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Broad Character: Enclosed Land
Character Type: Reclaimed Land
National Perspective

INTRODUCTION: DEFINING/DISTINGUISHING ATTRIBUTES 
This Character Type includes the following Sub-types:  

� Reclamation from sea
� Reclamation from tidal marsh
� Reclamation from wetland

The ‘Reclaimed land’ Character Type refers to areas of land enclosed, drained and taken 
in from along the coast for a variety of mostly agricultural purposes. It does not include 
areas of land reclamation designed specifically for urban settlement or port expansion. 

Reclamation from sea relates to that for which the topographic or other evidence 
indicates the land was reclaimed directly from the sea by enclosure and drainage.

Reclamation from tidal marsh relates to that for which the topographic or other evidence 
indicates the land was reclaimed from tidal marsh, usually salt marsh, by enclosure and 
drainage. Under ‘managed realignment’ policies, some areas of this Sub-character Type 
are being returned to saltmarsh as a buffer against rising sea levels and storm surges.

Reclamation from wetland relates to that for which the topographic or other evidence 
indicates the land was reclaimed from former wetland that was no longer, or may never 
have been, tidal. Examples may include reclamation from former fen bogs.

Distinctively flat with wide horizons, areas of coastal enclosed reclaimed lands are often 
very extensive, sometimes extending far inland and reclaimed over a considerable 
period. Field patterns in reclaimed land are often defined by networks of drainage 
ditches rather than upstanding field boundaries, and may in some areas, and from 
certain periods, reflect the sinuous courses of pre-reclamation saltmarsh creeks. For 
example, in East Anglia, land reclaimed before 1700 tends to have a serpentine drainage 
system based on the underlying saltmarsh character, whilst areas drained in the 18th

and 19th centuries are usually rectilinear. Time depth within long-established areas of 
land reclamation may be evident from the ditch patterning and the size of fields they 
produce, coupled in some areas with successive lines of former sea wall behind the 
latest. Some areas of reclamation are maintained by pumping stations, formerly wind-
pumps, transferring water into larger channels enclosed by levees draining major areas. 
In East Anglia, large tracts of reclaimed land are still used as grazing marsh, traditionally 
grazed by cattle in summer and sheep all year round.

Some areas of land reclaimed from former tidal marsh are having their sea walls 
deliberately breached under ‘managed realignment’ policies to return them to saltmarsh 
as a buffer against rising sea levels and storm surges.

HISTORICAL PROCESSES; COMPONENTS, FEATURES AND VARIABILITY

In England, reclamation (sometimes referred to as ‘land claim’) on estuaries and coasts 
has been carried out at least since Roman times, usually on a piecemeal basis. During 
these early phases, agricultural expansion was often a drive for land reclamation before 
industrialisation. In East Anglia, large-scale reclamation of coastal wetland began in the 
Saxon period although rising water levels in the 12th century meant this had to be 
defended if it was to be saved (Williamson 2006, 19).

Marshland was more widespread in medieval England than it is today, especially around 
Yorkshire, Somerset, East Anglia and other low-lying coastal areas. Marshland sustained 
some settlement on higher ground but for the most part comprised meandering creeks, 
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stagnant pools, reedbeds, bog, grassland and outcrops of woodland amongst others
(Given-Wilson 1996).  

The threat of flooding in marshland areas did not discourage some communities from 
reclaiming marsh for arable land, especially in the 12th and 13th centuries. In East Anglia 
this reclamation mirrored the same process in the Netherlands and it is possible that 
Dutch specialists were employed (Williamson 2006, 194). For example, there was 
extensive land reclamation around the silt ridge in the northern Fenland and the fringes 
of Romney Marsh. This was often considered common land although some was divided 
and apportioned to the local community. In many areas, medieval reclamations were 
developments of earlier efforts with dykes, sea-banks, sluices, weirs and linear drainage 
channels developing as familiar features in the modern landscape. Yet the history of 
marshland is a history of inundation as much as reclamation. For example, the flooding 
of Kent and Sussex marshes in 15th century made significant inroads into earlier gains. 
These processes partly reflect a rising sea level but also a lessened commitment to 
maintaining drains and sea-banks in the long period of agricultural depression after the 
Black Death (Given-Wilson 1996: 31). 

