Ouse Washes Challenges
While working on the Ouse Washes project
we have been faced with many challenges
along the way. The challenges started right
from the very beginning of the works.
Evolving design and material
inconsistency: We came across areas
of the bank that need more material than
we expected. This resulted in a change to
the intended bank profile, increasing the
footprint of the Middle Level Barrier Bank
and the need to import more material.
Noise disruption: Due to the nature of this
project working in the flat landscape of the
Fens, noise disruption is a big challenge
every year. We try to limit the noise we
make as much as we can. We try to avoid
machinery standing idle, we limit the working
hours as much as possible and we monitor
noise levels to make sure we don’t exceed
acceptable threshold levels. We also used
low-noise plant to reduce the noise levels.
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Material deliveries: Listening to
communities we recognise that delivering
the clay to site may be more disruptive
than we thought. We installed a temporary
access bridge direct from the quarry to the
bank to reduce this impact and the number
of lorries using local roads. We developed
a traffic management plan for deliveries
made by road and wherever possible we use
routes that take lorries away from towns and
villages. The haulage company briefs drivers
every day to ensure they understand which
route they must use and are monitored to
make sure they comply with their instruction.
Public footpaths: Unauthorised access
to the closed public footpaths has caused
some challenges. There has been
some confusion over which parts of the
bank can be accessed once the works
have been finished and there have been
problems due to signage and fencing
being removed. Because of this, there
have been parts of the bank that have
needed more work and taken longer for
the grass to establish. We are using
signage, newsletters, Parish Councils and
social media to highlight where footpaths
are closed, and which ones are open.

Trespass and vandalism: This has been a
concern for the site team during the working
day and out of hours. The security fencing and
gates are often vandalised; Materials from
site have been thrown into the watercourses
resulting in staff having the tricky task of
retrieving them; Plant operators have been
subjected to abuse and rocks have been
thrown at them and their machinery. We ask
local communities to be vigilant to any damage,
unauthorised access to site or unacceptable
behaviour towards our team and report it to
us so that we can deal with it promptly.
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Weather: Because we have such a short
working window for environmental reasons
(16 weeks every year), any wet weather
significantly affects our ability to continue
working on site. Once it rains we must stop
work as the clay becomes very slippery
and dangerous for machinery and staff to
work with. The rain saturates and floods
the haul roads making it difficult to work
on the dry days. We use pumps to try and
remove the water from the haul roads,
but in some cases, it is impossible to travel
along, which means the work is delayed
or postponed. We had particularly wet
conditions in 2019 and 2020 which have
delayed our construction programme.
Working in good, dry, warm weather
causes dust to blow over the flat Fen
landscape. With no rain to suppress this,
we use tractors and water bowsers to
drive along the haul roads to help to keep
the dust under control. These remain on
standby throughout the working season.

Natural England - working window: With
Natural England’s agreement any damage that
happens to the bank and haul roads over the
winter can often be repaired before the new
working window starts in July. This ensures we
have a functioning haul road ready for the start
of the construction season so we can make the
most of our summer working window. However,
there are restrictions to what we can do before
July, and we liaise with Natural England and
our other environmental stakeholders each
spring to agree what we can do, and where.
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Space constraint: There is not much space
between the Middle Level Barrier Bank
and the Counter Drain to store materials,
manage deliveries and actually carry out
the bank raising work. When raising an
embankment the footprint gets wider so
this has to be accommodated too. This
reduced space means that in some locations
we have to use smaller construction
plant, resulting in importing smaller
amounts of clay, which in turn increases
the time to complete those sections.

Unplanned roadworks: Roadworks along
the A10 and the A142 in 2020 caused delays
in delivery of our clay. We had to find an
alternative delivery route at short notice. We
continue to liaise with the local councils to
try avoid this situation happening again. We
are working with Norfolk County Council
to coordinate the Welney Wash Road
closure and their programme of works.

