Blacktoft Sands

The Humberhead Levels
Creating an amazing place for
people and for wildlife

Lying at the heart of the Yorkshire and
Humber area, the Humberhead Levels
is a naturally wet landscape where four
of England’s major rivers meet the Humber
Estuary. Known for its rich industrial
heritage and international trading ports,
the Humber region is also one of the finest
areas for nature in the UK. The Humber’s
canals and tributaries run off an area which
equates to 20% of the total land area of
England, providing the largest single output
of fresh water in Britain and spectacular
homes for nature.
Made up of a mosaic of arable farmland,
rivers and wetlands, the Levels is home to
all kinds of wonderful wildlife, including
cranes, bitterns and marsh harriers, as well
as otters and water voles. But much of its
vital wetlands have been lost to agricultural
drainage schemes. This has left isolated
pockets of land that are too small and
disjointed for wildlife to thrive.
As part of the Humberhead Levels
Partnership (a group of conservation
organisations, local authorities, statutory
agencies and drainage boards), we are
working with farmers to restore ribbons
of wetlands, to connect the major wetlands
in the Derwent Ings, Aire Valley, Humber
Estuary and Thorne and Hatfield Moors.
This work will benefit people too. Not only
will local communities and businesses
have more opportunities, but through the
restoration of wetlands we can reduce
flood risk, help farmers and wildlife in hot
dry summers, and lock up carbon.

Our work so far

Over the years we’ve built up strong
relationships and carried out successful
projects throughout the region to the
benefit of all kinds of precious wildlife.
As a member of the Humberhead Levels
Partnership, we helped to successfully
bid for the area to be designated as one
of only 12 Nature Improvement Areas
(NIA) in England.
Alongside farmers and landowners, and
in partnership with the Ouse and Humber
Internal Drainage Board and the
Environment Agency, we’ve helped
to restore small reedbeds, ponds and fish
refuges along the River Foulness.
Through our Back to the Future project,
funded by WREN, we are also
rejuvenating wetlands at our Blacktoft
Sands reserve and beyond by employing
a variety of sustainable modern
conservation techniques. We have
introduced four Konik ponies to the
reserve whose grazing has helped create
homes for a variety of insects and
ground-nesting birds, including breeding
bitterns and skylarks. We have also
invested in a reed cutting and baling
machine that will enable us to harvest
reed as a crop, which we intend to use
to produce a low-carbon fuel.
We have engaged with Doncaster’s Local
plan and successfully worked to ensure
that damaging site allocations have been
removed, thereby protecting important
wildlife areas from development and
ensuring nature has a home here for
generations to come.

Habitat creation
for bitterns
Bitterns are thickset herons with
brown plumage covered with
distinctive dark streaks and bars.
They’re very secretive birds and
difficult to spot as they move silently
through reeds at the water’s edge,
looking for fish. In spring, the males
make a remarkable, far-carrying
“booming” mating call that can be
heard over a mile away. After years of
absence, bitterns have recently
returned to the Humber, but the
reedbeds they breed in are threatened
by rising sea levels due to climate
change. Through the restoration and
creation of reedbeds, reedy pools and
the enhancement of habitats along
local rivers, we’re hoping to see them
thrive throughout the Levels.
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“ My family and I have always been interested in nature conservation, and

are entered into a Higher Level Stewardship agreement. This has led to us
transforming a large area of low-quality arable land into an environment
suitable for breeding waders, including lapwings, curlews and snipe. We’ve
also installed more nest boxes and hedges, renovated ponds and created
scrapes to help other birds and wildlife on our farm. Conservation is now
considered a major enterprise for our business, and is treated accordingly.”
Catherine Thompson, Holme House Farm, East Yorkshire

What’s next?

We will continue to develop projects alongside the Humberhead
Levels Partnership and we’re looking for opportunities to
develop a low-carbon biomass business utilising reed from
Blacktoft Sands and other neighbouring reserves.
Around the Isle of Axholme and River Idle we will be continuing
to build on existing and develop new relationships with farmers
and landowners to make this nature-rich area even better for
birds and other wildlife. It is only by working together that we
can take the small steps that make a big difference.

The Humberhead Levels Futurescapes project
is kindly supported by:

How you can get involved

We want to hear your ideas about how we can work
together to make the Humberhead Levels even better
for people and wildlife.
Humber Conservation
Officer
Richard Barnard
T 01484 868425
E richard.barnard@rspb.org.uk

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

Futurescapes is
generously supported
by the EU Life+
Communications
Programme

Humber Sites Manager
Pete Short
T 01405 704665

The RSPB is a member
of BirdLife International,
a partnership of conservation
organisations working to give
nature a home around the world
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