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Foreword 
 
One of the key components of English Nature's Strategy for the 1990s has been the Natural 
Areas approach.  We examined the local distinctiveness of each part of England, to identify 
their characteristic wildlife and natural features, and used this to define a comprehensive 
series of Natural Areas.  Their boundaries are based on the distribution of wildlife and natural 
features, and on the land use pattern and human history of each area, and thus offer a more 
effective framework for the planning and achievement of nature conservation objectives than 
do administrative boundaries.  They are not designations. 
 
Wildlife is not restricted to designated and protected sites such as nature reserves or SSSIs; it 
occurs throughout the countryside, coast and built up areas of England.  No part of the 
country is without some wildlife interest.  The Natural Areas approach gives us a way of 
determining priorities for nature conservation areas with ecological and landscape integrity, 
and to set objectives which reflect these priorities.  Together, all Natural Areas provide a 
powerful vision for nature conservation right across England. 
 
The achievement of the objectives described for each Natural Area will be a key part of our 
new strategy Beyond 2000.  The objectives will guide our work over the coming years, and 
we hope Natural Areas will allow us to help others in achieving what is best for nature 
conservation locally. 
 
This Natural Area profile is one of a series of 120, one for each Natural Area.  In it we 
describe the wildlife and natural features of the area, and what makes it special and 
distinctive.  Each Natural Area profile is different, since it describes and reflects the local 
distinctiveness of the area, and therefore includes nature conservation objectives which are 
particular to that area.  The profiles have been written after a wide range of local 
consultations, both on the boundaries of the Natural Areas themselves and on these profiles. 
 
We hope you will find this document useful, and look forward to working with you to 
maintain and enhance the wildlife and natural features of England. 
 

 
 
Dr Derek Langslow 
Chief Executive 
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1. Introduction 
English Nature launched its Natural Areas Strategy in June 1993.  Natural Areas are intended 
to provide a framework for an integrated approach to nature conservation in England.  They 
are defined in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan as “biogeographic zones which reflect the 
geological foundation, the natural systems and processes and the wildlife in different parts of 
England, and provide a framework for setting objectives for nature conservation”.  They 
encapsulate a unique combination of natural features, land-use and issues.  They are 
characterised by physical factors such as geology, soils and topography which influence the 
vegetation, landscape features and patterns of rural land use. 
 
The Thames and Avon Vales Natural Area was originally called the Oxford Clay Vale and a 
draft strategy document produced for consultation.  The Natural Area incorporates two 
Character Areas defined by the Countryside Commission, the Avon Vales and the Upper 
Thames Clay Vales. 
 
The Natural Area profiles are therefore intended to provide the basis for the development of 
local biodiversity action plans, local species recovery plans, nature conservation strategies 
and other local initiatives and strategic plans.  They will underpin and drive all of English 
Nature’s work into the foreseeable future. 
 
The aims of this profile are: 
 
• To identify the key nature conservation features and the issues affecting them. 
• To highlight those areas where input is needed to increase biodiversity. 
• To identify the species and habitats which must be conserved if local distinctiveness is to be retained. 
• To help co-ordinate nature conservation effort across administrative boundaries. 
• To provide an overview of where work is presently taking place or has taken place, where it is planned 

and where the short-falls might be.  
• To place the local issues affecting nature conservation in the national context. 
 

 
 
Map 1 Natural Areas of England 
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2. General description 
The Thames and Avon Vales make up the central section of a huge belt of low-lying land 
running through south central England from Somerset to Lincolnshire.  It is made up of the 
Vale of Aylesbury in the east and the Vale of White Horse in south Oxfordshire and north 
Wiltshire reaching Trowbridge in the south west.  Although the landscape is generally 
lacking in prominent features it forms an important element of the essentially English 
lowland scene with its gently rolling vistas with a mixture of arable and grass fields 
surrounded by thick hedgerows and interspersed with small woods.  This is a very rural area 
with Oxford, Aylesbury and Swindon the only large built-up areas and other settlements are 
generally small and widely scattered. 
 

 
Map 2  The Thames and Avon Vales Natural Area 
 
The area is situated between the chalk and limestone plateaus of the Cotswolds to the north 
and the Marlborough Downs, Berkshire Downs and Chilterns to the south and east.  In the 
centre is a low ridge made up of sandy, Corallian limestone, which is characterised as a 
separate Natural Area known as the Midvale Ridge.  To either side of this ridge is a river 
valley landscape of flood plains and small fields.  These are bounded by hedges with many 
crack willows and, until the late 1960s, the English elm was a prominent feature of this 
landscape.  The rare native black poplar has a national centre of distribution in the Vale of 
Aylesbury, associated with ditches and streamsides.   
 
The farming scene is a mixture of pasture and arable farming with dairy cattle, beef and 
sheep.  Most of the area lies within the catchment of the Thames although the section south-
west of Wootton Bassett is part of the Bristol Avon catchment (Map 2).  Gravel pits are a  
prominent feature in some parts.  Woodland is common on the slightly higher ground, 
particularly around the ancient royal forests of Braydon and Bernwood.  
 
To the north of the Midvale Ridge lies the Thames Valley which largely overlies Oxford 
Clay; to the south the principal deposits are those of Kimmeridge and Gault Clay with a few 
low outcrops of Purbeck and Portland limestone in places.  These are all Jurassic deposits.  
Overlying the clay in the Thames valley are extensive deposits of Quaternary gravels. 
 
Several countryside management projects funded by the local authorities are actively engaged 
in the promotion of conservation management in the Natural Area.  These include the North 
Bucks Countryside Management Project, the Aylesbury Vale Countryside Management 
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Project, the Oxfordshire Small Woodlands Project and the Braydon Forest Management 
Project. 
 
Counties in natural area: 
Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Wiltshire, Gloucestershire 
 
Local planning authorities: 
South Oxfordshire, Oxford, West Oxfordshire, Cherwell, Vale of White Horse, Oxfordshire, Aylesbury Vale, 
Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, Thamesdown, North Wiltshire, West Wiltshire, Kennet, Wiltshire, Cotswold, 
Gloucestershire 
 
Major land uses: 
Beef farming, Dairy farming. Arable, Gravel extraction 
 
Key nature conservation features: 
Neutral grassland, Damp grassland of importance to wintering birds, Woodlands, Farmed landscape, Flooded 
gravel pits, River systems, Northernmost Wealden deposits and Portlandian exposures 
Table 1  The Thames and Avon Vales - summary  
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3. The distribution of interest 
Prime Biodiversity Areas 
 
Prime Biodiversity Areas are areas with a high concentration of important nature 
conservation features.  They are not a formal designation, simply a means of highlighting 
those areas where resources to maintain, restore and re-create habitats will be most cost 
effective and of greatest priority.  The Prime Biodiversity Areas identified in the Thames and 
Avon Vales are shown in Map 3.  
 
The Prime Biodiversity Area centred around Oxford also includes part of the adjacent Natural 
Area, the Midvale Ridge.  It is a very diverse area containing important areas of coppice and 
high forest woodland, calcareous fen, neutral meadow, grass-heath, calcareous grassland, wet 
inundation grassland, man-made lakes and rivers. 
 
