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

Spring 2019

Diary Date
AGM Friday 21st June 2019
You are warmly invited to the Digswell Lake Society's
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING to be held on Friday 21st June 2019 at
7.30 pm at Digswell Village Hall, 30 Harmer Green Lane, Digswell
The talk at the AGM will be “Restoration of the Danesbury Fernery” –
given by John Roper, Leader of the Friends of Danesbury Local Nature
Reserve;


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

After all the works of recent
times, to improve river flow, the
gradual re-emergence of the
gravel river bed.

Difficult to see but if you walk
along the eastern side of the
lake you will find evidence of the
beginning of a willow tunnel.




THIS ISSUE IS PARTLY SPONSORED BY “MAIL BOXES ETC” AND FOR WHICH SUPPORT THE SOCIETY IS MOST

GRATEFUL.

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
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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN
Sorry, I want a really wet summer ...
As many of you will know, the Mimram is a chalk stream which derives most of its flow – certainly in its
upper reaches – from water stored in the aquifer lying beneath the ground. For those of you who were
able to attend Allen Beechey’s talk in February of this year, you will appreciate the importance of rainfall in the winter months. Rain falling when the plants are not growing first wets the soil at the surface
and then percolates down into the chalk below – the aquifer. This acts as a giant sponge and, at first,
stores the water. As the aquifer fills up, the water level rises and, where the water level reaches the
surface, the water spills out from springs.
As the water level in the aquifer continues to rise, more springs appear further up the river valley and
the source of the river moves upstream. It is, therefore, quite common for the upper reaches of a chalk
stream only to run in the late winter and spring, drying up again in the summer months as rainfall reduces and much more water is taken from the ground by growing plants (and us, of course, as our
drinking water also comes from the aquifer). The typical pattern – with a peak around March and a
steady decline through the rest of the year - can be seen from the graph of groundwater levels, as
measured at Kimpton Mill by one of our local residents.
The relevance of this is that we will all recall the hot summer of last year and how dry this winter has
been. The result is that groundwater levels are as low for this time of year as they have been for some
20 years. And if we get another hot summer like last year it seems likely that groundwater could reach
a critically low level before the year is out.
The effect this will have on our stretch of the Mimram and the lake is uncertain. Flow in the Mimram at
the bridge where Digswell Park Road crosses the river is sluggish at best at the moment. The lake itself is fed from underground springs and water flowing over the weir contributes to the river’s flow as it
moves downstream. I would hope that we will continue to see the river flowing throughout the summer
as well as water flowing over the weir. However, the reduced flows will allow additional sediment to
settle out onto the bed of the river, damaging the insect life that lives there, as well as reducing the
breeding success of those fish (such as trout) which need clean, fast-flowing water in which to lay their
eggs.
Lower flows from the aquifer will also allow the temperature of the lake and the river to rise (as spring
fed water coming out of the ground is at a relatively constant, low temperature). The consequence of
this may well be an increased level of algal growth as, perhaps, can be seen at the moment.
Is there anything we can do about this? Well, pretty much all of the water we drink, flush down the toilet and use to water the garden and wash the car comes from the aquifer. And for some reason we in
Hertfordshire are among the highest users of this precious resource in the country (around 150 litres
per person per day - or 33 gallons in old money). So, cutting down on our domestic water consumption
can help – as can lobbying for more investment in alternative water resources and
improvements to the water infrastructure in
the south-east of England.
But (and here is the but) in the short term
we need more rain – and lots of it – to give
our river and all that lives in and on it a bit
of a break. So yes – with apologies – forget plans for barbecues this year as I have
my fingers crossed for a wet summer followed by a really wet winter. Our river
needs it.

