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The arms of the clock simultaneously point to the sky – a new year has begun. It is the perfect time to step 
outdoors and appreciate what the natural world has to offer, and to start planning your wildlife adventures for 
the year. Do you imagine watching the glorious flight of swallowtail butterflies on the Norfolk Broads, the 
mighty dorsal fin of a basking shark escaping the summer ocean, or the clash of antlers during an autumn red 
deer rut?

Whatever your nature dream for the year, you can start appreciating the wildlife outdoors now – just wrap 
up warm and you won’t be disappointed. Our resident ‘What to watch for’ author Elliot Chandler suggests 
searching for black redstarts, or looking for secretive deer (p8), while Sophie Lewis contemplates the glorious 
goshawk in her enchanting Sussex Field Notes column. This month we also have a special underwater focus – 
discover all about our curious cover star on p22 from Roisin Maddison. We also urge you to take a walk around 
the coastline this winter, with Asia Roberts-Yalland inspiring us to visit Norfolk in pursuit of snow buntings 
and overwintering waterfowl (p10), while Hannah Rudd encourages us to search the shoreline (p14).

The year may be new, but there are many conservation problems that continue to worsen and must continue to 
be tackled; we speak to the inspiring young conservationist Bella Lack about raising awareness of important 
issues (p24). We also learn about the difference one person can make for conservation in their local area, as 
Max Woods shares with us his inspiration behind starting the Sussex Stag Beetle Initiative (p26). New Nature’s 
Alex Pearce also caught up with Bird Watching editor Matt Merritt to discuss all things feathered, check it out 
on p38.

We hope you find inspiration is this issue of New Nature as it marks two years since the launch of our first 
issue! Thank you to everyone who has contributed, shared the magazine and helped us over the years – the 
team is very grateful for your support.

Happy New Year!
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Readers’
P HO TOGRAPH S

A joyous seal photograph 
from the very talented 

Angela Yates - check out 
more of her work at www.
angelayatesphotography.

com

 

You can email us at editorial.newnature@gmail.com or tweet us @newnature_mag

We love seeing your nature pics 
and hearing the stories 
behind them so get in touch! 

WANT YOUR PHOTOGRAPHS FEATURED IN THE 
NEXT ISSUE OF NEW NATURE? 

Readers’ Photographs
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Visit page 5 for details on how to contact us

This little ruff was taken 
at RSPB Titchwell Marsh 

by Anastacia Aldrich, 
what a lovely shot.

A beautiful 
spider in action 
photographed 

by Ashley Lindop 
from Connahs 
Quay, Deeside 

@flintshire_
wildlife
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What to watch for in

JANUARY
and

FEBRUARY
Words by Elliot Chandler
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With most ground vegetation having died 
back and no leaves on the trees, this is a 
really good time to spot some of our deer 

species, which are less secretive in winter. Go for a 
wander through a local wood, park or farmland – 
especially in early morning or evening when there’s 
less disturbance – and you may have a close encounter 
with roe, muntjac or fallow deer and in certain parts of 
the UK there’s also a chance of the larger red and sika 
deer. The light is often perfect for photography too.

Black redstarts are scarce resident breeders in the UK 
but the population is boosted in winter by continental 
migrants. These are small, attractive sooty-black, white 
and rusty-red birds that favour rocky habitats such as 
coastal cliffs and beaches as well as urban areas that 
mimic these natural sites, such as industrial districts, 
airports and brownfield sites. Look for their flicking 
red tail and the flash of white on the wings as they fly.
There may not seem to be many insects about now, 
but sunny, milder days can tempt some species to 
venture out from hibernation quite early in the year. 
Bumblebee queens in particular can often be seen 
noisily patrolling woodland floors or gardens in search 
of either a food source or a suitable nesting site on 
even frosty days. Drone flies, which are bee mimics, 
can also be spotted sunning themselves on walls or 
fences and some ladybird species crowd together in 

groups in prominent positions to catch what little sun 
there is. 

Every year, woodpeckers seem to start drumming 
earlier; great spotted woodpeckers are by far the 
commonest species and can be heard hammering at a 
dead branch from as early as December onwards. They 
do this to set up territories and attract mates instead 
of singing and the clear air on a winter morning is 
perfect for carrying the drumming sound through the 
trees. In February, especially on sunny days, keep a 
keen ear out for the longer, flatter and slower-paced 
drum of the rare and tiny lesser spotted woodpecker, 
if you are fortunate enough to find one make sure you 
record your sighting.

Woodpeckers aren’t the only ones getting excited 
for the coming spring; already tawny owls become 
increasingly active from December and call loudly and 
frequently in wooded habitats across the UK during 
the hours of dusk and dawn, but can also be heard 
regularly in the middle of the day. Rooks will be back 
at their rookeries as well, preparing for the breeding 
season with raucous activity and nest-building that 
can be a joy to watch, and by the end of February 
many will already have clutches of eggs – spring at 
last?

WILDLIFE  │  What to watch for
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PLACES TO VISIT

Norfolk's Winter Wonderland

Bewick’s swan Snow bunting Pink-footed goose

WILDLIFE  │  Places To Visit

With winter drawing in it 
often seems as though 
we join much of our 

UK wildlife, shutting ourselves up 
indoors and going into hibernation. 
However, though the UK climate 
can feel inhospitable to us natives, 
there are a number of species to 
which it is positively tropical. 
Consequently, this time of year is 
great for braving the outdoors to 
spot some winter wildlife visitors.

The Norfolk coast stretches 
approximately 90 miles, and there 
are a number of marshland areas 
that are a great location for wading 
birds. The whole of the North 
Coast has been designated an Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB), and attracts a plethora 
of overwintering birds from more 
Arctic regions.

WhAt you Will see

Most overwintering birds start to 
arrive from mid to late October and 
stay until the beginning of spring. 
The migrants include a number of 
birds of the order Anseriformes 
(waterfowl). Bewick’s swan and 

brent geese both breed in the 
Russian tundra and arrive in their 
family groups. The most noticeable 
visitors are the pink-footed geese, 
which arrive in tens of thousands 
from Iceland; organising into 
huge, very noisy, flocks. With 
their distinctive cackling call 
they provide a winter spectacle 
every morning as they take flight 
in v-formation skeins from the 
roosting sites (notably Holkham) 
to feed in the harvested sugar beet 
fields, where they refuel on the 
discarded leaves and stalks. 

The knot is an Arctic wading 
bird that feeds in the mudflats on 
invertebrates, they can be found 
at RSPB Snettisham, along with 
bar-tailed godwits, which attracts 
peregrine falcons and hen harriers.

Representing the Passeriformes 
(perching birds) are two distinctly 
different species, the snow 
bunting and the waxwing. The 
snow bunting is well camouflaged 
against the sand and rocks where 
it feeds on the seeds and insects 
of the salt marsh plants, but is 
easily spotted when they take 

flight in flocks, flashing their 
white undersides and wings. The 
snow bunting is an Amber listed 
species in the UK as the number 
of visiting birds varies from year 
to year, and is easily affected by 
climatic changes. In contrast, the 
waxwing is a very distinctive bird 
with bright, colourful plumage 
and crest. They arrive mostly in the 
east, moving slowly inland to feed 
as the winter progresses, which 
makes Norfolk an excellent place 
to see them. They are not a rare 
bird as they feed on the abundant 
winter berries, eating almost twice 
their body weight every day, and 
can often be spotted in car parks 
feeding on rowan trees. Visiting 
numbers can vary depending on 
food availability in their breeding 
grounds in Scandinavia and Russia.
 
So the winter months may seem 
long and dark, but there is plenty 
to see if we go out and look for it. 
The Norfolk coast is far from quiet 
and barren, providing plenty of 
winter wonders to discover, so get 
out onto your local patch and have 
a look for some winter visitors!

Words by Asia Roberts-Yalland
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The false widow divides opinion. Some 
say it is a vicious, dangerous monster, 
infesting schools and forcing people 

to flee. Others say they are just a small 
spider found in the UK, which we have 
sensationalised and overreacted to in a huge 
way.

The noble false widow, Steatoda nobilis, 
is not a new invader of our shores at all. 
First sightings of this spider occurred in 
1879 in Torquay, having been mixed in 
with a shipment of fruit from the Canary 
Islands. They are suited to warm climates 
and established themselves in the south-
east of England quite happily for over 
100 years. As the effects of climate change 
become more prominent the spiders have 
begun to increase their range, as is the case 
with any number of animals in response to 
a warming climate. An interesting tale but 
nothing that would make the front page of 
a newspaper ordinarily.

