
Sonic Pond-Dipping 
By David de la Haye


The third in a series of record-breaking storms just passed through the County Durham 
landscape, evidenced by uprooted trees and localised flooding. But this was not enough to deter 
the incredible sonic pond-dippers. 

Instead of nets, they clasped headphones. In their hands were audio recorders, not white 
specimen trays. Families from all over the North East of England were gathering for a pond dip 
with a difference. The goal was to raise 
awareness of the biodiversity of ponds, 
not by invasively scooping creatures out 
and inspecting them, but by listening. 


Surprisingly little is known about the 
underwater soundscapes of ponds. 
Freshwater species have been in sharp 
decline over the last 40 years. Could 
acoustic monitoring provide a useful 
indicator of environmental system health?


We hosted two workshops on each day, 
the first at 11am, the second at 2pm. Each 
began with a listening session Low Barns 
Nature Reserve’s visitor centre. Aquatic 
sounds are unfamiliar to humans - our 
ears are not adapted to listen underwater. 
The furrowed brows of confusion, turning 
to wide-eyed astonishment when the origin is revealed, gives me the confidence to persevere in 

One of the pond dipping platforms, submerged beneath 
the River Wear…
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this admittedly niche activity. It serves as a reminder that the natural world still holds many awe-
inspiring secrets.  


The second half the sessions would involve 
venturing out to the boardwalk area, to listen 
in the field. For those who have never listened 
to the natural world through headphones it 
would be the opportunity to hear from a 
wildlife sound recording enthusiast’s point of 
view.


On both days the morning workshops were 
subject to strong winds and rain. Field 
recordings were overpowered by sound 
produced from environmental conditions (also 
known as geophony). This resulted in very 
little biotic sound capture. However, many of 
the participants, children in particular, were 

thoroughly entranced by the underwater clamour of rain falling on water. “He’s never been so still 
and quiet” remarked one parent; so not all in vain. 


In comparison, the afternoon sessions gave the true experience of four seasons within one day (or 
hour!). Sudden downpours were sweetened by glorious rainbows, only to be dispelled by gale 
force winds that arrived as quickly as they left. Despite this, the sessions revealed compelling 
sonic activity. These were confined to the calm and briefly sunny spells, as though the aquatic 
invertebrates sensed unfavourable weather and decided to reserve their energy. Some of these 
bugs are amongst the loudest on the planet, relative to their miniature size; no point expending 
much energy when the elements are against you. 


Back at the Visitor Centre, we closed the session on a note about biosecurity - ensure that any 
equipment is thoroughly cleaned and dried out before using in another pond. Avoiding 
transmission of invasive species will support rare and native species, creating a thriving 
wilderness for future listeners.


Creative Listening


Amphibians, fish, invertebrates, molluscs and plants all 
contributed to a supplementary sound work, featuring 
recordings made at the host reserve over a number of years. 
The hydrophone recordings were played back in a prototype 
‘sound dome’ to physically immerse listeners beneath a 
periphonic speaker array. It offered visitors a way to engage 
with hidden biodiversity of the nature reserve. By explicitly 
connecting art and science, we might create a method for 
people to meaningfully connect, and care for, underwater 
species. 


On Reflection


The audio recordings made during the events are available to 
listen on the WSRS website. Some of the files have fairly 
extreme high pass filters to remove human-derived sounds 
such as chatting and foot-stomping - the challenges of 
recording on location in a group! Thankfully, many of the 
interesting underwater frequencies are found in the high-
mids, with most insect stridulations taking place between 

1000 - 4000Hz. 


Gear table

Setting the dome up (photo by Les 
Goodyer)



It was on the boardwalk at Low Barns Nature Reserve that I first met Les Goodyer, hydrophone in 
hand. Being back in this location together was a real treat and I hope we’ll be able to run the 
event again, to share our interest in the exploration of freshwater sound and encourage a new 
breed of hydrophone enthusiasts.


‘Sonic Pond-Dipping’ took place at Low Barns Nature Reserve, County Durham, on the 21st and 
22nd February 2022. It was delivered by David de la Haye and Les Goodyer, both WSRS 
members, in partnership with Zoe, Jodie and Hannah from the Durham Wildlife Trust. 

The event was kindly sponsored by AquaBeat Hydrophones. 

LINKS: 

www.daviddelahaye.co.uk

@DJCdelaHaye


https://www.terranovapress.com/books/aquabeat-hydrophone


Underwater Sound Recording Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/
971756676708343
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