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New wetland channel on The Hurst

Covid 19 and its variants remained with us for the last 12 months but we got back to
some normality with the resumption of the weekly working parties.
Most significantly we had an exceptional year for project activities many of which were
delayed due to the pandemic. More of that later in the report.
Following last year’s transformation of the old Hurst Trust into a Charitable
Incorporated Organisation, a number of our longest serving trustees have decided
to retire. John Metcalfe, Gillian Johnson, Shammy Puri and Chris Hill have been
highly influential stewards of the Trust over many years, and we shall miss their
wisdom, experience and common sense.
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To replace them we welcome Richard Tilley, David Wilkinson, Sophia StewartLiberty and Thom Airs. Richard has long acted as an ecological conscience for us
as a keen volunteer. David’s archaeological and environmental experience, most
recently from his work at Historic England, will also help keep us sensitive to
conservation. Sophia is an artist and also brings educational and social media
experience. Thom has been a journalist which more recently has expanded into
wider communication work, including photography and advising on social media
matters. Gillian retires not only as a trustee but also as our Secretary. Trustee Chris
Smith takes on that role, and his old role as our weekly volunteer group manager is
being taken over by Louise Beland.
We thank all for committing to maintain the Hurst as a much-valued local asset.
We delivered two major excavation projects to improve the wet areas of our three
meadows i.e.
Eco-Hydrology (Scrapes) project
Work on the Hurst meadow was carried out during July, deepening the existing river
overflow channel and scooping out a new scrape. The aim is to retain floodwater,
rainwater and groundwater for longer periods in the year, especially in summer,
thereby providing a damp habitat for more animal and plant species. Our thanks go
to Shammy Puri for guiding us through the project and also to Oxford Exteriors who did a splendid job finishing the excavation work within a week. Not forgetting
our neighbours in Manor Farm Road and Monks Close for putting up with overnight
parking of the digger and dumper for a week. This project was generously funded by
FCC Communities Foundation with a grant under its Gift Aid Programme to cover all
our costs. Albeit delayed by the pandemic, the project was completed in good time
and below budget. Delightfully we saw rainfall retained into the new scrape from
September and water through the culvert pipe connected to the River Thame and on
to all the ditches after the heavy rains of late October.

…
New culvert on The Hurst Meadow

Laying the culvert pipe
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River of Life II project
Following the tree works of winter 2020, the excavation of much larger backwaters
on Old Bridge Meadow and Overy Mead Piece was completed by ourselves and the
Earth Trust in September. This has been part of a project to create extensive new
wetland habitats on both sides of the River Thames: a total of 46,000m² of wetland (
six football pitches).The new wetland will tackle environmental challenges by
improving water quality, biodiversity, carbon sequestration and flood alleviation. It is
the first time that we have partnered with the Earth Trust and Church Farm
Partnership and we were enthusiastic about helping them to open up former
backwaters of the River Thames and in our two meadows on the River Thame,
downstream of Dorchester bridge. The excavations have rejuvenated historical
backwaters on the River Thame to encourage fish breeding and benefit the local
wildlife. Of course, it will take time for vegetation to cover the new banks, which have
been left to recover naturally, rather than by seeding.
The project involved our dynamic group of volunteers, who prepared the sites by
clearing brash and conserving existing habitats for wildlife over the seven month
period it took to complete the works. Earlier this year the project received the
Oxfordshire High Sheriff’s award for climate heroes. Our thanks go to all the local
volunteers who helped us.
More information about this project is at https://youtu.be/poDXF8_A1Ew

