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Foreword
When the first edition of the Brightwell-cum-Sotwell Conservation Plan was published in 1998 Viola 
Crowe, in her Foreword, struck an upbeat note, recognising the achievement of the 1992 Rio 
conference in raising awareness of the environment and of ‘sustainable development’. Fifteen years 
on it is hard to share the optimism she expressed. In our own locality the story has been a noticeable 
increase in housing, roads and traffic and a distinct erosion of its rural character. The very features 
which make our local environment attractive seem to contain the seeds of its destruction. 

All the more necessary then is this second edition, documenting what has happened and what is 
important, and giving some pointers to what we must try and achieve if we are going to conserve 
what we know and love in an ever more quickly developing world. On behalf of all residents of the 
parish I pay tribute to the members of Environment Group and those who have worked with them, 
not only for producing this plan, but also for their active stewardship over the years.

David Fox
Chairman, Brightwell-cum-Sotwell Parish Council 

FIGURE 1. THE MOON RISES OVER BRIGHTWELL-CUM-SOTWELL ON THE EVENING OF THE 

QUEEN’S DIAMOND JUBILEE BEACON LIGHTING, JUNE 4TH 2012 
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Preface
As the 21st Century unfolds, changes to the British countryside are continuing apace. More and more 
people, the infrastructure supporting them, together with the industry, commerce and agriculture that 
provide their livelihoods are the main agents of these changes. These are the forces which generate 
the pressure on the environment. They bring increasing levels of light, noise, odours and other forms 
of pollution to add to the range of environmental problems influencing the way we live. 

Of course these are global problems as the world population climbs towards 11 billion and resources 
everywhere are being depleted at an alarming rate. Climatic change, sustainable development, 
endangered species, greenhouse gases and similar buzz words have become commonplace in the 
present-day lexicon. The media focus on one particular sorry story then forget it for another. 
Politicians seek votes from their support for one green initiative then move on quickly to a completely 
different issue. Thinking is short term: who worries about 2100? Global action on the environment 
remains feeble, febrile and fragmented. This is despite the thrust towards the Millennium 
Development Goals, Rio +20, the attempts to find binding protocols which limit national carbon 
emissions and the similar moves in other fields by means of treaties and agreements. By way of 
contrast, local action can be strong and meaningful through measures which aim to promote 
sustainability and support conservation. However the impact of the recent changes to the planning 
system, particularly the introduction of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) may be to 
the detriment of these measures, especially with its emphasis on development. There are expectations 
that neighbourhood plans and the force given to the bottom-up, approach may be helpful, but it is 
much too early for an objective assessment of the situation.

The first edition of our Parish Conservation Plan was published in 1998 to provide basic knowledge 
and understanding of the state of the environment in the parish, at this the lowest tier of English 
government. Probably it is even more important now to collect, analyse, publish and disseminate 
information at the community level, so we can try to recognise adverse changes and act where these 
may be detrimental to us.  Equally, it is necessary to identify those initiatives which husband 
resources and nurture the environment. This present plan has again been drawn up by the 
Brightwell–cum-Sotwell Environment Group as part of the Nature Conservation Strategy for 
Oxfordshire and as support for the county’s Community Action Group Project. It is also a 
contribution to the initiatives aiming to reduce emissions of carbon that are being led by the Oxford 
University Centre for the Environment. Many parishioners have helped to bring this Plan together, as 
have the Parish Council, the South Oxfordshire District Council, the County Council, the Earth Trust, 
the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology and the British Geological Survey.  Like all plans this one is 
highly dependent on the information put into it and the manner in which this information is analysed 
and presented.
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Executive summary
Pressures on the environment are increasing, not least at the parish level. Hence sound knowledge of 
conditions at the grass roots is essential in assessing the present state of the environment and 
identifying what changes are taking place. The regular collection of information, its analysis and 
dissemination are vital components for recognising trends and providing some insurance against 
coming risks. This second edition of the Parish Conservation Plan attempts to portray salient aspects 
of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell’s environment up to 2012, to supplement the material published in the first 
edition in 1998. It is divided into two main parts: Part 1, Up to the Present, discusses the physical and 
human morphology of the parish and the twelve monitoring, management and awareness-raising 
projects undertaken by the Environment Group; Part 2, Looking Towards the Future, considers four 
problems that will continue to have an impact on the parish. 

The Physical Landscape describes how the parish is divided into three: 1) the central ridge of Chalk 
reaching its highest point in Brightwell Barrow; 2) the area to the north, mainly clay and gravels 
bounded by the Thames; and 3) the south, where the village is located, overlooking the flatter portion 
of the parish extending to its boundary in the Mill Brook. The early history of the village and its 
growth to today’s vibrant community is considered in Human Landscape, followed by discussions of 
the weather and climate, air quality and water resources, where some of the data collected at the 
instigation of the Group are employed. 

The twelve projects are:

1. A detailed survey of the hedgerows of the parish was reported in the first edition of the Plan, key 
hedgerows were identified and these were resurveyed in 2001. 

2. The survey of garden birds conducted between 1996 and 2005 revealed changes in the populations 
of certain species. Red kites, buzzards and sparrow hawks increased in number, blackbirds and 
robins remained constant, but the sparrow population declined. 

3. The Water Course Survey catalogued the number, shape and form of the ditches and streams and 
what wild life they contained. Starting in 1999, measurements of the water levels were made 
regularly at a number of points over several years and flows were estimated. 

4. One of the few ‘uncultivated’ areas in the parish is part of the allotments which is disused. Over 
the last 15 years this area has been largely taken over by ash and is managed minimally by the 
Group to try to maintain a varied habitat.

5. The Millennium Wood contains a range of native tree species which were planted by parishioners 
and a contractor.  The trees have flourished and those to grow to maturity have been identified. 
The Wood is a haven for wild life and it enhances the western approach to the village. 

6. The St James’s Churchyard Project is part of a national initiative to capitalise on the relatively 
undisturbed character of churchyards and their value in conserving a greater variety of fauna and 
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flora. A management regime has been followed enhancing the habitat for the different species that 
have been found. 

7. The Wellsprings is an idyllic feature in the centre of the village, a pond fed by springs with an 
emergent stream. A management plan has been followed including the planting of native shrubs 
and a wild flower selection. Since 2006 these have been monitored, along with the characteristics 
of the water in the pond. 

8. Orchards surrounded the village until the 1960s. Now most of the fruit trees are to be found in 
gardens. A survey was conducted in 2009 to discover how many trees are left and what species 
remain, some 70 being counted.  Apple Days were held in 2009 and 2010 presenting the results of 
the survey, displaying a selection of the apples and pressing a number of varieties for juice. 

9. The increasing volume of traffic travelling along the A4130 and on the Shillingford Bridge Road 
presents a growing problem. The several surveys carried out on the A4130 over the last 15 years 
reveal a steady growth to a 12-hour total of 12,000 vehicles in 2011. 

10. In the winter of 2009, a thermal imaging camera was employed to collect images from more than 
70 properties in the village and the results presented to the householders. Many houses were 
found to be well insulated, while for others, points and areas where energy was being lost were 
identified.

11.  A number of meetings were held to promote the installation of photo-voltaic panels on dwellings 
in the parish when the feed-in tariff (FIT) was explained and the details of panels and their 
installation were discussed. As a result, about a dozen properties were equipped with solar 
panels.

12.  Moths had never been surveyed in the parish until one of the few warm evenings in 2012. A moth 
trap was set up in a garden, 50 moths were caught and 32 species identified.

Part 2, Looking into the Future, first considers the growing problem of traffic and what is likely to be 
the number of vehicles travelling on the A4130 within the coming decade. Then, the new species that 
may reach the parish are discussed, against the background of those recently arrived in Brightwell-
cum-Sotwell. National and EU targets for emissions of CO2, the Government’s  ‘dash for gas’ and 
other changes in energy policy are likely to impact the lives of parishioners particularly through 
rising costs. Could one answer be a parish solar farm or a community wind generator? Climate 
change is coming and will affect the lives of succeeding generations. Steps taken now will help to 
reduce the impact of global warming. 
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Part 1

UP TO THE PRESENT
The Physical Landscape

The civil parish of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell covers an area of 1320 hectares (3268 acres) situated in 
south Oxfordshire in the valley of the upper Thames (Fig 1). London is some 70km (44 miles) to the 
east and Oxford about 16km (10 miles) to the north. The village of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell is 
sandwiched between Wallingford, which is less than 1km (0.6 miles) to the east and an expanding 
Didcot some 8km (5 miles) to the west. According to the census conducted in 2011 and estimates 
made since there are about 1500 people living in the parish. Brightwell-cum-Sotwell is one of the 234 
parishes within the County of Oxfordshire. Its rural character and particularly the pastoral setting of 
the village are features which are valued highly by parishioners. The parish can be divided into three:

The centre 
The centre is a prominent ridge composed of Lower Chalk which rises from east to west reaching 
113m in Brightwell Barrow, the highest point in the parish. This ridge lies just north of the A4130, the 
Wallingford to Didcot road. It extends westwards out of the parish to the Sinodun Hills which are 
topped by the Wittenham Clumps and an Iron Age Hill Fort. It is an outlying part of the North 
Wessex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). (Fig 2).

The north
This is an area largely in Gault Clay, a thick impervious blue clay, veneered by much more recent 
alluvium. Much of this part of the parish is in the ownership of the Earth Trust. It slopes northwards 
from the central ridge to the River Thames which forms the long northern boundary of the parish and 
which was part of the frontier between the kingdoms of Wessex and Mercia. The Thames is spanned 
by Shillingford Bridge, overlooked by the Shillingford Bridge Hotel and the Shillingford Hill 
residences. To the east lies Rush Court on an area of Valley Gravels where Brightwell Vineyard is also 
located. This part of the parish is known as Clapcot.

The south
Here the village of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell sits on the southern slopes of the ridge along the spring 
line defined by the junction between the Upper Greensand, a thick  marl, and more recent material. To 
the south is a flat area, formerly poorly drained, composed of alluvium. It leads to the sometime 
“island” of Mackney, a mound of Greensand capped by gravels. To the west, the Kibble Ditch marks 
the parish boundary. It flows into the Mill Brook, the parish’s southern boundary, which reaches the 
Thames in Wallingford. To the east, the Wallingford bypass cuts off part of the parish where it flanks 
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the Town, a part which has produced sufficient grain in a year to make nearly half a million loaves. 
This is the site (Site B) where the 555 houses are to be built to satisfy SODC’s Core Strategy and 
expand Wallingford to within the length of a rugby pitch of Slade End. That the Planning Inspector 
changed his mind from his initial choice of Winterbrook (Site E) which is to the south of Wallingford 
is a decision that parishioners cannot understand.

