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Proudly supported by:

Readers’ 
Photographs

A big thanks to Louis Driver for sending in these beautiful 

insect photos above.

This lovely little mushroom 

photograph was captured by the 

talented Jack Hendy

@jackhendyphoto

What a fantastic 

photograph from Lauren 

Simmonds of a starfish

@l.a.u.r.e.n.l.t.s

- 5 -

October is an exciting time in the naturalist’s calendar: a period of conspicuous and adrenaline 

pumping change as leaves redden, red deer roar and myriad migrant birds grace our coastal 

watch points. It is a time of returning wonders – geese, swans and thrushes, of succulent 

fruits, curious fungi and tumultuous weather. All of which, combined, provide a true feast for 

the senses, ensnaring all as days shorten and the British Autumn steams ahead.

The wonder of autumn is captured perfectly in the latest issue of New Nature Magazine. Through in-depth 
accounts of seasonal specialities – Redwings (Page 40) and Grey Seals (Page 14) – and through fine nature 
writing from some of the most remote reaches of our small island. Indeed, Camila Quinteros’  look at the 
autumnal flora of Fair Isle (Page 32) is not one you can afford to miss.

In this issue, readers will also find talk of Lundy Island, aptly labelled as the British Galapagos by contributor 
Hannah Wolmuth-Gordon (Page 28); while on page 38, the Woodland Trust’s Chris Hickman delivers a 
thrilling account of Britain’s favourite trees. Also inside, Sophie Watts issues five tips for students looking 
to choose a university this Autumn (page 42), Kayleigh Crawford delves into community engagement in 
woodland conservation (page 41), and New Nature’s own Scott Thomson interviews freshwater ecologist Peter 
Walker (page 22).

As the director of New Nature, I would once again like to offer thanks to all those who read, download and 
share our publication each month. It has been almost a year since the magazine was established and things are 
advancing marvellously – all thanks to you. Please keep it up, and in doing so, help us continue to bring the 
thoughts and views of young conservationists to an increasingly wide and diverse audience. Their voices must 
be heard.

James Common

Editor-in-chief
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What To Watch For In

Words By Elliot Dowding
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Giant puffball
The great variety of fungal fruiting 
bodies that appear in autumn can 
be bewildering, with hundreds of 
different varieties from the delicate 
to the grotesque. One of the more 
distinctive and impressive fungi 
that can be found in October 
are the great white domes of the 
giant puffball. These sprout up in 
meadows and lawns and can grow 
to the size of a football. They are 
also edible when young (if 100% 
sure of the ID!) and in centuries 
past the old leathery skins of these 
puffballs were used as simple hats.

Harvestmen
In autumn the spindly-legged 
harvestmen are at their most 
abundant, allowing keen observers 
to try and identify the 27 UK 
species of these odd arachnids, 
also called Opiliones. Unlike true 
spiders, harvestmen have only two 
eyes and are further distinguished 
by their body, which is a single unit 
rather than a separate abdomen 
and cephalothorax, and by their 
ridiculously long, thin legs. You 
can help record these fascinating 
creatures by adding sightings to 
iRecord or going to the British 
Arachnological Society website 
where there is further information.

Jack Snipe
One of the most elusive of the UK’s 
wintering bird species, these tiny 
waders have been seen in October 

more than any other month, so 
now is the time to check your 
nearest marsh. Much smaller than 
common snipe, they have a shorter 
bill and  fly in a distinctive zig-
zag pattern when flushed. If seen 
out in the open they move with a 
peculiar and distinctive bouncing 
motion. According to the RSPB, 
around 110,000 jack snipes spend 
the winter in our reedbeds and 
estuaries each year, but you’ll be 
most fortunate to spot just one of 
these shy birds.

Merveille du jour
A beautiful name for a beautiful 
moth. No other species has such 
a stunning pattern of black and 
white crescents and dots set against 
a light eggshell-green background, 
a perfect adaptation to camouflage 
itself against lichen-encrusted 
bark. The larvae feed on the leaves 
of oak trees during the summer but 
the adults of the species are on the 
wing during this month and can 
be found feeding on ivy flowers at 
night or can be attracted to light 
traps. 

Autumn crocus
At a time of year when few other 
plants are in full flower the fragile, 
light-purple flowers, of this non-
native species provide a striking 
contrast to the surrounding 
vegetation. Confusingly, the native 
flower Colchicum autumnale is 
also called the autumn crocus, 
but usually goes by the name of 

meadow saffron and is unrelated 
to the introduced species. This 
poisonous native looks very similar 
to autumn crocus but flowers 
mostly in September rather than 
October. Our native species is 
much rarer due to the loss of hay 
meadows in which it once grew 
wild.

Yellow-browed warbler
This tiny Asian bird resembles 
a cross between a goldcrest and 
a chiffchaff. It is in fact closely 
related to the latter, but can be 
distinguished by its smaller size, 
pale wing-bar and strong eye-
stripe. This species was once a rare 
vagrant in Britain but has extended 
its breeding area westwards of 
the Ural Mountains of Russia. 
Nowadays, several hundred spend 
the winter in Western Europe, 
rather than South-east Asia where 
the majority migrate to. Yellow-
browed warblers can be found 
from late September onwards, 
most reliably at eastern coastal 
sites but they do come inland and 
often mingle with flocks of small 
birds like tits.

|  What To Watch For  |
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Where to Visit in

October

Alice Johnson gives us the best places to visit 

this month as we ease our way into autumn

Image: Jon Evans
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|  Where to Visit  |

Martin Mere, Lancashire

This Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust reserve is one 
of the most desirable places to visit to see the array 
of wildfowl that visit the UK during the autumn 
and winter. Let the glory of around 40,000 pink-
footed geese engulf your senses as their presence 
takes over the sky, while filling your ears with the 
characteristic honking associated with this visiting 
species. You can experience this spectacular sight 
for yourself by joining one of the late opening or 
dawn flight events held here this month. Whooper 
swans are another star attraction of this WWT 
reserve. 

Belfast Lough, Northern Ireland

Watch the wonder of winter waders as they flock 
to this intertidal lough to escape winter weather. 
Mudflats in this area are the main lure for the avian 
visitors who arrive to make the most of the food 
bonanza on offer, with flocks present including 
species such as dunlin, black-tailed godwit, 
redshank and oystercatcher. Visit the RSPB reserve 
on site here to find out about these beautiful birds 
as well as top tips for seeing wildlife in the area.

Gilfach Nature Reserve, Powys, Wales

This 411 acre reserve is a Special Site of Scientific Interest 
(SSSI), managed by Radnorshire Wildlife Trust. A huge 
variety of species can be found here, from birds such as dipper, 
grey wagtail and redstart, to mammals like weasels, stoats, 
foxes and badgers. In autumn the River Marteg is frequented 
by determined salmon who bound up the waterfalls after the 
water level has been increased by rainfall. If you are lucky 
you might catch a glimpse of an otter making the most of 
the seasonal food here too! Towards the end of October and 
November is a good time to visit. 

Isle of Rum, Inner Hebrides, 

Scotland

This National Nature Reserve is famed amongst 
wildlife lovers for its population of red deer 
that live on the island, who were stars of BBC 
Autumnwatch for many years. Watching the 
males battle during the rutting season as they fight 
for mating rights with harems of females is heart-
stopping stuff, especially when the magnificent 
creatures are evenly matched. Guided walks are 
run on the island to see the rut, but book quickly 
as places fill up fast!

Minsmere, Suffolk

Run by the RSPB this hugely popular reserve is known as previously being 
home to BBC Springwatch, yet it is magical to visit at any time of year. The 
vast plethora of habitats means a day’s visit can include sightings of many 
species, with bearded tits, bitterns and kingfishers being must-sees! Autumn 
and winter are also times when starling murmurations can take place over the 
reserve as the sun falls, and when wildfowl species are numerous.  

WHERE TO VISIT

Images: Stoat, Francesco Veronesi; Isle of Rum, 
M Six; Bearded tit, Jon Evans
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UNDERRATED SPECIES

O
n the East coast 
of Scotland there is a 
small island called the 

Bass Rock. Throughout winter it is pretty bleak, 
just an exposed rock obscured by cloud and rain. 

