
 

Introduction 

2021 was another challenging year for everyone. The Christmas 2020 deluge saw standing water in many parts of the 

fens well into April. This, coupled with erratic spring weather (including one of the warmest March periods on record 

followed by the coldest April and May since 1989 and 1996 respectively), certainly impacted fenland breeding 

species. For many birds 2021 saw a delayed breeding season (BT0 CES report 2021) but barn owls at least, bounced 

back after one of their worst years in decades. The latter half of summer was generally reliably warm and dry, 

conditions that drifted into autumn which was, again, one of the warmest on record. A slight but significant change 

in 2021 was the renaming of the Middle Level Conservation Committee to the Middle Level Conservation and 

Climate Change Committee - recognition of one of the most important issues affecting wildlife, water levels and 

farming today. 

 

Mink in the Middle Level - they keep on coming by Peter Beckenham (MLC) and Vince Lea (CRT/WRE) 

The Middle Level’s mink trapping project took on a life of its own in 2021 as the non-native mammals kept staff and 

volunteer responders busy. As reported previously, a partnership of organisations (of which the Middle Level 

Commissioners are part of) is trialling whether mink can be controlled across a large area or ideally eradicated to 

allow wildlife to recover at scale and in perpetuity. The partnership operates under the name Waterlife Recovery 

East (WRE). 

The plan is to establish a permanent 

network of mink traps across East Anglia. 

The area is divided into two zones; 

Cambridgeshire, south Lincolnshire, Essex, 

west Norfolk and west Suffolk make up 

most of the Buffer Zone. East Norfolk and 

east Suffolk are the Core Zone, where we 

hope to be able to prove eradication. The 

trap network in the Core Zone means no 

mink shall pass through, and the Core will 

be protected from re-invasion. In the Core 

we can do the sort of detailed studies 

required to prove the absence of mink. A 

12-month period with no breeding mink in 

the Core zone will be the proof which will 

define success. If we achieve that, we will 

have a very good idea of how much time 

and effort it has required and can propose a 

national programme. 

Figure 1 a recent frosty morning allowed a rare look at mink footprints 
leading into a trap! The culprit was successfully despatched a short while 
later. (Photo: PB) 



At the start of 2021 WRE embarked on the first big phase of this project. We were awarded a substantial grant under 

the Green Recovery Challenge Fund which allowed us to employ project officers in Norfolk, Suffolk and 

Cambridgeshire. We equipped each county with smart rafts – these are modified versions of the original mink raft 

designed by Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust. The trap is a standard issue live-catch cage trap which sits inside 

a tunnel on a floating platform. It is ‘smart’ because on the trap is a transmitter, connected to the trap door via a 

cable and magnet. When the door shuts, the magnet is pulled off and this triggers an alert text which is sent to any 

nominated persons. We are now able to vastly increase the number in operation and with the back-up provided by 

staff and volunteers it is possible to keep these traps running permanently. In some cases, the traps have waited 

months before the first mink has appeared in them, but because the batteries last over a year, they have been very 

little trouble to maintain.  

Ransonmoor IDB is a good example of the point above. A new raft was installed in an IDB drain in 2020 and caught 

one male mink that year. Almost exactly a year to the day later the raft trapped another mink, but this time more 

mink followed and, with another trap added nearby, eventually 6 more mink were caught in quick succession. These 

mink could easily have been missed without the increased coverage in the area. The remarkable patience of the 

smart rafts means that it is not much effort to operate many traps over a large area for a long time, taking advantage 

of the long distances mink travel to intercept them eventually. We now have a joined-up network with over 100 

smart rafts in operation. 

Between August and December there was a barely a week without a capture in the Middle Level and our year total 

(to mid-December 2021) of 68 mink caught is surely a big step towards eradicating this species from our drains. This 

total is roughly 47% of the entire Cambridgeshire tally for 2021 showing that the Middle Level is one of the key mink 

refuges in the region. The chart below compares monthly catches across 2020 and 2021: 

 

• Many more mink were caught in 2021 due to the increased coverage of traps, helped in part by IDBs 

purchasing more rafts and Waterlife Recovery East loaning many more.  

• Unlike in 2020, November was the busiest month for mink captures in 2021. But again, the key trapping 

periods are clear - early spring and late-summer through autumn.  

• It is significant that the number of females caught increased from 30% (of the total where sex was known) in 

2020 to 50% in 2021. In time we hope to see this number decrease. 



A key part of the project has been the collection 

of DNA from each mink caught for genetic 

sampling. In 2021 Professor Bill Amos of 

Cambridge University has managed to produce a 

genetic map of mink in East Anglia which will 

eventually be able to determine with some 

accuracy how mink are moving around. 

