
Gill Mill Quarry Extension 

Key Points: 
 

There is stark contrast in costs, inputs and management requirements of the two main 
restoration habitats. The reed beds are effectively a highly managed monoculture, 
providing a priority wildlife habitat. They also satisfy the third main restoration aim of 
limiting large areas of open water. However, they are particularly expensive to 
construct 
and manage. 
 
The reed marsh progressing to wet woodland, however, is almost a coincidental benefit 
resulting from the sand and gravel operation. It has a wider value in terms of wildlife 
habitat and carbon capture, but is almost impossible to manage because of the 
difficulty in gaining access to the silt surface. In combination, these habitats will 
dominate the restoration land cover of Gill Mill Quarry. 

ESP have been working closely with Smiths & Sons (Bletchington) Ltd to 
extend the 88 hectare Gill Mill sand and gravel quarry in Oxfordshire by 
96 hectares to form one of the largest mineral reserves in the Lower 
Windrush Valley. 
 
The main aims for the design of the working and restoration scheme 
were: 

 To create a wetland nature reserve with landscape-scale 
biodiversity benefits; 

 To reduce the overall area of open water that may attract large 
flocks of wildfowl and gulls, potential sources of ‘bird strike’ risk 
for nearby RAF Brise Norton; 

 To create water based public and private recreation facilities. 
 
ESP and the development team designed a progressive restoration 
scheme that will transform two thirds of the site to reed-beds and reed-
marsh; priority bird habitats. These two elements will substantially fulfil 
the first two restoration aims. The construction of reed beds is made 
feasible by including the excavating clays from the base of the mineral 
deposit, and through the recovery of restoration materials from an on-
site recycling plant. 
 

The creation of a substantial block of reed-beds is technically 
challenging. It was designed using expert technical advice from the 
RSPB, Nature After Minerals and Defence Infrastructure 
Organisation. It is proposed that reed cuttings from the restored 
wetland, along with other woodland management co-products are 
used to power a biomass burner which will heat the site 
management and education centre, converted from former 
agricultural buildings. 
 
In contrast, the areas of reed-marsh will naturally colonise the filled 
silt lagoons as they already do in the existing quarry. The reed-marsh 
will become overtaken by willow, poplar and alder trees over time to 
become wet woodland. Small openings of open water and new reed-
marsh can be recreated by excavating pockets from corners of the 
former lagoon walls. 
 
To meet the final objective for the site’s restoration, ESP and the 
design team proposed a series of carbon lean Eco-Tourism Lodges 
on the banks of the lagoons. New open water and land based 
recreational access will also be accommodated in a series of 
interconnected pools, footpaths and bridleways for local community 
use. 
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