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DIGSWELL LAKE SOCIETY 
 
The Society maintains Digswell Lake and the surrounding 
wooded parkland (17½ acres in all ) as a nature reserve and 
place of tranquil beauty. 
 

Newsletter      Autumn 2017 
 


 

All evening 
meetings  

commence at 
7.30 pm  

 
and are held 

at the  
 

Digswell Village Hall 
Harmer Green Lane 

Digswell 
 

Admission charge 
only £4.00 

 

which includes 
refreshments 

 
Your friends are 
most welcome  
to come along 

 
Ring Bob Leys 

0n 01707 321157 
for information 

 




Diary Dates 
 

Friday 17th Nov. 2017 
Speaker: Claire Robinson 
Herts. & Middlesex Wildlife Trust 
Subject: Where the wild things are. 
 
Friday 15th June 2018 
AGM 
There is, of course, no admission 
charge for this meeting. 

Photograph sent in by Society member Barbara Hanak 
When you next visit the lake try to find this spot—lovely view at any time 

of the year. (see page 7) 

THIS ISSUE IS PARTLY SPONSORED BY “MAIL BOXES ETC” AND FOR WHICH SUPPORT THE SOCIETY IS MOST GRATEFUL. 
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401 Knightsfield, 
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Deborah Anne Smith 
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YOUR CHAIRMAN 
 
 
Peter Neville, after 
many years of out-
standing service, stood 
down at this year's 
AGM.  The Society has 
appointed Simon Steb-
bings as his successor." 

As Peter Neville indicated in the Spring Newsletter and as reported by James Godbold on next page, 
Peter has, after 30 years of service, retired both as a Director of the Society and as the Society’s Chair-
man.  As a consequence I have been asked – and have agreed – to step into his shoes as your Chair-
man.  Quite how I will do so in the light of Peter’s outstanding contribution to the development of the 
Society I am unsure.  We will clearly miss him. 

To start with, let me first apologise to any members who turned up at Digswell Village Hall for the first of 
this winter’s talks.  I very much regret that, as a result of a misunderstanding between us and the hall 
organisers, there was a clash of dates.  I am pleased to report, however, that the presentation  to be 
given by Claire Robinson of the Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust has been re-scheduled for Friday 17th 
November and I hope many of you will be able to come along and hear her talk on “Where the wild 
things are”. 

Turning to the Lake and its surrounds, it has become apparent, as was suggested at this year’s AGM, 
that a new long term management plan needs to be put in place so that the Lake can continue to be 
enjoyed by all in future years.  As you will see in James Godbold’s report we have had to engage con-
tractors to remove a rotting ash tree which, had it fallen, would have blocked the grass walkway from 
the entrance to the Lake and potentially damaged a good few other trees at the same time.  In addition 
another ash tree recently fell across Digswell Park Road onto adjacent land, with the immediate prob-
lem being dealt with by the Highways Authority.  It is clear, therefore, that a degree of tree management 
work will need to be done in order to preserve the health of the trees we have around the Lake and to 
encourage new growth.  James has also reported on the steps being taken to control Himalayan Bal-
sam.  These have resulted in a reduction of the number of flowering plants this year, especially on the 
south-west side of the Lake, though much work will still need to be done in coming years. 

As for the Lake itself, we are looking into ways to reduce the growth of algae and improve both its looks 
and its value as a habitat for nesting birds and water voles.  This year does not appear to have been as 
productive a year as might have been expected with both swans and coots struggling to raise chicks to 
adulthood.  Sadly a water vole survey found no traces of these delightful animals in the Society’s 
grounds though signs of their presence were found in the river upstream just across Digswell Park 
Lane.  It would be good to see them back at the Lake again. 

And then there is the River Mimram.  We are privileged to have access to approximately 400 metres of 
this special river.  Unfortunately, as I am sure we all recognise, the river is not in the best of shape at 
the moment.  Mostly this is due to a lack of rain, which has resulted in the lowest river level for many 
years.  While we cannot do anything about this except to cross our fingers and hope for a wet winter 
this year and early next, there are things that can be done to improve the flow of our section of the river, 
increase the growth of in-stream and marginal plants and reduce the amount of silt in the river.  In this 
context, the Society is expecting to receive detailed proposals from the Environment Agency to carry 
out works designed to achieve just this.  These works would involve reducing the width of the river 
through the installation of natural features and opening up sections of the canopy to allow more light to 
reach the river.  We will, of course, keep you informed about the nature of any proposed work – none of 
which can be undertaken without the Society’s permission - through a new “Projects” section of the 
website. 

