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T he Norfolk and Suffolk Broads 
are a sailing environment that 
continues to attract generation af-
ter generation of holiday makers 

who come to experience the thrill of Broad-
land sailing. Holiday makers have the 
choice of sail and of motor cruisers than can 
be hired by the week and, in some cases, for 
long weekends, particularly in the off-
season. There are also water buses and day-

hire craft for those who can only spend a 
day at a time on the Broads. 
         So what are the Broads like? The 125 
miles of navigable waters consist of rivers 
and lakes (known as Broads). Despite their 
idyllic appearance, the various Broads were 
in fact Medieval peat diggings that subse-
quently flooded to become an attractive part 
of the Broadland environment. Each of 
these Broads provides a refreshing change 
from river sailing, with reasonable sized ex-
panses of open water. They act as an ideal 

venue, either for some exciting uninter-
rupted sailing, or to simply drop the mud 
weight over the bow and watch the world go 
by. Alternatively, they are a safe place, for 
those new to sailing, to learn the basics be-
fore trying the more challenging conditions 
of the rivers.  
         There are a number of broads that are 
not navigable, including those used as reser-
voirs to hold water for water supply compa-
nies. Several of these are sites of Special In-
terest and form an important part of the 
Broads National Park. 
         The navigable Broadland network is 
essentially split into two “zones” linked by 
a four mile stretch of open water known as 
Breydon Water. In Roman times Breydon 
Water was a vast open estuary that became 
progressively smaller as it silted up. As an 
important estuary to the water highways 
inland, the Romans built a major Fore Shore 
Fort at Burgh Castle, the remains of which 
can still be seen.  
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Miles of tranquil waterways, teaming with 
wild birds and dotted with picturesque 
thatched buildings. 

The open expanses of the larger Broads offer 
exciting racing with classic Broads Cruisers 
that feature large sail areas. 
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         For many first time visitors to the 
Broads, their biggest challenge is a crossing 
over Breydon Water. The channel is clearly 
marked by navigation posts and you should 
keep within these markers AT ALL TIMES 
because it is quite shallow outside the chan-
nel and often dries out at low water. When 
sailing on Breydon Water it is important to 
make sure that you do not catch either your 
topping lift, or mainsheet, on one of the 
navigation posts, because there is a good 
chance you could lose your mast! Crossing 
Breydon Water is usually straightforward 
but it can get relatively choppy, with short 

steep waves, when there is a strong wind 
against tide. 
         The Broad Authority now manages 
the Broads as a National Park. Although the 
navigation aspects of their duties have been 
less than satisfactory, they have spent a 
great effort on encouraging visitors to use 
bicycles and public transport to view the 

Broads from on-land. They are encouraging 
the conversion of motorboats to electric 
power and have a programme for the instal-
lation of moorings with mains power charg-
ing points. Some sailors with vessels based 
on the Broads have complained about the 
rising cost of licenses and what they see as 
an unfair distribution of funds, mainly ob-
tained through licensing vessels, with inade-
quate funding to maintain navigation for 
boats. 
         In the longer term, the major threat to 
the unique Broads comes from changes in 
sea level. The network of rivers and lakes is 
potentially very vulnerable to inundation 
from the North Sea. Much of the area is 

close to sea level and in some places below 
sea level. A deliberate lack of spending on 
sea defences by the British Government 
since 1997 and abandonment of large 
stretches of coastline are creating increased 
risk. From the reign of Elizabeth I in the 
Sixteenth Century great efforts were made 
to protect land from inundation and to re-
claim land. Elizabeth I raised the Sea 
Breach Commissioners to protect the coast-
line and their successors continued to im-
prove the defences against the North Sea 
until the final years of the Twentieth Cen-
tury. Much work was carried out by Dutch 
engineers and the remains of wind pumps 
are still dotted about the Broads area.       

The Broads Museum tells the story of the 
Broads and their unique vessels. 

A traditional sailing wherry returns to the 
Broads after maintenance in one of the spe-
cialist yards on Lake Lothing, Lowestoft. 

Tourists or residents? Two swans inspect an 
electric launch as it glides past them. The 
Broads are an important stop-over for mi-
grating swans and home to permanent resi-
dents. 
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