However, there have been stories recently 
of people allegedly being bitten and 
suffering horrific injuries due to the spiders. 
Unsurprisingly these stories have been 
exaggerated and, in some cases, almost 
entirely made up. In most of these ‘spider 
bite’ stories the spider is never actually seen, 
and people are merely speculating that the 
spiders are to blame. Indeed, in a recent 
case where a sports player was bitten and 
required surgery to cut away the damaged 
flesh, it was almost certainly not the spider 
that was to blame. Venoms are broadly split 
into three classes: hemotoxic, cytotoxic, and 
neurotoxic. A false widow has neurotoxic 
venom meaning a bite would cause 
numbness, swelling and pain. It would 
certainly not require surgery to remove 
flesh as the venom physically couldn’t cause 
that sort of injury. 

In some cases there have been spider 
bites that have resulted in complications. 
However, in these situations it has been as 
a result of an allergic reaction and not the 
venom itself. The bite itself is equivalent to 
a wasp sting, painful but without lasting 
effect. Furthermore, like almost all animals, 
they are not naturally aggressive, they only 
bite when threatened and are far more likely 
to run away.

Unfortunately, the scaremongering and 
sensationalism is having real effects. Seven 
schools  in London were recently closed 
due to false widow ‘infestations’. Jack Ashby 
of the Museum of Zoology, Cambridge, 
labelled the measures an overreaction 
saying: “This is insane. London schools 
will close for weeks due to some mildly 
venomous spiders. It will make children 
fearful of nature.”

This is the real problem, not the spiders, 
the impact these stories have. There is 
already a huge disconnection between 
people and nature, particularly in urban 
areas such as London. Indeed you have to 
question whether a school in Devon would 
have closed its doors if a similar situation 
occurred. Schools are places of learning, 
logic and rational thought. To close because 
of a 1cm long spider that is, at worst, as 
dangerous as a wasp is a huge waste of time 
and money. The message we are sending to 
children is to be fearful of these creatures, 
to be afraid and to be concerned. Perhaps 
instead we could have explained that 
climate change had caused this change, 
looked into the lives of these animals and 
educated our young people to fight back 
against the wave of fear and ignorance 
that has spread throughout the media. For 
centres of education to be the first places to 
fall victim to ignorance is an irony that is 
hard to ignore and even harder to fathom. 

FALSE WIDOW SPIDER
S p e c i e s  F o c u s

Words by Scott Thomson
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WILDLIFE  │  Species Focus

Image: glenngould
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For many the coast is the not the 
first place that comes to mind 
during the winter months. 

With the bitterly cold winds of 
winter taking full force, for most of 
us it is the perfect time to cosy up 
next to a crackling fire, rather than 
to wrap up in copious amounts of 
comfy material for a wander along 
the rocky shorelines that grace our 
island. Yet a stroll along the beach 
may be exactly what we need to 
fight those seasonal blues, with 
vast amounts of recent research 
connecting time spent by the 
ocean with overall better mental 
and physical wellbeing.

There are few environments that 
replicate the sensation of being 
beside the sea. Standing at the 
top of the beach with your hands 
firmly planted in your coat pockets 
for warmth, you can feel the 
brisk, salty sea air hit your face 
with full-force as you inhale the 
ocean spray. Gazing out across 
the oceanic horizon, watching the 

swell dance across the blue surface 
and the white horses crash against 
coastal landforms is one of the best 
forms of escapism nature can offer. 
Listening to the rhythm of the 
waves as they creep ever-closer to 
the beach also brings us a sense of 
tranquillity and contentment more 
powerful than any other experience 
in the natural world. 

According to The Wildlife Trusts, 
no one in the UK lives further than 
80 miles from the coast. But where 
should an avid explorer head to 
get the most out of the seashore 
this wintertime?  Whether you are 
an intrepid adventurer, a would-
be marine scientist or a complete 
newbie to Britain’s coastline, 
there is a plethora of places and 
activities you can get stuck into. 
The  coastline is ornamented by 
an abundance of wildlife during 
all seasons, but it is a particularly 
excellent place for any visitor and 
nature lover to explore during this 
turbulent time of the year. 

An eclectic range of habitats, from 
cliffs and rocky shores to sandy 
beaches and muddy estuaries, 
are scattered along the shoreline, 
harbouring a diverse array of marine 
and coastal-dwelling organisms. 
For the wildlife that calls Britain 
home, it is not the bitter cold that 
threatens their existence, but the 
tempestuous storms that batter 
the coastline throughout the bleak 
winters.

The RSPB reserve at Titchwell 
in Norfolk is home to saltmarsh, 
freshwater lagoons and extensive 
reedbeds, as well as an expansive 
sandy beach. You can find it 
within the Norfolk Coast Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB). RSPB Titchwell is 
particularly well-known for its 
wading birds, wildfowl and geese, 
which can be found within the 
bustling freshwater lagoons. A 
top species to look out for in the 
saltmarsh is the graceful little 
egret – with snowy-white feathers, 

this beauty may be difficult to 
spot depending on the weather 
conditions. The marsh harrier also 
has a resident population here, 
and can be seen flying above the 
reedbeds year-round.

One of the most spectacular sights 
of the winter period is undoubtedly 
starling murmurations. These 
impressive congregations are 
best viewed in the early evening 
during the coldest days. Few sights 
compare to witnessing thousands 
of individuals swooping in from 
every direction before gathering 
in an agile flock, dipping and 
diving across the winter skyline. 
Popular locations to view this 
display include Gretna Green 
in Dumfries and Galloway, and 
Brighton Pier in Sussex, as well as 
several RSPB Reserves, including 
RSPB Leighton Moss and RSPB 
Minsmere. 

Staggeringly, the British coastline 
is home to approximately 40% of 
the global population of Atlantic 
grey seals. Despite pupping season 
in much of the country being 
complete by late December, there 
are still plenty of locations where 
you can observe adorable baby 
pups if you’re lucky. North Wales 

is home to roughly 5,000 seals, and 
the best place to view these playful 
sea-dwellers is the headland at 
Porthdinllaen, where you can get 
stunning views of the resident 
seals and their fluffy white pups. 
Scotland also has fantastic colonies 
of both grey and common seals, 
with the Scottish Highlands, Oban 
and Inverness, being the most 
iconic places to catch a glimpse of 
them. Scotland also provides the 
perfect opportunity to see otters 
and harbour porpoises during the 
winter months.

For those who like to get more 
stuck-in, rock pooling is a 
captivating activity that can take 
place on almost any rocky beach. 
Take care during the winter 
months due to the ferocity of the 
waves, make sure you’re wearing 
footwear with good grip and 
go on a day when the weather is 
calmer. Searching for molluscs, 
crustaceans and small fish is a 
charming way of escaping the 
busyness of everyday life. Getting 
absorbed by the task of finding the 
smaller fauna beneath the waves 
is also a great way to engage the 
smaller naturalist in your life. For 
the best rockpooling experience, 
search in rockpools closest to the 

water’s edge, and away from those 
near to rocky landforms, as these 
typically contain brackish waters 
and are full of gut weed.

Aside from the wealth of wildlife 
that you can find inhabiting 
our winter shores, there exists a 
profusion of other prizes scattered 
across the shore. Beachcombing is 
a wonderful way of scouring the 
intertidal zone for lost treasures 
to take home with you. Seashells, 
driftwood, and even the odd fossil, 
are great examples of natural 
riches from our historic seashores. 
Whilst you’re rockpooling or 
beachcombing, also take some 
time out of your visit to partake in 
a miniature beach-clean to keep 
your local coastline as pristine as 
possible and prevent pollution 
from entering the ocean. 

Despite the chilly winter winds 
sweeping the country, now is as 
good a time as ever to escape to 
the coastline. Whether you want 
to satisfy your inner explorer by 
seeking out coastal creatures in 
rockpools or if fighting those 
seasonal blues by taking in the sea 
air is more your scene, there are 
plenty of reasons to get stuck into 
your local coastline this wintertime. 

Hannah is an MSc Marine Environmental Management 
postgraduate at the University of York. She is an ocean 
advocate and her love for marine conservation has 
taken her around the world.

@hannahsrudd
 @hannahandthesea

Website:hannahrudd.com

HANNAH RUDD

BRITAIN’S COASTAL 
WINTER WONDERS
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My Grandad comes from 
an island in Orkney, an 
archipelago off the North 

Coast of Scotland. We travelled 
there last summer to find out 
more about our family history and 
explore the nature and archaeology.

In Westray we stayed at Bisgeos, 
named after the ‘Geo’ it overlooked 
– a narrow long slot in the rocks 
carved out by the sea.  We followed 
the coast path from there up to 
the lighthouse at RSPB Noup 
Head. We stood on the edge of 
the windy cliff, the birds soaring, 
swooping and diving all around us. 
Looking over the cliff we chanced 
upon a colony of seals, around 40 
on the rocks below. The seals would 
wait for a big wave then use the 
momentum to surf themselves on 
to the rocks.