In Wiltshire a Prime Biodiversity Area covers a substantial part of the Cotswold Water Park 
and the Forest of Braydon.  This again includes two adjacent areas, one of man-made lakes 
and associated pasture, rivers and streams, the other a mosaic of woodland, arable and 
pasture.   
 

 
Map 3 Prime Biodiversity Areas and Sites of Special Scientific Interest in the Thames and Avon Vales 
Natural Area 
 
Ecologically Rich Landscapes/Areas of High Ecological Value (AHEV)  
 
When the Oxfordshire Alert Maps were being drawn up the concept of 'Ecologically Rich 
Landscapes' was formulated, and a similar exercise in Wiltshire created AHEVs.  These are 
areas, such as parkland landscapes and river corridors, where there is a significant amount of 
wildlife habitat but where it is too diffuse to be regarded as a 'site'.  They are a useful 
indication of additional concentrations of high biodiversity where effort should be targeted as 
a priority. 
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4. The nature conservation resource 
4.1 Grassland 

Grasslands of neutral and slightly calcareous soils figure highly in this landscape and are the 
most important nature conservation feature in the national context.  The agriculturally 
unimproved grassland communities are usually hay meadows (National Vegetation 
Classification [NVC] MG4 & MG5: see Appendix 1) except where subject to frequent or 
prolonged flooding when swamp or inundation communities are more common.  Many of the 
meadows have ridge and furrow topography.  The MG4 meadow foxtail-greater burnet flood 
meadow grasslands are particularly important as this area is now one of the remaining 
strongholds of this nationally rare community.  This grassland type has a very restricted 
distribution as it is confined to lowland floodplains with calcareous alluvium where there has 
been a long history of traditional hay meadow management.  MG4 grassland is also 
considered to be exceptionally rare in the European context and is listed as a priority habitat 
in the EC Habitats Directive. 
 
Distribution 
 
During the middle part of this century much of the traditionally managed grassland was lost 
due to widespread conversion to arable cultivation and the adoption of more intensive 
agricultural grassland management practices, especially drainage, use of fertilisers and 
herbicides.  Only scattered remnants remain, though a few large blocks or concentrations still 
exist, notably around Oxford, on Otmoor and at Chimney Meadows in Oxfordshire and at 
Clattinger Farm and North Meadow in Wiltshire. 
 
Plant communities 
 
There are a number of plants that can be regarded as characteristic or notable species of these 
grasslands.  In the alluvial flood meadows (MG4 grassland) these include adderstongue fern, 
meadow rue, snake's head fritillary and greater burnet.  In the MG5 crested dogstail-
knapweed grassland green-winged orchid, narrow-leaved water-dropwort, meadow thistle 
and downy-fruited sedge are among the characteristic species.  Creeping marshwort occurs at 
its only British site in the inundation grassland (NVC MG13) on Port Meadow in Oxford.  
 
MG4 Meadow foxtail/greater burnet flood meadow 
Area:  c.150 ha. 
Proportion of national resource: 
10% (one of two centres of national distribution) 
Distribution: 
Along the Thames valley and Ray basin. 
Key sites: 
North Meadow NNR, Clattinger Farm SSSI, Cassington Meadow SSSI, Pixy and Yarnton Meadows SSSI 
Associated rare species: 
Snakeshead fritillary – 
 A large proportion of the British population is present in this Natural Area.  Nationally Scarce. 
Local character species: 
Greater burnet. 
Meadow brome. 
Pepper saxifrage. 
Table 2 Key grassland types in the Thames and Avon Vales 



NA 63 Thames and Avon Vales 
9 

Birds 
In the context of central England, the meadows and pastures of the river valleys are important 
for wading birds.  Those that breed in small numbers in the area include lapwing, snipe, 
curlew and redshank, and in winter large numbers of lapwing and golden plover, in 
particular, are attracted to the flood plain. 
 
Insect communities 
The nationally rare and declining marsh fritillary butterfly is associated with a small number 
of sites in this area.  This species is listed as a Priority Species in the EC Habitats Directive 
and is identified as requiring urgent action in the Biodiversity Action Plan. 

Mg5 Crested dogstail/knapweed 
grassland 
Area:  
c. 300 ha 

Proportion of national resource:  
7.5% (total area 4000ha) 

Distribution:  
Widely scattered throughout. 

Key sites: 
Pike Corner SSSI, Clattinger Farm SSSI, Distillery 
Farm Meadows SSSI, Chimney Meadows NNR, 
Wendlebury Meads SSSI, Otmoor SSSI, Murcott 
Meadows SSSI, Grafton Lock SSSI. 

Associated rare species: 
Downy-fruited sedge –  
 RDB Vulnerable.  A significant proportion of 

British population occurs at Otmoor SSSI and 
Clattinger Farm SSSI. 

Narrow-leaved water-dropwort –  
 Large colonies are present in the area.  

Nationally Scarce. 
Fen violet –  
 RDB Endangered.  Currently known at only two 

sites in England.  

 Marsh fritillary butterfly –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and 

EC Habitats Directive. 

Local character species: 
Green-winged orchid 
Smooth brome 
Strawberry clover –  
 Particularly characteristic of the Ray basin. 
Tawny sedge –  
 A declining plant in lowland England. 
Common meadow-rue –  
 Large colonies are present in the area. 
Round-fruited rush 
Meadow thistle –  
 An increasingly scarce plant which is locally 

abundant on Otmoor.   
Adderstongue fern –  
 Some exceptionally large colonies are present. 
Greater burnet –  
 Although usually rare or absent from MG5 this 

is a characteristic plant of some meadows in the 
area. 

Dropwort 
Dyer’s greenweed 

 
Mg13 Creeping bent-marsh foxtail 
inundation grassland 
Area:   
c.2 ha 

Proportion of national resource: 
<1% 

Distribution:  
Small patches in unimproved riverside flood 
meadows 
KEY SITES: Port Meadow SSSI.  

 Associated rare species:  
Creeping marshwort  
 Only British locality at Port Meadow, with 

c.300 plants.  Listed in the UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan.  

Mudwort – 
 Nationally Scarce. 
Local character species: 
Lapwing -RSPB Amber List 
Curlew - RSPB Amber List 
Redshank - RSPB Amber List 

Table 2 (contd) Key grassland types in the Thames and Avon Vales 
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Key issues of nature conservation concern – grasslands 
 
Continuing loss of ancient grassland through agricultural intensification 
 
The tremendous changes in agriculture and the rural economy over the past fifty years have 
resulted in a significant loss of flower-rich grassland.  Many of the remaining sites either 
belong to non-farmers or to farmers of the older generation who still follow more traditional, 
extensive farming practises.  When these farms change hands they frequently become more 
intensively managed.  Obtaining suitable management for some sites is becoming 
increasingly difficult. 
 
