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County Wildlife Site: Part of ‘Spa Common’ CWS 1173   
 
Overview � 

 
Current site condition & site management 
 
F1;B5;A2 – Swamp; Grassland and marsh/marshy grassland; Scrub scattered 

Until the winter of 2015/2017 the site has been unmanaged and as a result has become 
rank and species poor. The recent management work consists of scrub removal and a 
cut and collect across a portion of the fen meadow. Common reed and reed sweet-
grass dominate many areas and with both common nettle and creeping thistle being 
frequent. Other species include wild angelica, hedge mustard, water figwort, hedge 
bindweed, common hogweed and hemp nettle. Occasional stands of young Salix sp. 
scrub is also present. 

B6 – Grassland and marsh/poor semi-improved  

This is located on the top and sides of the embankments and is mown and the arisings 
not collected. Oxeye daisy ranges from rare to frequent on top of the embankments.  

G2.1 - Open water/running water/eutrophic (canalised channel of the River Ant) 

This is situated above the surrounding land and is contained by embankments. The 
channel was re-wetted in the summer of 2017. 

G2.1 – Open water/running water/eutrophic (boundary ditch) 

A shallow stream with a sluggish flow flows south. It does not support floating aquatic 
plants although marginal vegetation is occasionally present. Himalayan balsam is 
present along its bankside and especially along the neighbouring bank. 

Ideal site condition 
 
F1;B5;A2 – Swamp; Grassland and marsh/marshy grassland; Scrub scattered  

Through the establishment of an annual cutting regime, the fen meadow is diversified 
botanically by an annual cut and collect, green hay strewing and ideally turf stripping. 
The area could provide a valuable foraging and/or breeding habitat for marsh harrier 

The site forms part of the wider CWS known as Spar Common CWS and is managed 
by the North Walsham and Dilham Canal Trust (NWDCT). The land represents an area 
of former fen meadow which has suffered from lack of management for some years and 
has become scrubbed up, rank and species poor. This has resulted in the accumulation 
of a deep litter and humic layer which has contributed to the land becoming dryer and 
nutrient rich. Since the winter of 2016/2017 both scrub removal and the cutting of the 
sward has occurred with arisings raked off and the NWDCT wish to manage the area by 
cutting into the future in order to restore and diversity the site. 
 
The area of the entire site is 1.86ha and the area of the fen meadow is 1.33ha 
(excluding canal and  Embankments) 
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(known to roost and forage in the local area), frog, toad, grass snake, water vole, bats 
and a wide array of invertebrates.  
 
The aspiration of the NWDCT is that milk parsley will become established within the fen 
meadow. Swallowtail butterfly occasionally migrate up the River Ant corridor and are 
seen in the urban fringes of North Walsham and it is hoped that the fen meadow will 
contribute with other land to providing a refuge for the species.  
 
Note on turf stripping  
 
An option for reducing excessive nutrients most importantly bio-available phosphorus 
on the fen meadow is to remove the enriched surface layer in which nutrients have 
accumulated in plant and peat material by turf removal in order to remove the litter and 
humus layer and the top layers of peat. This can simultaneously make the surface 
wetter by lowering it relative to the groundwater and create conditions suitable for the 
development of a more diverse nutrient-poor vegetation. 
 
Turf stripping can also be useful in bringing the surface level of the peat closer to the 
current water table level, re-creating wetter conditions at the peat surface, along with 
removing any unwanted plant species from the seed bank. It may, however, also 
remove any remnant seed bank of fen species and it would be beneficial to combine 
turf stripping with the spreading of ‘green hay’ from a ‘target’ habitat type to encourage 
rapid re-establishment. 
 
Depending on the depth of the litter and humic layer, turf stripping to a depth of 
between 10 and 15cm is deemed appropriate for this site but this will need to be 
confirmed by a thorough ground survey as wide variations may occur across the site. 
Due to the significant work involved this could be prioritised in locations where the litter 
and humic layer are at their deepest. If extensive areas are to be stripped this should be 
carried out over 3 years in order to maintain extensive vegetation cover to provide a 
refuge for fauna and flora. 
 
