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Mational Character Area 46
The Fens
Key characteristics

Expansive, flat, open, low-lying wetland landscape
influenced by the Wash estuary, and offering
extensive vistas to level horizons and huge skies
throughout, provides a sense of rural remoteness and
tranquillity.

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

The predominant land use is arable — wheat, root
crops, bulbs, vegetables and market gardening made
possible by actively draining reclaimed land areas.
Associated horticultural glasshouses are a significant
feature. Beef cattle graze narrow enclosures along the
banks of rivers and dykes and on parts of the salt
marsh and sea banks.

Open fields, bounded by a network of drains and the
distinctive hierarchy of rivers (some embanked), have
a strong influence on the geometric/rectilinear
landscape pattern. The structures create local
enclosure and a slightly raised landform, which is
mirrored in the road network that largely follows the
edges of the system of large fields. The drains and
ditches are also an important ecological network
important for invertebrates, fish including spined loach,
and macrophytes.

Settlements and isolated farmsteads are mostly
located on the modestly elevated ‘geological islands’
and the low, sinuous roddon banks (infilled ancient
watercourses within fens). Elsewhere, villages tend to

be dispersed ribbon settlements along the main
arterial routes through the settled fens, and scattered
farms remain as relics of earlier agnicultural
settlements. Domestic architecture mostly dates from
after 1750 and comprises a mix of late Georgian-style
brick houses and 20th-century bungalows.




