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A SUMMARY OF THE VISION
The Lye Valley contains an internationally rare habitat: tufa-forming (calcareous) valley-head
alkaline spring-fen. This supports 22 species of plant rare in Oxfordshire of which 14 are on
the rarest plants in England (Red) List. There are also 10 species of nationally rare and 27
species of nationally scarce invertebrates, as well as thriving populations of reptiles and
amphibians. Due to the loss of such habitats nationally, this particular type of fen is the now
the rarest natural habitat in the whole of England.
Our Vision is to conserve and/or restore the whole of the Lye Valley as a natural continuous
green area of land with a mosaic of different wet and dry habitats - from Girdlestone Road
and Warren Crescent in the north, the Warneford and Churchill Hospitals in the west, Oxford
Golf Course to Barracks Lane in the south and Peat Moors and Fairview estates in the east.
The Lye Valley Fens can be protected and enhanced by joining up the disparate areas of
habitat by recreating or restoring a contiguous strip of fen. Further, the protection of the
surrounding catchment will help to protect and maintain a healthy water supply to the fen
habitats. Retaining more water in fen areas in the upper reaches of the Lye and Boundary
brooks gives the additional benefit of reducing run-off and brook flow, thus reducing flooding
problems downstream.

THE NEED FOR A VISION
The Lye Valley and its fen habitats are very fragile and amazingly, two small areas have
survived with most of their rare species still present. These areas were designated SSSI in
1972 (re-notified in 1987) and are therefore protected under national legislation, with grantfunded management agreements put in place by Natural England. Relic fen areas outside
SSSI limits, and other fens in Oxfordshire have not fared so well and most no longer have
many of their important species. Therefore, the Friends of Lye Valley have created an allembracing Vision; not only to actively conserve the remaining special habitats and their
species in the Lye Valley, but to where possible restore some of these relic fen habitats and
create a living green valley in the centre of Oxford on what remains of the old “Hogley Bog”
and its surrounding area.
For centuries the Lye Valley and surrounding land was used for common rights grazing,
which created valuable habitats by allowing smaller flowers to flourish. But over the last
century, the valley has changed. Enclosure resulted in the cessation of grazing meaning
scrub and trees grew up in previously open areas. Subsequent urbanisation in the form of
large housing estates and other buildings means the valley is now impinged on and
surrounded by development.
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The vegetation in the valley has dramatically changed as a result of lack of management and
trees now dominate large areas of the valley. Further to this, the valley wildlife is
significantly threatened by pollution and other water-related issues.
The catchment area of the springs, once an open green landscape, is now partly urbanised,
which reduces water penetration into the soil and thus reduces outflow from the springs
(evidence landowner observation and presence of dry peat above current spring issue
points). Pressure for more development around the valley threatens this even further. Water
run-off from the surrounding area, instead of percolating gently into the ground, is now
captured in large drains and fed into the brooks. Flash-flooding as a result of the
concentration of water flow to a small number of locations is causing erosion of the stream
banks and the desiccation of the adjacent fen. Continuous drying has damaged the fen
habitats causing vegetation changes, including the decline and/or loss of the characteristic
fen plants, and the small shallow pools for the insects that make the site so special.
Achieving this Vision
The Vision is ambitious and will require the cooperation of many organisations and people. It
will take time to achieve, but the benefits for wildlife, and the people that use the valley, will
be great.
The Vision can be achieved through voluntary agreements with landowners to manage
target areas and through land purchase to safeguard areas and restore or recreate habitats.
Grant funding will be needed, and the support of wildlife groups, the City Council, Natural
England and other landowners, organisations and individuals.

