
 

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      Winter 2014 
 


 

All evening 
meetings  

commence at 
7.30 pm  

 
and are held 

at the  
 

Digswell Village Hall 
Harmer Green Lane 

Digswell 
 

Admission charge 
only £2.00 

 

which includes 
refreshments 

 
Your friends are 
most welcome  
to come along 

 
Ring Bob Leys 

0n 01707 321157 
for information 

 


The Society is a Registered Charity 
(No.296918) and a Company Limited by 
Guarantee incorporated in England (No. 

2125155).  
Registered Office: 401 Knightsfield,     

Welwyn Garden City, Herts. AL8 7LY 

 

Diary Dates 2015 
 
Friday 13th February 2015 
Subject: Garden Design – As we start looking forward to warmer and 
longer days spent outside this is a good time to hear about garden      
design.  
Speaker: Anthea Harrison MSGD MBALI. Anthea runs her own garden 
design business (Anthea Harrison Garden Design Ltd) and is a member 
of the Society of Garden Designers 
 
Friday 24th April 2015 
Subject: ‘Beekeeping’  
Speaker: Peter Matthews - Peter is a member of Welwyn Beekeepers' 
Association and is Chairman of Hertfordshire Beekeepers' Association.  
Beekeeping is a huge and fascinating subject and is one of those        
hobbies where the more we learn, the more we realize just how much we 
don't know. So now, after more than 30 years of  beekeeping, Peter  
modestly describes himself as a total beginner. 
 
Friday 12th June 2015 
Annual General Meeting  
The AGM will be followed by a wildlife film. 
In addition one of our members (a local artist) is helping her daughter to 
raise funds and will be bringing along a collection of the photos she has 
taken at the Reserve over the last couple of summers for people to 
see.  She will have samples of the different size prints and cards that can 
be ordered as prints or paintings, blank cards, postcards and calendars.  
 
Friday 23rd October 2015 
Subject: Wendover Arm of the Grand Union Canal and the work of 
the Wendover Arm Trust. The Wendover Arm of the Grand Union Canal 
was built in 1793 and abandoned in 2004.  
Speaker: Ray Orth, Assistant Restoration Director, will be talking about 
the history of the canal, the work of the Trust and the restoration work in 
hand. 
 
Friday 20th November 2015:  
Subject: Hatfield Forest - the National Trust’s best medieval hunting  
forest. 
Speaker: Stuart Warrington, National Trust Wildlife and Countryside    
advisor for the East of England. 
We are very pleased to have Stuart back to talk about the Hatfield forest, 
its veteran trees, pollards, coppice, deer, history and wildlife and to     
update us on the work of the NT. 

If you would like to put 
forward a suggestion for 
an evening speaker then 
please email me, Sally, 

at: - 
sally.burman@ntlworld.com 
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Treasurer & Membership Secretary’s Report 
This will be my last offering as Membership Secretary and Honorary Treasurer as I will be leaving on 
March 31st 2015.  Having reached and passed 70 I realise that I cannot type fast enough and am not 
proficient enough at making and maintaining the databases efficiently.  So, who out there feels that 
they can come to the rescue and take on these roles?   I feel that a husband and wife team would be 
ideal; it is difficult to split the posts but simple to control by two people if the data could be accessed 
from one base.  Below I have listed the main areas that the job covers. 
The last 10 years have been interesting and fulfilling.  The membership is a great bunch!  During my 
time as secretary the membership has risen and in any one year can number between 400 – 500. 
There are exciting times to come as the work on the weir and the bridge becomes a reality and as a 
member of the committee this post holder would take part in the decision making and planning.  The 
Committee are the best and most disciplined group of people I have ever worked with and you need 
not expect to burn the Midnight oil wrangling over points of procedure or worry about tip toeing round a 
‘ personality’.  There is a straightforward professionalism evident in the work of the group. 
Someone in the membership must have the IT skills and some time that can be donated to such a 
worthy cause.  Please think hard about volunteering – it will be a worthwhile endeavour. 
 
