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Aims of the Wild Oxford Project

The Wild Oxford Project is a collaborative initiative of BBOWT and Oxford City Council (OCC) grant-
funded by a local Charitable Trust.

Its aims are to
1 Introduce local people to the wildlife on their doorstep
1 Enable local people to take an active role in enhancing and protecting the sites

1 Deliver improvements to the fen and other key habitats.

Introduction to Rivermead Nature Park

Since 1% December 1990, Rivermead Nature Park, Rose Hill, Iffley, has been leased by its owner, the
University of Oxford, to Oxford City Council (OCC), which undertakes its management.

It is a mosaic of lowland mixed deciduous woodland with elements of calcareous alkaline fen, wet
woodland, a stream, drains, rough grassland, scrub and a pond, all on a gentle slope down to the
eastern margin of the Thames. A housing estate is on higher ground to the east and the ring road
passes close by on the south-west side.

The original area managed by OCC was 8 ha. It included an area of Thames-side wet woodland,
springs and flushes to the north of the current southern management area known as Rivermead
Nature Park (only 3.3 ha).

These two areas combined have been designated a SLINC (Site of Local Importance for Nature
Conservation) by Thames Valley Environmental Records Centre (TVERC).

The current Rivermead Nature Park is compartment 2 on the 1996-2001 management plan (supplied
by C. Whitehead of OCC). This southern portion (site centre grid ref. SP526032 ) is thus the only part
of the SLINC to benefit from the Wild Oxford Project work.

This whole SLINC was assessed for potential upgrading to Local Wildlife Site status in 2013 but was
rejected for this designation in early 2014.

The higher ground to the east of the Rose Hill estate is the rainwater catchment for the
stream/canalised drain that runs through the site to the river. The estate is also the catchment for the
springs that emerge at the base of a bank within the park.

The River Thames forms the western boundary of the site, and the level ground adjacent to the river
is within the Thames floodplain.

The stream emerges from an outflow pipe at the east side of the site and now runs in a deeply-
eroded channel westwards to the Thames. It is presumed that this stream has a large input of road-
surface run-off from urban development (the estate to the east) and that the erosion is the result of
flash-flooding.
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Oxford City Council covenanted to keep the land as a nature reserve and to manage it in accordance
with the objectives specified in a draft management plan. The objectives were as follows:

1. To increase the educational use of the site
2. To investigate enhancing the nature conservation value of the communities present on site.
(Source: Rivermead Management Plan document 1996-2001, Oxford City Council)

The BBOWT Wild Oxford Project is currently of great assistance to the City Council in the fulfilment of
these aims.

%  For full further background information on the site, including its history, habitats (present and
past) and current management, please see my reports, with species lists in appendices, on
previous years of the project: 2014-2015, 2015-2016 and 2016-2017.

% A full table of records of the species found at Rivermead Nature Park during surveying in 2018
is appended to this report (separate document).

BBOWT Wild Oxford Project at Rivermead Nature Park

At Rivermead the potential for the following possible habitat enhancements by the project work was
identified as follows:

A. Alkaline fen restoration

In view of the importance of the
alkaline tufa-springs and peat area it
was felt that biodiversity would
benefit, if the large crack willows
currently shading the area could be
reduced by pollarding or coppicing
. to let more light in and allow the
suppressed wetland ground flora to
recover. This would also allow
warmth to the peat, which would be
beneficial to the life cycles of any
rare invertebrates still present, such
' as larvae of soldierflies.

Tufa encrustation on twigs in a
spring area

Cutting and raking-off invading bramble, dewberry and common reed in the areas without willow
would be desirable for the same reasons. This would not eliminate all the shaded, peaty, wet
woodland habitat in this SLINC, as there is an abundance of this in the northern section of the site,
outside the City Councild surrent management area.
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Main fen area invisible, as covered by fallen willow trunks 25.10.2014

B. Pond restoration and access improvement

A reduction in the shade created by tall willows around
the pond, as well as the removal of willows that have
actually fallen in, would benefit aquatic plant diversity and
consequently aquatic invertebrate diversity and toad-
breeding success.

Educational pond dipping for children would be facilitated
by a safe platform.

The pond is an important breeding site for a sizeable
population of common toads Bufo bufo in the spring. It is
thus a UK BAP priority habitat.

