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Summary:  The Oxford Ornithological Society (OOS) undertook breeding bird surveys for the whole of 
Oxfordshire in the late 1980’s.  The two tetrads having the highest numbers of breeding bird species, had 
totals of 83 and 80 species respectively.  These happen to be the two tetrads covering the Radley Lakes 
site.  The diversity of this ‘top’ site for birds in Oxfordshire was attributed to the wide range of habitat types in 
this area.   Subsequent PFA filling has degraded these habitats considerably, so it is important to establish 
what remains of these bird populations, particularly in the two lakes presently under threat. 
Thrupp Lake (E) and Bullfield Lake (F) were excavated fifty years ago and are the oldest of twelve lakes 
which once existed at this site.  The other lakes have since been filled with PFA.  The habitats of these two 
lakes and their surroundings have developed into mature and valuable wildlife sites.  RWE npower now plan 
to fill Lake E (10.2 ha) with PFA, leaving the much smaller Lake F (1.4 ha) unfilled.  The preparation work 
necessary to impound Lake E with clay and build a 5 metre high bund around its perimeter, requires that 
both lakes be emptied of water for a period of at least five months, killing all aquatic life.  Construction 
operations for those five months will undoubtedly degrade the surrounding habitat of both Lakes. 
OOS have supplied bird records for the Radley site from their database covering the last ten years.  In 
addition systematic observations of the Lakes have been undertaken by the author and others since October 
2005.   
Certain birds protected under Schedule I of the Wildlife and Countryside act (1981) and the Council Directive 
on the Conservation of Wild Birds (79/409/EEC); Annex 1 breed on site or breed nearby and rely on the 
lakes for foraging including: Kingfisher (breed on site), Cetti’s Warbler (breed on site) Common Tern (breed 
nearby), Hobby (breeds nearby), Peregrine Falcon (breed nearby), Red Kite (breed nearby), Smew (winter 
on site) and Green Sandpiper (winter on site).  
A  comparison of Lakes E and F  with the two most wildfowl-rich lakes in the Lower Windrush Valley has 
been made and  shows that the two Radley lakes are on a par or slightly more diverse than the two LWV 
lakes which themselves are classified as of ‘very high conservation value’.  This comparison demonstrates 
the importance of the remaining Radley Lakes for wildfowl and is indicative also of the richness of aquatic 
flora and fauna of these lakes, on which the birds depend. 

April 2006 
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BIRDS OF THE RADLEY LAKES 

 A record of birds in and around Thrupp and Bullfield Lakes at Radley (Lakes E & F)  

 

A Supplementary Ecological Report prepared by D M M Guyoncourt Ph.D 

SUMMARY 

The Oxford Ornithological Society (OOS) undertook breeding bird surveys for the whole of Oxfordshire in the 
late 1980’s.  The two tetrads having the highest numbers of breeding bird species, had totals of 83 and 80 
species respectively.  These happen to be the two tetrads covering the Radley Lakes site.  The diversity of 
this ‘top’ site for birds in Oxfordshire was attributed to the wide range of habitat types in this area.   
Subsequent PFA filling has degraded these habitats considerably, so it is important to establish what 
remains of these bird populations, particularly in the two lakes presently under threat. 
Thrupp Lake (E) and Bullfield Lake (F) were excavated fifty years ago and are the oldest of twelve lakes 
which once existed at this site.  The other lakes have since been filled with PFA.  The habitats of these two 
lakes and their surroundings have developed into mature and valuable wildlife sites.  RWE npower now plan 
to fill Lake E (10.2 ha) with PFA, leaving the much smaller Lake F (1.4 ha) unfilled.  The preparation work 
necessary to impound Lake E with clay and build a 5 metre high bund around its perimeter, requires that 
both lakes be emptied of water for a period of at least five months, killing all aquatic life.  Construction 
operations for those five months will undoubtedly degrade the surrounding habitat of both Lakes. 
OOS have supplied bird records for the Radley site from their database covering the last ten years.  In 
addition systematic observations of the Lakes have been undertaken by the author and others since October 
2005.   
Certain birds protected under Schedule I of the Wildlife and Countryside act (1981) and the Council Directive 
on the Conservation of Wild Birds (79/409/EEC); Annex 1 breed on site or breed nearby and rely on the 
lakes for foraging including: Kingfisher (breed on site), Cetti’s Warbler (breed on site) Common Tern (breed 
nearby), Hobby (breeds nearby), Peregrine Falcon (breed nearby), Red Kite (breed nearby), Smew (winter 
on site) and Green Sandpiper (winter on site).  
A  comparison of Lakes E and F  with the two most wildfowl-rich lakes in the Lower Windrush Valley has 
been made and  shows that the two Radley lakes are on a par or slightly more diverse than the two LWV 
lakes which themselves are classified as of ‘very high conservation value’.  This comparison demonstrates 
the importance of the remaining Radley Lakes for wildfowl and is indicative also of the richness of aquatic 
flora and fauna of these lakes, on which the birds depend.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

This report focuses on the two remaining large lakes at Radley: Thrupp Lake and Bullfield 
Lake (designated as Lakes E & F by RWE npower) which are the last of twelve large lakes 
excavated at Radley during the last fifty years, most of which are now filled with PFA.  
These two lakes are also the oldest, having been excavated during the 1950’s and 60’s.  
Consequently, ecologically rich areas of willow carr, neutral grassland and mature 
woodland have developed in the immediate surroundings.  A recent biological survey of 
the waters of Lake F has shown that it has developed a quite unique habitat, a type 
protected under the European Habitats Directive (1992, Annex 1, 3.1, 3140): hard oligo-
mesotrophic waters with benthic vegetation of Chara species (Stoneworts).  The waters of 
Lake E have not been properly surveyed but may well constitute a similar habitat.  
Shallows surround the islands (see below, Figure 2) and these are the likely location of 
stonewort populations, especially around the southern edges. 

There are about 24 wooded islands in Lake E, which afford protection for birds from 
predators and are important roosting and breeding sites for duck, grebe, Cormorant and 
Kingfisher.   
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Figure 1  Location of Lakes E & F in relation to other natural 

features 

The depth contours of the two lakes are quite irregular, varying from shallows less than a 
metre deep down to the deepest parts at about 5 metres.  This suits the foraging needs of 
a wide variety of water birds feeding on aquatic vegetation, invertebrates or fish. 

An important observation is that waterfowl and other birds use both lakes and frequently 
commute between the two.  The smaller Lake F is an eighth of the area of Lake E and 
consequently supports much lower populations.  Many waterfowl use only Lake E where 
they are less subject to disturbance from people and dogs.  Other species move into Lake 
F on days when human disturbance is less.  

In the period 1985 to 1988, a survey of breeding birds in Oxfordshire was undertaken by 
Oxford Ornithological Society (OOS).  A map showing the numbers of breeding species in 
each tetrad (2 km square) was produced.  The number of species varied between 14 and 
83.   Only 14 tetrads had more than 70 breeding species and of these, two adjacent 
tetrads: SU 5096 and SU 5296 had totals of 83 and 80 breeding species respectively, the 
highest and second highest numbers for Oxfordshire.  These two tetrads happen to be the 
ones covering the area of Radley Lakes.   It is believed that the reason for this richness in 
breeding bird species is due to the wide variety of habitats present at Radley.  Since then, 
these habitats have been seriously degraded by RWE npower’s operations.  Lakes E and 
F are the only substantial areas of open water left in the area, having surroundings of 
willow carr, neutral grassland and orchid rich glades. 

In 1993 Mike Wilson1 produced a report entitled ‘Birds of Radley gravel Pits’ in which he 
reviewed the status of 179 species observed at the site.  This was written on behalf of 
OOS, with the aim of persuading the then CEGB to leave some of the lakes free of PFA 
infill for conservation.  More recently, Bob Eeles has produced, with similar intentions 
towards RWE npower, a review of the Ecology of the Radley Lakes complex and its flora 
and fauna, which lists 200 bird species2. 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SITE 

Lakes E and F at Radley were 
excavated during the 1950’s 
and 60’s and since then, they 
and the surrounding 
environment have matured so 
that the area now provides 
habitat for a very diverse 
range of flora and fauna.  The 
two lakes are situated on the 
floodplain about 600 metres 
north of the Thames.  A 
number of important habitats 
lie in the immediate vicinity, 
including areas of reedbed, 
willow carr, some smaller 
lakes, ponds and mature 
woodland.  The wider area 
includes the River Thames 

                                                 
1
 Mike Wilson, Birds of Radley Gravel Pits 1993 

2
 R M G Eeles Evaluation of the Wildlife and Habitats… Save Radley Lakes  Report: SRL/WE/001.9, April 2006.  

   Of the 200 species,  129 are identified as being  present at the Radley Lakes complex since 2003. 
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Figure 2  Depth contours of Lakes E and F.  