FIGURE 2. NORTH WESSEX DOWNS AREA OF OUTSTANDING NATURAL BEAUTY

The topography of the parish results mainly from the movement of ice and meltwater over the last 2 
million years and the deposits of alluvium left in up to eight glacial terraces which were shaped by 
the movements of the channel of the proto-Thames as it was funnelled to the Goring Gap. Much of 
the village stands on the youngest of the floodplain terraces deposited some 30,000years ago on the 
northern bank of a meander. Below the recent deposits lie the marine sediments formed in the 
Cretaceous Period more than 50 million years ago.  

The soils of the parish largely reflect the geology with the lighter loams on the higher parts grading to 
the heavier clays in the lower, wetter areas.  Five main soil types are recognised with most of the 
village standing on the Harwell and Sutton 2 Series, both well drained loamy soils. However, because 
the soils have been cultivated over the last 4,000 years, there is considerable variation from field to 
field and from garden to garden, depending on the amount of manure, compost and fertilizers 
applied as well as on the crops grown. When the enclosure of Brightwell took place in 1811, the 
surveyors tried to take account of these variations in parcelling out the new land holdings.
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Weather and Climate 
RAF Benson and the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology are the nearest official stations where daily 
and more frequent weather observations are made and reported to the Met.Office (Table 1). A low 
rainfall (amongst the lowest recorded in Britain), the occasional late spring frost, winter patches of fog 
and mist, together with windy spells in recent years, characterise the climate and weather of the 
parish. However the most noteworthy feature is the low night time temperatures during winter 
―Benson is frequently quoted by the BBC as the coldest place in the country. The Environment 
Agency maintains a rainfall station at Benson Lock and there have been official rainfall stations within 
the parish in the past, such as at Style Acre where the long term annual average was 640mm. 

TABLE 1. RECORDS FROM WALLINGFORD METEOROLOGICAL STATION, CENTRE FOR ECOLOGY & HYDROLOGY, 
WALLINGFORD, OXON

TEMPERATURES °C* Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Average monthly mean 4.0 4.0 6.4 9.0 12.6 15.7 17.7 17.4 14.6 10.8 6.9 4.5

Highest monthly mean 7.0 7.3 8.5 12.6 14.7 18.5 21.5 20.5 17.7 13.9 10.6 8.0

Year 2007 1990 1997 2011 2008 1976 2006 2003 2006
2001 / 
2006

1994 1974

Lowest monthly mean -0.7 -1.7 4.1 6.4 10.1 12.7 15.6 15.0 11.0 6.8 3.6 -0.4

Year 1979 1986 1985 1986 1984 1977 1980 1986 1986 1974 1988 2010

Highest daily 15.7 17.9 21.0 26.8 29.0 33.9 35.2 35.1 29.4 27.9 17.9 18.5

Day 04 13 17 16 27 27 19 03 11 01 02 18

Year 2005 1998 1990 2003 2005 1976 2006 1990 2006 2011 2005 1992

Lowest daily -21.0 -13.2 -8.7 -6.6 -3.4 -1.2 2.0 1.0 -0.6 -5.5 -8.5 -17.3

Day 14 13 03 02 09 02 03 20 09 29 26 13

Year 1982 1985 1986 1996 1980 1991 1990 1998 1986 1997 1989 1981

             

RAINFALL mm** Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Average monthly total 53.4 38.3 39.9 44.2 49.9 47.0 42.4 53.4 51.5 58.4 59.3 58.4

Highest monthly total 118.7 103.3 97.2 129.2 126.1 128.6 100.3 163.6 122.7 134.8 142.3 131.2

Year 1995 1990 1979 2012 2007 1985 2007 1977 1974 2000 2002 1989

Lowest monthly total 10.2 3.8 8.3 1.0 2.1 7.2 7.9 5.4 6.9 5.7 20.6 8.0

Year 1997 1993 1973 2007 1990 2006 1999 1995 1996 1978 1990 1988

Highest daily total 21.7 25.1 29.5 29.4 48.8 42.2 30.9 58.9 65.3 40.2 36.0 40.0

Day 13 09 23 25 27 27 20 16 20 29 13 13

Year 1977 2009 1984 1981 2007 1973 2007 1977 1980 2000 1974 1979

Site details: Altitude 48.0 m AOD, Record start 1962, NGR: SU618898, 1916-1990 LTA Rainfall: 612mm

*Stevenson Screen Temperatures,;** Standard rain gauge; The meteorological day runs from 09:00 to 09:00 the next 

calendar day
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In 1998 two new rainfall stations were established, one at Highlands Farm, the other at Sherwood 

Farm in Mackney, where daily observations are made by Rosemary Greasby and Angus Dart. The 

monthly records from the two gauges are presented in Tables A and B. The 14-year average rainfall is 

just over 600mm with 2011 being the driest year (439.4mm at Sherwood Farm) and 2000 the wettest 

(824.5mm at Highlands Farm). The wettest month was November 2002 and the driest March 2000. In 

2012 (Figure 4) some 125 mm was recorded in both April and June, while the annual total was nearly 

820 mm.

FIGURE 3. READING THE RAIN GAUGE AT HIGHLANDS FARM 

On 20 July 2007 parts of Gloucestershire and Oxfordshire experienced widespread heavy rain 

resulting in severe flooding in Abingdon, Oxford and several other locations. Over 100mm of rain was 

recorded at a number of places, but fortunately Brightwell-cum-Sotwell was towards the edge of the 

storm with 43.3mm measured at Highlands Farm. On 3 August 2004 a hail storm shredded Sherwood 

Farm’s maize crop, while one of the longest dry spells occurred there from 23 March to 21 April 2011. 

In April 2012 several periods of very heavy rain and their continuation into May and June brought to 

an end the drought which had existed since October 2010, the drought which covered much of 

southern England. Such a sharp contrast between the preceding dry conditions and the downpours of 

the early summer 2012 was considered to be more dramatic than the terminations of previous 

droughts, such as the one in 1976. The recent sequence of dismal summers may result from the 

warming of the North Atlantic, according to the National Centre for Atmospheric Sciences.
12



FIGURE 4. MONTHLY RAINFALL RECORDED AT SHERWOOD FARM JAN 2011— DEC 2012

TABLE 2. THE HIGHEST AND LOWEST FIGURES RECORDED AT THE CENTRE FOR ECOLOGY & HYDROLOGY, 
WALLINGFORD, OXON

Highest recorded temperature 35.2°C (19th July 2006)

Lowest recorded temperature -21°C (14th January 1982)

Highest recorded rainfall in one day 65.3mm (20th September 1980)

Driest month 2.1mm (May1990)

Longest number of days without rain 21st July - 27th August 1976

Air Quality (contributed by SODC)
The Local Air Quality Management process is set out in Part IV of the Environment Act (1995), the Air 
Quality Strategy for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 2007 and the relevant Policy and 
Technical Guidance documents. The LAQM process places an obligation on all local authorities to 
regularly review and assess air quality in their areas, and to determine whether or not the air quality 
objectives are likely to be achieved.  Where exceedences are considered likely, the local authority must 
then declare an Air Quality Management Area (AQMA) and prepare an Air Quality Action Plan 
(AQAP) setting out the measures it intends to put in place in pursuit of the objectives. No monitoring 
is currently carried out or required within the parish of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell due to the monitoring 
criteria has not being met here. Monitoring in nearby Wallingford and a number of other market 
towns throughout South Oxfordshire however has lead to the designation of  ‘Air Quality 
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Management Areas’ and subsequently an action plan has been produced to try and reduce pollution 
levels both within the affected areas and throughout the District in general. Such measures introduce 
requirements for more sustainable development and the introduction of greener technologies. 

Focussing on Wallingford in more detail, air quality is currently measured by both a continuous air 
quality monitor located close to the Lamb crossroads and by smaller diffusion tubes which are located 
in 10 other various locations throughout Wallingford and Crowmarsh. These highlight the air quality 
exceedences along a stretch of the High Street, St Martins Road and Castle Street which is why an 
AQMA was declared. The other monitored areas including Crowmarsh and Station Road however 
fall below limit values and are therefore not included within the AQMA boundary. 

Water Resources
Water is an important feature of the parish, one that adds appeal and charm. The 5km stretch of the 
Thames which makes up the northern boundary contains Shillingford Bridge and Benson Lock and 
Weir. This is one of the most attractive lengths of the Thames. The discharge of the river has been 
recorded at Day’s Weir since 1938, with an average of 28.3 cubic metres per second and a peak flow of 
nearly 350. The flows from the springs in Brightwell and Sotwell, namely the Bright Well, the Satwell 
Well or Wellsprings and the spring in Sotwell House, are tiny by comparison and are measured in 
tens of litres. They supply the streams which feed the two moats and then drain south across the 
flatter southern part of the parish towards Mackney and the Mill Brook beyond.

During an average year, evaporation takes up most of the rainfall in the six summer months and the 
soils dry out. In the winter there is sufficient rainfall to recharge the soil and the underlying Chalk 
and Greensand― recharge which causes the springs to flow and produce surface runoff. This amount, 
namely the annual difference between rainfall and the evaporation under average conditions, is about 
120mm. During a dry year winter, however, recharge is minimal and flows are much reduced and 
some of the streams dry out, Kibble Ditch for example. Under wet conditions, when rainfall is well 
above average, the soil and aquifers become saturated and there is copious runoff. The water table is 
at or near the surface, the ditches along the verges become full of water, springs emerge in Church 
Lane and elsewhere and the fields around Mackney flood. In 2012 a ‘lake’ of several hundred hectares 
covered the flat meadows alongside the Mill Brook, and the area upstream towards North Moreton, 
where the gradient of the stream is too gentle to facilitate drainage. 

FIGURE 5. VIEW FROM CHOLSEY HILL ACROSS FLOODS IN MILL BROOK CATCHMENT DECEMBER 2012
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Village Springs 
The initial settlement in Brightwell and Sotwell took place along a well drained gravel terrace laid 
down by an ancient meander of the River Thames. A series of springs provided supplies of 
running water from the hill slopes above the gravels. Two main groups of springs occur, the largest 
are at Wellsprings and around the moat at Sotwell House, then there are the Brightwell springs 
along Church Lane and in the gardens immediately to the west. Each has one permanently flowing 
spring, probably aided by excavation into the bedrock of the soft sandstone aquifer. The 
surrounding minor springs flow intermittently depending upon the severity and duration of 
rainfall. Generally it takes about three weeks following prolonged heavy winter rainfall on 
Brightwell Barrow and Green Hill for flows to increase, or for dry springs to begin flowing. There 
are also springs at Waterman’s Lane in the west. These suggest that groundwater emerges 
throughout the village along the northern edge of the gravel terrace.

