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Life in a Pond) 

 
Ponds in the UK. 
 

 A Pond can be described as an area of water smaller than a lake. They may be as small as a 
table top or larger than a football pitch. 

 Ponds are fed only by rainwater or groundwater. 

 Depths of ponds vary a great deal.  They may even be a simple depression in the ground that 
is flooded in the winter and spring but dries out in the summer. 

 It is estimated that there are 500,000 ponds in Great Britain plus an additional 3 million 
garden ponds and they are a very important habitat for wildlife. 

 It is believed that 500,000 ponds have been lost in the last 100 years through such threats as 
urban development. 

 
Where do Ponds come from? 
 
Ponds may be either natural or man-made.  Examples are: 
 
Natural ponds 
 

 Ponds can be formed when meandering rivers change their course. 

 Small ponds can be created when large trees fall over leaving an open root cavity. 

 On flood plains, as the rivers recede in spring, temporary ponds are created. 

 Ponds can be created by animals, for example  the Beaver. 
 
Man-made ponds 
 

 On farms many ponds have been dug in field corners to provide water for livestock. 

 Some ponds have been created where farmers have dug the lime-rich clay to spread on 
fields to reduce acidity. 

 Village ponds were created for drinking water for carriage horses and so they could be 
washed, before the invention of the motor car. 

 Ponds were often formed in the bomb craters during World War 2. 

 Ponds have become an important ornamental feature in many gardens. 
 
Wildlife and the Pond 
 
Ponds are best for wildlife when they have shallow margins with a vegetation fringe.  Pond plants 
and nearby plants, along with leaves, fall into the water and decay providing food for invertebrates.  
These bugs may then be eaten by predators, for example newts and frogs and these in turn may be 
eaten by fish and birds.   
 
Ponds that dry out are often the best for amphibians as there are no fish to eat the tadpoles 
 
Nearby plants provide habitats for amphibians which may only visit the pond during the breeding 
season.  They are an important resource for insects which have a terrestrial life stages, for example 
dragonflies and damselflies often use plant perches for mating and hunting. 
  



Algae grow in the water and provide food for different animals.  Ducks, swans and geese may feed 
directly on this plant growth.   
 
Although some animals live permanently in the pond, others only live there during certain stages of 
their life cycle, for example, the midge larva and damselfly nymph.  Others only visit during the 
breeding season (frogs and newts), while others visit to hunt for food (grass snake). 
 
Pond Conservation 
 
Ponds may disappear naturally after many years if they silt-up with stagnated vegetation.  More 
often they are drained due to urban expansion.  They are also threatened by alien invasive plants, 
for example the New Zealand Pygmyweed, commonly used in aquaria, can choke natural habitats.  
Habitats may be affected by too intense human recreation, dogs swimming etc 
 
Pond Safety 
 

 Never tread on pond ice in winter. 

 Beware of steep pond banks. 

 Don’t swim in ponds.  The water may be very cold – there may be hidden rubbish in which to 
get entangled and the water may be polluted. 

 
 
Animals seen in the film 
 
Pond Skater 
 
This insect appears to walk on water, using surface tension and by spreading its legs so its weight is 
distributed over a large area. Body hairs trap air and make it resistant to water plashing while hairs 
on its legs detect vibrations from struggling insects in the water.  It uses its front legs to grab prey, its 
middle legs to row and it steers using its back legs. 
 
Smooth Newt 
 
The UK’s commonest newt is a terrestrial animal found in damp habitats, often under logs and 
stones, and hibernates on land.  In spring it returns to water to breed.  It feeds on arthropods, snails, 
worms and the larvae of other amphibians, including tadpoles. 
 
Ramshorn Snail 
 
Ramshorn snails feed on delicate plants such as algae.  They are seen in diiferent colours, from 
brown to black, and are often found in murky water.  They get their name from the coiled shape of 
their shell which resembles a ram’s horn. 
 
Damselfly larva 
 
Damselfly larvae are ambush predators.  They can remain motionless until an insect come close and 
then grab it with remarkable speed.  They have big eyes to see their prey but can also use their 
sensitive antennae to detect movement in murky conditions. 
 
Common Blue Damselfly 
 



Common Blue Damselflies can be seen flying by water on warm, sunny days.  Intermittently they 
perch on low vegetation before flying off in pursuit of their prey.  They will often hover over settled 
insects before grabbing them with their legs.  Sometimes they are seen flying in tandem during 
copulation.  The female lays eggs on submerged vegetation, sometimes with the male nearby to 
protect her. 
 
Grass Snake 
 
Grass snakes often live near water but can also be seen in gardens, open woodland and grassland.  
They feed on frogs, toads and fish.  When caught they emit a foul smelling substance from their anal 
glands.  They can also feign death by rolling on their backs with their mouth open and tongue 
handing out! 
 
Ruddy Darter Dragonfly 
 
Ruddy Darters are often seen perched on the end of twigs near water in areas where there is plenty 
of food.  They leave the perch to catch insects or to chase off intruders.  Some of the animals seen 
are immigrants from the continent so are seriously strong flyers, able to fly across the English 
Channel. 
 
Marsh Frog 
 
The Marsh Frog is a large water frog active during the day and is often conspicuous at the pond’s 
surface.  It is not a native species but has been introduced from Europe and can be seen in the south 
of England.  It feeds on invertebrates, flying insects, small fish – even mice and fledgling birds.  They 
hibernate between October and February in mud under the water. 
 
Emperor Dragonfly 
 
The Emperor is a large dragonfly common in southern Britain. It inhabits lakes, ditches and canals 
but can also be found by ponds.  It can breed in garden ponds and so can be seen in urban areas. The 
larvae eat small aquatic invertebrates but also hunt small fish and tadpoles. The adult has the most 
acrobatic flight of all our dragonflies.  They can be seen from the end of May through to early 
September.  They normally live for about a month. 
 
Identification Guides 
 
Monkton Nature Reserve, between Canterbury and Ramsgate, is one of the locations visited during 
the making of the Pond Life film.  We are indebted to the staff at Monkton who have provided the 
following identification sheets showing the common animals found in ponds. 
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