In addition, there has been more focus on using 

scent lures to attract the animals and 

monitoring behaviour around rafts with the use 

of infrared-enhanced trail cameras. Much of this 

wouldn’t have been possible without the 

support of Cliff Carson. Anyone who knows Cliff 

will know that retirement is something of an 

alien concept to him and he has been helping 

maintain about 50 mink rafts and responding 

enthusiastically to alarms at all times of night 

and day! 

How you can help:  

• Raft responders: as the project moves from an abundance of mink to a very small number left, more of the 

trap events that require visits are due to other species going in, especially rats in winter and water voles in 

summer. It would be great to get a few more local helpers in the network to attend to these events and only 

have to call on one of the dispatchers if a mink has been caught. If you could help look after a mink raft in 

your area, please do get in touch. And if you can help with mink dispatch even better! We have training and 

support for this and with a network of people no-one has to worry about being 100% responsible for any one 

raft. 

• Eyes in the field: As we get down to the last few mink it becomes ever more important that each one is 

found and removed, and that we get as much detail about each mink. Therefore, we are collecting mink for 

analysis – if you come across a road-kill mink or manage to shoot one, please do let us know and keep the 

body for us. 

Please contact the Conservation Officer or Vince Lea (vlea@countrysiderestorationtrust.com) for more information.  

 

Pole Position: secretive ‘Polecat’ records increase in 2021 

The Middle Level mink project is not just revealing insights into mink but also yielding information regarding other 

hard-to-monitor species using fenland drains. This year saw a notable number of records of polecats or polecat-

ferret hybrids in the area. 

This native mammal, a member of the mustelid family (weasel, otter, pine marten etc), is thought to be recolonising 

parts of Britain after a significant range reduction in the 19th century. Largely solitary and active at night, the species 

is found in a range of habitats including lowland farmland - rabbits and their burrows being an important source of 

food and shelter. In the modern day ‘pure’ polecats are hard to tell apart from hybrids but it seems that they are 

increasing in the fens.  

Figure 2 A road-kill mink near Ramsey Forty Foot, Sept 2021 (Photo: PB) 

mailto:vlea@countrysiderestorationtrust.com


A Vincent Wildlife Trust report ‘The Distribution and Status of the Polecat (Mustela putorius) in Britain 2014-2015’ 

(Elizabeth Croose, 2016) describes 'a complete absence of records in the north of the county, north of Cambridge’ 

between at least 2004-06 and 2014-15. This makes the 6 records of polecat (or hybrids) from the Middle Level in 

2021 particularly interesting. At least two of these records refer to animals caught (and released) from mink traps, 

others were seen in the field or found as 

roadkill. 

Polecats are protected in British law under 

Schedule 6 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 

1981 as well as being a species of ‘principal 

importance for the conservation of biological 

diversity’ (CRoW Act, 2000). As such any 

specimens should be released if caught. Unlike 

the non-native invasive American Mink their 

predatory instincts are less likely to impact 

threatened native species - even rats form part 

of their diet.  

If you are lucky enough to encounter one a 

photograph is useful and the Conservation 

Officer is interested to receive any reports. 

 

MLC Barn owl box boost for a range of species by Charles Gunn 

Members of the Barn Owl Conservation Network working closely with the MLC Conservation Officer check and 

maintain a network of around 100 nest boxes across the region, here is an update for 2021 from Charles Gunn. 

Following a very good breeding year in 2019 with a good number of sizeable late broods, we suspect the vole 

population was hit hard and was therefore at a low level going in to 2020. Across the Middle Level we had a very low 

level of successful barn owl nesting in 2020, although encouragingly we were still coming across adult barn owls in 

boxes but they were often not in breeding condition.  

So, we were hopeful that there would be something of a bounce back in 2021 and indeed this does seem to have 

been the case. 

In my case I visited and checked 16 of the MLC owl boxes in 2021 and remarkably all had at least one form of nesting 

attempt in it during the year – although not in all cases barn owls! We often come across multiple nests in one year, 

for example an early kestrel nest in May/June followed by a later barn owl nest in the same box. 

In total across these 16 boxes, we had 12 successful barn owl broods and we 

ringed 36 barn owl chicks in total, 3 being quite a healthy average and 

reflective of a “better vole year”. We undoubtedly lost some young chicks 

during the cold April and wet May - sadly we did come across three broods 

where all the chicks died at the nest, most likely through injury to the adults 

or lack of prey due to the poor weather - but a very kind period of weather in 

October and November has helped with a number of successful “second 

broods”, which included a healthy brood of 7 barn owl chicks near 

Pondersbridge.  

