Notes on the Eastern End of the Wilts & Berks Canal

The Junction with the Thames at Abingdon is one of four flagship projects; the other three being the junction with the Kennet and Avon Canal at Semington and  extension though Melksham, the development of the canal and junction to the South and through Central Swindon and, linking with the Cotswolds Canal at Latton/Cricklade.

The Semington and Swindon projects depend on a long term development by multiple third parties and are making very encouraging progress. The Abingdon Junction extension also depends on a major infrastructure project, the Thames Water Abingdon Reservoir - clearly a single organisation enterprise.

The Trust has been in continual dialogue with Thames Water until the start of 2009 for 17 years and continues to have a named contact within that company. During the last two years there have been public consultations on the amenities that would be welcomed by the local populace. The Trust was invited to comment and a substantial and detailed response was submitted, including some proposals to our advantage that were perhaps pushing at the bounds of probability.

Very encouragingly, when the final response was published all our requests and proposals had been accepted to a greater or lesser degree. The relationship with Thames Water on a personal level has always been very cordial and constructive. However, other parties are in opposition to, or question the need for the reservoir; the Environment Agency; GARD, a local opposition group and the District and County Councils.  

Thames Water has delayed its plans by five years and very recently it has been announced that there will be a public enquiry. The public enquiry may not put the new starting date back given that there is now a four-and-a-half year window in which to publish the findings. 

In any event, on a more local level, there is the possibility of breaking through into the fishing lake and establishing off-line moorings. We have a commercial partner, the manager of which is a Trust member, and several approaches have been made to the Allen family who are our landlords and own the fishing lake. There has been no response to any of these overtures. The land in question is believed to be in trust to the children of Mr and Mrs Allen; it is worth noting that the son is a land agent by profession.

Conversation with another landowner through which the canal would pass indicates that, while in opposition to the reservoir, the landowners have their price which would be very high. Therefore the chance for the Trust and/or its partners to buy the fishing lake before Thames Water reveal their financial hand is likely to be very remote.  The commercial sponsor does not wish to enter into a partnership with the Allens. The syndicate lease for the fishing lake ended in late 2008 and the Sutton Courtenay Fishing Club (SCFC) wish to take on a short-term lease. They would not object to the lake being connected to the Thames and would not stock the lake but rely on the wild fish population. The quality of fishing in the Thames has declined markedly recently hence their interest in taking on the lake. 

There are likely to be a number of obstacles to breaking through to the lake. The Environment Agency would not allow water to be pumped from the fishing lake to fill the new cut in 2006 (it had to be taken from the adjacent flooded gravel pit after the water had been tested). No doubt its well-known concerns about other water bodies or canal water mixing with the Thames would take centre stage. Whether the SCFC would be willing to share the water with moored boats is another unknown.             

There have been a number of very positive outcomes since the opening of Jubilee Junction three years ago. As planned, the towpath links the bank of the Thames with the Sustrans cycleway forming a circular route. This is very heavily used by walkers, dog walkers, birdwatchers and naturalists amongst others.  Extrapolating numbers passing by when work parties are in progress indicate there are some 30,000 footfalls per year.  Feedback from these users is very positive and the opportunity is taken to talk to them whenever possible. 

Membership of the Trust has risen in the area and as a result the Abingdon Branch was re-established in 2008. Joint meetings are held with the East Vale Branch and we have a good relationship with the Abbey Sailing Club who welcome us to their very pleasant clubhouse half a mile upstream from Jubilee Junction. The formation of this Branch has allowed us to bid to the Awards for All fund of the Big Lottery which resulted in £5,500 for chainsaw and brushcutter equipment.

Leaflets about the Trust and the Abingdon Canal Walk, which covers the historic route and the new cut, are placed in the Town and District Council Offices, the Abingdon Museum, the Abingdon Library and, at their request, Abingdon Lock and The Anchor pub.  Two local members keep these locations supplied. The Walks leaflet has been extensively re-written and will be re-published along with three more new walks leaflets in the East. The vinyl interpretation board at Abingdon Lock has become so worn by enquiring fingers that a new copy has been requested.

A guided walk was sought by the Abingdon Walking Group, lectures given to many local organisations and bookings have been taken for the next two years.  At each lecture there are usually one or two requests from members of other organisations for the lecture to be given to their groups.  At the White Horse Show, held over the 2009 August Bank Holiday, there was very considerable interest in the canal in the area with several people commenting that the reservoir and resulting canal would be an asset to the area.  

Martin Buckland, who wrote the four bids for Jubilee Junction and project managed the necessary permissions and construction, was awarded the River Thames Society’s Durant Cup presented by Sir Anthony Durant in 2006 for ‘The individual making the most significant contribution to the well-being of the River Thames during the calendar year.’ He was also nominated for the Nationwide (Building Society) Award for Voluntary Endeavour. At the recent opening of Double Bridge by HRH The Duchess of Cornwall the Abingdon Branch exhibit was used to explain the potential significance of Jubilee Junction to Her Royal Highness.   

With the 200th Anniversary of the opening of the final section of the canal at Abingdon in 2010, arrangements were made several weeks ago to mount an exhibition at the Abingdon Museum. This suggestion has been received with considerable enthusiasm by the Museum Curator and will be staged from 13 August to 13 September 2010 with a celebration on the 14th September, probably at the waterside.  

On a canal where the track is not owned by British Waterways or the Trust there are inevitably many factors and circumstances which benefit or inhibit the restoration process. There is increasingly widespread support for the canal restoration but it depends on the outcome and timing of the Thames Water proposed reservoir before further physical construction can begin. The savings to the Trust, in financial, time committed and, not least by any means, the huge amount of legislative process that will be necessary to extend the canal under the B4017 Drayton Road and the A34 Euroroute, will be very considerable.   
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