JOB DESCRIPTION 
 
Membership Secretary 
To receive, process and record applications. 
To maintain the data base; adding and deleting as applicable. 
To organise Gift Aid contributions in liaison with the Charity Commission 
To instigate a reminder to annual subscription holders who forget to keep up subscriptions 
 
Treasurer 
To present the accounts annually.  This is now done through a spread sheet which Steve Vine has set 
up for us.  Receipts and invoices are sent to him with the spread sheet and he prepares the balance 
sheet for presentation at the AGM. 
To pay all invoices and bank all incoming monies. 
To consider the best use of funds and offer observations as to investment or use of capital to the Com-
mittee. 
 
Committee Member 
Attend Committee meetings. 
Liaise with Peter Neville in preparation of the documentation for AGM 
Attend Talks organised by the Society, to collect door money and pay the Speaker. 
Take part in annual Welwyn Festival Stall and biennial Open Evening at the Lake as part of the Wel-
wyn Festival. 
To address and stamp envelopes for newsletter twice yearly  
Receive 0845 telephone calls which is advertised on the web site.  As these calls are usually about 
membership enquiries, it makes sense for them to come through to the Membership Sec. 

Carole Dale 
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MADEIRA ADVENTURE 
 

My wife Usha and I decided on an autumn break in Madeira. We had never visited the Is-
land before.  Many people visit the Island and may enjoy its beauty of landscape of tropical 
gardens that are part indigenous and part introduced. I of course was interested in the bird 
life and we had a guided one and half days with Madeira Windbirds that helped me find a 
few species of interest, including the few I was able to easily locate and identify myself. 
Madeira is situated just under 400 kilometres (250 miles) North West of the Canary Islands. 
Its origin as volcanic Island at the top of a massive shield volcano that rises about 6 km 
(20,000 ft) from the floor of the Atlantic Ocean, on the Tore underwater mountain range 
over 5 million years ago, continuing until about 700,000 years ago. 
Being partly isolated from mainland Africa species that make up the regular breeding birds 
have in part become distinct sub species of some common mainland birds and migrants. 
There are a few species on Madeira that have become isolated for so long that that they are 
now separate and “endemic” species only found on Madeira. It is part of evolution in action 
with an isolated population that has lost contact with others and so adapts in its own unique 
way to the environment and so an isolated gene pool may become slightly but distinctly dif-
ferent to the former race to which it belonged. For those species that become “endemic” to 
a small region of the earth then there is a sense of seeing something unique, only to be 
seen in that place which can be a source of wonder. It also of course makes them vulner-
able to extinction if something goes wrong with the habitat. 
The relative isolation of Madeira means that it does not have a huge list of regular species 
but it is the endemics and sub-species that are of the greatest interest to birdwatchers. On 
my target list of “wanted to see” included the endemics Trocas Pigeon, Plain Swift, Madei-
ran Firecrest, Berthelot’s Pipit and the subspecies of Kestrel, Common Buzzard, Chaffinch. 
I lost count of the number of Kestrels we saw, including four during a cable car journey from 
Funchal to Mont. I caught sight of my first on the way from the airport to the hotel. It seemed 
they were everywhere on the island even close to the hotels and other built-up areas. 
Two of the first species I saw around the hotel were Canary and Common Waxbill. The for-
mer is known to many as cage birds but it was great to see the wild variety singing outside 
the hotel and over many other parts of the Island. The latter is originally from Africa and is 
from both natural and human introduction. 
The first guided bird watch day was slightly hampered by the weather with intermittent 
showers and strong south wind. (It was so windy most boat trips were cancelled and the 
airport was closed with about 20 flights delayed or diverted for several hours). But that did 
not stop us finding three of my target list; Trocas Pigeon, Berthelot’s Pipit and Madeiran 
Chaffinch. The latter is slightly more blue plus paler breast than what we see in the UK.    

