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Cley: A Case Study 

The threat to coastal freshwater wetlands
The management response to coastal change
Our efforts to develop new and more secure 
wetland habitatswetland habitats





An Important Coastal Site

A complex mixture of freshwater and coastal 
habitats of international importance on the 
north Norfolk coast
An evolving and retreating coastline likely to be An evolving and retreating coastline likely to be 
exacerbated by climate change
A long history of flood risk and drainage 
management
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Looking for a Sustainable Future

Legislative driver
Habitats Directive Article 6(2); “appropriate steps” to 
avoid deterioration

Continued protection in situ?Continued protection in situ?
New embankment scheme
Issues of cost and sustainability



The Way Forward

The implications of doing nothing
The new approach to flood risk management

Significantly reduced shingle management
Improved drainageImproved drainage

The consequences for breeding bittern
Loss of an SPA breeding species
Compensatory reedbed habitat required
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Finding New Reedbed Habitat

40ha of new reedbed close to the north Norfolk 
coast?
Screening of potential sites

Limited opportunities locallyLimited opportunities locally
Some investigations but no sites taken forward

Site purchased near Hilgay, west Norfolk





Hilgay Wetland Creation Project

65ha site
The remit: create 40ha reedbed plus small area 
wet grassland (10ha)

Some challenges:
Low-lying but efficiently drained landscape
Arable, in set-aside, plus 2.5ha woodland
Site isolated from river by raised flood-bank







Hilgay Wetland Design & Creation

Three phases to project:
Start-up – information gathering, design, 
consultation/scoping, Environmental Report, 
consents, planning applicationconsents, planning application
Construction 2010-2012
Ongoing management





Site Design

Proximity of IDB drain along boundary - minimise seepage of 
water from site

Perimeter bund – holding up 250-300mm water above 
ground

Need for water storage lagoon

Water circulatory system - capture water

Falls under Reservoirs Act 

Divided into cells by internal bunds



Some Start-up Phase Issues

Investigate presence of archaeology
Determine seepage rates due to IDB drain
Design wetland to store water & minimise 
seepageseepage

Site topography & water control determine location of 
water storage lagoon & water circulation

Negotiation of planning fees
Planning consent



Construction phase commences early summer 
2010
First reed inoculation 2010
Reedbed development over 5-10 years

The Near Future

Reedbed development over 5-10 years
Seed wet grassland area 2010
Introduce appropriate fish community?



Wider Nature Conservation Benefits

Helps buffer effects of climate change on 
Norfolk coastal wetland habitats & species
A catalyst for further wetland creation
Contribution towards a Fens ecological network Contribution towards a Fens ecological network 
& linkage between sites



Lessons & Issues

Opportunities for replacement are limited
Need some degree of opportunism based on 
land available
Difficult to find opportunities close to existing Difficult to find opportunities close to existing 
wetlands
Arable land in demand & very expensive

Acquisition, set-up & construction phases 
can be a long process………


