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WWT’s founder Sir Peter Scott began talks 
to purchase the land in Washington to 
expand his vision of creating new wetland 
habitat in the UK. He was good friends 
with local businessman Sir James Steel - 
Chairman of Washington Development 
Corporation from 1964 until 1977 and Lord 
Lieutenant of Tyne & Wear from 1974 to 
1984 - who introduced him to the area 
and the idea as a potential opportunity 
for the land. 

Sir Peter Scott with Sir James Steel on 
Top Meadow on the day ownership 
was transferred to WWT, as part of the 
creation of Washington New Town.

Sir Peter Scott met with the then 
curator John Secrett to discuss the 
opening. The nearby Barmston Ponds 
already saw a vast array of wild bird 
species and the hope was that the 
birds would navigate to ‘Washington 
wetlands’ and embed themselves 
into the environment, creating a joint 
conservation effort in the local area - 
the idea definitely came into fruition!

First opening on the morning of 29 May 1975 at a 
cost of 40p for adults and 20p for children, WWT 
Washington Wetland Centre introduced the people 
of Washington to an array of ducks, geese and 
swans, living up to its then name ‘Washington 
Wildfowl Park’.

Previously predominantly farmland, most of the 
trees and hedgerows didn’t exist. All of the ponds 
and lakes were specifically designed and built 
as part of WWT’s plan to increase biodiversity to 
the area by creating new wetland and woodland 
habitat, which served as a vital community asset. 
Fast-forward 50 years and it has become an urban 
oasis surrounded by industry.

Adjacent to the River Wear, the site acts as a 
nature corridor, a refuge spot or even a permanent 
dwelling for many wild species of insects, birds, 
amphibians and mammals, as well as an important 
home for conservation species within our living 
collection. But, where did it all begin?

For centuries, the land that WWT 
Washington now stands on was originally 
working farmland, home to large 
expanses of fields, farm animals and a 
water mill - situated at the 'gill' (stream) 
or Spring Gill, as we know it today. 

A forge also stood for many years and 
its last owner, George Stephenson, 
constructed shovels, horseshoes and 
anchors for the wooden ships made at 
the yards between Sunderland 
and Biddick. 

Not to be mistaken with ‘the father 
of railways’ George Stephenson, our 
George was a master forger and 
exhibited at the 1851 Great Exhibition at 
Crystal Palace in London.

The forge stood in the area we 
know today as Wet Wood. Some 
of the bricks from the building can 
still be seen from the path heading 
into the woodland!

Her Majesty the Queen and Prince 
Philip visit WWT Washington as part 
of the Silver Jubilee celebrations in 
1977. The Duke of Edinburgh would 
make a return trip in October 2005.

Follow in Sir Peter Scott’s footsteps 
along the fenceline from the cafe 
veranda and see the visitor centre 
from the same angle 50 years later!

Hawthorn Wood hide feeding station 
was also established in 1977 and has 
become the most popular wildlife 
viewing hide on the whole reserve - be 
sure to pay it a visit!

1980

The round table ponds were 
excavated in 1980. Today, the 
reedbed is a great spot for 
sedge and reed warbler during 
summer, with water rail being 
seen and heard during winter.

The Wear Ferry ran from 1990 to 
1995 Passengers could take a cruise 
on the Wear Ferry and stop off to 
visit our site. 

You can still see the remains of the
jetty next to the River Viewpoint at Wader 
Lake - this area now hosts breeding space 
for common tern.

The centre’s first Chilean 
flamingos - a flock of 16 birds - 
arrived in 1986. 

They lived in the Catherine 
Cookson Flamingo House, which 
was on the edge of the Stream 
Channel, until 2010 when they 
moved to Hunters Creek and 
finally their current home!

1989

The first ever grey heron 
chick since the site opened 
was spotted in 1989 on 
Wader Lake. 

The heron hedge overlooking 
Wader Lake is now home to one 
of the UK’s largest heronries 
each spring and summer, best 
viewed from Diageo hide.

The Discovery Centre extension is 
unveiled to the public in February 1996. 
Since then it has helped over 150,000 
school children to discover just why
wetlands are so amazing!

Spring Gill opened to visitors in 1996. This 
woodland was here long before we took 
over ownership of site. The stream that 
runs beneath the bridge used to house an 
old watermill which provided water for 
both milling corn and the old forge.

The duckery was built in 1996. Since then, 
thousands of rare and endangered birds 
have hatched here, including in 2013-2014 
when 24 Chilean flamingos were hand-
reared over 3 long months of 3 hourly 
feeds, day and night.

1990

OFFICIAL OPENING DAY
The centre first opened its doors to 
visitors on 29 May 1975, delayed by a 
week due to bad weather! 

1992

The first ever Chilean 
flamingo hatches at WWT 
Washington in September.
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2000

The Diageo Hide at Wader Lake is 
constructed in one day thanks to 
staff and volunteers.

2002 2003

Paddy Fleming hide on 
Wader Lake opened in 
2002.

