation covers 1459 ha with the project partnership 
owning 55.5% of project area. However, ownership may 
not necessarily bring control due to tenancies. 

The aims of the project are to:

•  Natural and Historic Environment 
To create a new resilient fenland landscape delivering 
sustainable wildlife and heritage benefits and 
improving biodiversity. 

•  Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation 
To plan, design and manage the Great Fen to 
benefit climate change adaptation and mitigation 
through providing valuable connecting habitat and 
preventing the release of thousands of tonnes of 
CO2. In addition the habitat restoration increases 
water storage capacity to help with flood attenuation 
protecting homes and businesses.

•  Social 
To create an accessible, inspiring and tranquil 
environment for recreation, education, health and 
wellbeing

•  Economic 
To contribute to diversification and development of 
the local economy, consistent with environmental and 
social objectives. The project provides opportunities 
include farming and tourism, training, apprenticeships 
and volunteering, jobs, contracts, goods and services.

www.greatfen.org.uk 
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Floodplain meadows project: the multiple benefits 
Professor David Gowing, Director of the Floodplain Meadow Partnership; Open University 

E-mail: d.j.gowing@open.ac.uk

Floodplain meadows are a precious shrinking resource. 
They were once widespread across all floodplains in 
England, but now cover less than 1500 ha in extent – in 
fact the remnants could all fit into Heathrow airport! When 
they were widespread, they delivered a wide array of 
ecosystem services and their restoration therefore offers 
multiple benefits. The Floodplain Meadows Partnership 
provides a central hub for information, advice and support 
to all those involved in the conservation or restoration of 
this threatened habitat.

Floodplains meadows are rich in diversity; plant 
communities can reach 40 species m-2 (the richest UK 
flora outside chalk grassland) and consequently supports 
a wide assemblage of invertebrates (particularly weevils) 
and ground nesting birds, such as skylark and redshank. 
However, within our grandparents’ memory, these 
same grasslands were vital parts of the rural economy, 
producing up to 5 tonnes/ha of good quality hay each 

year every year – a feat that could not be matched by 
any other part of the landscape, prior to the arrival of 
artificial fertiliser. The delivery of nutrients by floodwaters 
sustained the fertility of these meadows, whereas the soil 
of any other area would have quickly become exhausted. 
The surviving fragments of meadow continue to produce 
respectable yields providing they remain connected to 
the river.

 A third important ecosystem service they have always 
provided is the storage of floodwaters, often taking 
the peak off the flood curve and protecting areas 
downstream. They also trap large quantities of sediment 
on their surface, which would otherwise be deposited in 
channels downstream where it might create a problem 
and require dredging. 

The list of services continues with the sequestration of 
carbon in their deep alluvial soils. The deeper rooting 
plants are particularly effective at storing carbon in 
the long term. There are also cultural services such as 
education (a meadow is the ideal venue for learning 
plant identification), recreation in wide open spaces and 
aesthetics (the tapestry of colour in a June meadow can 
rarely be rivalled). The remaining sites are often well used 
by the local populace, adding to their well-being and 
appreciation of their environment.

The Floodplain Meadows Partnership was initiated 
in 2007 and consists of eight partner organisations to 
sustain the long-term monitoring of remaining sites, the 
stewarding of a large database (over 18,000 botanical 
samples) and the dissemination of information to 
practitioners. The Partnership organises workshops, 
training events and conferences and has created a 
community amongst the practitioners involved in the 
management of this habitat. It is perhaps a model for 
those involved in conserving other habitats to emulate.

Meadow at Slimbridge
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Implications of an ecosystem service agenda for wetland conservation 
Dr. Richard Bradbury, Head of Environmental Research, RSPB

An important implication of our desire to embrace the 
opportunities of an ecosystem services agenda is that we 
run the risk of neglecting other, non-utilitarian reasons for 
conservation. These arguments need to work together. 
We also need to better value cultural services from 
conservation – the direct benefits of our core conservation 
product. For instance, the physical, and especially the 
mental, health benefits of conservation are probably 
huge. Progress is being made on understanding the 
cultural benefits of access to nature, but how important 
is biodiverse nature for these benefits? After all, nature 
conservationists put much effort into encouraging 
or sustaining more biodiversity within environmental 
settings. This need to understand the service-biodiversity 

relationship is not restricted to cultural services, which 
is why it is a focus of the Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Service Sustainability programme.

