
BROADS ESA

The Broads is one of the few remaining large areas of lowland river

valley grassland in Britain. It is renowned for its remoteness and sheer

visual expanse which gives it a unique character, such as the area

between Acle and Great Yarmouth. The upper valleys provide a distinct

contrast in landscape type. The grassland itself can be rich in plants, and

the dykes which help drain a large expanse of the ESA contain many

rare species of plants and animals. The area is also an important over-

wintering and nesting ground for birds. This interdependent wetland

system of broads, waterways, reed swamps, fens, carr woodland and

drained grazing marsh is ecologically unique in Europe.

These habitats have been maintained by traditional management, such as

the summer grazing of the marshes and the cutting of fens for thatching

materials and animal bedding. It is important that this traditional

management is continued in order to conserve this special area.

The Broads ESA scheme aims to protect, and, where possible,

enhance the distinctive pastoral landscape character of the area

and its wildlife and historic resources by encouraging extensive

grassland and fen management.



This map is illustrative not definitive.
Based on the Ordnance Survey 1:250,000 map with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery
Office, Crown Copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown Copyright and may lead to prosecution or
civil proceedings. DEFRA licence No GD272361. ADAS Cartography, Wolverhampton. CUH/996/102.
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THE ESA SCHEME
WHAT DOES IT OFFER

• Voluntary entry. 

• Annual payment based on the amount of land under agreement.

• Several farm management options.

• Payments reviewed regularly.

• An agreement for ten years with a ‘break clause’ after five years.

• Access to capital grants.

ELIGIBILITY

If you occupy land within the ESA, and it is in

agricultural use, you may be eligible to join

the scheme. The different farm management

options, or tiers, reflect the traditional farming

methods which have led to the special

environmental interest in the area. If you

submit an application you may include some

or all of the permanent grass or arable land

on your farm within the ESA.

OPTIONS

As every farm within the ESA is different, you

are able to choose the options, as shown

below, that are most appropriate to your

circumstances. The choice of option can be

made on a field by field basis, having regard

to its ecology and providing the conditions of

entry are satisfied. Management within the

more demanding options includes the

requirement to follow all the prescriptions in

a less demanding option. 

For more information contact your Project Officer or complete an enquiry form. Both the Project

Officer’s name and the enquiry form are at the back of this booklet. 
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COMMON CONDITIONS FOR
ALL LAND RECEIVING AN

ESA PAYMENT

Some aspects of land management are fundamental to the objectives of this

scheme and they apply to land in all tiers.

GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT

Grazing is essential if the grassland is to be

maintained and, where practical, enhanced.

While sheep and cattle are the most

appropriate, horses may graze the land

provided that they do so in conjunction with

sheep or cattle.

DYKES

Dykes act as wet fences and give stock access

to water. They are very valuable for wildlife

and many rare plants, such as the water

soldier, have their strongholds in the Broads.

They are also important for birds such as

herons and nesting ducks. To ensure that the

dykes continue to allow water flow through

the marshes as well as conserving the wildlife

interest they need to be maintained with care.

LANDSCAPE FEATURES

The management of dykes, hedgerows,

ponds, and other boundary features has a

major impact on the landscape. The removal

of these is not permitted and there is a

comprehensive range of capital grants within

the Conservation Plan to encourage the

reinstatement of traditional management

practices.

WEED CONTROL

Due to the variety of plants and insects found

in grassland and dykes it is important that

herbicides are used carefully. Weeds such as

thistles, docks, nettles or ragwort must be

controlled either by topping or spraying. In

such cases, weed-wipers or other methods of

selective spot treatment must be used.

CODES OF GOOD

AGRICULTURAL PRACTICE

All participants in the ESA scheme are

expected to follow the Codes of Good

Agricultural Practice. Copies of these codes

are available free of charge from

DEFRA Publications, Admail 6000,

London SW1A 2XX.

DETAILED PRESCRIPTIONS

The detailed farming prescriptions which

must be followed are set out at the back of

this booklet. In the event of any difficulty in

following these prescriptions, please contact

your Project Officer. It is possible to adapt an

ESA agreement to make allowances for site-

specific management for some habitats or

species of particular nature conservation

importance.
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PERMANENT
GRASSLAND

Extensively managed grass provides a habitat for many plants and 

invertebrates which cannot tolerate the disturbance caused by arable cropping 

or intensively farmed grassland. The objective of this tier is to maintain this

pastoral landscape together with all the field boundary features and items 

of historic interest.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter all or any part of your

grassland within the ESA boundary.

MOWING, GRAZING AND

FERTILISER

Fertiliser application can allow vigorous

grasses and plants to dominate the sward and

so damage species-rich grasslands. If the land

is already receiving artificial fertiliser then this

may continue at the current rate up to a

maximum of 125 kg of nitrogen or 30 tonnes

of organic manure per hectare in any year.

