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FOREWORD 

Hosted by East Mercia Rivers Trust, the Witham Catchment Partnership (WCP) was formed 

on principles set by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) on the 

Catchment Based Approach (CaBA). CaBA is an 

inclusive initiative that brings together interested 

parties to work towards Defra’s 25 Year Environment 

Plan.  

The river Witham is 132 km (85 miles) long and its 

catchment incorporates major tributaries such as the 

river Brant, river Till, Barlings Eau, river Bain, and 

river Slea, creating a diverse network of habitats 

across Lincolnshire.  Within the catchment are two 

similar, but distinct, network of springs, the chalk 

streams in the Lincolnshire Wolds and the limestone 

becks on the western limestone ridge.  

Like chalk streams, the Lincolnshire limestone becks 

filter high-quality groundwater and are an important 

aquifer for the river Witham. However, the becks have not received the same attention as 

chalk streams, yet their ecological status is also classified as high priority under the 

Biodiversity Action Pan. Moreover, the social history of the becks is arguably far more 

significant. I am delighted that we now have a document that sets out their importance and 

vision for the limestone becks.  

I have witnessed the diminishing ecological value of Lincolnshire’s watercourses; most are 

now classed as poor to moderate in terms of their water quality. As a founder of Lincolnshire 

Rivers Trust and a trustee for the new East Mercia Rivers Trust, I am keen to see landscape 

scale changes to the river habitat in Lincolnshire. The recent 2022 drought is evidence enough 

that we need to balance summer and winter flows. Many villages revolve around our rivers 

and streams, and this is particularly true of the limestone becks, as most are named after the 

village that grew around it. I look forward to seeing this partnership flourish and scale up the 

ambition to restore and bring the limestone becks network back to life. 

Dr Jon Bolland  

Postdoctoral Research Associate, University of Hull  

Founder & Trustee, East Mercia Rivers Trust  

October 2022
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WHAT IS THE LINCOLNSHIRE LIMESTONE REGION? 

Spanning an area of more than 3,000 square kilometres on the western side of Lincolnshire, 

the Limestone region encompasses heathland aquifers and a variety of unique high-value 

wetland habitats, providing benefits not only for local communities and wildlife but for 

thousands of visitors every year.  Headwaters, such as the limestone becks, in a near natural 

state, are classified as a Priority Habitat under the UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP).  

Extending from just north of Lincoln, to down past 

Grantham in the south, this region is filled with a 

rich variety of wildlife and vegetation and remains 

a quintessential emblem of the English 

countryside. Limestone from this region has been 

used for centuries as a building material, with 

iconic examples such as Lincoln Cathedral 

demonstrating the endurance of the region’s 

stone.  

Derived from the Old Norse word bekkr, a beck is a small river or stream. Supplied by 

consistent flows of high-quality water, if in good condition, the becks support a rich aquatic 

flora and fauna, rarely found in Eastern England. The limestone geology of this region gives it 

many unique properties, providing calcium rich conditions and acting as an aquifer in the 

headwaters, where millions of cubic meters of valuable groundwater are stored.  

As the becks wind their way to the sea, they bring 

vital sediment and nutrients for animals and 

plants, creating a unique wetland habitat that 

contains a variety of irreplaceable habitats. From 

Tufa waterfalls and vibrant wet meadows to flood 

storage and water purification, the becks are an 

important part of Lincolnshire’s heritage but many 

of these unique habitats have been lost forever.  

Landscapes that once stored water in times of high 

flow and released it gradually through lower flow 

periods have disappeared over the last century. 

Unfortunately, many of these ecosystems are now 

in danger due to steady degradation over the last 

century and are now at risk of further degradation.  

The Lincolnshire Limestone Becks are in poor condition; disconnected from their floodplains, 

historically straightened, and deepened, and facing a range of pressures including over 

abstraction and habitat loss.  

  

Recognised as a European habitat 
feature (H7220), the rare Tufa 
landscapes in Lincolnshire encompass 
reefs, cascades, dams, terraces, 
barrages, domes, and splash pools and 
are home to rare invertebrates, mosses, 
bryophytes, and algae. This mineral 
feature can only form when flow 
conditions are right for calcium 
carbonate to deposit. The Lincolnshire 
geology provides the perfect conditions 
to develop these structures, and these 
are rarely found in Eastern England.  

David Hutchinson,  
Witham & Ancholme Catchment Co-

ordinator, Environment Agency 

Tufa Waterfall 



 

 

 
6 

WHY ARE THE LIMESTONE BECKS IMPORTANT? 