Thinking beyond cultural services, there are clearly various 
examples of where we can capitalise on the links between 
wetland conservation and provision of, in particular, 
regulating services. But we need to be mindful of some 
pitfalls – ecosystem service arguments might not always 
serve our conservation objectives in the way we might 
hope, because of trade-offs in the delivery of different 
services to different beneficiaries. Indeed, the elucidation 
of these trade-offs is one of the key benefits of the 
ecosystem service approach. 

Even when biodiversity conservation does seem to 
facilitate better ecosystem service provision, we must 
be aware of some further issues if we want ecosystem 
services to make a practical contribution to conservation. 
What quality of evidence, and therefore what investment 
in monitoring, is required to influence the relevant 
decision-makers? What relative importance do we give to 
market vs. legislative mechanisms? Can we engage the 
right partners to turn ideas into practical reality? And, even 
when the evidence and economics seems to stack up 
in favour of an ecosystem service mechanism to reward 
conservation, it still comes down to a negotiation between 
important actors with understandable vested interests. 

Climate change and wetlands 
Dr. Mike Morecroft, Head of Profession, Climate Change, Natural England 

The latest report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change shows that the evidence for climate 
change is stronger than ever. The impacts on biodiversity 
in the UK are already becoming apparent (www.lwec.
org.uk/resources/report-cards/biodiversity), including 
northward shifts in species distributions, earlier timing 
of spring events and changes in communities and 
habitats. Adaptation to these changing circumstances 
is an important priority for conservation. Wetlands are 
particularly vulnerable because of the importance of 
the amount and timing of rainfall in determining their 
characteristics. 

The best available models of UK climate indicate that 
rainfall patterns are likely to change, together with 
increasing evapo-transpiration as a result of rising 
temperatures and the possibility of more extreme drought 
and flood events. Management of sites and catchments 
offers the potential to protect wetlands, for example 
through grip blocking, controlling water level, changing 

the abstraction regime and influencing land management 
in the catchment. In creating new wetlands it is also 
important to determine what sort of habitat is likely to be 
most sustainable in future. 

To help in this adaptation process, a new tool for 
assessing the sensitivity of wetlands to climate 
change has been developed by the Centre for Ecology 
and Hydrology for the Environment Agency and a 
partnership of other organisations. This methodology can 
be used at a number of levels of sophistication, but at 
the most basic level a simple, on-line assessment can 
be made on the basis of location, whether the wetland 
is fed by rain, river or ground water and the broad 
habitat type. Outputs are provided that are suitable for 
assessing impacts of climate change on hydrology, bird 
populations, vegetation and the historical environment. 
The results are expressed in ways that allow the 
uncertainty in climate models to be taken account of, 
expressing potential changes in terms of probability.

Dr Richard Bradbury talking about win-wins at the conference
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Introduction to the Blueprint for Water 
Carrie Hume, Chair of Blueprint for Water and Head of Conservation Policy, Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust 

Carrie started off by asking the audience a couple of 
questions around what they think is the Government’s 
grasp of wetland conservation and water management 
issues.  The general opinion was that things have gone 
backwards since the current Government came into power. 

Blueprint for Water is a coalition of environmental NGOs 
who work together to achieve ‘sustainable water’, based 
on their 10 steps to sustainable water. The Blueprint 
for Water aims to help Government and others put in 
place national policies that safeguard rivers and wetland 
habitats and encourage their restoration. This can be by 
encouraging policies that value water correctly, promoting 
innovative ideas that work with natural processes, 
encouraging clean water resources for people and wildlife 
and to encourage all stakeholders to play their part.

Blueprint for Water main areas of advocacy relate to:

•  Abstraction reform

•  A Water Bill that works for water and wetlands

•  Water company price review (PR14)

•  Water Framework Directive round two – closely tying 
in with the Catchment Based Approach

•  Implementation of SuDS 

•  No backslide for key regulation (e.g. allowing land 
owners to dredge main river without a license)

•  Potentially aquatic invasive non-native species

How successful have we been?
•  Very hard to tell! Try imagining us not being there…

•  Government don’t like ‘Es’ – The 2012 Blueprint 
for Water scorecard assessed the Government’s 
progress against the 2010 Blueprint for Water, 
which identified actions needed to achieve 
sustainable water by 2015, using report card style 
A – E ratings; an E was given for the targets around 
stopping pollutants contaminating our water. As a 
result of which Blueprint for Water was asked how 
Government could improve this score.

