What is a Winterbourne?

Introduction

Recent heavy rainfall has caused water to return to parts of the countryside that have been dry for
months. In many cases, these reappearing streams are winterbournes, rare seasonal waterways found in
chalk landscapes. As autumn and winter rains refill underground aquifers, groundwater levels rise and
winterbournes begin to flow again, restoring life to river channels that may have appeared completely dry
during the summer months.

What is a winterbourne?

Winterbournes are rare seasonal streams; most commonly found in the headwaters of chalk catchments.
They flow only when groundwater levels in the underlying aquifer rise sufficiently to reach the surface and
may either form distinct channels or emerge as seasonal groundwater flows along valley bottoms. As a
result, they can flow during wetter months, dry up completely in summer, and remain absent for long
periods.

Typically associated with the chalk landscapes of southern England, winterbournes depend on natural
fluctuations in groundwater levels. Rainfall is stored within porous chalk aquifers and released through
springs; when the water table falls below the stream bed, flow ceases until wetter conditions return. The
term derives from the Old English “winterburna” meaning “winter stream,” and is reflected in the names of
many English villages.

In simple terms, winterbournes flow in winter when groundwater levels are high and often dry out in
summer when groundwater levels fall. Despite sometimes appearing invisible during dry periods, they
remain important ecological features of the landscape.

Why are winterbournes so special?

The alternating wet and dry conditions of winterbournes create a unique habitat that supports specialised
wildlife. Some species, such as the rare scarce purple dun, depend on these environments to survive.
When flowing, winterbournes provide important spawning grounds for wild brown trout, nursery habitat
for young fish, and seasonal refuge and feeding areas for a wide range of aquatic species. Whether wet or
dry, they play a valuable role in supporting biodiversity across the wider river network.

Vulnerable in their dry phases

A key challenge for winterbournes is that they are often overlooked when dry. Without flowing water, they
can be mistaken for ditches, depressions, or abandoned streambeds, making them vulnerable to damage
from sediment accumulation, vegetation loss, trampling, and inappropriate land management.
Consequently, effective conservation depends on recognising and protecting their ecological value even
during dry periods.
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