The average water level is 51.50 AOD (based on 
Jarvis Associates 1992 survey) 

and a wooded Lower Greensand escarpment south of the Thames containing woods such 
as Lock Wood (ancient woodland), Furze Brake and Culham Brake.  A small willow carr 
wood north of Culham Brake is an SSSI. Two nature reserves: Barton Fields and Abbey 
Fishponds LNR lie respectively to the west and north-west of the two lakes 

Topography 

Lake E, the larger of the two lakes is 10.2 
hectares in area whilst the smaller Lake F 
is 1.4 hectares (12% of the total water 
area). 

A site level survey was carried out by Jarvis 
Associates on behalf of National Power in 
1992.  Based on levels reported in this 
survey, depth contours have been 
determined, Figure 2.  The water level in 
the two lakes is approximately 51.5 metres 
AOD.   

On this basis it is seen that on the western 
side of Lake E, there are regions up to 5 m 
deep.  Regions of moderate depth (2 to 4 
m) are found on east and south of Lake E 
and in the centre of Lake F.  Shallow 
regions 0.5 to 2 m are found around the 
islands in the central and north-eastern 
parts of Lake E. 

There are about 24 arboreal islands, with 
trees, which are probably up to 50 years old, 
corresponding to the age of the excavations. 

Local Context 

Radley Lakes are situated in a belt of land stretching from the centre of Abingdon following 
the Thames floodplain as far as Oxford including Abbey Meadow, Barton Fields nature 
reserve, the Radley Lakes area, Sandford, etc.  Most of this land is part of the Oxford 
Green Belt, is undeveloped and of high conservation value.  A Lower Greensand 
escarpment, 30 metre high, just south of the Thames at Radley and Abingdon, is mainly 
wooded and contains sites such as Lock Wood, Culham Brake and Furze Brake.  These 
are habitat for breeding raptors such as Hobby, Buzzard and Red Kites.  A pair of 
Peregrine Falcon is also known to breed in this area.  These raptors tend to hunt over the 
floodplain area, where prey species are found.  There is also a large Heronry at Furze 
Brake, Culham, strategically sited close to Radley Lakes.  This is the only Heronry within 
15 km. 

Context of the Lakes in Oxfordshire 

In the Thames floodplain, drainage for agricultural requirements has largely eliminated 
wetlands and wet meadows where species such as Lapwing, Redshank, Snipe and Yellow 
Wagtail once bred.  Gravel beds are present along most of this land and many have been 
exploited, as at Radley.  Although flooded gravel pits are often steep sided and do not 
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provide much marginal habitat, they do provide a valuable habitat for water birds, 
replacing the lost wet pasture, with good habitat for wintering waterfowl and breeding and 
foraging sites for many species of duck and grebe, Kingfisher, Cormorant, Heron etc. The 
remaining lakes at Radley have comparatively large drawdown zones, on natural 
substrate, and this habitat type, is important because of its rarity in the locality. During 
excavation periods, when the pits are dewatered, they provide breeding sites for waders 
such as Little Ringed Plover and Lapwing and in some cases for Ringed Plover, Redshank 
and Oystercatcher.  Sand Martin also make use of sandy banks as nest sites. 

Radley is one of a number of sites along the Thames Valley in Oxfordshire, which have 
been excavated during the second half of the 20th century.  Details of some of these gravel 
pits are given in the table below. 

 

Table 1   Selected lake complexes in the Thames Valley 

 Number of 
remaining 
lakes  

Total lake 
area ha 

Distance from, 
Radley 

Period during which 
excavation was 
undertaken 

Radley Lakes E & F 2 13.5 - 50’s and 60’s 

Wilsham Road 
Lakes 

5 ~20 3 km SW 70’s to present 

Dorchester Lakes 7 71 6 km SE 50’s to 90’s 

Lower Windrush 
Valley Lakes 
complex 

40 365 14 km NW 50’s to present 

 

All of these sites are surveyed regularly by amateur and professional ornithologists, 
particularly for wintering wildfowl, and these records are reported to the British Trust for 
Ornithology (BTO) and Oxford Ornithological Society (OOS). 

The Radley Lakes site is bisected by the main Oxford Didcot railway line dividing it into 
eastern and western areas.   Four lakes east of the railway line were filled with PFA during 
the 1980’s and 90’s so that by 2000 these were practically full.  The filling of five western 
lakes as part of RWE npower’s Phase II operation commenced with pit G in 1998.  Lake 
H/I was prepared for filling in 2002 and was almost completely filled within two years. 

Whereas the eastern lakes were filled with PFA without clay lining, in Phase II, the Lakes 
were required by the Environment Agency to be lined with 1.25 metres of Kimmeridge 
Clay, with a 2 to 3 metres high bund to prevent contamination of groundwater or the 
surroundings with toxic elements leached from the PFA. 

  The many lakes at Radley, filled with fly-ash over the last twenty years afford ample 
opportunity to study their development over time.  However the more recent (Phase II) clay 
lined pits have provided a model, of how the restoration of Pits E and F might proceed, 
because of their clay lining.  An important consideration is the degree of consolidation of 
the PFA, which determines how much pressure the surface will bear.  The PFA behaves 
differently in unlined compared to lined pits.  RWE npower have found that the particle 
density in lined pits is lower than in unlined ones.  This is presumably because ground 
water is free to move through PFA in unlined pits, helping to consolidate it.  None of the 



Birds of The Radley Lakes                                                                                                              Report No. SRL/WE/005.1 (07/04/2006)                                                                                                                                                     
 
 

 
Page 8 of 36 

 
© SAVE RADLEY LAKES 2006 

 
 

 

lined pits have been declared safe to walk on, so it is not known whether they will ever 
safely bear the weight of a human. 

 

LEGISLATION AFFECTING BIRDS AND THEIR HABITATS  

Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981), Species protection 

Sections 1 to 8 of this act relate to the protection of birds.  Section 1 prohibits the 
intentional killing, injuring or taking of any wild bird and the taking, damaging or destroying 
of the nest (whilst being built or in use) or eggs.  There are additional penalties for 
offences relating to birds on Schedule I and, in addition, it is an offence to disturb 
Schedule 1 birds at nest or the dependent young of Schedule I birds. 

Schedule I lists 80 species including: 

Red Kite  Hobby  Peregrine Green Sandpiper 

Barn Owl  Kingfisher Redwing Fieldfare 

Cetti’s Warbler Firecrest  

All of the above have been recorded at  Lakes E and F during the last year. 

 

Council Directive of 2 April 1979 on the Conservation of Wild Birds (79/409/EEC) 

The preamble states: 

Whereas the preservation maintenance or restoration of a sufficient diversity and area of habitats is 

essential to conservation of all species of birds; whereas certain species of birds should be the 

subject of special conservation measures concerning their habitats in order to ensure their survival 

and reproduction in their area of distribution; whereas such measures must also take account of 

migratory species and be coordinated with a view to setting up a coherent whole. 

 

Article 1 of the Directive states: 

This Directive relates to the conservation of all species of naturally occurring birds in the wild state 

in the European territory of the Member States to which the Treaty applies.  It covers the protection, 

management, and control of these species and lays down the rules for their exploitation. 

It applies to birds, their eggs, nests and habitats. 

 

Article 4 of the Directive states: 

The species mentioned in Annex I shall be the subject of special conservation measures concerning 

their habitat in order to ensure their survival and reproduction in the area of distribution.  In this 

connection, account shall be taken of: 

Species in danger of extinction. 

Species vulnerable to specific changes in their habitat. 

Species considered rare because of small populations or restricted local distribution. 

Other species requiring particular attention for reasons of the specific nature of their habitat. 
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Annex I 

This lists 194 bird species including: 

Smew  Mergus albellus   Red Kite Milvus milvus 

Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus Common Tern  Sterna hirundo 

Kingfisher   Alcedo atthis 

 

All five species have been recorded at Lakes E and F at Radley during the past year. 

 

BIRD RECORDS FROM 1999 TO THE PRESENT  

Several sources of data have been utilised in this study: 

Records from the OOS database held by the County Recorder 2 since October 
1999 have been used. 

Systematic waterfowl counts since October 2005 3 

Systematic waterfowl counts since October 2004 4 

Ad hoc records by local birdwatchers, including submissions to ‘Oxonbirds’ (an e-
mail group) 

There is a considerable degree of commuting of wildfowl to and from the lakes.  Skeins of 
duck and geese are frequently seen flying off or coming into the Radley lakes, presumably 
from other lakes in the area as well as other watercourses and local farmland.  The closest 
lakes are near Wilsham Road, Abingdon and there are also extensive lakes at Dorchester.  
Both are within a few kilometres of Radley.  A regular feature is Cormorants which fly-in in 
late afternoon to roost on islands in Lake E. 

It is difficult to count birds on Lake E since, from any vantage point, a large proportion of 
the lake is obscured by islands.  Also, some birds roost on the islands and may be 
obscured by trees and vegetation.  Waterfowl are very mobile and move around the lakes, 
tending to swim away from the observer.  Three main vantage points were used and 
counts made from each of these using a telescope with a 60 mm objective lens.  An 
estimate of the total numbers was made subsequently from these three counts, taking 
account of degree of obscuration at each vantage point.  There is no obscuration problem 
with Lake F, since the whole lake can be observed from a single vantage point, and counts 
can be made to an accuracy of about one individual.  Consequently fluctuations in 
numbers for Lake F reflect genuine variations in bird numbers and are not subject to 
potentially significant counting errors. 