……
New backwater on Overy Mead Piece

New backwater on Old Bridge Meadow

New Visitor information boards
The old interpretation panels on the three meadows were out of date and gave
misleading information; it was time for a rethink. New panels have been designed to
give helpful information to visitors, with a map showing all three meadows and
footpaths from the village centre, as well as the location of amenities in the village.
We hope that you like them. Similar panels are located at the entrance to each of the
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meadows, the only difference being the location of the ‘You Are Here’ red dot. The
design, by Carrie Webb, used input from trustees and photographs kindly offered by
David Wilkinson, Richard Tilley and Clive Ormond (credits are listed on the panels).
The map was prepared by Linda Francis. Printing and installation was carried out by
Carbon Colour of Abingdon. We were able to use the existing wood structures to
display the panels and these were smartened up by the application of several coats
of oil to the woodwork and by replacing rotten timber with new oak.
Thanks to Karen Hadley for overseeing the project and a generous bequest from the
late Dr. Peter Pritchard’s estate to enable the project to happen.
Fish pass
The idea for a fish pass at the weir & sluice by Buck Pool goes back quite a long time.
The first mention is in a survey note prepared by the Environment Agency( EA) in
2011. This is an important project for the Hurst because it replaces the dilapidated
weir hatchway and thereby preserves existing water courses through the Hurst
Meadow. The weir is a barrier to fish moving between the Thames and all of the
Thame above Dorchester.
The River Thame Conservation Trust ( RTCT), ourselves and the landowner of the
weir have been in discussions during the last year and the RTCT have developed a
feasibility study. Hydraulic calculations have been reviewed and approved by the EA
and the approach to flood modelling will be finalised soon. The fish pass design has
been costed but may prove prohibitive, so alternative options and designs are being
developed. Funding has not been forthcoming as yet; the plan is to gather enough site
data to make an informed decision on which options to take forward, develop the
planning application later in 2022, then seek funding to enable the construction phase
next year.
Fauna
The new backwater on Old Bridge Meadow is already attracting wildlife. Even before
completion, plenty of dragonflies were mating on the wing low over the surface and
laying their eggs into the still muddy water. Numerous small fish were also early
arrivals. A pair of Grey Wagtails have quickly adopted the new feature, as well as
Mallard ducks, Moorhen, Heron and Pied Wagtails. A Buzzard was recorded
attempting to drink from the bank and even a Snipe has been spotted there. It will be
fascinating seeing how flora and fauna gradually populates both the new
backwaters, as well as the new scrape on the Hurst.
The trail camera continues to record the varied wildlife around the meadows.
Muntjac deer, Rabbits, Brown Rats, Wood Mice, Foxes, Badgers and Otters are
frequent night time visitors. More unexpected, a Hedgehog, Tawny Owl and very
recently a Polecat (or possibly Polecat/Ferret hybrid) were filmed on the riverbanks.
The cold, wet Spring of 2021 delayed the emergence of many pollinating insects and
butterfly numbers were much reduced on the meadows, in particular the usual
abundance of skippers. However the warm summer was a good one for grass
snakes, with many sightings on the Trust’s meadows and in the village. This quite
alarmed some villagers who thought they were seeing Adders, but sadly Britain’s
only venomous snake is now considered extinct in Oxfordshire.
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The mink trapping team has removed another six of these alien predators from local
waterways, four of them from Old Bridge Meadow. Unfortunately, our efforts were
disrupted when two traps were stolen on the same evening in October. BBOWT
kindly replaced their loaned equipment so trapping has resumed, but now in
locations less vulnerable to interference. We continue to hope that when sufficient
Mink have been removed, we may in future see Water Voles return to the local
waterways.
Flora
Keeping the sward low to prevent nesting birds on all the affected areas of the EcoHydrology and the River of Life II projects, posed an interesting question for us i.e.should we re-seed and replant after the excavations or not? Several opinions were
sought and the consensus was to allow nature to follow its own route - the one
exception being the new scrape on the Hurst. We took seed from the adjacent scrape
and spread it across the new one. It will be interesting to see if this experiment is
successful over the coming years. Before the excavations on Old Bridge Meadow,
several Meadow Sweet plants were donated to the Parish council for replanting in the
cemetery. Over the last four years we have been paying particular attention to the
scrapes in the Hurst meadow, cutting them back by a third each year to keep the pond
sedge under control, to allow seedings from many years earlier, to germinate and
grow. This has been very successful and we have seen a good number re-establish
themselves e.g. Jacobaea erratica, Common fleabane, Spotted St. John’s wort, and
Common bird’s-foil trefoil.

