
The Wash

Visitor Good Practice 
Please help protect the coast by:

• Avoiding birds on the saltmarsh – especially at high tide
• Protect plants and animals – take your litter home
• Keep dogs under close control
• Dog mess is unpleasant – ‘bag it and bin it’
• Read and follow signs
• For your safety – check high and low water times
• Enjoy, respect and protect the coast

Flora and Fauna
A range of specialist plants have evolved to live in saltmarshes. They must be able to 
tolerate both freshwater run-off and daily immersion in sea water from the tide. 
Their roots bind the muddy substrate, leading to the formation of saltmarshes. 
The inter-relationship of saltmarsh with other habitats is important as it forms a 
transition to dune, salt meadow and scrub communities.

Estuaries and mudflats are the most important habitats for feeding birds and come to 
life in the winter months. The waders have a range of different bill lengths and shapes, 
allowing them to exploit alternative food. Wildfowl such as geese and ducks are also 
present, most having a vegetarian diet. 

The Doughnut
Known locally as the ‘Doughnut’ the Outer Trial Bank is one of two islands constructed 
during the 1970s for a governmental water resources scheme. The idea was to capture 
freshwater from the River Witham, River Welland, River Nene and Great Ouse to build 
a freshwater reservoir. Today the Doughnut is an important sea bird colony. 

Wash Tide Gauge
The Wash Tide Gauge is used for flood forecasting, to track the progress of coastal surges 
around UK waters and to provide a strategic overview of the coastal conditions around 
the UK. In addition to the tide measuring equipment, the Wash Tide Gauge has 
instruments to measure wind speed and direction, air pressure and temperature, 
water quality and salinity.
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Holbeach Range
Holbeach Range, now part of Defence Infrastructure Organisation, has been an 
Air Weapons Range since 1926 when it was opened to provide a weapons training facility 
for the newly-formed Royal Air Force. Comprising approximately 10,000 acres of marshland 
and mudflats, with a 4 mile marsh frontage, it continues to provide an air-to-ground 
weapons training facility not only for the Royal Air Force and Army Air Corps but for 
other NATO Air Forces as well. Regular visitors to the Range include the 
fast jet Tornado GR4, Typhoon and American F15Es as well as rotary 
users such as the Chinook, Merlin, Puma, Pave Hawk, Apache, Lynx 
and Osprey. More occasionally the Range will be the destination 
for long-range sorties from the United States of America. 
Holbeach Range plays a vital role in conservation of The Wash.

Importance of The Wash 
In 1996, The Wash and North Norfolk Coast was designated a European marine site under 
EU and UK law in recognition of its nationally and internationally important marine wildlife 
and habitats, in order to protect the biodiversity which makes it so special. This is a place of 
wild beauty, teeming with wildlife and home to a rich variety of plants and internationally 
important breeding and migratory bird species. 

The Wash is a place of great wonder and wilderness, where the sky 
meets the sea in huge open vistas. Where birds congregate in vast 

numbers to feed on the mudflats and seals rest on many a sandy bank 
out in the shallow waters. Where we can escape to feel the wind blow 
away the cobwebs in our minds and where many have been inspired to 

compose great literature and create wonderful art. 

Current Management Practices
The Dawsmere saltmarshes in front of you is a living landscape shaped by the interaction 
between people and the environment. The area is steeped with the heritage of traditional 
pursuits, like fishing, cattle grazing and wildfowling. The saltmarshes here form part of the 
largest single area of this vegetation type in the UK.

Fisheries
Commercial fishing has been carried out in the Wash since the 1100s. Then fishing was  
undertaken in wooden boats called ‘skiffs’ to supplement their diets and for local markets. 
Fishermen now target cockles, mussels and shrimps in steel vessels to supply continental 
markets. Brown and pink shrimp are caught depending on seasonality and market demands 
using small twin beam trawl boats. 

Cattle Grazing
Cattle are used to graze some areas of saltmarsh around the Wash, they are used to manage 
the structure and composition of saltmarsh vegetation by reducing its height. Intensive grazing 
creates a sward effect attractive to wintering and passage wildfowl and wader such as 
Brent geese. Less intense grazing produces a tussock structure which favours breeding waders 
such as redshank. 

Wildfowling 
The Dawsmere Wildfowlers Group, founded in 1970 by the amalgamation of the Spalding, 
Holbeach and Gedney Drove End Wildfowlers’ Associations, controls, under licence from 
The Defence Infrastructure Organisation, the management of shooting over an area of the 
green foreshore and mudflats of The Wash marshes, marked by the boundaries of Lawyer’s 
Creek at “Shep White’s” and the Dawsmere Creek.

Gedney Parish
The village of Gedney is referred to in the Domesday Book of 1086 as Gadenai, and was at 
that time beside the sea. Since then about six miles of land has been reclaimed, resulting in 
the North Sea being constrained behind the sea bank you stand on. Gedney possesses a 
magnificent mediaeval parish church dedicated to St Mary Magdalene, renowned for its 
large size in the fenland landscape, it is known locally as the Cathedral of the Fens. 
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The Wash is the largest marine embayment in the UK, with the second largest expanse of 
intertidal sands and mudflats. Fringing this large embayment are vast areas of saltmarsh laced 
with creeks. At first the featureless expanse of mudflats might seem as if nothing lives here, but 
in fact the vast numbers of birds that feed on these habitats during the winter months are testament 
to their unseen productivity and the extraordinary diversity of invertebrate life they support. 

Such a special place needs careful conservation to safeguard its future. The Wash is a Site of 
Special Scientific Interest, National Nature Reserve and Special Area of Conservation, Special 
Protection Area and Ramsar Site (Wetland of International Importance). These conservation 
designations ensure that plants and animals are protected together with the sustainable use 
of the site. 