 

                                                 
2
 Ian Lewington County recorder for Oxfordshire 

3
 David Guyoncourt 

4
 An ornithologist who wishes to remain anonymous 
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The totals of all species for Lakes E and F are shown in Figure 3 over a 15 month period.  
It can be seen that numbers build from a low during summer months and are still climbing 
through January.  It is interesting to note that the percentage scatter about the trend-lines 
for Lakes E and F are about the same, suggesting that both reflect genuine fluctuations in 
bird numbers though counting errors may also contribute for Lake E.  The two trends differ 
with much less variation over time for F, which implies that the limit of capacity for Lake F 
had been reached (the maximum was 120 birds).   Lake E on the other hand, does not 
show population saturation and there is potential for more waterfowl beyond the mid-
January peak of 430 birds. 

Figure 3  The variation of total numbers of waterfowl in Lakes E and F, based on surveys from 

2004 to the present. 
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Figure 5  Numbers of  Little Grebe and Great 

Crested Grebe over a six year period 

 
Areas 
The two lakes have been divided into six 
areas, labelled a to f in Figure 4.   Areas a, 
b and d are the shallowest areas containing 
practically all of the islands and typically are 
frequented, by dabbling duck.  Areas c and 
f are of medium depth, with shallow 
margins, frequented by diving and dabbling 
duck, Cormorant, Coot and grebe.  Area e 
is the deepest and is frequented mainly by 
diving duck. 

The density of wintering waterfowl in the six 
sectors can be ranked approximately from 
highest to lowest in the order f, b, e, c, d, a. 

 

 

 

 

 

GREBES, CORMORANT, HERON  

These are all fish eating birds and their presence in good numbers at Radley lakes 
suggests a healthy fish population.  

 

Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis 
Winters in lakes E and F and probably nests around the margins of Lakes E and F and 
around islands.  Feeds on small fish and aquatic insects   

Areas: b, d, f. 

 
Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps 
cristatus 
Winters in Lake E and probably nests 
on islands there.  Feeds on small to 
medium-sized fish. The numbers of this 
and Little Grebe have shown some 
decline since the destruction of Lake H/I 
in 2002, Figure 5. 

Areas: b, c, d, e 

Figure 4  Habitat areas a to f 
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Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo 
Cormorant roost in the taller trees on the line of four elongated islands near the centre of 
Lake E (area b).   Counts were made in late afternoon during the winter of 2005/06, see 
Figure 6.  Numbers of roosting birds have built up from 20 at the beginning of October to 
59 birds in late January.  Cormorant spend only a half to one hour each day in foraging 5 
during which time they consume 0.26kg to 0.59kg of fish, however Carss6 and Gremillet 7 
estimates the daily intake to be between 0.5 and 0.8 kg.  Birds frequently forage in Lakes 
E and F and at any given time, one to three birds can be seen fishing there.  This suggests 
that a large proportion of roosting birds also forage during the day at Radley, which is 
indicative of a healthy population of fish in 
Lakes E and F, in which big shoals are 
frequently seen. 

In late afternoon, birds fly in mainly from a 
westerly direction, possibly from Wilsham 
Road or Dorchester Lakes.  At the former 
site, up to a dozen can be seen drying their 
wings on an electricity pylon during the day.   
It is reported5  that 68% of foraging sites are 
less than 10 km from the roost, so Wilsham 
Road Lakes and Dorchester Lakes, being 
respectively, 3 and 6 km from Lake E, are 
well within foraging range. 

Figure 6 shows that there was an increase 
in numbers of roosting Cormorant up to the end of January 2006. 

Areas: b (roost), c, d, e, f 

 

Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea 
The heronry at Furze Brake, Culham is 2 km from Lake E and only 1.5 km from the former 
Lake H/I.  The next nearest heronry is at Dix Pit (in the Lower Windrush Valley) 15 km 
away.  Herons forage over a wide area and return to feed their young only once or twice a 
day.  They choose a site within access of a large number of water-bodies.  Indeed, Furze 
Brake is strategically sited within a U-bend of the River Thames and within reach of a 
number of other water-bodies, containing fish, including Radley Lakes, Dorchester Lakes 
and Wilsham Road Lakes.  Estimates of the number of active nests are made each year 
for the BTO 8.  There were 53 confirmed nests there in 2001 however numbers have fallen 
steadily since then to only 33 in 2005.  The timing of this decline correlates with the 
dewatering of Lake H/I in the winter of 2002 and subsequent infilling with PFA in the 
following years, Figure 7.  This suggests that the destruction of this substantial and well-
stocked lake, within 1km of the heronry affected both breeding attempts and breeding 
success.  If Lakes E and F were to suffer a similar fate, it is very likely that the viability of 
the heronry will be seriously compromised. 

                                                 
5
 Feeding behaviour of Fish Eating Birds in Great Britain 

6
 Carss D N, Supplementi di Ricerche Biologia Selvaggina, XXVI (1997): 197-230,  Proceedings 4

th
 European 

Conference on Cormorants (1-3 November 1995, Bologna, Italy) 
7
 Gremillet D and Wilson RP,  A life in the fast lane; energetics and foraging strategies of the Great Cormorant, 

Behavioural Ecology Vol 10 No 5 516-524 
8
 Peter Pool, personal communication 

Figure 6  Evening counts of Cormorant 

roosting on islands in Lake E 
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Figure 8  Mute Swans on Lake F, Feb 2006. 

 

  

Areas: Seen mainly on islands and lake margins 

SWANS AND GEESE  

These birds forage, mainly on grassland or in shallow water for grass and aquatic 
vegetation. 

 

Mute Swan  Cygnus olor 
Usually the pair in the photograph can be seen 
foraging in Lake F.  Much of the central area of 
Lakes E is too deep for Swans to reach aquatic 
vegetation by ‘upending’, however area b around 
the islands, is shallower and is sometimes 
frequented by this pair. 

Areas: b, f - 36% Lake E 

 

Greylag Goose  Anser anser 
Numbers of this feral goose have increased dramatically in Oxfordshire in recent years.  A 
local stronghold for this species is Pumney Lake (created in 2001) and its surrounding 
meadow.   

There is no grassland near to Lakes E & F suitable for foraging, nevertheless flocks do 
visit the lake from time to time and may roost there.  

Areas: b, d - 100% Lake E 

 

Canada  Goose  Branta canadensis 
These geese frequently fly in to roosts on islands in Lake E.  There is however little 
suitable grassland for foraging near to the Lakes.  

Areas: b, d - 100% Lake E 

Figure 7  BTO surveys of Heron nesting at Furze Brake, Culham. 
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Figure 9  Gadwall drake on Lake E, Feb 2006. 

Figure 10  Numbers of Gadwall and Teal on 
Lakes E and F, (autumn 04 to winter 06). 

 

DABBLING DUCK  

Shelduck  Tadoma tadoma 
Breeding of Shelduck at Radley was confirmed in 2000 and 2005 9.  A female with seven 
juveniles were seen in the Lakes E, F and N area in June and July 2005, and two pairs 
were seen regularly on Lake H/I during April and May the same year.  A duck with seven 
juveniles a few days old was reported in May 2000 on Lake N 10.  One or two birds have 
been present on Lakes E, H/I and G during this winter, 2006 and five were seen on Lake 
G and H/I on 12/03/06. 

Area: b, f – seen on Lakes E, F, N and H/I 

 

Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos 
Usually 20 to 30 present, mainly in vicinity of islands in Lake E . 

Area: a, b, c, d, e, f - 95% Lake E 

 

 
 
Gadwall  Anas strepera 
Radley Lakes remain a preferred wintering site 
for this duck in Oxfordshire.  Up to 89 were 
present in Lakes E and F in January 2006.  
The highest count for Radley was 126 in 
February 2002.  Gadwall appear to prefer Lake 

F, probably because of its abundant aquatic 
vegetation.  

Areas: b, f - 43% Lake E 

 

 
Pintail  Anas acuta 
This species was regularly seen on Lake E 
during the winter of 2005/6. Single birds were 
seen during December 2005 and January 
2006.  A pair were present during February 
2006 and in late March 2006 there was an 
influx of up to nine birds.  

Area: b - 100% Lake E 

 

 

                                                 
9
 Dominic Woodfield and Bob Eeles, personal communication 

10
 David Guyoncourt 
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Figure 12  Pochard sheltering behind an island in Lake E, Feb 2006. 

Figure 11  Numbers of Wigeon and Shoveler on 

Lakes E and F, (autumn 04 to winter 06). 

 

Shoveler  Anas clypeata 
Frequently seen on or close to islands where water is shallow. There were up to eight in 
January 2006. 