Loss of traditional farming methods 
 
Modern farming has largely moved away from hay making (with aftermath grazing) as a 
means of grass conservation and into silage where the grassland is more heavily fertilised and 
cut several times a year.  Consequently, many farms do not now have the machinery to make 
hay. Traditional hay meadow communities cannot be maintained under a modern silage 
making regime because the fertiliser depletes the sward of flowers and the initial cut comes 
too early in the season, before the seeds are ripe and before birds have finished nesting.  
Silage making, drainage and modern grazing requirements have greatly reduced the areas 
available to breeding birds.  Consequently, previously common species such as skylark, 
lapwings and grey partridge are becoming increasingly uncommon and previously 
widespread wading birds like snipe, curlew and redshank are now rare breeders in the area. 
 
Management of grassland in urban areas 
 
Several important grassland sites occur in urban areas, particularly around Oxford.  This 
presents tremendous opportunities for local communities to experience and learn about 
grasslands.  However, it can also present considerable management difficulties.  For example, 
as sites become hemmed in by development access for stock and machinery can become 
difficult.  The main ‘agricultural’ use of grassland in urban areas is increasingly becoming as 
horse paddocks which is not compatible with the maintenance of conservation value.  
Disposal of  hay and grass cuttings can be difficult as most local authorities do not have the 
facilities to compost large quantities and the grassland is frequently too heavily fouled by 
dogs to be used as stock feed.  It is important that local people are involved in the 
management of sites if such difficulties are to be avoided. 
 
Fragmentation of grassland 
 
Little ancient grassland remains in this area.  North Wiltshire is considered to be a national 
stronghold for agriculturally unimproved grassland, yet even here less than 1% of the 
remaining grassland is of high nature conservation value.  In addition many of the remaining 
sites are small and isolated.  This increases the risk of species loss and decreases the 
possibility of cross colonisation by other grassland species.  Efforts to reverse this trend are 
underway in parts of the area, particularly in the Upper Thames Tributaries Environmentally 
Sensitive Area (ESA).  Habitat suitable for breeding wetland birds is more readily established 
than species-rich grassland given suitable environmental conditions and management.  
Outside the ESA, the Countryside Stewardship Scheme is the most important incentive 
mechanism for the re-creation of grassland habitat. 
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Gravel extraction 
 
Many sensitive grassland sites are situated adjacent to active or proposed gravel workings.  
The pumping of gravel pits for dry working can reduce the water table of the surrounding 
areas, drawing it down to the point of pumping.  The re-balancing of the hydrology of the 
land around a pit during the post-excavation phase can also lead to changes in the water table, 
either increasing or decreasing it in relation to pre-excavation levels by forming a barrier to 
the free-flow of the ground water.  All of these changes can have significant effects on the 
composition of the vegetation and can result in the loss of particularly sensitive wetland 
plants. 
 
Lack of knowledge about the location of grassland 
 
Our knowledge of the total resource of ancient grassland in Oxfordshire is incomplete.  
Surveys to locate and assess grassland of conservation interest have recently been undertaken 
in Wiltshire and Buckinghamshire.  However, Oxfordshire has not been surveyed since a 
partial survey in 1978.  Nevertheless, it is considered unlikely that there are large sites or 
clusters of sites that remain unknown. 
 
Priority objectives for grasslands 
 
Primary aim: To ensure that all the remaining grassland of conservation value is maintained and that the area of 
wildlife-rich grassland is significantly increased so that it is restored as a strongly characteristic feature of the 
landscape. 
 
• Ensure all grassland of high nature conservation interest is managed appropriately, with particular 

emphasis upon all MG4 and MG5 grassland, and wet grassland of high importance for birds. 
• Ensure that all the remaining unimproved grassland has appropriate protection and ensure that landowners 

are made aware of the importance of their grasslands. 
• Re-create permanent pasture and herb-rich grassland, particularly where this will extend or link existing 

areas of conservation value, with particular emphasis on Otmoor and other parts of the Upper Thames 
Tributaries ESA, and Braydon Forest. 

• Encourage the maintenance and restoration of water levels in the traditionally wet meadows of the river 
flood plains, particularly in the Upper Thames Tributaries ESA, the Cotswold Water Park and Braydon 
Forest Prime Biodiversity Area. 

• Review knowledge of the grassland resource, particularly in Oxfordshire, and survey selected areas as 
appropriate to locate all the remaining MG4 and MG5 grassland. 
 
4.2 Woodland 

The woodlands of the vales are typically hazel coppice with oak standards (NVC W10).  
Some are remnants of ancient royal forests dating back to the 13th century as part of a mosaic 
of woodland, deer park, wood pasture, open grazing and roughly cultivated land.  On the 
more calcareous ground ash woodlands (NVC W8) with abundant dog's mercury 
predominate. 
 
In the Forest of Braydon small-leaved lime is a characteristic component of some of the 
woodland.  The coppice in a number of the woods, particularly those in Wiltshire, has been 
converted to high forest over the past forty years and a few have been planted with conifers, 
including what was probably last remnant of wood pasture in the area at Somerford Common. 
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Main community types:  
Oak-bracken-bramble woodland (W10), ash-field 
maple-dog’s mercury woodland (W8) 

Main distribution:  
Bernwood Forest, the Forest of Braydon, the 
Trowbridge/Westbury area 

Key sites:  
Waterperry Wood SSSI, Whitecross Green & Oriel 
Woods SSSI, Sheephouse Wood SSSI, Grendon and 
Doddershall Woods SSSI, Finemere Wood SSSI 

Associated rare species:  
Black hairstreak butterfly - 
 Almost all of the British population occurs in the 

eastern half of this and the adjoining Natural 
Area to the north east. 

Small pearl bordered fritillary  
Pearl bordered fritillary –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan. 
Marsh fritillary –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and 

EC Habitats Directive. 

 Duke of Burgundy 
Silver-washed fritillary 
Copse bindweed  - 
 A plant of woodland clearings which appears 

sporadically in this area.  Nationally Scarce. 
Dicranum flagellare - a moss –  
 Nationally Scarce. 

Local character species: 
Brown hairstreak butterfly 
Wood white butterfly 
Purple emperor butterfly 
Herb paris 
Autumn crocus 
Wood dog violet 
Greater butterfly orchid 
Hawfinch –  
 RSPB Amber List 
Nightingale –  
 RSPB Amber List 
Lesser spotted woodpecker 

Table 3  Woodland in the Thames and Avon Vales 
 
Key issues of nature conservation concern - woodland 
 
Decline of coppice management 
 
The management of the woodlands has changed significantly during the past fifty years.  
Many were traditionally managed as hazel coppice with oak standards but since the Second 
World War have been converted into high forest plantations, often with a high proportion of 
conifers.  Where coppice remains it has not been worked, leading to a deterioration of the 
hazel and a steady closing of the canopy.  In the past, large blocks of short-rotation coppice 
provided a succession of sunny, sheltered areas where plants and animals requiring warm 
conditions could survive the cooling of Britain's climate over the past few thousand years.  
The demise of coppice as a widespread form of woodland management has led to a huge 
reduction in the abundance of such species.  This has been most notable in the case of the 
fritillary butterflies.  In the past the woodlands of the Thames and Avon Vales held large 
populations of the fritillary butterflies, mostly associated with hazel coppice, but sadly these 
have all but disappeared.  Nevertheless, there is considerable potential to reverse this decline 
by restoring rotational management.  Other woodland butterflies, such as purple emperor and 
wood white, are still relatively common in places. 
 