             
We were told by our guide that there were only about 8,000 Trocas Pigeons on Madeira. 
That may seem a lot but hunting is allowed because they are seen as pest by some farmers 
and fruit growers. Without some level of recognition and protection they could become ex-
tinct.  
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Back at the hotel next morning I noticed something vaguely 
swift like flying around and on closer inspection was able to 
confirm it was the expected Plain Swift. Unlike our Common 
Swift that only comes to the UK in summer months, Plain 
Swifts are resident all year round. Also around the hotel and 
various places was a subs-species of Grey Wagtail and 
some Blackcap. The Blackcap on Madeira is mainly resident 
and non-migrant. continued on page 7 

Madeiran  
Chaffinch 

Trocas 
 Pigeon 

Berthelot’s Pipit 
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT 
Autumn-2014 

Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull 

continued on next page 

Mute Swan again bred at the lake at a pre-
viously used nest site and this year pro-
duced 4 chicks, although only 3 survived 
to the autumn.   

There were four pairs of Coot, three on 
lake and one on the river. The two pairs at 
the west end and the middle of the lake 
both produced families. What happened 
with other two pairs was more confusing. 
The pair on the river produced a family of 
five while the pair near the dam did not 
seem to be nesting at all. Then a few 
weeks later there were adults and young 
near the dam but no sign of any on the 
river. I can only surmise the river pair re-
placed the unproductive pair.  

There were on occasions Tufted Ducks on 
the lake but no evidence of nesting. A few 
Mallard were present and successfully 
bred. On one occasion a female with 14 
ducklings.  

The usual summer visitors Chiff Chaff 
and Blackcap were present but not Garden 
Warbler and there were no sightings of 
any Spotted Flycatcher. With regard to 
Spotted Flycatcher I have not noted any 

for a few years. They have been declining 
dramatically in the UK. As with declines 
of other summer migrants it is not clear if 
this is just due to conditions in the UK or 
more wider problems with habitats in their 
winter grounds or en route to the UK.  

Spotted 
Flycatcher 

Tufted Duck 

Chiff Chaff  
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Work Party Dates 
2014/15 

 

 
22nd Nov   9am -1pm 

27th  Dec    9am -1pm 

24th  Jan   9am -1pm 

28th  Feb   9am -1pm 

28th  Mar   9am -1pm 

25th  Apr   9am -1pm 

23rd   May               9am -1pm 

27th  June              9am -1pm 

25th  July                9am -1pm 

22nd  Aug               9am -1pm 

26th  Sept   9am -1pm      

24th  Oct                9am -1pm   

28th   Nov               9am -1pm                                                   

19th   Dec   9am -1pm   

Offers to assist in the maintenance 

of the lake area will be welcomed.  

Contact James via: 

info@digswell-lake.org.uk or  

Tel: 0845-003-5253  

 

Have a look at your web site. 
 

DIGSWELL-LAKE.ORG.UK 
 

Find  
Contact details 

Calendar of events 
(e.g. work parties & talks ) 
Picture gallery - Newsletter 

And more 
 

Please send in articles, anecdotes  and photographs 
which you feel  may be of interest to other 

Society members. 
bob.leys@ntlworld.com 

DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT 
continued 
It underlines the global effects of climate 
and human activities that either help or 
hinder bird population survival. Some 
species are able to adapt better to changes 
we make to the environment but others 
are more specialised in their biological 
needs and responses to change. Some 
people may say “well that is just evolu-
tion in action, the weakest and those  
unable to adapt perish”. But for me I think 
that human induced changes are some-
thing we should care about and seek to 
curb what we do so that these species can 
survive. With previous epochs of extinc-
tion it was solely natural events over long 
periods that caused it. We know what we 
are doing and can stop and change, and 
therefore moderate what happens and that 
gives us a responsibility to prevent de-
clines and extinction if we can. With birds 
with long courses of migration that re-
quires international studies and co-
operation.   

Resident singing birds 
included Wren (at least 
8 pairs), Coal Tit, Blue 
Tit, Great Tit, Nut-
hatch, Robin, Song 
Thrush (one pair), 
Dunnock and Black-
bird. Also Collared 

Dove, Wood Pigeon, 
Magpie, Jackdaw, Jay 
and Carrion Crow.  
 