Whilst taking photos of the birds 
along the cliff edge, I came face 
to face with a fulmar who spat a 
disgusting yellow substance at 
me! The name comes from the 
Norse for ‘foul bird’ as it wards 
off predators by regurgitating fish 
and I was unfortunately on the 
receiving end of this.

In Westray the park doubled as the 
school playground, and as soon as 
the children left whole flocks of 
starlings descended, pecking up all 
the breaktime crumbs and having 
territorial disputes about the slide 
and monkey bars.

Next, we travelled to Papa Westray, 
my favourite trip was sailing over 
to the Holm of Papay, a tiny 
uninhabited island. We were 
dropped off on the shore and were 
greeted by grey and common seals. 
On the top of a grassy mound was 

a metal trapdoor, like a war bunker. 
We climbed down a ladder into a 
Neolithic chambered cairn with 
ancient beautiful carvings in the 
stones. Waiting for our pick up, 
we found three tiny cowrie shells, 
Orkney treasure known as ‘Groatie 
Buckies’.

We took an atmospheric walk 
along North Hill with an RSPB 
ranger. Sitting on a rocky outcrop 
were black shags, not bothered 
by the massive waves crashing 
over them! There is a statue on 
the hill as a memorial to the last 
great auk in Britain, sadly shot 
on Papa Westray in 1813. Now 
extinct, they were flightless birds 
like penguins. We also saw the rare 
Primula scotica, a tiny primrose 
only found in Orkney, Caithness 
and Sutherland. 

The final island we visited was 
Hoy. My family came from here 
and I felt a strong connection with 
the dramatic landscape. There was 
an eagle watch on Hoy because a 
pair of white-tailed sea eagles had 
successfully hatched two chicks 
there, the first in 150 years! We 
just managed to see one through 
binoculars.

We stayed at a lighthouse cottage 
called Cantick Head, where 
porpoises and orcas can be seen. 
From there we walked to the Hill 
of White Hamars, another reserve 
with amazing sea stacks, arches 
and blowholes.

Leaving Orkney was the hardest 
part, there is so much to explore. 
If you love nature and the sea, 
then Orkney is a magical holiday 
destination.

O R K N E Y
Words and Image by Hattie Alwen

WILDLIFE  │  Orkney
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To my eyes, the canopy 
is a confusing, broken, 
squinting, shattering of green 

needles, sparkling light and wind 
movement. Hawk eyes however, 
record the world in a resolution far 
greater than human eyes, and once 
they catch sight of something they 
can employ a greater concentration 
of visual cells within the anatomy 
of their eyes, to focus in on pin-
sharp detail. They can probably see 
the individual hairs rising on the 
back of my neck.

Late winter is my season to seek 

out birds of prey. The peregrine 
seems to delight in spooking the 
lapwing from the saltmarsh on the 
coast, sending the flocks spiralling 
skywards, wheeling in alarm over 
the ice-rimmed flats and inlets. 
Barn owls seem to match the 
colour pallet of the stubble fields so 
perfectly you could be mistaken in 
thinking these birds were designed 
for these cold winter pastures. A 
hard winter will kill many however, 
especially if snows come, or if it 
has been a bad vole year. I know 
the stag-headed tree where the red 
kite can often be found, hunched 

against the wind and drizzle. He’ll 
only lift on his broad wings when 
the effort guarantees reward. On 
finer days he’ll drift on meagre 
thermals, shadowing the buzzard. 

You could walk a lifetime in these 
woods and never see a goshawk. I 
have heard rumour of these birds, 
stories of glimpses and sightings. 
Rare and elusive, hard to spot and 
very hard to get to know, goshawks 
are the true wild spirit of a hawk. 
Expert aerial hunters ruthlessly 
adapted to their deep forest 
territories, masterful and intense. 

People I have spoken to all speak 
in the same awed tones; the bird 
they saw was fast, agile, powerful, 
glaring. 

If you read the field guides, 
goshawks are superficially similar 
to the sparrowhawk, that haunter 
of copse and woodland, snatcher of 
garden birds, hedgerow ambusher. 
However, with females weighing 
in at around 900-2000g, Accipiter 
gentilis is a significantly larger 
and more powerful bird of prey. 
Bright orange-red eyes and a 
white eyebrow only accentuate 
the fierceness of the birds look. A 
diet of birds and mammals, with 
highly proficient skills as a hunter 
does not enamour these birds to 
some who see them as a risk to 
their industry, and goshawks are at 
times illegally persecuted. Rarity 
attracts egg thieves, too. According 
to the RSPB, there are around 
280-430 breeding pairs in the 
UK, although their elusive nature 
makes population counts difficult 
to confirm.

The best time for seeking out 
goshawks is late winter and early 
spring. At this time these reclusive 
birds are more visible, performing 
aerial display flights known as 
sky dancing over woodland rides, 
glades and edges on clear sunny 
days. They nest in undisturbed, 
prey-rich woodlands or forests, 
15-20m high, building their nests 
in the fork of a tree. To protect 
the birds, the known location of 
an active nest is often a closely 
guarded secret.

Strongholds for goshawks are the 
forests of Wales and Northern 
England, but I can easily believe 
there is a pair or two living their 
secretive lives in the woodlands 

SOPHIE MAY LEWIS
Based in rural West Sussex, Sophie 
finds inspiration for her writing and 
photography in the South Downs and 
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landscape history through family 
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ever since.
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and hangers of the north slope of 
the Downs. Rangers and village 
folk tell me they have seen them, 
and there’s no reason goshawks 
couldn’t make their homes here. 

February, and the forest is slow to 
stir with spring. This section, on the 
Downs above Heyshott, is conifer 
plantation and the trees crowd 
dense and vertical, preventing the 
ingress of the sun till the day is 
well advanced. Grounded, I walk 
in shadow, feet scuffing through a 
deadening bed of pine needles. A 
forestry track carved through the 
woodland gives a view of a slice 
of sky. The tree tops are bathed 
in sunlight, whilst it remains cold 
and shadowed at my level. Grey 
squirrel scampers upwards, as 
though chasing the sun. I wish I 
could follow.
 
Half a mile across the northern 
face of the Down, the dark needled 
conifers are replaced by natives; 
beech, ash, oak, and hazel with its 
catkins lengthening in the breeze. 
Here the wood is much more open, 
and the first unfurling of leaves 
is punctuating the leaf litter in 
sunlit pools between the roots. A 
mixed flock of tits roves through 
the canopy, working over the bark 
fissures and twigs for invertebrates. 
A dappled movement between the 
trunks startles and melts into the 

background – a herd of fallow deer 
lingering in the relative safety of 
the woods until the cover of dusk 
sees them venture out into the 
farmland beyond to graze on fresh 
crops.

On the boundary between the 
forests, obscured by conifer-shadow, 
a presence quietens the songbirds. 
The gamekeeper’s pheasant poults 
are undeniably tempting; it would 
be easy to pick them off, but a grey 
squirrel, distracted by the task of 
re-finding his buried nut caches 
makes an unsuspecting target. 
Head in the leaf-litter, a fast strike, 
the mammal wouldn’t know what 
had hit him; light then dark. 

I still haven’t seen a wild goshawk, 
but maybe that’s the point. The 
goshawk is far more than a 
bundle of feather and bone to be 
ticked off a twitching list. It is the 
alarm calls of songbirds through 
the trees, abruptly cut short. The 
sudden calm that befalls the wood 
when a hunter passes unseen. The 
anticipation, the flicker at the edge 
of your vision. The legends and 
the shared stories from those who 
love and hate the bird. It is the 
gravity of a fine sunny day in late 
winter, when a pair of birds of prey 
sky dance over a glade that slices 
through a forest territory. 
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Seagrass, the little-known hero living in our 
coastal waters, is a marine flowering plant. 
There are 72 known species which form 

beds made of one or multiple species. Seagrass 
is often rooted in sand and found in shallow or 
sheltered coastal waters around the world, from 
Iceland to Australia. 

The plant is important in its local ecosystem, 
absorbing carbon from the atmosphere and 
combating climate change – it is thought that it 
absorbs more carbon than forests! Their luscious 
leaves are used by fish as nurseries, and in the 
UK, seagrass is home to cod and plaice juveniles 
and rare species of seahorse. Where seagrass 
lives alongside corals, it stabilises the seabed 
and prevents the corals being smothered. Being 
a flowering plant, seagrass produces oxygen 
through photosynthesis which kills bacteria in 
the water. This prevents diseases spreading that 
harm corals. 