Areas: b, f - 95% Lake E 

 

Wigeon  Anas penelope 
Radley Lakes are not optimum habitat for this duck as it prefers to forage on grassland 
close to water as well as in shallow water.  Nevertheless, it is seen in moderate numbers 
see Figure 11 and as many as 89 were reported in January 2006.  There was a large 
influx of about 160 in the winter of 
2001/02.  It is usually found around the 
islands in Lake E.   

Areas: b, f - 98% Lake E 

 

Teal  Anas crecca 
This is a preferred site for these small 
duck, which are found mainly in 
northern part of Lake E in the vicinity 
of or roosting on the islands there, see 
Figure 10.  They are of a nervous 
disposition and take flight with little 
provocation. 

Areas: a, b - 99% Lake E  

 

Red-crested  Pochard  Netta rufina 
It is uncertain whether this species is truly wild or feral in the UK.  It is known to have bred 
in 2004 at Radley, when a duck with a single duckling a few days old, was seen in Lake E 
on 13/07/04.   A male and female had been seen earlier that year.  It is suspected that it 
nested on the long island at southern end of Lake E. Single birds were reported in autumn 
2005 and winter 2006. 

Areas: d, f - 50% Lake E 
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Figure 13  Tufted Duck on Lake E, Feb 2006. 

 

 

 Copyright 2005 S Burch  

Figure 15 Female/juvenile Smew 
on Lake E, February 2005. 

DIVING DUCK  

Pochard  Aythya farina 
This diving duck forages for invertebrates and aquatic vegetation mainly at night, resting in 
groups during the day.  They prefer the deepest areas of Lake E, where they can be seen 
sheltering from the wind in the lee of islands, as in the above photograph.  

Areas: mainly e, c - 99% Lake E 

 

Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula 
This is another diving duck which 
frequents most parts of Lakes E 
and F and breeds regularly on 
islands in Lake E. 

Areas: b, c, d, e, f - 89% Lake E 

 

Goldeneye  Bucephala clangula 
This species used to be common 
on Lake H/I, but has declined 
dramatically since that lake was filled 
with PFA in 2002.  It is still seen in 
small numbers on Lake E.  

Areas: b, c, e - 100% Lake E 

 

Ruddy Duck  Oxyura jamaicensis 
This introduced species is an 
occasional visitor to Radley and was 
seen in January 2006.  It has 
become less common nationally as a 
result of the RSPB/DEFRA cull. 

Areas: - 100% Lake E 

 

SAWBILLS  

Smew  Mergellus albellus 
This small fish eating duck can be seen regularly on 
Lake E each winter.  Two red heads (female or 
juvenile) have been seen regularly on Lake E during 
this winter (2005/06) and a male was seen in late 
January 2006. 

This duck is specially protected under the EU Wild 
Birds Directive 79/409//EEC Annex 1 and the Habitats 
Directive (92/42/EEC). 

Areas: b, c, e - 100% Lake E 

Figure 14  Populations of Pochard and Tufted Duck on 
Lakes E and F, (autumn 04 to winter 06). 
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Figure 17  Green Sandpiper Orchard 
Lake, October 2005. 

 

Goosander  Mergus merganser 
Occasional winter visitor to Lake E.  A pair was seen on Lake E in November 2005. 

Areas: b, c, e - 100% Lake E 

RAILS AND ALLIES  

Water Rail Rallus aquaticus 
This species may have bred in the 
ponds to the west of Lake E in the past.  
In the last year it has been regularly 
reported from the Orchard Lake area11 
also from Lakes E & F12 in February 06. 
These may be overwintering birds. 

Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus 
Small numbers are seen around the 
lake margins and islands. Probably 
several pairs breed in Lakes E and F. 

Areas: around lake margins and islands 
- 41% Lake E 

Coot  Fulica atra 
This is an excellent wintering site for this species.  Coot strongly prefer Lake F where the 
density of birds has remained around 40 per hectare from October 2005 to January 06.   
This compares to a density in Lake E of about 2.5 birds per hectare.  This disparity may be 
due to an algal bloom which affected Lake E in the summer of 2005.  This may have killed 
aquatic plants and invertebrates on which Coot feed.  They are also likely to eat the 
abundant snails, Potamopyrgus antipodarum (a small spire snail) which were observed in 
large numbers during a survey by divers of Lake F in 2005.  Coot numbers show less 
scatter than those of duck indicating that they probably do not commute to or from other 
lakes in the area.  

Areas: b, c, d, e, f - 27% Lake E 

WADERS 

Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus 
This passage and winter visitor is frequent seen in all 
months of the year at Radley, but principally between July 
and April.  This wader frequents shallow areas of lakes and 
ponds, notably Lake N, Orchard Lake, Longmead Lake and 
the small ponds to the west of Lake E.   

This species is specially protected under Schedule 1 of the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. 

Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos 

Passage migrant. Seen around lake margins, mainly during 
migration periods.  

                                                 
11

 Carl Salmon, personal communication 
12

 Bob Eeles, personal communication 

Figure 16  Populations of Coot and Moorhen on 

Lakes E and F  (autumn 2004 to winter 06). 
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Figure 18  Common Tern pair on a gravel island at 
Pinkhill, Farmoor. 

 

 

OTHER BIRDS DEPENDING ON THE LAKES  

 

Common Tern  Sterna hirundo 
In 2005 there were 4 or 5 Common Tern 
nests on a gravel island at Pumney Lake (1 
km from Lake E) and one nest on an island in 
Longmead Lake (0.7 km from Lake E).  The 
islands in Lake E being tree covered, are not 
suitable as nest sites.  However, the local 
breeding birds rely on Lakes E, the largest 
waterbodies in the area, and are frequently 
seen diving for small fish over that lake.  

Lake E is a significant resource for these 
birds and if filled, the Common Tern 
population would undoubtedly be reduced. 

This species is specially protected under the EU Wild Birds Directive 79/409//EEC Annex 
1 and the Habitats Directive (92/42/EEC). 

Areas: Tern forages over a wide area including the Thames and Lakes E and F 

 

Red Kite Milvus milvus 
Red Kites were introduced to the Chilterns in 1989 and have since spread to the Radley 
area.  Since about 2000 Red Kites have been seen increasingly over Radley foraging for 
carrion.  Probably two pairs nest in the wooded areas of the escarpment south of the 
Thames and there is another pair between Lodge Hill and Radley. 

This species is specially protected under the EU Wild Birds Directive 79/409//EEC Annex 
1 and the Habitats Directive (92/42/EEC) and is specially protected under Schedule 1 of 
the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 

 Areas: Red Kite forage over the whole Radley area 

 
Hobby  Falco subbuteo 
Probably two pairs of Hobby, nest in the 
woods on the Lower Greensand 
escarpment south of the Thames, and 
forage mainly over the Thames 
floodplain. They hunt dragonflies and 
damselflies, which abound in the area 
and are eaten on the wing.  Many 
thousands of these insects emerge as 
adults from the Lakes E and F each 
summer.  Hirundines, such as immature 
Sand Martins, are also taken by Hobby.   
The Sand Martin colony at Tuckwell’s 
Works, which had over 48 nests in  

Figure 19  Sightings of Hobby at Radley (1995 to 

2005). 
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Figure 21  Kingfisher beside Lake F 

Figure 20  Sightings of Peregrine at Radley (1996 

to 2006). 

 

200512 are a significant resource for Hobbies, particularly the juveniles.  With the 
destruction of Lake E and the consequent draining of Lake F, most of the Odonata species 
and all Sand Martins will be lost, consequently it is probable that Hobby numbers will 
decline in the area.  

This species is specially protected under Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 
1981. 

Areas: Hobby hunt over the whole Radley area 

 

Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus 
Peregrine Falcons have been seen regularly in the area since 1996.  A pair have nested or 
attempted to nest at Didcot Power Station (8 km distant) over a ten year period.  More 
recently, in 2004, a pair nested about 2 
km south of the site, well within foraging 
distance.    The lakes and wetland at 
Radley provide a source of prey for these 
falcons which favour wading birds such as 
Lapwing, Green Sandpiper and Snipe, 
though many other species are taken. 

This species is specially protected under 
the EU Wild Birds Directive 79/409//EEC 
Annex 1 and the Habitats Directive 
(92/42/EEC); also specially protected 
under Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981 

Areas: Peregrines hunt over the whole 
Radley area 

 

Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis 
Kingfishers nest in holes which they excavate in 
banks.  The most likely sites at the lakes are in the 
banks of the larger islands, where they are 
protected from human disturbance and most 
predators. It is believed the nests are located along 
the N side of E in the steep bank and on the south 
edge of the long island at the S end of E. These are 
the most suitable banks and where activity was 
concentrated during the breeding season.  They 
may also have nested near ‘Sandles’ in 2005.  
However there are no suitable banks around Lake 
F.  Young birds were seen around Lakes E and F in 
the summer of 2005.  