Colin Hull.  
Tel 01438 813074 
Email:  

                                          colinhull88@btinternet.com 

Nuthatch 

Wren 

Jay 

Collared 
Dove 
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RECYCLING YOU NEVER EVEN THINK ABOUT! 
 
To be truthful, I was not really enamoured by the idea of going to the Redbournbury Treatment Plant 
on the Redbourn Road near St Albans one lovely Saturday morning in September this year; but as I 
don't recall Digswell Lake Society having had a 'trip out' in years I went along. Sally Burman, our So-
cial Secretary, had gone to a great deal of trouble, as always, to arrange our social outing.  It was all a 
bit mysterious and a few hours later I was very glad I'd gone. 
 
On arrival we were safely gathered together and given our high visibility safety garments known as 
PPE (personal protective equipment) as can be seen in the photograph. Comforting that I could be 
easily seen if I fell off a high gantry into a vat of something nasty I thought fleetingly! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The plant is now owned and operated by Veolia Environmental Services and has been a bulk liquid 
recycling plant for many years, although it has had more than one owner. I hasten to say, at this point, 
it is not a sewage treatment centre. It operates what's called an acid/alkali neutralisation treatment 
process. 
 
Prior to being a waste treatment site it was originally a chalk quarry situated at the side of the River 
Ver which flows on through St Albans all the way to the River Colne at Bricket Wood. 
 
Split into two groups we were shown the outside area and the laboratory where all the samples are 
tested for their toxic substances, including metal content.  Prior to a company having its waste ac-
cepted, a sample is taken and analysed a short period before it is collected and then again on arrival. 
Subsequently, if there is a discrepancy between the two samples, the supplying company runs the risk 
of the whole tanker load being rejected and returned untreated. 
 

 
 

In addition to content analysis, the tanker vehicles are weighed on arrival. The contents are deposited 
in very large containers where oil and water can be separated. This open air facility is where one of 
the two outside emergency showers was sited. We we were told that should the shower freeze up in 
winter, then the plant processing has to stop under health and safety regulations as an operator would 
need to have access to a shower in an emergency spillage.                             continued on next page 

Acceptable Waste Types for Treatment are:- 
Neutral Sludges (excluding sewage) 
Spray Booth and Paints 
Interceptor Tank or Drains 
(look it up if you're not sure what this is - I swear I never realised) 
Gulley and Road Sweeper 
Alkaline 
Acidic 
Oil and Water including Soluble Oils 
Heavy Solids materials 
Waste Waters 
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RECYCLING YOU NEVER EVEN THINK ABOUT! continued 
 
There was also a very powerful water canon used for clean-
ing out accumulated solids in the tanker barrel or used to 
thoroughly wash out between non compatible loads. 
 
The plant process was monitored by computers and con-
trolled by a team of staff who take the process very seriously 
and cannot just learn the job in 5 minutes. The liquids get 
piped into various tanks and go through specific treatments 
including, for example, the addition of lime. Eventually, the 
liquid is forced through a very large machine which 
squashes out the water. The device looks for all intents and 
purpose like a giant piano accordion bellow which deposits 
the silt from the now non-harmful waste onto large mesh 
frames to make something called a 'cake'. These cakes are 
emptied into huge skips and taken by road to landfill sites out of the county. 

 
The now much cleaner non-toxic water is pumped up 
the long drive from the plant to the main sewer by the 
Redbourn Road where it mixes with other sewer water. 
 
There is much more to this site than I have been able 
to describe to you, however I felt reassured that the 
company made every effort to ensure procedures are 
adhered to in order to satisfy strict environmental safety 
regulations, including being regulated by Thames Wa-
ter Utilities for the trade effluent produced. 

