


Wilder Hickling: A haven for nature, heritage and people
A unique place
With its wide open skies, reedbeds, woodland and unspoilt landscape, Hickling Broad and Marshes lies at the heart of the Broads National Park — a place where habitats are protected, wildlife can thrive, and people can learn, explore and enjoy the many benefits of being in nature.
Extraordinary encounters with nature are always around the corner — from the passing flutter of a swallowtail butterfly, the low boom of a bittern, the chattering of bearded tits among the reeds, to the feeling of water trickling through fingers on a boat trip.
Hickling Broad and Marshes is open and welcome to all. Constantly changing, yet somehow also timeless, the nature reserve is a place for all seasons. It invites everyone to dwell and find their own sense of place, including those for whom peace, tranquility and a special view are the stuff of lifelong memories.
It is a space evocative of the past and hopeful for the future, a magical place that will weave its way into the hearts of generations to come.
Our Vision
‘At its heart, Hickling Broad and Marshes is a site where nature is abundant and thriving. An important part of the wider Broadland landscape, it is a haven for many of the UK’s rarest animals and plants.
It is also a gateway for people to explore, enjoy and be inspired to act for nature through a range of inclusive experiences that connect them to the Broads and its evocative landscape. With strong connections to the local community, Hickling Broad and Marshes is a place that is loved and nurtured, as NWT continues to ensure it meets the future needs of both wildlife and people.’
A national public appeal in 2017 allowed Norfolk Wildlife Trust to purchase Hickling Broad and Marshes in its entirety. As the principal landowner for the nature reserve, NWT embarked on designing a vision for the site. Like so many projects, work was put on hold during the pandemic only to resume in 2023 when NWT purchased a plot of land at Hickling staithe, which included the Pleasure Boat Inn pub, adjacent buildings and a large car park, together with associated moorings. Following the renovation and re-opening of the pub in 2024, NWT is keen to progress an updated vision for Hickling, created with the help of consultant landscape architects and specialist ecological advice.
Map 1: NWT Hickling Broad and Marshes located within the wider Upper Thurne landscape 
The map shows the westerly position of Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s Hickling Broad and Marshes nature reserve within the wider Upper Thurne landscape. It illustrates the area’s interlinked habitats and diverse ownership, reflecting its value as a haven for wildlife and its protected status. The River Thurne connects Hickling Broad, Horsey Mere, and Martham Broad, flowing through a rich landscape of fen, reed and sedge beds, woodland, and grazing marsh, divided by drains and ditches. Large areas of open water punctuate the scenery, with the coast and North Sea lying to the northeast. Four key sites are highlighted. To the west is Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s Hickling Broad and Marshes, featuring a visitor centre, The Pleasure Boat pub, and NWT Hickling staithe. North of the map lies the National Trust’s Horsey Mere. To the east are two further sites: Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s Martham Broad and Natural England’s Winterton Dunes. All locations, along with the Upper Thurne, are of exceptional biological importance and benefit from multiple nationally and internationally recognised nature conservation designations.  

What we want to achieve
Wilder Hickling: A haven for nature, heritage and people is critical in delivering Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s mission to create more space for nature to thrive and inspire more people to act for nature. The updated vision and spatial plan for Hickling Broad and Marshes will deliver four broad outcomes:
· Ecological resilience
The natural assets of the Broad and surrounding habitats are safeguarded and enhanced to enable wildlife and people in the Upper Thurne area to thrive, including being better able to adapt to the impacts of climate change.
· Social Impact
A wider diversity of people has increased access to Hickling Broad and Marshes, enjoying the wellbeing benefits that nature brings and being inspired to take action to protect it.

· Economic sustainability
The contribution that the natural capital of the Broad makes to local livelihoods is better recognised, valued and sustained alongside the development of new contributions to local economies.

· Heritage enhancement
The significance of the natural and social heritage embodied in the biodiversity, geography, culture and buildings found at Hickling Broad and Marshes is brought to life for visitors.

Our priorities for delivering each outcome are illustrated overleaf and provide a focus for investment over the short, medium and longer-term.
Ecological resilience
We will:
· Deliver plans for climate adaptation for key species by working to re-establish natural ecological processes, increasing the resilience of species vulnerable to climate change by establishing translocation programmes and creating buffer zones to protect key sites.
· Identify opportunities for enhancing and expanding the area of land across the Upper Thurne that is managed with biodiversity as the prime or significant objective.
· Identify opportunities to protect and enhance the natural assets that contribute towards the sequestration and storage of carbon.