Simon Stebbings
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT
MARCH 2018 - 2019
Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull
Breeding
I did not make as many visits during the breeding
season that I intended so the breeding records
for Coots are a bit more sketchy this year. In
March and April there appeared to be three pairs
present but by the end of the season I could only
locate four adults. There were certainly nest attempts in the middle area of the lake and also
initially under a bush near the dam end. There
was at least one brood of young, possibly from
the middle area pair, but uncertain what happened to other pairs.
A pair of Mute Swans were noted nesting on 28
April (2018) and eventually 7 young were
hatched. About 1-2 weeks later the number of
young was reduced to 5.
I had one record of a Mallard with 5 young. Uncounted pairs of Moorhen were present with one
or two sightings of young. Summer visitors Chiff
Chaff and Blackcap were seen and heard on a
number of occasions.
Special Visitors
Among the less common and less frequent of
visitors to the lake the following were noted.
A Rose Ringer Parakeet was seen and heard on
24 Dec. The species is the UK's most abundant
naturalised parrot. It became established in the
wild in the 1970s after captive birds escaped or
were released west of London and has gradually
been increasing it range in the South East of the
UK.
A Water Rail
was reported to
me on 31 Jan.
A secretive
relative to
Moorhens,
more often
heard than
seen.

By Pierre Dalous .

Grey Wagtails were seen on occasion during the
season but not sure if they were from breeding
pairs or just present. Singles also noted in autumn and winter months
Mandarin Ducks were observed on several dates
throughout the year
Black Headed Gulls are mainly winter visitors and

often seen along the Mimram but there are sometimes actual flocks that settle on the lake. A sizable flock of 25 was observed on March 2018.
This was at the tail end of the winter season
when flocks would normally occur. There was a
report of a further 5 on 20 Dec.
There was a Lesser Black Backed Gull on the
lake on 24 May sitting near a Coot nest. It is not
certain if the gull interfered with the nesting attempt. Another occurred on 20 Dec along with a
Herring Gull.
Full systematic list
Key. SV summer visitor, WV winter visitor
Birds of national conservation concern. Red list
>50% decline, Amber list 25-50% decline
Little Grebe. Regular visitor that sometimes
breeds. 1 on 17 Sep was the only record for year.
Grey Heron. Occasional visitor. 1 on the river
near the viaduct on 24 May and 1 on 20 Dec.
Mute Swan. Regular pair breeding. One pair
nested at west end of the lake. See breeding
highlights.
Mallard. Common resident and migrant. There
was evidence of breeding with 5 young on 8 May.
Small flocks occurred at other times with 4 on 22
Oct and 12 on 26 Dec.
Gadwall. Regular visitor but only rarely breeds at
the lake. There were flocks of males and females
on several dates; 6 on 2 Apr. 2 on 17 Sep. 4 on
22 Oct. 8 on 31 Jan.
Tufted Duck. Frequent visitor with pairs on occasions. 6 on 28 Apr. 2 on 15 Jun. 2 on 26 Dec> no
breeding records this year.
Mandarin Duck. Occasional visitor. Several records this year.2 on 28 Apr. 5 on 17 Sep. 3 on 22
Oct. 3 on 24 Dec. 5 on 27 Dec.
Canada Goose. Herts Resident. A pair on 22 Oct
was the only record for the year.
Common Buzzard. Now a common Herts resident. 2 on 2 March. 1 on 26 Dec.
Kestrel. Amber list. Common Herts resident, 1 on
27 Dec was the only record for the year.
Red Kite. Increasingly common breeding resident
in Herts. Occasional visitor to the lake. One on 2
May.
Pheasant. Common Resident. 1 on 24 Dec
Moorhen. Common breeding resident. 2 chicks
were observed with adults on 24 May. Some juveniles were also observed near the dam on 20
July
continued on next page
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT continued
Coot. See Highlights.
Water Rail. Scarce resident. One heard on 31
Jan. See highlights.
Wood Pigeon. UKs most abundant species.
Some seen on all visits.
Stock Dove. Resident. Singles heard calling on
some visits.
Lesser Black Backed Gull. Occasional winter
visitor to the area. One on the lake on 24 May
sitting near a Coot nest. It is not certain if the gull
interfered with the nesting attempt. There was
also 1 on 20 Dec.
Herring Gull. Autumn –Winter visitor. 1 on 20
Dec.
Black-headed Gull. Autumn –Winter visitor. More
often seen on nearby river but there were 5 on
20 Dec and 3 on 27 Dec.
Green Woodpecker. Breeding resident. Normally 1-2 pairs present but no specific records
this year
Great Spotted Woodpecker. Breeding resident.
Normally 1-2 pairs present but no specific records this year
Kingfisher. Amber List. 1 on 27 Dec was the
only record for the year.