Social history 

For centuries the limestone becks have played an important role in the lives of communities 

across Lincolnshire. Acting as the backdrop for the agricultural growth of the region, these 

watercourses were closely tied to rural ways of life. 

The numerous villages dotted 

throughout the Lincolnshire 

Limestone region owe their existence 

to the presence of the becks, with the 

names of waterways and the 

communities they sustained 

reflecting one another. A clear 

example of this is the picturesque 

village of Welton, the name of which 

derives from the Saxon Welltuna, 

meaning head of the well or bubbling 

spring.   

Known as the breadbasket of England, Lincolnshire has a rich farming history and to this day 

communities maintain deep connections to the land. In recent years many of the UK’s natural 

habitats have been degraded or lost, and with their passing, the links between people and 

nature have vanished.  

The traditional strong cultural connections 

between communities and their becks stretch 

back to pagan origins and the perceived healing 

properties of the limestone becks’ waters. At 

one time, a common practice was to carry out 

well dressing ceremonies - a tradition that 

involved decorating the local spring to act as a 

‘thanksgiving’ for the blessing of bountiful pure 

water.  

Sadly, the last known traditional well dressing ceremony took place in 1924, but recent 

restoration work has helped raise awareness of these ancient practices and allowed 

communities to reengage and participate in recreating this cultural ritual  

A key aim in restoring the Limestone Becks has been the to rebuild these human connections, 

allowing locals and visitors alike to re-engage with wetland habitats and benefit from the 

county’s unique natural beauty. 

  

“Improvements to the [Branston] beck have 
encouraged more families to enjoy the 
site. Waterwheel Lane has been enhanced 
through landscaping and the provision of picnic 
tables for children and families to enjoy at 
weekends and much has been achieved through 
the help of local volunteers. The Parish Council 
hopes to bring forward further projects for 
improving the watercourse as it was clear from 
local response that the work carried out is 
enhancing natural habitats along the banks of the 
beck,”  

Ray Cucksey,  
Councillor for North Kesteven District Council 

  

Welton well-dressing circa 1924 
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Heritage 

With the earliest signs of human settlement in Lincolnshire dating back more than 100,000 

years the region has a rich and varied history of human habitation. With the area becoming a 

major site for Roman development in the first millennia, wetland landscape of the becks 

helped to support the growth of major settlements in the modern era.   

During the industrial era, the becks were the powerhouse for much development and 

numerous historic mill buildings remain in the landscape as well as evidence of a thriving 

brewing industry, fuelled by the pure beck water.  

This industry also fuelled a more 

nefarious element of the region’s history 

as the heathland that covered the 

headwaters of Branston, Dunston, 

Scopwick and Digby provided perfect 

cover for the exploits of 18th century 

highwaymen – the most notorious of 

which was Dick Turpin.  

This legendary outlaw spent much time in the Lincolnshire limestone region and the bleak, 

western heath at Wainham Hollow on Dunston Beck was a favoured ambush point. The 

success of Turpin’s robberies even led to the construction of the Dunston Pillar, a towering 

inland lighthouse, designed to make the road safer and give good vantage across the heath.  

Tourism  

Alongside the vital connection to existing communities, the 

limestone becks also play an important role in the visitor 

economy, helping to attract tourists to the area and bring fresh 

investment for local businesses. Restoration projects such as 

those at Branston beck or Cringle Brook have created new 

interest in the local flora and fauna and helped to highlight the 

beauty of Lincolnshire’s natural scenery.  

Across Lincolnshire, the visitor economy sector generates an 

estimated £2.39 billion annually, and supports at least 

30,000 full time equivalent jobs. Much of this tourism is 

driven by the appeal of the region’s natural habitats and 

areas such as the Lincolnshire Wolds have exemplified the 

benefits that conservation can deliver. Raising the profile of 

the limestone becks, and restoring their natural beauty, 

therefore offers improving the outlook for local communities 

and attracting new visitors to the region.  

  

The history of this region is fantastic, from its 
Roman origins to tales of highwaymen, there 
is much to be celebrated by enhancing and 
restoring the historic limestone becks, which 
were part of a very unique heathland that has 
largely been lost.”  

Matthew Parr,  
Geomorphology Specialist,  

Environment Agency 
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Biodiversity  

Steady human intervention 

over the last century has 

degraded many natural 

habitats in the UK but with a 

little support many fragile 

ecosystems are now 

beginning to thrive again. 

Important species, many protected and classified as priority under the UK Biodiversity Action 

Plan (BAP), make their home in the Lincolnshire Limestone region include water voles and 

otters, both of which have benefitted from restoration efforts.  