Deliverables will include:
· Connection of embanked, drained land to Hickling Broad, re-establishing a larger, more resilient natural floodplain.
· Translocation programmes established for vulnerable species such as swallowtail butterfly and fen mason wasp, developing sustainable populations at other NWT sites to mitigate for the habitat-altering impacts of climate change.
· Improved ecological condition of land in the Upper Thurne that impacts Hickling Broad and Marshes nature reserve, focusing initially on County Wildlife Sites (CWS), and working with partners such as the National Trust to safeguard marsh habitats for the benefit of crane, marsh harrier and bittern.
Social Impact
We will:
· Deliver visitor experiences which embody a ‘wild, wilder, wildest’ approach across Hickling Broad and Marshes to ensure the needs and expectations of a wider diversity of people are met, including young people and people with limited access to nature.
· Explore creative ways to work with partners to address the transport challenges of getting to Hickling including connectivity by foot and by bike with the Weavers Way.
· Develop a recreation offer — sailing, paddle boarding, fishing — which is delivered with minimal impact to the sensitive habitats of the Broad and surrounding site.
· Develop and install innovative visitor infrastructure across the nature reserve such as raised viewing platforms rather than fixed hides so that it is adapted to cope with climate change and a changing environment.
Deliverables will include:
· Creation of an ‘experience arc’ around the northern edge of Hickling Broad to enable visitors to experience the natural environment and open water of the Broad through the creation of walks, viewing points and immersive moments.
· A new Welcome Cabin, which will be a focal point for connecting NWT Hickling staithe with the facilities at the NWT nature reserve by boat, cycle and foot.
· Enhanced trail from the NWT Hickling staithe to the existing NWT visitor centre at Hickling Broad, to make the nature reserve more accessible to visitors on foot or cycle as well as for those with disabilities, through specific small-scale interventions such as path widening, surfacing and signage.
· Extended visitor experience at the nature reserve, including the development of new walks, viewing points and wildlife experiences so that it becomes more inclusive and accessible to a wider diversity of people.
· Installation of a changing places toilet at NWT Hickling staithe as part of our commitment to accessibility.
· A new Discovery Centre which will engage new audiences through imaginative, hands-on, accessible opportunities to encourage visitors to think about the future of Hickling Broad and Marshes, the impact of climate change and how we can continue protecting its habitats and species.

Economic sustainability
We will:
· Seek to help local marsh trades such as reed and sedge cutting to adapt to the challenges of climate change.
· Ensure that the expansion of the visitor offer continues to support local employment and volunteering opportunities through direct employment as well as supporting services including hospitality and tourism.
· Support the local economy through an expansion of our retail and refreshments offering with a strong emphasis on local provenance.
· Work closely with our landlord tenants at the Pleasure Boat Inn to optimise the visitor experience and support the pub in being a successful enterprise.