FIGURE 6. THE VILLAGE SPRINGS
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Spring waters flowing onto the gravel terrace have been piped underground. Brightwell spring is 
captured at the Village Hall and feeds into the moat in Brightwell Manor near St Agatha’s church. 
Sotwell water, in part, is piped alongside the allotments, but a significant flow runs underground 
alongside Brightwell Street to join drains near  the Garage and the bottom of Church Lane. Other 
small spring discharges are undoubtedly intercepted by ancient field drains. Sadly no proper record 
exists of the underground piped drainage network. It only becomes evident when drains collapse, 
become blocked, or destroyed by building works, and in exceptionally wet periods such as the winter 
of 2012/2013, when groundwater flows simply exceed the capacity of the drains. 

The aquifer underlying the village is about 20m. thick, largely a soft pale sandstone of the Upper 
Greensand. On Brightwell Barrow it is overlain by Lower Chalk, where permeable chalky marls allow 
rainfall to percolate down to the aquifer and flow underground down to the village. Sotwell springs 
emerge at about 54m above ordnance datum (aod). The water table under Brightwell is more variable. 
The permanent spring emerges also at 54m aod, but high level seepages in wet winters regularly 
appear in Church Lane at 58m. aod. The lower springs emerge at about 52m aod indicating a water 
table fluctuation of at least 6m in this part of the village.

The traditional water supply of the village was either from wells dug through 3 to 4m. of gravel 
terrace into the underlying sandstone aquifer, of from standpipes along the Street fed from the 
permanent springs. A piped water supply and a sewage system was introduced into the village only 
after WWII when Greenmere was built. Many of the other houses built since then are also across the 
outcrop of the aquifer. It is therefore highly unlikely that the springs, or any remaining wells, can now 
yield a potable supply of drinking water.

FIGURE 7. THE SPRING-FED MOAT AT SOTWELL HOUSE. 
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The Human Landscape
Historical Perspective
There is evidence of Bronze Age and Iron Age communities living on the Sinodun Hills on the 
western border of the parish, but the village itself  sits on the Roman road between Dorchester and 
Silchester, now partly Mackney Lane and the Green Hill bridleway. The Romans may have dug clay 
in Mackney and the Red Lion could have been the site of a small fort with access to water from the 
Wellsprings, but this is speculation. The village is mentioned in the Domesday Book and it also 
appears in various ecclesiastical and historical records from the time of Edward II and Elizabeth I. It is 
likely that a small castle or fort was erected near St Agatha’s Church during the civil war between 
Stephen and Matilda (about 1150 AD), as part of the siege of Wallingford Castle. Figure 7 shows 
Brightwell and Satwell Parishes in 1761.  On 7 November 1781 George III visited the Red Lion during 
a hunting trip and by Edward, Prince of Wales, in 1914. Dean Inge, who was Dean of St Paul’s 
Cathedral during WWI, came to live in the village on his retirement and is buried in St Agatha’s 
graveyard. Dr Bach lived in Sotwell in the 1930s, developing his famous remedies.  His grave is in St 
James’s churchyard.  

   FIGURE 8. BRIGHTWELL AND SATWELL PARISHES IN 1761.
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FIGURE 9. BRIGHTWELL-CUM-SOTWELL IN 1948

For most of its history Brightwell-cum-Sotwell was largely self-sufficient, the majority of the 
inhabitants never leaving the confines of the parish. This is in marked contrast to the present day 
when virtually everything we need comes from outside, most of the inhabitants have lived 
somewhere else and many have travelled to the far corners of the globe. In addition, few people 
actually work in the parish and probably less than 20 of those are employed on the farms, compared 
to those times when agriculture provided nearly all the employment. Then it was based on the 
medieval field system:  narrow strips of land dividing up the parish and held by different 
parishioners. For most, the year progressed from ploughing and harrowing, to broadcasting seed, 
weeding and then harvesting. Oxen and horses would have provided the power, while the women 
and children helped with the gleaning, potato picking and gathering in the fruit. There were mills 
here for grinding the local grain and for fulling cloth. This pattern of life was not interrupted in 
Brightwell until the enclosures that followed the 1811 Act, enclosures which took place some 20 years 
later in Sotwell. 

The roads and tracks in the village mostly led up to the turnpike from Wallingford to Wantage (now 
the A4130) which passed along the northern edge of the village. At certain times of the year sheep 
were herded along these tracks to the fairs in villages on the Berkshire Downs. The Thames was a 
major transport route from time immemorial, with several ferries crossing to the north bank before 
the Shillingford Bridge was built some 250 years ago. When the Great Western Railway arrived in 
Didcot in 1840 and in Wallingford in 1866 this all changed and the Thames lost its importance.
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In the 1891 census the total population numbered 726, with 169 males employed in agriculture, as 
farmers, shepherds, carters and labourers. Another 66 were craftsmen and tradesmen; e.g. builders, 
thatchers, wheelwrights, bakers and carpenters. It is interesting that although there were large areas 
of orchard, no one in the census is listed as an orchard keeper or fruit grower.

TABLE 3. POPULATION FIGURES FOR THE PARISH

1881 1921 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011

726 699 991 1338 1298 1411 1509 1306 1496*

* estimate

Pattern of Settlement
In times past, many of the buildings making up the village fronted The Street from Slade End to St 
Agatha's Church, with a few beside Church Lane and Bell Lane and some along what is  now the 
High Road. There was also a cluster of cottages on Mackney Lane and a group at Mackney. One, 
Smalls House, is a Grade 1 listed building of Elizabethan age. The History Group’s A stroll through 
Brightwell-cum-Sotwell describes the wealth of dwellings in the village and how these illustrate its 
development since Norman times. They exhibit a variety of architectural styles and building 
materials: wattle and daub, thatch, slates and tiles, local and imported stone, brick and timber among 
them. The village contains some 50 Grade 2 listed buildings and most of the village from Slade End to 
West End is in a Conservation Area (Fig 8). The listed buildings include the churches of St Agatha and 
St James, Brightwell Manor, Sotwell House and the village hall which previously was the village 
school. Shillingford Bridge, an elegant stone structure, dates from the 18th Century and replaced 
earlier structures of wood and several ferries. Alongside it, the Shillingford Bridge Hotel is about 200 
years old, while further away Rush Court is about the same age. In 2007 the Plymouth Brethren 
constructed a very large church on the north side of the A4130, replacing Style Acre which was 
demolished.

Even after 1900 most people's lives were confined to the village, save for an occasional visit to 
Wallingford and excepting the men who served in the armed forces in war time. On the whole, the 
first quarter of the 20th Century produced little change in the village and it was only the spread of the 
internal combustion engine from the 1920s that began to revolutionise village life, along with 
improvements to the roads. From the third decade, villagers were more likely to go to work in 
Wallingford and Didcot, or Reading and Oxford, using the railway and the bus services, as well as 
private cars. The need for workers on the land was being reduced by increasing mechanisation. From 
WWII tractors replaced horses for ploughing, cultivating and harvesting and the number of separate 
farms in the parish decreased. These developments resulted in a change in lifestyle rather than an 
increase in population. Some houses were built along the High Road and on Mackney Lane, but these 
only added a dozen or so dwellings to the local housing stock.
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FIGURE 10. THE CONSERVATION AREA.

World War II changed rural life in a way that the 1914-1918 War had not. Then thousands of men had 
gone from all over the country never to return, while between 1939 and 1945 both men and women 
had been called up for war service. They mixed with others from all parts of Britain and the world 
and, when the war was over, many settled elsewhere, and some brought newcomers into the village. 
Despite this influx, John Betjeman in 1949 writing in Murray's Berkshire Architectural Guide described 
Brightwell-cum-Sotwell as ‘a remote but developing village in the flat meadowland between the 
Wittenham Clumps and the Downs’.  However, nationally, large numbers had to be resettled and re-
housed so there was a great rush of building everywhere. Here the Greenmere Estate was built in 
stages, and gradually more housing was developed along all the roads and lanes of the village. With 
the introduction of planning laws in 1948, the concept of infilling was introduced and some control of 
position and design was attempted. More infilling was facilitated by the building of short access 
roads, e.g. Datchet Green, Monks Mead and Kings Orchard, while the idea of a village envelope 
provided the basis for planning. In the new millennium development is contained by the concept of 
the limit of settlement with more infilling taking place. 

TABLE 4. WHEN LOCAL SERVICES STARTED

!
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Railway at Didcot 1840

Railway at Wallingford 1866 (closed 1959)

Paved roads I920s

Private cars 1920s

Radio 1922

Bus service 1930s

Telephone 1930s 

Electricity 1947

Television I940s

Piped water 1949

Mains drainage 1958

Mobile phone 1988

Gas 1994

Refuse collection by the bin system 2009



During the 1950s the proximity of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell to the mainline railway at Didcot and 
adequate parking made travel easy for commuters to London, Reading and Oxford, while many of 
the staff at the research establishments at Harwell, Culham and Howbery Park found convenient 
homes here. The construction of the M4, and later the M40, made it even easier for commuters. These 
factors aroused the interest of estate agents which drove up the price of houses. One result is that 
houses in the village are expensive in comparison with Didcot, Wallingford and many other 
Oxfordshire villages. There are also the trends towards the splitting of families and the aging of the 
population which create a demand for small housing units, a pressure which is not easy to meet. This 
means that young people, born and brought up here, often move away when they leave home, even if 
they are still working locally. However, some have been housed in the affordable houses that were 
built on the High Road in 2005. Now, in the internet age, our patterns of living are again being 
adjusted towards people working at home and not needing to travel daily to their place of 
employment. Indeed more people may be working in the parish at present than ever before. 

Local Government
Brightwell-cum-Sotwell became a single parish on 1 April 1948. Before that date, back to the time of 
the Doomsday book and perhaps earlier there were the separate parishes of Sotwell and Brightwell 
each with its own council and clerk. The somewhat unusual merger came about because Mr Gordon 
Pollard, who was appointed clerk to the Sotwell Council in 1946, was invited to become clerk to the 
Brightwell Council. However, he was reluctant to do so, one reason being that he would have to write 
letters to himself on many occasions. The solution was to join the two parishes under the provisions 
of Section 141 of the 1933 Local Government Act, a solution engineered by Sir Leslie Scott, Lord Chief 
Justice, who lived at the Red House in Sotwell. To commemorate the 50th anniversary of the merger, 
the bounds of the parish were beaten in April 1998 and an inscribed stone was erected on the verge 
opposite the Red Lion.  Brightwell-cum-Sotwell was a parish within the Wallingford Rural District 
Council in the County of Berkshire, but when local government was reorganised on 1 April 1974, the 
parish became part of the South Oxfordshire District Council within the County of Oxfordshire. Prior 
to the merger of Brightwell and Sotwell, in 1934 Clapcot was taken from Wallingford and added to 
Sotwell in exchange for an area on either side of the Wantage Road. This remains within the 
ecclesiastical parish of Brightwell with Sotwell which were merged in 1868. Since 1999 the 
Wallingford Team Ministry has operated, with the vicar being responsible for the two parishes of 
Brightwell with Sotwell and Crowmarsh.