For scientists, seagrass acts as an ideal marker of 
ecosystem health. It is sensitive to small changes 
in its marine environment, so can provide warning 
signals of damage before it becomes serious. It 
also supports the livelihoods of many people in 
nearby coastal settlements; fishermen often rely 
on seagrass beds to support their businesses as 
they ensure fish juveniles can grow to adulthood 
when they are eventually caught and sold in local 
markets. Perhaps most importantly, seagrass 
slows down water movement and traps sand, 
building a natural buffer against coastal erosion 
and flooding – saving countless lives during 
serious storms.

Despite the benefits seagrass provides to the 
environment and local communities, it is under 

threat. In the UK, researchers placed the decline 
over the past 25 years at between 25% and 49%, 
as stated in the Marine Health Check 2005: A 
report to gauge the health of the UK’s sea-life by 
Hiscock et al. There are several natural and 
human induced impacts that threaten seagrass 
beds. Storms, disease and natural grazing from 
waterfowl and other herbivores threaten the 
plants, with the former two expected to become 
stronger and more frequent thanks to climate 
change. On top of all of that, human impacts like 
intensive trawl fishing in seagrass habitat destroys 
beds by damaging their below sand structure, 
hampering their ability to regrow and recover. 
Other physical disturbances from boat anchor 
moorings and propeller blades cut up the leaves 
and scar the seabed, further decimating seagrass 
habitats. The dredging of sand from its habitats, 
often for construction materials and to maintain 
boat trade routes, removes seagrass’ natural 
substrate and prevents it from re-establishing. 
Finally, chemicals used on agricultural land like 
nitrogen and phosphorous often wash into and 
pollute coastal waters. The excess nutrients cause 
algae to grow rapidly, preventing sunlight from 
reaching the seabed and damaging the seagrass’ 
ability to photosynthesise. This could cause them 
to die due to a process known as eutrophication.   

Although seagrass is facing a tough time, it’s not 
too late to help and ensure its recovery. Find out 
if there are local charities working in your area 
to save seagrass and get involved, it will make a 
huge difference!

Find out more

Hiscock, K., Sewell, J. & Oakley, J. 2005. Marine 
Health Check 2005. A report to gauge the health of 
the UK’s sea-life. Godalming, WWF-UK.

SEAGRASS 
THE UNSUNG HERO

Words by Ignatius-Roy Hillcoat-Nalletamby 
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For the average person a 
nudibranch appears to be 
nothing but a tiny, colourful 

slug. But to divers they are an 
amazingly beautiful, exciting and 
obscure species. So why do divers 
love these minuscule little sea slugs 
so much? 

Starting with a few scientific 
explanations, there are four 
different suborders of nudibranchs: 
Doridina, Dendronotin, 
Arminina and Aeolidina. Polycera 
quadrilineata is part of the sub 
order Doridina, this suborder is 
the largest of the Nudibranchia 
suborders containing more species 
than the other three combined. 
This is the suborder most spotted 
by divers due to their large 
population, large size and bright 
colours. All dorid nudibranchs 
have visible gills usually around 
the anus, although on some species 
they are found in the side between 
the back and the foot. It belongs 
to the phanerobranch group 
which means ‘evident-gill’ species, 
families within this group lack 
the ability to retract their gills and 
can be recognised by their slender 
bodies and distinct heads. 

But forget all the boring scientific 
names and explanations, as what 
really makes the nudibranch 
exciting is the complete and utter 
mystery that surrounds them. 
There has been a lot of research 
put into understanding the species 
but they are effectively aliens with 

superpowers; they seem to be able 
to live a full and effective life whilst 
being completely underdeveloped. 

senses And respirAtion 
It is not fully known how 
opisthobranchs sense their 
surroundings or even if their 
sensory feeling can be perceived 
in human terms, however it is 
evidential that they all have some 
sort of vision, hearing, taste, smell 
and touch. 

sight

Sea slugs ‘eyes’ are nowhere near as 
developed as other molluscs never 
mind the human eye. Their ‘eye’ is 
usually no more than a pigment 
spot close to the rhinophores from 
which an undefined optic nerve 
transmits messages to the brain. 
It is doubtful that nudibranchs or 
sea slugs of any kind can perceive 
colours or images, however there 
is evidence that they are light 
sensitive.

rhinophores 
Over the years the rhinophores have 
developed into an array of different 
shapes and sizes, important in both 
the taxonomic classification and 
visual identification of different 
species. But most importantly they 
seem to be their main sensory organ 
helping them with hearing, taste, 
smell and touch. The rhinophores 
are connected to the nudibranchs’ 
brain through a pair of large nerves, 
they can sense vibrations or change 
in water pressure as well as being 

their main method of detecting 
food. It isn’t actually known if 
nudibranch have a sense of taste 
or smell but their rhinophores do 
have the ability to detect chemical 
modules suspended in the water 
or in their food, which will allow 
them to determine if it is safe to 
eat. 

respirAtion 
The gills present in most 
opisthobranchs are used for 
respiration; they extract oxygen 
from the seawater. Those that do 
not possess external gills such 
as the aeolids and dendronotids 
are able to exchange gas straight 
through their bodily extensions. 

locomotion And movement

The foot on the underside of the 
opisthobranchs body is essential 
for movement. This foot is made 
up of two muscular bands. The 
outer band remains in contact with 
the reef floor or substrate at all 
times, whilst the inner sole makes 
waves of muscular contraction 
connecting with the floor only to 
propel the opisthobranchs forward.

Feeding

Most species of nudibranch have 
their own favoured single food 
source, however this food source 
ranges greatly from species to 
species. Most dorid nudibranchs 
such as Polycera quadrilineata lack 
soft mouths so feed on sponges by 
exuding digestive enzymes onto 
the substrates surface and then 

sucking it up like a stew. Dorid 
nudibranchs are also well known 
carnivores, they can track their 
prey, often other species of dorid 
nudibranchs, by following their 
slime trail.

reproduction 
The reproductive openings of all 
opisthobranchs is located on the 
right hand side, meaning mating 
occurs in a head to tail position. 
All nudibranchs poses both male 
and female reproductive organs, 
meaning they can both produce 
eggs and fertilize the eggs of 
another nudibranch. Mating 
involves the penises jointly being 
inserted into the female openings, 
leaving both nudibranchs with the 
ability to lay their own separate 
egg ribbons. 

deFenses

To compensate for the lack of a 
hard shell nudibranchs have had to 
evolve other methods of protecting 
themselves from danger, this can 
include hard bodies, tough skin, 
the ability to produce distasteful 
chemicals and the ability to defend 
their gills, through protective 
appendages and the ability to retract 
the gills into their body. They have 
also evolved the ability to collect 
nasty chemicals and poisons from 
their food and use them against 
any potential predators.

So effectively, whilst we have put 
a lot of research into learning 
about these tiny molluscs, we 
really don’t have many solid 
stone answers, they really are a 
mystery and that is why they are 
such an exciting species to find, 
and observe. Not to mention the 
elation and satisfaction that comes 
from spotting a rare microscopic 
nudibranch camouflaging against 
a similarly coloured sponge. 

NUDIBRANCHIA  
Words and Image by Roisin Maddison

Polycera quadrilineata
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An inspiring young 
conservationist, Bella is 
a passionate advocate 

of animal welfare and the 
environment. New Nature caught 
up with her to find out more 
about how she raises awareness of 
important conservation issues.   
 

Preserving wildlife is clearly an 
important part of your life. Was there 
a particular moment when you first 

became interested in wildlife?

I’ve always been fascinated by 
wildlife and all animals in general. 
My enchantment with the natural 
world was innate and instinctive. 
However, that’s not to say that 
you can’t develop a love of wildlife 
when you’re older, because you 
certainly can!
 

You are a passionate campaigner, 
how did you get into this and what 
was the first project that you were 

involved with?

I vividly remember the exact 
moment that I began campaigning 
for the protection of wildlife. I 
was watching a video of the effect 
of palm oil on orangutans. As I 
watched disheartening scenes of 
orphaned orangutans pitifully 
calling out for their mothers, I 
decided that I simply couldn’t sit 
back and accept it. I remember that 
I was very young, but was deeply 
affected by those terrible scenes. 
The fact that humans had inflicted 
this onto another species made it 
even worse – I was captivated by 
their plight and have been ever 
since.
 

What does your role as youth 
ambassador for The Born Free 

Foundation involve?