In spring and summer though the island changes as 
150,000 adult gannets descend on the island to breed, 

making it the biggest gannet colony in the world.

The gannet is, in many ways, the king of the seabirds. Its 
elegant stature, golden head and striking plumage all lend 
themselves to the role but it is under the skin that the real 
achievements lie.

Gannets are plunge divers. They glide serenely over the 
ocean, spot a fish and dive into the water at incredible speeds. 
Typically, a gannet will strike the water at around 60mph, even 
when the water beneath is very shallow. Special air sacs in their 
throat and chest inflate upon impact, cushioning the blow and 
stopping the gannet from striking the sea floor in shallow 
areas. Gannets are so well adapted for diving that they even 
have internal nostrils to stop water going up their nose during 
a dive!

Hitting 
the water at 

speed is not enough 
though. They have to 

have incredible eyesight to 
spot fish from above and their 

eyes have developed some interesting 
adaptations. The gannet has a special 

membrane that covers its eye when it strikes the 
water, preventing stray debris from doing any 

damage. Like humans, many animals find it 
hard to see clearly underwater. Gannets 

have evolved a clever response to 
this though - they bend their 

eyes. A very subtle curve of 
the lens of the gannet’s eye 

enables it to see clearly 
underwater and then 
upon surfacing it can 
bend the lens back to 
the normal position. 

This allows the bird to see 
clearly both above and below the water, making it 
a near perfect predator. Despite these abilities, fish 
can sometimes be just too quick and occasionally a 
diving gannet can miss altogether.

Whilst graceful in the skies and seas gannets are 
clumsy on land, often crash landing when returning 
to their cliff top nests. They are true seabirds who 
only come on to land to breed so their clumsiness 
is understandable. Gannets mate for life and, as 
they only lay one egg per year, are fiercely protective 
parents. Despite their seemingly caring nature a 
gannet would happily eat a chick of neighbour 
if it was left unattended. For this reason, space 
permitting, you will only find two gannet nests in 
every ten square feet, as this allows every nest to be 
just out of pecking range of the next.

Many people ask why gannets choose to nest on 
exposed islands and cliff edges in the face of the 
elements. It certainly looks a very exposed and 
precarious situation. However, height and exposure 
are exactly what the birds look for as the incoming 
wind hits the sheer rock face and is buffeted upwards 
helping lift the gannets into the air when they take 
off. They are heavy birds at around 3.5kg and need the 
wind to help them get airborne. This is particularly 
important for fledging chicks, which are usually 
heavier than the adults and have never flown before 
and often results in a perilous and ungainly first 
flight into the waves below. Despite the difficulties, 
nine out of ten gannet chicks successfully leave the 
nest.

Life doesn’t get any easier upon fledging though as 
the juveniles then fly all the way to Western Africa 
where they live for around four years before coming 
back to the island to find a mate. During the first 
four years of its life a gannet is black, only gaining 
the distinctive white plumage when it is old enough 
to breed.

The gannet currently has “amber” status on the Birds 
of Conservation Concern list which means it is not 
yet endangered but that it could become endangered 
if its population decreases further. This is the reason 
why many people object to the proposed wind farm 
development in the Firth of Forth, for fear it will 
reduce the gannet population to dangerously low 
levels.

What will happen to the gannets in the future is 
unclear but at the moment they remain a source 
of wonderment and a bit of an enigma; caring 
yet vicious, graceful but clumsy. For now let’s just 
admire their elegance and poise, whilst safely out of 
beak range of course.

NORTHERN GANNET

Morus bassanus

Scott Thomson opens our eyes 

to the wonderful world of 

this beautiful bird

|  Northern Gannet  |
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F
or a long time, behavioural 
research has focussed on 
behavioural patterns during 

the day time, ignoring many 
animals’ nocturnal activities. The 
lack of visibility without the 
use of special equipment makes 
it either almost impossible or 
very expensive to perform such 
observations; some studies have 
relied on the brightest of moonlit 
nights to provide enough visibility, 
whilst others have used infrared or 
heat sensitive cameras. This has led 
to many studies largely ignoring 
nocturnal behaviour and instead 
extrapolating nocturnal activity 
data from activity during daylight 
hours.

Prior to starting my Master’s degree, 
only two papers had focussed on 
nocturnal behaviour of grey seals 

(Halichoerus grypus). The studies 
used small sample sizes and came 
to different results – highlighting 
the need for more clarity. In 
order to gather the most detailed 
data, I chose to perform direct 
observations during the breeding 
season, when grey seals spend the 
longest time on land. I aimed to 
see if the nocturnal behaviour of 
female grey seals hauled out on 
the Isle of May differed from the 
behavioural patterns that are seen 
during the day time.

Grey seals, although limited in 
their activity on land compared 
to in the water, show a plethora of 
different behaviours. Females turn 
to check their pups every so often 
(some quite obsessively), then may 
crane their neck to get a better 
view of their neighbours. If anyone 
puts a flipper wrong, they can 
expect an angry open mouth threat 
or aggressive flippering. The very 
unlucky may end up being bitten 
and scratched, retreating hastily 
to find another spot on the island. 

Then, in a quick turn of events, a 
previously aggressive female might 
be seen nuzzling her pup and 
settling down to nurse them.

Most of the individuals in the area 
I was observing were female. They 
were watched over very closely 
by a large male who would often 
mill about looking for females in 
oestrus. Early on in the season 
females are either pregnant or 
have recently given birth so his 
attentions were not well received; 
females would fight to keep him 
away from their pups and often 
these interactions would result in 
his hasty retreat.

Although this all sounds very 
busy, grey seal females spend the 
majority of their time resting, 
conserving their energy for the 

rest of the breeding season and 
enabling them to maximise the 
energy transferred to their pup 
through nursing. The more time 
spent resting, the less energy they 
use up and the more fat they can 
provision their pup with. When 
pups leave the island they haven’t 
yet learned to hunt and survive in 
the world alone, having only ever 
known life with their mother by 
their side. The layer of fat they 
develop during the first few weeks 
of their life is therefore vital to tide 
them over the first few difficult 
months. 

Despite understanding the 
importance of resting behaviour 
during the breeding season, 
the extent of this behaviour is 
extrapolated almost entirely from 
looking at behaviour during 

the hours of daylight, ignoring 
nocturnal periods. In order to 
record nocturnal behaviour, I 
used a thermal imaging camera; 
following the seal shaped blobs of 
bright white around the field I was 
observing in. Although this allowed 
me to record detailed behaviours, 
some behaviours, which could be 
clearly observed during daylight, 
could not be distinguished using 
a thermal imaging camera. This 
limitation meant that I was unable 
to distinguish between when 
females were nursing their pups 
and when they were simply lying 
in a nursing-like position.

Despite this limitation, my findings 
showed that inactivity increased 
during the night. This period of 
decreased activity allows energy to 
be conserved and, as daylight hours 
represents only around eight hours 
of the day on the Isle of May during 
autumn and winter, is especially 
important during the grey seal 
breeding season. These findings 
during nocturnal hours show that, 

although grey seals were already 
identified as a generally restful 
bunch, even more time is allocated 
to resting than we thought.

Further to answering questions 
about what grey seals get up to at 
night, a link was found between the 
age stage of the pup and whether it 
was day or night. It was found that 
mothers with pups in the older age 
stages were equally more active 
during the day and night, whereas 
those with younger pups were 
less active and became even more 
inactive at night. This difference 
could be due to the more mobile 
older pups running their mothers 
ragged. Whatever the reason for 
these nocturnal differences, we 
can all be sure that the grey seals 
capacity for resting will never be 
underestimated again.