Simon Stebbings 

CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN 

mailto:.leys@ntlworld.com
mailto:MemSec.DLS@gmail.com
mailto:deborah.smith@consultant.com


From our Chief Operating Director and Vice Chairman - James Godbold 
 
Having given 30 years of valuable service to the Lake Society, Peter Neville our retiring Chairman said 
at the recent AGM “There are 101 things happening behind the scenes that are not seen by the mem-
bers that allow for the smooth running of the society.” 
 

The Society was 60 years old this year and Peter has been involved for half of that time as a director 
and longer as a member. While Peter remains a member I would like to thank him, on behalf of all the 
committee members he has served with over the years, for his service and skills too numerous to list 
but including tenacity, clarity, perseverance and minute taking, the latter service will be sorely missed 
so if we have a member who would like to be our minute taker a position is awaiting you now! 
 

Peter earlier in the year presided over the official opening ceremony of the Elliott Crossing. The cross-
ing replaces the plank-and-scaffolding bridge which was put in place alongside the weir as a temporary 
structure many years earlier. The design of the new crossing was chosen from those submitted by a 
number of contractors. It was the most natural-looking, with no obtrusive handrails to spoil the view 
down the Lake from the greensward. A number of friends of the late Mr Elliott attended the opening 
ceremony and commented that he had a love of nature which led him to make us the generous be-
quest that made the project possible. 
 

Over the last year a number of beehives have been set up at the Lake. These are owned and man-
aged by the local branch of the British Beekeepers Association and initial feedback is that the bees are 
very happy with their new home and have plenty of food sources. So we hope to be hosting them for a 
number of years to come. 
 

Another retirement, effective from this autumn, is the long-standing grass cutting contractor Stephen 
Jupp. We will miss his care and attention and his flexibility in cutting the grass when required rather 
than just every prescribed number of weeks as is the case with many contractors. We have now, hope-
fully, found a replacement contractor who we hope we can work as well with in the years to come. 
 

Many other things are taking place in the background, obviously all the normal annual admin items but 
then also other items and projects get added to the list. We are currently negotiating with the Environ-
ment Agency to carry out some habitat improvements along the stretch of the Mimram that flows 
through our site. This has now progressed after a number of site visits and ongoing surveys to the 
stage where works could hopefully be carried out early 2018. As part of these improvements you may 
well have noticed a reduction in the amount of flowering Himalayan Balsam this year. A large number 
of hours have been spent by the work parties, volunteers and external contractors strimming and hand 
pulling this plant. This will continue to be necessary over the coming years and will, no doubt, help our 
fellow riparian land owners in the Mimram valley control this invasive species. Japanese Knotweed 
which we also have on site, and has been well controlled over a number of years, has this year been 
professionally chemically treated with the expectation that its presence will also be reduced if not elimi-
nated. 
 

A more immediate project was the necessary felling of an Ash tree (see page 6) Three limbs had 
grown from a common base; water had got into the joint and weakened the tree to a point where it had 
started to lean. The decision was therefore taken to remove an offending limb that, if left unattended, 
would have fallen across a pathway and also to reduce the remaining two limbs to a safe height. All the 
timber felled was left onsite both as chippings that we will use around the site or in log piles that will 
form habitat piles and decay naturally over the coming years. 
 

I hope this gives you a flavour of the work that takes place to keep the Society ticking over and hope-
fully progressing. If anyone would be interested in joining the committee then please do make yourself 
known, we would love to hear from you. 

James Godbold 
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT  
AUTUMN 2017 

Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull 
 Highlights 
 
Nest reports 
 
I begin with my nesting report on the Coots and 
Swans. There is more about the purpose of 
keeping such records for the BTO later in the ar-
ticle.  
 
Coots.  
There were again 
three pairs on the 
lake.  The pair near-
est the dam failed to 
show any evidence 
of producing any 
young. The other 
two pairs had mixed 
fortunes.  Although 
there was evidence 
of sitting pairs and some reports to me of a few 
young none of my visits after these reports re-
corded any successful growing young and this 
may mean that this year any nesting attempts 
failed to produce young that survived for any sig-
nificant length of time. In that respect it was an 
unusual year. 
  