Deer browsing 
 
A major constraint in the re-establishment of coppice management regimes is the very large 
number of deer in some areas.  Coppice stools are readily killed by browsing deer and they 
can profoundly alter the ground flora.  They can also hamper the management of ride edges, 
an important habitat for the nationally rare black hairstreak butterfly.  The problem is 
particularly acute in east Oxfordshire and west Buckinghamshire where there are high 
numbers of both fallow and muntjac deer. 
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Fragmentation and isolation 
 
There are concentrations of woods in the Forests of Bernwood and Braydon but in other parts 
of the vales they are widely scattered.  This creates considerable difficulties for a number of 
woodland plants and animals which do not readily move between sites.  The planting of new 
woodland is increasing but there will be a period during which the area of long-established 
woodland will inevitably decline.  The new woodlands will only develop suitable ecosystems 
for the colonisation of some very specialised insects and plants after a considerable period of 
time. 
 
Loss of floodplain woodland 
 
A large proportion of the Natural Area is occupied by major rivers and their floodplains but 
woodland characteristic of such areas is notably rare.  Wet woodland dominated by willows, 
alder and ash would once have been a common feature of regularly flooded places.  This type 
of woodland is the natural habitat of the black poplar and Loddon lily.  However, in common 
with the rest of lowland England, very little of this habitat remains as a result of clearance for 
agriculture.  Re-creation of the habitat would have far-reaching environmental benefits such 
as providing cover for otters and water voles, removing nutrients and silt from the river 
system and acting as a natural means of flood control. 
 
Poor knowledge of the quality of woodland 
 
Whilst the Ancient Woodland Inventory records the distribution of ancient woodlands, there 
is little or no record of the wildlife value of the woodlands.  
 
Priority objectives for woodlands 
 
Primary aim: To significantly increase the abundance of the woodland butterflies for which the area was once a 
national stronghold. 
 
• Secure appropriate management on all woodlands of high nature conservation value.  Particular 

emphasis should be placed upon the Prime Biodiversity Areas and areas with concentrations of ancient 
coppice with hazel. 

• Ensure that all remaining ancient woodlands and other, younger woods of high conservation value have 
appropriate protection against damaging development or replanting. 

• Establish new woodlands in appropriate places, especially where this will enlarge or link existing 
wildlife-rich woodlands.  Particular consideration should be given to the creation of new riverside 
floodplain woodland. 

• Develop markets for local woodland produce, particularly where a resumption of large-scale coppice 
management would be of greatest benefit for wildlife, ie Bernwood Forest and Braydon Forest. 

• Encourage the maintenance, restoration and re-creation of hedges and other linear wooded or scrub 
features that connect blocks of woodland.  

• Review knowledge of the woodland resource and survey selected sites as appropriate to inform 
judgements on conservation and management.  

 
4.3 Flooded gravel pits and other water bodies 

The Thames valley has extensive gravel deposits.  Some of these have been excavated and 
continue to be worked as the area is of considerable importance to the minerals industry.  The 
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pits have frequently been left as lakes after excavation rather than being filled and restored to 
agriculture, creating a series of wetlands of high nature conservation value. 
 
The water is often highly alkaline and of high quality so that a number of the pits are 
developing into marl lakes containing a diverse range of aquatic plants, marginal plants and 
invertebrates. Marl lakes are a scarce habitat nationally and they support distinctive aquatic 
plant communities, particularly rich in pondweeds and stoneworts.  The Cotswold Water Park 
is the most extensive marl lake system in Britain. 
 
Also of importance is Farmoor Reservoir, a large, shallow artificial lake constructed for water 
supply purposes to the west of Oxford.  It provides an important habitat for a wide variety of 
wintering and breeding birds. 
 
Main interest:   
nationally important numbers of wintering and breeding wildfowl eg gadwall, pochard, great crested grebe 
 
Main distribution:   
Cotswold Water Park, Lower Windrush Valley, Thames valley at Abingdon  
 
Key sites:  
Cotswold Water Park, Lower Windrush, Dorchester Gravel Pits, Farmoor Reservoir. 
 
Associated rare species:  
Glutinous Snail - The only known English colony of this aquatic snail is at Kennington Pond, Oxford.  Listed in 
the UK Biodiversity Action Plan. 
Hairlike pondweed - Nationally Scarce. 
Shining pondweed - A declining plant strongly associated with marl lakes.   
Golden dock - A Locally Scarce plant strongly associated with gravel pits. 
Scarce Blue-tailed Damselfly 
Rough Stonewort 
Hobby 
Little ringed plover (breeding) 
Ringed plover - (passage, occasionally breeding) RSPB Amber List 
 
Local character species: 
Gadwall (wintering) - RSPB Amber List 
Pochard (wintering) - RSPB Amber List 
Wigeon (wintering) - RSPB Amber List 
Teal (wintering) - RSPB Amber List 
Shoveler (wintering) - RSPB Amber List 
Tufted duck 
Heron 
Coot 
Black headed gull 
Sedge warbler 
Red-eyed damselfly 
Table 4  Pits and lakes in the Thames and Avon Vales 
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Key issues of nature conservation concern - gravel pits and other water 
bodies 
 
Restoration to agriculture 
 
Mineral extraction is the main development pressure in the Thames and Avon Vales.  It can 
damage or destroy areas of important habitat but also creates wetlands of high nature 
conservation value, particularly when sympathetically designed.  There can sometimes be a 
presumption to restore to agriculture rather than to create new water bodies, particularly 
where mineral working is taking place on high grade agricultural land.  Restoration to 
wetland habitats has far greater benefits for biodiversity and should be considered as a 
priority at the planning stage. 
 
Poor restoration design 
 
The older pits generally have a poor diversity of wildlife as they often have very deep water 
and steep sides.  The wetland communities of pits could be greatly enhanced by more 
sympathetic landscaping.  Experience elsewhere has demonstrated that very diverse wetland 
habitats can be created with careful planning.  There is a need to promote landscaping of 
worked-out pits to designs that will maximise their nature conservation potential within the 
constraints of the proposed after-use. 
 
Availability of a range of water bodies of various ages 
 
Much of the nature conservation interest of the gravel pits is dependent upon a wide range of 
successional stages.  It is important that excavation continues at a steady rate and that the rate 
of extraction is kept at a pace that will maintain some deposits long into the future.  A steady-
extraction policy, although providing a succession of ephemeral, early successional habitats, 
will not sustain large populations of some species, particularly birds such as little ringed 
plover.  These may require additional management to ensure that sufficient areas of suitable 
habitat are available to support breeding populations.  The gravel pits in their early stages of 
succession attract a number of uncommon and coastal birds.  With the demand-lead 
extraction framework that currently exists, their populations tend to rise and fall in relation to 
the amount of available habitat.  It is important that a sustainable mineral extraction strategy 
is developed that will conserve wildfowl populations and allow the natural development of 
marl lake and other aquatic communities, especially where there are large concentrations of 
water bodies such as in the Cotswold Water Park and Lower Windrush Valley.  
 