Dipping a 
Flipper into 
the Nightlife 
of Grey 
Seals

Words By Zoe Fraser
Photographs By 

Courtney Shuert

|  Grey Seals  |
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DIVING BENEATH THE SURFACE AT THE 

Hannah Rudd takes us into the depths of this 

wondrous new exhibition

Natural History MuseumNatural History Museum
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Whales: Beneath 

the surface is 

on exhibition at 

the Natural History 

Museum, London until 

28th February 2018

S
ince a young age I have been 
captivated by the majesty of 
the ocean and always yearned 

to learn more of the wondrous 
creatures that inhabit its depths. 
Like an itch that consistently 
needed scratching, I took every 
opportunity to observe as many 
animals in the wild as possible. 
One of my earliest memories 
was watching a pod of bottlenose 
dolphins mischievously play in 
the wake of our boat off the coast 
of Los Gigantes, Tenerife. Even 
at that young age it was possible 
to understand the intellect these 
inquisitive cetaceans have, and for 
me it begged more questions about 
their secretive lives.

Like many young naturalists, I 
would always beg my parents to 
take me to my favourite place – The 
Natural History Museum London. 
Unquestionably this astonishing 
institution holds a very special 
place in the nation’s heart. It is a hub 
of fascination, wonderment and 
curiosity, and for many it was the 
place they first became bewildered 
with nature. Fast-forward 12 years 
from that dolphin moment in 
Tenerife and I find myself walking 
along a bustling corridor full of 
prehistoric marine reptiles that 
I now know all too well. Despite 
visiting regularly to simply soak-
up the atmosphere, this time I 
am here for a truly special event – 
the ‘Whales: Beneath the surface’ 
exhibition.

On first entering through the doors 
you are greeted by the gargantuan 
mouth of a blue whale, feeling like 

you are being submerged metres 
below the ocean surface, thanks 
to iridescent blue lighting and the 
sound of waves crashing. After a 
quick lesson in cetacean evolution 
– did you know their ancestor, 
Indohyus, walked on land? – you 
are thrust into a spectacular sight. 
Seeing specimens for yourself truly 
puts the scale of ‘whale sizing’ into 
perspective. If you hadn’t already 
noticed Hope plunging down 
from the ceiling of Hintze Hall 
when entering the museum, the 
humongous size of the blue whale 
flipper bones on display here will 
leave you breathless.

Now you would be forgiven if 
all you thought you’d see here 
are skeletons, but I assure you, 
you won’t. Although there are 
numerous skeletons, from the 
Thames whale to vertebra of 
Northern right whales, that isn’t 
all you’ll discover. On display are 
a whole breadth of specimens, 
perfectly preserved – from a sperm 
whale’s stomach to individual 
humpback whales in different 
stages of embryonic development. 
The diversity of food choices across 
all cetaceans also takes you to a 
variety of other organisms from as 
large as a seal to as tiny as krill, all 
pristinely presented.

Across all ages, I found this 
exhibition to be accessible to 
everyone. There are plenty of 
interactive exhibitions and games 
to keep the young naturalists 
entertained – of course I too had 
to have a play on the echolocation 
experience, you’re never too old for 

a bit of fintastic fun, eh? But for 
older naturalists the information 
on display is thoroughly in depth, 
whilst also being coherent and most 
importantly, interesting! Walking 
through this exhibition is effortless. 
Every aspect of a whale’s lifespan 
is covered, from their anatomy and 
feeding behaviours, to the threats 
facing current populations globally.

As an enthusiastic marine 
conservationist and aspiring 
marine biologist, I have always had 
a desire to protect the one place 
I hold dear to my heart. It would 
not be far stretched to suggest 
that the oceans are suffering. 
Plastic pollution, overfishing and 
climate change being just a few of 
the catastrophic human-induced 
threats radically destroying our 
marine biome. Exhibitions such 
as this are integral to improving 
public awareness about the majesty 
of these creatures and the actions 
we need to collectively take to 
improve their futures. 

For me, this exhibition branches 
further out than just to the whales. 
Under the sea a wealth of different 
species exist; in every shape, every 
size and every colour, all with 
unique personalities. It is our 
responsibility to ensure the future 
of these species and however you’re 
inspired to do so, and however you 
can, will make a difference. From a 
local beach clean picking up plastic, 
to writing to your local MP about 
your environmental concerns, there 
is something we can all do to help 
the future of our oceans.

|  Natural History Museum  |
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T
he clean water for wildlife survey allows 
contributors to explore the nitrate and 
phosphate levels in their local ponds, 

streams, rivers and lakes. The survey started 
at the beginning of 2016 and finishes at 
the end of 2017. The aims include creating 
a map of 10,000 freshwater sites, enabling 
discovery of the most polluted habitats, but 
also the least polluted, as well as providing 
people with education about their freshwater 
heritage in order to increase the awareness of 
freshwater biodiversity.

A case study in Greater London concluded 
the least polluted lakes and rivers were 
found in parks, nature reserves, woodlands 
and green spaces of this extremely urbanised 
city. However, 60% of the sites surveyed 
were highly polluted. Surveys in the New 
Forest Catchment found that out of 675 
water samples, 74% displayed no evidence of 
nutrient pollution, whereas in Oxfordshire 
70% of freshwater sites surveyed showed 
evidence of pollution effects. This shows 
a significant difference in water pollution 
levels from suburban areas to the scenic 
catchment of a National Park. The smallest 
amount of pollution can cause remarkable 
damage to freshwater plants and animals, 
therefore it is important that these 
levels are managed.

What causes nutrient pollution in freshwater 
habitats? A site showing no nutrient 
pollution will display a small or no colour 
change in the test. The low level of pollution 
could be due to the site being surrounded by 
uncultivated land or because it is protected, 
such as a National Park. This allows a large 
range of plants and animals to be present 
in the habitat, including endangered and 
rare species. If the habitat has high or very 
high levels of pollution, it could be due to 
urbanisation and building development, 
agricultural fertilisers or rubbish dumping. 
All of these threats can cause an increase 
in nitrate and phosphate levels, which is 
detrimental to biodiversity levels.

Anyone is able to participate in this free 
Heritage Lottery funded nationwide project, 
including individuals, schools, colleges and 
groups! With new water testing kits, habitats 
can be observed quickly and do not need 
laboratory analysis, as a result the survey is 
simple to complete. You are able to clearly 
see the colour change showing the pollution 
levels using the clean water kits. To take part 
in the clean water for wildlife survey you can 
follow these tips.
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1. First, simply visit the freshwater 
habitats trust website www.
f r e s h w a t e r h a b i t a t s . o r g . u k /
projects/clean-water/take-part/ 
and fill in your name, address, email 
and information about where and 
who is going to take part in the 
survey.

2. You should then receive an 
information leaflet, the clean water 
kits (nitrate and phosphate tubes) 
and comparison charts in the post.

3. Once you know which 
waterbody you are going to survey, 
the recording form requires a grid 
reference. This can be obtained 
by either using google maps by 
zooming in on the location and 
clicking “Grid Reference Tools” 
and then “Get Grid Reference 
from Map”. Or you can download 
a grid reference tool from the app 
store or google play store using a 
smartphone/tablet 

4. You need to obtain the water 
sample in a plastic container which 
allows the sample to get to room 
temperature. This is very important 
as if the sample is taken during the 
winter or summer, the temperature 
may interfere with the results of 
the level of pollution.

5. Once the water samples have 
reached room temperature you can 
then use the water kits by filling the 
tube over half way with the sample 
by gently releasing pressure to suck 
water into the tube. Then gently 
shake the tube and record the time. 
This should be done for both the 
nitrate and phosphate tubes.

6. The nitrate tube should be 
left for three minutes and the 
phosphate tube should be left for 
five minutes until the colour is 
observed.

7. When the time is up,  
immediately compare the colour 
shown in the nitrate and phosphate 
tubes with the colour on the 
comparison chart.

8. Finally record the colour 
by ticking the correct box and 
information on the recording 
form. Then enter your results 
online or by email. To conclude 
pour the contents down the drain 
and recycle the empty plastic tubes.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

|  Water Survey  |

Words By Katie Strazzanti
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Why did you become a fish 

ecologist?

I consider myself a general 
ecologist that happens to have 
more experience in freshwater fish 
ecology than other disciplines. My 
interest in the natural world was 
evident when I was young, but, 
when I was ten years old, my dad 
bought me a fishing rod and from 
that point I was hooked on fish. 
The aquatic world held an element 
of mystery that I could not resist 
and has resulted in me studying 
fish for research and in pursuit of 
my hobbies, which include angling 
and diving.