•  Seen as key supporters of otherwise ‘unpopular’ 
measures

•  Increasingly have more clout as core deliverers and 
trusted intermediaries (but this brings with it big risks) 

We are currently reviewing the Blueprint for Water for 
2015-2020…

We would like to hear your thoughts about how we 
could get the most out of the Blueprint for Water 
coalition and would welcome any comments emailed to 
wetlandfutures@wwt.org.uk.

  Q    Where are we missing a trick?

  Q    Are we too quiet, too compliant?

  Q    Who are we not working with who we ought?

  Q     Are we using our evidence base, membership 
base to create change?

  Q     How can we be more engaging, get in there 
earlier? 

Carrie Hume talking about the Blueprint for Water at the conference
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The field trip – Askham bog 

Background and management
Askham Bog is the remnant of valley mire that formed 
between 7,000 and 10,000 years ago between two ridges 
of glacial moraine just south west of the city of York. 
Base rich ground water draining from the moraines has 
led to the development of a rich fen community, which 
demonstrates all the stages in the succession to fen 
woodland. Other areas show characteristics of degraded 
raised bog through to acidic woodland.

Askham Bog is a unique meeting place for the wetland 
plants and animals from the south and east on the one 
hand, and the north and west on the other. Great fen 
sedge, characteristic of the East Anglian fens grows 
mingled with bog myrtle, a plant of the mires of the 
Atlantic coastline. Other specialities include royal ferns, 
water violet and an array of rare sedges such as the 
gingerbread sedge. 

The quality of insect life outshines even that of its plants. 
Some of the beetles and flies are found in very few 
other places. The nationally rare marsh carpet and the 
dentated pug moths feed on meadow rue and yellow 
loosestrife respectively. And red data book diving beetle 
Agabus undulatus thrives here. It is designated a Site 
of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) for its botanical and 
invertebrate importance.

Management of the reserve focuses on maintenance 
of the open fen areas through continued work to 
control scrub regeneration and encourage diversity 
through grazing and mowing. The second main strand 
of management focuses on open water. Many of the 
invertebrate and botanical species important at Askham 
Bog rely on the wetland habitat. A programme of ditch 
works ensures there are a variety of stages of open water 
habitats. As well as maintenance of the two ponds and 
scrapes created in Middle and Near Wood. Patches of 
woodland remain in Near and Middle Wood and these 
and the expanse of woodland in Far Wood are managed 
as a non-intervention area.

Management Issues  
and ecosystem services
Water quantity/flood storage
Askham Bog has historically been managed with its 
nature conservation interest in mind, in accordance with 
the SSSI citation. Over the last 15 years around one third 
of the wooded area of the reserve has been felled to 
increase the extent of the nationally important fen area. 
Does this management conflict with ecosystem services 
the bog could provide? Would a more wooded landscape 
help slow water movement through the Bog? Askham Bog 
sits in the bottom of its catchment area and spends much 
of a normal winter under several inches of water, providing 
an important flood storage role. Water flowing from the 
Bog eventually drains into the Ouse - well known for its 
flooding issues in central York.

Water quality
Holgate beck, which flows along the northern boundary 
of the reserve, has received effluent from local sewage 
treatment works in the past. Through the Asset 
Management Plan processes this has been reduced so 
that output from the sewage works only occurs at times 
of peak storm flow. However, influence is still seen on the 
reserve boundaries close to the beck, where nettles reflect 
the nitrification here. These water quality issues have 
caused Yorkshire Wildlife Trust to install bunds to prevent 
this water from entering the central dykes of the reserve. 
Are there other ways we could help reduce the nutrient 
load of this water? Constructed wetlands? Reedbeds 
filtration?

Recreation and spiritual value
Access around the central part of the reserve is very good 
with a boardwalk accessible to all. However, this is only 
a small part of the reserve and there is much more to 
explore. Are we providing enough opportunity for visitors 
to get recreational and spiritual benefits from visiting the 
reserve? What could we do to improve access without 
compromising the sensitive habitats and wildlife there?