Rose Ringed
Parakeet. Increasing occurrence in
Herts. 1 on 24
Dec. See highlights.
Photographed by Dr. Raju Kasambe

Grey Wagtail. Occasional visits. 1 on 28 Apr. 1
on 17 Sep. 1 on 20 Dec. 1 on 27 Dec.
Pied Wagtail. Common Herts resident. Occasional visitor to the lake. 1 on 24 dec.
Wren. Common Resident. Heard and seen on
several visits. 5 singing on 2 apr.
Dunnock. Amber List. No specific records for this
year.
Robin. Common resident. A few seen or heard
on most visits.
Blackbird. Common Resident. 1-2 seen on some
visits.
Song Thrush. Red List. Resident and breeding. 1
on 8 may.
Redwing. (WV). Normally regular winter visitor.
Small flocks on 20 Dec and 27 Dec.
Blackcap. (SV) Common breeding species. Normally 2-3 pairs. This year 1 on 21 Apr. 2 on 8
may. 1 on 15 jun.
Chiffchaff. (SV) Common breeding species. Nor

mally 2-3 pairs. This year 1 on Apr 2. 1 on 8
may.
Goldcrest. Common resident.1 on 2 Apr 2 on 31
Jan.
Long-tailed Tit. Common breeding resident.
Small flocks on 26 Dec and 31 Jan were the only
records for the year.
Blue Tit. Common Resident. Breeding pairs and
then small flocks throughout the year.
Great Tit Common Resident. Breeding pairs and
then small locks throughout the year.
Coal Tit. Common Resident. Normally a few but
no specific records this year.
Nuthatch. Common
Resident. 1 on 2
Apr,21 Apr.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
User:Jojo

Treecreeper Common
Resident. 2 on 31 Jan.
© Horst Jegen/Getty

Jay. Common resident. 1-2 on some visits.
Magpie. Common resident. 1 on 24 Dec. 3 on 3
Mar.
Jackdaw. Resident breeding community. Local
breeding flock, not counted.
Carrion Crow. Common resident. 1-2 on some
visits.
Chaffinch. Common resident. No specific records this year.
Goldfinch. Common resident. Flock of 6 on 31
Jan with Siskins.
Siskin (WV). Variable winter flocks most years.
This year 8-10 on 2 March. 10 on 31 Jan.
Acknowledgments
Thanks to the people, especially Simon and
Mike, who have sent me reports during the year
and to all who take an interest in the bird life of
the Lake. I am always happy to hear from people
who note the birds they see during visits as it
helps to supplement my own data. Even reports
of common birds are of interest, especially any
counts. If you have any interesting sightings or
information in connection with birds at the lake
please contact me by phone or email (see below).
Colin Hull. Tel 01438 813974
Email: colinhull88@btinternet.com
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Working party updates.
Trees pruned back from Bessemer road to improve visibility.
Willow arch planted with external assistance to
improve drainage on a section of island path and
to provide a different feature (see pp1).
Fallen trees removed from Lake.
Fallen tree removed from grassland.
Vista from John Cheers seat opened up.
Flooding of footpath by northern side of weir dug
out to improve drainage.
General tasks around site, litter collection, weir
unblocking etc.
Limited river walking to reduce silt levels ( pp 1).
Water depth and temperature monitoring via Affinity Water.

Do please send in
articles, anecdotes
and photographs which you
feel may be of interest to
other Society members.

Planned works
New seating
Tree works commissioned, waiting on TPO approval. This will include works to identified trees
which it is hoped will be carried out later this year.
Ash saplings removed by local company work
p a r t y
(Boeing)
.
James
Godbold

Do visit your web site
digswell-lake.org.uk
for events, gallery, work parties,
contact details and more.

