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Description and Reasons for Notification
Lye Valley is one of the best recorded examples of a calcareous valley fen in southern England, a nationally rare and
threatened habitat which is virtually confined to parts of Oxfordshire, East Anglia and North Wales.
The area has been studied by botanists since the 17th century and aroused particular interest during Victorian times. Over
300 species of vascular plants have been recorded at different periods, including many which are strongly associated with
calcareous fens and are uncommon in southern Britain, although several have not been recorded for many years.
The SSSI consists of two areas of open calcareous fen situated in a shallow valley drained by the Lye Brook, close to the
centre of Oxford. The total area of wetland vegetation has changed dramatically this century due to infilling at the
northern end of the valley, landscaping of a golf course to the west and construction of houses and gardens (many of which
still contain remnants of fen habitat) to the east. Hydrological studies suggest that these modifications have increased
water run-off and led to erosion of the stream channel, also altering conditions locally within the fen areas.
The fens are supplied predominantly from the lateral movement of water percolating through base-rich Corrallian Beds;
spring and seepage lines occur where freely-draining calcareous grits and sands meet the impervious Oxford Clay. Under
these conditions a base-rich peat up to 1.5 metres thick has been laid down along parts of the valley.
A study of preserved pollen, macroscopic plant remains and molluscs has shown how there was a succession from open
water to reedswamp, which existed for about 500 years until the peat built up to form a fen. Due to alkaline ground-water
there has been no development to acid bog.
The SSSI contains the main surviving areas of calcareous valley fen vegetation on permanently waterlogged peat in the
valley. These are dominated by rushes, Juncus spp. and sedges, Carex spp. and are an example of a rare plant
community known as 'black bog rush Schoenus nigricans-blunt flowered rush Juncus subnodulosus mire' (the former
species has long been extinct in this site). Associated plants include long-stalked yellow sedge Carex lepidocarpa, fen
bedstraw Galium uliginosum, marsh valerian Valeriana dioica, bog pimpernel Anagallis tenella, bogbean Menyanthes
trifoliata, marsh arrowgrass Triglochin palustris, devil's-bit scabious Succisa pratensis, marsh helleborine Epipactis
palustris and marsh lousewort Pedicularis palustris. Less common species include broad-leaved cottongrass
Eriophorum latifolium, which has a widespread, but very localised distribution in Britain, and parsley water-dropwort
Oenanthe lachenalii which is uncommon inland. Also occurring are grass-of-Parnassus Parnassia palustris and the
insectivorous common butterwort Pinguicula vulgaris which are both rare in southern England.

OVER/

The fen community grades into other vegetation types, often dominated by common reed Phragmites australis and tall
herbs such as meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria, great willowherb Epilobium hirsutum and hemp-agrimony
Eupatorium cannabinum on the valley sides, and tufted hair grass Deschampsia cespitosa and common knapweed
Centaurea nigra on better drained soils.
Many species of mosses thrive in the damp conditions of the fen. Drepanocladus revolvens is a distinctive species
characteristic of enriched flushed peat and Ctenidium molluscum is found in a wide range of calcareous habitats. Some
species are uncommon or rare and are more strongly associated with fens. These include Campylium stellatum,
Plagiomnium elatum and Brachythecium mildeanum. Cratoneuron commutatum and C. filicinum occur in the wettest
areas.
A wide range of terrestrial and aquatic invertebrates has been recorded, and insects in particular were well documented
by entomologists earlier this century with many national rarities recorded at this time, including the beetle Eubria palustris,
the hoverfly Othonerva geniculata and soldier flies Odontomyia argentata, Oxycera pardalina and Stratiomys
chamaeleon (the last of which occurs in only one other locality in Britain). The status of these insects in Lye Valley is
now uncertain, although recent records include the nationally rare soldier fly Vanoyia tenuicornis. Two uncommon
spiders, Xysticus ulmi and Anistea elegans inhabit the fen.
Aquatic species of invertebrates occurring in the Lye Brook include the water slater Asellus meridianus and stonefly
Nemoura erratica which in the Oxford area appear to be associated with springs and small streams on calcareous fens.
A variety of birds inhabit the Lye Valley; those most directly associated with the marshy areas being reed warblers and
reed buntings which breed, water rail which has been seen on passage, and snipe which visit in winter.