Group 1

Conference delegates enjoying the field trip to Askham Bog
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Development threats
Askham Bog sits approximately 500m south of the 
edge of the built up area of York. With arable, pasture 
land and some valuable species rich hedgerows in the 
farmed land in between. Currently this area is being 
proposed for housing allocation in the York Local Plan. 
Development here could have negative impacts on 
the bog; sitting within the catchment for the bog it 
could affect water quantity, quality and flow of water 
reaching the bog. Other impacts may be predation 
and disturbance of native wildlife by domestic pets and 
disturbance to habitats and wildlife through increased 
public access. The development consortium are 

The group was taken to see woodland habitats on the 
basin mire, as well as the open areas being managed as 
raised mire. Interesting plants and habitats seen included 
royal fern, saw-sedge, marsh cinquefoil and bog myrtle, as 
well as encouraging signs of cottongrass re-establishment 
and Sphagnum fimbriatum, S. fallax and S. squarrosum 
noted.

•  Management practices were discussed and outlined 
by the volunteer site manager John. Much of the 
management has involved scrub cutting and treatment 
and cutting of bracken by hand followed by seasonal 
cattle grazing using Highlanders. Pitfalls of managing 
relatively small and isolated sites such as this with 
cattle and the farming and husbandry infrastructure 
needed to target the management at particular 
seasons and intensities were noted. Yorkshire Wildlife 
Trust had a few large projects in the pipeline to set up 
their own farms which would hopefully improve the 
flexibility rather than relying on local farmers. Much 
discussion centred on how to engage with and bring 
along the farming community in consideration of the 

proposing a design that includes possible SuDS and 
a wet barrier between the housing and the bog, plus 
green corridors running through the developed area, 
retaining some of the historic hedgerows and controlled 
access on to the reserve. More information is needed on 
the hydrology of the whole area and the bog. Where the 
groundwater is coming from and how it moves, how a 
development might affect water quality and quantity and 
how this might impact on the habitats of the bog.

Caroline Thorogood,  
Regional Manager – Vale of York

wider benefits of land management.

•  The development previously mentioned was also 
discussed in this group. Discussions centred 
around the impact of increased human and dog 
disturbance on sensitive habitats and how these 
could be managed; the potential for the development 
to provide a new wide buffer habitat to mitigate 
effects but also create new wetland or other (flower 
–rich grasslands) habitats: and the trade-offs or 
compensation mechanisms which could be used. 

•  The extent to which ecosystem services language 
could be part of the discussions in both planning 
casework and in developing future management 
aims for the site created some lively exchanges, and 
ranged from wide consideration of public benefits (as 
in ecosystem services) to the need to remember the 
prime focus of the site was nature conservation.

Jeff Lunn,  
Area Manager, Natural England

Group 2

Delegates discussing ecosystem services at Askham Bog
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Conclusions, challenges and the future 
Dr. Debbie Pain, Director of Conservation, Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust

•  We’ve been fighting a losing battle to conserve 
our wetlands and the many ecosystem services, 
or benefits, they deliver. Wetland conservation has 
depended more upon power struggles between 
sectoral interests than natural processes – and all 
sectors of society have lost out as a result of wetland 
loss and degradation. This needs to change if 
wetlands are to be managed in a sustainable way 
for people and wildlife in the future. We, collectively, 
need to do much better.

•  The talks during the conference have shown 
that to achieve this we need to better make and 
communicate the connections between the benefits 
and values of water and wetlands and people’s daily 
lives and businesses. We need to think innovatively 
about how to do this. 

This will involve thinking outside the box – but also 
possibly reshaping the box or rules that have shaped our 
engagement so far.

What might improve making and 
communicating these connections 
involve?
•  Making wetland values visible, both economic and 

non-monetary values.

•  Highlighting to different stakeholders not just the 
potential damage that certain actions can have on 
the benefits wetlands deliver, but also the business 
and livelihood risks associated with not taking them 
into account.

•  Demonstrating effective action on the ground at a 
range of scales – action and delivery. 

•  Taking wetlands to people, especially in urban areas, 
and illustrating their relevance to people’s lives.

•  Working in partnership – both within and across 
sectors.

•  Finding a way of engaging with politicians from all 
political parties.

•  Thinking and acting big – at a catchment and 
landscape scale - and again some good examples 
and ideas were presented at the conference.