After my A-levels, I secured a 
place at Aberystwyth University 
studying freshwater and marine 
biology. We undertook great 
experiments investigating the 
effects of parasitic infections on 
stickleback, which resulted in my 
first scientific publication. I ended 
up completing my PhD on the 
ecology of a fish parasite.

Since moving to consultancy, I 
have found that the projects I 
work on have become more diverse 
but still predominantly focus on 
aquatic ecology with a lean towards 
freshwater fisheries management 
and river restoration.

You have been a university 

researcher, a technical 

specialist, now you are 

a consultant at RSK and 

director and chairman of 

the Cotswold Rivers Trust. 

Could you tell us about 

these jobs and how you got 

them?

After completing my PhD I 
undertook a research position at 
Bangor University examining the 
ecology and aquaculture potential 
of Welsh strains of Arctic charr. I 
got the best elements of scientific 
research in this role, as it involved 
field surveys in Snowdonian lakes, 
fish husbandry work in aquaria 
and laboratory work.

After this I 
t o o k 
a job 
with 
a n 
e c o l o g i c a l 
consultancy, APEM, 
where I undertook some 
incredible projects focusing 
primarily on freshwater 
fisheries ecology. During my 
time there, I progressed from 
junior consultant through to senior 
and then technical specialist roles. 
I also subcontracted to my current 
employer, RSK, on a few occasions.
In 2015, RSK invited me to head its 

aquatic ecology team. I have been 
able to undertake some exciting 
projects ranging from pollution 
incident investigations to invasive 
species surveys and management 
plans.

My role as director and chairman 
of the Cotswold Rivers Trust 
is voluntary. I was invited to 
succeed the previous chairman 
based on my knowledge of river 
restoration, freshwater ecology and 
my enthusiasm. It is a great way to 
meet like-minded people and I am 
delighted with the projects we are 
delivering.

Networking is key. I 
h a v e 

t a k e n 
opportunities to get 

out and meet people in the 
industry at conferences and 

through volunteering. I cannot 
emphasise how important the 
‘who you know’ rather than ‘what 
you know’ has been to me.

PETER WALKER
Peter Walker is an ecologist specialising in freshwater systems and is the Principal Aquatic Consultant at RSK 

Consulting. His varied career has taken him around the world doing a number of incredible things in some truly 

spectacular places. He regularly meets and trains young ecologists so New Nature’s Scott Thomson caught up 

w ith him to find out what advice he has for the ecologists of the future and how he feels his own career has 

developed so far.

|  Peter Walker  |
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What are your thoughts 

on the prospects for 

graduates? There is a 

common argument from 

recent graduates that 

they cannot find jobs, 

particularly in ecology.

There are plenty of jobs for 
ecologists in both terrestrial and 
aquatic fields. RSK regularly 
recruits new talent ranging from 
seasonal assistants right up to 
principal level. The key elements are 
flexibility (being willing to move 
and travel to find employment), 
networking and making sure that 
you go the extra mile to put your 
CV ahead of the competition. 
It is good to try and show some 
diversity in your skills while also 
pursuing a specialism.

A good academic background is a 
given, although we have employed 
ecologists without degrees who 
have suitable experience from 
volunteering. Many degrees do 
not provide enough experience 
for young ecologists to undertake 
surveys on their own.

Many people think the emphasis on 
volunteer work is unfair but to not 
count it would be unfair to those 
who give up their time to assist 
local ecology groups. Survey 
experience gained through 
volunteer roles can count 
for as much as academic 
qualifications if it 

is relevant. Volunteering can be 
the most cost-effective way to get 
training and experience. If they 
want a UK-based career, then 
young ecologists should perhaps 
move away from expensive, tropical 
research expeditions and start 
looking locally at conservation 
groups as many are crying out for 
volunteers.

What, so far, have been your 

career highlights?

Surveying for Arctic charr in the 
lakes of Snowdonia was epic but 
so were my surveys in Uganda – 
watching baboons and warthogs 
while doing fish surveys is not an 
everyday experience! I also recall 
sitting in a fishing lodge when I 
saw an otter run along the bank 
of the river before dropping into 
the water right in front of me. I 
remember chuckling and thinking 
“I am getting paid to do this!”.

I was overjoyed when I published 
my first paper and got a real sense 
of satisfaction from helping one 
of our young ecologists publish an 
article in New Nature. I am proud of 
leading RSK’s aquatic ecology team 
and of the work done by my fellow 
volunteers in t h e 
C o t s w o l d 

Rivers Trust and Evenlode 
Catchment Partnership.

What advice would you give 

people looking to get into 

this field?

1)      Be an aggressive listener. You 
learn little from talking.

2)      Go down every rabbit hole 
because you never know when you 
might find a rabbit.

3)          Be proactive about seeking 
out opportunities to improve 
your CV. I try to add something 
to my CV every month whether 
it is a new publication, attending 
or presenting at a conference or 
doing a volunteer survey for a 
local conservation group. All these 
opportunities raise your profile and 
help you to meet people.

What is next in your 

career?

Developing RSK’s aquatic ecology 
team into one of the leading 
players in the field. We are already 
competing with the industry 
leaders so I am optimistic that 
we will continue to progress in 
the coming years. This will create 
chances for me to give young 
ecologists some of the amazing 

opportunities that I have had 
over the years.

|  Peter Walker  |
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T
he first thing you might 
be thinking is ‘what 
on earth is a chernes?’. 

Chernes is the common name 
given to pseudoscorpions in 
the family Chernetidae, which 
throws up another question 
– ‘what’s a pseudoscorpion?’. 
The pseudoscorpions (or false-
scorpions) are an order of 
arachnids, so are related to 
spiders (Araneae), harvestmen 
(Opiliones) and scorpions. They’re 
a surprisingly diverse group, 
with over 3000 species described 
worldwide, though only 27 of 
these are currently known to occur 
in the UK. As an order, they all 
look broadly the same – like a very 
small, tail-less scorpion. This body 
form has changed very little since 
the earliest known pseudoscorpion 
fossil, which is 380 million years 
old!

Dendrochernes cyrneus is our largest 
species, reaching a whopping 
4.2mm in some cases! It is also one 
of our rarest species, currently listed 
in the Red Data Book. I suspect if 
more people were looking for it, it 
would probably ‘just’ be Nationally 
Scarce. It is an indicator species of 
ancient woodland and parkland 
and, though rare, has been found 
quite widely in southern England, 
with some records from as far north 
as Nottinghamshire. It occurs 
almost exclusively on the dry, 
decaying wood (or under the bark 
of such wood) of large oak trees, 
but has been found occasionally on 
elm and beech. Throughout Europe 
this species is widespread but rare, 
which strengthens the case that it 
is an excellent indicator species.

The large tree chernes, like all 
pseudoscorpions, is a ferocious 

predator. It uses its enlarged claws 
(which are actually extensions 
of the pedipalps) to grab small 
flies, springtails, or any other tiny 
invertebrates that happen to be 
passing the crevice in which it 
hides. Once captured, the chernes 
uses its chelicerae (jaws) to chew 
up, and inject digestive juices into 
its prey. After a short while, the 
unfortunate victim is turned to a 
liquid mush and sucked up like a 
smoothie.

Something which I find truly 
amazing about Dendrochernes is 
their means of dispersal. It uses 
another organism as a flying taxi 
to get from one tree to another, in 
a process known as phoresy. If the 
population of large tree chernes 
on one tree is sufficiently dense, 
some adult pseudoscorpions will 
grab onto beetles or wasps and 
wait for them to fly to another 
site! There is of course an element 
of risk involved in this kind of 
dispersal. I wonder how many 
pseudoscorpions reach a suitable 
destination tree and how many fall 
off before they get there?

Finding this species is challenging 
but also brilliant fun! I’ll share the 
story of how I came across one 
with the risk of sounding slightly 
mad in the process.

