From gravel pits to watery oasis in Thames Radley to Abingdon CTA

Thursday Group volunteers installing sand martin play-back speaker to attract
nesting pairs
Aggregates have been extracted from sites across Oxfordshire and
more will be in future as demand for minerals to use in local
construction projects continues. The extraction period is not
welcome in any area but, when operations finish, wildlife moves
in.
An example of this is the Radley Lakes complex, an area of former
gravel workings some of which were filled in with pulverised fuel
ash from Didcot Power Station. The Radley Lakes area boasts a
diversity of terrestrial and aquatic habitats with areas of
unimproved grassland, scrub and small woods including some
wet woodland, surrounding water bodies which range from deep
lakes, to shallower water with areas of reedbed, and numerous
small ponds.
One of the deep lakes, for many years Thrupp Lake had formed
part of the grounds of the private house known as Sandles and
was used for water sports and recreation by the owners. RWE
npower bought Sandles in 2005 and applied for permission to
infill Thrupp Lake and Bullfield Lake with PFA. In 2005, local
opposition formed a protest campaign called ‘Save Radley Lakes’.
The house had fallen into disrepair and been subject to squatting
and vandalism but the value of the lake as a sanctuary for wildlife
had become widely recognised. After a long community-led
campaign, some clearance work was carried out by RWE npower
in 2007 and the lake was allowed to revert to a more natural state.
In 2009, Earth Trust (known as Northmoor Trust at the time) was
chosen by RWE npower and Radley Parish Council as a partner
for management of Thrupp Lake as a conservation area and, the
following year, the Earth Trust was given a 25 year lease of RWE
npower’s land at Thrupp Lake.

Since then, thousands of hours from hundreds of
volunteers have transformed the site, boosted by the work
of contractors funded by successful fund-raising from
local businesses and the Trust for Oxfordshire’s
Environment. The site has been fenced, the old house
demolished and a circular walk created. Two tern rafts are
launched in the lake each spring for the nesting season
and an artificial sand martin bank has been installed on
one of the islands. There is also an artificial otter holt,
and bird and bat boxes, made by the volunteers, are
monitored.
Thanks to the enthusiasm of local experts, Abingdon
Naturalists and volunteers, the Radley Lakes have been
surveyed regularly and extensively and the results help
inform the conservation and management priorities. In
common with early successional habitats, a high diversity
of species has been recorded at Radley Lakes though some
have now declined as the habitats have matured. The
Friends of Radley Lakes website www.radleylakes.org.uk
has details of recent surveys and other ecological reports.
Thrupp Lake and the surrounding conservation areas are
managed to benefit not only wildlife, but also to provide a
fabulous wetland reserve for locals to explore. A Sustrans
track makes access on foot or bicycle from Abingdon
simple and about 28,000 visits are made annually with
most visitors enjoying the mile-long circular walk around
the lake.