Peat is defined as slowly decomposing plant matter which has been created in low-
oxygen environments such as fens and can be many 100's of years old and is 
always acidic. Humus is newly rotted vegetable matt er and tends to be mainly 
neutral to slightly alkaline pH.  

B6 – Grassland and marsh/poor semi-improved  

Understandably due to the steepness of the embankments it is has been found to be 
impractical to collect arising from its sides. Ideally though if the arisings on the top of the 
embankment are collected this would assist in creating a linear strip of neutral 
grassland. 

G2.1 - Open water/running water/eutrophic (canalised channel of the River Ant) 

A rich marginal vegetation community establishes over time and floating aquatic plants 
colonise the channel. 

G2.1 – Open water/running water/eutrophic (boundary ditch) 

The himalayan balsam is kept under control by pulling before it flowers and spread 
once again into the fen meadow. 

Conservation priorities in brief 
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·  Enhance the fen meadow through an annual cut and collect. 
·  Carry out turf stripping within the fen meadow. 
·   Spread green hay on newly turf stripped areas or where soil disturbance has 

occurred. 
·  Cut and collect arisings along the top of the embankment in order to restore 

these areas to species rich neutral grassland. 

 

 

Conservation 
priority & 
description   

Prescriptions  Time of year Who to 
deliver  
 

   Details  

Fen Meadow is 
rank and composed 
of competative tall 
herb vegetation. 
Increase diversity 
through an annual 
cut  
 

Remove cuttings from fen, 
transporting off site or piling up 
in higher drier areas on edge of 
site 
 
 
 
If turf removal is not carried out, 
undertake a conservation cut, 
removing cuttings from fen 
meadow  
 
 
Hand removal of thistles and 
himalayan balsam to prevent 
flowering 
 

Early August – early 
September 
 
 
 
 
 
Early – late April for 
the first 2 years 
 
 
 
Undertaken in June, 
July and August for 
the first  2 years 

Contractors/ 
volunteers 
 
 

 

 

Contractors/ 
volunteers 

Cutting produces a uniform 
sward so advisable to 
leave approx. 25% uncut 
each year, a different area 
each time to provide a 
refuge for fauna  
 
Will help to reduce the 
nutrient status of soil.  
leave approx. 25% uncut 
each year, a different area 
each time to provide a 
refuge for fauna 
 
For thistles top plants  to 
near ground level and for  
himalayan balsam ‘pull’ 
entire plant 

Neutral grassland 
of embankments is 
restored to species 
rich grassland by 
an annual cut and 
collect 
 

Annual cut removing arisings 
from entire embankments or if 
not practicable the top of the 
embankments.  

Late July – late 
August 

Contractors/ 
volunteers 

 

Turf removal on fen 
meadow 

Depending on the depth of the 
litter and humic layer turf 
stripping to a depth of between 
10 and 15cm is deemed suitable 
 
Could be carried out over 4 
years in order to maintain 
vegetation cover to provide a 
refuge for fauna and flora 

Avoid bird nesting 
season (March – 
August). Undertake 
on rotation to allow 
some undisturbed 
habitat to remain 

Contractors/ 
volunteers 

A 360 degree tracked 
excavator is most 
commonly used, with 
preference for relatively 
lightweight (12t) machines, 
ideally on wide tracks. A 
bulldozer may also be 
effective and would prove 
more time efficient. 
Excavated material 
should be removed off-site 
 

Green hay strewing  Spread on the same day as 
cutting. Either spread on newly 
turf stripped areas or on newly 
cut areas where soil disturbance 
has occurred  

End July – mid-
August 

Contractors/ 
volunteers 

Soil disturbance could be 
achieved by harrowing the 
area to create ideally 50% 
bare soil  
 

Sapling scrub Control scrub to prevent it 
invading the fen meadow 
 
 
 
 

October - February Volunteers/ 
contractor 

Cut to ground level. 
Remove brash and stack 
under trees  
Treat stumps with Timbrel 
or similar herbicide within 
an hour of cutting if 
contractor has licence. 
Leave if job carried out by 
volunteers 
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ANNOTATED MAP 
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Bee-line 

A "motorway for bees" is being planned along a South Norfolk river valley in a 
bid to reconnect vital habitats for threatened pollinators. 