Providing that there are no problems with

poaching or overgrazing then you may

continue existing stocking practices. A single

cut of hay or silage can be taken.

TIER

1

RESEEDING

Reseeding can be expensive and of limited

value on soils which are prone to

waterlogging. A well managed permanent

sward will provide good quality summer

grazing or mowing. Consent for reseeding

may be considered if the sward has died

and bare ground is likely to be colonised

by weeds.

DYKE MANAGEMENT

Water levels in the dykes must be maintained

at levels suitable for grazing livestock through

the summer and not allowed to dry out in the

winter in order to protect the aquatic wildlife.

Dykes must be cleaned at regular intervals.
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EXTENSIVE
GRASSLAND

Marshes which are managed with high water levels in the surrounding dykes 

are more likely to contain wildlife interest. Examples are sharp-leaved

pondweed and breeding waders such as lapwing. The objective of this tier is to

maintain and enhance the ecological interest of the marshes by environmentally

friendly farming practices.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

Any permanent grassland with significant

existing or potential ecological interest

and with high summer water levels may

be included.

GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT

To protect water quality in the dykes and to

conserve species-rich swards fertiliser use is

limited to 44 kg of nitrogen per hectare and

no organic fertiliser. Mechanical operations

and hay cutting can disturb ground-nesting

birds so work is limited to after 16 July. These

wetter grasslands are vulnerable to poaching

so they are only suitable for grazing between

1 April and 30 December.

DYKES AND FOOTDRAINS

Dyke water levels should be held within 45

cm of marsh level from 1 April until 31

October. Dykes should only be cleaned

during the winter so that plants are allowed

to flower and set seed. To make sure that not

all the wildlife in the dykes is removed when

work is being carried out, either one bank or

short stretches of dyke should be left

untouched. Well managed footdrains can help

keep the grassland damp in the summer, so

maintaining grass growth and areas for

wildlife. They can also prevent excessive

winter flooding of the marshes by draining off

some of the standing water which could

damage the sward.

TIER

2

Additional grant aid is available through a

Conservation Plan to cover 80% of the costs

of structures to enable water levels to be

controlled.
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WET
GRASSLAND

Some of the marshes in the Broads are particularly wet during the winter and

spring. These are valuable for wintering and breeding waterfowl such as

wigeon, snipe and lapwing which require damp, soft ground for feeding. These

wetter areas often also support special wetland plants like marsh orchids and

ragged robin. The objective of this tier is to enhance the wet grassland by

controlling water levels and agricultural activities.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

If you have the ability to control water

levels, to maintain bank full dykes

through the late winter and spring and to

limit grazing in the early summer then

your land may be eligible for this option.

WATER LEVELS

It is important to manage the amount of water

on these marshes as they can easily be

damaged by drying out or from excessive

flooding. The required water level between

January and May is at marsh level to allow

occasional shallow pools to develop without

flooding the whole marsh.

GRAZING

Lapwing and redshank will be disturbed by

early grazing. Animals can also cause

poaching, so grazing is only permitted after

15 May and the stocking rate must be kept

low until the end of June.

FERTILISER

On damp soils fertiliser can easily leach into

the water table causing environmental

damage. Artificial fertilisers and organic

manures should not be applied.

Additional grant aid, to cover 80% of the

costs of structures, is available through a

Conservation Plan to enable water levels to

be controlled. Free advice is also available

to determine whether particular areas are

suitable for this tier.

TIER

3
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WATER LEVEL
SUPPLEMENT

Maintaining high water levels on marshes through the summer months can

create ideal conditions for breeding waders which require permanently damp

areas for feeding. These valuable low damp areas may occur naturally on

undulating marshes but elsewhere they may need to be created through the

use of footdrains to bring water on to the marsh from the dykes.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

If you can maintain high water levels in

the dykes and keep water in the

footdrains through the summer, your land

in Tiers 2 and 3 can be considered for

this supplement.

WATER LEVELS

Between Mid-March and the end of August,

water levels must be held no lower than

30 cm below marsh level. To ensure the

effectiveness of the higher water an In-field

Water Management Plan should be agreed

with your Project Officer.

GRASSLAND MANAGEMENT

Grazing is important as ground-nesting birds

like lapwing need fairly short swards so that

they can see any potential predators. Waders

tend not to hide their nests, like skylarks, but

rely on vigilance to protect their nests. With

increased field wetness and the potential for

higher numbers of ground-nesting birds,

grazing is restricted until the end of May to

minimise the amount of nest disturbance. No

fertiliser or organic manure should be applied.



8

FEN

TIER

FENS

The Broads fens produce traditional products characteristic of the area such 

as reed and sedge for thatching; they are also used for seasonal grazing. 