Usually I help to promote 
important campaigns (that never 
fail to inspire me). The most recent 
campaign has been to create a new 
technology that will allow rangers 

to better track the locations of 
poachers and therefore have a much 
larger influence over the future of 
wildlife, especially elephants and 
rhinos. I also attend events and 
engage in discussions and debates. 
An example is the International 
Wildlife Trade Conference that 
was hosted in London by the 
Foreign Office, where I gave 
a speech and highlighted the 
importance of combating the 
illegal wildlife trade. 
 

As part of your campaigning you 
have set up several petitions, can you 
tell us about some of these, how you 
raise awareness for them and what 

the results have been?

My most recent petition is to 
Michael Gove, and it is asking for 
a ban on wild animals in circuses 
in the UK. Contrary to popular 
belief, there are still two circuses 
with 18 wild animals in the UK. I 
am collaborating with the RSPCA 

on this petition, and I can’t predict 
the outcome, but considering 
the success of the petition (we 
received 100,000 signatures in 10 
days), there should be an excellent 
conclusion.
 
Your campaigning speeches are full of 
passion and knowledge of the subject. 
How do you go about planning what 
you are going to say, and do you ever 

get nervous before you give your 
speech?

I seem to be quite peculiar in 
my approach to speeches. I was 
extremely nervous giving a speech 
at Bird Fair to a very small audience, 
yet when I was asked to speak to 
an audience of 10,000 people at 
the People’s Walk for Wildlife I 
found that my nerves completely 
dissipated. I have quite a precise 
method for writing speeches. I 
usually wait until I am angered by a 
devastating news story (concerning 
wildlife) and then I channel that 
passion into writing the speech. 
This method ensures that every 
word is written with conviction 
and therefore will be spoken with 
fervour.
 
You recently travelled to Thailand to 
film an exposé on the cruel treatment 
of elephants used in the tourist trade. 
How would you advise people to help 

stop this awful practice?

There are three prominent ways 
to help put an end to the barbaric 
practice of Phajaan and the riding 
of elephants that ensues:

Don’t ride them – it sounds simple, 
but without demand the whole 
industry will either need to shut 
down or transfer to a more ethical 
and sustainable method.

Pressure politicians, travel agents 
and governments to impose 
restrictions and rigid laws 
concerning unethical tourism.

Raise awareness! This is easily done 
and has a HUGE effect.
 

What guidance would you give to 
other nature lovers who want to 
make a difference to conservation 
issues they care about, but perhaps 

think they are too young to have any 
influence?

You are never too young! In fact, 
the younger you are, the bigger of 
an impact your words and actions 
will have. You have the right to 
demand an end to this whole-sale 
disregard of our wildlife and our 
environment. Our generation has 
been handed a poison chalice (in 
regards to the state of our planet) 
and therefore it is vital that young 
people stand up and demand an 
end to this destruction. We CAN 
be the generation that turns things 
around, but only if everyone 
cooperates.
 
How has social media played a part 
for you in raising awareness of the 

campaigns you are supporting?

It has been a tremendous help! 
I have been provided with the 
platform to project my voice to 
thousands and that is instrumental 
in raising awareness of issues that I 
feel passionately about. I have also 
made connections and friendships 
that I hope will last for a lifetime. 
However, I see social media as the 
foundation for change, there is still 
much to be done in the real world. 
After all, it is not the digital world 
that is threatened.
 

Let’s talk about British wildlife. 
Do you have a favourite species and 

wildlife encounter?

Oh, I can’t choose just one! I love 
the antics of the playful red fox, the 
enchanting badgers, the divine hen 
harriers, the golden eagles, bats, 
hedgehogs, dolphins, voles, seals… 
We have such an array of splendid 
wildlife in Britain. Many people 
don’t realise just what a diverse 
collection of wonderful species we 
share our home with. That’s why 
it is vital that whilst protecting 
wildlife abroad, we also ensure that 
we conserve and preserve our very 
own species.
 
What are your plans for the future? 
Do you have any particular career 

aspirations or new projects you will 
be working on? 

I have always greatly admired 
wildlife presenters for their 
capability to engage people 
in wildlife protection and 
conservation. For this reason, 
I would love to be able to do 
something along those lines. If not, 
I would like to study zoology and 
become either a primatologist or 
biologist. Either way, I know with 
absolute certainty that I would like 
to pursue a career in conservation. 
I have had a taste of it and am now 
utterly devoted to the cause. I can’t 
think of anything more gratifying 
and fulfilling than knowing 
that I am helping to preserve 
the magnificence of our planet. 
Without animals, our world would 
be a very desolate and bleak place 
indeed.

you cAn FolloW BellA on 
tWitter @Bellalack or 

reAd her Blog 
www.callfromthewild.com

BELLA 
LACK
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Stag beetles (Lucanus cervus) are the largest 
terrestrial beetles in the UK and surely one of 
the most recognisable, particularly the males 

with their impressive mandibles. Mature iconic stag 
beetles however only live for a matter of weeks as 
they are unable to eat, and exist solely to reproduce. 
They spend most of their lives as larvae, up to seven 
years, when they live underground feeding on dead 
wood from broadleaved trees. As such, dead wood 
habitats such as tree stumps and log piles are vital to 
them. Stag beetles are restricted mainly to the south-
east of England due to climatic requirements, and 
further still to certain areas by a need for light soils 
(females must borrow down to lay their eggs). They 
face many threats, including loss of habitat, habitat 
fragmentation, insecticides (plus the other -icides), 
and excessive predation (particularly overabundance 
of cats and magpies), so their future is less than certain.

the sussex stAg Beetle initiAtive (ssBi)

On dry and humid evenings from May to August a 
generation of stag beetles take to the sky and they’re 
glorious to see. I would marvel at them regularly 
during the carefree summers of my childhood in 
Chichester, West Sussex. I recall hearing the low 
rumble of heavy flight before spotting them, and 
generally turning to see one coming seemingly hell-
bent at me in the failing light, like an armoured and 
clearly ‘drunk’ hummingbird. They would inevitably 
crash in a slapstick manner and usually end up stuck 
on their backs, and I’d right them and watch them for 
ages, unashamedly encouraging any males to chomp 
their mandibles on a stick… 

Last year I saw my first in at least a decade. One 
crashed into my kitchen window with a thud and I 
was thrilled and filled with nostalgia, but that soon 
dissipated and left a sadness (as it does). Why hadn’t 
I seen one for so long? I decided then and there to do 
something, and the idea for the Sussex Stag Beetle 
Initiative (SSBI) slowly developed.

Habitat loss and fragmentation are key issues, and 
these problems felt like something I could physically 
tackle in a small way. After all, these species are only 
asking for some dead wood underground – I can 
put some dead wood underground. After sourcing a 
donator of appropriate logs and getting the graphic 
design work done, I set up the SSBI Facebook page 
and offered free stag beetle habitat installations 
to anyone in Sussex. I realise now this was slightly 
ambitious, I honestly expected a handful of takers, but 
the offer blew up and I got hundreds of requests. I now 
only accept applications from schools, care homes, 
and other organisations where I can raise awareness 
and educate the people involved. Installations at 
such places are lots of fun. Kids can get thoroughly 
hands on, helping me dig the hole and choosing the 
arrangement of the logs, and they really enjoy it. One 
boy, I hear, was pretending to build stag beetle habitats 
with his construction toys months later!

I have installed 24 habitats at time of writing, and 
through raising awareness online and on the ground 
I have encouraged the installation of at least 92. I’m 
running this alongside a full-time job, but I hope to 
raise lots more awareness for stag beetles and dead 
wood, and to install plenty more habitats. I’ve met 
some wonderful people through this project and 
gained a lot of experience, and with any luck, a few 
extra stag beetles will get to live out their fascinating 
lives, and a few extra kids will get to marvel at these 
majestic yet clumsy goliaths clamping onto sticks.

Visit the SSBI social media pages to find out more 
about this project: 

STAG BEETLE 101
P r o j e c t  F o c u s

Words by Max Woods

@stAgBeetleinitiAtive

@sussex_stAg_Beetle_initiAtive

@stAgsussex
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There are few places in the 
world where you can say hello 
to a dinosaur on your way 

to a lecture. The Natural History 
Museum in London is one of 
them. Unknown to the many 
visitors to the museum, there is a 
labyrinth of life behind the scenes, 
full of scientists. Among them are 
a collection of Master’s students 
doing their best not to get lost 
in the confusing layout of the 
museum’s backstage area.

Two years ago, I decided that I 
wanted to study for a Master’s 
degree, as I was discovering that 
many job applications required 
more than my Zoology degree.  
I applied for a few and was 
fortunate to be offered a place on 
Imperial College London and the 
Natural History Museum’s joint 
course of MSc in Taxonomy and 
Biodiversity. I found the course 
description interesting, as there 
was nowhere else offering such 
a diverse range of modules, from 
systematics to palaeobiology. 

