Date of Notification: 4 February 1993
COUNTY: Norfolk

SITE NAME: RIVER WENSUM

Status: Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) notified under Section 28 of the Wildlife
and Countryside Act 1981, section 17 of the Water Resources Act 1991, Section 4 of the
Water Industry Act 1991 and Section 13 of the Land Drainage Act 1991.
National Rivers Authority Region: Anglian
International Drainage Board: River Wensum
Water Company: Anglian Water Plc
Local Planning Authorities: North Norfolk District Council, Norfolk County Council,
Kings Lynn & West Norfolk District Council, South Norfolk District Council, Breckland
District Council, Broadland District Council
National Grid Reference: TF 942246 to TG 250078
Length of River SSSI: Approx 71km

Area: 393.31 (ha) 971.9 (ac)

Ordnance Survey Sheet 1:50,000: 132 133 134

1:10,000: TF 82 SE NE NW, TF 93
SE, TF 92 SE NE NW, TF
83 SE, TG 01 NE NW, TG
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Date of Notification (under 1981 Act): 1993
Other Information:
New site.
Description and Reasons for Notification:
Key features
The Wensum has been selected as one of a national series of rivers of special interest as an
example of an enriched, calcareous lowland river. With a total of over 100 species of
plants, a rich invertebrate fauna and a relatively natural corridor, it is probably the best
whole river of its type in nature conservation terms, although short stretches of other
similar rivers may show a slightly greater diversity of species.
The upper reaches are fed by springs that rise from the chalk and by run-off from
calcareous soils rich in plant nutrients. This gives rise to dense beds of submerged and
emergent vegetation characteristic of a chalk stream. Lower down, the chalk is overlain
with boulder clay and river gravels, resulting in aquatic plant communities more typical of a
slow-flowing river on mixed substrate. Diversity of plant species is further enhanced by
mills and weirs; upstream the river slows to produce characteristic deep water plant
communities, whilst below the barriers they are replaced by species tolerant of swirling and
turbulent water.
Unusually for a lowland river in England, much of the adjacent land is still traditionally
managed for hay crops and by grazing, giving a wide spectrum of grassland habitats some
of which are seasonally inundated. The mosaic of meadow and marsh habitats, including
one of the most extensive reedbeds in the country outside the Broads, provide niches for a
wide variety of specialised plants and animals.
The River itself supports an abundant and diverse invertebrate fauna including the native
freshwater crayfish Austropotamobius pallipes as well as a good mixed fishery. Brown
trout Salmo trutta fario form the major component of the fish community of the upper