This species is specially protected under the EU Wild Birds Directive 79/409//EEC Annex 
1 and the Habitats Directive (92/42/EEC). It is also specially protected under Schedule 1 of 
the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 

Areas: Lake margins and islands – seen mainly around Lake E 

                                                 
12

 George Candelin, personal communication 
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Sand Martin  Riparia riparia 
Sand Martin normally nest in freshly excavated sand banks in gravel pits.  In the past 
Sand Martin were much more numerous.  In 1992, 465 nests were reported in the Radley 
area, in  three colonies.  Since 1992, most of the lakes have been lost and in 2005 only 48 
nests were counted at the nearby Tuckwell’s works 13.   A natural sand bank in an island in 
the former Lake J had been used, but this was destroyed in 2003 by RWE npower.  As a 
mitigation measure, they provided an artificial earth bank, however this was completely 
unsuitable being too hard for the Sand Martin to excavate.    Fortunately, Tuckwell’s 
personnel provided an artificial sand bank, in which plastic tubes were inserted as nesting 
sites which the birds used successfully in 2005.  Sand Martin forage almost exclusively 
over water and can be seen in summer flying between Tuckwell’s works and Lake E.  With 
the destruction of Lake E, this colony will undoubtedly be exterminated. 

Areas: Forage for flying insects mainly over Lakes E and F in summer. 

 

Lesser Spotted woodpecker Dendrocopos minor 
This scarce and declining species has been reported 14 from the deciduous wood north of 
Lake E, bordering Thrupp Lane and was also reported 15 last year from the small copse 
south-west  of Lake H/I.  This species prefers to stay high in the tree canopy and hence is 
often overlooked particularly when trees are in leaf.  

Areas: Wooded areas 

 

Grey wagtail  Motacilla cinerea 
Grey Wagtails were frequently seen around the margins of Lake E in 2005/06.  They nest 
in crevices beside water.  Possible nest sites are the banks around lake margins and 
islands or in outbuildings and other structures at ‘Sandals’. 

Areas: Lake margins, ‘Sandles’. 

 

Cetti’s warbler Cettia cetti 
Cetti’s Warblers inhabit areas of dense scrub close to water.  The species is a recent 
immigrant to the UK and was first reported from Radley in 1990 and has been present in 
varying numbers ever since, depending on the severity of winters.  Usually there are three 
or four territories in the Radley Lakes complex, however exceptionally in 2005 there were 
about ten territories, two or three of which were reported in the region of Lakes E  
and F 16,17.  

This remains a rare species specially protected under Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981. 

Areas: Along the banks of the Thames and around Lakes E, F and M 

                                                 
13

 George Candelin, personal communication 
14

 Wayne Bull, personal communication 
15

 Bob Eeles, personal communication 
16

 Bob Eeles, personal communication 
17

 Radley Ash Disposal Site Lakes E and F Ecological Appraisal, Bioscan (UK) Ltd, Report No: E1340R2, July 2005 
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COMPARISON WITH OTHER SITES IN OXFORDSHIRE  

Lower Windrush Valley 

In Oxfordshire, areas of gravel extraction are widespread along the Thames Valley.  The 
largest of these is the Lower Windrush Valley Complex south of Witney.  Most of the 40 
lakes there are the subject of the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), organized nationally by 
the BTO, WWT, RSPB and JNCC for several years, and conducted by local volunteer 
birdwatchers.  In November and February, Oxford Ornithological Society organises a co-
ordinated count to estimate wintering populations over a three-hour period.  Results of all 
these surveys are submitted to the WeBS organizers, who publish an annual report.  The 
survey results have been made available to SRL, by the local BTO representative 17. In a 
national context, the Lower Windrush Valley covers a relatively small area, but despite this 
it is important for certain species.  The criterion for a site being of ‘national importance’ 
according to the EC Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds is that it regularly holds 
1% or more of the estimated national population.  On this basis, the LWV complex has 
been designated as being of national importance for species such as Gadwall, Pochard, 
Tufted Duck, Coot, and Lesser Black-backed Gull. 

Records for LWV Valley lakes, both for individual lakes and for the total complex have 
been obtained for the period November 2003 to November 2005, comprising five surveys.   
Maxima and average numbers for each species have been determined for this period. 

Comparisons with the Radley Lakes E and F site have been made using surveys made 
between 15 November 2005 and 1 February 2006.  Although the time periods for the two 
sites are not identical, the comparison is considered to be justified, as there was no 
significant trend at LWV Lakes over the 2003 – 2005 period.  To make a valid comparison, 
the numbers of birds per hectare for both sites were calculated and the ratio between the 
values for Radley Lakes and LWV Lakes values were determined. 

Comparison with all LWV Lakes 

The results, shown in Table 2, show that of 24 wildfowl species, 20 had higher numbers 
per hectare at Radley than at the LWV Lakes as a whole.  Thirteen of these had more than 
5 times the density per hectare at Radley than at the LWV Lakes.  These were: Little 
Grebe, Cormorant, Grey Heron, Greylag Goose, Canada Goose, Shelduck, Gadwall, Teal, 
Pintail, Shoveler, Smew, Goosander and Kingfisher 

However, more species were seen overall at the LWV Lakes.  The latter is expected on a 
statistical basis, since much larger numbers of birds were recorded there (an average of 
4393 per visit for LWV compared to 356 per visit for Radley). 

Clearly the total area of the LWV Lakes is much larger than the Radley site and some of 
these lakes, such as those used for water sports, are used much less by birds.   A more 
exacting comparison can be made by comparing with the best two lakes of the 40, having 
the greatest diversity of wildfowl.  These are Dix Pit (No 16) and Shifford Lake (No 38), 
both of which are described as having very high value for wintering wildfowl. 

                                                 
17

 John Melling (BTO Representative) personal communication.  Ponds Conservation Trust  (2005) Baseline ecological 

assessment of 40 gravel pit lakes in the Lower Windrush Valley (Oxfordshire).  
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Table 2   Comparison between Radley Lakes and all of the surveyed Lower Windrush Valley Lakes.  

 
LWV lakes 

Area:  320 ha 
Radley Lakes E & F 

Area:  11.6  ha 
Ratio:  Radley / LWV 

Per hectare basis 

 
03/05 

maximum 
03/05 

average 
05/06 

maximum 
05/06 

average maxima averages 

Little Grebe 11 7.2 4 1.9 10.0 7.3 

Great Crested Grebe 115 99.6 9 6.4 2.2 1.8 

Cormorant 93 52.6 59 36.7 17.5 19.2 

Grey Heron 14 9.4 5 2.2 9.9 6.4 

Mute Swan 187 73.4 4 1.8 0.6 0.7 

Greylag Goose 258 103.4 64 7.8 6.8 2.1 

Canada Goose 94 52.4 49 14.5 14.4 7.6 

Shelduck 2 0.6 1 0.5 13.8 21.2 

Wigeon 884 619.2 23 7.8 0.7 0.3 

Gadwall 207 101.4 89 29.5 11.9 8.0 

Teal 129 77.2 70 37.8 15.0 13.5 

Mallard 692 445.8 34 19.4 1.4 1.2 

Pintail 5 1 1 0.2 5.5 6.4 

Shoveler 50 34 18 5.1 9.9 4.2 

Red-crested Pochard 30 10.6 1 0.0 0.9 0.0 

Pochard 395 290.8 70 47.3 4.9 4.5 

Tufted Duck 644 527.4 87 58.9 3.7 3.1 

Goldeneye 58 26 2 0.5 1.0 0.6 

Smew 1 0.2 2 0.4 55.2 59.1 

Goosander 1 0.2 2 0.2 55.2 25.1 

Ruddy Duck 8 3.6 1 0.2 3.4 1.3 

Moorhen 70 50.6 9 5.1 3.5 2.8 

Coot 2462 1802.8 85 75.8 1.0 1.2 

Kingfisher 3 1.6 2 1.1 18.4 19.4 

Total birds 6421 4393 499 355.5 2.1 2.2 

Species per visit 23 21.8 18 14.6 0.78 0.67 

Total Species all visits 26  24  0.92  

 

 

Comparison with Dix Pit 

Dix Pit  (No. 16) ‘This is the largest lake in the complex, with 13 - 35% of the total 
LWV count over the observation period, this lake is considered to be of very high value for 
wintering waterfowl.  An island in this lake hosts the only heronry in the area.  The lake 
acts as refuge for waterfowl disturbed from other lakes in the complex as well as being an 
important feeding area for some species.  It is also a loafing area for the large number of 
gulls feeding on the adjacent tip and is a major gull roost. The extensive shallow margins 
attract many passage waders. 