For the first half of the year, it 
was all lectures and assignments 
for us, along with revising for 
exams. However, we were granted 
access to study in the fantastic 
libraries of the museum, which are 
so numerous that the chances of 
seeing another person is unlikely. 
We were also given a chance 
to experience curation at the 
museum, which was the highlight 
of the year. On one day, I held a 
turtle specimen collected by none 
other than biologist Alfred Russel 
Wallace which, for a zoologically-

minded individual, was a special 
moment indeed. 

The majority of our lectures were 
held at the museum in the bridge 
connecting this place with its 
modern neighbour, the Science 
Museum. The majority of our 
lecturers were by researchers at 
the museum, and learning about 
their work with real-life examples 
was fantastic. One of the topics 
you wouldn’t find elsewhere 
was learning how the rules of 
nomenclature are governed in 
committees and, despite being rule-
heavy, learning the basic principles 
of taxonomy helped me understand 
fundamental zoological concepts, 
and was a topic I could have done 
with more of in my undergraduate 
degree.  

Not all of our lectures were taught 
at the museum itself as, being a 
joint course, Imperial lecturers 
also taught us. For their modules, 
we were carted off to a campus 
outside of London to join a group 
of conservation-related courses for 
a series of modules on advanced 
statistics, GIS and bioinformatics. 
We were also allocated time to 
learn how to use R, which is the best 
programme for many data analysis 
projects, yet simultaneously the 
most infuriating one at times, too. 

Statistics is not an easy topic to 
learn, and neither is teaching a 
class how to use R. One of our 
lecturers, Julia Schroeder, used 
her own research in the UK to 
help us through it – sparrows on 
Lundy Island, which is located in 
the Bristol Channel. One section 

within her field focused on using 
a dataset of around ten years to 
examine whether male sparrows 
reduce their parental care efforts 
when cuckolded. 

Our lecturer’s study investigated 
parental care both within mating 
pairs and between mating pairs. 
In other terms, these are within-
individual and cross-sectional 
analyses, which can be distinguished 
using linear mixed models. Using a 
study with biological meaning for 
reference helped give place to the 
statistical tests we were learning 
about; without the sparrows, it 
would have been just a stream of 
foreign lingo. The study concluded 
that the male sparrows will provide 
a reliably stable amount of parental 
care for a female partner, regardless 
of their relatedness to the chicks in 
the brood, if she stays with him. 
However, should mating pairs 
switch, males will provide new 
partners with less parental care, 
like providing food for chicks, if 
their new partner is unfaithful. 

As heavy as the statistics modules 
were, they were crucial for us being 
able to cope with data analysis 
during our dissertations. My 
project happened to be focused on 
parental care in shorebird plovers, 
so the sparrow example greatly 
helped me. Being tied to two 
institutions can often leave one in 
limbo between the two but, overall, 
my year with the dinosaur exhibits 
at the museum, and the dinosaurs 
in my modules and project (birds 
are dinosaurs, too!) was excellent, 
and one that I would recommend.

R e s e a r c h  F o c u s
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STUDYING WITH THE DINOSAURS

Words by Olly Dove
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neW yeAr And neW plAnts

By the time you read this, the 
results of the Botanical Society of 
Britain & Ireland (BSBI) 8th New 
Year Plant Hunt (NYPH) will have 
been published and we will be able 
to find out how our wildflowers are 
responding to our changing winter 
weather. Hundreds of you have 
been out plant hunting on chilly 
January mornings to see what is 
flowering in your local patch and 
we’d like to say a huge thank you to 
everyone who took part – we really 
couldn’t do this without you!  

WhAt is the nyph?

The NYPH is a fun activity to 
help individuals find and identify 
flowering plants on your daily 
route to work, dog walk or even 
with your local botany group. 
The data from these plant hunts 
are important, as they help us 
understand how plants – wild or 
naturalised – are responding to 
changes in winter weather patterns 
across Britain and Ireland. Rising 
temperatures across the globe are 

predicted to affect plant and animal 
communities in all countries, and 
citizen science projects like our 
NYPH are providing the evidence 
to show this change.

AFter the hunt is over …

If you are still spotting flowers after 
the hunt and want to tell us or if 
you need help with identification, 
then please get in touch! You can 
join the wildflower enthusiasts 
on Twitter every Sunday between 
8pm and 9pm. All you need to 
do is tweet a photo of the plants 
you have seen that week to @
BSBIbotany using the hashtag 
#wildflowerhour. Hundreds of 
people join us every week sharing, 
commenting and liking each 
other’s photos. Don’t worry if you 
don’t know what the plant is, there 
are lots of BSBI’s botanical experts 
who will be happy to help you – 
botanists love sharing ID tips! 

get involved

If you would like to get involved 
in botany, I highly recommend 

checking out the BSBI local group 
page or get in touch with your 
local county recorder. Suitable for 
everyone, of all ages and all abilities 
we would love to have you come 
along. There are 20 helpful hints 
on the Get Involved page covering 
everything from finding the right 
wildflower ID book, to where to 
buy a hand lens (and why you need 
one!), training courses, and grants 
to help you pay for them. It’s well 
worth a visit!

Find out more

If you would like to hear a bit 
more about the Hunt and what 
the data is telling us, check out 
this short talk I did last year for 
the Wildflower Half Hour podcast 
www.wi ld f lowerhour. co.uk/
blog/2018/01/14/podcast-winter-
trees-and-wasp-orchids/

The New Year Plant Hunt: www.
bsbi.org/new-year-plant-hunt

The Wildflower Hour: www.bsbi.
org/wildflower-hour 

The BSBI Get Involved page:  
www.bsbi.org/get-involved 

YOUR BOTANICAL NEW 
YEAR’S RESOLUTION! 

Words  by Ciara Sugrue
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still inspiring hope for the future, encourages action 
from us all. 

In my career journey, volunteering at Blue Reef 
Aquarium in Tynemouth has reaffirmed the zoo’s value. 
It set examples and standards and has allowed me to 
contribute to its impact on the actions and mind-sets 
of visitors. Tynemouth was given official plastic free 
status by Surfers Against Sewage in January 2018, 
one of only around 30 in the UK at the time. Blue 
Reef Aquarium is at the forefront, educating visitors 
on this global issue. Single use plastics are avoided 
wherever possible within the business and it also runs 
beach cleans, involving the public in caring for their 
coastline. Many of their educational talks also focus 
on the effects of plastic on oceans and their wildlife. 

Within Blue Reef there are a number of native species, 
but also tropical reef species and even mammals and 
reptiles. Throughout the day a series of talks take place 
on creature’s distribution, diet and the main threats 
that each face. They also explain why each species is 
important to their ecosystem, to us and therefore why 
they should be conserved. From a public perspective 
this provides a chance to see some animals that they 
may never have seen; but also to learn about the 
importance of responsible consumerism and develop 
a passion for conservation efforts. 

From a volunteering perspective, the most rewarding 
part of this is seeing when you have moved someone; 
when you have taught them something that they didn’t 
know and they want to know more about. Many move 
on with their day afterwards but a few remain to ask 
more. They might then go along to a beach clean and 
in turn may inspire someone else as well. Real change 
isn’t just about monumental events, but also small 
steps that change our habits and inspire those around 
us to do the same. 

From inside the aquarium, to outside, the impact 
continues. Blue Reef also care for native rescue seals, 
from abandoned pups to sick and injured adults. Their 
care is divided across the year between our two native 
species of seal: the grey seal (Halichoerus grypus) and 
the common or harbour seal (Phoca vitulina). One of 
the main reasons for rescuing pups is because they 
have been abandoned due to human disturbance. 
Whilst out hunting, seal mothers leave them on land. 

What place do zoos and aquaria have in 
conservation today? Historically these 
institutions represented something 

almost sinister, displaying animals purely for the 
entertainment of the aristocracy. Modern zoos may 
also be accused of focusing more on entertainment. I 
have found however, that these organisations can not 
only entertain, but present a whole new platform from 
which conservation can be communicated. Crucially, 
the experience I have gained has taught me much 

Words by Megan Dugdale

WHAT BEING AN 
AQUARIUM 
VOLUNTEER 
TAUGHT ME ABOUT 
CONSERVATION 
EDUCATION

about their role both for furthering my own career 
and for the education of the public.  