Chief Operations Director and Vice
Chairman

YOUR CHAIRMAN

YOUR MEMBERSHIP
SECRETARY

YOUR TREASURER

Simon Stebbings
4 Coltsfoot Lane
Bulls Green Knebworth
Herts SG3 6SB

Simon Stebbings
4 Coltsfoot Lane
Bulls Green Knebworth
Herts SG3 6SB

Deborah Anne Smith
15 Old School Close
Codicote
Herts SG4 8YJ

YOUR
NEWSLETTER
COMPILER
Bob Leys.
401 Knightsfield,
Welwyn Garden City,
Herts. AL8 7LY

Tel. No.01438 798807

Tel. No.01438 798807

Tel. No.01438821167

Tel. No.01707321157

MemSec.DLS@gmail.com

MemSec.DLS@gmail.com

deborah.smith@consultant.com

bob.leys@ntlworld.com

Work Party Dates 2019

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

25
22
27
24

May
Jun
July
Aug

9am
9am
9am
9am

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

28
26
23
28

Sep
Oct
Nov
Dec

9am
9am
9am
9am

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

For more information please contact
James Godbold; info@digswell-lake.org.uk
or telephone; 0845-003-5253

6
The Nature and Importance of Alder Carr.
This note was largely prompted by the ill-informed and damaging felling of Alder trees along the
Mimram, and my concern to ensure that the historic and ecological importance of the Alder Carr, particularly that at Digswell Lake, should be more widely understood and valued.
Alder carr, as found at the lake, is a mineral rich, usually neutral, wet fen woodland in which alder
is the dominant tree species.
The National Vegetation Classification (NVC) recognises two types of Alder Woodland;
W5 Alder – Tussock Sedge Woodland
W6 Alder – Stinging Nettle Woodland
Both types still exist in Hertfordshire.
The scientific name for Alder, Alnus glutinosa is interesting. Alnus means gift of God, but is origin
is unknown, and glutinosa glutinous or sticky.
Alder is one of the softest of hardwoods. Thus, it is particularly important to hole nesting birds
such as tits, woodpeckers, Nuthatches, and Treecreepers, all of which breed regularly at the lake.
When fresh cut the wood is orange coloured. It was originally coppiced for fuel, dyeing and tanning, and, because of its fine particle size, its charcoal was preferred in the making of gunpowder. Being
comparatively rot resistant it has been used for a wide range of underwater structures.
In Britain it is of great historic importance. It was one of the 12 tree species that started colonising
the country immediately after the Ice Age, 12,00 years BP, and shaped our woodlands before Britain
became an island.
Analysis of pollen grains preserved in the underlying peat deposits confirm that Alder carr, as
found at the lake, is one of the county’s most ancient habitats. Today most remnants of Alder carr exist
as linear stands along river courses such as the Mimram.
Alders have a symbiotic relationship with the actinomycete bacteria Frankia. The roots have nodules that, as a result of this relationship, fix nitrogen. The bacteria supply the tree with nitrogen, and in
return the tree provides the bacteria with sugar. This process also improves soil fertility. As a result, Alders are a pioneering species able to colonise bare ground.
Plants which are typical of Alder carr include Horsetails, Opposite-leaved Golden Saxifrage, Tussock Sedges, and, perhaps most significant, the Stingless Nettle Urtica dioica galaepsifolia which is
found at the lake. This fascinating plant is still treated as a sub-species of the Stinging Nettle, although it
flowers later. It is an indicator and relict of ancient fen.
Alder woodlands are relatively poor in lichens, having fewer than a third of the species found on
oaks. However, they do have a specialised and important fungal flora. The latter include the Alder Bolete, Alder Bracket, Alder Scalycap, and aldercaps, all of which are found in Hertfordshire. The fungal
pathogen Alder Tongue Taphrina alni is the cause of the Alder Tongue Gall which deforms the catkins.
The woody fruity catkins attract many insects in early spring. Insects associated solely with Alder
woodland are many and include the May Highflyer moth and Alder Wood-wasp both of which are county
rarities found at the lake. From autumn through to spring flocks of Goldfinches, Redpolls and Siskins
extract seeds from the cones.
The wood debris is also very rich in invertebrates.
The shade and aquatic root systems provide havens for fish and caddis larvae some of which
show a preference for Alders.
The biggest threat to Alder woodland is a disease, now widespread, which was first diagnosed in
Britain in 1993. The cellulose celled fungi Phytophthora alni – which means plant destroyer – is a water
mold which is specific to alders. It causes small yellowing sparse leaves, dead twigs and crown
branches, heavy cone production, and bleeding at the base. It is eventually fatal. The disease, which is
widespread across Europe and has recently reached America, is calculated to have infected 20% of
British alders to date. The infection is increasing. The government’s Forest Research Department is researching the disease and should be contacted for advice. It seems that coppicing may regenerate diseased trees.
Does climax Alder Woodland need to be managed? I think not, other than to respond to the Phytophora infection when advice becomes available. Time and again I hear enthusiastic young conservationists say what do we need to do to manage this? Sometimes the answer is nothing. More often climax habitats are best left undisturbed.
May we long continue to enjoy the alder woodland at the lake, with its ancient ancestry, and the
purple haze with which they glow in spring.
Revd. Tom Gladwin.
14th March, 2019.
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GUIDED
WALKS
2019

