
HEATHROW AIRPORT EXPANSION 

THE RESERVOIR AND NATURE CONSERVATION 

ISSUES 

THE RESERVOIR ISSUE 

The South Western Option, as published by Heathrow Airport, will destroy King George V1 

Reservoir, and will impinge considerably on Wraysbury Reservoir. The document published 

by Heathrow Airport, entitled ‘A New Approach’, on page 26 states ‘This option presents a 

more complex construction challenge due to the runway being constructed over a reservoir’. 

How will this be achieved? The banks of Wraysbury Reservoir at the southern end rise to 

approximately 70 feet above the surrounding land. When the reservoir is full, water reaches 

to approximately 5 feet below the top of the banks. It has been suggested that a ‘platform’ 

will be constructed to carry the runway and the two parallel taxiways over the reservoir. Such 

a platform would need to be at least 75 feet above the surrounding land. A 75 foot high 

embankment would need to be constructed across Staines Moor and through the village of 

Wraysbury. Such a monstrosity, if constructed, would raise manoeuvring aircraft way into the 

air, spreading their noise over a wide area. 

If the runways were to be raised up to a height of approximately 75 feet, how would heavy 

aircraft climb up onto it? Aircraft are very sensitive to gradient when taxying. A large 

increase in engine power is required to negotiate even a small slope. Increasing engine power 

significantly above idle while taxying is very undesirable and dangerous, as it greatly 

increases the risk of blast damage to other aircraft and adjacent ground equipment. The use of 

massive winches or large lifts belongs in the realms of fantasy.  Building a platform over the 

reservoir is therefore completely impractical. 

The removal of the King George VI Reservoir is relatively simple. It would need to be 

drained, and the concrete, ballast and clay banks would then be used to partially fill the huge 

hole which would then be left.  (The reservoirs go down at least 25 feet below ground level, 

to the London Clay strata which underly the gravel). Extra material would need to be 

imported to complete this infilling.  

Wraysbury Reservoir would present a much more complex challenge. To construct a runway 

at ground level, the reservoir would need to be drained, and the banks at the southern end 

would need to be demolished. A new bank would then need to be constructed further north, 

clear of the proposed runway and parallel taxiways. It would have to be carefully keyed into 

the existing banks to make the reservoir waterproof. 

The banks of Wraysbury Reservoir are constructed with three main components.  

A wide puddled clay core makes the bank waterproof. This needs to be constructed with great 

care. It is keyed well into the impervious London Clay strata which lie about 25 feet below 

the surface. It would be difficult to key a new clay core into the existing one, which is about 

45 years old. 

The remainder of the bank is constructed of ballast, which was excavated on site. This 

provides the structural stability, and supports the inner clay core. 



 

. 

 

The high bank of Wraysbury Reservoir at its South East corner. Are Heathrow seriously 

planning to build a platform over this, to carry a runway and two taxiways? It is quite 

impractical.  

A thick layer of concrete lines the inside of the bank. The purpose of this is not to make the 

reservoir waterproof; that is the job of the clay. The concrete protects the ballast walls from 

wave erosion. A concave wave wall surrounds the top of the reservoir to prevent waves 

splashing over the top of the banks when the reservoir is full and the weather is stormy. 

The construction of Wraysbury Reservoir took four years, and its design and planning no 

doubt took many more. The relocation of the southern bank would be an expensive, difficult 

and time consuming exercise. 

The loss of King George V1 Reservoir would reduce London’s already overstretched water 

storage capacity by 15,880,000 Cu. M. The storage capacity of Wraysbury Reservoir is over 

twice as big. In all, approximately 24,000,000 Cu. M. of storage capacity would be lost. A 

new reservoir would be necessary. Land near Abingdon has been mooted as a possible site, 

but no doubt there would be local opposition to the loss of attractive countryside, farms and 

meadows. A slow and expensive planning battle would be inevitable. Abingdon is 



approximately 35 miles further from London than Wraysbury. An underground tunnel would 

be required to carry the water into the London water supply system. 

Does Heathrow Airport really want to pay for the construction of a new reservoir and the 

connecting tunnel, as well as the inevitably huge planning and legal costs, just to build a new 

runway? 