Freshwater invertebrates, such as the caddisfly, soldierly, shrimp and the critically 

endangered white clawed crayfish have also flourished, along with eels, brown trout, sea 

trout, and bullhead fish. BAP priority beetle species including the Crucifix and Necklace 

ground beetles, which have also benefitted while the cool, calcium-rich conditions found in 

the becks have supported important freshwater plants such as the Marsh Marigold.  

Water quality  

A key benefit of the limestone becks, that has 

been lost in recent times, is their natural 

ability to filter and purify waterways. Thanks 

to their winding courses, wetland foliage and 

permeable floodplains they act as a continual 

water purification system, allowing the river 

to deposit sediment and naturally filter 

pollutants and unwanted flotsam.  

This has a knock-on effect, not only for direct users of the river, but for everyone connected 

with the water system, creating a cleaner, healthier environment for all. Offering the potential 

to improve water quality across the region, and usher in a future where every river is clean 

and ecologically sound. 

Water security 

Protecting the UK’s water supplies has become a high priority in the 21st century as extreme 

weather, pollution, and drought all threaten the security of the nation’s waterways and 

storage systems. The restoration of the becks has highlighted the important ways in which 

natural processes or nature-based solutions can help relieve water stress and ensure 

continuity of supply over the coming century. Figures from the Environment Agency show 

that without major change the amount of water available in England could be reduced by 10 

to 15 percent by 2050, indicating that water security must be central to decisions made on 

planning, housing developments and investment.  

 

“The floodplains of the limestone becks 
provide a vital tool to improve the water 
quality across Lincolnshire. They provide 
a valuable buffer and help to filter 
sediment and other pollutants from the 
rivers,”  

Dr Tim Jacklin,  
Conservation Officer, Midlands 

Wild Trout Trust 

 

“It is a delicate act to balance support for biodiversity 
with the needs of agriculture, but the restoration of the 
becks has proven that this can be achieved. There are 
ways to manage drainage sympathetically to wildlife 
and this has benefits for the whole of the natural 
landscape,” 

Mark Schofield,  
Conservation Officer 

Lincolnshire Wildlife Trust 
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Through partnership with 

organisations such as The Rivers Trust 

and Wild Trout Trust, local 

communities have been able to 

introduce measures on the becks to 

aid natural flood management, 

improve water quality and ensure the 

supply of safe, clean water for 

generations to come. 

 

  

 

“I’m very pleased to have had the work carried 
out by Lincs Rivers who have put some ‘natural 
features’ back into the route of the beck. Having 
had the work done there is a base of ecological 
improvement there which could be added to in 
the future, and this may well be the catalyst to 
accessing further environmental funding”  

Andrew Scoley,  
Landowner on Branston Beck 

Limestone Gravel is critical for spawning fish and invertebrates 
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BRINGING THE LIMESTONE BECKS BACK TO LIFE PROJECT 

About the project 

Created in 2017, the Bringing the Limestone Becks Back to Life project is a collaboration 

between East Mercia Rivers Trust, Environment Agency, and the Wild Trout Trust. It aims to 

improve and prevent the deterioration of limestone becks across Lincolnshire. The geological 

term for limestone watercourses is karst systems. Limestone is chemically identical to chalk; 

it is also made up of the remains of tiny sea-creatures. Indeed, chalk is classed as a type of 

limestone. But generally, it is much older and harder, and it is rather less soluble. This makes 

a difference to the flow and the PH of the watercourses. 

The partnership identifies Welton, 

Nettleham, Branston and Heighington, 

Dunston, Scopwick becks and Cringle Brook 

as priority in terms of their potential to be 

restored. Moreover, within the limestone 

region the river Slea and parts of the Upper 

Witham are classed as limestone rivers.  

There is potential to enhance the 

connective corridor for wildlife through 

projects of all sizes, from introducing wood 

materials to major floodplain 

reconnections to support key and 

threatened species e.g., water voles, 

kingfisher, otters, brown trout, white-

clawed crayfish, and invertebrates. 

Lincolnshire is known to be a haven for 

water voles and the limestone becks are an 

ideal habitat for Britain’s most endangered 

mammal.  

Project approach 

Community reconnection 

Given their historical importance, the project partners share a vision of reconnecting 

communities and landowners with their local beck and the wider limestone becks network. 

This involves promoting engagement through schools, parish schools and other local groups 

encouraging involvement in citizen science monitoring and community events. This results in 

the collation of baseline environmental information, identification of sites for small and major 

habitat enhancement works and enhances nature connectedness associated with improving 

mental health, in particular lowering depression, and anxiety levels.  
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Main objectives include: 

1. Developing communications and permanent interpretation connecting the limestone 

beck network, promoting their social history and ecological value, and working in 

partnership with the Greater Lincolnshire Nature Partnership to promote eco-tourism 

through established mechanisms such as Visit Lincolnshire  

2. Creating an advisory sub-group for the limestone becks within the Witham Catchment 

Partnership extending the collaboration from Environment Agency and Wild Trout 

Trust to local authorities, Anglian Water and Greater Lincolnshire Nature Partnership. 

