
Berms
Safe, seasonally wet habitats

KEY STEPS TO CREATING 
BERMS
Some basic principles:

Build on the south-facing bank 
(best sunlight).

About 50cm wide, with a 10cm 
camber to encourage diverse 
marginal plants

Aim to place the berm so it’s half 
submerged in summer and 
mostly submerged in winter

Shape access banks at 45 degrees 
to help water voles, birds and 
reptiles access the water

A berm is a shallow vegetated shelf that sits under the 
water level of a pond, or drainage ditch. They provide safe, 
seasonally wet habitats for aquatic plants, beetles, birds, fish 
and other wildlife, acting as a transition zone between water 
and land.

The New Life on the Old West project has built over 2km of 
berms on drainage ditches around the project area, and they’ve 
proven to be hugely beneficial for fenland wildlife.

WHAT IS A BERM?
 Just having this 
shallow shelf makes 
such a difference

Martin Hammond 
Beetle expert, standing on an 
850m berm at Queenholme 
Farm, Willingham

A usual ditch A berm

TOP TIPS
Get permissions

Your first point of contact is your local Internal Drainage Board 
(IDB). They will be able to advise you on any consents you may 
need to carry out the work.

Use specialists

Experienced fenland contractors with tracked excavators and 
grading buckets ensure the right slope and smooth finish. 

Again, start with your local IDB, they have approved contractors 
who can carry out the work.

Create shallow, warm margins: vital for rare beetles like 
Agabus undulatus and Berosus luridus.

Offer refuge for threatened fish like Spined Loach.

Increase flow capacity & reduce 
flood risk.

WHY BERMS WORK

IMPORTANT NOTE FOR 
LANDOWNERS 

Berms are low cost

They don’t use up any extra land! 

Rare beetle
Agabus undulatus



MEET THE WATER VOLE - Arvicola amphibius

Britain’s fastest declining mammal - once common 
across the Fens, water voles now rely on carefully 
managed habitats to survive.

What water voles need

Slow-flowing or still water: ditches, ponds, streams, 
and drains with gently sloping banks.

Dense bankside vegetation: grasses, rushes, reeds, 
and sedges for food and cover.

Undisturbed earth banks: ideal for digging burrows 
above typical water levels.

Wide wet margins and berms: berms create sheltered 
edges perfect for feeding and nesting. WHY BERMS HELP

Provide extra space for burrows 
above fluctuating water levels.

Encourage a richer mix of plants 
water voles love to eat.

Offer cover from predators like 
mink and birds of prey.

Connect fragmented habitats so 
voles can travel safely.

TRACK & SIGN - SPOTTING WATER VOLES
Keep an eye out for these clues:

Droppings – oval, blunt-ended, about the size 
of a Tic Tac; often green, found on ‘latrines’ near 
water.

Feeding remains – neat piles of chewed 
vegetation 10–20cm long, cut at a 45° angle.

Burrows – holes (4–8cm wide) in the bank, often 
just above water level.

Footprints – 4 toes on the front foot, 5 on the 
back, sometimes seen in soft mud.

Runs – well-worn paths through vegetation 
leading to the water’s edge.

Water vole feeding 
sign and scat

Water vole scat on 
mink raft

TOP TIP
Water vole signs differ from brown 
rat signs - rats tend to leave pointed 
droppings and raggedly chewed stems.

WHY IT MATTERS
Spotting these signs helps monitor 
populations and guide conservation 
efforts - every berm, pond edge, and ditch 
margin can make a difference.

Water vole 
footprints