Myself and Brian Eversham 
(Wildlife Trust) headed out after 
dark to Woodwalton Fen Nature 
Reserve in Cambridgeshire, to 
try and figure out if the rare 
tansy beetle is nocturnal or 
not. Headtorches on, the first 
thing we came across was a 
huge oak tree. Although we 
knew there would be no tansy 
beetles here, we decided to stop 

for a while and examine the bark 
of the tree to see what climbs oak 
trees at night! As it happened, 
loads of things do, and after half an 
hour of looking I spotted a huge 
pseudoscorpion lurking in a deep 
furrow in the bark. We managed to 
tease it out using a blade of grass 
to get a better look and could then 
see that it must be Dendrochernes 
– new for Woodwalton Fen and 
perhaps for the area. Incidentally, 
we never did see any tansy beetles 
that night.

Recognising this species isn’t 
too tricky with a hand lens. The 
abdomen appears divided down 
the middle, it has no eyes, and is 
3.5mm long or more. Compared to 
all other UK pseudoscorpions, it’s 
a noticeably chunkier animal.

The more people who get out 
late at night and stare at trees or 
logs in areas of ancient woodland, 
the more we will discover about 
where this charismatic species 
occurs. Even if you don’t have such 
habitats nearby, get out and stare 
at trees anyway I say! You could 
find its smaller relative Chernes 
cimicoides (common tree chernes), 
or who knows what else. You can 
look by day as well, but that’s far 
less fun!

SPECIES FOCUS:large tree CHerNes  (Dendrochernes cyrneus)
Words By Calum Urquhart
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Lundy
Island:

tHe BritisH galapagos

Hannah Wolmuth-Gordon tells 

how Lundy’s commitment to the 

conservation and growing tourist 

industry are carefully managed
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Furthermore, tourists produce a 
significant amount of disturbance. 
There are walking trails across the 
island, but frequent trampling over 
the same area accelerates erosion. 
Moreover, tourists stray off the 
designated paths resulting in more 
extensive damage. Disturbance can 
incur stress and alter the natural 
behaviour of animals. For example, 
stressed animals can neglect their 
young. Noise pollution is another 
potential issue as, although tourists 
cannot drive vehicles on Lundy, 
during the winter and in bad 
weather conditions helicopters 
transport tourists to the island. 
Helicopters are extremely pervasive 
and their impact on Brünnich’s 
guillemots highlights their drastic 
effects. These guillemots respond 
to overhead helicopters by leaving 
their nest, resulting in brood 
mortality. However, the helicopter 
has not had such a drastic effect 
on Lundy guillemots, perhaps the 
population has become habituated 
to this disturbance.

However, it would be unreasonable 

L
ike the Galapagos Islands, 
Lundy Island is a conservation 
icon. When I visited, I was 

captivated by the wealth of wildlife 
packed onto the small island. The 
elimination of rats between 2002 
and 2004 led to a soar in the puffin 
and Manx shearwater populations. 
Thousands of seabirds, including 
razorbills, guillemots and shags, 
inhabit the island’s cliffs and Lundy 
is a vital stop for migratory birds, 
such as wheatears. Notably, the 
Lundy No Take Zone, represents 
the UK’s first marine conservation 
area. Corals, sponges, lobsters and 
wrasse are amongst the species 
which have considerably benefited 
from this protection. In addition to 
this array of species, the island is 
host to three endemic invertebrates, 
which depend upon the Lundy 
cabbage. Although less so than the 
Galapagos Islands, many tourists 
visit Lundy each year. At peak 
times parts of the island become 
particularly busy, and undoubtedly 
this impacts the wildlife. Tourists 
increase the likelihood of alien 
invasions, considerably disturb 

wildlife and create noise. On the 
other hand, the income provides 
vital funding for conservation 
efforts. In addition, tourists are 
educated about the importance of 
conservation, and in my opinion, 
this education is paramount to the 
preservation of biodiversity. 

Up to 20,000 tourists visit Lundy 
each year, peaking during the 
spring and summer, when the MS 
Oldenburg sails to the island at least 
three times per week. The majority 
of these tourists stay on the island 
for four to six hours, but some 
stay at one of the 23 residencies. 
Evidently, the volume of tourism, 
and therefore its impact, is limited 
by the remote nature of Lundy. 
In spite of this limit, the sudden, 
large influx of tourists on ‘boat 
days’ undoubtedly impacts resident 
species. I observed three of these 
‘boat days’ during my stay and I 
was amazed at how crowded the 
village and the south of the island 
became. Indeed, tourism can have 
a marked impact on wildlife even 
when tourists stay for merely six 

hours. For example, alien invasions 
can occur in only a second! Only 
one or two seeds on a shoe or 
someone’s clothes are needed 
and an invasive species, such as 
Himalayan balsam, could establish 
and compete with Lundy’s many 
rare plant species. The removal 
of invasive alien species presents 
a considerable challenge. For 
example, an extensive project has 
been underway to eliminate the 
invasive Rhododendron ponticum 
which directly competes with the 
Lundy cabbage. This invasive was 
introduced by the Heaven Family 
in the 19th century and despite 
extensive elimination, traces of 
the species remain. Other invasive  
species, such as Spanish bluebell and 
Alexanders, have also established 
on Lundy. Like the Rhododendron, 
these species have been subjected 
to thorough elimination projects. 
It is inaccurate to state that tourists 
have caused these invasions, yet 
they increase the likelihood of 
the spread of alien species, which 
could be detrimental to Lundy’s 
biodiversity. 

to ignore the benefits that 
tourism provides. It generates a 
substantial income and helps to 
fund conservation projects, such as 
the Lundy No Take Zone. More 
importantly, visits to conservation 
areas, such as

"Thousands of 

seabirds, including 

r a z o r b i l l s , 

guillemots and 

shags, inhabit the 

island’s cliffs"
Lundy, educate the public and 
noticeably raise awareness about 
conservation. Whilst visiting, 
many partake in guided walks to 
learn about the resident species, 
and this increased awareness 
also has wider benefits. Indeed, 

those with higher environmental 
understanding are more likely to 
respect the environment and act 
in a sustainable and conscious 
manner. 

The wealth of biodiversity 
and the island’s commitment 
to conservation has led many 
to compare Lundy with the 
Galapagos. Tourists inflict very 
similar issues on both of these 
islands, including facilitating 
the spread of alien species and 
creating noise. However, these 
drawbacks must be balanced 
with the potential advantages of 
tourism. In my opinion, if tourism 
is tightly controlled, the benefits of 
education outweigh the impacts. 
The volume and nature of tourists 
can be monitored, and visitors 
gain an increased understanding 
and appreciation of nature, which 
is invaluable to help preserve the 
planet’s biodiversity for the future.

Words By Hannah 
Wolmuth-Gordon

|  Lundy Island  |



- 30 - - 31 -

T
o what extent are offshore 
wind farms affecting our 
coastal birds? And what can 

be done about it?

In my last article for New Nature 
I touched on the potential for 
offshore wind farms to eventually 
create habitats for marine life, 
however an important question 
still remains – what do they mean 
for birds? Climate change is a 
major threat to seabird colonies 
as warming waters mean many 
marine organisms are struggling, 
including those that make up the 
diet of coastal birds. Renewable 
wind energy is an important player 
in the fight against global warming, 
but could it drastically change the 
lives of seabirds? Many of our 
already threatened native birds, 
such as kittiwakes, terns, puffins 
and gannets, could all suffer as the 
result of irresponsibly placed wind 
farms.

Historically human nature has a 
habit of creating new problems via 
efforts to fix another. Our wildlife 
populations have been known to 
suffer significant declines as a result 
of new industrial developments, 
such as the surge of chemical 
farming techniques that succeeded 
World War II.  Surely, we can 
learn from our past and ensure that 
the development of wind energy 
does not become another example 
of this pattern by causing more 
drastic species population declines. 

Such population declines would 
mainly be the result of habitat loss, 
disturbance and collisions caused 
by the placement of turbines. But 
how often do birds actually collide 
with the propellers? And are the 
numbers significant enough to 
stand in the way of greener energy? 
The fact is that it varies with 
different species. Depending on 
the altitude at which they fly and 
their acrobatic skills some birds 
are quite successful at avoiding the 
giant blades in their path. However, 
some are not. Many seabirds rely 
on flying at lower heights to enable 
them to catch their prey and are 
perhaps not agile enough to avoid 
the propellers. The blades can reach 
speeds of up to 160 miles an hour 
and in bad weather casualties can 
easily add up.