Table 3 shows that 16 species had higher concentrations at Radley than Dix Pit and ten of 
these had more than 5 times the density (per hectare): Little Grebe, Cormorant, Greylag 
Goose, Canada Goose, Shelduck, Teal, Tufted Duck, Smew, Goosander and Kingfisher. 
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Table 3   Comparison with Dix Pit (LWV No 16)  

 
Dix Pit  
Area:  35.35 ha 

Radley Lakes E & F 
Area:  11.6  ha 

Ratio: Radley / Dix Pit 
Per hectare basis 

 
03/05 
maximum 

03/05 
average 

05/06 
maximum 

05/06 
average maxima averages 

Little Grebe 0 0.0 4 1.9 ∞ ∞ 

Great Crested Grebe 14 9.2 9 6.4 2.0 2.1 

Cormorant 26 19.0 59 36.7 6.9 5.9 

Grey Heron 7 3.5 5 2.2 2.2 1.9 

Mute Swan 81 15.8 4 1.8 0.2 0.3 

Greylag Goose 0 0.0 64 7.8 ∞ ∞ 

Canada Goose 8 3.7 49 14.5 18.7 12.0 

Shelduck 1 0.2 1 0.5 3.0 8.4 

Wigeon 803 218.8 23 7.8 0.1 0.1 

Gadwall 167 53.0 89 29.5 1.6 1.7 

Teal 35 12.5 70 37.8 6.1 9.2 

Mallard 44 23.2 34 19.4 2.4 2.5 

Pintail 4 1.5 1 0.2 0.8 0.5 

Shoveler 47 21.8 18 5.1 1.2 0.7 

Red-crested Pochard 16 6.3 1 0.0 0.2 0.0 

Pochard 122 64.7 70 47.3 1.7 2.2 

Tufted Duck 42 29.8 87 58.9 6.3 6.0 

Goldeneye 10 7.5 2 0.5 0.6 0.2 

Smew 0 0.0 2 0.4 ∞ ∞ 

Goosander 0 0.0 2 0.2 ∞ ∞ 

Ruddy Duck 8 2.2 1 0.2 0.4 0.2 

Moorhen 15 8.0 9 5.1 1.8 1.9 

Coot 787 447.7 85 75.8 0.3 0.5 

Kingfisher 0 0.0 2 1.1 ∞ ∞ 

Total birds 2003 948.3 499 355.5 0.8 1.1 

Species per visit 17 16.0 18 14.6 1.06 0.91 

Total Species all visits 19   24   1.26   

 

Six species: Mute Swan, Wigeon, Pintail, Red Crested Pochard, Ruddy Duck and Coot 
were more common at Dix Pit. 

Slightly more species were seen per visit at Dix Pit (16.0 compared to 14.6 at Radley).  
Again, this is not unexpected statistically, because it has three times the area of Radley 
Lakes and a greater numbers of birds seen. 

The total densities of birds at the two sites are roughly comparable. 
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Comparison with Shifford Lake 

Shifford Lake (No 38) is the most diverse lake of the 40 LWV lakes with up to 16% 
of the total count.  This lake is of very high value for wintering waterfowl, despite its 
relatively small area of 9.6 ha. 

 

Table 4   Comparison with Shifford Lake (Lower Windrush Valley)  

 
Shifford Lake 
Area:  9.6 ha 

Radley Lakes E & F 
Area:  11.6 ha 

Ratio: Radley / Shifford 
(Per hectare basis) 

 
03/05 

maximum 
03/05 

average 
05/06 

maximum 
05/06 

average maxima averages 

Little Grebe 9 3.8 4 1.9 0.4 0.4 

Great Crested Grebe 10 4.3 9 6.4 0.7 1.2 

Cormorant 3 1.8 59 36.7 16.2 16.5 

Grey Heron 1 0.2 5 2.2 4.1 10.7 

Mute Swan 5 2.3 4 1.8 0.7 0.6 

Greylag Goose 252 42.0 64 7.8 0.2 0.2 

Canada Goose 56 11.3 49 14.5 0.7 1.1 

Shelduck 0 0.0 1 0.5 ∞ ∞ 

Wigeon 421 227.3 23 7.8 0.05 0.03 

Gadwall 16 6.5 89 29.5 4.6 3.8 

Teal 45 8.8 70 37.8 1.3 3.5 

Mallard 29 11.8 34 19.4 1.0 1.4 

Pintail 0 0.0 1 0.2 ∞ ∞ 

Shoveler 9 2.7 18 5.1 1.7 1.6 

Red-crested Pochard 0 0.0 1 0.0 ∞ - 

Pochard 13 5.8 70 47.3 4.4 6.7 

Tufted Duck 30 19.7 87 58.9 2.4 2.5 

Goldeneye 2 0.5 2 0.5 0.8 0.9 

Smew 0 0.0 2 0.4 ∞ ∞ 

Goosander 1 0.2 2 0.2 1.7 0.9 

Ruddy Duck 1 0.2 1 0.2 0.8 0.8 

Moorhen 3 1.5 9 5.1 2.5 2.8 

Coot 131 57.0 85 75.8 0.5 1.1 

Kingfisher 0 0.0 2 1.1 ∞ ∞ 

Total birds 797 408.0 499 355.5 0.5 0.7 

Species per visit 17 12.3 18 14.6 1.06 1.19 

Total Species all visits 20   24   1.20   

 

Table 4 shows that 14 species out of 24 had higher concentrations at Radley than Shifford 
Lake.  Eight species had more than 5 times higher densities at Radley than Shifford Lake:  
Cormorant, Grey Heron, Shelduck, Pintail, Red Crested Pochard, Pochard, Smew, and 
Kingfisher. 

Seven species: Little Grebe, Mute Swan, Greylag Goose, Canada Goose, Wigeon, 
Goldeneye and Ruddy Duck had higher densities at Shifford Lake than at Radley. 

On average the density of all birds at Shifford Lake were higher than at Radley, principally 
because of high numbers of Wigeon and Greylag Geese, for which Lakes E and F are less 
suited because of the lack of a terrestrial grazing area.  

On average, fewer, species were seen per visit to Shifford Lake than at Radley: 12.3 
species compared to 14.6. 
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Species Incidence at Radley and LWV complex 

The incidence of wildfowl species measured as birds per hectare for each of the three 
lakes and the LWV complex as a whole are shown in the histograms, Figure 20 to 23.  The 
scales are logarithmic so as to show the wide variation in densities from the most 
abundant to the rarest species. 

For Radley Lakes, Figure 20, densities vary between about 0.01 to about 6 per hectare for 
24 species.  Several species have moderately high densities Coot (6 /ha), Tufted Duck (5 
/ha), Pochard (4 /ha), Teal (3.2 /ha) and Cormorant (3 /ha). The only wildfowl missing from 
the list are two scarce feral species: Snow Goose and Mandarin Duck. 

Shifford Lake is characterised by the presence of high densities of certain species such as 
Wigeon (23.7 /ha), Greylag Goose (4.4 /ha), and Coot (6 /ha).  Shelduck and Smew are 
absent at Shifford Lake though present at Radley. 

At Dix Pit, Coot (12.7 /ha) and Wigeon (6.2 /ha) are present at high densities as with 
Shifford Lake, however Greylag Goose, Little Grebe, Smew and Goosander are absent. 

For the LWV Lakes as a whole, the densities are much lower for all species than for the 
three selected lakes above.  Confirming that, Radley and the two selected LWV lakes are 
of much higher conservation value than the average of all LWV lakes. 

 

THE PFA FILLED LAKES  

Records for Phase II Lakes 

The recently filled PFA lakes (impounded by bunds) are attractive to gull and wader 
species as roosts.  These lakes are surrounded by 3 metre high chain-link fencing, making 
them secure from human disturbance and mammalian predators.  The predominant 
species using these lakes in winter are Lesser Black Backed Gull, Black Headed Gull and 
Lapwing but they are also used by Herring Gull and Greater Black Backed Gull.  Other 
rarer gull species such as Mediterranean Gull18, Common Gull and Yellow Legged Gull 
have also been reported.  The gulls fly in around dusk to roost in flocks on Lakes H/I or G.  
Large numbers of Lapwing also use these lakes as roosts and between 300 to1150 19 
have been recorded during autumn/ winter period 2005-06.  In the past Golden Plover also 
roosted on the PFA and as many as 800 were recorded by the author on Lake G in 2001 
reducing to 100 in 2002.  Since then there have been no OOS records of this species from 
the site, and none have been seen by the author. 

The lakes are occasionally frequented by small waders, usually on passage.    For 
example, a flock of 9 Ringed Plover and one Dunlin were seen on H/I by the author on 
19/05/04.  Three Dunlin and a rare White Rumped Sandpiper 20 (a juvenile of this North 
American species) were seen on Lakes H/I and G over the period between 27/10/05 and 
9/11/05.  The presence of these four birds was terminated when PFA slurry was pumped 
into Lake H/I from the Power Station.  Little Ringed Plover, breed locally and are often 
seen on Lake H/I during spring and summer, though there is no evidence of them breeding 
there. Green Sandpiper, which frequent the wider Lakes complex, are sometimes seen on 
Lake H/I.  Three Oystercatchers were seen by the author on 5/05/05 on the meadow just 

                                                 
18

 Leo Bateman, Oxonbirds, 8 November 2005 
19

  Bob Eeles, personal communication 
20

 Paul Cropper et al, OOS Bulletin, December 2005 
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across the Thames from Lake H/I, and one was seen coming in to land on that lake on 
25/05/05. Up to five Shelduck (3 males and 2 female) were seen on Lake H/I during May 
2005, subsequently a pair bred, probably in the Lake G, N area and seven juveniles were 
seen on 30/06/05. 