I firmly believe that people are not without sympathy 
or wonder for the natural world, just uninformed and 
too far removed from it in modern life. It may be that 
the best way to get people involved in nature, is to show 
it to them. Not just the pretty things, the nice things, 
but the truth. The ‘Blue Planet effect’ we hear so much 
about proves that. Provoking an emotive response but 

CONSERVATION  │  Aquarium Conservation

“the most reWArding pArt oF this 
is seeing When you hAve moved 

someone; When you hAve tAught them 
something thAt they didn’t knoW And 

they WAnt to knoW more ABout”
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I have forever been excited and intrigued by Animalia. 
Whether it be the family dogs, the cows and sheep 
roaming the neighbouring fields or the horses 

gallivanting up and down. However, my first truly 
close encounter with our avian friends began with a 
pair of budgerigars. From that moment on, around 
the age of eight, anything feathered, airborne and 
with the iridescent plumage inherent in most birds 
has fascinated me, particularly ‘those with webbed 
feet’. By the age of 13, I was lucky enough to start 
a collection of waterfowl at my family home in 
Shropshire. Like many of today’s largest private 
waterfowl collections, the first members of my team 
of ducks were a handful of Muscovies. Widely known 
as the ‘quackless’ duck, they are partial to roosting up 
in trees, and in my case often at the top of the house. 
Regardless, they only satisfied my interest for all of 12 
months. Through many hours engrossed in writings 
and pictorial guides on waterfowl, I soon learnt about 
the plethora of other species (147 give or take) living 
amongst the wetlands of the world.

Fast forward eight years after graduating from 
university and having learnt so much about these 
charismatic birds, I was eager to write a book to 
enthuse and encourage others of the same age to start 
to enjoy wildlife, especially waterfowl! There is a mass 
of books out there of course, but they are generally 
written by TV personalities for the dominant 
publishing companies, or the charitable organisations. 
By no means am I knocking any of these sources, but 
I believed there was a gap for let’s say, someone of the 
more ‘youthful generation’ to try and engage with the 
10-18 age bracket. 

Early on I wasn’t sure where to start in the writing 
industry. The choice between self-publishing 
versus seeking a publishing contract or even the 
representation of an agent all have their pros and 

cons. Initially I turned to the WWT (Wildfowl 
& Wetlands Trust) for advice, given I would also 
be referencing the Trust as part of the content. 
Furthermore, during the management of my own 
collection I exchanged a number of birds to satisfy 
my breeding programme as well as volunteering 
at a few centres, particularly Washington whilst at 
University in Newcastle. Over the past four years, I 
have also enjoyed running marathons to support their 
various projects including Mission Madagascar to 
reintroduce the endemic pochard and research for the 
intrepid migratory Greenland white-fronted goose, 
and have raised nearly £5,000 to date. Hereafter, the 
plan is to continue further fundraising initiatives and 
to raise awareness of the importance of nature for our 
planet’s welfare. At present, I am spending much of 
my spare time helping at Pensthorpe Natural Park in 
Norfolk and have begun writing a new series of short 
story picture books for children.

those With WeBBed Feet By edWArd giles, 
puBlished By BrAmBleBy Books, speciAl oFFer 

£10.40. Find out more At 
WWW.BrAmBleByBooks.co.uk

Sometimes misguided members of the public may 
stray too close, worrying they are stranded or perhaps 
are being a little too curious. This can cause a female 
to abandon her pup, which leads to malnutrition and 
sickness for the youngster. 

The work that Blue Reef does with these seals is not 
only integral for the animal’s survival, but it is also 
educational. Details about the rescues are included in 
one of the daily talks and some of the in patients are 
also able to be viewed along with their personal story. 
Having wild seals to show to people is an incredible 
resource, complimented by a demonstration with 
captive bred harbour seals. Of course ideally one day 
the rescue area will be empty, but until then people get 

to see first-hand the impacts they read about online. 
It shows that problems aren’t just on screen or in 
some distant place, but on our shores and in need of 
attention now. 

Zoos and aquariums have not always had conservation 
at their forefront, but change is happening. There are 
many still that may need improvement, but we can 
learn from establishments like Blue Reef that set a 
standard not only inside but outside their doors. 
Having an impact in the local community and bringing 
conservation issues home is integral to inspiring the 
public. It is important to show people wonders they 
have never seen, but also things just beyond their own 
front door. 

The 

WONDER 
of 

WATERFOWL

CONSERVATION  │  Waterfowl

Words by Edward Giles
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Whilst we wrap up in layers of warm 
clothing and crank the heating 
up, a small subset of animals in 

the UK have a slightly different approach 
to surviving over the harsh winter months. 
Hibernation, exhibited by only three types 
of British mammal and a handful of insects, 
is a strategy used to save precious energy 
during periods where food is scarce. Hidden 
away in carefully concealed refuges, known 
as hibernacula, species belonging to this 
exclusive club have embarked upon a deep 
and lengthy slumber. 

Of the three British mammals which are 
known to hibernate, bats are perhaps the 

bpm. Breathing rates also plummet, and the 
time from one breath to another can go up to 
90 minutes. 

Bats have mastered life in the dark, using a 
system known as echolocation to navigate 
and hunt their prey. To echolocate, bats emit 
high frequency calls to form a detailed picture 
of their surroundings in the absence of light. 
In spring and summer, individuals can be 
spotted performing mesmerising aerial stunts 
in order to catch insects on the wing. Insects 
have evolved some tricks of their own and 
some species of moth have demonstrated 
the ability to shout back at their hunters, 
temporarily jamming up their echolocation. 

most mysterious and unique. Their winter 
quarters range from caves and mines to trees 
and buildings, but the location of where many 
bats hibernate is still unknown. Hibernation 
is a period of inactivity, characterised 
by metabolic depression, reduced body 
temperatures and breathing rates. Bats often 
move underground to hibernate, typically 
switching from spring and summer roosts, 
as sites below ground can offer more stable 
environmental conditions and cooler 
temperatures. In flight, a bat’s heart rate can 
go up to a staggering 880 bpm, but during 
hibernation this can slow to as little as 18 

There are 17 breeding species of bat in the 
UK, and they make up over a quarter of 
mammalian species found here.

Despite their success in colonising certain 
areas, bats in the UK and overseas face many 
threats. Like many other species, they are 
negatively impacted by factors such as habitat 
loss and fragmentation, but there are also 
dangers much closer to home. Due to the loss 
of their natural habitats, many species now 
roost in buildings. As a result, building works 

SAVING 
SLEEPING 
BEAUTY
Words by  Ele Johnstone
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and developments can have devastating 
consequences on local bat populations due 
to the faithfulness of bats to their roosts and 
slow breeding rates.

However, bats do have a number of guardians. 
Through monitoring, bat care and outreach, 
local bat groups and individuals throughout 
the UK work tirelessly to improve the 
outcome for these species, adding to the vital 
conservation work of the Bat Conservation 
Trust. Recent analysis of surveys carried out 
by volunteers, as part of the National Bat 
Monitoring Programme, has suggested that 

some populations may be stabilising and 
even increasing. These findings indicate that 
the legislation introduced to protect these 
special creatures may be working. Bats are not 
just fascinating; they are globally important 
pest controllers, environmental indicators, 
dispersers and pollinators. If nothing else, 
this alone earns them their right to belong in 
a human-dominated world.
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For any hobbyist, it is great to be able to share and 
learn about your favourite subject. Bird Watching 
magazine has been discussing our feathered 

friends for over 32 years. This month, Alex Pearce 
chats to the man at the helm, Matt Merritt, so grab 
your binoculars and read about his favourite places to 
watch birds and his recommendations to develop your 
writing

hi mAtt. When did your pAssion For Birds 
And nAture Begin?

When I was around seven or eight, I think. My mum 
always fed the garden birds, so she certainly fostered 
my enthusiasm to an extent, and when we used to 
go for walks close to home I’d always see a kestrel 
hovering. I became a bit obsessed by it. I joined the 
Young Ornithologists’ Club, and it all went from there. 
Also, at about the same time, we did a project on birds 
at school, and I remember making a collage picture of 
an osprey. If you’d told me then that, less than 40 years 
later there’d be half a dozen pairs nesting just a few 
miles away (we lived near Leicester), I’d never have 
believed you. 

WhAt is it ABout Birds thAt interest you 
so much?

Part of it, I’m sure, is that they’re just so visible 
compared to the other wildlife that we have in this 
country – in that respect they’re ideal for the lazy 
wildlife-watcher; because no matter where you are 
there are always birds to be seen without much effort! 
But it’s also the sheer variety of birdlife, and perhaps 
more than anything it’s migration – the more I watch 
it, the more it strikes me as being the most remarkable 
phenomenon in the natural world. And of course here 
in the UK we’re well placed to see migration going on 
around us for large parts of the year.

Where is your FAvourite plAce to WAtch 
Birds?