They are very valuable for wildlife and require sensitive management to

maintain their special wetland interest. The objective of this tier is to conserve

and enhance the ecological, landscape and historic interest of the fens.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

Any land with fen vegetation will be

considered for this tier. Fens include

reedbeds, sedgebeds and species-rich

litter marshes.

MANAGEMENT

Every fen will require either grazing or

cutting management to maintain its

conservation interest. Scrub and water levels

will also need to be managed and dykes and

footdrains maintained. 

Many fens will be Sites of Special Scientific

Interest and you will have agreed a Site

Management Statement with English Nature.

In these cases either English Nature, or in

some circumstances the Broads Authority, will

assist in the production of your Fen

Management Plan.

As there is so much variability in the type

of management that can be carried out on

a fen, a Fen Management Plan will be

drawn up with you.
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ARABLE REVERSION TO
PERMANENT GRASSLAND

Conversion of arable land to permanent grassland can restore the 

traditional landscape of the Broads, as well as provide environmental and

archaeological benefits. The objective of this tier is to restore extensive

permanent grassland from arable, where possible, in order to strengthen

landscape character and to protect historic features.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

Any land which was in arable cropping

or a ley, forming part of an arable

rotation, on 31 August 1991 and has not

been under ley management for more

than five years, may be entered into the

scheme.

TIER

4A

MANAGEMENT

This will be the same as for Permanent

Grassland, but in the first year there are fewer

restrictions to allow good sward development.
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ARABLE GRASSLAND
MARGINS

Grassland margins which can be used as access to arable fields, can also

significantly reduce the amount of run-off, from the field into the dykes and so

help maintain water quality. They can also be valuable rough habitat for hunting

owls and cover for small birds and invertebrates. The objective of this tier is to

protect the wildlife interest of the watercourses from agricultural inputs by the

creation of grassland margins around arable fields.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

Margins of arable fields can be entered

into this option if they are adjacent to a

watercourse and at least 1 kilometre of

margin must be entered into the

agreement.

MANAGEMENT

The margin must be at least 6 metres wide

and cut once a year, but not before 30 June

to allow some plants to set seed and to

protect any ground-nesting birds. This margin

can stop spray drift going into the

watercourse. It is important that the margin

itself is not sprayed or fertilised, except to

control injurious weeds. If the margin is well

managed then arable weeds will not survive,

but a sterile strip between the margin and the

crop may be appropriate.

TIER

4B
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PUBLIC
ACCESS

The access option is intended to enable you to permit new access by the public

along routes across or around your ESA land for the lifetime of the agreement.

The route would take the form of a 10-metre-wide strip which is signposted and

available for use by the public at no charge.

CONDITIONS OF ENTRY

You may enter one or more routes on

enclosed land which is also entered into

one of the ESA’s other options. Land

which is subject to an existing Public

Right of Way is not eligible. If the

proposed route is likely to damage the

ESA’s wildlife or other objectives it may

not be accepted.

SITUATION

New routes are likely to be most appropriate

on sites which are close to towns or villages

where there may be a public need for further

areas for walking within the countryside. New

routes could provide:

• circular walks which link up with existing

Public Rights of Way

• access to a fine view point or historic

feature

• a walk along a riverside or woodland.

ELIGIBILITY

Routes should be easy to reach on foot or it

should be possible to park nearby. Payments

are not available where there is an existing

Public Right of Way or where the public have

traditionally been allowed to walk, even

though no rights exist. Where this de facto

access has existed for some time the courts

might, if required, deem it to be a Public

Right of Way. If, however, the existing use by

the public is only occasional and by only a

few people then payment under the scheme

may be possible.

COUNTRYSIDE AND RIGHTS

OF WAY ACT 2000
Under the Act, the ESA Scheme does not

make payment for new access provision on

land that may qualify as ‘Open Countryside’

e.g. mountain, moor, heath and downland.

Signs and directional arrows will be

provided for you to put up. New stiles,

gates and footbridges may be eligible for

grant under a Conservation Plan.

ACCESS

TIER
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CONSERVATION
PLAN

The Conservation Plan provides an opportunity to carry out a variety of 

capital works which will enhance the character of the landscape, wildlife

habitats and protect historic features. Grants are also available to reduce the 

cost of certain works that are a requirement of the more demanding

environmental options, e.g. construction of sluices. The work and the grant need

to be agreed in advance, before any work starts.

This part of the ESA agreement is optional

and works can be carried out over a time

period that suits you. Standard Payment

Rates are available on many items allowing

farmers to carry out the work themselves.

A Conservation Plan agreement can include:

• ditching and water penning structures to

control water levels

• provision of wooden gates and wings

• restoration of marsh hay and litter

marshes

• pond restoration

• hedge laying, coppicing and planting.

The complete list of eligible items is set out

on the Information Sheet.