Recreational use 
 
The after-use of a pit has a great bearing on its nature conservation importance.  Most 
recreational after-uses, even apparently compatible ones like angling, can have a significant 
influence on the use of the site by birds.  The sensitivity to disturbance of birds using a lake 
usually relates to the size and shape of the water body, and to the proportion of it used for 
recreation.  There is increasing demand for a wider recreational use of existing water bodies.  
This is sometimes in direct conflict with the nature conservation interest of the sites.  
Occasionally, there is reluctance to incorporate nature conservation features into the 
landscaping of sites destined for a recreational after-use on the grounds that increased 
wildlife interest will limit recreational use.  However, it is usually possible to balance the 
needs of recreation with nature conservation. 



NA 63 Thames and Avon Vales 
16 

Lack of knowledge about the resource 
 
Unpolluted marl lakes are rare in Britain.  Although principally noted for their bird interest, 
they are also of considerable value in supporting a high diversity of aquatic plants and 
animals.  The pits in the Cotswold Water Park have been well studied but few of the other 
pits have been surveyed to identify the most important sites for nature conservation so that 
this can be taken into account in planning their after-use. 
 
Rarity of reedbeds 
 
Reedbeds are amongst the most important habitats for birds in England.  Many of England’s 
rarest birds are associated with reedbeds including the bittern, reed bunting and marsh 
warbler, and they can be important for other scarce animals such as the harvest mouse and a 
host of invertebrates.  However, the habitat has suffered a tremendous decline in extent 
throughout England as a result of land drainage, river engineering and clearance for 
agriculture. 
 
Recent changes in agricultural policy and flood defence planning have provided opportunities 
for the creation of new reedbeds.  The Biodiversity Action Plan sets a target for the creation 
of 1200 ha of new reedbed on land currently of low conservation value by the year 2010 and 
the Thames and Avon Vales have been identified by the RSPB as a priority area for new 
reedbed creation. 
 
Priority objectives for gravel pits and other water bodies  
 
Primary aim:  To maximise the value of the gravel pits for wildlife. 
• Ensure that the most important gravel pits for nature conservation are identified and protected from 

unsuitable development and recreational use, particularly in the Cotswold Water Park and Lower 
Windrush Valley 

• Ensure that all water bodies of high nature conservation interest are managed appropriately. 
• Encourage the restoration and, where appropriate, the creation of aquatic and wetland communities.  

Particular emphasis should be placed upon the creation of reedbeds, and the expansion and 
enhancement of existing areas of wetland. 

• Promote the development of mineral extraction and after-use strategies that will provide an overview of 
the various issues affecting important gravel winning areas, in particular the Lower Windrush Valley 
(The Cotswold Water Park already has such a document). 

• Promote the development and implementation of policies and management which strike a balance 
between the sometimes conflicting needs of the minerals industry, sport/recreation, agriculture and 
nature conservation. 

 
4.4 Rivers, canals and ditches 

The river systems are of considerable importance in this Natural Area as it forms a large 
proportion of the upper Thames catchment taking in parts of the River Thames, the Cherwell, 
Ray, Thame, Windrush and Ock.  The western end of the Natural Area includes part of the 
Bristol Avon catchment.  These are mainly clay-bottomed rivers with moderately calcareous 
water.  The Natural Area also includes parts of three canal systems, the Kennet and Avon, the 
Oxford and the Grand Union.  Other canals formerly linked Abingdon to Melksham and 
Lechlade to Stroud.  There are also some rich and extensive ditch systems, particularly in the 
Otmoor basin. 
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Key sites:  
Otmoor (ditches), River Thames between Abingdon 
& Reading (summer snowflake) 

Particularly important species groups:  
Odonata 

Associated rare species:  
Native crayfish –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan and 

EC Habitats Directive. 
Brook lamprey  -  
 Listed in the EC Habitats Directive.  Still fairly 

widespread. 
Bullhead –  
 Listed in the EC Habitats Directive. 
Water vole –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 
Summer snowflake – 
 Nationally Scarce.  Most of the British 

population occurs along the Thames valley. 
Loddon pondweed – 
 Near Threatened.  Most of British population in 

lower Thames and Loddon. 
Greater Dodder –  
 Nationally Scarce.  Relatively common alongside 

parts of the Thames. 
River water-dropwort –  
 Undergoing rapid decline in Europe but 

relatively common in this area.  
Greater water-parsnip –  
 Nationally Scarce.   
Club-tailed dragonfly 
 

 White-legged damselfly 
Kingfisher –  
 Listed in the EC Birds Directive. 
European Otter –  
 Extinct but possibly beginning to recolonise 

area. 
Desmoulin’s whorl snail –  
 Scattered populations occur alongside the 

lower parts of the Thames.  Listed in the EC 
Habitats Directive and in the UK 
Biodiversity Action Plan. 

Large mouthed valve snail –  
 Listed in Red Data Book and the UK 

Biodiversity Action Plan. 
German hairy snail –  
 A rare species known from the lower 

Thames. 

Local character species: 
Brookweed –  
 An uncommon plant found in some ditches 

in the Windrush Valley.   
Water violet –  
 Locally abundant on Otmoor. 
Frogbit – 
 Locally common on Otmoor. 
Greater spearwort – 
 Locally common on Otmoor. 
Water beetles Agabus uliginosus, Enochrus 
isotae, Helophorus dorsalis 
Hoverflies Anasimyia transfuga, Parhelophilus 
frutetorum 
Soldier fly Stratiomys potamida 
Yellow wagtail 

Table 5  Rivers, canals and ditches in the Thames and Avon Vales 
 
Other concentrations are present in the Upper Ray basin, alongside the lower Thames near 
Wallingford and in the Lower Windrush Valley.  Despite this importance, many parts of the 
river, ditch and canal systems are currently of relatively low value for wildlife as a result of 
past river engineering for flood control and navigation or recreational use. 
 
The rivers generally have a rich diversity of coarse and salmonid fishes including native 
brown trout and grayling.  There are also populations of species which are considered scarce 
in the European context such as brook lamprey and bullhead.  However, migratory fishes 
such as salmon and eels are no longer able to move effectively through the river system due 
to the presence of numerous barriers such as weirs. 
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Key issues of nature conservation concern - rivers, canals and ditches 
 
Poor water quality 
 
The quality of the river water is generally good in most of the larger rivers of the Natural 
Area, but parts of the Cherwell and Ray suffer from poor quality water.  Poor water quality 
results both from domestic and light industrial outfalls and the run-off from agricultural land.  
Deterioration has been exacerbated by the reduction of flow in many of the rivers through 
widening and deepening flood prevention operations and as a result of abstraction.  There has 
been a general improvement in water quality in recent years, but nitrate levels in some 
stretches are still of concern and will have a significant impact on the communities of the 
rivers themselves as well as on those in the adjacent flood plain.  Flooding with polluted 
water can reduce the diversity and species composition of unimproved grasslands as a result 
of nutrient input.  This can lead to an increase in grass growth to the detriment of the 
associated broadleaved plants.  Fish farms can also affect water quality. 
 