Phase I Lakes 

The PFA lakes, east of the main railway line, were filled under Phase I.  They are in 
private ownership and are still enclosed by chain-link fencing.  They have been partly 
covered with spoil from the excavation of an ornamental pond and a small lake around 
The Old Boat House at Lower Radley and also from Pumney Lake (excavated in 2001) in 
a meadow, across the Thames from Lock Wood. 

Because of the continued presence of fencing around all the Phase I lakes, this habitat 
remains undisturbed.  The area is used by a local farmer for raising Pheasants and 
because of this, measure are taken to control Fox and corvids.   These factors together 
with the open aspect of the area are very favourable for the nesting of wader species. 

Surveys were carried out in the period 2002 to 2004 and about 12 pair of Lapwing were 
nesting on site during the first two years while in 2004 probably 7 pairs were present. 

Redshank have been seen and heard on site during the breeding seasons since before 
1995. Surveys in the three seasons, 2002 to 2004, indicated that two breeding pairs were 
present.  However insufficient surveys were done during the May/June period to establish 
whether juveniles of either Lapwing or Redshank were present. 

Implications for habitat restoration of lake E 

RWE npower claim that Lake E will not be completely filled with PFA until 2015, which 
means that the surface will be continually covered and re-covered with slurry over that 
period so that no significant plant or invertebrate life could establish during that time.  Birds 
would not be able to use the site for foraging or nesting, though they might roost there.   

In this filling stage it is likely that gulls & Lapwing would roost on Lake E, as they do on 
Lakes H/I and G, but they might well continue to use these two lakes in preference, since 
they will not be covered with fresh slurry deposits. 

On completion of filling in nine years time, it is conceivable that Lapwing and Redshank 
might use the site for nesting while the fencing is still in place, though the existing Phase I 
site (Lakes A to D) is likely to be preferred because it is more remote and human and dog 
disturbance is virtually absent, also it is a more mature habitat. 

On removal of the fencing, disturbance by humans and dogs and other mammalian 
predators will undoubtedly increase and it is extremely unlikely that wader species would 
choose to nest there.  It is conceivable that Common Tern might nest on the proposed 
gravel island in the scrape area, in the south-east of the site, as they have on islands in 
Longmead and Pumney Lakes.  However, this scrape is unlikely to contain fish because of 
the presence of heavy metal pollutants, to which fish are very susceptible.  Terns would 
need to fly to the Thames to forage and this would be energetically unfavourable for them, 
particularly since there are better situated nesting sites in the area.  Indeed the loss of 
Lake E will undoubtedly affect the success of the two existing Tern nesting sites. 
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 Figure 21  Peak and average densities (birds per hectare of lake) for Shifford Lake, 

Lower Windrush Valley. 

Figure 20  Peak and average densities (birds per hectare of lake) for Lakes E and F at 
Radley. 

Figure 22  Peak and average densities (birds per hectare of lake) for Dix Pit, Lower 
Windrush Valley. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The loss of the 10.2 hectares of Thrupp Lake will have dire consequences for birds.  
Wintering and breeding wildfowl which have used Radley Lakes over the last fifty years 
will be completely lost to the area.  The remaining small waterbodies such as Bullfield (F), 
Orchard (M) and Longmead Lakes have insufficient area to attract more than a few tens of 
Tufted Duck and Coot.  Probably two pair of breeding Kingfisher will be lost. 

The unique habitat type and water purity of Bullfield Lake will be severely compromised, 
by the five month dewatering operation, and all its aquatic flora and fauna will die.  
Because of the radically changed groundwater flow regime, as a result of lining Thrupp 
Lake it seems very unlikely that the unique water quality and habitat will return to Bullfield 
Lake when it is allowed to fill again. 

Birds that use Thrupp Lake for foraging, such as Sand Martin, Common Tern, Cormorant 
and Hobby, will also be completely lost or severely affected. 

The loss of trees from the islands and margins of Thrupp Lake will have severe affects on 
passerines such as Cetti’s Warbler.  The dewatering of both lakes may kill trees and 
vegetation that is supposed to be preserved. 

With regard to legal protection, the situation is summarised in Table 5 for species that 
have been recorded on site over the last year.A number of points should be emphasized: 

The birds listed in Table 5 are wholly or partly dependent on the habitat of Lakes E and F 
and their immediate surroundings: 2 are red listed species, 16 amber listed species, 5 
species specially protected under Annex 1 of the Wild Birds Directive (1979) and 6 species 
specially protected under Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981). 

A comparison with numbers and species present in the two best lakes of the Lower 
Windrush Valley indicate that Lakes E and F have very high conservation value for 
wintering wildfowl.  All of these wildfowl would be lost if Lake E were filled since Lake F is 
not of sufficient size to attract or keep any of these species. 

The dewatering of Lake E will drain Lake F and consequently kill all of its aquatic life.  It is 
doubtful whether its habitat status as ‘hard water oligo-mesotrophic with benthic vegetation 
of Chara spp.’ could be restored after being dry for 5 months, because of radical changes 
in groundwater flow due to the impounding of Lake E. 

The site in summer is host to a wide range of breeding species including: Kingfisher, 
Cetti’s Warbler, Red Crested Pochard, Tufted Duck and Shelduck.  Most of these would 
be lost as breeding species if the proposal were implemented.  Cetti’s Warbler would 
probably persist, however at the sites beside the Thames  

Sand Martin and Hobby are probably totally dependent on Lakes E and F as a foraging 
resource in the breeding season.  Grey Heron, and Common Tern are partially dependent 
and their numbers in nearby breeding colonies are likely to be severely affected.  It is quite 
possible that the Heronry at Furze Brake would no longer be viable, as it has already been 
depleted due to the filling of Lake H/I and other lakes at Radley. 
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Table 5 Protected Species 

Listing 

Red 

 Species 
Amber 

Wild Birds & Habitats 
Directive 

Annex 1 

Wildlife and Countryside 
Act (1981) 

 Schedule 1 

Little Grebe    
Great Crested Grebe    

Cormorant Amber   
Grey Heron    
Mute Swan Amber   

Greylag Goose    
Canada Goose    

Shelduck Amber   
Wigeon Amber   
Gadwall Amber   

Teal Amber   
Mallard    
Pintail Amber   

Shoveler Amber   
Red-crested Pochard    

Pochard Amber   
Tufted Duck    

Goldeneye Amber   
Smew  

•  
Goosander    

Ruddy Duck    
Water Rail  Amber 

 
  

Moorhen    
Coot    

Green Sandpiper   • 
Common Sandpiper    

Common Tern  
•  

Red Kite Amber 
• • 

Hobby   • 
Peregrine Falcon Amber 

• • 
Kingfisher Amber 

 
• • 

Sand Martin Amber   
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Red   

Grey Wagtail Amber   
Cetti’s Warbler   • 
Reed Bunting Red   
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APPENDIX A   HABITAT, FOOD AND NESTING 

Table 6 Habitat requirements of waterfowl 

species foraging habitat food nesting habitat 

Grebes, Cormorant Heron    

Little Grebe lakes, rivers fish, insects, crustaceans, molluscs floating mound of vegetation in water 

Great Crested Grebe lakes, rivers fish floating mound of vegetation in water 

Cormorant lakes, rivers fish; mainly <7.5 cm, up to 15 cm; DFI  800 to 900 g  

Grey Heron lake and river margins, streams, ditches fish <20 cm, amphibians  

Swans Geese    

Mute Swan aquatic vegetation (by upending), grass aquatic vegetation, grass mound of vegetation, in or near water 

Greylag Goose grassland grazing grass, grain, roots scrape near water 

Canada Goose grassland grazing grass, aquatic vegetation, cereals lined hollow beside water, often on island 

Dabbling duck    

Shelduck shallow water to 0.5 m  crustaceans, molluscs down lined cup in burrow 

Wigeon Grassland grazing, shallow water grass, aquatic vegetation lined hollow by water 

Gadwall shallow water aquatic vegetation lined hollow by water 

Teal shallow water aquatic vegetation, seeds lined hollow in marsh 

Mallard shallow water aquatic seeds, plants, invertebrates lined hollow on ground 

Pintail grassland grazing, shallow water aquatic vegetation, invertebrates lined hollow in vegetation 

Shoveler shallow water crustaceans, molluscs, seeds, plants lined hollow by water 

Red-crested Pochard  shallow water Stems, roots and seeds of aquatic vegetation  reeds by water 

Diving duck    

Pochard lakes: 1 to 6 m Plants and seeds, snails, invertebrates, small fish  mound of vegetation by water 

Tufted Duck lakes: 1 to 6 m Molluscs, invertebrates, aquatic plants lined hollow near water 

Goldeneye lakes: 1 to 6 m molluscs, crustaceans  

Sawbills    

Smew lakes: 1 to 6 m Fish, invertebrates  

Goosander lakes: 1 to 6 m fish 90% < 7.5 cm  

Rallidae    

Moorhen 
Water rail? 