3. Increasing skills for people from all ages by engaging communities, parish councils, 

schools, and local groups through activities such as Mayfly in the Classroom (MiC), 

LRT’s Water Vole Warriors, volunteering events and citizen science projects.  

4. Working with Greater Lincolnshire Nature Partnership (GLNP) to build an ecological 

database for the limestone becks through citizen science projects such as invasive 

mapping and invertebrate sampling.  

5. Nurture landowner participation in habitat restoration through facilitated visits to 

large-scale habitat restorations at Upper Cringle Brook, Branston Beck and Dunston 

Beck.  

6. Encourage local communities, parish councils and landowners, to maintain a long-term 

focus on the limestone becks by ‘adopting’ them and opening the door to opportunities 

for continued restoration and engagement work.  

7. Add value to existing and extend catchment sensitive farming programmes which will 

seek to improve water quality by providing advice on how to reduce the impact of 

diffuse pollution and habitat degradation.  

Habitat restoration  

Recent project success has brought knowledge and experience and paved the way for the 

partners to deliver similar small and large-scale habitat improvements. The habitat 

restoration at Branston Beck required significant design modification to protect a newly 

discovered water vole population. Upper Cringle Brook was thought to be beyond restoration, 

as it was reduced to a straight, deep-sided, overgrown, ditch.  The resulting floodplain 

reconnection, channel installation and wildflower meadow are expected to not only improve 

habitat for wildlife, but substantially increase water storage during times of high rainfall and 

improve water quality.   

Both these significant limestone beck habitat restoration projects, along with Manthorpe 

near Grantham on the Upper Witham, where a former mill flood bank was successfully 

removed to create a new habitat for wildlife, are promoted as exemplar projects to 

demonstrate to landowners, the benefits of habitat enhancements.  
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It is intended to build separate project bids for donor funding to deliver major habitat 

restoration and enhancement work on the six priority limestone becks, Welton, Nettleham, 

Branston and Heighington, Dunston, and Scopwick Beck, Cringle Brook and the river Slea.  

Main objectives include: 

1. Identifying sites and designing plans to restore and enhance 6-12k of limestone beck 

and the riparian corridor, with particular focus on: 

a. Increasing channel and floodplain morphological variability and connectivity 

(e.g., riffles, pools, and seasonally wet floodplain). 

b. Improving their current Water Framework Directive water quality status. 

c. Developing natural flood management measures to increase water storage 

during high rainfall.  

d. Creating suitable habitat for Britain’s most endangered mammal, protected 

under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, the water vole. 

e. Installing limestone gravel to provide spawning habitat for the Brown Trout, a 

priority species under the UK Post-2010 Biodiversity Framework.  

f. Increasing back channels to support greater macro-invertebrate diversity and 

create habitat for the white-clawed crayfish and spawning grounds for the brown 

trout. This also adds resilience for fish and other species, by providing refuge 

during periods when the watercourse is in spate. 

g. Introducing native wetland vegetation and trees by planting species that provide 

benefits to a range of insects, reptiles, amphibians, and small mammals. 

h. Removing barriers to fish passage to reconnect habitats increases the resilience 

of fish species, including the endangered European eel.  

i. Identifying and protecting tufa waterfalls 

j. Reduce the abundance of or remove invasive non-native species. 

2. Building ecological baseline data and knowledge of the identified habitat restoration 

sites through pre-project assessments then post-project evaluation and monitoring, by 

a. Conducting ecological and specific species surveys, and archaeological 

assessments. These also inform the design and consent submission processes, 

support project delivery to plan for any necessary mitigation. 

b. Undertaking pre and post river condition assessments using the Modular River 

Survey within the Biodiversity Metric 3.1. 

c. Monitoring of water quality through invertebrate sampling. 

d. Tracking changes over time through drone and photographic footage. 
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Looking to the future 

Strengthening civic pride is an important part of the project, for connecting the limestone 

beck network and engaging local communities in securing the long-term protection and 

improvement. Interpretation, signage, and promotional activities will be deployed 

throughout the project, linking to wider Lincolnshire activities to promote ecotourism.  The 

project partners will nurture local groups to maintain a focus as the project is a continual cycle 

of reconnect, design, deliver and communicate. All these activities are intrinsically linked and 

not exclusive to ensure that more of this precious habitat is not lost forever.   