Flood control 
 
Over the past century there has been a huge reduction in the area of land regularly flooded 
and the duration of flooding as a result of river engineering and flood control measures.  
These have had very serious impacts upon the biodiversity of the aquatic environment.  The 
availability of wet grassland and temporary pools is crucial for the survival of wading birds, 
amphibians and a host of wetland invertebrates.  It is also critically important for the 
maintenance of flood meadow grassland and floodplain woodland.  Allowing rural 
floodplains to flood naturally has wider benefits including holding back water which might 
otherwise flood built-up areas. 
 
Recreational use 
 
The increase in boat use, particularly along the Thames, has destroyed many of the marginal 
habitats.  Boat wash erodes the soft banks and prevents the establishment of emergent 
vegetation, important for the survival of insects such as dragonflies.  Water turbidity caused 
by boating also has a detrimental effect on aquatic life.  These effects are compounded by 
waterside development and protection measures associated with the high recreational use of 
the larger waterways.  The canal systems are heavily used by boat traffic and generally have 
low biodiversity.  However, some sections are of significant wildlife value, particularly parts 
of the Kennet & Avon Canal. 
 
Decline of native crayfish 
 
Small, very localised populations of the native crayfish persist in some rivers but it has 
undergone a massive decline in recent years as a result of the crayfish plague carried by non-
native species.  These non-native species have now taken over most stretches of river.  It is 
important that this decline is halted and, if possible, reversed. 
 
Poor diversity of fish communities 
 
The presence of numerous weirs has impoverished the rivers of migratory fish such as 
salmon, river lamprey and eels.  In addition, river engineering has significantly altered the 
character of the rivers in many places by removing many of the natural features needed by 
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different types of fish at various stages in their life cycle, such as riffles, shallows and 
backwaters.  The restoration of naturally diverse fish communities capable of sustaining a 
rich ecosystem including animals such as otter would be a powerful indicator of success in 
improving the overall quality of the river habitat. 
 
Loss of otters 
 
Otters were formerly widespread and relatively common throughout the area but were driven 
to extinction by hunting, river engineering and habitat loss, poor water quality and the 
widespread use of organochlorine pesticides in agriculture.  Natural recolonisation is being 
encouraged as a priority by the Environment Agency in partnership with the local wildlife 
trusts.  This has involved a range of initiatives including habitat enhancement, survey, 
management advice to river owners and liaison with fishery groups concerned about impacts 
upon fish stocks.  
 
River engineering 
 
Parts of the Thames and Bristol Avon in particular have suffered from significant loss and 
deterioration of the aquatic habitat as a result of river engineering works.  The deepening and 
straightening of rivers destroys most of the special features which give that river its 
distinctive character and can profoundly diminish habitat diversity.  Opportunities to improve 
the aquatic habitat by reversing the effects of past engineering should be considered in the 
preparation and review of Local Environment Agency Plans. 
 
Priority objectives for rivers, canals and ditches 
 
Primary aim:  To restore a more natural character to the rivers and their floodplains and to increase their 
biodiversity. 
 
• Ensure that the most important parts of the river systems for nature conservation are protected from 

unsuitable development through liaison with the Environment Agency and local authorities, and through 
the adoption of appropriate policies in Local Plans and Local Environment Agency Plans. 

• Ensure that the stretches of high nature conservation importance of the Kennet & Avon, Grand Union 
and Oxford canals are managed sympathetically and protected from excessive recreational use.  

• Promote wildlife-friendly management of all watercourses in accordance with best practice guidelines 
produced by the National Rivers Authority (now Environment Agency) and Department of the 
Environment. 

• Encourage further improvement of river water quality and problems associated with low flows 
attributable to abstraction, with particular emphasis on the Ray and Cherwell. 

• Reverse the effects of past river engineering through the restoration of backwaters off the main rivers, re-
creation of marginal wetland habitat, installation of fish passes and in-channel habitat enhancements. 

• Seek opportunities to relax flood control measures in rural areas where this will have greatest benefit for 
wildlife and where this might reduce flooding in other areas. 

• Promote river habitat enhancements which will encourage self-sustaining native fish populations. 
 
4.5 The farmed landscape 

The Thames and Avon Vales are primarily a farmed landscape, predominantly pastoral in 
some parts, arable in others.  Hedges strongly characterise the landscape, particularly in the 
pastoral areas, and are a significant nature conservation feature.  Many of the hedges are well 
stocked with trees, particularly crack willow, many of which are pollarded.  Native black 
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poplar is relatively common in some areas, particularly in the Thame catchment and around 
Abingdon and Wallingford.  In many places ponds are a common feature of the grazed fields.  
Many of these are utilised as breeding sites by the great crested newt which is particularly 
common in this Natural Area, with one or two very large populations known. 
 
Some of the arable land forms important wintering ground for birds, particularly where spring 
sown crops are still grown.  Hares are still a fairly common sight in parts of the area.  Arable 
weed communities are generally rather poor but a few rare species are present.  The moss 
flora of mud-capped stone walls is an important feature of parts of the area, particularly north 
of Oxford.  Several uncommon mosses are associated with this habitat including Ceratodon 
conicus, Pterygoneurum ovatum and Aloina rigida.  
 
Associated rare species: 
Grass-poly –  
 A schedule 8 and Nationally Rare plant 

present at a single site in this area 
Spreading hedge-parsley –  
 Nationally Scarce 
Mousetail –  
 Undergoing rapid national decline 
Night-flowering catchfly –  
 Undergoing rapid national decline 
Shepherd’s needle –  
 Nationally Scarce 
Golden plover –  
 RSPB Amber List 
Grey partridge –  
 RSPB Red List 
Barn owl –  
 RSPB Amber List.  A major re-introduction 

programme is underway in the area 
Red kite –  
 A frequent visitor to arable fields in the 
Vale of Aylesbury from breeding sites in the 
Chilterns 

 Tree sparrow –  
 RSPB Red List.  Once a very familiar bird which 

has dwindled almost to extinction 
Skylark – 
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan. RSPB 

Red List 
Song thrush –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 
Brown hare –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 
Great Crested Newt –  
 Listed in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan 

Local character species: 
Black poplar 
Dense-flowered fumitory –  
 Nationally Scarce 
Tasteless water-pepper 
Curlew –  
 RSPB Amber List 
Corn bunting –  
 RSPB Red List 
Buzzard 
Sparrowhawk 
Little owl 

Table 6  The Farmed Landscape of the Thames and Avon Vales 
 
Key issues of nature conservation concern - the farmed landscape 
 
Agricultural Intensification 
 
Over the past 50 years intensification of farming practise has greatly reduced the amount of 
semi-natural habitat and made much of the farmed landscape hostile to wildlife.  Farming 
methods have changed in a number of ways that are detrimental to wildlife.  Notable amongst 
these are the moves to autumn-sown crops and the decline in the use of hay as a method of 
grass conservation.  There has also been considerable decline in the wildlife value of 
hedgerows as a result of neglect or unsympathetic management.  Some areas have seen large 
scale loss of hedgerows.  The restoration of more wildlife-friendly farming methods is 



NA 63 Thames and Avon Vales 
21 

critically important if the biodiversity of this area, which is so pastoral in character, is to be 
increased and once familiar animals and birds such as skylark and hare are to become 
commonplace once more. 
 