Land Use
The use of the land within the parish today is probably more varied than at any time since the advent 
of agriculture altered the landscape of this part of the Thames valley, some 5000 to 6000 years ago. 
However there are fewer people living in the parish who are employed on the land than at any time 
previously. The number of farms has reduced to five and there are two growers in addition. One of 
the farms, North Farm, is owned and operated by the Earth Trust. 
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At the present time farmers have more technology available to them than ever before, more powerful 
tools to use - mechanical, chemical and biological - and better varieties of seed and stock. They can 
call on a wide range of specialist help: such as crop agronomists and vets, along with contractors for 
ploughing, hedging and harvesting. There has also been a tendency for farms to specialise, for 
example, in sheep, or pigs, or dairy cows and for larger areas to be planted with a single crop leading 
to more efficient market-led production. Consequently the productivity of each hectare is much 
higher now than previously. And while soils and climate, pests and diseases, remain important 
controls of land use, the economics of farming, as regulated by Whitehall and Brussels, is a dominant 
force. The Victoria County History indicates that about 100 years ago only a small area of woodland 
existed in the parish – an amount that has increased slightly in recent years. It gives the chief crops for 
the early part of this century as: wheat, barley, oats, beans and turnips occupying a little over 60% of 
the parish with 30% in grass compared with 57.6% and 21.9% in 1996, when the Group last carried out 
a land use survey of the parish. In 1996 (Table 5) the crops were: wheat and barley, maize, oil seed 
rape, peas and field beans, Christmas trees and vegetables, mainly cabbage, lettuce and onions. 
Production of vegetables has ceased since 1996. There was a vineyard and cultivation under glass as 
well. Grass leys and permanent pasture were being grown as grazing for dairy cattle (290), sheep and 
lambs (1,240), and for hay and for silage. Some 300 breeding sows occupied a substantial part of one 
farm and there were various areas of set-aside across the parish. Soft fruit was grown commercially in 
the parish and orchards still existed on parts of the Greensand. However, the area of orchards had 
been much reduced from the time of the Second World War, when photographs showed that the 
village seemed to be surrounded by apple and pear trees, while the number of glasshouses had also 
reduced. The land use survey was not repeated for this edition of the plan. 

TABLE 5. PERCENTAGE OF THE AREA OF THE PARISH IN A PARTICULAR LAND USE 

(AS SURVEYED BY THE ENVIRONMENT GROUP IN 1996).
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LAND USE %

Wheat & barley 41%

 Grass 22%

 Other arable       ! 13%

 Soft fruit and vegetables 6%

 Set aside     5%

Woodland 4%

Pigs   1%

Built up area including houses, 
gardens, open spaces 

8%



Waste, Water Supplies and Energy 

Information supplied by the South Oxfordshire District Council shows that the average amount of 
waste produced per household across the District is 0.86 tonnes per year, a rise from 0.83 in 1998. This 
total includes food and garden waste collected at the kerbside and the amount deposited in banks and 
at collection centres, such as Oakley Wood. The household average recyclable material is 0.59 tonnes 
and when this is taken out, the figure for waste not recycled is 0.27 tonnes per year, giving a recycling 
rate of 68.19 %. SODC do not collect waste data for individual parishes, but if it is assumed there are 
650 households in Brightwell-cum-Sotwell these figures are 559 tonnes for the total amount of waste 
produced by the parish of which 383 tonnes are recycled. Thames Water supply the parish with water 
from a reservoir in the Chilterns and a groundwater source at Gatehampton. Thames Water also take 
away the waste water, roughly equivalent to the amount of water used. However, until recently, there 
were few water meters within Brightwell-cum-Sotwell, so the amount of water used has to be 
estimated. The figure 160 litres per person per day is a rough guide to water consumption, which 
means that the parish produces about 240,000 litres of waste water per day litres which has to be 
treated in the Cholsey waste water plant. There is also a large number of livestock within the parish: 
one cow is roughly equivalent to 8 people in terms of waste, with horses, pigs and sheep also having 
their person equivalents.

Electricity, gas, solid and liquid fuels supply the energy consumed in the parish, but no figures on the 
consumption of energy were collected for this Plan. Energy is used for heating, lighting and for other 
domestic purposes, to run equipment and to power cars, tractors and other farm machinery. Since the 
1960s central heating has replaced open fires in most homes. Many systems are fired by gas, but oil is 
used where access to the gas mains is difficult. Home energy efficiency has improved by the 
installation of double glazing and loft and cavity wall insulation. Some dwellings are fitted with solar 
panels for heating water, others with photo-voltaic solar panels, benefitting from the feed-in tariff. No 
figures were collected on car, motorcycle and bicycle usage in the parish, nor on the use of the hourly 
130 bus service along the A4130, the Friday service through the village to Wallingford and the 105 and 
106 services which pass Shillingford Hill. 

In the years after the Wallingford bypass opened on 29 July 1993, an extra 2000 vehicles per day were 
passing the village, an increase of 25%, making it more difficult to turn out on to the A4130  Since then 
the volume of traffic has mounted every year: now it exceeds the original design capacity of the M1!

Noise levels, particularly in Sotwell, have increased considerably since the bypass was opened, 
especially during the summer when motorcyclists use it as a race track. The average speed of vehicles 
on the bypass has been reported as 57mph, which means that many must be travelling at speeds well 
in excess of the 60mph speed limit. Helicopters flying from RAF Benson also raise noise levels.
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Projects
Hedgerow Survey
The first edition of the Plan reported the survey of the hedgerows of the parish using the CPRE hedgerow 
survey form carried out in 1996 and 1997. The survey recorded the number of tree species present and 
from its height and width and management, its value to wild life. The total length of hedgerows on 
farmland and within the built up area was found to be 48km, excluding planted garden hedges. There 
were some 330 hedges of which 52 were identified as key hedgerows because they contained five species 
or more.  An update of this survey was carried out in 2001, focussing on the key hedgerows. The hedges 
were taller, some new plantings were noted and some of the elm suckers had died. In addition the hedges 
were surveyed which were planted in 1994 along the bypass. They were a mixed species planting with 
field maple, hawthorn and hazel dominant  and had become substantial hedges, 3m high and 2m wide.

Garden Birds Survey
Between 1996 and 2005 15 households returned bird survey reports, regularly enough to show any trends 
in population levels. Many bird populations have remained constant, with the blackbird, robin, collared 
dove and great tit seen often in most gardens. Some birds seen now would have been rarities ten years 
ago. Red kite and buzzard fly over the village almost daily and buzzards are nesting in the parish. The 
sparrowhawk, almost decimated as a result of feeding on birds that had eaten crops sprayed with DDT 
and similar pesticides, is now back to the levels of the 1950s.  Blackcaps are over-wintering in greater 
numbers as are chiffchaffs, this is something that would not have happened 20 years ago. By contrast in 
some gardens the population of house sparrows has plummeted from about 30 ten years ago to zero at 
present. Bird population changes are summarised in Table 6.

TABLE 6. GARDEN BIRD POPULATION TRENDS
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BIRDS INCREASED IN POPULATION 1996 2005

Blue tit 4 5

Bullfinch 1 2

Chaffinch 4 5

Coal tit 2 4

Dunnock 3 5

Goldfinch 2 3

Great spotted woodpecker 3 4

Green woodpecker 3 4

Long-tailed tit 2 4

Magpie 2 3

Pheasant 1 3

Song thrush 3 4

Wood pigeon 3 4

Wren 3 4

BIRDS DECREASED IN POPULATION 1996 2005

House sparrow 2 1

Pied wagtail 2 1

Mistle thrush 2 1

Starling 3 2

A simple points scoring system has been 
used based on the number of sightings, not 
numbers of birds: 

1= rarely seen, 2=seen occasionally, 3=seen 
regularly, 4=seen frequently, 5=seen very 
frequently.



Water Course Survey
At the instigation of the County Ecologist, Craig Blackwell, a survey of water courses was carried out 
in the late 1990s. A form was developed for recording the dimensions of the ditches and streams and 
noting the aquatic life and other features. Some 20 km of water courses were surveyed and the forms 
were taken by Craig for analysis, in the expectation that the same survey would be carried out in 
other parishes. This was at a time when there was a lot of evidence that water voles were present at 
several locations. However they declined at the start of the new Millennium, although there was some 
evidence that they were in the Mill Brook. During the years 2000 and 2001 staff gauges for measuring 
water levels were mounted at several points on the water courses including one near the bypass 
where the Mill Brook is diverted south from its original course into Wallingford. 

Wild Area Adjacent to Swan Allotments
With the agreement of the trustees of the village hall, the southern, unused part of the allotments have 
been managed by the Group for 10 years or more. Initially Dr Steve Head, then Director of the 
Northmoor Trust, examined the site and advised the Group either to do nothing and let the 
vegetation grow, or to carry out selective cutting and clearing of certain areas from time to time to 
form glades.  The Group chose the latter approach on the basis that the more diverse habitats created 
would aid the diversity of wild life, particularly the insects and the birds that feed on them. 
Consequently every two years or so groups of ash saplings were cut and stumps removed, mostly in 
the northern half of the area. A number of glades have been produced and maintained while the ash 
has become dominant over most of the southern part of the area. From time to time photographs were 
taken to record the growth of the vegetation. After a visit in the summer of 2012 Steve Head reported: 

‘I looked at it over ten years ago and liked it then —  and I like it even more now. It is a lovely 
and quite uncommon example of natural woodland regeneration on abandoned land, and has 
excellent ash colonisation with thorn and other species. What I particularly liked was the clear 
evidence — in the form of desire paths and mini clearings — that the children of Brightwell are 
using the land as a real wilderness adventure playground of the kind that you and I enjoyed as 
children, but which is very unusual now. Yet there is no mess, litter or signs of vandalism. The 
present area of re-colonisation is an absolute ecological delight, providing a mosaic of woodland 
edge, scrub and long and fairly short grassland, which looks as if it is being rabbit grazed, 
creating a forb rich carpet. It was alive with woodland edge butterflies including: speckled wood, 
ringlet, and large skipper.’ 
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Millennium Wood
Trees began to colonise the parish slowly some time after the retreat of the ice 10,000 or so years ago. 
When agriculture started here, perhaps 4000 to 5000 years later, their clearance gradually commenced. 
This process has continued to the present: most recently many of the orchards that surrounded the 
village up to the 1960s have been removed. Indeed the land use survey of the parish carried out by 
the Group in 1997 showed that only 3.5% of area of the parish was woodland, against 6% for 
Oxfordshire as a whole. So when SODC was reviewing its land holdings in 1999, the Group enquired 
about the piece of land at the western end of the village, with the idea of turning it into a community 
wood. Establishing a wood could involve villagers of all ages, create an asset for future generations, 
improve the environment and provide a feature marking the Millennium. The Parish Council strongly 
supported the proposal for a wood, as did the District Council. 