In 1585 the General Drainage Act was introduced which meant that large landowners 
could overrule local proprietors and suppress common rights that obstructed the path of 
drainage schemes, illustrating the high value accorded to land reclamation by such 
landowners at this time.

From the 17th century, extensive land reclamation took place around the Wash. It would 
appear that initial phases of reclamation sought to enclose salt marshes and mudflats 
with earthen banks for agricultural purposes. These works have been extensive and 
progressive in England through the centuries, accounting for much of the estuarine 
habitat loss (Healy and Hickey 2002). The final drainage of the Fens took place in the 
19th century following a wave of parliamentary enclosure, leaving a varied landscape 
(Williamson 2006, 211). The development of wind and later steam and electric pumps 
facilitated this process. At the end of the 18th century c.50 ‘drainage mills’ were present 
in the Broads area, by the 1880s there were 110 (ibid, 213).

The most extensive reclamation and enclosure of land took place from the late 18th

century onwards, through parliamentary enclosures. Particularly in regions with large 
areas of common waste, this period saw the systematic enclosure, draining and 
‘improvement’ of coastal marshes and wetlands, as well as reclamation from the sea. 
Around Morecambe Bay, in Lancashire and Cumbria, for example, extensive tracts of salt 
marsh were enclosed, along with the draining of wetlands in the lower reaches of rivers 
valleys stretching up towards the Lake District mountains. 

In East Anglia despite the agricultural recession of the late 19th century when much land 
reverted to wetland, reclamation continued on some scale through the 20th century, 
particularly on the Suffolk coast. This was accelerated by the great floods of 1953 which 
encouraged the populace to construct sea walls and install pumps, transforming the 
landscape (ibid, 217).

England, like other countries, has a long history of reclaimed land, areas which have 
often been defended with hard construction techniques like dykes and embankments. 
During and since the 1990s, this has been brought into question. ‘Softer’ approaches to 
reclaimed land, which work with nature rather than against it, have been introduced 
under ‘managed realignment’ policies. For example, salt marshes are becoming 
markedly reduced in area because of what is known as the ‘coastal squeeze’ 
phenomenon. This arises when, to protect coasts, sea walls are erected between the 
land and an intertidal habitat. Due to sea level rise, that intertidal habitat is constrained 
on one side by the sea and on the other by sea walls. Managed realignment allows the 
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intertidal habitat to naturally move inland where the topography allows, so that it can 
continue to protect the coast (Luisetti et al 2008). 

VALUES AND PERCEPTIONS
In some areas of England, coastal land reclamation has been perceived as a habitat loss 
and reduction in the feeding and over-wintering areas available to various bird species.
Conversely, reclaimed land is highly valued by farming interests as an agricultural 
resource. In the east of England, it has proven to be extremely productive arable land, 
whilst in the more pastoral landscapes of the north and west it provides good quality 
grazing land for dairy cows and other stock.

People’s interests in and perceptions of industrial history and archaeology are form deep 
attachments in some areas of England. In East Anglia, the land-drainage wind pumps 
themselves have become a familiar and characteristic part of the landscape, with many 
being preserved. Along parts of the coastline in the north-east of England, the coal
industry’s legacy of physical dereliction and social deprivation has been addressed by a 
succession of reclamation and infrastructure projects, combining with surviving elements 
of the industrial landscape to form part of the nation’s post-industrial heritage. A good 
example is provided by the management work of the Durham Heritage Coast
Partnmership (www.durhamheritagecoast.org/). As with all such landscape management 
initiatives, such reclamation schemes aimed at remediation of land affected by mineral 
extraction require sensitivity and an integration of many interests and perceptions
(http://www.northumberlandnationalpark.org.uk/understanding/geology/minesandquarri
es/abandonedquarries.htm).

