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Definitions 

 

A pond is a small more or less still water body up to 2 hectares (c. 5 acres) in size which holds water for 

at least four months of the year. It can be man made or natural. It may have an obvious in and/or out flow 

– with one or more sources of water (stream, ditch, flooding, rainwater, groundwater, surface or sub-

surface run off, spring etc). A lower size limit of 1 square metre can also be applied – but this is not 

critical. Large water bodies (typically described as lakes, though like ponds they may be allocated many 

different titles) because of their size tend to have different features, for example they often will develop 

significant wave action and thus potential for eroding banks – an atypical feature of smaller water bodies. 

Rivers and the like tend to be linear bodies with flowing water, ditches linear water bodies which may or 

may slow moving or still water. Short ditches are in some ways analogous with ponds. The broad 

definition of ponds as used above could perhaps also be applied to particular parts of moorland or bogs. In 

reality there is a continuous gradation of habitats from wet to dry and one type wet habitat to another. 

Classifying and defining habitats is an entirely artificial construct to aid understanding. Don’t allow such 

definitions to become limiting factors when creating good habitats such as “ponds”.   

 

 

Basic Pond Ecology 

 

Recent research by Pond Conservation has shown ponds on a regional level to be the most important 

freshwater habitat supporting more species and more (twice as many) rare species than other more 

celebrated freshwater habitats. One of the main reasons for this is that there is no one pond, which is 

exactly the same as any other. Also, they are mostly stand-alone bodies, not linked directly to other 

freshwater habitats. Rivers by contrast, for example, may be variable but are a continuous water body 

with a great deal of homogeneity of habitat along their length in terms of the habitats and species present. 

Some of the specific findings of this research include: 

 

 Ponds may be artificial man-made habitats - but they are also natural habitats, which have been 

around for as long as water has been on the earth! 

 The species that use artificial ponds are exactly the same as those in natural ponds, the only difference 

is the mechanism by which the pond was created. 

 By looking at natural ponds can we understand what makes a pond good for wildlife – and by using 

this information better manage existing ponds and create good new ones.  

 All ponds can be good for wildlife - not just the larger deeper mid-succession permanent water ponds 

beloved by modern man. Many natural ponds are very small, often shallow and sometimes short lived. 

 Ponds do change over time, e.g. they may fill in with leaves, become shaded or choked with plants. 

However some are very stable and change very little at all even over long periods of times. 

Succession is natural and provides new opportunities for species to colonise and cause others to 

decline or die out. Late succession and brand new ponds support specialist species not found in ponds 

in the middle part of their life. Many rare species are associated with the more specialist habitat niches 

found in these early and late ponds.  

 Unless a ponds’ source(s) of water dries up and/or its water supply is otherwise changed - ponds are 

not lost, they merely change and ultimately turn to other kinds of wet habitat. 

 Some areas would naturally be good places for ponds (e.g. river valleys), while in others they would 

be rare (chalk hillsides). But they can form in most places. 

 Ponds don’t need to have permanent water. Semi-permanent ponds that dry out on an irregular basis, 

and temporary ponds that dry on a regular basis, offer different habitats and thus support different 

species of plant and animal to permanent ponds. There are some very rare species associated with 
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temporary ponds, and this type of pond was probably much more common in a pre-drained more 

natural landscape.  

 Even permanent ponds that dry out occasionally suffer no significant loss of species. Most species 

have adaptations / mechanisms to cope with such events. 

 However, drying out due to changes to the water regime in a pond catchment e.g. through land 

drainage, can obviously cause permanent and major problems. 

 Ponds do not need to be deep, shallow water is in fact warmer and brighter and suitable for more 

species. The most abundant form of animal life in a pond is invertebrates - and most invertebrates can 

live in as little as 10 cm of water. 

 Fluctuations in pond water levels are very normal and natural - and not automatically “a problem” to 

be solved by deepening or dredging. The area of a pond between the high (winter) water level and low 

(summer) water level (the “drawdown zone”) is an interesting habitat in its own right with seasonal 

drying being essential for some species to survive.  