The site had become detached when the A4130 was straightened some 30 years before and used 
initially as a nursery by SODC.  Then it became something of a dump for the Council’s contractors. As 
a first step, a plan was drawn up for planting about 1000 trees in the two acres, trees such as ash, oak, 
cherry, whitebeam and other native species. To clear the land and buy and plant trees villagers gave 
donations totalling more than £5000, the Trust for Oxfordshire’s Environment (TOE) made a grant, 
while help and funds also came from SODC. 

FIGURE 11. PLANTING TREES IN THE MILLENNIUM WOOD (MARCH 2000). 
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A contractor cleared the site, planted small trees alongside the A4130 and formed a central glade with 
larger oaks. In March 2000 several hundred villagers planted saplings over the remainder of the area 
and sometime later their names were recorded in a beautifully illustrated book. Initially the parish 
Council paid a peppercorn rent for a 99 year lease on the wood, but in 2008 the land was gifted to the 
Council by SODC. 

Over the last twelve years the wood has flourished. Open days have been held to encourage 
parishioners to visit the wood. The scouts, members of the Group and other volunteers have carried 
out clearance of undergrowth and removed rubbish. Most of the trees are growing well, many are 
over 5m tall and bursting out of their guards. David Rees of the Oxfordshire Woodland Project visited 
the site on 1 December 2011 to select those trees which are to be maintained in the wood for the next 
50 years or longer. A week later, under David’s guidance, members of the Group pruned these trees to 
try to ensure they grow to make the best timber. Over the next five years trees between the selected 
ones will be removed gradually and probably sold to a firewood contractor.

FIGURE 12. STROLLING THROUGH THE MILLENNIUM WOOD. 

The wood attracts lots of insects, birds, and mammals, including some roe deer. The undergrowth has 
developed, boasting fine blackberries in the autumn and there are usually apples to pick.  Bird boxes 
have been mounted on a number of trees. There are many wild flowers, such as cranesbill and St. 
John’s wort, in the open glade making it look very colourful. Using a second grant from TOE, money 
from the Parish Council and the Community Association together with some of the Environment 
Group’s own funds, a path has been constructed to circle much of the wood. This eases access and 
allows a stroll through the trees with a return across the glade.
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St James’s Churchyard Project

‘The churchyard, “God’s Acre” is one of the most enduring features of the landscape. Together with the 
church it forms the physical as well as the spiritual centre of the community.’  

John Talbot White

Background
Since the World War II there have been dramatic changes in farming practices, in response to a huge 
increase in the demand for food.  This has resulted in hedges being removed to increase field size and 
the widespread use of herbicides and chemicals with a consequent sharp decline in the wildlife 
population. Against this background a new role for churchyards has emerged involving nature 
conservation. There are approximately 20,000 churches and chapels in England each with an average 
of at least one acre of land. Most of these have never been treated with any form of chemicals. They 
are quiet and peaceful places and represent very important areas, not only for the local population but 
also for a wide variety of wildlife, many of which are in rapid decline.

The Project 
In 1987 the Nature Conservancy Council (now Natural England) decided to set up the Churchyard 
and Conservation Plan. The aim was to record and study the habitats of the churchyards throughout 
the country and improve them if possible. Over 1000 churches in England responded including 100 in 
Berks, Bucks and Oxon.  After discussion with the Parochial Church Council (PCC) and advice from 
Berks Bucks and Oxon Wildlife Trust, St James’s Churchyard became part of the Plan in 2003. 

Progress 

The PCC agreed that the management of six areas in St James’s Churchyard which were not actively 
used could be altered and that they could be mowed twice a year rather than once a week. The 
changes resulting from the new regime would be monitored overtime. Initially we simply observed 
what happened and recorded the bird and butterfly populations together with the wild flowers on an 
annual basis. It was soon discovered that the fertility of the soil was very high, with the result that 
these areas were quickly overtaken by rank weeds, such as hogweed, cow parsley and nettles. 
However most wild flowers thrive on land of low fertility so in an effort to reduce this fertility 
mowing was carried out more frequently, while the nettles and hogweed were cut down and spot 
weeded. This has helped considerably. Meanwhile the bird and butterfly populations remained stable.

The village scouts and cubs made and installed four nesting boxes which have been occupied 
regularly three by blue tits and, in 2010, surprisingly by a solitary nest of tree bees (Bombus 
Hyonorum).  An attempt was made to identify the bats coming to roost in the church using a ‘bat box’ 
loaned by the then Northmoor Trust, but this was unsuccessful.
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Future Management Changes
Fertility is being reduced further by sowing yellow rattle: this is semi parasitic to grasses and should 
help more flowers to become established. A wild flower seed mix has been sown in one of the areas 
after the topsoil was removed earlier in the year. Hand weeding and cutting back the more rampant 
weeds is to be continued and the log piles maintained as an important winter habitat. It is appreciated 
that the removal of further top soil is not possible in a churchyard, and so gradual changes are to be 
made over the years.  This has been an interesting and informative project which will continue for 
some time.

FIGURE 13. MAINTENANCE WORK IN ST JAMES’S CHURCHYARD

Wellsprings Pond

Background
The idea of the Wellsprings project was initiated by the Parish Council in 2005 following an SODC 
report on the Brightwell-cum-Sotwell Conservation Area. Initially an independent assessment of the 
Pond and its immediate surroundings were commissioned, leading to a management plan which 
aimed to return the pond and its surroundings to a more natural state, taking into account the need, 
particularly of the residents, to maintain the area in good order with a visually attractive appearance. 
Members of the Group worked on this project in consultation with the Parish Council and the 
residents of the Wellsprings area.
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Description of the site
The Wellsprings Pond is a widened channel where several springs emerge, the water being retained 
by a low stone dam. Surface runoff is brought to the Pond from Bell Lane by a ditch and when the 
water table is high, water gushes from springs in the slope above the Pond. This water probably 
originates from the Chalk of Greenhill to the north of the A4130. The outflow from the Pond travels 
down the stream to a point opposite the Red Lion where it enters a culvert that takes it along the 
north side of Brightwell Street to emerge opposite Brightwell Garage.

Before the village had a piped water supply in 1949 and mains drainage in 1958, the Pond and its 
stream would have been a source of supply for some villagers and a means for disposing of waste. 
Now the Pond’s water is relatively clean except when the ditch carries sediment into it. Chemical 
analysis carried out by CEH Wallingford showed that the water is slightly alkaline and low in 
phosphate and that this may limit plant growth. The age of the water coming into the Pond was 
determined by BGS Wallingford by measuring the CFC and SF6 content of the water. These showed 
that it was a mixture of two-thirds modern water (the last few years) with older water (more than 50 
years). There was no evidence that the water drained from Green Hill and its surroundings in a 
conduit with a well defined recharge date.

Management Plan
A management plan was drawn up by Rod D’Ayala of the Ponds Conservation Trust in 2005. The 
plan detailed tasks for each year up to 2009 for the different sections of the Wellsprings area.  It was 
approved by the Parish Council, Wellsprings residents and the Group. Progress was reviewed 
annually with reports going to the Parish Council. A grant of £500 was given by SODC for work at the 
Wellsprings and the purchase of plants and seed.

Work done
Starting in January 2006 members of the Group, with some residents, removed most of the garden 
plants from the area, and put aside yellow flag and marsh marigold to be replanted later. Alongside 
the footpath native species of shrubs including spindle, wayfarer and guelder rose were planted in 
the bare area where a willow tree had been cut down by the County Council. This was to  provide a 
thicket for birds and other wildlife.

To improve the shape of the pond, a contractor was employed to remove soil to give a more gradual 
slope and to modify the ditch with a meander and silt traps to prevent silt from building up in the 
pond. Some sediment was removed from the lower end of the pond. Wild flower seed and plug 
plants were ordered from Flower Farms at Shalbourne. 

In the spring grass and wildflower seed were sown on the meadow area by the Environment Group 
and wildflower plug plants were planted on the meadow area, banks and berm (low shelf-like-bank 
at waters edge). The cutting regime in the meadow area was carried out on a rotational basis to 
encourage the wildflowers to grow. 
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The Rod d’Ayala Report continued to provide the basis for the management of the Wellsprings Pond 
and its surroundings until 2009. Practical management was in the hands of the Wellsprings residents. 
The Environment Group monitored the wildlife and reports were sent to the Parish Council.  

FIGURE 14. PLANTING SHRUBS AT THE WELLSPRINGS IN 2006.

Monitoring and recording
The Group monitored the wildflowers growing in the area around the Wellsprings Pond, recording 
those flowering from February to October.  At first a detailed recording form had been used listing all 
the species sown by seed and planted as plugs in 2006 and the progress of these species was tracked.  
From 2009 this was no longer practical, as many of the species never appeared, and progress of others 
was affected by cool, wet summers. 

TABLE 7. WILDFLOWERS IN 2008 AT THE WELLSPRINGS
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Brooklime
Buttercup
Dove’s Foot Cranesbill
Figwort (flowered but now gone)
Fool’s Watercress
Ground Ivy
Hedge Garlic
Herb Bennet
Herb Robert
Lesser Celandine
Marsh Marigold
Musk Mallow
Nipplewort

Oxeye Daisy (fewer than 2007)
Plantain (Ribwort)
Purple Loosestrife (one plant only)
Ragged Robin (new plant in shrubs)
Red Deadnettle
Salad Burnet (two plants only)
White Deadnettle
Wild Arum
Wild Carrot
Willow Herb
Woundwort
Yellow Flag



Birds in the area were recorded as part of the Group’s bird survey. It was intended to record aquatic 
life in the pond, but there appeared to be relatively little from casual observing. This may have been 
due to the frequent visits by ducks. It was also thought that the quality of the water may have been a 
cause so that was looked into. 

