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ABINGDON-ON-THAMES TOWN COUNCIL 

GREEN ADVISORY AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

THURSDAY 20 APRIL 2021 

Agenda item 8: Biodiversity Plan 

 
 
SUGGESTIONS FOR BIODIVERSITY in Abingdon 
 
Notes by John Killick, March 2021. 
  
Biodiversity is the wonderful variety of living creatures. A committee of The Town Council asked 
me in February 2021 to contribute to a Biodiversity plan for Abingdon. The overall objective must 
be to increase the variety of living things as far as is practicable. Nature will help us, if permitted, 
as its natural succession is from bare ground to forest, absorbing CO2 as it goes. 
 
Our problem is the huge losses in the last century. Arable agriculture has destroyed almost 
everything except the crops. There are estimates that numbers of insect have halved, and 
likewise the house sparrow, the commonest bird in RSPB’s big garden birdwatch. Of 1600 plant 
species in The Flora of Oxfordshire (Killick, Perry and Woodell 1998), 400 are now rare enough 
to get a mention in “Oxfordshire’s Threatened Plants” (Erskine, Killick, Lambrick and Lee 2018); 
thirteen of these were in Abingdon. 
 
Our first task is, obviously, to assess what species Abingdon has, and we are doing this with the 
help of Abingdon Naturalists Society and others. We must ensure the known assets are not lost. 
Locally, the available space for living creatures has steadily decreased. When Abingdon was 
County Town of Berkshire, until 1869, the population was perhaps 6,000, occupying a small 
fraction of that in the 2021 Neighbourhood Plan. Much of the area in the Plan was farmland, 
orchards, gardens (bigger on average and growing more vegetables than now), horse paddocks 
and the newly created Albert Park. It is well documented in the Ordnance map of 1875. Paved 
roads were few, as tarmac was not patented until E P Hooley did so in 1902. Most of the area 
was then “green” and its plants hardly affected by herbicides and pesticides. Many of 
“Oxfordshire’s Threatened Plants” would have still been plentiful; many of today’s garden plants 
would not yet have arrived. 
 
By 2001 Abingdon’s population had increased beyond recognition, to 30,626, rising to 33,130 
by 2011 and 39,929 (provisional) by 2018. 1000 new houses are now being built near Dunmore 
Road, and with 313,000 net immigration to UK in the year to March 2020, more building seems 
inevitable.  
 
For a long time now, all new roads have been paved. In many recent developments such as 
offices, supermarkets and the A34 carriageway, plants have been almost totally excluded. In 
newer developments, gardens are often small. Car ownership in Abingdon reflects the national 
picture (c. 40 million cars in 2021) and this is reflected in the replacement of many front gardens 
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by paving and cars. In Baker Road where I live, nearly 40% of front gardens are mostly or fully 
paved. For reasons of visibility many roads have strips of short grass. Fortunately, many recent 
developments have included local green spaces and tree planting. 
 
We thus want to find ways of increasing the number and variety of species of all kinds, in what 
has been an ever- decreasing amount of green space. I first consider plants because most other 
organisms depend on them and many people can recognize them. The greater the variety of 
plants, the greater the variety (sometimes very many) that depend on them. 
 
 
Ways to increase biodiversity.  
 
My first suggestion is to stop or decrease the use of herbicides; wildflower meadows support far 
more species than lawns. Where acceptable, we could allow grass that contains wild flowers or 
“weeds” to grow long for some weeks, or to become wildflower meadow. 
 
Where in this steadily decreasing area, should the increases in biodiversity should be 
attempted? We should at first note public areas that are already of high interest such as Albert 
Park, Barton Fields, the Abbey gardens and parts of the Abbey Fishponds nature reserve. We 
should also identify some of the more species-rich gardens in private hands, wooded areas and 
road verges, record in them and enhance them.   Abingdon has quite a lot of local green spaces 
which have trees and not very exciting mown grassland; here, both the interest and biodiversity 
could be improved. We also need creative ways of introducing plants, onto walls, fences and 
roofs. 
 
 
The Species to Encourage 
 
Tree planting is an obvious choice, which the Town Council and Abingdon Carbon Cutters are 
pursuing. There is also a widely expressed feeling that we should enhance biodiversity by 
allowing hitherto mown grass to grow.  
 
At a Carbon Cutters meeting I chose to discuss the planting of shrubs, here interpreted widely 
to include some climbers and small trees. Being smaller, they are easier to fit in than trees. I 
have recorded over 30 native ones in Abingdon, and even more introduced ones. Many already 
do well in our gardens, parks and open spaces. Perhaps less widely known are those planted in 
business and science parks and in some of the newer housing developments. 
 
Together they are attractive in themselves and food for wildlife from the hazel and Viburnum of 
January, through the blossoms of spring and autumn fruits to the holly berries at Christmas.  
 
The wild ones include hawthorn, blackthorn and gorse and we could plant some less usual ones 
like barberry and buckthorn. 
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White flowers are the most widespread, with hawthorn, blackthorn, cherry plum and other 
Prunus, wayfaring tree, guelder rose, Laurustinus and other Viburnums, elder (widely bird-
sown), Lilac, Choisya. 
 
