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Rationale 

Previous attempts to create and maintain areas of open water further down the SSSI failed because 

of the depth of the pools created was insufficient to prevent the rapid recolonization of cleared 

areas by Phragmites and because of access difficulties for maintenance equipment due to 

frequently high water levels over which there is no control. The advantage of the current proposal 

is that the ditch would remain accessible from the adjacent bank irrespective of the water level in 

the lower SSSI. The open water and gently sloping banks would benefit a variety of birds, fish, 

amphibians and invertebrates and planting would be targeted at encouraging breeding Cetti’s and 

Sedge Warblers and passage Aquatic Warblers. At present the area of open water within the SSSI is 

at the lower level of the 10-30% recommended in the HLS prescriptions for HQ3 Maintenance of 

reedbeds. Natural England has approved the previous attempts to create open water at SML. 

The 1.5m - 2.0m depth of water in the centre of the proposed ditch is necessary to prevent 

Phragmites growing there; flooding can be used to control Phragmites when 1m of water covers 

the rhizome for an extended period during the growing season, usually four months (Ontario 

Ministry of Natural Resources, 2011). Thus only the sloping bank areas and parts of the raised bank 

would require occasional mechanical clearance. The bank would also provide easy access to the 

ditch for contractor’s plant when vegetation or silt requires removal. 

The area to the east of the public footpath was not reedbed when the site was declared an SSSI but 

the elimination of grazing here, following purchase of the land by Devon Birds, has resulted in 

colonisation by reed. It is not currently an area favoured by Cetti’s warbler. The raised access and 

maintenance bank would follow the line of an existing bank with some scrub and would not impact 

significantly on the adjacent reeds. Once scrub establishes along the northern edge of the new 

widened bank and ditch it should prove attractive to Cetti’s warbler, reed bunting and sedge 

warbler. The ditch here borders an area on its southern margin maintained as grassland, which 

would offer open views along its length. Vegetation on this southern edge could easily be 

maintained by mowing, which is currently sufficient to prevent the spread of reed. 

The southern ditch is a significant source of water into the upper and middle Ley, which is also the 

driest part of the reserve and supports a mixture of poor quality reed, Reed Canary Grass (Phalaris 

arundinacea), Common Nettle (Urtica dioica) and Hemlock Water Dropwort (Oenanthe crocata) as 

a consequence. The proposed location is of limited ecological value currently and a widened ditch 



at this location would benefit from the lack of saline influence in this area. The inlet and outlet 

inverts of the widened ditch will remain at current levels. This will create a deeper area of open 

water in between. A sluice will be installed at the western end of the ditch to allow continued and 

unchanged flow along the ditch and down the Ley and to enable fine control of the water levels 

within the ditch. Levels can then be lowered to increase the muddy margins if required at 

appropriate times of year and to facilitate clearance of Phragmites. The volume of the proposed 

ditch would create a substantial reservoir of fresh water immediately adjacent to the driest part of 

the reedbed, which would benefit by sub-irrigation. The current supply of water to the adjacent 

reedbed will not be adversely affected. There are no field drains discharging into the reedbed along 

the proposed length of the bank, which could be blocked by its construction. 

Creating a reservoir of water to the east of the public footpath will have a positive impact on the 

water table. South Milton Stream was formerly a shallow, meandering watercourse, which supplied 

the majority of the water to the upper and middle Leys, (Figure 7). 

 
Figure 7: South Milton Stream prior to dredging in 1994. 

As a result of the dredging of the stream in 1994 and the creation of an access path (Figure 8), the 

eastern part of the SSSI has seen a significant lowering of the water table in recent decades and 

consequent spread of trees.  



 
Figure 8: South Milton Stream following dredging in 1994. 

The water table has fallen by c. 1.5m in the north-eastern part of the SSSI and this has created 

gradients both down and across the reserve. Similarly, works on the public footpath, also in 1994 

(Figure 9), required the installation of lateral drains to ensure continued water flow down the Ley. 

Unfortunately, these drains are frequently above the water table during the summer months and as 

a result no water flows under the footpath at that time of year.  

 
Figure 9: The southern footbridge on the public footpath across the reserve in 1994. 

The results from a series of transects across the reserve to measure reed growth (Figure 10), clearly 

illustrate the adverse impact of these works on the biomass of reeds (Figure 11) with a north-south 

gradient across transect 1 and significantly reduced growth across the whole width of transect 2. 



 
Figure 10: Location of transects used to determine biomass of Common Reed (Phragmites australis). 

 
Figure 11: Biomass of Common Reed (Phragmites australis) g
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across three transects at South Milton Ley, 

(Powell, 2000). 

The elevation of South Milton Ley decreases by 6m from its eastern end over a distance of 1.5km 

down to the sandbar at South Milton Sands, a gradient of 1 in 500 or 0.2%. Therefore over the 

maximum 100m length of widened ditch the fall will be c. 20cm. The volume of water held will 

significantly increase from about 50m
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 after excavation, 
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raising the water table by diffusion during periods of low rainfall and alleviating some of the issues 

described above. The average September flow rate in South Milton Stream has been measured at 

248m
3
hr

-1
 (Latimer, 1991) and 104m

3
hr

-1 
(Powell, 2000). The flow rate in the southern ditch has 

been measured at 10% of this or 24.8-10.4m
3
hr

-1
. The volume of the widened ditch will be between 

560m
3
 and 700m

3
 depending on the length excavated. Consequently, at average flows the ditch 

should fill completely from empty in around three days. 

The substrate in this part of the Ley is heavy clay without an overlying layer of peat (see Figures 8 

and 9). It is estimated that the excavations will generate a maximum of 6m
3
 of spoil per linear 

meter of ditch, which will be used to construct the raised bank along its northern edge. Allowing for 

a loss of volume of 15-25% following consolidation (FAO, 2017), the resultant four meter wide bank 

will have an overall height of a little over 1 meter enabling it to join seamlessly with the public 

footpath across the reserve, also about 1 meter in height (Figure 9). 

The landward edge of the bank on the northern side of the ditch, constructed using spoil from the 

excavations, will benefit Cetti’s Warblers, following the establishment of appropriate shrubs and 

bramble. Sedge Warblers also have a well-documented preference for reedbed margins and ditches 

with scattered shrubs and other emergent vegetation. The sloping banks should prove attractive to 

Water Rail, Snipe, Common and Green Sandpipers and possibly passage Spotted Crake. There is also 

the likelihood that passage Aquatic Warblers would find the habitat suitable. Some sections of bank 

will be left vertical. With Phragmites kept at bay, a 4m wide ditch would enable both banks and the 

open water to be viewed from the public footpath across the reserve, something which is 

impossible elsewhere at SML. 

A secondary benefit of the current proposal is that there will be an opportunity for increased public 

engagement. If the habitat successfully attracts some of the species detailed above, Devon Birds 

will install a viewing blind with interpretive boards at the western end of the widened ditch. This 

would provide opportunities for their members and the public to view the birds without disturbing 

them or the habitat. Public engagement was identified as a priority in a recent review of all Devon 

Birds’ reserves and viewing opportunities elsewhere at South Milton Ley are limited due to the 

density of the reedbed and the lack of open water. A blind has the potential to enhance the visitor 

experience and provide new perspectives on nature and wildlife, whilst interpretive media can 

increase knowledge and appreciation. 



 
Figure 12: A typical wildlife viewing blind 

 
Figure 13: Intended result of widened and deepened ditch as viewed looking east from the public footpath 

across the reserve, (at South Milton Ley SSSI the area to the right of the ditch is pasture). 
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