lake and river margins, streams, ditches 
aquatic insects, molluscs, seeds, plants 

cup near ground 

Coot surface feeding, dive to 3m, grassland,  aquatic plants & seeds bulky cup among aquatic vegetation 

Others    

Common Tern lakes, rivers fish sparsely vegetated islands 

Kingfisher lakes, streams, rivers fish, aquatic insects excavated hole in bank 

Sand Martin forages mainly above waterbodies flying insects excavated hole in sand bank 

Grey Wagtail forages near to water insects cup nest in crevice near water 
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APPENDIX B   STATUS OF WATERFOWL AT RADLEY 

 

Table 7 Status of waterfowl species at Radley 

species Status lakes E & F occurrence comments 
Grebe, Cormorant, Heron    

Little Grebe breeding resident & autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Great Crested Grebe breeding resident & autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Cormorant autumn/winter visitor; potential breeder frequent Roost in trees on line of islands in Lake E  

Grey Heron breeding resident frequent Heronry at Furze Brake 2 km distant; 30 to 50 nests 

Swans / Geese    
Mute Swan breeding resident frequent  

Greylag Goose breeding resident frequent  

Canada Goose breeding resident frequent  

Dabbling duck    
Shelduck breeding resident and passage visitor regular  

Wigeon autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Gadwall resident & autumn/winter visitor; potential breeder frequent  

Teal autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Mallard breeding resident & autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Pintail autumn/winter visitor occasional   

Shoveler autumn/winter visitor regular  

Red-crested Pochard  breeding resident regular  

Diving duck    
Pochard autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Tufted Duck breeding resident & autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Goldeneye autumn/winter visitor regular  

Sawbills    
Smew autumn/winter visitor regular  

Goosander autumn/winter visitor occasional  

Ruddy Duck autumn/winter visitor occasional  

Rallidae    
                                        Water Rail breeding resident & autumn/winter visitor regular Reported to have bred  

Moorhen breeding resident frequent  

Coot breeding resident & autumn/winter visitor frequent  

Others    
Common Tern breeding summer visitor frequent Nests on islands in Pumney Lake and Longmead Lake 

Kingfisher breeding resident frequent Nests in banks probably on islands 

Sand Martin breeding summer visitor frequent Nests in sand piles and banks in Tuckwell’s works 

Grey Wagtail breeding resident frequent Nests in sand crevices by water and in outbuildings 
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APPENDIX C   RECENT RADLEY RECORDS 2004-6 

observer DG anon DG DG DG DG anon TW anon JB SC DG SB TW DG DG DG JN DG RE RE RE   Area: 11.6 ha 
date  mm/dd 15/11/05 22/11/05 22/11/05 29/11/05 5/12/05 15/12/05 12/29 26/12/05 29/12/05 1/1/06 2/1/06 5/1/06 7/1/06 8/1/06 12/1/06 18/1/06 21/1/06 28/1/06 30/1/06 2/2/06 8/2/06 10/2/06 Max Avg max/ha avg/ha 
Mute Swan 2 2 4 2 0 2 0     2   2 2  2 2    4 1.8 0.3 0.16 

Greylag Gse 0 0 0 0 0 2 20     0   0 64  43 0    64 10.8 5.5 0.93 
Canada Gse 0 0 2 0 0 0 49         28     33 47   42 0       49 16.8 4.2 1.44 

Shelduck 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1   1 1   0 0  0 0    1 0.4 0.1 0.03 
Wigeon 6 11 23 0 8 8 20     8   0 1 4 15 4    23 8.3 2.0 0.72 
Gadwall 12 12 18 20 20 18 34     49   30 23 6 39 89    89 28.5 7.7 2.45 

Teal 30 15 24 31 20 19 59 30    46   60 50 70 32 37    70 37.4 6.0 3.22 
Mallard 21 24 8 8 13 28 21     13   27 34   16    34 19.4 2.9 1.67 
Pintail 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1   1 0   1 0  0 0   2 2 0.3 0.2 0.03 

Shoveler 6 1 1 4 0 2 1 5     1 6     2 18 7 14 18       18 5.7 1.6 0.49 
Pochard 16 53 36 31 51 39 38     70   46 60 58 34 69    70 46.2 6.0 3.99 

Red-crested Pochard 0 0 0 0 0 0 0     0   0 0  0 0  1  1 0.1 0.1 0.01 
Tufted Duck 49 47 44 70 69 71 87     44   57 50  35 60    87 56.9 7.5 4.91 

Goldeneye 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2   1 1 1     1 0   0 0       2 0.5 0.2 0.05 
Smew 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 1   0 2  0 0  0 0 3   3 0.6 0.3 0.05 

Goosander 0 0 2 0 0 0 0         0     0 0   0 0       2 0.2 0.2 0.01 
Ruddy Duck 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1       0     0 0   0 0       1 0.2 0.1 0.01 
Little Grebe 0 1 2 3 3 2 4     3   2 0 1 0 2    4 1.8 0.3 0.15 

Great Crested Grebe 6 9 8 7 6 7 5     8   6 5  2 3    9 6.0 0.8 0.52 
Cormorant 36 6 13 44 15 42 42     54   28 56 45 5 59    59 34.2 5.1 2.95 

Grey Heron 2 2 3 5 2 2 2         1     1 2 3 1 1       5 2.1 0.4 0.18 
Moorhen 9  5 4 6 6 0     4   4 6   2    9 4.6 0.8 0.40 

Coot 66 72 72 85 81 85 69         76     80 81   37 67       85 72.6 7.3 6.26 
Kingfisher 0   2 0 0 2 0         2     1 0   0 2       2 0.8 0.2 0.07 

Total 261 255 267 314 294 337 455         416     381 499     431               
Species 13   17 13 12 18 18         18     17 15   13 15       18 15.4     

                          
                          

observer anon anon anon anon anon anon anon DG DG                 
date 15/10/04 15/12/04 15/3/05 15/5/05 15/6/05 15/7/05 15/8/05 7/10/05 1/11/05                 

Mute Swan 8 5 0 3 2 1 2 2 2 Observers                   
Greylag Gse 2 0 2 0 0 0 0 1 0 SB Steve Burch               
Canada Gse 0 0 24 9 1 0 94 0 0 JB Jeremy Biggs               

Shelduck 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 SC Steve Clarke               
Wigeon 64 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 27 RE Bob Eeles               
Gadwall 25 21 28 0 0 0 0 0 0 DG David Guyoncourt             

Teal 6 73 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 JN John Newbegin             
Mallard 0 8 5 5 7 10 11 6 6 TW Tom Wickens               

Pintail 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0                 
Shoveler 0 2 54 0 0 0 0 1 0                 
Pochard 3 27 11 0 2 3 4 14 20                 

Red-crested Pochard 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1                 
Tufted Duck 20 23 30 34 9 12 36 34 62                 

Goldeneye 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0                 
Smew 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0                 

Goosander 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0                 
Ruddy Duck 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0                 
Little Grebe 0 0 5 0 0 0 0 0 0                 

Great Crested Grebe 1 0 12 7 1 2 1 5 4                 
Cormorant 6 10 13 0 0 0 7 20 13                 

Grey Heron 1 4 1 1 0 1 0 0 3                 
Moorhen        11 8                 

Coot 158 121 24 21 28 20 52 66 68                 
Kingfisher 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2                 

Total 294 295 211 80 50 49 210 165 216                 
Species 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0                 
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Figure D.1  Records of Great Crested Grebe at 

Radley 1999 to 2006 

Figure D.2  Records of Little Grebe at Radley 

1999 to 2006 

Figure D.3  Records of Cormorant at Radley 

1999 to 2006 

Figure D.4  Records of Shelduck at Radley 1999 
to 2006 

Figure D.5  Records of Wigeon at Radley 1999 

to 2006 

Figure D.6  Records of Gadwall at Radley 1999 

to 2006 

APPENDIX D  OXFORD ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY RECORDS FOR RADLEY SINCE 1999 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Birds of The Radley Lakes                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       Report No. SRL/WE/005.1 (07/04/2006)                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
 
 

 
Page 35 of 36 

 
© SAVE RADLEY LAKES 2006 

 
 

 

Figure D.7  Records of Shoveler at Radley 1999 

to 2006 

Figure D.8  Records of Teal at Radley 1999 to 

2006 

Figure D.9  Records of Pintail at Radley 1999 to 

2006 

Figure D.10  Records of Pintail at Radley 1999 

to 2006 

Figure D.11  Records of Tufted Duck at Radley 

1999 to 2006 

Figure D.12  Records of Goldeneye at Radley 

1999 to 2006 
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Figure D.13  Records of Smew at Radley 1999 

to 2006 

Figure D.14  Records of Red Crested Pochard 

at Radley 1999 to 2006 

Figure D.15  Records of Coot at Radley 1999 to 

2006 

Figure D.16  Records of Kingfisher at Radley 

1999 to 2006 
Figure D.17  Records of Water Rail at Radley 

1999 to 2006 

 

 

 