So let’s say that the birds avoid 
the wind farms, then where do 
they feed? The shallow waters that 
host the right conditions for the 
turbines are also the predominant 
feeding grounds for the birds.

Scotland’s coastlines are an 
ornithological gold mine. They 
make up 25% of the length of 
all EU coastlines and in turn 
accommodate 45% of the EU’s 
breeding seabirds. The nation is 
also making great progress towards 
sustainability efforts, holding 
25% of Europe’s wind and tidal 
technology. It was only a matter of 
time before these things no longer 
went hand in hand. The RSPB 
have just lost a  two year long court 

battle over the fate of four new 
major wind farms, which are to be 
built off the East Coast of Scotland. 
Concerns were raised about one 
farm set to be constructed north of 
Torness. Though this project makes 
promises of producing power for 
32,000 homes it also threatens 
losses of over 1000 gannets and 
hundreds of kittiwakes and puffins 
in the summer months alone. 
Though their court battle was lost, 
the plans were amended to fewer 
and more powerful turbines, yet the 
outcome is still a disappointment 
to many. But where must we draw 
the line? Again, I ask the question 
to what extent should wildlife be 
sacrificed for the future benefits of 
greener energy?

While there is no question that 
offshore wind farms are a giant step 
in a greener direction, the question 
really is, where is the best place to 
put them? Where will the benefits 
most outweigh the costs? Until 
recently the options for locations 
were confined to shallow waters 
of less than 40 metres in depth. 
However, new ‘floating wind farm’ 
projects are promising the ability 
to build turbines in depths of up to 
700 metres – opening whole new 
territories away from the shallow 
feeding grounds of our precious 
seabirds. So perhaps there is hope 
yet for birds like the Atlantic 
puffin (Fratercula arctica), that was 
again reviewed as ‘vulnerable’ to 
extinction on the IUCN red list 
earlier this year, to live to see a 
greener future. 

What About the Birds?
Words By Isabel Lewis
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Autumnal 
Fair Isle 

-
A Natural Seed 

Bank

HeatherLichen and scurvy grass

Waxcap Hygrocybe punicea

Scarlet waxcap

Lichens

Xanthoria parietina and 
Ramalina siliquosa

A
utumn is one of the four 
seasons, famous because of 
the changing colour of the 

leaves. But what can you see in 
this virtually treeless island, that 
in previous issues of New Nature I 
have called “a natural laboratory”?

The hidden magic of Scotland 
repeatedly took me to the most 
remote inhabited island in the 
UK, where I learnt to read the 
landscape from this outlier of 
Shetland – Fair Isle. It is not 
unknown that there is a certain 
romance surrounding islands, and 
I am just one of many captured by 
the dazzling and fascinating nature 
of Fair Isle, which makes you 
understand this enchantment, and 
become part of the island life. Last 
autumn and winter, I conducted 
botanical surveys on Fair Isle 
with the islander, Nick Riddiford. 
A unique time of the year as it 
is the closing season in the Fair 
Isle Bird Observatory, therefore 
there are no visitors on the island 
except the family and friends of 
islanders. The Fair Isle ferry, Good 
Shepherd IV, now makes just one 
journey to Grutness (Mainland 
Shetland) once a week on Tuesday 
or simply when the weather 
permits. In winter, there are flights 
just Monday to Friday rather than 
the whole week. Different does not 
mean bad, it  just means change: 
an increase of remoteness, the days 
get shorter, the power of the waves 
rises caused by wind over the sea 
surface generated by bad 
weather, better 

opportunities to see the ‘Northern 
Lights’ and in the waves of change 
we find our true direction.

But ‘autumn shows us, that to let 
things go and change, can be beautiful ’ 
– we normally see this when the 
plants let go of their autumnal 
foliage, or in the wind-dispersed 
seeds and fruits blowing away from 
daisies, grasses and rushes (the three 
major angiosperms families of the 
total island diversity: Asteraceae, 
Poaceae and Cyperaceae) and 
in mosses and lichens releasing 
their spores. With the change 
in season comes the change of 
scenery. The flowering season 
turns into fruiting season, leaving 
room for other plants and colours 
to flourish, such as the waxcaps 
fungi, the maritime starburst 
lichen (Xanthoria parietina) or the 
sea ivory (Ramalina siliquosa). A 
noticeable change of colour in the 
north side of the isle occurs among 
the heather (Calluna vulgaris), 
when the bracken (Pteridium 
aquilinum) starts to die meaning 
the spring green of its fronds 
are transformed to an autumnal 
brown. Interestingly, apart from 
the 317 flowering plants, there 
are more than 200 lichen taxa and 
13 lichenicolous fungi (parasitic 
fungus that only lives on lichen as 
the host), which 
makes you 
wonder 

where they all are. I have said many 
times that Fair Isle is a natural 
laboratory, and at this time of the 
year it transforms to a ‘natural seed 
bank’. Fair Isle soil is not just dirt, 
it contains seeds and spores stored 
underground waiting for the ideal 
and proper conditions to pop out. 

I hope the floristic survey I have 
undertaken can be used as a baseline 
for future research. In November 
2016, Fair Isle and its surrounding 
waters became Scotland’s first 
Demonstration and Research 
Marine Protected Area (MPA). 
The survey results can be useful 
as they provide added value to the 
monitoring programme within 
the MPA research framework and 
goals, such as a comprehensive 
checklist of the Flora of Fair Isle 
which includes how many species 
are native, introduced, under 
threat, nationally rare and scarce, 
and habitat descriptions linked to 
species diversity. 

The full research can be read 

even though it is yet to be 

published in the following cite: 

Camila V. Quinteros Peñafiel, 

Nick J. Riddiford, Alex D 

Twyford. A floristic survey of 

Fair Isle. bioRxiv 164566; doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1101/164566

|  Fair Isles  |

Words and Images By Camila Quinteros Peñafiel
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The English oak: the most common oak tree in 
Britain, it is known for its acorns, large sturdy trunk 
and its ability to shelter escaping kings Known for 
its acorns, large sturdy trunk and its ability to shelter 
escaping kings. The English oak is a deciduous tree 
that can reach 20-40m tall and interestingly does 
not produce acorns until its 40th year, reaching 
peak acorn production at 80-120 years. They have 
a fairly open canopy with wide branches, enabling 
light to fall on the woodland floor and allowing 
bluebells and primroses to spring up underneath 
in a stunning spectacle. Oak trees are arguably our 
most important native tree for biodiversity as they 
support a great range of wildlife.

Look out for: lobed leaves, yellow catkins, and 
acorns.
 

Scots pine: one of three conifers native to Britain, 
the Scots pine, as the name suggests, is one of the 
species which makes up the Caledonian forest in 
the Scottish highlands. They can grow up to 35m 
and live for around 700 years. They are monoeicous, 
which means both male and female flowers grow on 
the same tree. After pollination the female flowers 
develop into pine cones that don’t mature until 
the next season. The Caledonian forest is home to 
a variety of species of flora and fauna, including 
mammals such as the red squirrel, the pine marten, 
Scottish wildcat and the capercaillie.

Look out for: needle-like leaves, red bark towards 
the crown and twisted needles.
 

Yew tree: this native evergreen conifer has an 
impressive 400-600 year lifespan, with some 
specimens dating back to the 10th century. They 

are commonly planted in churchyards and often in 
long hedges, which provide nesting sites for many 
birds. They also provide fruit for even more species 
of birds, as well as squirrels and dormice. Only the 
red aril fruit of the yew tree is not poisonous; the 
rest contains highly toxic alkaloids that have been 
used in anti-cancer medicine.

Look out for: small, straight needles, and red arils 
containing seeds.
 

Rowan: can grow at high altitudes, reach 15m tall 
and live to be around 200 years old. The leaves look 
like a feather, with five-eight pairs of small ‘leaflets’ 
and one single ‘leaflets’ at the end. Rowan is a 
hermaphrodite as each of its flowers are both male 
and female. The rowan’s bright red autumn berries 
are an abundant source of food for many birds and 
are a firm favourite with gardeners.

