
Working together to give nature a home:

Here on 
your doorstep a  
wetland wilderness 
is taking root...

Celebrating 20 years of the  
Hanson-RSPB Wetland Project;  
creating Ouse Fen nature reserve  
at Needingworth Quarry



The Hanson-RSPB Wetland Project  
began in 2001. Over the past 20 years, 
land has been quarried and a beautiful 
wetland has been created for wildlife 
and people here. 

It’s the biggest project of its kind in Europe and based just here 
at Needingworth Quarry! It’s home to some amazing wildlife 
and people can come and enjoy it too...

Explore the outdoors to be immersed in nature, to exercise, 
to spot wildlife, for a picnic or just for the sheer enjoyment 
of it. Accessible throughout daylight hours, the new entrance 
and car park provides a short access-for-all path to a viewpoint 
and picnic area, with onward routes to two new trails and 
connections to long-distance public rights of way. With many 
trails to choose from, everyone from walkers and wildlife 
enthusiasts to families and hikers can enjoy the nature reserve.

Come and visit us at 
Ouse Fen nature reserve
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Combating  
climate change by 
creating resilient  
new habitats

20 years into this project  
we’ve got a lot to celebrate  
at Ouse Fen nature reserve…

Tackling the nature emergency  
by creating a nature reserve that is  

418 football pitches  
 in size

19km of trails  
providing access to  
green space for mental  
and physical wellbeing

 Supporting thriving  
populations of rare wetland birds:  
  bitterns, marsh harriers  
   and bearded tits

 Around  
20,000 visitors  
  a year

Providing a home for  
otters, water voles, deer and  
22 different species of dragonfly

Archaeological digs  
by the Cambridge Archaeology  
Unit have unearthed thousands of artifacts including 
over 25,000 pieces of prehistoric pottery

A new visitor  
car park  
opened 
in 2021

“ It is a wonderful place to  
come to walk, unwind and  
enjoy nature’s regeneration.  
I have been visiting RSPB Ouse 
Fen for over 15 years, most of 
them working as a volunteer. 

  I have taken pride in seeing the 
reserve develop over the years 
knowing that I have played a small 
part in this. To know that wildlife makes 
this reserve their home is comforting  
and gives hope for the future.”

 Sue, RSPB volunteer and local resident

In 1997 there were only 11 booming male bitterns  
left in the UK, leaving them close to extinction. 

Now we have 12 here at Ouse Fen and over 200 across 
the country thanks to wetland creation projects like this.

When complete the nature 
reserve will have the biggest 
reedbed in the UK – that’s 
nearly 6% of the entire  
UK’s reedbed habitat!
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Join the Ouse Valley 
Way footpath here to 
reach the meadows  
at Berry Fen. 

Over 130,000 reeds 
have been planted 
in the first 20 years 
of the project. 

Reedbed creation is in progress 
here. Every year up to 500,000 
cubic metres of earth are moved 
to extract the sand and gravel 
and create the new wetland.

In summer, hundreds 
of black-headed gulls 
and common terns 
nest on the islands. 
Watch the action!

Needingworth quarry, 
the largest in eastern 
England, produces up 
to 1,000,000 tonnes 
of sand and gravel 
each year. 

Map © Crown copyright. All rights reserved.  
RSPB licence 100021787.
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There is a series of 
raised viewpoints on 
our trails for great 
views over the pools 
and reedbeds.
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Cycle parking

Public footpath

Bridleway

Permissive path

Crane’s Fen trail – 2.3km/1.4miles

Lockspit’s Mere trail – 1.4km/0.8miles

Off-lead dog walking area

Easy access trail

Quarry access road – no entry

Find your way about 

To get this map on your phone  
– open your phone camera  
and hover over this QR code.

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/reserves/ouse-fen-trail-guide-2018.pdf


How did we do it?

We achieved this  
by working together 

“ With backing from the local community, Hanson and the RSPB 
have worked in partnership – supported by local volunteers and 
Cambridgeshire County Council – to successfully create a nationally 
important wetland habitat.”

 Hilton Law, Hanson UK

“ The local volunteers have been absolutely amazing and crucial to 
the success of this project, we couldn’t have done it without them…  
I can’t imagine having to plant 130,000 reeds by hand all on my own!”

