Louie Memorial Fields Fen -  A Rare and Threatened Habitat

Nestling within the Copse at Louie Memorial Fields is a small but very important valley-head fen.  Nationally, a great many of our wetlands have been lost or reduced in size or biodiversity as a result of a combination of factors such as drainage, neglect or management changes, urbanisation, water extraction and agricultural pollution.  For example East Anglia has lost 90% of its fens since about 1934, and the remaining areas are still at risk.

Oxfordshire's valley-head fens exist because of the sum of a number of factors including the continuous supply of mineral-rich water from springs, the pooling of water due to vegetation or land shape and the way the fens have been used by man and beast.  There are a number of such fens in Oxfordshire such as those at Cothill, Lye Valley and Wytham, all of which have been extensively studied.  The very productive fen habitat supports a great diversity of species, for example over 700 species of invertebrates have been recorded in or on wetlands of all types.  It is important to remember that the larger vertebrates such as deer, badgers, bats and birds, depend on the food and shelter of the habitat they live in, but are comparatively mobile, whilst the plants and invertebrate populations are relatively immobile and so cannot adjust to change so easily.

From a personal point of view I am impressed that North Hinksey Parish Council have taken on board the responsibility to gather data to be able to make an informed decision as to how to look after the fen and copse at Louie Memorial Fields so that they are preserved and protected for future generations to treasure.  A number of studies of the ecology and hydrology of the fen, copse and fields at Louie Memorial Fields have been conducted and made available which describe the known threats to these habitats and how to reduce them.  There is no question within these reports about the nature of the risks to the wildlife, nor as to how to look after the areas, because the studies sought to present the facts to facilitate the decision making process.  The decision as to what to do ultimately lies in the hands of the Parishioners and Parish Council.

The studies presented three ways to look after the fen and copse.  In a nutshell they were;

What you should do to preserve the fen and copse as they exist now.

What you can do to protect the fen from the effects of Climate Change in the future.

What you could do to extend the fen and increase the size and biodiversity of the fen and copse.

It is my opinion that an option to 'do nothing' would be miss-guided and here are my reasons why.  Fens, like ponds and other wetlands, are transitional habitats meaning that over time they turn form open water, to marsh then to wet woodland and finally to woodland.  For example, a ponds will fill with silt and after a few years, species of rush and sedge will start to grow in the shallower water.  As the sediment builds up in the water, helped by falling leaves and other dead plant matter, the level of sediment will fill the pond and open water will be replaced by wet soil.  In time, invading shrubs and trees will replace the sedges and rushes, and the ponds will dry out and turn into woodland.  It can take less than 100 years for a fairly large pond to disappear completely under woodland.

So why do the fens exist?  The fen at Louie Memorial Fields started to form some 10,000 years ago after the last ice age.  There are radiocarbon dated peat cores from other local fens to support this.  Such open wet sedge and grassy areas were surrounded by pine, hazel, elm, oak and were grazed by the animals of the time.  This kept them open and prevented the fen from changing into woodland.  About 7,000 years ago, lime and alder trees develop and the local Neolithic settlements used the fen for grazing their livestock.  At the same time, the surrounding woodland would have had a variety of trees of all ages.  Some of these trees would fall down to make space for new seedlings, a process we do not allow in our neat, sterile modern woodlands for safety reasons.  From 7,000 years ago the fen has been kept clear by continued grazing, peat extraction, sedge and reed cutting for local uses.

So the 'do nothing' option would result in the loss of most of the plant and invertebrate species associated with the fen.  The change to woodland is happening now and can be seen today with invasion of fast growing willow and ash.  In about 30 to 60 years time the fen would cease to look like a fen and be replaced by shady wet woodland.  The species diversity would fall, there would be a decline in the insect population and so there would be less food for insect eating birds and bats.  The local mammals would have to travel further to find water and would loose valuable hunting and grazing  space.   As the stream channel eroded and became straighter because the low growing plants preventing erosion would be shaded out the risk of flash flooding lower down the valley would increase.  This scenario could so easily be avoided.    Thus, to preserve the fen and copse as it is now, at an absolute minimum, the small area of fen and thin surrounding strip have to be 'grazed' and kept open.  How this is achieved and by how much is open for debate.

However, just doing the bare minimum will not stop the fen from degrading as a result of Climate Change.  Thus there are proposals that would reduce the impact of Climate Changes.  Again, how far these are implemented depend on the debate and the available funding.  It would be disappointing to think that the opportunity to protect the fen has been lost just because of the inability for local groups to come to a mutual agreement.

Finally, we have so few opportunities to do justice to the phrase 'habitat enhancement' within our rather biased planning system.  Here, I have outlined the possibility to do two things.  One to extend the fen to try to restore a small piece of remnant fen of some 15 x 25 m  that has been lost through neglect with the minimum of change and disturbance to the copse or its trees and using natural means to control the stream.  Secondly, to ensure that the lovely marshy pond lower down in the valley with its rich tufa depositing seeps remains in 'pristine' condition and continues to provide a means to reduce the risk of flooding and an ecological resource.  This is the only location where concrete will have to be used to rebuild the overflow pipe that runs under the path.

I would like to listen to your views and concerns at a public meeting on the 20th February as this is a wonderful opportunity to make a real difference to the natural environment we are now responsible for.

Curt Lamberth

Chair of the New Marston Wildlife Group - Friends of Milham Ford Park and Environmental Consultant.  The views expressed here are purely personal and do not seek to represent the views or opinions of any other person or organisation.

