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Description and Reasons for Notification
Fernham Meadows lies on the floodplain of the River Ock below the scarp of the Berkshire Downs. The site consists of
a series of hay meadows and a small area of woodland. The meadows represent a species-rich grassland type atypical
of meadows elsewhere in Oxfordshire and characterised by a mosaic of drier grassland and wet fen meadow habitats both
of which are exceptionally rich in several species normally regarded as indicators of a long history of management without
fertilisers or cultivation. The woodland is of considerable interest as the most westerly known site in Britain for a nationally
rare butterfly.
The topography is of level fields, broken only along the lines of old ditch lines. The soils, of the Kingston Series, are slowly
permeable, seasonally waterlogged fine loams over clay soils and overlie Kimmeridge Clay. The poor drainage properties
of this soil, and the high water table associated with the site's location near the course of the River Ock, create the
seasonally wet ground conditions and local variations which influence the vegetation pattern.
The majority of the meadows contain the black knapweed Centaurea nigra-crested dog's-tail Cynosurus cristatus
grassland type which is typically rich in broadleaved species, but can be very variable, as on this site. The most common
variant here is a wet, sedge-dominated variant of this grassland type which is unusual in having an abundance of meadow
thistle Cirsium dissectum. Other abundant species in the sward include carnation sedge Carex panicea, devil's-bit
scabious Succisa pratensis, betony Stachys officinalis, tormentil Potentilla erecta, sawwort Serratula tinctoria and
dropwort Filipendula vulgaris, with quaking-grass Briza media, sweet vernal grass Anthoxanthum odoratum and
crested dog's-tail grass. Many other species indicative of undisturbed meadows are widespread throughout the sward and
include glaucous sedge Carex flacca, pepper saxifrage Silaum silaus, adder's-tongue Ophioglossum vulgatum, yellow
rattle Rhinanthus minor and three species of orchid including southern marsh-orchid Dactylorhiza praetermissa and
early marsh-orchid D. incarnata.
The fen-meadow communities form an intimate mosaic within the grassland, wherever the soils are locally waterlogged.
This community contains rush and sedge dominated swards with hard rush Juncus inflexus and jointed rush J. articulatus
together with false fox-sedge Carex otrubae, lesser pond sedge C. acutiformis, common sedge C. nigra and hairy sedge
C. hirta. Carnation sedge is locally abundant. The broadleaved species within this community include marsh marigold
Caltha palustris, marsh valerian Valeriana dioica, ragged robin Lychnis flos-cuculi and devil's-bit scabious.
The woodland contains a wide range of tree species, including crack willow, ash, pedunculate oak and suckering English
elm. The shrub layer is dominated by sallow and alder in the damper areas, whilst the drier area contains hazel. There
is an abundance of blackthorn around the edges and within small glades.
The invertebrate fauna of the site is poorly known, but does include species characteristic of unimproved hay meadows
including the small yellow underwing moth Panemeria tenebrata, which depends upon the seed heads of common mouseear Cerastium fontanum and the nationally uncommon ground beetle Bembidion gilvipes. The woodland holds a colony
of the nationally rare black hairstreak butterfly Strymonidia pruni at the extreme western edge of its known range. This
species depends upon the mature growth of blackthorn on the woodland edges and glades.

The site also supports a range of breeding birds, including curlew on the grassland and nightingale in the woodland.
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