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Say lapwing, widgeon or godwit 
and you’ll have Marc Outten’s 
attention immediately. He’s 
helping to create oases of nature 
along the South Essex Coast. 
We’ve been finding out more…

ARC OUTTEN is part of a major 
initiative to create a new network of 
nature reserves to rejuvenate the 

natural environment in South Essex.
Writtle graduate Marc is the Royal Society for the 

Protection of Birds’ site manager for the area’s marshes 
– and he loves it.

Marc says, “We started work in the area in 2005 to 
create a huge landscape for conservation. It’s a network 
of 1,000 hectares –around 2,500 acres – of reserves from 
Canvey Island to Vange Marshes. They are all linked 
ecologically. The large scale allows birds to distribute 
more widely across the landscape and, with the threat of 
rising sea levels, provides larger feeding areas.”

The latest phase is a £5.5million project at Bowers 
Marsh, between West Canvey and the Vange Marshes. 

It’s been a long road for Marc to get to this point. He 
left school without A-levels, went straight into a job in 

the building industry and got stuck in dead end jobs. “I’d 
always had a love of the natural environment and, when I 
got to 30, I thought it was time to go back to college.

“Initially, I did an NVQ Level 2 at Writtle in 
environment and conservation in 2002, one day a week. I 
was working for Southend Borough Council as parks 
ranger. Five years later, I graduated with a BSc (Hons) in 
Conservation and Environment. 

“In my spare time, I was helping with survey work and 
woodland management with the local authority and 
doing a lot of volunteering with the Essex Wildlife Trust, 
managing some of the natural woodland and wetland 
bird surveys with the British Trust for Ornithology.”

On top of that, he was working for the council on 
Saturdays and Sundays, and had a new-born daughter. 
“It was hard going at times but I think being a mature 
student helped me a lot. I was able to cope,” says Marc. 
“Volunteering was so beneficial for my studies and 



Special reserve…
part of the civil engineering 
works at Bowers Marsh and 
Marc monitors the bird life
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helped me with skills I needed. To be honest, I had a 
passion for it. I came to the realisation that I wanted to 
have an influence on that and be able to work 
outdoors.”

Marc gave up his job with the council and was 
working three days a week with the RSPB three months 
before he finished his degree as the South Essex 
Marshes warden. Then, the site manager role came up 
and it was too good an opportunity to pass up.

His initial role was hands-on landscape 
management, monitoring of species, habitat 
management and inputting into reserve management 
plans. “What we have now is a real mixture of habitats. 
There’s freshwater wet grassland – where we’ve 
installed pumping systems and vast water storage areas 
– saline lagoons, reed beds and dry grasslands and 
arable. The wet areas make up about 60 per cent of the 
land area in the reserves.

Large civil engineering works are involved in some 
areas, with natural features used to retain water where 
possible. Features that drain the sites are dammed to 
stop the marshes drying up throughout the summer 
months. The work benefits species other than birds – 
water voles, invertebrates and reptiles, including 
adders, all thrive on the reserve. The whole thing is a 
virtuous circle.

“We opened up West Canvey Marshes in 2010 and 
already we are seeing increased numbers of wildfowl 
and waders. They move in from the surrounding 
landscape as well.

“Overwintering bird numbers are increasing quite 
significantly and breeding bird numbers as well,” says 
Marc. “We have wading birds from Scandinavia feeding 
on the rich food source provided by the wetland 
landscape. We get thousands of birds every winter, 
including widgeon, teal, regionally important numbers 

of shoveler and rarer species like marsh harriers, 
peregrine falcons and bearded tits.”

Writtle has helped him to fulfill his dream. “It 
gave me an in-depth knowledge of habitats, species 
ecology and management as well as land management 
and visitor pressures. It’s given me greater confidence 
speaking in public – and taught me how to stick to 
deadlines.”

Marc’s always lived in the Southend area and he’s 
pleased with the arrangements for public access to the 
projects. “We make sure people can get close to the 
wildlife – that’s something the RSPB is very good at 
managing and an important factor when inspiring our 
visitors about the environment in which we live. This is 
one amazing project.”  