Coastal grazing marsh created by reclamation is also considered to be an important 
habitat for breeding wading birds and some plant species, making them highly valued by 
ecologists and wildlife watchers. In the 1980s, when Halvergate Marshes in Norfolk came 
under threat of drainage, a campaign of direct action by Friends of the Earth culminated 
in the establishment of the area as the country’s first ‘Environmentally Sensitive Area’ 
(ESA). 

RESEARCH, AMENITY AND EDUCATION

Multi-disciplinary projects can offer many educational opportunities to investigate the
reclamation of saltmarsh and wetlands from medieval times onwards. This might explore 
farming processes, such as irrigation systems and the management methods used on 
reclaimed land where it contains historic features including relict field systems and ridge 
and furrow on the commons.  

Pressures for change leading to the re-flooding of former reclaimed land also have 
considerable effects on people’s often long-held landscape perceptions. Public awareness 
raising initiatives accompanying such proposals for change may be more effective if they 
recognise those landscape sensitivities, informing and framing the needs for such
changes in their historic and cultural contexts.

CONDITION AND FORCES FOR CHANGE

Derelict land has been gradually ‘tidied-up’ by farmers or expanding housing 
developments and in certain areas the remains of early industry have been either 
damaged or destroyed by cliff falls or by subsequent industrial activity. However, the
reclamation of some derelict land has provided the opportunity for ecological 
enhancement, particularly wetlands and woodlands.



National Perspective/Enclosed Land/Reclaimed Land

4 

In some areas, reclamation of land to the seaward creates a sharp transition between 
land and sea, giving an artificial edge and reducing a sense of interconnection and 
gradation between the sea water, the intertidal zone and the land. 

In East Anglia, reclaimed land which had traditionally been used as grazing marsh has 
been increasingly converted to arable land. However there and in some other areas of 
England, rising sea level may directly affect agricultural land which is currently located 
on reclaimed marshland if public funding is withdrawn from sea defence maintenance, as 
is widely happening under Environment Agency policy, or if that policy moves in favour 
of managed realignment for those areas. 

Even before the advent of present ‘managed realignment’ policies, some reclaimed land 
had been progressively abandoned or allowed to re-flood for a number of reasons. For 
example the area around Minsmere was drained in the 19th century only to be flooded in 
1940 as an invasion defence. 

The increase in the use of managed realignment to control rising sea levels and storm 
surges, along with the reversion of saltmarsh and wetlands for improvements to 
biodiversity, are major forces for change affecting this Character Type. At Silverdale, 
Lancashire, on the east side of Morecambe Bay, large areas of drained and improved 
former saltmarsh have had existing drains blocked and areas of open water created to 
create wetland habitats for the internationally important wetland bird population of the 
Bay. Under Environmental Stewardship schemes, the ‘rewetting’ of former wetlands and 
saltmarsh remains a policy priority for the region. In East Anglia, ‘managed 
realigmment’ policies allowing some reclaimed land to revert to saltmarsh means that 
reclaimed grazing marsh is becoming rare.

RARITY AND VULNERABILITY

Land that was reclaimed in the medieval period sometimes still exhibits features dating 
to that period such as strip fields and later features, creating an important cultural 
landscape which is highly vulnerable if that land is further developed. 

It has been estimated that around 50% of the population of the industrialised world lives
within 1 km of the coast, a substantial proportion being located around estuaries. This 
gives rise to concerns about the management of the coastal resource, including the 
issues of shoreline erosion and sea defence, habitat degradation, pollution and reduction 
of coastal biodiversity (Healy and Hickey 2002: 366). 

Some areas of England play an important role in wildlife conservation and this factor will 
be a key consideration in programmes of land reclamation, as will habitat creation 
requirements under the EC Habitats Directive for areas of future land reclamation which 
are approved. 

Where land reclamation is proposed, the landscape inputs to the necessary 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) will conosder that the design of any reclaiming 
bund structures not only respect historic and natural environment conservation needs 
but also relate to the overall shape and scale of the existing shoreline, which, in cases of 
extensions of existing reclaimed land, will also be culturally defined. 
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