 Hannah Bernie, RSPB Warden at Ouse Fen

“ Ouse Fen is right up there as one of the places dear to me and we’ve 
seen its creation from the start. Birdwatching and helping nature is 
the second most important thing in my life after my family. It has given 
Gwen and me many happy memories and many life-long friendships.” 

 Bruce, RSPB volunteer and local resident

16 million tonnes  
of sand and gravel have  

been quarried, making way  
for wetland habitat

130,000  
reeds have been  

planted by hand, many  
by local volunteers

14,375 volunteer hours 
have contributed to  
habitat management

has been installed to carry  
the quarried sand and gravel

4km
of conveyor belt

3km2

has been restored  
to wildlife-rich wetland

An artist’s impression of what the nature reserve would look like before we started 
by Bruce Pearson
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There is more to come... 
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RSPB Ouse Fen on
project completion

Car park

Over the next 10 years the project will 
continue to grow and RSPB Ouse Fen 
nature reserve will be the size of 980 
football pitches when completed. 

We are ambitious to build on the success of this project 
by providing “bigger, better, more and joined up spaces for 
nature” as outlined in the 2010 official government report 
‘Making Space for Nature’.

In the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Minerals and Waste 
Plan, July 2021, land near to Over and Willingham is allocated 
as a potential extension to Needingworth Quarry, making use 
of existing routes and quarry infrastructure. We are supportive 
of this exciting potential opportunity to provide more high 
quality habitat that is accessible green space for local 
residents and visitors. 

Eventually RSPB Ouse Fen along with its neighbouring nature 
reserves; RSPB Fen Drayton Lakes and the Ouse Washes, will 
form a near continuous 3,000ha wetland habitat, that’s around 
half the size of Ely!

Makes space for nature  
as our landscapes 
come under pressure 
from development and 
agricultural intensification

Tackles historical  
habitat destruction

Helps wildlife adapt 
to climate change

Connects people 
with nature

This important landscape:

Key
RSPB nature reserves

Area planned to become RSPB Ouse 
Fen on project completion

Car park
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Contact us
rspb.org.uk/ousefen

ousefen@rspb.org.uk

RSPB Area Office 
The Grange 
20 Market Street 
Swavesey 
Cambridgeshire CB24 4QG 

Hanson UK is a leading supplier of heavy building materials to the construction 
industry. It implements best practice to enhance and improve the biological value 
of its quarrying sites, which all have biodiversity action plans in place. For more 
information, visit: hanson.co.uk 

Cambridgeshire County Council, as the mineral planning authority, has a role in 
regulating the operation and restoration of Needingworth Quarry. Habitat creation 
and public amenity including the creation of new public rights of way are key strands 
of the County Council’s aspirations for mineral sites post-extraction. This is clearly 
set out in the Minerals and Waste Local Plan and is demonstrated by this project.

 

“ This partnership project is a remarkable example of how 
bigger, better and bolder thinking can deliver habitat at a 
landscape scale, that not only benefits species such as bitterns 
and marsh harriers, but also delivers the physical and mental 
wellbeing aspects associated with access to green space.”

 Beccy Speight, RSPB Chief Executive

Images: cover, aerial view, conveyor belt all by Hanson. Dumpers by Andy Hay; family on bench, RSPB volunteer, RSPB and Hanson 
workers, couple at viewpoint, girl and flower, reserve, family walking, bittern, all by Ben Andrews (rspb-images.co.uk). Restored reedbed, 
digger, reed planting all by RSPB. Father and daughter by SolStock (istockphoto.com). Removing willow by Chris Hudson. Sunset by 
Chris Rider. The RSPB is a registered charity in England & Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654.  880-0106-21-22

The RSPB are always on the look out for 
volunteers to help with the day-to-day 
maintenance of nature reserves, wildlife surveys, 
the running of guided walks and more. If this 
sounds like you then we’d love to hear from you! 

Download a 
digital copy of 
this brochure

https://rspb.org.uk/reserves-and-events/reserves-a-z/ouse-fen/
mailto:ousefen%40rspb.org.uk?subject=Ouse%20Fen%20enquiry
https://www.hanson.co.uk/en
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/ouse-fen-information-brochure.pdf