Wildlife groups are hoping to build collaborations with farmers, landowners and 
councils to turn the Chet valley into a B-Line – a wildflower-rich pathway for 
insects to roam across the countryside – by bridging the gap between nature 
reserves and focus areas. 

The Chet B-Line would start at the source of the River Chet at Poringland and 
end where the river joins the Yare near Reedham. 

The Bergh Apton Conservation Trust’s 10-acre nature reserve of marshes, 
ponds and woodland lies midway along the corridor, and other wildlife hotspots 
include Chedgrave Common, the Woodland Trust’s property at Sisland Carr, 
and a grassed-over council landfill site. 

Tony Davy, an emeritus professor at the UEA and chairman of the Bergh Apton 
Conservation Trust, said the idea is supported by the South Yare Wildlife Group 
and the Norfolk Wildlife Trust, along with parish councils in Porlingland, 
Chedgrave, Loddon and Bergh Apton. 

“It is in the planning system, but it is only just at the beginning,” he said. “The 
river is already an embryonic B-Line, as it is a ribbon of wildlife in an agricultural 
desert. 

“You see these big fields of wheat and barley and there’s very little biodiversity 
in that, but if we go to the river you have woods and marshes filled with wildlife. 
It is a B-Line waiting to happen. 

“We are trying to get a lot of people talking to each other to get the co-operation 
we need to get this going.” 

The Chet B-Line would be part of a nationwide network being mapped by insect 
charity Buglife, whose fundraising and communications director Paul 
Hetherington travelled to Norfolk this week to offer advice on the project. 

He explained the value of pollinators to Norfolk’s farmed landscape, and the 
potential for insect corridors to reverse the alarming decline in their numbers 
since the 1930s – which he attributed to factors including climate change and a 
loss of habitats as farming intensified. 

 
“It is loss of habitat, fragmentation of habitat and a loss of connectivity between 
habitat,” he said. “The distance has become too great for our pollinators to get 
between these special places. 
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“So the concept of B-Lines is about joining these places up and making a 
motorway for our pollinators to get through. We are starting to fill in the gaps. 

“People will say it is impossible to build a motorway for bees because you will 
always run into obstacles, but you don’t need to fill the whole thing. You need to 
have filled in at least 10pc, spread along it, for a B-Line to be functional. 

“People with large tracts of land like farmers have a big role to play in building 
the service stations along this motorway. Most farms have some areas of land 
that does not really get used for agricultural purposes, these are ideal places to 
start creating little mini-meadows and thinking about what is in your hedgerows 
and trying to get year-round flowering plants. There are so many things that can 
be done.” 

One of Mr Hetherington’s meetings was at the Chet and Waveney Valley 
Vineyard, where grape grower and winemaker John Hemmant explained the 
ecological features being managed alongside his vines. 

He said he was keen to make extra efforts to help pollinators as part of the B-
Line project, and took advice from Mr Hetherington on creating bee banks – 
sheltered patches of south-facing bare ground where solitary bees can nest. 

Mr Hemmant added that such measures were not only an important part of the 
provenance of his wine, but will also be necessary in order to attract grant 
funding in future. 

“Obviously with the European grant system falling away there is an opportunity 
to look at the grant system going forward and Michael Gove [the environment 
secretary] is telling farmers: Yes you can have money for hedges, but we are 
looking for greater public access and greater conservation effort,” he said. “So in 
order to get grants in future we would need to improve the management of the 
environment for flora and fauna.” 
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