SUNDAY 9th JUNE 2019 11.00am. ''FORAGING IN THE WOOD FOR FOOD AND MEDICINE''
With Mary Barton, Medical Herbalist and Health Coach.
SUNDAY 23rd JUNE 2019, 2.00pm. ''SUMMER BUG WALK''
With Dan Asaw. Bring a hand lens and clear plastic pot if possible.
SATURDAY 6th JULY 2019. ''FLOWERS & BUTTERFLIES OF THE MEADOW''
Bring a picnic and learn to recognise some common meadow flowers & butterflies. With Neale Holmes-Smith,
Environmentalist & Wood Warden. Limited numbers. Please pre-book for start details.
SATURDAY 10th AUGUST 2019, 2.00pm. - ''DO YOU KNOW YOUR WOODLAND TREES?''
With Neale Holmes-Smith, Environmentalist and Wood Warden.
SUNDAY 13th OCTOBER 2019. ''Fungal Foray''
With Chris James, Landscape & Ecology Officer, Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council.' Limited Numbers.
Please pre-book.
PLEASE WATCH OUT FOR EXTRA WALKS THAT MAY BE ADDED TO THIS PROGRAM DURING THE
YEAR
Donations £3.00 per adult (under 15's free). Walks start from the Pentley Park entrance, near Templewood
School, unless advised otherwise. Dogs on leads at all times please. Remember to wear suitable footwear.
For enquiries and pre-booking contact: woodwardens@gmail.com

As Welwyn Garden City approaches its Centenary in 2020, plans are in progress to mark the occasion with a wide range of events and activities, all of
which can be viewed on the Centenary Website www.wgccentenary.org
One of the signature events is the Centenary Walk which is going to pass by
the entrance to Digswell Lake Reserve. The walk, which will be fully waymarked and mapped, links up existing public footpaths to form a circular walk
of 20.20 kms (12.5miles). There will be ‘spokes’ leading from the route back
into the town.
Work is already happening replacing worn out steps, installing a boardwalk over boggy ground, clearing
over grown scrub areas and even a bridge will be put in to make it easier to get across a small river.
The Centenary Walk team of volunteers working closely with the WHBC and HCC and the Countryside
Management Service (volunteers run by HCC) has contributed greatly in one area, taking the public
footpath back to its original route involving clearing shrub, installing new waymarkers, creating boardwalk steps and installing two brand new wooden gates.
Walking the circuit in a clockwise direction, the walk comes through Sherrardspark Wood and exits at
Monks Walk, crossing the road and following the tree lined path then reaching Digswell House and Parish Church of St John’s of Digswell and following footpath to the right along the path of the Sweet
Chestnuts and Yew then heading across Bessemer Road and passing the entrance to Digswell Lake
Reserve. The route then heads towards and under the Viaduct and on to Tewin Bury Farm.
The Centenary walk will be launched in April 2020 with the Rotary Club using the route for their annual
fund raising event. Smaller events are being organised on the walk involving children and adults with
vision loss. We are happy to be able to create this circular walk around Welwyn Garden City, which will
be left as a legacy for future walkers to enjoy.
Diana Walsh.

The Centenary Walk
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SUBSCRIPTIONS 2019/2020
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
e-mail

Tel. no.
Date

/

/

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP £10.00


Membership Secretary
Simon 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