Mute Swan 
One pair nested 
again on the 
mound of vegeta-
tion at the west end 
of the lake. The 
female was on the 
nest during May 
and subsequently 
six young were ob-
served with parents 
in June. Thereafter every time I saw the family 
the number of young with them declined and by 
the end of July there was only three young and 
only two in August.  
 
Special visitors  
Simon reported to me a male Bullfinch on 21 
June and a calling Tawny Owl at about 8pm.  
I noted a Little Egret on 27 July and a Teal on 
the 31 August. The latter was roosting on a log 
next to some Mallard.  
 
Nest records for BTO.  
I have mentioned above my nest records that I 

have kept for Coot and Swans. These I record 
annually and submit to the British Trust of Orni-
thology (BTO) Nest Record Scheme. The 
scheme was born in 1939, as the Hatching & 
Fledging Enquiry with the simple aim of collect-
ing information on nest sites, clutch size, timing 
and breeding success.  It is becoming important 
now to see if climate change is having any ef-
fects on breeding performance as each year the 
number of successful broods can be matched 
against climate data or other changes in environ-
ment. We can look at long terms trends. In re-
spect of Coots and Mute Swans the following 
information on BTO records may be of interest.  
 
Coot 
Various long term surveys indicate a long-term 
increase in the national population, although the 
magnitude of the change is not clear. There has 

a lso been 
w i d e s p r e a d 
moderate in-
crease across 
Europe since 
1980. Despite 
t h e s e  i n -
creases the 
breeding data 
is more mixed. 

In the 23 years 1991-2014 there was a -49% de-
cline in the number of fledglings per nest while 
the number of eggs laid has been constant. 
There has been an increase in failures at egg 
stage.  Secondly, it is quite usual in a brood of 
about 5-6 chicks to be reduced to about 3-4 in 
the first few weeks. However there has been 
long term trend of reduction of a mean brood of 
3.81 chicks to 2.79. Even so with long term in-
creases in population it may be that those that do 
survive are better at surviving the winter months.  
Some bird guides and literature state that Coots 
may rear 2-3 broods in a breeding season while 
others state that one brood is normal with two 
possible in a good season. My own observations 
made while carrying out nest monitoring at the 
lake and two other sites over many years has 
shown that it is highly unusual to have two com-
plete broods in a season and in my experience 
the early broods in the season are those that 
most often fail before the pair may have a suc-
cessful brood later. In most years there may be 
early losses from failed clutches or young that 
died soon after hatching.                                  

 continued on next page 
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BIRD REPORT CONTINUED 
Furthermore in most cases a second clutch was 
laid only after failure of first clutch or early loss of 
young after leaving the nest. There have been 
very few cases of two successful broods having 
independent young in sequence for individual 
pairs in the same season.  
 
Mute Swan 
Mute Swan populations, which had been fairly 
stable since the 1960s, increased progressively 
from the mid 1980s to around 2000.There was 
then a small decline but then increases again. EU 
data also shows some increase. In that time there 
has been no notable changes in brood size or 
nest failure rates. There is a mean brood size of  
4.4 chicks. With the constant breeding success 

the increase in population may be more related to 
increases in young and adult survival, especially 
after the ban on lead weights used in fishing that 
birds sometimes swallowed.  
In the few years that Swans have been breeding 
again at the lake I have noted usually about 6 
young hatched, sometimes 7, but often only about 
4 -5 surviving till later in the season. This year 
only 2 were seen with adults in recent months, 
although of course some may have left to become 
independent elsewhere.  
 
Ducks 
Besides our 
common Mal-
lard the other 
duck species 
most com-
monly re-
corded at the 
lake are 
Tufted Duck 
and Gadwall. Tufted Duck are both resident 
breeding and migrants. Occasionally I record ob-
servations of females with young at the lake but 
more often non-breeding birds of both sex.  
 

 
Gadwall are 
often recorded 
at the lake in 
Winter, Spring 
and Autumn but 
rarely breed at 
the lake. I gen-
erally have re-
cords of between 4- 10 birds at time Jan – May 
and then August – Dec. The BTO has a program 
of recording species all year round called Bird 
Track and I often send in my records to them. Us-
ing data from Bird Track a look at the regular pat-
tern of Gadwall records for Herts. confirms the 
observations that it is mainly migratory in Herts. 
although some breed in other parts of the coun-
try.  
I noted this year 
the rather unusual 
occurrence of a 
single Teal. The 
Teal is normally a 
bird of shallow wa-
ters, dabbling in 
the shallows and is 
migratory. Most of 
the population of 
Teals occurring in the UK come as Autumn and 
Winter visitors from North Europe, Siberia and 
Iceland. There is a smaller breeding population in 
northern parts of the UK. The occurrence of one 
at the lake in late August coincided with a small 
spike in Herts. records for this year. It was hence 
just having a little stop-over rest.  
 