Northumbrian Water hide 
on Wader Lake was built in 
one day as part of World 
Wetlands Day celebrations.

2006

A pair of avocets arrives and breeds 
for the first time on Wader Lake in 
2006, the most northerly breeding 
record ever in the UK at the time. 
These charismatic waders continue 
to come here and reach 50-60 
adults at a time.

Today, the shingle islands on 
Wader Lake offer fantastic 
views of breeding common tern, 
avocet, little-ringed plover - all 
best viewed from Diageo hide.

Visit the Vic Robins hide 
during your visit and 
see if you can spot the 
artificial bank and any 
sand martins!

The otter enclosure becomes a 
busy place as Mimi and Musa go 
on to have eight more cubs...

2008

The first 4 common cranes are 
introduced to WWT Washington’s 
animal collection as part of the 
Great Crane Project. They’re 
a key species in the Stream 
Channel, which opened in 2007.

2011

Great-crested newts - a UK 
protected amphibian species - 
are found for the first time in the 
amphibian ponds.
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The first otter exhibit opens in June 
2011 when Asian short-clawed otters 
Musa and brother Rod were first 
introduced to visitors. 

2012

Otter Rod moves to 
London as brother Musa is 
introduced to - what turns 
out to be - his long-term 
partner Mimi.

Musa
Mimi

2015

Mimi and Musa have their first 
otter cub on 22 May 2015. She was 
affectionately nicknamed ‘Squeak’ 
because of her adorable calls, but 
her real name was Ruby, named in 
WWT Washington’s 40th year!

Ash, Tod, Pip and Sam in 2016...

followed by Irene, Shirley, Rita and 
Buster in 2017. Buster remains with 
Musa today while the others have 
all moved on to other collections to 
have families of their own!

2016

The Lagoon View hide is officially 
opened to visitors in May 2016. 
An example of one of the UK’s 
rarest habitats, the saline lagoon 
was designed to improve WWT 
Washington’s biodiversity by 
strengthening its connection to 
the River Wear.

Wildlife highlights at the Lagoon View 
hide have included little egret, spoonbill, 
curlew, kingfisher and avocet – plus roe 
deer, Eurasian otter and an abundance 
of invertebrates and flora.
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More than 14,000 visitors enjoy 
the LEGO trail in 2016 - the first 
of many times the popular event 
paid the north east a visit! 

2017 2020

Covid19 restrictions close 
the centre for months, 
but behind-the-scenes, 
a hardworking team of 
skeleton staff ensures the site 
is well kept, the collection 
animals are cared for and 
the wild reserve thrives.

2022 2023 2024 2025

The Working Wetland 
Garden and Waterlab 
opens in July 2017 
(transplanted from the 
RHS Hampton Court 
Palace Flower Show 2016, 
where it clinched a gold 
medal and the Best Show 
Garden title) with funding 
from HSBC’s Water 
Programme.

Also in 2017, funding is 
secured through the 
M&S Energy Fund to 
create Europe’s first 
solar-powered flamingo 
house. As part of our 
voting campaign we lit up 
Penshaw Monument pink! 

The first common crane chick 
in WWT Washington’s history 
hatches to parents who were 
part of the first stages of the 
pioneering Great Crane Project.

We launched our willow tit citizen 
science project in 2023, calling on 
local people to help us monitor 
and protect the red-listed willow 
tit; the UK’s fastest declining 
resident bird species.

The very first sand martin 
chick was spotted on 12 June 
2024 in the artificial bank on 
Wader Lake. 

The specially designed 
artificial  bank was built in 
October 2023 with the hope 
that it would encourage this 
species to nest - job done!

Wet Wood reopens to 
visitors on the centre’s 
50th birthday. This rare 
wetland habitat was 
last part of our visitor 
experience over a decade 
ago! It’s full of wetland 
superpowers, home to an 
array of wildlife and very 
good for the soul.
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Willow tits can be occasionally 
spotted from Hawthorn Wood 
hide, The Lookout and in the 
treelines of the amphibian ponds - 
keep an eye out!

Our reserve team wanted visitors to 
be able to see woodland birds feeding 
even when restrictions were in place, 
so they created ‘The Lookout’ on the 
lagoon path - this is still active and 
encourages lots of bird life to the area!

Read more 
about our 
willow tit 
project!

The WWT Washington app 
launched in February 2024. 
The visitor engagement 
app encourages visitors 
to get emmersed into the 
action, giving more indepth  
information, quizzes and an 
interactive map for extra 
umph!

Keen to download
our app? Search 

‘WWT Washington’ 
in your app store! 

Read more on the 
Great Crane Project

we have welcomed more than 

AND NOW...
3 MILLION VISITORS

150,000 SCHOOL CHILDREN
and over

since we first opened 50 years ago!

CLICK

CLICK

https://www.wwt.org.uk/our-work/projects/reintroducing-common-cranes
https://www.wwt.org.uk/wetland-centres/washington/wildlife/willow-tit-project