Deliverables will include:
· An extension to the existing visitor centre at Hickling Broad nature reserve so that it can offer a full café service.
· Development and delivery of a recreational and leisure offer at NWT Hickling staithe, working with local businesses.
· EV charging points installed for cars and electric bikes across the NWT car park facilities at Hickling.
· Building restoration for commercial holiday letting purposes to generate income to support our work for nature and wildlife, as well as the local tourism industry.
Heritage enhancement
We will:
· Find innovative ways to tell the story of the Broads, its natural and social history and impact.
· Deliver memorable experiences that encourage visitors to find out more about the heritage of the site.
· Undertake sensitive building restoration which preserves the built heritage of the site.
Deliverables will include:
· A new Discovery Centre which will engage new audiences through imaginative, hands-on, accessible opportunities to learn about the heritage of Hickling Broad and Marshes.
· Sensitive, appropriate and accessible interpretation across the site which helps to tell the natural and social history of Hickling Broad and Marshes.
· Car park improvements to ensure from the point of arrival the natural heritage of the site is evident, through using reed and sedge to ‘naturalise’ the boundaries, blurring lines between the built and natural environments.
· Restoration of the cottage and outbuildings at Stubb Mill. These will become a centre for residences for artists, writers, environmental researchers, historians and community activists to take inspiration from the natural and social heritage of the site, and in turn feed into NWT’s work and the way we enhance the heritage of the site
Map 2: Spatial plan showing the wider area
The map details both the natural features and visitor facilities of NWT Hickling Broad and Marshes, illustrating the area’s ecological value and the infrastructure in place to manage access and protect its wildlife-rich habitats. The map depicts Hickling Broad and its surroundings. To the north lies Hickling village, and to the south, Potter Heigham. The large open water and marshland in the centre represent land owned by Norfolk Wildlife Trust. Features such as Swim Coots, Pleasure Island, Duck Broad, and Bygrave’s Marsh are marked. The map also indicates the reserve’s visitor centre, bird hides, viewing platform, and boat trip departure points on the northern and eastern sides of Hickling Broad. Public rights of way and permissive paths are shown, including the Weaver’s Way, which winds north to south, skirting the eastern and southern edges of the Broad. Navigation channels from the river in the south run northwest across Hickling Broad to the village staithe and Catfield Common. The map shows that most of the Norfolk Wildlife Trust land lies within a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Boundaries of this designation are marked, as are flood defences that protect farmland on the reserve’s northern side.  
Map 3: Spatial plan of NWT Hickling staithe
The map a masterplan for visitor facilities and infrastructure at the northern end of Hickling Broad, particularly around NWT Hickling staithe. These upgrades are designed to balance visitor access and experience with environmental protection.
The Pleasure Boat pub, to the southwest, is a focal point, with proposals for a new welcome cabin, improved car park, and upgraded public toilets. West of the map lies the Parish Staithe and roadside parking, alongside land used by the Windsurfing Club. To the north, plans include a green car park with woodland planting, electric vehicle charging points, coach parking, and a picnic area. Central to the map is the current boatyard, with a proposed Discovery Centre and boat safari nearby. To the southeast, Mooring Cottage and a potential promontory would offer views across the Broad. The northeast features the sedgebed, encircled by a proposed boardwalk accessible from Staithe Road. Additional plans include naturalised planting along the Broad’s edge. Boundaries of the Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) are marked, along with navigation channels to the south and flood defences north of the sedgebed.
Map 4: Spatial plan showing the area around the extended visitor centre with proposed routes and viewpoints
The map presents and improvement plan for the northeast section of NWT Hickling Broad and Marshes, centred on the Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s visitor centre and its surrounding wetlands. The map combines a vision for habitat management, infrastructure upgrades, and improved visitor access. The majority of the land presented is owned and managed by Norfolk Wildlife Trust. The map identifies named locations including Brendan’s Marsh, Turner Island, Pleasure Island, and Whiteslea Lodge. 
The map also shows the locations of current wildlife hides, viewing points and platforms around the nature reserve. Many of these features are identified on the map as being targeted for improvements. 
To the west of the map is the open water of Hickling Broad. Here, are the boat trip departure points and plotted lines showing the navigable waterways. Public Rights of Way and permissive paths across the Trust’s reserve are shown, and some of these routes between the visitor centre and the boat trip landing point are proposed for refurbishment and accessibility enhancements. To the northern point of the reserve is a smaller area of open water called Chapman’s Broad. This Broad is acknowledged as a candidate for water level raising.
Turning vision into reality
[bookmark: _An_Evidence-based_Battle]In implementing Wilder Hickling: A haven for nature, heritage and people, NWT recognises the challenge of balancing the desire to improve accessibility and connectivity to enable more people to engage with nature and wildlife, whilst also protecting the valued feeling of wildness and the unspoilt nature of the Broad and marshes.

Maintaining this balance is at the heart of this project. We will be guided by commitments which safeguard the landscape character of the area, respond to the local vernacular, ensure biodiversity considerations are fully incorporated with no loss of biodiversity value, and apply the principles of sustainable development.

Our initial priorities will focus on enabling access to the Broad and supporting visitors to understand and appreciate the area’s unique natural and social heritage. Alongside this we will continue to work with partners, landowners and stakeholders to develop and implement plans for climate adaptation.

Over the following six years as design plans are taken forward and implemented, Wilder Hickling: A haven for nature, heritage and people will help to ensure that the wildlife and habitats of the Broad and marshes continue to thrive and that visitors and the local community are connected with, inspired by and value Norfolk’s wildlife and wild spaces.
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