
Put the ponds back
Create a pond - and make a difference

Migrant hawker dragonfly

Blue-tailed damselfly

Of all the UK’s freshwater habitats, ponds are the best for 
wildlife – they are home to about 65% of our freshwater 
species. Sadly, about a third of our ponds have been lost 
over the last 50 years, and ponds are still being damaged 
or destroyed. If you can create a pond, you can make a 
difference.

A FRESHWATER HABITAT

If you can 
create a pond, 
you can make 
a difference.

ANCIENT INSECTS
Spend time near a pond in the 
spring or summer and you could see 
dragonflies and damselflies. These 
are ancient insects – there were 
dragonfly-like insects in the air about 
325 million years ago.

DRAGONFLY OR DAMSELFLY?

In the UK, true dragonflies …
have stout bodies. Damselflies have long, thin bodies.
have eyes that touch (except for common clubtail, which 
you won’t see locally). Damselflies have a gap between 
their eyes.
settle with their wings at right angles to the body. 
No damselflies do this – most hold their wings along their 
back.
are strong fliers. Damselfly flight is weak and fluttery.

DRAGON FACTS
Most of their life is spent underwater as a larva – typically 
a year or two. Adults don’t live long – a week or two 
perhaps for a damselfly and six to eight weeks for a true 
dragonfly.

They can hover and fly forwards, backwards, sideways, up 
and down.

Relative to body size, their eyes are the biggest of any 
animal. Each eye consists of many facets, each with a lens. 
28,672 facets have been counted on one dragonfly eye!

They are voracious predators and are particularly partial 
to midges and mosquitoes.
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Over 20 species can be seen in the New Life Old West area. 
Here are six you might encounter.

SOME LOCAL SPECIES

DAMSELFLIES TRUE DRAGONFLIES

Banded demoiselle (male)
Beautiful, especially the male. 

Look for them along rivers.

Large red damselfly (male)
It’s large, it’s red and it’s a damselfly. 

It’s often the first species of the season – 
you can see them from April.

Common darter
One of two small, red species. 

Common darters fly well into autumn.

Emperor
One of our largest species. 

Look for males patrolling their territory.

Azure damselfly
One of several blue and black species. 

Look for a black ‘U’ mark at the top 
of the abdomen. 

Black ‘U’ 
mark at the 
top of the 
abdomen

 

Four-spotted chaser
If it’s got those four wing-spots, 

it’s a Four-spotted chaser. 

wing-spots
 



Where to start?
Ponds come in all shapes and sizes. Don’t get too caught 
up on the minor details if you’re unsure, there are just a 
few basic things to keep in mind.

Have a variety of depths. Variety of habitat = greater 
diversity of plants and insects.
Do you need a liner? Depending on your soil type, you 
might need a liner to keep the water in.
For dragonflies you’ll need it to be in a sunny spot. 
But if that’s not possible, shady ponds benefit other 
insects just fine.
Dig your pond in a low section of your garden, that 
way it’ll collect rainwater and stay fuller through the 
summer

doesn’t need to be huge. Aim for 4m2 or 
more, but smaller can still be beneficial.

gets lots of sunshine.

includes submerged plants, floating plants 
(at least 2/3 of the surface should be open 
water though) and emergent plants at the 
edge.

shouldn’t have fish – they eat dragonfly/
damselfly larvae.

A POND FOR DRAGONS...

4m2

DO YOU NEED A LINER?
This is an important question to ask 
yourself. To decide you need to consider 
the following.

Where’s the water table? When I start 
digging, when do I hit water? If it’s 
close to the surface there’s a good 
chance your pond will hold water 
without a liner. 

What’s the soil like? Is it heavy clay? 
Clay holds water really well, and 
from our experience clay lined ponds 
perform the best at bringing back 
wildlife.

Some tests to carry out...

If you dig a hole in your garden, does 
it hold water after it rains?

Does the soil feel sticky and smooth, 
can you roll it up into a ribbon that 
holds its shape? 

If you’ve answered yes to both these 
questions, you likely don’t need a liner.
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NEED A LINER?

You’ve got some options depending on your budget. The main synthetic liners are BUTYL and EPDM.

Cost
Puncture 
resistance Weight Ease of use Needs underlay?

Butyl Rubber

Liner type

EPDM Rubber

Higher
More 
expensive 
per m²

Higher
Dense and 
more robust

Heavier
Harder to move 
in large sheets

Slightly harder 
to install, 
especially in 
tight curves

Often not 
essential, but still 
recommended

Lower
More budget
friendly

Lower
more prone to 
damage from 
sharp objects

Lighter
Easier to 
handle and 
position

Very flexible 
and user-friendly

Yes
Underlay is strongly 
advised

HAVE SOME SPACE TO DIG A POND?



TOP TIP
If your pond is draining slowly and you’re 
still unsure whether you need a liner, 
consider compacting the walls of the hole 
you’ve dug. Use your feet, or the back of a 
spade.

5cm sand base layer

Underlay
Pond liner

EXAMPLE POND DESIGN

Protection level Recommended forUnderlay type CostDurability

Geotextile ££ - £££ Excellent Most pond buildsVery high

Old woollen 
carpet 
(synthetic stuff will 
have nasty chemicals!)

£Medium Good (if clean + wool) Budget builds, small ponds

Sand £Low - medium Fair (on smooth ground) Use with another layer

Cardboard FreeLow Fair, but short term Budget builds with 
very few stones

UNDERLAY OPTIONS

TOP TIP
Whichever type of pond 
you choose to go ahead 
with, the main thing 
to remember is that a 
variety of depths is key!

BEST PRACTICES
Whether to use underlay is a key point to consider. 
With EPDM it’s strongly advised. It’s thinner than 
butyl and can easily puncture. With butyl you need to 
consider what type of site you’re on. If it’s easy enough 
to remove all the sharp stones, you might get away 
without one.

Best practice is:

Smooth and remove sharp stones 
and debris from the hole you’ve dug

5cm soft sand base

Underlay (overlap sheets!)

Liner
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