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BBC Breathing Places is a major 
BBC Learning campaign to inspire 
and motivate you to create and care
for nature-friendly green spaces 
where you live.
Getting out and enjoying nature can have great
benefits for you and there are lots of exciting
ways you can get involved.

Go wild with Breathing Places at: 
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces

“The amount of enjoyment a pond
can give cannot be underestimated.
My own has been a real boon –
every year we’re inundated with
dragonflies and damselflies, frogs,
toads and newts.”
Alan Titchmarsh
TV presenter



Staying alive – why we all
need water
Water is essential for life and all creatures need
it to survive. In the UK each person uses around
150 litres of water a day (most gets flushed
down the toilet). That’s nearly eight billion litres
every day! And the more we use, the less is
available for wildlife.

Did you know:

– Our bodies are almost 75% water – we need
to drink around two litres per day.

– Plants and trees need water to stay alive.

– Fish need water to breathe (they use oxygen
dissolved in it).

– Amphibians breed in water.

– Some insects spend part of their life cycles 
in water – adult mayflies only live for one day
out of water!

– Rivers, streams, ponds and lakes provide
larger creatures like otters with food 
and shelter. 
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How do we use water?
97.5% of water on the Earth is salt water, leaving
only 2.5% as fresh water. This means fresh water
is a valuable resource.

We use fresh water for lots of things, like
drinking, bathing, washing clothes and cars,
cooking, flushing the toilet and washing the
dishes. But it is also used in agriculture to grow
our food and in industry and manufacturing to
make everything we buy from paint to clothes.
As the world’s population grows, demand for
this water has never been higher and will
continue to increase.

The fresh water that we use comes from limited
reserves, either underground or in reservoirs
and lakes. Once it goes down the plughole in
our homes it becomes ‘waste water’. This is
treated and most of it is sent into rivers and
ultimately the sea. 
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Water and wildlife
Wet places – ‘wetlands’ – are great for wildlife.
There are two types of wetland – inland
(freshwater) and coastal (salt water). Freshwater
wetlands include lakes, rivers, ponds, streams,
fens, bogs and marshes. Over the last few
hundred years, the UK has lost huge areas 
of wetland, largely due to land-drainage for
agriculture and development. Now vast areas
have been reduced to just a few fragments,
putting the birds, animals and plants that live 
in and around them at risk.

Here are just a few creatures that rely 
on wetlands:

– Amphibians, like frogs and newts

– Birds, like kingfishers and herons

– Insects, like damselflies and dragonflies

– Mammals, like otters and water voles

– Crustaceans, like crayfish and watersnails

Just remember, if you’re visiting a wetland 
area, keep safe by avoiding muddy spots 
and deep water.



Water in your garden
Why not help wildlife by building a pond?

1. Choose a sunny position to attract the
greatest variety of wildlife.

2. Dig your pond away from trees and shrubs 
so leaves don’t swamp the water.

3. Create a deeper section in the middle 
(at least 60cm). This will stop it freezing 
solid in winter and help hibernating wildlife
like newts.

4. Include some shallow edges for plants to
grow in and to help creatures like frogs 
to get out easily.

5. Now, line the hole with butyl or polythene
pond liner and fill it up. Rainwater is best
because it doesn’t have as many nutrients 
as tap water so won’t get so swamped with
blanket weed. If you do use tap water, let it
stand for a few days before putting plants in.
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6. Choose native oxygenating, floating,
emergent and marginal plants as they’ll each
do something different for wildlife. Marsh
marigold, yellow flag, hornwort, water violet
and frogbit are perfect.

7. Don’t stock your wildlife pond with fish
because they’ll eat watersnails and tadpoles.

8. Also avoid transferring things between 
ponds as this could spread diseases and
invasive plants.

Now stand back and watch new plants and
insects come to your garden. Dragonflies and
damselflies will probably arrive first. And, if you’re
lucky, you may even see a frog, newt or toad!

But don’t worry if you haven’t got space for 
a pond – create a mini-wetland instead. 
Just bury an old sink or bucket and let it fill 
up with rainwater.

Also, remember that fresh water in your garden
will provide a supply for birds.



Seen Seen

Pond
bingo

Next time you’re near a pond, see how many 
of these you can find.

Damselfly – Damselflies are
smaller than dragonflies and
hold their wings together
behind the abdomen rather
than out sideways.

Hoverfly – Loves ponds and
muddy water. The larvae are
called ‘rat-tailed’ maggots and
can be found in stagnant water
from May to November.



Seen Bingo!

Seen Seen

Moorhen – Raises two or 
three broods a season, but
unusually the ‘teenagers’
from early broods stick
around to help their parents
raise the next hatchlings.

Smooth or common newt –
Newt tadpoles are called efts.
Unlike frog and toad tadpoles,
efts develop their front legs
before their back legs.

Water boatman – Swimming
upside-down and propelled
by two long legs which
paddle like oars, these insects
look like rowing boats.

Watersnail – Their protective
shell not only keeps them safe
from predators, but also holds
an air bubble that lets them
breathe through their lungs.



Do One Thing
Fancy trying other water-related
activities? What about these:
Pond dipping 
Lots of organisations, including the Royal Society
for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the Wildfowl
and Wetlands Trust (WWT) and local councils,
run pond dipping events.

Conserve water 
Try switching off the tap when brushing your
teeth; clean the car using a bucket, not a hose;
use a washing-up bowl and don’t overfill the
kettle. Installing a water butt in your garden 
will also help.

Wildlife surveys
These provide information that could benefit
declining species like dragonflies, frogs and water
shrews. Organisations like British Waterways,
Buglife, Pond Conservation and The Wildlife
Trusts run surveys that you can get involved in.
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Wildlife watching
Take your binoculars and go wildlife watching 
at your local wetland. Amongst other things,
they’re great places for waterfowl, water voles
and otters.

Clean a stream
A lot of rubbish can collect in streams, canals
and ponds. Why not take a bin bag and some
litter-pickers and do your bit for your local
wetland? You could also volunteer with a local
community action group or the British Trust for
Conservation Volunteers (BTCV).

On tap
Provide water for thirsty wildlife, particularly
during hot summers and cold winters. They’ll
use it for other things too. Birds, for example,
not only need water for drinking but also for
bathing and preening.

For more details regarding these and other
ideas, check out: bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces
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do

thing

For more ideas of what you can 
do for nature, why not check out 
other Do One Thing activities at:

bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces
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