 Shaded ponds often have few plants and can appear dark and gloomy but they are not automatically 

poor wildlife habitats. The total number of species may drop, but ponds of this type can support 

uncommon species not found in open ponds. This type of pond must have been a very common 

feature of the landscape prior to woodland clearance by man. The habitat niches in these types of 

ponds will include rotting leaves and dead wood – historically seen as problems! 

 Dense shade has obvious impacts on plant cover, but many species of plant will tolerate semi-shaded 

conditions and these pond types can be very rich habitats. 

 Two vital elements which contribute to the ecological quality of a pond are the quality of the water 

entering the pond (but not necessarily the amount of water) - and the quality and area / size of its 

surrounds. Ecologically the best ponds are those with clean (unpolluted) water, whatever its source(s), 

situated in unspoilt extensively or unmanaged landscapes.  

 Ponds are not islands in the landscape, divorced from their surrounds. However, much of our 

approach to them historically has treated them as if they were. In reality they are very sensitive to 

changes and external impacts. All aquatic habitats freely absorb and in some cases store chemicals 

and other pollutants. Ponds are however much easier to protect than other freshwater habitats as they 

are (relatively at least) small and setting aside an area of land around them as a buffer zone is 

relatively cheap and effective. Protecting a river (even a small feeder stream of a main river) from 

external effects (e.g. agricultural run off) is almost if not actually impossible in our intensively 

managed landscape.   

 

 

Principles of Pond Management 

 

Unlike other better-understood habitats, the normal traditional approach to pond management has been 

generally unsympathetic to their wildlife interest, if not actually damaging or destructive. Often the 

solution has been in effect to clean them out and start again, usually to create an open deeper more 

permanent water body as other pond types have not been as well appreciated. Usually the decision to 

carry out the work is not based on an assessment of the ponds actual ecological condition or value. The 

new findings about ponds suggest a more precautionary approach is required. 

 

 It is important to define the concerns about the pond i.e. are they ecological, aesthetic, to do with 

public access or safety – or perhaps a combination of one or more of these. It is important to decide if 

any management is actually needed? 

 Ponds are not just managed for nature conservation reasons and it is important to define the balance of 

uses for the whole and/or individual parts of the pond and its surrounds. 

 Good management decisions can only be made once a site has been assessed, i.e. information 

gathered about all relevant aspects of the site which could include physical (e.g. size, shape), chemical 

(e.g. water quality) and biological (e.g. plants, invertebrates, amphibians). It is very useful to know 
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about the surrounding area and any other nearby ponds or wetland habitats to put the decisions in 

context. 

 Only then can an informed decision be made if any management is required – and what kind of 

management. When is a suitable (or least worst) time to carry this management out? Which species 

will benefit, and conversely which suffer, from the possible or proposed management task. 

 Creating a mixture of habitats may be desirable, thus in an areas with numerous ponds of one 

particular type - the subsequent management of one or more of these ponds, or parts of individual 

ponds as different habitats may provide additional beneficial habitats (e.g. opening up some ponds in 

a heavily wooded area). All work needs to be carefully carried out, perhaps in stages and monitored to 

see that it is having the desired effect or perhaps, more to the point no undesirable effects. 

 One of the many myths about ponds is the supposed damaging effect of grazing and trampling, with 

ponds often being fenced to reduce or stop access by animals. Over grazing and heavy trampling can 

be problematic, but the right intensity of grazing can maintain a good variety of habitats including 

bare ground with hoof prints (very small ponds!) and a much greater diversity and density of plants 

depending on how far the grazing animals reach into the pond. However, introduction of grazing to an 

existing pond never grazed before may be problematic for the existing resident species - but of course 

potentially beneficial for other species. The cessation of sympathetic grazing to a pond previously 

managed for a long time by such methods will similarly lead to major ecological changes.   

 In general, any sudden changes in long standing management regimes, or the introduction of very 

different regimes can adversely affect the habitats in a pond and the species relying in these habitats. 

Unless there is very good justification such actions should be avoided. 