Fruit Trees Survey

FIGURE 15. ‘TYDEMAN’S EARLY’ APPLES

Background 
Over the past 10 years, research and monitoring nationally has concluded that orchards are in danger 
of disappearing from the English landscape, possibly within the next hundred years. Since the 1950s 
more than 60 % have vanished, lost to housing development, converted to other uses, or they have 
come under pressure from changing farming practices and more lucrative crops. The countryside 
faces the loss of continuity in the landscape, important habitats for rare and endangered species and 
the disappearance of many varieties of fruit.

Luckily, the decline of orchards may be reversing. In 2007 traditional orchards were identified as a UK 
priority habitat in the Biodiversity Action Plan, recognising their importance as a habitat for wildlife.  
With the new awareness of the importance of orchards, an increasing number of counties, wildlife 
trusts and community groups have started counting and surveying their local orchards to find out 
how many have been lost, how many still remain, what state they are in and what fruit varieties they 
contain. This is the context for the survey of village fruit trees which was carried out between 2009 
and 2011. With  large numbers of fruit trees in private gardens and abandoned orchards, the survey 
aimed to find out more about the trees, the apple varieties, the associated wildlife and how the fruit is 
being used today.  A traditional orchard is formally defined as consisting of at least five fruit trees, 
widely spaced and allowed to reach a stage where they are hollowed and gnarled. Informally they 
can be categorised as woodland, hedgerow, grassland, wood pasture for grazing animals and cut for 
hay. An orchard can have a variety of  fruit trees such as apples, pears, plums, damson and cherries.
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Old orchards are a haven for wildlife.  As trees get older, the presence of dead and decaying wood is 
particularly important for saproxylic (dead wood dependent) invertebrates such as stag beetles and the 
rare noble chafer beetle, as well as for spiders, beetles and grubs.  The rotting trunks provide food and 
nesting sites for birds such as tree-creepers, nuthatches,  the rare tree sparrow and the lesser spotted 
woodpecker. In winter, flocks of fieldfare and redwing feed on the abundance of rotten fruit. The 
overripe fruit, especially plums, attract insects and butterflies which themselves provide feasts for bats 
such as the serotine, noctule and long-eared bat.  Deer, foxes and other mammals also eat the windfalls. 

FIGURE 16. THE OLDEST APPLE TREE IN THE PARISH 

History of fruit growing
With its slightly elevated south facing aspect and favourable geology the village has near perfect 
conditions for growing fruit. A map from 1883 shows fruit trees densely planted amongst properties 
and within orchards across the village. Later maps from the early 1930s show large fruit farms, some 
continuing until the early 1990s.  Looking at all the maps since 1883, it is possible that many of the 
trees now in private gardens are remnants of orchards and may be over 100 years old. 

Survey methods 
The survey was intended to be an indicative study rather than a comprehensive record of fruit trees. 
The form to gather the information was designed to capture  the following information:

❧ Location ❧ How many fruit trees ❧ Which type – apple, pear, cherry, plum, other ❧ Apple varieties 
(if known) ❧ Approximate age of apple trees ❧ Health of trees ❧ Wildlife seen in and around the trees 

❧ Any nesting birds ❧ Whether the apples were used and, if so, how many and what for ❧
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A simple survey form, plus an explanation of the project, was included in The Villager, the magazine 
distributed to every household within the parish. During the period of the survey it was possible to 
count from the roads and footpaths many trees in gardens and orchards. These observations were 
added to the data from returned forms.  It was not possible to take observations from houses outside 
the village (but still in the parish boundaries); this explains the difference in the number of houses 
counted against the total number of houses in the parish.  Large abandoned orchards in fruit farms 
adjacent to the village were also not counted. 

Results   

From the returned forms and observations around the village the following totals were recorded.

TABLE 8. FRUIT TREES SURVEY! TABLE 9. WILDLIFE ASSOCIATED WITH FRUIT TREES 
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BIRDS MAMMALS INSECTS

Blackbird Bat Bees

Blue tit Fox Red admiral

Crow Hedgehog Stag beetle

Fieldfare Mice Wasp

Goldfinch Muntjac 
deer

Great tit Rat

Green 
woodpecker

Roe deer

Long-tailed tit Squirrel

Magpie

Mistle thrush

Moorhen

Pheasant

Redwing

Rook

Starling

Thrush

Wood pigeon

Number of houses counted 443

Recorded houses with trees 173

Recorded houses without trees 30

Number of apple trees 431

Apple (cooking) 157

Apple (dessert) 224

Apple (unknown) 50

Pear 96

Cherry 21

Plum 121

Other fruit trees (damson, plum, pear, 
cherry and other trees such as fig, 
walnut, hazel etc)

56

Number of fruit trees 725

Percentage of houses with fruit trees 39%



Other fruit trees
Having such a large number of apple trees in the village it wasn’t a surprise to find so many other types 
of  fruit. Traditional orchards would have had more than one type of fruit tree to ensure a mixed harvest. 
Walnuts and cobnuts can be found in gardens and hedgerows. Villagers also recorded sightings of 
wildlife which would normally be found in traditional orchards or associated with fruit trees.

Apple varieties
The survey recorded 70 different varieties. Many were well known, but there were also some curious 
and surprising names from the past.  This range clearly reflects the life of the villagers from the small, 
individual orchards and farms of the late 19th Century to the large fruit farms of the late 20th 
Century. We are lucky that, in this new century, villagers are keeping many of the old, established 
trees and maintaining old orchards as well as planting new trees. 

When this project was started, we already had an idea that the results would be quite positive: 
compared to the national average.  However it was considered important to learn from our heritage 
to secure trees for the future.

FIGURE 17. CELEBRATING APPLE DAY
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Outcomes
Some successful outcomes since the survey include the planting of a school orchard, purchase of a 
village press for all to use and annual Apple Days. One of the most positive outcomes of the survey is 
that old and unusual varieties of trees that may not survive much longer have been saved by grafting 
them onto new root stock.  The oldest known tree in the village, the Bramley’s Seedling at the Swan 
Allotments, has been grafted onto wild apple trees in the Millennium Wood.  At approximately 150 
years old it is hoped that it will continue to thrive long into the future.

Traffic Surveys

Traffic travelling along the A4130 makes a considerable impact on the village, due to the noise and 
pollution it causes and the hazard it presents to vehicles turning in and out at the four junctions. 
There is concern that more accidents will occur as the road becomes increasingly busy. Traffic on the 
Shillingford Bridge Road and on Shillingford Hill causes the same problems in that part of the parish, 
particularly when vehicles exceed the 30mph speed limit.

Two surveys of A4130 traffic were carried out in the 1990s and a third in 2011 using the standard 8 
vehicle-type classification. Vehicles entering and leaving the village at the four junctions were also 
counted on two separate occasions, latterly in 2005. This count took place on Wednesday 8 June 2005 
at the four sites from 07.00 and 09.00 and from 17.00 to 19.00. In the morning a total of 184 vehicles of 
all types entered the village and 423 left. At the evening peak, the corresponding figures were 374 in 
and 249 out. Some 80% of the vehicles were cars.

The 2011 survey on the A4130 was carried out in late September and was organized by Derek Brooker 
on behalf of the Parish Council and the Group. The format of the 2011 survey was the same as the 
earlier ones, the only difference being the location of the survey site, which was moved about 500m 
towards Wallingford to about 150m west of Root One Garden Centre. It also took place later in the 
year, but, as before, the survey ran from 07.00 to 19.00 with two people counting, one for each 
direction, again using the 8 vehicle type classification.

The results are shown in Tables 10, 11 and 12. The total number of vehicles travelling along the A4130 
during the day increased by 13.6% from 1999, to a total of nearly 12,000.― not a surprise to most 
villagers. By comparison, the design capacity of the M1 when it was first opened by Mr Marples, the 
then Minster of Transport, was 10,000 vehicles a day. The morning flow peaked between 07.00 and 
08.00 while it was more spread out in the evening. Private cars increased by 15%, light vans by 14% 
and motor cycles by 118%, but small lorries decreased by  20% and HGVs by 28%, a most surprising 
result. HGVs made up only 1.8% of the total. It was noticeable that most traffic flowed away from 
Didcot in the morning and towards it in the evening. 

36



! ! TABLE 10. VEHICLE COUNT ON THE A4130
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TABLE 11. HOURLY FLOW OF VEHICLES BY TYPE TABLE 12. PROPORTION OF VEHICLES 
IN EACH OF EIGHT TYPES

!



Thermal Imaging Project

One of the Group’s objectives is to encourage energy saving to help the community, the world and the 
future of our children. To this end a proposal to SODC was drawn up to purchase a thermal imaging 
camera, including its specifications,  for use in detecting where heat was being lost from buildings in 
the parish. The District Council responded excellently by purchasing a camera and they allocated it 
for first use in Brightwell-cum-Sotwell. After a training course, members of the Group used the 
camera to take colour images of residents’ houses in the cool of winter evenings. The aim was to 
identify places where heat was being lost so that householders could improve their insulation. 

The colour palette of the camera was set so that the red end of the spectrum would indicate most 
obviously the places where heat was being lost. Thus, for example, it is apparent in Figure 16 that 
even a heavy curtain would reduce heat loss. The lighter colour of the roof of the village hall (Figure 
17) indicates that insulation needs to be improved there. Thin doors and draughts because of poor 
fitting doors and windows were typical places where heat was being lost. Others identified were:  
poor roof/loft insulation, single glazing, lack of cavity wall insulation and even damp wall areas.

After training in the use of the camera by an expert, trial runs and becoming more familiar with its 
operation, the Group’s ‘imaging teams’ took more than 250 thermal images of some 70 buildings in 
the village. This was during the winter of 2009 on evenings when the temperature difference between 
inside and outside of the buildings were at least 20℃ and there had been no recent rain. These 
buildings included the Red Lion, the village hall and the primary school, where at one lesson, the 
children were delighted by the strange coloured pictures they saw of themselves.
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FIGURE 19. REAR VIEW OF THE VILLAGE HALL 
SHOWING THE INSULATED EXTENSION 
COMPARED WITH THE POORLY INSULATED 
MAIN ROOF AND WALLS. LOWER WINDOWS 
AND DOORS DOUBLE GLAZED BUT IT WAS 

WARMER INSIDE. 

FIGURE 18. CONSERVATORY SHOWING HEAT 
LOSS FROM A SINGLE GLAZED DOOR COMPARED 
WITH A DOUBLE GLAZED WINDOW



Care in setting the camera and interpreting and the images was found to be critical for understanding 
what was significant heat loss. For example, the apparent heat loss from a wall might actually be the 
result of the sun heating it earlier in the day. Rain wetted walls were found to influence readings, 
while radical differences in building construction also needed to be understood to help image 
interpretation. Parishioners responded to the images of their dwellings by putting curtains over 
doors, installing double glazing and improving loft and wall insulation. A new front door was fitted 
to one house and the walls surrounding it were rebuilt. In other cases the images confirmed that 
dwellings possessed no or few places where heat was leaking.