 

 

 

The lovely River Colne at Staines Moor. The high bank of King George V1 Reservoir can be 

seen in the background. The top of Heathrow’s Control Tower can be seen peeping over the 

bank between the trees on the left of the picture. 

 

HERITAGE AND NATURE CONSERVATION 

The ‘South Western Option’, published by Heathrow, will have a devastating effect upon 

several internationally important nature reserves and an area of great historical importance. 

The following Sites of Special Scientific Interest will be destroyed. Several enjoy 

International ‘Ramsar’ recognition. 

 

 



King George V1 Reservoir 

This is part of the Staines Moor S.S.S.I., and contains nationally important wintering 

populations of Tufted Duck, Pochard, Goosander and Golden Eye. 

Staines Moor 

This S.S.S.I. is a semi natural meadow through which the lower course of the River Colne 

meanders. It is a rich and varied habitat with much rare flora and fauna. It is unique and 

totally irreplaceable. 

Wraysbury Reservoir 

This S.S.S.I. regularly supports nationally important wintering populations of Cormorant, 

Great Crested Grebe, and Shoveller. 

Wraysbury and Hythe End Gravel Pits S.S.S.I.  

This S.S.S.I. comprises a beautiful mosaic of open water, islands, grassland, scrub and 

woodland, bisected by the River Colne Brook. It supports  ‘Nationally important numbers of 

three species of wintering wildfowl, together with an important assemblage of breeding birds 

associated with open waters and wetland habitat. In addition the site supports two nationally 

scarce invertebrates and a number of locally uncommon plants’ (Natural England). The 

Wraysbury Lakes are an area of very attractive countryside. Two of the Wraysbury lakes are 

home to long established and successful sporting clubs, the British Disabled Waterski 

Association, and the Silver Wing Sailing, (and Dragonboating) Club. The River Colne Brook 

is fished by the 100 year old Blenheim Angling Society, who also own a local lake. 

The lakes and Staines Moor are regularly enjoyed by walkers, bird watchers and naturalists. 



 

Silver Wing Lake, part of the Wraysbury and Hythe End Lakes S.S.S.I., with ‘Ramsar’ 

protection. The lake is home to the Silver Wing Sailing Club, a R.Y.A. Training Centre, with a 

very active ‘Wing Cadets’ Youth Training Programme. 

 

HISTORY AND HERITAGE 

The western end of the proposed South Western runway impinges onto the historic Thames 

side Ankerwycke estate. Ankerwycke, which is owned by the National Trust, comprises 

ancient parkland, woodland and agricultural land in a tranquil riverside setting. The mystical 

woods contain the ‘Ankerwycke Yew’, one of the 50 ‘Great British Trees’ as designated by 

the Tree Council (UK) in 2002. It is between 2,000 and 2,500 years old, and its girth is 26 

feet. It is reputed to be the place where King Henry VIII met Anne Boleyn, and it witnessed 

the sealing of the Magna Carta in 1215. Adjacent to the Yew tree are the remains of St, 

Mary’s Priory, a 12
th

 Century Benedictine Nunnery. The remains of medieval fish ponds are 

also visible nearby. Ankerwycke is currently a tranquil, rather mystical place; a peaceful 

retreat in an increasingly congested region. In 2015, it will host National and International 

celebrations of the 800
th

 Anniversary of the sealing of the Magna Carta. It will be utterly 

destroyed if the South Western Runway is built. The Runnymede meadows and Cooper’s hill, 

two historic National trust sites on the opposite bank of the Thames, will also be severely 

affected by aircraft noise and pollution.  



 

The Ankerwycke Yew. 

CONCLUSION 

The South Western Runway option is impractical, as explained in the ‘Reservoir’ section of 

this paper. If it were to be constructed, at huge expense, it would be an act of appalling 
officially sanctioned vandalism, destroying important ecological and scenic resources and an 

Internationally vital historical site.  

The mere suggestion of the South Western Runway Option is already causing a Planning 

blight in Wraysbury and surrounding communities. This dreadful plan must be abandoned at 

the earliest opportunity. 

The author is a former British Airways pilot and, prior to his training, worked on the 

construction of the Wraysbury reservoir.  He is a long serving member of the Wraysbury 

Parish Council. 

 

  


