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NEWS
people and nature - making connections

Bringing the wild back

Helping local communities to tackle biodiversity loss and climate change
Our Community Ecology Project
aims to harness the strong desire of
communities to tackle biodiversity loss
and climate change by increasing the
quality, quantity and connectivity of land
managed by volunteer-led initiatives.
We are fortunate in Oxfordshire
to have over 80 community groups –
attracting more than 1,000 volunteers
– actively working to protect their
local environment, conserve wildlife
in their local ‘patch’ and create new
green spaces, thus playing a pivotal
role in strengthening social cohesion
within the community. These groups
may be creating and restoring ponds
and meadows, or managing their
churchyards, community orchards and
road verges for wildlife. These works
help to form vital bridges between
protected areas, allowing wildlife to
move, prosper and adapt to climate
change.
The groups are run by local
residents, with varying degrees of
support from their parish council. The
aspiration, ecological opportunity and
skill-set of each community is unique.
So the bespoke advice provided by our
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Planting for bees, Hyssopus officinalis © Roselle Chapman; Eynsham’s community meadow creation © Catriona Bass
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Development site in Benson with SuDs ©
Edel McGurk

Recovering
Eynsham’s
Nature
Networking in the time
of COVID-19

Weaving nature into a
growing village
Making things better through neighbourhood planning
Benson Nature Group has been running
for around 20 years, but over the past
five, it has stepped up to a big new
challenge of making things better for
its community and nature through
neighbourhood planning.
Benson’s specific circumstances
always meant that growth was going
to be inevitable and, with that in mind,
the team worked hard with the parish
council to make sure that getting wildliferich green spaces for the village to enjoy
was high on our list. It’s been a long haul,
but we are starting to see the benefits,
so we’re keen to share with others what
we’ve learned. Here is our Top 10 of
things to think about when weaving
‘green’ into a neighbourhood plan:
• Recognise and celebrate the green
spaces you’ve got, even the little
pockets.
• Get a map out and look at the
landscape, the people and the
wildlife your patch can connect to.
• Get data from your local
environmental records centre
(TVERC) and local people.
• Think beyond biodiversity to wider
environmental assets like air, water,
and the recreational value of green
infrastructure.
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• Choose a biodiversity ‘hook’ to focus
on; for example, we chose wild
pollinators.
• Take advice and talk to lots of people
and organisations, and bring people
with you.
• Be careful about infill – it maintains
space for nature and a sense of the
sky in your village.
• Include long-term green space
management in your S106.
• Develop a long-term People and
Nature Strategy to help communicate
ambitions and create plans.
• Be prepared to negotiate and
compromise.
Once the plan is made, remember the
work doesn’t stop there. Turning your
ambitions into reality does require you
to pay attention to what developers are
coming up with. They and your Planning
Authority should be keen to work with you.
The really rewarding part of our
work has been the wider community
engagement that has been sparked by
our Neighbourhood Plan.
Edel McGurk,
Benson Nature Groups
www.bensonnaturegroup.com

The alarming statistics of decline in our
wildlife might make one feel helpless. Yet,
there is a huge groundswell of positive
energy that, when joined up, can create
another kind of ‘nature recovery network’
– a network of people of all ages and all
levels of experience. The central concept
is that by connecting people living in the
same place, all dedicated to protecting
their local environment in all its diversity
(by surveying and recording and restoring
it), we collectively make informed
interventions to ensure biodiversity gains
are sustainable.
This was our aspiration in creating
Eynsham’s Nature Recovery Network (NRN).
How has it worked in its first, pandemicafflicted year? In January 2020, 250 people
from Eynsham and surrounding villages
came together to make suggestions for
biodiversity gain on their doorstep, and
the NRN was born. The rich programme
of surveys, workshops and habitat
restoration events that followed was
drastically curtailed by the pandemic, but
the first lockdown gave us the opportunity

Land Army volunteers at work
© Vicky Gwatkin

to begin weekly wildlife surveys, with
nearly 40 households taking part.
When restrictions relaxed, the NRN
began creating wildflower meadows in
Eynsham – 1.2 acres spread over five
sites, funded by the Trust for Oxfordshire’s
Environment. Our ‘local experts’ provided
guidance, but critical to sustainability are
‘local champions’, living in surrounding
houses, who proposed, created, and will
continue to manage ‘their’ meadows. As
part of the meadow project, we began
community botanical and reptile surveys.
Water quality surveys followed, which
brought in Hanborough, Cumnor and
South Leigh, with testing kits funded by
the Councillors’ Priority Fund, thanks to
County Councillor Charles Mathew.

“

By connecting people living in
the same place, all dedicated
to protecting their local
environment, we collectively
make informed interventions

”

A grant from Natural England has
enabled us to continue community
surveys, plan webinars for our parish
councils, and workshops for the seven
schools in the Eynsham Partnership
Academy. These are just some examples
to show how a bottom-up, network-ofpeople approach to nature recovery can
work, even in a time of trials.