 

Project progress 

The most significant achievements are as follows: 

Upper Cringle Brook  

Cringle Brook is a tributary of the river Witham, located south of Grantham. It is a spring-fed 

limestone beck, 12km in length. While the lower sections of the Brook remain relatively 

natural, the Upper Cringle Brook has been historically straightened and deepened.  

With permission of the 

landowner, Easton Estates, a 1-

km section of the Brook between 

Skillington and Stoke Rochford 

was restored with a new one-

hectare lowered floodplain, a 

pond with secondary channels 

and a back channel added, along 

with the creation of a 1.7-

hectare wildflower area, built 

using material from the 

floodplain adaptation.  
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Branston (Sandhill) Beck  

The Branston Beck (also known as Sandhill Beck) rises near Mere Hall, just to the east of 

Waddington airfield near Lincoln and flows north-eastwards, through the villages of Branston 

and Heighington, to join the river Witham drainage system on Washingborough Fen  

In 2019, brushwood berms were introduced to increase sinuosity along with some tree 

thinning on Cliff Farm at Waterwheel Lane, followed by gravel installation along a 400-m 

stretch of the beck around Heath Farm. This created a pool-riffle sequence, improving the 

habitat, particularly for fish, who can feed, find shelter and spawn, and invertebrates can 

thrive.  

Heath Farm is downstream from Cliff Farm where 

habitat improvements were carried out in 2022 

on 1.2km stretch from a footbridge on the Spires 

and Steeples footpath to 

Sycamore Close. Works 

completed include tree 

work along the full stretch 

of beck, the creation of a mill pond, new channels, ponds and lowering 

of the floodplain, planting of wetland vegetation, and the installation 

limestone gravel, all which will improve the habitat particularly for 

brown trout and water voles. With volunteers, native plug plants were 

planted, grass seed was sown, and a wildflower meadow created on 

0.5ha of land.  

Nettleham Beck  

Nettleham Beck, with a spring source near Riseholme, 

rises to the west of Nettleham village and flows 

through Nettleham and Sudbrooke to join the Barlings 

Eau near Langworth.  In 2019, a habitat improvement 

project was undertaken along Sudbrooke Parish 

Council’s Playing Field stretch of Nettleham Beck.  

The channel was very straight and uniform in shape 

with steep 

banks, and invertebrate sampling revealed the water 

to be of poor quality. The banks were regraded, and 

the channel was narrowed with the installation of 

berms (low level shelves) and natural wood deflectors 

to reintroduce sinuosity. A team of volunteers planted 

over 1,000 plug plants.  

Before 

Heath Farm: Before 

After 

Heath Farm: After  
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Scopwick Beck  

Scopwick Beck is a small stream which rises a short 

distance to the west of Scopwick village and flows east 

and south-eastwards through Scopwick and Kirkby 

Green, into the drainage dyke system which ultimately 

joins the River Witham via Billinghay Skirth.  

In 2017, berms were installed along a straightened 

section of Scopwick beck, to reintroduce a sinuous 

meandering channel, with varied habitats and flow 

types, helping aquatic invertebrates and fish. 

Volunteers, and members of the local community, took 

part to learn new skills and knowledge of river ecology.  

Dunston Beck  

Dunston Beck rises west of the village, on Dunston Heath. The beck flows in an easterly 

direction, through the village centre and joins the Car Dyke near Nocton Wood  

The initial project in 2021 at Dunston Prior Lane 

restored a four-hundred and thirty metre 

section reconnecting it with its floodplain. This 

involved extensive floodplain lowering of a 2-ha 

agricultural field and water level raising within 

the beck using gravel riffles.  

These measures targeted improvements for 

fish and invertebrates. Additional benefits were 

provided through wildflower planting the 

finished site included rare local wetland plant 

species propagated by the Lincolnshire Wildlife 

Trust.  

In Mar 22, on land owned by Dyson Farms created 

a new floodplain, the current straightened channel 

has been realigned in a more sinuous and natural 

form, increasing its length from 350 to 420 meters. 

It now has a pool and riffle sequence as well as back 

channels, ponds, and scrapes within the new 

floodplain also complementing the Dunston Prior 

Lane project.   

 

 

Berm installation 

Before 

After 

Dyson Farms Aerial July 22 
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Disclaimer 
The information contained in this document is intended for the recipient only. 

Lincolnshire regularly updates information and data. Should the recipient be 

interested in taking the proposed activities forward, East Mercia Rivers Trust are 

open to proposed amendments that are in keeping with the project aims and 

objectives. 
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