THE LYE VALLEY: FOR PEOPLE AND FOR NATURE
For People
The Lye Valley is in the heart of Oxford and its location close to a number housing areas and
the Churchill Hospital means it is well used by people as a through route and a general area
for informal exercise. It is part of long distance walking or jogging routes in Oxford. The area
is tranquil and remarkable in the way it shields the visitor from the sound of major traffic
movements nearby. However, it is not just an important site for people, but also a very
important wildlife site.
The ecological and historic value of this landscape is worth conserving to maintain a green
area in the heart of Oxford, helping to keep the cities‟ reputation as a truly “green city”. This
is something that is very much at risk with the pressure to develop. The conservation of the
thousands of years old natural heritage in the Lye Valley (far older than the world famous
built heritage) should be vital to the city.
Steeped in Botanical History
The Lye Valley fens were well known to the very earliest botanists at Oxford University and
their records, notes and specimens tell a story of the wildlife from the 1600s to today. Such a
history of recording is a unique heritage in its own right. Names for the site from previous
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centuries include: Hogley Bog, Ogley Bog, Hockley-in-ye-Hole, Hockliffe, Headington Bog,
Peat Bogs under Bullingdon Green and Bullingdon Bog.
For Nature
The Lye Valley, in East Oxford, contains two small areas of an 8,000 year-old internationally
rare habitat, a wetland known as a tufa-forming (calcareous) valley-head alkaline spring-fen.
These two small areas of tufa-forming calcareous fen habitat in Lye Valley have been
designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (or SSSIs).The fen is formed by water from
a valley side spring line along the length of the Lye and Boundary Brooks. Peat (waterlogged dead plant remains) has accumulated over thousands of years in the valley bottom
and on some slopes. In places the peat underlying the vegetation is just over a metre deep.
Apart from the two surviving fragments of SSSI fen, the majority of the historic open fen
habitat on the peat in the lower part of the valley is now mostly scrub or wet woodland. This
overgrown fen forms a long thin strip between the two SSSIs and is an important part of the
greater Lye Valley and Cowley Marsh Local Wildlife Site (LWS).
The two portions of SSSI Fen together cover c. 1.5 ha of only 19 ha of this habitat left in
England. Due to losses nationally this particular type of fen is the now the rarest natural
habitat in the whole of England. The Lye Valley Fens support 22 species of plant rare in
Oxfordshire of which 14 species are on the list of rarest plants in England (Red List). There
are also 10 species of nationally rare and 27 species of nationally scarce invertebrates,
notably soldier flies, beetles and Glow-worms, as well as thriving populations of reptiles and
amphibians.
The surrounding habitats on the higher drier banks of the valley have wild flowers and scrub
which provide nectar and pollen for the fen‟s invertebrates and habitat for birds, bats and
mammals such as badgers.
For the future
Crucial to the survival of the fen habitats is the rainwater catchment and infiltration zone
beyond the valley. From an eighteenth century description (1794) of the species of fen plants
„in Peat bogs under Bullingdon Green‟ it is clear that there was open, grazed, common land
on higher ground in the 18th century all around the valleys of the two brooks. Today, it is
likely that surviving parts of this area, the old Bullingdon Green, include parts of the Golf
Course, Churchill Hospital field, allotments and play areas adjacent to the valley – as well as
gardens of houses. This catchment is mostly underlain by permeable Jurassic Wheatley
limestone or Beckley Sands over impermeable Oxford Clay. Water flow from the limestone
and/or sand aquifer allows springs to run continuously, keeping the fen wet and maintaining
the correct water chemistry for the limey spring deposits (tufa) essential for the special
wildlife in the valley. The surface and groundwater catchments for the fens and the Lye and
Boundary brooks were calculated by Lamberth (2007).
An important part of the Vision is the protection of this catchment to maintain a healthy water
supply to the fen habitats. Not only the catchment of the actual SSSI areas needs
protection, but protection should also be given to catchment areas supplying spring water to
the areas to be restored to fen. Retaining current greenfield areas is critical. The catchment
of both the Lye and Boundary brooks is important because these watercourses run next to
fen habitat and high storm flows have eroded and thus dried this habitat. It is likely that
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further hydrological evidence will be required in order that the catchment area may be more
accurately defined.
The Vision also includes the aspiration to recreate a wider drainage system for the local area
based more on natural percolation or small scale drainage, rather than large scale artificial
drainage. The aim is to increase permeability of the urban catchment as a whole to ensure
better groundwater recharge („depaving‟, re-greening, retrofitting maintained SUDS) and to
intercept as much as possible of the water currently draining off urban areas before it flows
into the main drains entering at the head of the valley. Reducing the flow of water through
these drains, especially during period of heavy rain, will reduce the erosion of the Lye and
Boundary Brooks and help prevent the undercutting of the peat and drying-out of the fen.
It is also important to retain more water in the areas of fen itself, by keeping its spring water
on site using low barriers made of natural materials, to re-wet dry areas and restore pools.
This will also reduce surface water run-off from the fen and thus lessen brook flow and the
problems of erosion and flooding downstream in the Golf Course, Barracks Lane and
Florence park areas, caused by the high storm flows in the Lye and Boundary Brooks. This
role will be especially important in view of climate change, with warming temperatures
meaning a predicted increased frequency of more intense rainfall events and reduced overall
annual rainfall leading to changes in the supply of water to the fen from its springs.