 

 

Plants in Ponds 

 

Pond plants, as well as being of ecological value in their own right also provide useful structure for other 

pond inhabitants e.g. shelter, egg laying sites, emergence sites among others - as well as food. There are 

different types of plants – those with floating leaves, submerged plants, emergent plants (either sprawling 

or upright) with below and above water parts and those that only grow on bare exposed mud around the 

pond margins. The recent research has emphasised the following general principles: 

 

 Open water is generally a barren and hostile habitat for most species and it is not a problem to have 

“too many” plants. For example, where fish are present the stands of plants may provide the only safe 

refuges for otherwise vulnerable species including amphibian larvae and eggs. The same cover may 

also provide good sites for spawning fish and fish fry. 

 Many wetland plants have declined, especially due to poor water quality, such that 70% of them are 

now only locally common (Croft et al 1991). A preliminary analysis of only 130 ponds surveyed as 

part of the National Pond Survey, had records for 65% of the UK wetland plants (Pond Conservation). 

 A mix of different species and types of plants provides complex above and below water structure – 

making it possible for more species to inhabit the pond. 

 Particular species may act as unique hosts for some invertebrates. 

 Plants are not just used by true aquatic species but by semi-terrestrial and terrestrial species as well.  

 

 

Managing Plants 

 

The following simple rules should be applied when managing plants in ponds (where management is 

necessary): 
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 Almost any plant cover can be good, so never remove all or large amounts of the plants from a pond. 

This is true even for a large single species stand of “invasive” plants such as Reedmace, if all that will 

be left is primarily open water. 

 Always retain the variety of species stands (mixed and single stands) unless there is good reason not 

to do so.  

 No native species should be removed, unless there is a very good reason to do so. 

 Do not remove all the plants from one particular depth zone, or pond habitat. 

 Gentle or staggered management is better than larger scale one-off operations.  

 

Pond Creation 

 

There has been a dramatic loss of ponds in the wider countryside in the last century and in more recent 

times a reduction in the ecological quality of many of the remaining ponds. Neglect of the remaining 

ponds as they have lost their economic and social functions has caused the decline in quality of some 

ponds, but also been a positive thing for others that otherwise may have been over-managed or otherwise 

damaged through misguided but well intentioned management. Now we know much better how ponds 

actually work, making good management decisions for the existing ponds is less straightforward - now 

that the automatic answer is no longer “to clean out and start again”. Often management of existing ponds 

is very expensive, where it is genuinely necessary, and it is cheaper to build another pond. The obvious 

spin off from this approach is that we can increase the number of ponds and perhaps start to fill in some 

of the gaps in the pond network that exist in our heavily managed landscape. 

 

 Ponds should only be built in areas where there is no loss of good nature conservation habitat. Far too 

often pond creation is targeted for low lying wet areas, often holding surviving fragments of 

unimproved habitats simply because the wetter areas were less easily worked. 

 There should be no detrimental effects on neighbouring wetland or other habitats. 

 A clean and adequate water supply is essential. Thus ponds dug along the line of existing water 

courses such as streams should be avoided, or created with caution - as they will be subject to any 

pollution incident up stream. Ponds are in many ways best as stand alone non-linked freshwater 

bodies anyway which complement the other freshwater habitats. 

 Different pond types can be created to complement the existing local pond types. 

 Pond creation (on a larger scale at least) usually requires more than one year, with the second or later 

years being used to adjust the structure and levels once the water regimes are better known – or create 

more ponds! 

 Planting up ponds is not necessary for ecological reasons - especially when working in wetland areas 

where plants will colonise very quickly. Even in remote or dry sites plants will find their way (as will 

all the animals) but it may be desirable for some (often non-ecological) purposes to help the process 

along. Ideally in these cases, native locally occurring species of plant should be used. 

 Depending on the scale of pond creation it may not be possible to include all types of pond habitat. 

Large projects could include complexes of ponds with a variety of different depths, shapes and sizes 

of ponds. Project designs need to be sustainable and sensible, for the size of site concerned and future 

management requirements. 

 The requirement for planning permission should be investigated, and acted on accordingly. 

 

 

See the Pond Conservation website for more information about ponds including an order form for the 

Pond Book – the first book written about the ecology of ponds based on systematic research. 
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