Look out for: feather-like leaves, bright red berries, 
silver-grey bark.
 

Hawthorn: known for its May flowers, the hawthorn 
is a herald of spring and usually the first to bloom. 
You can often find hawthorn in woodland or 
forming large hedgerows, with bright white flowers 
and a distinctive blossom scent in spring. A thick 
thorny bush, it provides an excellent nesting site 
for many species of bird and its flowers and berries 
(haws) support a huge variety of insects. 

Look out for: leaves of toothed lobes which turn 
yellow in autumn, dense clusters of white or pink 
flowers and red berries.

 
If you’re interested in learning 

how to identify more trees or 

would like some suggestions 

of woodlands to explore in 

the autumn, take a look at the 

Woodland Trust’s website:

https://www.woodlandtrust.org.

uk/visiting-woods/

British Trees
 

Autumn is coming - get the lowdown on our native British trees.

 

T
rees have been an important feature of the British countryside for over 400 million years, providing us 
with fuel, fruit, and essential building materials. Yet only 1% of us can recognise the UK’s most common 
trees so we seem to have lost our appreciation and knowledge. Here’s a quick guide to identifying some 

common native British trees to recapture that lost art. Let’s start with a classic:
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Words By Clarissa Hopkins

|  British Trees  |
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Tree
of the Year

Chris Hickman from the 

Woodland Trust, tells us the 

stories behind some of the best 

trees in the UK and how you can 

vote in this years Tree of the 

Year competition
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W
hat’s your favourite tree? Is it something 
you’ve even considered? We’re not talking 
about your favourite species either, but an 

individual tree that means something to you. This 
is the concept behind ‘Tree of the Year’; a contest 
which has origins on mainland Europe, but which 
we at the Woodland Trust have organised in the UK 
since 2014.

It’s all about finding a tree with a story, so it could 
be personal to you or a community or it may be a 
tree with links to a historic figure. The great thing 
is that we have so many to choose from across the 
UK. It is thought that we have one of the largest 
populations of ‘ancient’ trees anywhere in Western 
Europe, through accident or design!

We run the contest to remind people of the value of 
our individual trees, as many have little protection 
in law or may not have anyone to care for them. As 
you may have seen in the news recently, in places 
such as Sheffield, passions run very high when we 
are threatened with the loss of individual trees. 

We are hopeful that things may improve, as in the 
recent Housing White Paper, published in February, 
there was specific reference to recognising the 
value of ‘aged and veteran trees’ (as well as ancient 
woods) in relation to the consideration of planning 
applications for house building. Government is due 
to publish its response to the consultation soon, 
where we will get to see whether they intend to 
implement these recommendations in planning 
policy.

In the meantime we’re asking the public to vote 
on this year’s shortlisted trees in our Tree of the 
Year contest. The nominations were revealed in 
September and people have until 8 October to vote 
for their favourites. We have a shortlist of 10 trees 
in England and six in Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and Wales, submitted by members of the public and 
chosen by a panel of experts from the tree world. 

Here are some of our favourite examples from 
around the country:

England; The Gilwell Oak, Epping, Essex
The Gilwell Oak is synonymous with scouting. It sits 
at the heart of Gilwell Park in Epping, the home of 
the scouting movement conceived by Robert Baden 
Powell. 

The towering oak was adopted by Powell as a neat 
analogy in 1929 for not only the growth of the 
scouting movement worldwide, which began with 
a small trial camp some 21 years earlier, but as a 
message to young scouts that big things are possible 
from modest starts. Gilwell Park has trained 
leaders and scouts across the years. It’s where today 
volunteers wishing to lead scouting groups across 
the UK undertake the Woodbadge Course, so 
named for the wooden beads given to participants 
carved from windfall branches of the Gilwell Oak. 

It has too a more chequered past. Less wholesome and 
well-intentioned adventurers once mingled amongst 
the oaks at Gilwell. A notorious highwayman and 
his gang prowled these parts making use of the tree 
cover to prey on stage coaches between Waltham 
Abbey and London. 

Scotland; David McCabe's Spruce – Crieff
During the First World War Lieut. David McCabe 
pulled saplings from the mud of no-man’s land at 
Passchendaele and sent them home to his father in 
Perthshire. David died from wounds in 1917 and 
never returned to see one of these young trees grow 
on to splendid maturity. The saplings travelled in 
an ammunition box together with a letter which 
read:  “…owing to the amount of shell, rifle and 
machine gun fire which the place has been subject 
to, practically nothing is alive which is any taller 
than the trees I sent …some of the fiercest fighting 
of the war having taken place in their vicinity.”

Today David’s tree stands as a magnificent living 
memorial at Abercairny Estate, Crieff.  In summer 
2017 a wreath was fashioned from its cones. A team 
of cadets cycled from Crieff to France to lay it on 
the grave of Lieut. McCabe.

Wales; The Bleeding Yew, St Brynach's Church, 
Nevern, Pembrokeshire

The Church of St Brynach in Nevern has been 
an important religious site since the 6th century 
and is steeped in history and legend. A few yards 
from the church lies a path to an ancient Celtic 
cross, Croes y Pererinion, or the Pilgrims’ Cross.  
The path was used by pilgrims on their route 
to St Davids. And in the churchyard stands 
an ancient yew tree, the Bleeding Yew. The 
tree is believed to be around 600 years old and 
exudes a sticky, red, blood blood-like fluid.  
According to local legend, the tree weeps for the 
crucifixion of Christ. An alternative explanation is 
that liquid is in fact rainwater, stained red by the tree’s 
heartwood and then escaping through a convenient 
hole. Whatever the explanation, the yew along with 
the church attracts thousands of visitors to this day. 

Northern Ireland; The Armada Tree, St Patrick's 
Church of Ireland, Cairncastle, near Larne, County 

Antrim
The story goes that when the Spanish Armada 
was passing these shores in 1588 a sailor was 
washed up at Ballygally, no doubt from one of the 
fine ships blown off course by gales.  Some locals 
took the body and duly buried it in the graveyard 
of the very picturesque St Patrick’s Church.   
After some time a sapling emerged from this 
unmarked grave and, despite the coastal winds, has 
grown into a remarkable specimen.  It’s believed 
that today’s fabulous ancient tree, twisted and 
gnarled, grew from one of the chestnut seeds that 
the sailor had in his pocket when he was buried. The 
tree has been analysed and found to date back to 
the sixteenth century, adding credence to the local 
legend.

There are another 

24 trees with equally 

inspiring stories on the 

Woodland Trust website so 

why not take a look and vote 

for your favourite? If nothing 

else it will remind you of the 

fantastic ways trees become so 

linked into our lives. www.

woodlandtrust.org.uk/

treeoftheyear 
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SPECIES FOCUS:

Redwings
T

he colder temperatures 
and shorter days are often 
grumbled about in the human 

world, although for one species in particular these 
chillier climes are ideal, providing the perfect 
environment to settle in until early spring.

The redwing, a migratory thrush, is known for 
roaming across the UK’s countryside during winter. 
The bird’s features, with a distinct cream strip above its 
eye, and warm red tones on its flanks and underwings 
distinguish the redwing from its counterpart, the 
song thrush. Unlike the redwing, the song thrush 
remains in the UK throughout the year.

Redwings migrate to the UK from Iceland, 
Scandinavia, and Russia – with those flying over 
from the latter countries being smaller in size, and 
boasting a lighter plumage. The migration itself takes 
place overnight, so if you listen out on a dark clear 
autumn night when the birds are journeying, the 
distinct ‘tseep’ of the redwing can be heard in the 
skies overhead. After the migration, the birds usually 
colonise the northern and eastern coasts, before 
gradually moving inland, with most being found in 
the southwest, the midlands, and along the Welsh 
borders. 