More days out please Sally!!    Shirley Dobrin          

We had in mind a sea trip, although I was hoping for a 
very calm day as I easily feel a bit queasy on boats going 
up and down too much.  Because of the wind we had to 
wait until our last day, and even them it turned out to be 
little too much wave swell for my stomach’s comfort. The 
first one and half hours was great and maybe the excite-
ment of seeing some things close up helped me to ignore 
my protesting system. We got very close up to some Bot-
tle Nose Dolphins, swimming right beside the boat and 
underneath it. Not long after that we found some Pilot 
Whales. 
Madeira is in the summer host to several breeding sea-
bird species including Petrels and Shearwaters. Our visit 
was too late for most of them (they leave end of August) 
but I was hoping to see Cory’s Shearwater as I knew 
they may be seen in October. So while looking out for the 
dolphins I was delighted to spot some Cory’s flying just 
above the waves. 
In all I only saw about 25 species on this trip but I saw all 
my target list and delighted with the sights and sounds of 
the island. The Dolphins and Pilot Whales were an 
added extra and well worth the queasy stomach!   
Colin Hull 

The second bird trip out was much better weather and 
found Madeiran Firecrest. There was a family group of 
about 8. 

MADEIRA ADVENTURE continued 
Madeiran 
Firecrest 

Cory’s Shearwater 
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SUBSCRIPTIONS   2014/2015 
 

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 
Treasurer Carole Dale, the address of whom is shown at the foot of this page.                
Many thanks. 
 

Name 
 
Address 
 
 
 
 
Post code                                      Tel. no. 
 
e-mail                                                                         Date          /        / 
 

Please tick:       £ 5.00  (individual membership) 
                           
       £10.00  (family membership) 



YOUR TREASURER & 
MEMBERSHIP SECRETARY 
Carole Dale. 
135 Oakdale, 
Welwyn Garden City, 
Herts. AL8 7QS 
Tel. No. 01707 895854 
carole_dale@hotmail.com 

YOUR NEWSLETTER 
COMPILER 
Bob Leys. 
401 Knightsfield, 
Welwyn Garden City, 
Herts. AL8 7LY 
Tel. No. 01707 321157 
bob.leys@ntlworld.com 

YOUR SECRETARY 
& SAFETY OFFICER 
Piers D Treacher 
Mobile telephone no. 
07834953616  
E-mail 
piers@treacher.net 

YOUR CHAIRMAN 
PETER NEVILLE. 
26 Harmer Green Lane, 
Digswell, Welwyn, 
Herts. AL6 0AT 
Tel.No. 01438 714394 
peter.neville@stcatz. 
oxon.org 

From one of the mildest autumns, the latest forecasts (as I write) are for much colder weather. In still 
weather at the Lake, we may then again see banks of mist hovering above the water. This feature, which 
can occur anywhere along the Mimram valley, arises because the water feeding the Lake, as also the Mim-
ram, emerges from the chalk aquifer into the riverbed at the constant year-round temperature of 10C. 
When the air temperature is colder than this, the water vapour which is evaporating off the river surface at 
10C meets the colder air and condenses, giving rise (in still conditions) to this characteristic low-hanging 
valley mist. It reminds us how special chalk streams are, and how privileged we are to live so near one. 
   The Herts & Middx Wildlife Trust’s Charlie Bell recently organised a lecture evening for Mimram-related 
organisations on the Science of Chalk Rivers. We learned that the chalk aquifer is composed, not of min-
eral chalk, but of single-cell-creatures’ skeletons, mainly coccoliths (single-cell algae). These, which still 
bloom around Cornwall, were laid down when sea levels were 250m higher than now (submerging the Lake 
area to a depth of some 190m). This structure gives the chalk its porosity, and hence its ability to absorb 
and release water, much exploited in the past by water-supply companies. 
   However, as the public has become less tolerant of seeing dried-up river beds in summer, the Environ-
ment Agency is terminating the local water abstraction licences in stages, with Affinity Water’s Fulling Mill 
pumping station due to cease pumping by 2018, and Bessemer Road by 2021. The Lake has never ‘run 
dry’ even during the worst possible combination, which is hot and dry weather coupled with a high rate of 
local abstraction; however, as a long-term trend, the springs feeding the Lake have become rather less ac-
tive (in my amateur observation over the last decade or three). Affinity Water is now putting serious re-
search and monitoring effort into assessing how the Mimram responds to changes in abstraction, and let us 
hope that by 2021 the Mimram, and its tributary the Lake, flow as they did in yesteryear. 
Peter Neville 