Wensum, whilst the middle and lower reaches are dominated by chub Leuciscus cephalus,
pike Esox lucius, eel Anguilla anguilla and barbel Barbus barbus. Kingfisher Alcedo attthis
and little grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis breed along the River, whilst the adjacent wetlands
have good populations of reed warblers Acrocephalus scirpaceus, sedge warblers
Acrocephalus schoenobaenus and barn owls Tyto alba.
Flora
In the upper reaches on gravel substrates lesser water-parsnip Berula erecta and the brook
water-crowfoot Ranunculus penicillatus form a large component of the flora. Where silt has
been deposited, spiked water milfoil Myriophyllum spicatum, blue water-speedwell
Veronica anagalis-aquatica, opposite leaved pondweed Groenlandia densa, willow moss
Fontinalis antipyretica and the nationally rare short-leaved starwort Callitriche truncata
occur.
The middle and lower stretches of the river are characterised by rich lowland plant
communities. The dominants are yellow water-lily Nuphar lutea, flowering rush Butomus
umbellatus, fennel pondweed Potamogeton pectinatus, perfoliate pondweed Potamogeton
perfoliatus, arrowhead Sagittaria sagittifolia and unbranched bur-reed Sparganium erectum.
Variations in the aquatic plant community reflect the alternation of fast-flowing shallows
with deep slow-moving water. Other species with widespread distribution along the
Wensum include rigid hornwort Ceratophyllum demersum, spiked water-milfoil
Myriophyllum spicatum, fan-leaved water-crowfoot Ranunculus circinatus, branched burreed Sparganium erectum, common club-rush Scirpus lacustris, horned pondweed
Zannichellia palustris and the nationally scarce river water-dropwort Oenanthe fluviatilis.
The marginal and bankside communities are typical of lowland rivers. Often there are dense
and continuous stands of reeds or sedges. Reed sweet-grass Glyceria maxima is dominant
in the lower reaches. Elsewhere stands of reed canary-grass Phalaris arundinacea, greater
pond-sedge Carex riparia, reedmace Typha latifolia and common reed Phragmites australis
are widespread. Where edges are not dominated by tall emergents, stragling or lowgrowing herbs such as fool’s water-cress Apium nodiflorum, water-mint Mentha aquatica,
water forget-me-not Myosotis scorpioides and brooklime Veronica becaabunga occur.
Of the semi-natural habitats associated with the River, the most frequently occurring are
acidic or neutral unimproved wet grasslands. The flora of these grasslands is typified at
Helhoughton and Turf Common by bogbean Menyanthes trifoliata, marsh marigold Caltha
palustris, yellow rattle Rhinanthus minor, ragged robin Lychnis flos-cuculi, southern
marsh orchid Dactylorhiza praetermissa, common spotted orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsii,
water mint Mentha aquatica and yellow iris Iris pseudacorus.
Elsewhere the land is seasonally inundated so that grazing is restricted; extensive areas of
reedbed and tall mixed fen communities have developed which provide valuable breeding
and hunting grounds for birds such as the barn owl Tyto alba and hen harrier Circus
cyaneus. Examples include Guist Common which is reed dominated; Goggs Mill Reserve
near Fakenham which has a mixed fen community with species such as meadowsweet
Filipendula ulmaria, angelica Angelica sylvestris and meadow rue Thalictrum flavum, and
Sculthorpe Moor, which although gradually being invaded by willow Salix spp. scrub has
a fen community of saw sedge Cladium mariscus and black bog-rush Schoenus nigricans.
Although there are several areas of alder swamp interspersed with the above communities,
Guist Carr forms the main example of wet woodland within the SSSI.
All of the habitats within the SSSI are intrinsically linked to and dependent on the River for
their continued existence. Appropriately, in times of drought, these adjacent wetlands have
a vital role in buffering the river against low flows; in wetter periods they absorb river
flood waters and become swamp-like in nature.
Two tributaries have been included in the SSSI, the Tat and the Langor Drain. They are
both major flow contributors to the main river; historically, the Tat may have been the

original Wensum. The Langor valley comprises an extensive area of semi-natural habitat
which is dominated by fen vegetation. The specific composition ranges from almost
exclusively reed to a mixture of meadowsweet and sedge species. Parts of Little Ryburgh
Common are grazed, having bittersweet Solanum dulcamara, branched bur-reed
Sparganium erectum, water cress Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum, greater tussock sedge
Carex paniculata, lesser water parsnip Berula erecta, water mint Mentha aquatica, and
marsh marigold Caltha palustris as elements in their flora. The vegetation of the drier areas
of Little Ryburgh Common includes bracken Pteridium aquilinum, honeysuckle Lonicera
periclymenum, field scabious Knautia arvensis, harebell Campanula rotundifolia and soft
rush Juncus effusus.
Invertebrates
The Wensum has an abundant and diverse mollusc fauna which includes the nationally
rare, small snail Vertigo moulinsiana, which is associated with aquatic vegetation at the
river edge. Two other aquatic molluscs which occur, Valvata piscinalis and Gyraulus
albus, have a localised distribution in England. Water beetles are well represented;
Brychnus elevatus, of localised distribution in England, is found in deep slow-flowing
sections of the river. The mayflies Ephemerella ignita, Caenis luctuosa, Centroptilium
luteolum and Centroptilium pennulatum are also of local distribution. There is a species of
stonefly, Amphinemura standfussi, more usually associated with upland rivers. The
flatworm Crenobia alpina is of note, being a relict in southern England where it is confined
to cold-water springs.