Feeding on hawthorn, elder and rowan berries, 
the redwing is able to find most of its food from 
hedgerows, open fields and parks. Whilst the birds 

are rarely seen in residential 
back gardens, they can be found in 

the rural countryside. However, with a 
particularly harsh winter and food in short supply, 
you might be lucky enough to see one venture into 
your back garden. Sociable creatures, the redwing is 
often found in large flocks with other birds, including 
fieldfares, blackbirds and other thrushes.

Recently, the redwing population has seen significant 
decline. At present, under 20 pairs nest in the UK, 
and they are a Red List species in the Birds of 
Conservation Concern Review. This review looks at 
the conservation status of birds in the UK, Channel 
Islands, and Isle of Man. Threats to the redwing 
include climate change, variable winters and loss of 
vegetation, with direct implications to wild berry 
production. Wild berries play an important part in 
the redwing’s diet, particularly during the colder 
months when alternative food sources are not so 
readily available.

Work is being done to help the dwindling redwing 
population and increase their numbers. Wildlife 
Trusts have been cooperating with landowners and 
farmers to promote practises that encourage the 
redwing to thrive. Those interested in protecting the 
bird are encouraged to take part in regular surveys 
to monitor numbers during certain months, so that 
a greater understanding of redwing distribution in 
different regions of the UK can be gained. 

Words By Laura Butler

E
nvironmental conservation 
happens on many scales, 
from rainforests in the 

Amazon to nature reserves in the 
middle of England, and it is no less 
important when the size of that 
scale reduces.

In some respects, local ecosystems 
are just as important for us to 
protect and conserve as those on 
a more global scale. After all, the 
biodiversity that exists in such 
places can often be unique and 
endemic to that area.

With government funding 
limited on issues like these, it’s 
crucial that places that need 
it still receive support, such as 
through community donations and 
fundraising. It truly justifies the 
principle ‘a little support can go a 
very long way’.

Independent community groups 
are extremely important for 
local wildlife. They provide a 
starting point for protecting the 
environment and encourage people 
to help conserve an area.  

Mercer’s Wood, located on the 
riverbank of the River Trent in 
Gainsborough, has been neglected 
for many years. Prior to the work 
of Mercer’s Wood Community 
Group, the woodland was littered 

with waste, and was also the site 
of illegal motorbike activity, with 
many paths suffering from severe 
footpath erosion. The wildlife in 
the wood was affected because of 
this, and the group are currently 
working to create designated 
footpaths and bring back native 
bird species to the area. They aim 
to re-instate Mercer’s Wood and 
the bank of the River Trent as a 
friendly and safe environment for 
dog walkers, families, and nature 
lovers.

So far, the project has been a success, 
with benches made from recovered 
wood, and an information board 
built next to the newly instated 
accessible path that leads up to the 
woods.

Mercer’s wood still faces many 
challenges today – namely, the 
threat from flooding and littering. 
But the community group have 
made an enormous difference in 
the development of the woodland 
area, including the conservation 
of biodiversity and habitats, and it 
will hopefully continue to do so.

As the chief organiser of the group 
said: “Underlying the Mercer 
Wood project is the belief that 
engaging with the natural world 
is good for our health and sense of 
well-being.”

The power of the individual 
to incite change is never to be 
underestimated, especially when 
it comes to preserving our planet 
for future generations. Recycling, 
reusing and cutting fuel emissions 
are just a few things that can be 
achieved by a single person, with 
each action having a huge effect on 
the world as a whole.

If the power of the individual is 
strong, then the power of many 
individuals united is even stronger. 
The influence of community 
groups designated towards a 
particular cause is large and when 
this is applied to the conservation 
of local green spaces, it’s amazing 
what a small group of people can 
do.

Community groups such as the 
Mercer’s Wood Community 
Group are pivotal in the act of 
conservation and can change a 
huge amount. Whether it’s by 
protest, action, development or 
simply spreading the word – every 
action that constitutes towards the 
protection of the environment is 
an important one. There is nothing 
more persuasive or influential 
than a collective community effort 
towards working for change and a 
better future.
 

Words and Images By Kayleigh Crawford

Community Engagement in 

Woodland Conservation
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W
hen it comes to choosing 
a university or course 
there are so many things 

to think about, and that’s before 
you think about all the things 
you didn’t even know you were 
meant to think about! Talk about 
overwhelming! I’ve been through 
this decision-making process twice 
so far and have whittled the ‘many 
things’ down to the five that I 
consider most important.

Five things 
to consider 

when choosing a 
university
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Location 

First, how far are you willing to 
travel? Maybe you want to get as far 
away from your family and friends as 
possible, or maybe you’d like to pop 
home at the weekends for cuddles 
with your best canine friend. 
Either way, location is a logistical 
consideration when it comes to 
choosing a university. Aside from 
the ease of getting home for the 
holidays or cost of living, location 
can influence how you spend your 
time outside of lectures. For me, 
this predominately included horse 
riding and volunteering at the 
local zoo. For you it may include 
windsurfing, birding, sailing or any 
of the other opportunities that the 
university and its surrounding area 
may offer.

Content

Which aspects of the course are 
you most interested in, and will 
the university be flexible on this? 
For some people a narrow degree 
programme is best, but others 
are keen to keep their options 
open by staying broad. As an 
undergraduate, I couldn’t get 
away from the medical side of 
biology fast enough, tailoring my 
degree toward ecology after the 
second year. My university offered 
recommended pathways and 
flexible module choices, including 
options from other schools such 
as geography or psychology. I 
suggest that you have a look at the 
university website and count or 
highlight all the possible modules 
that excite you. This might bring 
you to an obvious conclusion early 
in the decision-making process 
when you notice that some courses 
are lit up like a Christmas tree 
while others remain untouched. 

Fieldwork

Moving to one of the exciting 
things to consider – field trips! 
As budding biologists, ecologists 
and conservationists, field trips are 
(or certainly should be) a course 
staple. Depending on where you 
look, fieldtrips can range from 
the UK to Kenya, Madagascar, or 
Belize, covering all kinds of skills 
and taxonomic groups. I’m not 
advocating choosing a university 
based on field trips alone, but it 
can be a game-changer. During 
my first year as an undergraduate I 
spent two weeks in Spain learning 
ecological survey techniques, plant 
and invertebrate taxonomy, and 
solidifying friendships. It was 
certainly a highlight of my degree, 
as I’m sure yours will be if you 
have one! This fieldtrip was free for 
students so was widely accessible. 
Some universities will offer this, 
whereas other universities only 
offer trips at an additional cost to 
you and this might be an important 
consideration depending on your 
financial situation. 

Research 

This is low down on the list 
of considerations for most 
prospective undergraduates, but 
for a postgraduate this should 
probably move up a couple of 
places (to the top if you’re looking 
for a PhD). What type of research 
goes on within your department 
can influence what you learn in 
lectures and what your dissertation 
is on. During my MSc year, most 
of us completed our projects 
within the department, so it really 
does pay to choose somewhere 
with research that inspires you. 
Have a look at staff research 
profiles and publications to get 
an understanding of where their 
research interests lie. 

Gut Feeling

Whatever pros and cons you’ve 
managed to scribble down by this 
point, you are still likely to base the 
final decision on how you feel. The 
best way to get this gut feeling is to 
visit the university and have a look 
around. Open days are the most 
obvious way to visit, and I can safely 
say that if you’re not enthused by 
someone who could talk for hours 
about why they love their university, 
then it’s probably not the right 
one for you. Other excuses to look 
around include visiting siblings or 
friends, or simply turning up and 
wandering across campus. I visited 
my undergraduate university while 
holding an unconditional offer, 
later that day I withdrew all other 
applications. This is the reason it’s 
the final but in my opinion most 
important ‘thing’ to consider. I 
believe that once you’ve narrowed 
your search down to a handful of 
universities based on the four other 
‘things’, you can rely on your gut to 
do the last bit for you.

This list is by no means exhaustive 
and people value things differently; 
perhaps for you it is important to 
consider nightlife, sports teams, 
university rankings, or even just 
where your friends are going 
(although I can assure you that 
you’ll make new ones wherever you 
end up!). Ultimately, you’re likely 
to spend a couple of years or more 
(one of my friends is entering his 
seventh year) at the same university, 
so it pays to get it right. 
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