FIGURE 20. USING THE THERMAL IMAGING CAMERA

Following the fascinating experience gained in using the camera in Brightwell-cum-Sotwell, several 
members of the Group were glad to help other South Oxfordshire communities through workshops 
staged by the District Council. Imagers from Thame, Dorchester, Cholsey and a number of other 
villages were instructed in the operation of the camera, they were told of the problems that arose and 
were provided with examples of documentation. They also learned about computer storage of the 
captured images. Subsequently the Group has been contacted a number of times by people in other 
parts of the country anxious to learn about staging thermal imaging projects. In 2012 several Group 
members were interviewed by a doctoral student about the impact of the results on individual 
householders in Brightwell-cum-Sotwell.

Photo-Voltaic Initiative
The cost of electricity is rising, a rise which is likely to continue into the future. Saving on energy use 
is one way of lessening household expenditure, as well as reducing the amount of carbon dioxide 
released to the atmosphere. The PV Initiative was designed to encourage parishioners to install photo 
voltaic panels on their roofs and to take advantage of the government financial incentives supporting 
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these installations. The technology for converting the sun’s rays into electricity is commercially well 
established. Solar panels are employed to power a range of devices and their use is widespread across 
the world. Even though Britain is located in mid latitudes and is not renowned for long periods of 
intense sunshine, the intensity of the radiation received from the sun, particularly in the south part of 
the country, can be harnessed to produce electricity. A south facing roof sloping at an angle of 
approximately 30 degrees is considered ideal. 

Several meetings were arranged, some with installers of PV panels, where parishioners could learn 
more about the installation and operation of solar panels. There was discussion of the various prices 
installers were offering, the different expected electrical outputs, the choice of panels and the pitfalls 
that might be encountered. The operation of the 25 year feed-in tariff (FIT) was also considered, which 
at that time was set at 42 pence a kilowatt hour, giving a tax free income approaching £1,000 a year for 
a 4.5 kilowatt installation, any electricity not used by the householder being sold to the grid. 
Unfortunately for new installations the FIT rate was halved in November 2011. At about the same 
time the cost of panels was roughly halved, reducing the cost of installations to between £5000 and 
£6000.  The PV Initiative encouraged about a dozen installations in the village.  Current calculations 
suggest annual returns up to 10%, an advantageous rate at a time when interest rates are so low. 
However the reduction of the FIT has continued in 2012 for new installations.

FIGURE 21. PHOTO-VOLTAIC PANELS 

A south facing roof angled towards the sun without trees in the way is an ideal location for PV panels. However, 
the panels can also be placed on a garage, an outbuilding or in the garden on a frame.

Householders faced a number of problems when considering a PV system. These included: the need 
to find a significant sum of money for the installation, the lack of a suitable south facing location, 
feelings that the panels were unsightly and, for some, the difficulty posed by living in a conservation 
area. However the satisfaction of using a sustainable source of energy and the income derived from it 
outweighed these problems in a number of instances.
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Report on the Copse Cottage PV system

The hardware has been completely trouble-free and has coped with a couple of power cuts and interruptions 
caused by electrical work elsewhere in the house The orientation of our roof is far from ideal and the array is 
divided into two groups of panels feeding a single inverter. Nevertheless the performance has exceeded 
expectations. There are perhaps three useful and separate financial indicators:

Over the year, the FIT income has been equivalent to 181% of the cost of our grid-derived electricity or a 
notional 9.43% return on the capital investment. Time to payback is currently 11.8 years. What is a surprise is 
that, although power generation varies very significantly from day to day depending on cloud cover, the longer 
term picture is dominated entirely by seasonal effect. An unintended but helpful consequence of monitoring the 
system’s performance has been that we’ve also recorded in detail for the first time our overall electricity 
consumption.

Moths Survey

Brightwell-cum Sotwell is, or at least was, a lepidoptorial black hole until 2012: the reason being that 
there have been no formal records of moths made in the parish despite plenty of observations from 
the surrounding villages. So earlier in the spring when Tony Rayner, a local moth expert, alerted the 
Group to this fact and asked about our interest in arranging a moth trapping night to stat to ‘fill in the 
gap in the map’ we were more than happy to agree. 

On a mild evening in late May, Tony and fellow lepidopterist and renowned local wildlife artist 
Richard Lewington, set up two moth traps in a garden adjacent to Kings Meadow. The traps consisted 
of strong lights placed above open plastic cases full of empty egg boxes. Moths are attracted to the 
lights, they drop into the cases and then settle onto the empty egg boxes. The lights are switched on at 
dusk and are switched off automatically at dawn the following morning. The cases can then be 
opened up, the moths admired and, hopefully, identified and released.

So what was found? Over 50 individual moths from 33 different species were recorded including:  a large 
peppered moth, a flame shoulder, five light brocade, a snout, a chinese character and a sallow kitten.

Surely moth names should find their way into the best pub quizzes and would extend a crossword 
experts repertoire significantly? And although many sound bizarre, they are generally highly 
evocative or apt. For example, snout has a long nose-like protuberance and flame shoulder has a 
bright blaze running down the outside of its forewing. The evening was a great success, the numbers 
caught and the varieties recorded were all deemed to be good by the experts and the novices have a 
fabulous opportunity to see these generally unseen creatures at close quarters. Brightwell moths are 
now on the map. However several more nights of trapping at different locations would have been 
ideal, but the summer of 2012 was so bad that this was not possible.
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Part 2

TOWARDS THE FUTURE
There are a number of environmental issues affecting the parish, some are global, some national and 
some local. Amongst the latter, maintaining the rural integrity of the parish and the village is 
probably the most important, one that was identified as of great concern to parishioners in the 2004 
Parish Plan. However, the parish is caught in the jaws of an expanding Didcot and a growing 
Wallingford―this part of South Oxfordshire seems destined for development. It will be a continuing 
battle for the Parish Council and the community to maintain the rural character of the parish and the 
village. 

Traffic Problems

Most parishioners are concerned about the increasing volume of traffic on the A4130 and on the 
Shillingford Bridge Road. From our own traffic surveys and those carried out by the County Council 
it is possible to estimate the future flow of traffic on the A4130. Figure 20 shows that if present trends 
continue, by 2015 there will be about 16,000 vehicles a day travelling past the village. However the 
continuing growth of Didcot, particularly the thousands of houses to be built on Hagbourne Marsh 
opposite Tesco and on the west of the road that leads to Long Wittenham, must raise the flow further. 
The development of Site B to the west of Wallingford will also add to the traffic, possibly another 
2,000 vehicle movements a day entering and leaving the site, many turning towards Didcot. To turn in 
and out of the village at any of the four exits, by car, motor cycle or bicycle will become increasingly 
hazardous, pointing to the need for a roundabout at one or more of the entrances. 

FIGURE 22. ANNUAL AVERAGE DAILY TRAFFIC FLOWS WEST OF WALLINGFORD (A4130)
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Incoming Species

The Oxfordshire countryside contains many examples of non-native fauna and flora, some so well 
established, like the sycamore and the grey squirrel, that their foreign origins are forgotten. Others 
compete with and decimate native species, or interbreed with them, American mink, American 
crayfish and ruddy ducks, for example. Japanese knotweed is present in the village, muntjack deer 
roam the parish, while Canada geese gather along the Thames. In the 1960s Dutch elm disease culled 
many fine specimens and now leaf miner is affecting the horse chestnuts. There is the threat that ash 
trees will succumb to ash dieback and oak trees to the oak precessionary moth which was found in 
Pangbourne in 2010.  Harlequin ladybirds may replace the more familiar varieties; the tree bee is 
already here. As the climate changes, it is likely that species currently foreign to the UK will migrate 
here and that the optimum conditions for some now present will move further to the north. A tree 
survey of the village is to be conducted by the Group to list and record what trees exist at present.

Energy Policy

During the coming decade there have to be changes in the sources of the energy we use. The 
government has committed the UK to limit emissions of CO2 and to diversify sources of energy, so 
that renewables will supply a far greater proportion than in 2012. At the same time new generating 
stations are to be built using imported gas ― ’the dash for gas’, while new nuclear stations are being 
constructed to replace the aging ones at Hinckley Point and several other sites. Off-shore wind farms 
are rapidly increasing in number, there are more on-shore farms and there is the prospect that large 
volumes of ‘shale gas’ will be produced to reduce imports and improve the balance of payments. Of 
course the energy policies that promote these actions are national and EU and not led by the local 
community. However the attractions of the ‘feed in tariff’ caused some parishioners to install PV 
systems and there are similar incentives that could help the construction of a parish solar farm or a 
community wind turbine, one being the attractions of lower household electricity bills. Other 
possibilities include air and ground source heat pumps, while advances in the technology of energy 
storage may transform the use of intermittent renewable sources of power. But probably at the 
present time more benefits accrue to householders from improvements to insulation and the use of 
more energy efficient glass.  

Climate Change

On the global scale, evidence is mounting that the climate is changing. This change presents 
humankind with the most serious problem it has ever faced, one that has to be solved for the survival 
of civilisation on this planet. It is a problem unlike any other, as its consequences will only become 
apparent two or three generations hence. Then it will be too late to act. Action is needed now.  

Of course, there are those who think climate change is a big hoax dreamt up by scientists to keep 
themselves rich in research funds. These people and others, particularly those from the oil majors, 
disparage this research and attempt to denigrate the scientists involved, ‘Climategate’ being one 
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example. They have also tried to slow down the United Nations Conference of the Parties (COP) 
which seeks to reach agreement between nations on a programme to combat climate change. The 2012 
conference in Doha went some way to reaching the consensus needed.

The global temperature is rising at a rate unparalleled over geological time stretching over the last 500 
million years, with the consequence that glaciers are melting, sea ice in the Arctic is much reduced in 
the summer and the sea level is rising (some 11mm over the last 20 years). The earlier onset of spring 
is altering the flowering regimes of plants and patterns of bird migration and there is an apparent 
movement northwards and from the Continent of various plants, animals, insects and diseases. 
Whether or not weather extremes are due to the increasing global temperature is not yet clear, but as 
the atmosphere warms it can hold more moisture. The weight of scientific opinion is that the cause of 
global warming is the burning of fossil fuels. This increases the amount of carbon dioxide and other 
gases in the atmosphere and causes the greenhouse effect. It is estimated that when the Industrial 
Revolution started some 300 years ago, the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere was about 
280ppm. In 2012 it was about 390ppm with most of the rise occurring during the last 100 years. The 11 
year sunspot cycle, volcanic eruptions, changes in the obliquity of the earth’s axis and similar 
phenomena cannot explain this rapid and continuing rise in temperature. Are there any other 
geophysical or planetary explanations? These are not obvious. Those who decry global warming often 
complain that the data are not sufficiently accurate or do not cover enough of the globe to allow 
conclusions to be drawn. There is some truth in that remark as the coverage is poor.