Among bright yellow shrubs are Forsythia, Laburnum (hybrid preferred), several large-flowered 
St John’s-worts, Winter Jasmine, Potentilla fruticosa and the wild and (several) introduced 
Barberries. 
 
Coloured twigs are a bonus in several species including dogwoods and willows. 
 
Cotoneasters, imported from Europe, the Near East, the Himalayas and China, have been widely 
planted. Of 91 kinds, some have become widely popular in business parks; those with white 
flowers make spectacular displays, those with red ones less so. Their red or black berries can 
be a bonanza for birds which help them to spread widely; four kinds arrived in my previous 
garden. 
 
Legumes (fix nitrogen): Brooms (Cytisus), Genista hispanica, Spartium, Bladder Senna 
(Colutea), Hippocrepis emerus, Judas tree (Cercis) 
 
Spiny species may be useful in some situations, examples being Blackthorn, Hawthorn, Gorse, 
Barberries (Berberis), Pyracantha. 
 
Strong scents are found in many such as Daphne, honeysuckles, Mock Orange (Philadelphus) 
and some Viburnums. 
 
Lonicera ranges from climbing Honeysuckles to Wilson’s Honeysuckle, a Box-like shrub with tiny 
flowers seen if at all in April. Clematis for walls and fences. 
 
Plus a few others: tree mallow Lavatera trimestris, Snowberry Symphoricarpus and Coralberry 
S. chenaultii, Cornus mas, Smoke tree Cotinus, Tamarisk, Spindle (Euonymus, pink fruit), 
Spotted-laurel (Aucuba). 
 
Climate change could lead to hot, dry summers and wetter winters, more like the Mediterranean. 
This gives scope for compact, aromatic plants such as Lavender, Thyme, Rosemary, Jerusalem 
Sage (Phlomis), Cistus. 
 
In my previous garden I put garden and kitchen compost on the flowerbeds; I mowed the lawn 
for much of the year but allowed primroses, cowslips, bulbous buttercups and mouse-ear 
hawkweed to flower in season (effectively as extra flowerbeds). I never fertilized the lawn, and 
used herbicide as minimal spot treatment. When new wild flowers appeared I was glad to see 
them; I recorded 190 plants in the 30 years I was there. I only realized later that I had been 
performing a natural experiment; the absence of lawn fertilizer had improved the conditions for 
fungi such as wax caps, and for ants. Bumblebees thrived.  
 
Fungi do best in the absence of fertilizer and disturbance; they thrive in soils rich in carbon, and 
often in partnership with trees – most obviously in ancient woodland. Abingdon’s best fungi are 
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in Albert Park; many grow under its trees, while the grass is sufficiently free of fertilizer to allow 
fairy rings of champignon (Marasmius) perhaps 20-30 years old. 
 
 
I welcome help. 
 
Abingdon must have over 10, 000 gardens, varying hugely in the plants grown and how they are 
managed, I look to the Abingdon Horticultural Society and others to suggest which of the plants 
I have mentioned will grow well in practice, and how to get the best results. 
 
As I reported before, referring to Shotover, near Oxford, the numbers of flowering plants are 
dwarfed by the numbers of other groups notably insects and fungi. These groups can contribute 
to biodiversity far more than plants do; Abingdon Naturalists Society are actively looking at many 
of these. Many people can report frogs, butterflies and hedgehogs. Because birds are observed 
and fed by many people, we can learn much about them and make Abingdon more bird-friendly. 
Every decision about development will affect biodiversity; most will destroy most of the 
biodiversity on the chosen site. This can be countered to an extent by insisting on planting of 
trees, local green spaces, gardens and water features.  However, I have known cases where 
intended trees are not planted or are removed, or where green spaces or hedges left in situ have 
subsequently disappeared. Buildings and tarmac too close to existing trees can in time kill them.  
 
 
Some further thoughts. 
 
Being close to the Rivers Thames and Ock, Abingdon formerly had some nice wetland and 
aquatic plants. However, the aquatic flora of the Thames has been described as 
“comprehensively degraded” (M J Crawley, The Flora of Berkshire, p.54, 2005) and “a priority 
for conservation.”  The Thames bank had far more flowers 40 years ago than now. The Ock 
would have been a little better, but the silt widely spread in the floods of 2007 must have been 
rich in wasted fertiliser and farmyard waste. By the Ock walk the choicer plants have mostly 
been overtopped by coarser ones. The flora of ponds depends much on the catchment; we could 
create new examples by looking at two in Wandyke Furlong and with advice from 
freshwaterhabitats.org.uk.  
 
Nationally, most (97% has been cited) traditional meadows have disappeared, but we could re-
create some in the Abbey Meadow using the experience of Abingdon Carbon Cutters there, and 
of Abingdon Naturalists Society in Barton Fields, and sowing wild seed gathered by BBOWT. 
Where grass created from turf is allowed to grow long, unexpected species can turn up; my 
previous garden had 19 kinds of grass, and I knew a lawn rich in orchids. Some of the lighter 
soils in the NW part of Abingdon are worth experimentation. We might also be able to enhance 
the verges of the A34.  

https://freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/