Catriona Bass and Kevan Martin
Long Mead Local Wildlife Site
nature-recovery-network.org

Citizen Science
The power of volunteer recorders
In April 2016, the River Thame
Conservation Trust (RTCT) began an
ambitious four-year Bird Atlas project
to better understand the distribution of
birds across the catchment (682 km2), to
identify important areas and to help the
Trust focus its work.
The aim was to mirror the
methodology of the National 2007-2011
BTO Bird Atlas and secure coverage
across the 238 2-km Tetrads across
the catchment. The four years of field
work were completed in July 2020 (two
surveys in spring and two in winter)
and we have achieved 99% coverage
of the catchment – an incredible
accomplishment.
The work has been set up, managed
and delivered entirely by volunteers
and has built an extensive database of
records that have fed into many pieces
of work to date, including the recently

76

volunteers
have carried
out surveys

published Nature Recovery Network for
Oxfordshire.
The project has been a fantastic
demonstration of what can be achieved
by a committed team of volunteers, and
has recruited several new volunteers to
formal bird surveying. It has also filled a
major gap in recording (there were very
few records previously for most of the
catchment), and has helped to raise the
profile of the River and its catchment,
unearthing new and important sites
across the catchment and proving the
value of recording in previously underwatched areas.
There is no doubt that the project
is a clear example of Citizen Science
making a practical contribution to local
conservation.
Nick Marriner, River Thame
Conservation Trust – riverthame.org

162

species
have been
recorded

1,974 survey visits 32,900 records
equivalent of
7,525 volunteer
£160,000 est.
hours
in kind support

Witney’s Land Army
Flexible and accessible volunteering

We established the Witney Land Army in 2019 with the aim of making community action flexible and, therefore, more accessible and
attractive to all. For those people juggling jobs, family and home life, there is little spare time, so regularly giving up portions of it can be a
significant barrier to doing good in our community.
The Land Army operates largely at the weekend on a ‘turn up if you are interested’ basis, requiring no regular commitment, and limiting
activities to bite-sized chunks of a couple of hours. We develop our own initiatives or work with other organisations to help our community
achieve wide-ranging priorities. Whether it be wildflower borders, tree planting, path clearance, litter picking, pothole marking, boosting
volunteer numbers at other events, or a COVID-19 community response, if we can do something to help, we will.
Our flexibility means we attract a good number of volunteers and achieve an awful lot. Focusing on smaller tasks makes them more
manageable and the impact of the volunteer contribution more tangible. Linking and working with other local groups has also helped us
build a network of like-minded people.
Of course, this type of volunteering does have its drawbacks. We have a bank of regular volunteers, but cannot always be certain
on numbers, so preparation and management can prove a bit tricky. It is certainly not the be-all and end-all solution, especially where
regularity of commitment is crucial, but it is another weapon in the community action arsenal.
More broadly, we hope that, by making the concept of volunteering flexible and open to all (including the young and time poor), it will
make the transition to traditional volunteering more natural when lifestyle and other responsibilities permit.
Vicky Gwatkin, Chair, Witney Land Army – www.witneylandarmy.org
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New pond at Bruern Farm
© Matt Childs

Bringing the wild back
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Update
from Wild
Oxfordshire

... Ewelme to protect their shared
watercourse from source to confluence
with the River Thames.
We are pleased that demand
for our help has been on the rise. If
you are seeking inspiration for what
might be possible on your patch,
then you can watch presentations
from our Local Environment Groups
conference on YouTube, read case
studies from community groups on
our website (www.wildoxfordshire.
org.uk/communities), and look at our
Community Groups Map to find a group
near you to join! Together we can bring
back the wild to everyone.

• The final phases of construction for
the Natural Flood Management
(NFM) project, in West Oxfordshire,
were completed in 2020. Four
new ponds were dug as part of the
water quality improvement works
to slow surface-water runoff from
farmland, and trap sediments and
nutrients on the farm.
• All the NFM interventions and
land-use changes as a result of
this five-year project are being
assessed for carbon sequestration.

Camilla Burrow, Wild Oxfordshire Director
Roselle Chapman, Wild Oxfordshire
Community Ecologist

• 10 Citizen Scientists continue
to monitor the nitrogen and
phosphate levels along the River
Evenlode, focusing on the effects
of sewage treatment works.
Socially distanced hedgerow survey ©
Roselle Chapman

we have
mapped

80

Trapping insects for the Yellow Wagtail
Project © Sophie Cunnington

• Virtual presentations were given
to groups including: Banbury
Ornithological Society; Linking
Environment And Farming (LEAF)
AGM; Wantage Café Scientifique;
Radio Oxford’s Wild Wednesday.

Community
Wildlife Groups

Find your nearest one:
www.wildoxfordshire.org.uk/
communities

• Yellow Wagtail Project Officer,
Sophie Cunnington, spent last
summer collecting baseline
invertebrate data. 240 traps were
used collecting 9,664 insects from
more than 300 samples.

contact us
Little Wittenham Office: 01865 407034
Camilla Burrow, Director
camilla@wildoxfordshire.org.uk

• Other highlights include monitoring
the buzzing Bee Healthy Borders
and advising Barracks Lane
Community Garden Project and
Boundary Brook Nature Park.

Ann Berkeley, Project Coordinator
ann@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
Clare Mowbray, Communications Officer
clare@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
Roselle Chapman, Community Ecologist
roselle@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
Sophie Cunnington, Yellow Wagtail
Research Assistant
sophie@wildoxfordshire.org.uk
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Follow us on Facebook and
Twitter: @WildOxfordshire

• Community Ecologist, Roselle
Chapman, continues to be in high
demand. 31 groups and parish
councils received virtual and
socially distanced advice; for
instance, Tadmarton’s road verges
were surveyed and a plan devised
to manage them for nature.

Garden plants
for bees – Dusky
Crane’s-bill
© Roselle Chapman

• Thank you to three brilliant
volunteers, Ed Arthur, Marilyn Bowler
and Bruce Winney, for their time
and expertise. Download Ed’s ‘Plants
for Pollinators’ resource: www.
wildoxfordshire.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2020/11/DownloadableBee-Friendly-Plants-Sheet.pdf

Find out more about us:
www.wildoxfordshire.org.uk
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