But we are in the Anthropocene Period when humankind is reshaping the planet in such a way that 
the lives of our great grandchildren and succeeding generations will be degraded, unless reliance on 
fossil fuels can be severely reduced. Energy from renewable sources and nuclear power has to replace 
it: at the same time the use of energy needs to be cut back drastically. All life depends on the thin skin 
of atmosphere that girdles the earth, some 8 miles thick, and we are modifying it at our peril. 
Climatologists consider that the atmosphere can accommodate a rise in the global temperature of up 
to 2o C before the upward trend becomes irreversible.  

For South East England, wetter warmer winters, hotter drier summers and an increase in the daily 
rainfalls over 30mm are foreseen by 2080.These are predictions of the expected changes up to 2080 
which are published by the UK Climate Impact Programme (UKCIP). 

! TABLE 13: CLIMATE CHANGES PREDICTED FOR 2080 RELATIVE TO THE 1961- 90 MEANS

WINTER SUMMER

2-3 o C rise in winter temperatures! 3-4 o C rise in summer temperatures

10 to 30% rise in winter precipitation! 10 to 30% fall in summer precipitation
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Concluding Comments

Since Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne was published in 1789, there must have been 
innumerable studies of the ecology of parishes and comparable small units of the countryside.  This 
Second Edition of the Parish Conservation Plan is a modest addition to them. It describes the physical 
and human setting of the parish of Brightwell–cum-Sotwell as a background to the key activities 
mounted by the Environment Group between 1998 and 2012, activities concerned mainly with 
monitoring and managing aspects of the environment and raising the awareness of parishioners on 
environmental matters. 

Looking to the future, there is considerable need for continuing to assess what is happening to 
Brightwell-cum-Sotwell’s environment. There are so many changes taking place that should be  
measured and monitored, changes which make it even more imperative that exiting assets are 
managed with care. But some of the coming changes may require life styles to be modified and 
adaptations made that may seem too revolutionary and too extreme from today’s viewpoint. 
Nevertheless these will demand careful consideration and general agreement from the community to 
promote them so that their benefits may be shared.  Some of the forces bringing these changes are 
foreseen: the impact of the expansion of Didcot and Wallingford, the increasing traffic, the incoming 
pests, insects and diseases, such as tree diseases, together with more winter flooding and summer 
water shortages caused by an increasingly capricious climate. Reacting to these changes will be 
difficult and demanding. But there may be others emanating from sources now unknown, which may 
alter the social fabric of this community. Setting these problems aside, this Plan exudes the 
enthusiasm and dedication of a small group in their endeavours to work towards more effective 
conservation, sustainability and a low carbon future.

FIGURE 23. THE CROFT PATH UNDER SNOW
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Talks

Since its inception, the Environment Group has held two open meetings a year when we have invited 
speakers, each of whom an expert in their field, to talk to us.  The subjects have been many and varied 
and usually attract between 40 and 60 people: on one occasion we had visitors from as far away as 
Wantage.  Perhaps the most popular, particularly with children, were the talks on bats and birds of 
prey when the speakers brought along live specimens.

DATE TOPIC SPEAKER

November 1996 Birds and the environment John Brucker, Oxford Ornithological Society

March 1997 Air quality — where are we now? Alan Rees, Environmental Health, SODC

November 1997 Cycle ways Peter Snelson

April 1998 Butterflies Barry Collett

November 1998 Waste management Gina Coupar, Public Amenities Manager, SODC

March 1999 The environment and farming Mike Soper

November 1999 Bats Dave Endacott

February 2000 Working for woodlands Julian Hemery, Northmoor Trust

November 2000 Birds of prey and their environment Alex Lay, Thames Valley Falconry and 
Conservation Centre

February 2001 The landscape and ecology of Oxfordshire Craig Blackwell, County Ecologist

November 2001 Wetland conservation in the upper Thames Valley Lesley Sproat, Environment Agency

March 2002 Churchyards and their wildlife Rod and Helen D’Ayala

November 2002 Return of the Red Kite Nigel Snell, BBOWT

March 2003 Floods and climate change Terry Marsh, Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology

November 2003 Bird ringing Brian Shaw, Ornithologist

March 2004 Badgers of Wytham Woods Dr Chris Newman, Oxford University

November 2004 Bees and honey Viola Crowe, local bee-keeper,     
Stuart Bailey, Rowse Honey

March 2005 Otters and water voles Graham Scholey, Environment Agency

November 2005 Bug world: sex, violence and a cast of millions Dr George McGavin, Curator of Entomology at 
Oxford University Museum
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DATE TOPIC SPEAKER

March 2006 TEN YEAR CELEBRATION
Ponds displays provided by organisations 
including BBOWT, CPRE, CEH, Northmoor 
Trust, Thames Valley Energy Efficiency Centre, 
RSPB, Brightwell School, Highlands Farm, 
Sinodun Wine

Dr Steve Head, Ponds Conservation, Oxford 
Brookes University

November 2006 Project TImescape Harry Barton, Chief Executive, Northmoor 
Trust

April 2007 Sustainable energy for the home Ian Bacon, TV Energy

November 2007 The impact of environmental change on wildlife Nigel Philips, BBOWT

March 2008 Recycling of waste Lowelle Bryan, SODC

November 2008 Invaders (based on her research on ladybirds) Dr Helen Roy, Centre for Environment and 
Hydrology

March 2009 Life with hedgehogs Hugh Warwick, ecologist and journalist

November 2009 The Thames Steve Capel-Davies, civil engineering consultant

March 2010 National Traditional Orchards Project Anita Burroughs, People’s Trust for 
Endangered Species

November 2010 Wildlife conservation and BBOWT David Mancey, BBOWT

March 2011 Photovoltaic solar panels Dr Keith Richards, Managing Director TV 
Energy. Other speakers: Steve Carter of 
Ardenbam Energy; John Richards of Blewbury 
Energy Initiative; Garry McCracken (recently 
installed  solar panels)

November 2011 The Ridgeway John Tyler

March 2012 Has conservation failed? Dr Steve Head

November 2012 Climate change Professor Richard Harding, Centre for Ecology 
and Hydrology
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TABLE A. MONTHLY RAINFALLS AT HIGHLANDS FARM  1999 — 2012 (AMOUNTS IN MM) 
RECORDED BY ROSEMARY GREASBY.

Year Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Year

1999 76.3 24.5 30.8 48.9 44.5 57.9 8.2 84.5 101.4 60.3 34.8 85.5 657.6

2000 17.5 68.4 7.6 150.5 73.5 26.2 30.7 61.4 80 128.2 96.7 82.9 823.6

2001 63.6 58.3 76.6 73.1 33.8 19.5 28.9 84.5 40.8 103.4 33 17.3 632.8

2002 60 64.2 34.6 38.2 64.7 43.4 56 30.1 18.2 86 137.6 97.2 730.2

2003 71 20.5 21.2 37.3 32.1 48 36.6 9.1 16.1 34.7 96.8 51.2 474.6

2004 70.1 31 45.6 60.2 39.7 27 31.7 131.5 22.8 101.2 27.8 41.4 630

2005 20 16.8 51.7 51.1 17.8 48.5 40.8 37.7 47.8 50 42.1 67.2 491.5

2006 14.2 37.1 32.2 32.4 94 7.1 32.7 48.8 61 109.5 65.9 62.1 597

2007 67.7 60 40.2 1.5 137.5 103.8 98.8 34.9 29.4 44.7 68.1 49.3 735.9

2008 76.8 16.1 76.7 54.1 79.9 73.8 78.1 81.4 66.4 43.9 77.2 35.3 759.7

2009 46.1 57.9 18.3 29.5 47.1 33.7 83.9 50.3 11.6 53.5 108.3 64.8 605

2010 69.5 66 41.7 22.1 32.1 22 17.2 117 46.3 42 44.8 26.1 546.8

2011 80.3 39.2 9 4.6 42.3 52.4 32 60.5 26.3 17.8 29.7 70.6 464.7

2012 35.3 18.1 22.6 124.8 34.7 125.1 82.4 55.2 56.4 95.8 72.6 96 819

Average 54.9 41.3 36.3 52.0 55.3 49.2 47.0 63.4 44.6 69.4 66.8 60.5 640.6

TABLE B. MONTHLY RAINFALLS AT SHERWOOD FARM  1999 — 2012. (AMOUNTS IN MM)
RECORDED BY ANGUS DART.

Year Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Year

1999 92.8 22.9 30.1 46.6 47.2 57.6 4.0 75.2 95.2 55.0 31.0 99.0 656.6

2000 16.5 64.4 7.8 136.0 69.7 28.2 33.1 52.5 79.7 130.4 99.2 86.6 804.1

2001 65.5 58.0 76.3 66.2 30.9 25.2 26.3 101.0 41.3 95.6 30.4 17.5 634.2

2002 59.7 63.1 31.9 38.0 61.1 42.2 53.7 26.3 19.5 82.1 129.3 72.1 679.0

2003 72.1 20.6 21.4 28.6 33.9 44.0 32.9 8.4 15.2 32.0 99.6 43.8 452.5

2004 60.1 31.5 43.3 57.2 36.0 25.6 28.5 134.0 21.3 100.7 25.3 38.4 601.9

2005 19.2 16.3 44.2 45.3 14.1 41.8 34.3 32.7 44.2 47.7 41.8 63.3 444.9

2006 13.9 30.9 28.5 26.4 88.7 7.7 38.5 34.9 61.9 111.4 63.7 67.4 573.9

2007 63.8 70.8 36.4 1.6 142.7 93.7 94.1 31.1 26.8 43.4 60.1 53.5 718.0

2008 75.6 16.6 74.9 52.5 76.4 65.2 76.8 68.5 56.9 42.3 71.6 40.9 718.2

2009 45.0 47.2 17.8 26.0 41.7 43.3 81.9 40.8 12.7 54.4 102.6 66.0 579.4

2010 59.5 59.6 33.8 19.8 28.2 19.2 17.6 112.0 41.6 40.0 42.8 25.3 499.4

2011 73.2 38.4 8.5 3.5 37.1 46.9 32.0 59.1 24.3 22.5 28.2 65.7 439.4

2012 32.2 17.9 21.1 118.1 31.2 125.3 68.2 47.3 36.6 102.1 70.5 98.8 769.3

Average 53.5 39.8 34.0 47.5 52.7 48.5 44.4 58.8 41.2 68.5 64.0 59.9 612.8

48