Recent changes have begun to reverse some of this intensification.  Set-Aside has provided 
new habitat for a number of declining species such as skylark, corn bunting and hare.  Other 
incentives are available to encourage the retention and re-creation of permanent pasture and 
the management of hedgerows, such as Countryside Stewardship and the Upper Thames 
Tributaries Environmentally Sensitive Area.  Wading and farmland birds especially, will 
benefit from these schemes, but there are also many wider benefits for the environment such 
as reduced soil erosion and reduced nitrate pollution of groundwater. 
 
Priority objectives for the farmed landscape 
 
Primary aim:  To promote a significant increase in the biodiversity of the agricultural scene so that the decline of 
once common farmland birds, arable weeds and animals such as the hare are restored as familiar elements of the 
landscape. 
• Ensure that hedgerows of high wildlife value are retained and managed sympathetically, particularly those 

over 250 years old, hedges connected to ancient woodlands and those adjacent to unimproved grassland. 
• Encourage the replanting of hedgerows where these have been lost using appropriate local species. 
• Promote greater diversity in agricultural practises such as a return to spring sowing of cereals in preference 

to autumn sowing, to provide winter food sources for farmland birds. 
• Encourage the retention of uncultivated strips around the margins of arable fields to provide feeding and 

breeding areas for birds such as partridge and barn owl. 
• Ensure that landowners are aware of the location of particularly important arable weed communities and 

are aware of their management requirements. 
• Extend the range of declining arable weeds by re-establishing populations in appropriate places. 
• Promote the retention and restoration of farm ponds, particularly where these might be utilised by great 

crested newts and other amphibians. 
• Ensure that clay-capped stone walls are retained. 
 
4.6 Geology and geomorphology 

The Thames and Avon Vales Natural Area is dominated by Middle and Upper Jurassic clays 
(around 160 to 150 million years old), including both Oxford Clay and Kimmeridge Clay.  
These are the deposits of tropical sea floors and have an abundance of fossils.   
 
There are also outcrops of limestone and Cretaceous sands.  More recent Quaternary events 
(over the last 2 million years) are represented by river terrace gravels, some of which have 
yielded rich ice-age mammal remains. 
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Key features of interest: 
Quaternary fluvial deposits showing evidence of periglacial conditions and containing fossils including molluscs 
and large mammals 
Nationally important exposures of Oxford Clay and Kimmeridge Clay 
Most northerly exposures of Wealden and Portland rocks in Britain 

Key sites: 
Stanton Harcourt SSSI, Bierton Clay Pit SSSI, Bugle Quarry SSSI, Stratton Audley Quarries SSSI, Wootton 
Bassett Mud Springs SSSI 
Table 6  Geology and geomorphology in the Thames and Avon Vales 
 
Key issues affecting geology and geomorphology 
 
Infilling of important exposures 
 
Access to many important exposures has been lost as a result of infilling after the quarry or 
pit has been worked.  The actual scientific value of a particular gravel seam is usually 
unknown until mineral winning begins.  However, the after-use and landscaping is 
determined prior to planning permission being granted and it can be difficult to incorporate 
the retention of exposures at a later date.  As many geological sites are below the water table, 
maintaining geological access in the after-use is rarely considered.  
 
Lack of maintenance of exposures 
 
Many of the exposures are composed of soft material which has a tendency to slump and 
gradually become overgrown with vegetation.  Occasional clearance and re-profiling of the 
faces is necessary if the exposures are to be kept accessible. 
 
Access to working excavations 
 
Active mineral workings are a very valuable resource for geological research.  Provision of 
access for geologists to active workings is very important.  This allows study of the sediments 
and collection of any fossils from the excavated material before it has been disposed of.  
Most operators are happy for geologists to visits their sites and for conditions of access for 
geologists to be incorporated into planning permissions. 
 
Educational use 
 
Many sites have great potential for educational use, especially considering the proximity of 
large centres of population and the increasing popular interest in fossils but this is somewhat 
under-developed at present.  The establishment of RIGS (Regionally Important Geological 
Sites) groups provides a mechanism for the identification of important sites, development of 
educational use and, in some cases, the management of sites.  RIGS groups can also provide a 
means of encouraging co-operation between planners, developers and geologists that will 
enable full advantage to be made of the survey and conservation opportunities that become 
available through development and mineral extraction. 
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Protection of the most important sites 
 
The nationally important geological sites in the Natural Area have been clearly identified and 
have statutory protection through SSSI designation.  However, sites of high local importance 
(RIGS) have not yet been identified and if this resource is to be secured for the future this 
should be carried out as a matter of priority. 
 
Priority objectives for geology and geomorphology 
Primary aim:  To promote maximum educational and research use of the geological resource. 
• Ensure that the most important sites are protected from inappropriate development through designation as 

Sites of  Special Scientific Interest and RIGS. 
• Encourage quarry operators to allow access for geologists to working quarries. 
• Ensure that the faces of important exposures are kept clear of obscuring material or vegetation 
• Seek to ensure that access to important exposures is maintained when determining the after-use of quarries. 
• Promote awareness of the geological resource amongst educational establishments. 
 
4.7 A summary of the key nature conservation objectives for the Thames 

and Avon Vales 

• To maintain and where appropriate enhance the biodiversity of the unimproved 
grasslands. 

• To increase the area of damp grassland and reedbed of value for birds. 
• To maintain and, where appropriate, restore the ancient, and other wildlife-rich 

woodlands and their associated fauna, with particular emphasis on improving habitat 
conditions for woodland butterflies.  

• To enhance the biodiversity of the rivers and their floodplains by restoring and 
sympathetically managing the aquatic, marginal and adjacent wetland habitats. 

• To develop a sustainable minerals strategy that will maintain an economic gravel 
excavation programme whilst maintaining a balance of after-use that will take full 
account of potential benefits for nature conservation and integrate it with the 
sometimes conflicting demands of recreation and agriculture. 

• To increase biodiversity through the maintenance and restoration of the semi-natural 
features of the countryside and urban areas, and where appropriate, re-creating 
wildlife-rich habitats to increase the natural populations of species and reduce the 
isolation of wildlife habitats. 

• To significantly increase the biodiversity of the agricultural landscape through more 
wildlife-friendly farmland management whilst maintaining a sustainable rural 
economy. 

