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Welcome 
 

Save our chalk streams! 
 
George Monbiot, writing powerfully in the Guardian on 21st July, highlights the risks now facing our 
chalk streams from animal dung.  Chalk streams are one of the rarest habitats globally:  exact figures 
are hard to come by, but it is generally reckoned that there are about 210 of these pristine rivers in 
the world, and that around 150 of them are in England.  The article concentrated on the  catchment 
area of the river Wye, which is now the centre of the UK’s industrial chicken farming industry, home 
at any one time to an estimated 20 million chickens.  Huge amounts of low value waste are spread 
onto nearby fields, with runoff draining into the river after rain.  This leads to enrichment of the river 
water, causing algae and diatoms to multiply, smothering all underwater surfaces in a layer of slime 
and ousting water crowfoot, which provided nursery grounds for fish and other aquatic creatures. 
 
What has all this to do with Hambrook Marshes?  The river Stour is a fine chalk stream, but one that 
is at risk, and in view of Southern Water’s recent £90 million fine for polluting rivers and coasts in 
southern England, nowhere can now be considered safe. 
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Monbiot was also involved in Rivercide, a 60-minute independently-produced documentary, which 
can be viewed here.  
 
In the film it was reported that mapping along the river Wye suggests that 90-97% of the water 
crowfoot has disappeared:  a classic indicator of clear chalk streams, with its long, trailing fronds that 
wave languorously in the slow current, its white flowers breaking through the water surface, water 
crowfoot epitomises all that is wondrous about these very special streams and rivers.  Two aerial 
shots (below) that appear in the documentary demonstrate the extent of the loss.  

2019 view, the water crowfoot clearly visible as long green tresses 

The identical view, at the same time of year, in 2020, without a trace of water crowfoot 
 

https://rivercide.tv/
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What’s happening on the Marshes? 
 

Summer photographic competition winner 
Congratulations to Helen Simpson on winning the latest competition with this atmospheric depiction 
of Hambrook Marshes in summer.

 
 
 
Wonderful willow weaving 
At the time of writing, there are still two vacancies for this course on Sunday 8th August, which is 
ideal for children or adults.  One is at 10am, the other at 10.45am, and the price is £5.  Click here to 
book a place on the Eventbrite website.  Meet at the willow bed near the entrance from Whitehall 
Road. 
 
 
  

https://willowweaving.eventbrite.co.uk/
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Visitor survey 
Twelve volunteers manned a succession of two-hour slots from 7am to 7pm on Sunday 18th and 
Wednesday 21st July.  The counting was all carried out from the point where the footbridge path 
from the park and ride meets the main riverside route.  Further number crunching will be carried out 
later, but here are a few of the more interesting, or even unexpected, results: 
 

 A total of 1451 people were recorded over 24 hours spread across two days 

 Only 10% of visitors were children, the proportion falling to just 7% on Wednesday 

 Most of the visitors were coming out from Canterbury (67%), as expected, with 29% coming 
over the footbridge, and just 4% walking across the field from the Whitehall Road direction 

 Adding the two days’ figures together, the busiest two-hour period was 5-7pm, with 307 
visitors, and the busiest single-day period was also at 5-7pm, with 211 visitors, but on 
Wednesday, rather than the expected Sunday. 

 Only 5% of visitors were dog-walking 

 54% of visitors were walking, 32% cycling and 9% running.  The remaining 5% were made up 
of people on electric scooters, mobility scooters and skateboards. 

 Perhaps the biggest surprise was the recording of 30 people on e-scooters, a phenomenon 
unknown when the original survey was carried out in 2015. 

 Although the path is easily accessible by mobility scooter from Canterbury and across the 
bridge from the park and ride, only six were seen in the 24 hours of monitoring. 

 There were just five skateboarders and a single unicyclist! 
 
Usage by category of visitor is shown in the pie chart below. 

 
No two days are ever going to be “average”, and this year was no exception, with the temperature 
reaching 30° on both days.  This may well have resulted in people staying in their gardens or going to 
the seaside, and could also account for what seemed to be the anomalously high number of visitors 
at 5-7pm on Wednesday, with people coming out in the early evening to avoid the heat of the day.  
The figures for the 2015 survey were all considerably higher, but this was due to a slightly longer 

walkers

cyclists

runners
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observation period, both count days being at the weekend, and counts carried out at all four 
entrances, so there would have been a huge amount of double counting.  If we can assume that 
everyone would have been counted twice on that survey, it then becomes possible to make some 
sort of comparison.  
 
 2015 survey* 2021 survey 
 
Walkers 913 787 
Cyclists 511 463 
Runners n/a 131 
Mobility scooter 2 6 
Child in buggy 26 28 
e-scooter 0 30 
Other n/a 6 
 
Total 1452 1451 
 
* Original figures halved to allow for double counting 
 
The totals then come out with just one person difference for the total number of visitors, which 
makes it look very much as though the whole survey was rigged, and that no volunteers ever actually 
carried out the counts!  However, bearing in mind the earlier caveats about the original survey 
lasting two hours (8%) longer, and being carried out over a weekend rather than a Sunday and 
Wednesday, it does look as though numbers have risen in the intervening six years.  Note that 
runners weren’t given their own category in 2015, but were lumped with walkers. 
 