These 16 MLC boxes also produced 2 successful kestrel broods, 2 jackdaw 

broods and 4 stock dove broods, all of which is good news for local bird 

diversity. 

One particular “good news” story is where in 2020 we replaced an extremely 

dilapidated box near Coates which was in danger of falling down but had 

Figure 3 Polecat/hybrid in a mink trap, 2021. (Photo: Cliff Carson) 

Figure 4 ringing a young barn owl, 2021 



been variously used by barn owls and latterly kestrels in previous years. MLC kindly agree to fund the erection of a 

new barn owl “A Frame” and a separate box designed for kestrels just a few metres apart – and in 2021 both boxes 

were successful! 

Equally as important to our ringing activities, a winter 

maintenance programme will be identified, where repairs or 

improvements to the sites of boxes will be made to try and 

ensure our local barn owls (and other residents!) continue to 

have safe havens for nesting in 2022.  

We are always looking for new sites for owl boxes such as the 

one we have put up on my patch at a farm on Glassmoor Bank 

this year (thank you) - so if you think you have a suitable building 

(ideally with relatively low levels of human activity) or an 

accessible but remote sturdy tree and would be happy for us to 

erect an owl box and visit to check the boxes periodically, please 

contact Peter Beckenham at the MLC.  

By Charles Gunn, A member of the Barn Owl Conservation 

Network, November 2021 

 

Floating Pennywort: Spot it, Stop it  

IDBs and other waterways users are being urged to keep an eye out for the highly invasive aquatic plant Floating 

Pennywort. This plant can quickly dominate water courses causing extensive problems for drainage infrastructure, 

wildlife and leisure users. It has been reported in the last year from the Nene in central Peterborough and the Great 

Ouse at Salters Lode – but not currently in the Middle Level system.   

In a boost to our awareness raising work on the subject, the funding bid submitted to the Anglian Water Invasive 

Species fund in partnership with Cambridgeshire Acre was successful. This has resulted in the production of eye-

catching information leaflets/posters, coasters and even fridge magnets! A video is also being produced in the new 

year. The Middle Level Commissioners have also funded 6 large permanent ‘Floating Pennywort – high risk area’ 

signs for installation at our locks and other sites with prominent visibility to navigators. 

 

Figure 6 Floating Pennywort found at Salters Lode, not the regrowth on the lower stem (Photo: J Carlisle) and campaign materials 

Figure 5 a new family ready to fly (Photo: CG) 



  

 

Out and about the fens 

Working day-to-day in the fens brings encounters with a range of wildlife. To the 

right is a Little Owl, found dazed by the side of a road near Whittlesey in 

summer 2021. It spent a month recuperating at the Old Hurst Raptor 

Foundation before it was able to be successfully released back to the wild at the 

original location. 

Left is an unexpected Red-eared Slider 

(terrapin) found in a drain near Coates by 

Whittlesey Consortium of IDBs Officer 

Richard Price. Either an escaped or illegally 

dumped ‘pet’ the species is considered 

potentially invasive.  

Below right is an uncommon fenland 

butterfly – the Marbled White – seen here 

next to a drain near Sawtry. The 

charity Butterfly Conservation 

reported 2021 to be one of the 

worst years for butterflies on 

record.  

  

Thank you to everyone who supported our conservation work in 

2021.  

Peter Beckenham,  

Conservation Officer for the Middle Level Commissioners 

peter.beckenham@middlelevel.gov.uk / 07765597775 

Training dates 2022 

At the time of writing two training events for IDBs are confirmed in the first half of 2022. These events cover two 

important areas of our work and it is hoped that IDBs will be able to use the opportunities to refresh their 

knowledge on the subjects and/or enhance the skills of contractors/staff who may not have received such 

training before. 

Tuesday 22nd March 2022: Non-native species workshop. Venue: Oliver Cromwell Hotel, March. 10-1pm. 

The culmination of our Floating Pennywort awareness project, this training morning will provide an up-to-date 

summary of invasive species, both flora and fauna, to look out for in the Middle Level. Guest speaker(s) TBC.  

May/June date TBC: Water voles - ecology, legislation and mitigation: a guide for IDBs. Venue: Middle 

Level Offices, March (followed by visit to local drain) 

This training will be led by Julia Massey CEnv MCIEEM a Principal Ecologist with many years of experience 

working with water voles in the fens. It will cover the key elements of the species’ ecology and how it relates to 

the work of IDBs. 

Further information will be sent in the new year, please contact the Conservation Officer with any queries. 