• To maintain access to important geological sites, and to promote greater awareness 
and use of the resource for study and education. 

• To maintain and, where appropriate, increase the populations of nationally and 
regionally rare and scarce species. 
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Appendix 1  Summary Descriptions of the NVC types mentioned in the text 

MG4:  Greater Burnet/Meadow Foxtail flood meadow 
 
A very distinctive grassland type associated with calcareous alluvial meadows subject to 
seasonal flooding and traditional hay making.  Meadow foxtail, crested dog's-tail, 
meadowsweet and greater burnet are usually very common in a species-rich sward, often with 
primrose, adderstongue fern, red clover, meadow buttercup and sorrel.  Snake's head fritillary 
is strongly associated with this grassland type, but is not always present. 
 
MG5  Common Knapweed/Crested Dog's-tail meadow and pasture 
 
This is the characteristic grassland of most unimproved pastures and hay meadows on free-
draining, clay-rich neutral soils in lowland England.  It includes a range of sward types with 
many characteristic species including brown bent, sweet vernal grass, common knapweed, 
crested dog's-tail, cock's-foot, red fescue, Yorkshire fog, bird's-foot trefoil and red clover.  
Other common species are meadow buttercup, bulbous buttercup, sorrel, yarrow, selfheal, 
autumn hawkbit, ribwort plantain, smooth meadow-grass and daisy.  Perennial rye-grass is 
sometimes present but rarely abundant.  Though still widespread nationally the community 
has undergone a massive decline due to agricultural change and most remaining sites are in 
nature reserves. 
 
MG13  Creeping Bent/Marsh Foxtail inundation grassland 
 
This grassland type is characterised by the dominance of the grasses creeping bent and marsh 
foxtail.  It is found on alluvial or silty,  more or less neutral soils that are kept moist and, at 
times, waterlogged by periodic flooding with fresh water.  Other species often found in this 
habitat include creeping buttercup, Yorkshire fog, rough-stalked meadow-grass, curled dock, 
floating sweet-grass and soft rush. 
 
W10  Pedunculate Oak/Bracken/Bramble woodland 
 
This is a very variable woodland community of neutral clay soils.  In central-southern 
England it is usually dominated by pedunculate oak and birch.  Where there has been a 
history of coppicing, hazel is the dominant component of the understorey.  In places, ash and 
sycamore are also common trees.  A feature of these woodlands is that they are not 
particularly rich in ground layer plants.  Bracken, bramble, bluebell and honeysuckle are 
often abundant with smaller amounts of wood anemone, ivy, male fern and wood sorrel.  
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Appendix 2  Sites of Special Scientific Interest in the Thames and Avon Vales Natural 
Area and their main interest features 

Buckinghamshire 
 
Bierton Clay Pit     Geological 
Bugle Quarry      Geological 
Finemere Wood     W8 woodland 
Grendon & Doddershall Woods   W8 woodland 
Ham Home-cum-Hamgreen Woods   W8 woodland 
Long Herdon Meadow    MG4 grassland 
Rushbeds Wood & Railway Cutting   MG5 grassland, W8 woodland,  

marsh fritillary 
Shabbington Wood complex    Butterfly populations 
Sheephouse Wood     W8 woodland 
Stone       Geological 
Tingewick Meadows     MG5 grassland with flushes 
 
Gloucestershire 
 
Cotswold Water Park     Marl lakes, wintering wildfowl 
Elmlea Meadows     MG4 grassland 
Whelford Meadows     M23 rush pasture 
Wildmoorway Meadows    MG5 grassland 
 
Oxfordshire 
 
Alvescot Meadows     MG5 grassland  
Appleton Lower Common    W8 woodland 
Arncott Bridge Meadows    MG4 grassland  
Cassington Meadows     MG4 grassland 
Chimney Meadows (National Nature Reserve) MG5 grassland 
Culham Brake      Loddon lily 
Ducklington Mead     MG4 grassland 
Fernham Meadows     MG5 grassland 
Grafton Lock Meadow    MG5 grassland 
Holly Wood      W10 woodland 
Holton Wood      W10 woodland 
Hook Meadow and Trap Grounds   MG4 & MG5 grassland 
Iffley Meadows     MG4 & MG5 grassland 
Langleys Lane Meadow    MG4 grassland 
Magdalen Grove     Geological 
Murcott Meadows     MG5 grassland 
New Marston Meadows    MG4 & MG5 grassland 
Otmoor MG5 grassland, ditches, wintering 

waders, marsh fritillary 
Pixey and Yarnton Meads    MG4 grassland 
Port Meadow with Wolvercote Common & Green MG5 grassland,  

Creeping marshwort 
Rushy Meadows     MG5 grassland 
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Spartum Fen         Calcareous fen 
Stanton Great Wood        W8 & W10 woodland 
Stanton Harcourt        Geological 
Waterperry Wood        Woodland butterflies 
Wendlebury Meads & Mansmoor Closes     MG5 grassland 
Whitecross Green & Oriel Woods      W8 woodland 
Wolvercote Meadow       MG4 grassland 
 
Wiltshire 
 
Acres Farm Meadow       MG5 grassland 
Bencroft Hill Meadow       MG5 grassland 
Burderop Wood       W8 & W10 woodland 
Clattinger Farm        MG4 & MG5 grassland 
Coate Water        Waterfowl, reedbed   
Distillery Farm Meadows       MG5 grassland 
Emmet Hill Meadows       MG5 grassland 
Goldborough Farm Meadows      MG5 grassland 
North Meadow (National Nature Reserve)     MG4 grassland 
Picket & Clanger Wood      Woodland butterflies 
Pike Corner         MG5 grassland 
Ravenroost Wood       W8 woodland 
Restrop Farm & Brockhurst Wood      MG5 grassland 
Seend Cleeve Quarry      Geological 
Seend Ironstone Quarry & Road Cutting    Geological 
Spye Park         W6 & W8 woodland, parkland trees 
Start Brook Exposure      Geological 
Sutton Lane Meadows       MG5 grassland 
Upper Waterway Meadows       MG4 grassland 
Wootton Bassett Mud Springs     Geological 
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Appendix 3 List of organisations and individuals consulted in the preparation of this 
document 

ADAS 
Aylesbury Vale District Council 
BBONT 
Braydon Forest Countryside Management Project Officer 
Buckinghamshire County Council 
Buckinghamshire Biological Records Centre 
Cherwell District Council 
Countryside Commission 
Environment Agency 
Forest Enterprise 
Forestry Authority 
FWAG 
Great Western Community Forest Project Officer 
National Rivers Authority 
North Wiltshire District Council 
Oxford City Council 
Oxfordshire County Council 
Oxfordshire County Museum 
RSPB 
South Oxfordshire District Council 
Thamesdown Borough Council 
Upper Thames Tributaries ESA Project Officer 
Vale of White Horse District Council 
West Oxfordshire District Council 
Wiltshire Biological Records Centre 
Wiltshire County Council 
Wiltshire Trust for Nature Conservation 
Woodland Trust 