C. Glade creation and path widening - woodland and scrub biodiversity enhancement

Ride before widening, no flowers beside path 10.04.2015

Before any work was done, the only
areas with light-loving ground flora,
like celandines, ground ivy and
violets, were on the narrow edges of
mown paths. Thus there was a limited
resource for nectar and pollen-
feeding insects, such as bees,
butterflies and flies.

Glade creation and path widening in
the drier secondary woodland and
scrub areas on site would enable the
spread (or germination from buried
seed) of a more diverse flora of
greater benefit to insects, and make
the whole site a more pleasant walk.
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Figure 1:
Sketch map of Rivermead Nature Park habitats showing areas of Wild Oxford Project work
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Northern section of the wet woodland habitat that abuts the reserve

Not shown in the sketch map (Figure 1) above is the northern section of the wet woodland habitat that
abuts the reserve. This northern wet-woodland section gives important support to the Nature Reserve,
in that it provides an adjacent, greater, area of similar habitats, which serves as a wildlife corridor
facilitating species movements to and from the reserve. In fact, it links Rivermead to the whole
eastern-bank wetland corridor habitat along the Thames to the north (see my previous reports for
more detail).

The current Rivermead Nature Reserve is very small at 3.3ha and already enclosed/isolated on two

sides by housing and a busy road. If it were isolated from the northern wetland river margin habitats,
the actual reserve would be far less rich in species.
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Results of the fourth and fifth years of BBOWT Wild Oxford Project work,
2018-2019

Time and volunteer input to the project

Volunteers under the leadership of Andy Gunn contributed to remedial work on the relic fen, the
secondary woodland and the pond.

The project averages seven work days a year on Saturdays with each session lasting for 5 hours.
Additional occasional evening sessions from 6 to 8 pm in the summer months enabled people to
volunteer after work, making good use of long days.

Oxford City Councild ®arks and Open Spaces staff provided valuable additional help with large crack
willow tree felling and removal. Some Thursday work sessions by a team of Parks and Open Spaces
Volunteers have assisted with scrub and tree removal and pond vegetation raking.

Monitoring of progress happened either during the sessions or by separate visits after work sessions.

General comments on species recording to 2019

Surveys reveal a steadily increasing number of records for fungi and invertebrates for the whole site.
New species to the lists are regularly found. This is normal for these two groups; biodiversity will be
vast and that found already will be only the tip of the iceberg.

The increasing number of ageing and felled trees at Rivermead provide a very good habitat for all
species dependent on dead wood. The increase in flowery open areas in the Nature Park is producing
a corresponding steady increase in pollen and nectar sources. Four species of bumble bee are
regularly found, along with solitary bees.

Mammal, bird and reptile records

Recording so far has focused on plants,
fungi, invertebrates, amphibians and
reptiles. Mammal tracks present another

way of recording secretive and mostly
nocturnal species. This year a defined
4 trackway and a number of characteristic
. footprints revealed a good deal of usage
of the site by badgers Meles meles.

Badger footprint in fen peat
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The use of reptile mats on site by staff from Rose
Hill Primary School in previous years revealed the
presence of grass shakes (2015).

Now that the pond is more open and sunny, it is
attractive to many more species, e.g. a kingfisher
was spotted hunting over it in November 2018 by
Ed Munday.

Grass shake
Photo by Andy Gunn, from Chilswell 24.03.2018

Details of volunteer work carried out on specific areas, 2018-2019

Alkaline fen work

Fen restoration at this site was started in 2012 by Oxford City Council Countryside Service* Volunteers

(*now Parks and Open Spaces) supervised by Ranger Carl Whitehead. The fen habitat had almost

di sappeared and was really at the stage prodctwbrki ng a
started in 2014. Relic herbaceous flora was present but deeply shaded by tall crack willow trees and

extensive growth of dewberry, a species related to bramble. Of all the four Wild Oxford sites | report

on, Rivermead fen was the farthest gone, being almost lost under a forest of fallen crack willow trunks

and dense dewberry and other scrub at the very start of restoration work. Looking back it is difficult to

remember how things were and what a challenge volunteers faced.

Volunteers start to uncover the main fen by slashing the dense growth of dewberry October 2014.
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