A little thanksgiving (to God or just for the 
love of life itself) 
I find joy and peace just seeing these creatures 
Their fragile lives in the open air.  
Their colour and beauty, sight and sound 
It takes away life’s troubles and raises our minds 
in wonder and contentment 
Let me so love them that I constantly enjoy them 
And by whatever means seek to preserve them 
Because they are Good and deserve our care. 
 
With regard to sending me sightings of birds you 
cannot identify, I recognise that fleeting glimpses 
may be difficult to be certain about. If you get a 
good look at the bird then try and make some 
mental notes (or even write them down at the 
site). How big is it? (Sparrow size, Blackbird, 
Crow size etc). Main colours on back, head, tail, 
underneath. Is it perched or walking /swimming? 
If it is flying does it fly it in straight line or up and 
down? Are the wings rounded or pointed?  
Colin Hull. Tel 01438 813974  
Email: colinhull88@btinternet.com 

Photograph by Tom Hoey. stay-focused.co.uk 

Tufted Duck 

Gadwall Duck 

Teal 

mailto:colinhull88@btinternet.com
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For more information please contact 
          James Godbold;  info@digswell-lake.org.uk            

or telephone; 0845-003-5253 
 

Work Party Dates 2017/18 
Oct 
Nov 
Dec 
Jan 

28 
25 
23 
27 

9am  
9am 
9am 
9am 

9am - 
9am - 
9am 
9am - 

24 
24 
28 
26 

Feb 
Mar 
Apr 
May 

 

1pm 
1pm 
1pm 
1pm 

-1pm 
-1pm 
-1pm 
-1pm 

 
 
The cost of calling our 0845 003 5253 number is 
made up of two parts: an access charge going 
to the callers phone company (3p pm), and 
a service charge set by the 0845 telephone pro-
vider (7p pm). A call would, therefore, cost 10p 
pm but could vary slightly depending upon your 
call package. 

Please note 

RECENT REMOVAL OF AGEING AND DECAYING ASH OPENING OF THE GRAHAM ELLIOTT CROSSING 

One of Peter Neville’s last and pleasurable    
duties prior to his retirement after 30 years       
as Chairman of the Society. 

mailto:info@digswell-lake.org.uk
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Down at the Lake  

SUDOKU - CLASSIFIED AS HARD - best of luck 
 

This photograph was taken within a few feet from 
where the photograph on front page was taken 
but at a different time of the year. 
Both taken by Barbara Hanak. 

Photograph sent in by a member whose name I 
mistakenly deleted (profuse apologies ma’am). 
The lady was concerned that the number of cyg-
nets seen was less than on an earlier visit (see 
comments in Colin Hull’s report). 
On a more positive note the lady heaped praise 
on the work party members and other volunteers 
for clearing away so much of the Himalayan Bal-
sam. 

Autumn colours, curves and chaos - Bob’s photo. 
 

Shirley Dobrin, our Operations Director and Liai-
son Officer, has suggested that we have a photo 
competition - no great prizes - probably just the 
kudos of having your photo’s chosen for printing 
in the newsletter. 
If you think it a good idea and would participate 
please let me know by e-mail (if possible) so that 
we can get something organised in the spring. 
bob.leys@ntlworld.com 

 

If you would like to view photographs on a larger scale 
why not “down load” newsletter from web site. 

mailto:bob.leys@ntlworld.com


SUBSCRIPTIONS   2017/2018 
 

The Society’s subscription year runs from 1st April to 31st March 
 

For those members making direct payment please, if you have not already done so, make 
your cheque payable to Digswell Lake Society and send it, with this completed slip, to the 
Membership Secretary. 
Name 
 
Address 
 
 
 
 
Post code                              Tel. no. 
 
e-mail                                                                    Date          /        / 
 

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP £10.00   
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Membership Secretary                        Simon Brent Stebbings 
4 Coltsfoot Lane, Bull’s Green, Knebworth, Herts. SG3 6SB 

 

To save having to remember each year, you may prefer to start paying your  subscription by annual 
standing order.   

There is a Standing Order form and instructions on the Society’s website at :  
http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/membership 

http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/membership