A wet spring followed by a dry summer brought us plenty of wild flowers in the Hurst,
among them Great Burnet, the prolific Purple Loosestrife and Betony.
The retirement of several of our trustees leaves us with seriously depleted current inhouse expertise with regard to Flora. We would welcome hearing from anyone who
can help us remedy that situation.

……

.
Great Burnet

The old scrape in bloom
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Education
The past year has been another quiet one for our educational activities. Schools were
in and out of lockdown and continue to be disrupted by staff and student absences.
As a result, we have not had the usual breadth of school visits or educational activities
taking place on the meadows. However, we were very pleased that the village primary
school, St Birinus, continued to visit with their Forest School groups and probably
relished the opportunity to educate in the open air! Again our thanks extend to Sandra
Harding, the teacher in charge of forest school, who continues to foster the children’s
relationship with their local meadows and hopefully develop a lifelong love of nature.
Meadow management
The annual hay cut, baling and removal was done over the course of a week in July.
In the previous two years this was done for free by a local farmer, however he has
found that the quality of the hay is low and has a high risk of having Neosporosis due
to dog faeces not being removed by dog owners. This meant that we had to pay a
local contractor £1,500 to cut, bale and remove the bales (60 on the Hurst, 19 on
Overy Mead Piece / Old Bridge Meadow). The hay was used for animal winter
bedding. One issue we have faced is the increasing size of the agricultural equipment,
which has resulted in having to widen the bridge by moving the guardrails and cutting
back trees along the access road to the water meadow. During the winter months the
herbage was effectively eaten down by horses.
Our own working parties started in April (socially distanced for Covid-19). The main
focus for the year was to prepare the flora and fauna for the River of Life II and
Ecohydrology excavation work, in July and September. As well as this, our happy
band of volunteers continued with regular maintenance of the meadows ably assisted
by Wallingford Green Gym and Sonning Common Green Gym. Activities included
scything, moving habitat piles, clearing around young hedging trees and the vigorously
growing vegetation on the Old Bridge Meadow embankment, the hedging plants on
Overy Mead Piece boundary and the young plants at the Thame / Thames confluence.
Volunteers were also able to undertake all but the heaviest tree management work.
The high winds in February have felled a number of trees which need attention in
2022.
Grants & Donations
Trust land is managed for ecology, recreation and education. Our Government grant
agreement requires us to enhance biodiversity and facilitate educational visits
by managing our species rich grassland and arranging for a hay cut (which increases
the range of other species). Our own rules and good sense limit further management
activities – e.g. not cutting hedges in months when nesting birds could be disturbed.
Hay cuts are limited to a certain period (we can apply for an occasional extension or
even cancellation to encourage seeding of wildflowers). Winter grazing is beneficial
as it controls the grass which would otherwise be dominant. The trust receives
payments through the Rural Payments Agency via the Basic Payment Scheme,
available to most farmers and to encourage good practice. We also participate in the
Countryside Stewardship scheme, available for farmland managed to improve the
environment. During the year we also received grants for projects and bequests from
organisations and members of the public for specific purposes. If you’re considering
making a donation, please follow this link to our website for further information
Donation-V2-2022.pdf (hurst-water-meadow.org.uk)
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Thanks
Having read this year’s report, we hope you have an appreciation of the very busy
year we had implementing the projects and maintaining the meadows.
The Trust’s land is managed, monitored and maintained, for the local residents, by an
enthusiastic and hard-working small group of volunteers and trustees. Our particular
thanks go to the retiring trustees, all of whom made a major contribution over a long
period of time.
Also, thank you to all our generous financial supporters for maintaining your funding
commitment through these challenging times of financial uncertainty. We greatly
appreciate your continuing interest and care for the meadows.
On behalf of the Trustees
April 2022

Chris Smith, Hon. Secretary

Richard Farrant, Chairman

Trustees: R Farrant (Chairman),C Smith (Hon. Secretary), R Seabrook (Hon. Treasurer), L Aukland,
G Beland, M Southon, R Tilley, S,Stewart-Liberty, D Wilkinson,
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