•  It was mentioned during the conference that with 
large scale projects there are nearly always some 
stakeholders that are unhappy – you can’t make 
an omelette without breaking eggs. However we’ve 

heard good examples of how with the right amount 
of engagement and good communications you can 
sometimes stick the eggshells back together again.

   A good example is WWT’s London Wetland 
Centre (LWC) – involved the creation of new 
homes, a stunning nature reserve and visitor 
centre from Victorian concrete reservoirs in the 
centre of London. Together, Berkeley Homes, 
WWT and Thames Water managed a project 
that has benefitted wildlife and people – a 
win-win situation. There was local opposition 
to this initially, but by engaging with the local 
communities, listening to their concerns and 
keeping them involved, many are now volunteers 
and strong advocates of the LWC – and of 
course property prices have increased.

A participant mentioned that conferences like this 
can sometimes preach to the converted, but they can 
be about a lot more than that. They are really good 
opportunities for learning, taking stock and stimulating 
new ideas and partnerships.

Challenges and the future
We hope you agree with us that the conference was a big 
success and we were delighted to see the commitment 
from so many to conserve Britain’s wetlands. There were 
many interesting case-studies, discussions and questions, 
particularly around communication and working with other 
sectors and we hope that you took away with you new 
knowledge and new ideas. The conference highlighted 
the many ecosystem benefits that healthy wetlands 
provide and how important they are for many reasons 
both economically and socially as well as environmentally 
and it is this understanding which needs to be more 
widespread in order for better and more informed 
decisions to be made. We have developed a number 
of challenges to steer us progressively forward over the 
coming year towards a better valuing of the benefits of 
healthy wetlands.

(1)  To create a ‘safe space’ for ecologists, 
conservationists, planners, developers, farmers, 
etc., to work together using a ‘common language’ 
to identify progressive ways forward for wetland 
conservation. 

 What we will do:

  Dependent on funding and internal approval, we 
hope to organise a number of sponsored, targeted 
workshops to engage with other sectors in a more 
intimate space.
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 What we want you to do:

  Engage with the workshops, especially if you are 
involved either from the sector itself or in working 
with the sector.

(2)  To communicate case studies, new tools and good 
practice as examples of how we have helped make 
the connections between wetland values and 
people’s lives, communicating this in a way that 
audiences understand. 

  What we will do:

  Develop a network for Wetland Futures to 
communicate best practice and bring together case 
studies and tools to help us in wetland conservation

  What we want you to do:

  Join us! Work with us to make the Wetland Futures 
network a success, engage, let us know of new 
tools, case studies, ideas, news that could be 
disseminated, discuss, raise questions, debate, be 
involved.

(3)  In two years time we need to have improved our 
engagement and influence with politicians and 
decision makers so that they understand the 
importance and value of water and wetlands.

  At the conference Peter Glaves quoted the much 
quoted Owen Patterson as having said: “The purpose 
of waterways is to get rid of water”.

  Instead we would like to hear something along the 
lines of:

  “The purpose of wetlands and waterways is to act as 
critical vehicles in the delivery of wildlife, wealth and 
well being”. 

  This will involve not only asking politicians what they 
need – but will also involve presenting information in a 
way they will make them want to listen and respond.

  What we will do:

  Through the Wetland Futures network we will provide 
the information and examples that are useful for 
successful engagement with politicians, we will keep 
the network updated with opportunities and events 
where people can engage.

  What we want you to do:

  Use the information provided by Wetland Futures 
to inspire you to engage with local politicians and 
local authorities to understand how important local 
wetlands are; and for bigger organisations to use as 
evidence for influencing policy at a national level. 

Debbie Pain, Director of Conservation for the Wildfowl and 
Wetlands Trust brought the conference to a close very 
enigmatically saying “These are big challenges – but this 
conference has left me feeling energised and optimistic 
that, collectively, we can meet them.

I’ve learnt a great deal at this meeting and we’ve 
discussed in detail how we might better make the 
connections needed to conserve and manage our 
wetlands to benefit people and wildlife.

Now let’s all go out and do it.”

Please help us meet these challenges and keep involved 
with the discussion. Tell us what you would like from 
wetland futures, we can’t make it work without you.  
Follow us on twitter @WetlandFutures #WetlandFutures

Tweet from Carlos Abrahams summarising the Wetland Futures 
Conference
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Wetland at sunset photo: SXC
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