The Vision
Our ecological and landscape Vision for the Lye Valley is for the conservation of all the
green open un-built landscape on the remaining areas of the formerly more extensive
Bullingdon Green which surrounds the valley. A mosaic of habitats is desirable, including:
short open fen, tall herb fen, transitional open habitats between the fen and drier grassland
and natural (native species) woodland and trees. Some of the desirable habitats already
exist, but some will require restoration management. Open habitats, of which there have
been major losses, will be the main focus of much of the restoration work. Particular effort
should go into encouraging nectar flower-rich corridor strips on both wet and dry areas to
help insects of the fens and pollinators in general - and provide links between existing and
future open habitats.
The Vision takes in the whole of the Lye Valley from Girdlestone Road and Warren Crescent
in the north, the Warneford and Churchill Hospitals in the west, Oxford Golf Course to
Barracks Lane, (including Barracks Lane Meadow) and Cowley Marsh in the south and Peat
Moors and Fairview estates in the east. This area is shown in Map 1 below.
The Vision seeks to join up the existing areas of rare and special open fen habitats,
connecting the high quality short open habitat in the north and south of the valley by
recreating a continuous strip of mostly open valley bottom fen between these two existing
areas. Additional fen habitat would be restored, extending along both the western (upper)
section of the Boundary Brook and the southern section of the Boundary Brook (south of the
existing fen habitat of the South Fen).
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In summary the aim for the Fen habitats is to recreate as much as possible of the continuous
predominantly open fen habitat of the old historic „Hogley Bog‟ as surveyed and described by
the old botanists and naturalists of Oxford. Map 2, below, shows the “Vision Area”
specifically for these fen habitats.
The overall Vision includes the surviving undeveloped areas of the former Bullingdon Green,
including the lower valley bottom fen habitats of the old Hogley Bog which were contained
and surrounded by Bullingdon Green. This involves much more than conserving and
extending the existing rare calcareous fen areas, as the landscape includes a diversity of
other historic habitats including dry limestone grassland and sandy grassland as well as
newer habitats such as woodland. The woodlands, though mostly of relatively recent origin,
are also of great value for wildlife and people. This wider landscape is of great importance as
it protects and conserves the vital water [supply] catchment of the fen habitats and
possesses in its own right an enormous diversity of life that relies on the wide range of
habitats in the area as a whole. Figure 3 below (indicative only) shows the whole of the
ground water and surface water catchments for current and historic fen habitat, redrawn
from Lamberth (2007). Obtaining further hydrological evidence on catchments is an
important part of this Vision.
Small isolated patches of habitat (such as the current North and South Fens) tend to lose
species and a larger area of continuous habitat is the way forward to actively conserve and
prevent the decline of the valley and its special wildlife, for future generations to enjoy.
Not all the undeveloped areas have to be managed with nature conservation as their priority
function but it is important these areas remain as “green” spaces” to maintain as large a
natural catchment as possible and provide linking habitats between the better wildlife sites.
For example, recreational sites such as the Golf Course can still provide ecological benefits
without being managed entirely for nature conservation. Opportunities to improve all or part
of the remaining undeveloped areas for nature conservation should be looked for and
encouraged wherever possible, perhaps as part of wider city schemes such as the Pollinator
Initiative.
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Map 1 The Vision Area; sketch map indicating, as far as possible, the remaining
undeveloped green land and where known, what used to be the old Bullingdon Green,
surrounding the Lye and Boundary Brooks. The area includes only selected (the most
important) private gardens, specifically those to the west of Lye Valley Road which
include relic fen habitat and dry slopes above. Key – ORC- Old Road Campus, BDIBig Data Institute (both Oxford University).

To Add Scale & North
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Map 2 – The historic location and extent of the former „Hogley Bog‟ fen habitats as
indicated by old maps and ground study. Key: The current SSSI fen habitat is shown as
black and the old peat deposits shown as red.
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Figure 3 Catchment limits, as currently known. The black line shows the outer limits of
the surface and groundwater catchments for the Lye and Boundary brooks as far south as
Barracks Lane. Note, indicative only, redrawn from the diagrams in the report of C. Lamberth
(2007). Solid red indicates the two SSSI fen areas. Dashed red line indicates a probable
northern extension area of the groundwater catchment (pers.comm. C. Lamberth,
23.08.2013 to J Webb)

Reference
8

Vision for the Lye Valley

Friends of Lye Valley, November 2016

Lamberth, C. (2007) ‘Investigation of the possible hydrological effects on the Lye Valley
Sites of Special Scientific Interest and the riparian zones of the Lye and Boundary Brooks
as a result of development on Southfield Golf Course’. Strategic Housing Land Availability
Assessment Report to Oxford City Council.

9