Although more use appeared to be made of the marshes by mobility scooters this year, the numbers 
were too low to be statistically significant, and it leaves open the question of whether we should be 
doing more to publicise this green facility to users of mobility scooters. 

 
Finally, to end this brief 
analysis, the bar chart (left) 
shows how the adult visitor 
figures compare on the two 
days of the survey.  Numbers 
were higher in the middle part 
of the day on Sunday than on 
Wednesday, but higher at the 
start and end of the day on 
Wednesday.  This discrepancy 
could have a variety of causes, 
not least the tendency for 
people to lie in on Sunday.  As 

already discussed, the Wednesday end-of-day peak could be partly explained as being due to 
avoidance of the earlier heat.  The excess of early and late Wednesday numbers over the 
comparable Sunday periods is also likely to be influenced by the riverside’s use as a commuter 
corridor.  The 5-7pm jump on Wednesday may also reflect people being unable to use the marshes 
during the working day, but then enjoying a post-work evening stroll. 
 
We owe a huge debt of thanks to the twelve volunteers who defied the blistering sun to man their 
posts for two hours at a stretch, and without whom none of these results could be calculated.  Many 
thanks one and all. 
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Some months ago I railed against the 
Environment Agency for installing hideous 
anti-climb grills on the iron pipe that spans 
the Stour.  I had planned to paint the 
offending metalwork an innocuous grey, but 
also to grow great bindweed seeds in the 
greenhouse for planting out next year in the 
hope that they would twine their way up the 
metalwork.  Well, nature has beaten me to it!  
Bindweed that was already present on the 
riverbank has, without any human 
intervention, found its way onto the mesh 
and is starting to hide it rather nicely! 

 
The same agency has also made a mess of our 
land by felling leaning trees and unceremoniously 
dumping the wood on our riverbank, creating a 
series of large obstacles for our contractor to mow 
round.  We are hoping that EA can be persuaded 
to dispose of their unwanted trees a bit more 
thoughtfully in future.  It isn’t even clear why the 
agency is persisting in removing leaning trees to 
maximise flow, when all the evidence points to the 
need to slow down surge flow in order to reduce 
the risk of flooding downstream. 

 
Someone has made a laudable, but 
incomplete, attempt to cover up the legions 
of graffiti on the stanchions supporting the 
A2 bridge.  We plan to finish off the job, 
using paint that is slightly closer to the colour 
of concrete, and at the same time cover over 
the huge red GUFF lettering that desecrates 
the side of the bridge.  The clump of trees 
planted nearby last year is already beginning 
to screen out the bridge for visitors walking 
along the river path from Canterbury.   

 
 
The path edges have been mown again.  
Unfortunately, our new contractor’s mower is 
throwing a large amount of the cut grass onto the 
path.  We are hoping that by adjusting his mowing 
method – getting him to mow in the opposite 
direction – more of the cut material will be thrown 
back into the verge. 
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Wildlife Report 

 
There was a crumb of comfort to be had from seeing a flock of 13 swifts dashing silently over the 
river on 13th, as this species is in decline, markedly so in the Canterbury area, but perhaps gone for 
ever are the days when you could expect to see posses of them screaming like hooligans as they 
careened up and down many of the city’s streets.  Two green woodpeckers glimpsed on 4th were 
probably juveniles, which are rather dowdier than their parents, but so far as I am aware they 
weren’t reared on Hambrook.  A sky-blue half eggshell on the ground was, however, fairly convincing 
evidence of starlings having bred successfully here. 
 
Last year I found a single seedcase of what I thought was pale 
flax in the Boardwalk field, but without the flower to examine 
I was reluctant to add it to the Hambrook plant list.  This 
month I’ve stumbled upon four widely scattered single 
flowers (right) of this rather slight plant;  thin-stemmed and 
narrow-leaved, it is next to impossible to find amongst the 
grass unless given away by its pale blue bell-like flower.  A 
smaller, more delicate version of the cultivated flax that 
briefly became a familiar sight in the countryside, it is quite a 
scarce plant in Kent, occurring mainly between Deal and 
Dover.  Normally found on dry ground, it seems rather out of 
place at Hambrook, and once again I am left wondering if it 
was imported with spoil to backfill the gravel pits, or 
deliberately introduced by the previous owners. 
 
Simon Pettman has spent a great deal of time recently 
photographing damselflies and dragonflies on the marshes, in 
the process establishing the presence of two new species – 

the four-spotted chaser and 
Norfolk hawker (left).  Until about 
ten years ago it was, as hinted at 
by its name, more or less confined 
to the Norfolk Broads.  But then 
something inexplicable happened 
and seemingly overnight it has 
spread throughout the south east, 
from the Wash down to the Isle of 
Wight.  Did a new mutation arise 
that made the species more 
adventurous – more willing to 
move long distances and with less 
exacting habitat requirements?  
We may never know.  Its brown 
colouration isn’t distinctive, but 
those green eyes are, as is the 
pale, elongated triangle at the top 

of the abdomen (not visible in the photo). 
 

Norfolk hawker photo courtesy of Simon Pettman 
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