I love Titchwell Marsh and Frampton Marsh RSPB 
reserves, and we’re lucky that we can get across to 
either of them from the office fairly easily and quickly. 
I don’t think I’m ever disappointed on a visit to either 
of them.

I moved house to Warwickshire a couple of years back, 
so I’m really still getting to know my new patch, but 
Draycote Water and Brandon Marsh on the edge of 
Coventry are both favourites, and I also go back to my 
old patch in Leicestershire sometimes. My favourite 
spot there was a little Wildlife Trust reserve called 
Kelham Bridge – willow tits and grasshopper warblers 
were the best regulars there, but I also had species 
such as hen harrier there over the years. And further 
afield, the Scottish Highlands and Extremadura are 
both places I love to visit – there’s always something 
of interest around.

WhAt is the most vitAl pArt oF your kit?

Probably the Collins Bird Guide. I’ve got a couple 
of battered print copies plus the app on my phone, 
so that I’m never without it. I’m very lucky in that 
Swarovski lend me a pair of EL binoculars on long-
term loan, and they’re wonderful too, so it’s a pretty 
close-run thing.

WhAt Would Be your dreAm sighting?
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In the UK, I’d love to find a red-backed shrike. Not 
ultra-rare, of course, but I like shrikes and I scan 
horse paddocks and that sort of habitat for them 
compulsively. Further afield, I’d love to see any 
roadrunner, and harpy eagle would also be pretty high 
on my list.

hoW competitive do you And your teAm get 
ABout #my200BirdyeAr?

It’s more a case of getting competitive with ourselves, 
because we’ve all set different parameters. I do a UK 
list, Mike Weedon does a Peterborough area list, and 
the others do their own. Mike and myself are quite 
obsessive about comparing how we’re doing from year 
to year – I’m a bit ahead of where I was at this time 
last year [October 2018], but I don’t think I can count 
on so many good vagrants as last autumn.

hoW much engAgement do you get From 
young people?

More and more – it’s heartening that we are getting 
more younger readers, and that they’re generally so 
switched on to conservation in its widest sense, rather 
than just birdwatching on its own. Not surprisingly 
they’re very willing to use social media to join debates 
and to share their knowledge, and they’re also a big 
part of the bird photography readership.

tell us A little ABout your BAckground; 
hoW did you end up As the editor oF such 

A prestigious mAgAzine?

I worked as a journalist on regional newspapers in 
Leicester, Cardiff and Peterborough, pretty much from 
when I left university until 2005 – first as a reporter, 
and then as a sports editor and a sub-editor. I then 
had a brief spell working for a publisher on various 
trade magazines, when the job of sub-editor on Bird 
Watching became available. I got the job, eventually 
became acting editor, and have now been editor for 
five years.

WhAt ingredients do you think mAke Bird 
Watching the uk’s Best-selling Bird 

mAgAzine?

Hopefully it’s that we offer something for everyone 
– many of our readers are just starting out in 
birdwatching, but we also have hardcore readers who 
have been buying the magazine for more than 30 years 
and who are truly expert birders – we want to pass 
their knowledge and enthusiasm on to the beginners 
and everyone in between.  

I think the tone is important. A lot of our content 
comes from very expert birdwatchers, but they’re very 
good at getting that over in an accessible way. Our 
aim is to be your birdwatching friend, and I hope that 
comes across.

WhAt do you look For When 
commissioning Articles?

Originality. We’re always looking for new slants on 
what, after all, are the same old species. Dominic 
Couzens, who has written for us for many years, is 
particularly good at that, I think – every month his 
article comes in and I find myself learning something 
new about a bird that I thought I knew well. Often 
a key part of that is personal observation. If you 
can bring your own experiences into it, I think that 
often adds new knowledge, as well as feeling more 
approachable for the reader.

WhAt recommendAtions Would you hAve 
For Any Aspiring Writers/editors Who 
Would love to hAve A cAreer such As 

yours?

Write! Write anything and everything, really. Not only 
is it good practice in itself, you’ll find that opportunities 
open up where you don’t really expect them. I had only 
vaguely thought of a career in journalism, and I got my 
first job on the local paper as a result of writing a weekly 
cricket report for them. So, write about what you love, 
and what interests you, and see where that takes you.  
 
I suppose the other thing is to be willing to send your 
work out all over the place. There will be knock-backs, 
but again you often find that your name gets around, 
and an article rejected by one editor will suit another 
down to the ground.

CAREERS  │  Matt Merritt

thAnks mAtt! keep up to dAte With mAtt’s Birding 
Adventures on tWitter @polyolBion or reAd his 

Book a Sky Full oF BirdS. penguin £8.99. 
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ARTIST FOCUS

Be mesmerised by the 
artwork from this passionate 

entomologist

ARTIST FOCUS  │  Apithanny Bourne

STAG BEETLE
I’ve been obsessed with insects 
my whole life – they can have the 
most incredible physical forms, life 
cycles and social structures. Not to 
mention they are a vital component 
of ecosystems and food chains. An 
interest in entomology offers a 
lifetime of fascination and a cure 
against all boredom! My second 
passion in life is illustration – I 
firmly believe that art is a powerful 
communication tool in the quest 
to protect our environment. These 
two disciplines, science and art, 
were once far more intertwined 
than they are today (think before 
the days of digital cameras). In my 
work I always endeavour to try to 
bridge this gap.

FRONDS AND 
FUNGI

One of the greatest inspirations 
for me is leafing through old 
natural history volumes. I have a 
large collection of old nature books 
which I have gathered over the 
years. Some of the best ones are 
vintage botany guides filled with 
gorgeously accurate illustrations. 
I am hugely inspired by the 
children’s author Beatrix Potter, 
who is perhaps lesser known as a 
pioneering mycologist and keen 
amateur entomologist. At a time 
when women were excluded 
from such occupations – she was 
meticulously documenting and 
painting fungi, flowers and insects 
with scientific accuracy. Some of 
my best natural history books were 
found in charity shops – so I highly 
recommend you go for a rummage!
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ARTIST FOCUS  │  Apithanny Bourne

BLACKBIRD NEST 
I spend a lot of time outdoors – as 
amazing as books are, the best way 
to learn the workings of nature 
is to immerse yourself in them. I 
collect all sorts of ‘nature treasure’ 
that I find on my rambles, from 
old fallen nests to broken eggshells 
and animal bones. They make 
great subjects to study and I firmly 
believe that drawing can make 
you a better naturalist through 
improving your observation skills. 

BROWN HARE
I’ve always sensed that hares have a 
particular magical air about them. 
They seem to have a fondness for 
watching the world go by in a wise, 
all-knowing sort of way. Whilst 
growing up on an arable farm, I 
would join them in surveying the 
landscape, or simply watch them 
for hours as they loped about 
the fields together. One of the 
sad realisations of growing older 
has been noticing the increasing 
absence of these beautiful creatures 
from our countryside. This pencil 
illustration is very old and hangs in 
a frame in my study – sometimes I 
feel like it’s watching over me! 

LIFE WITH 
BUTTERFLIES
Entomology is my passion in life 
but more specifically, I’ve had a 
lifelong love for Lepidoptera. I live 
my life to the butterfly calendar 
each year. From the first emerging 
orange tips in spring to the last 
of the autumnal ivy-nectaring red 
admirals. Butterflies and moths 
enthral me – it’s little wonder 
that in Greek mythology, the soul 
was often depicted as a butterfly. 
Their behaviours and life cycles are 
fascinating and consequently, they 
are my favourite subject to paint. 

SWALLOWTAIL 
CATERPILLAR

This summer I made the epic 
pilgrimage to Norfolk, all the way 
from Scotland. My goal was to 
catch a glimpse of Papilio machaon 
ssp. Britannicus which is restricted 
to fenland habitat in the Broads 
where the sole larval foodplant, 
milk parsley, can be found. 
Unfortunately the adult butterflies 
evaded me but my trip was made 
worthwhile by a rather splendid 
4th instar larva. It was the most 
handsome of caterpillars – I felt it 
deserved a painting! 

ABout the Artist 
Apithanny is an entomologist and artist living in 

Scotland. Her days are dedicated to the protection 
of Lepidoptera, which is her lifelong passion. 

@apithanny
www.heliconius.earth 
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READERS’ CORNER

Book revieW: 

Wild Signs and Star Paths 
by Tristan Gooley

Words by Alex Pearce 

READERS’ CORNER  │  Book Review

Standing at the foot of a small tor of the edge 
of Dartmoor, I gazed up at the cloudless sky. 
Above my head, shapes danced before my 

eyes in the black of the night. Suddenly, my phone 
beeped, ‘Night Sky,’ the text from my boss read. The 
name of an app which would help me to decipher 
the illuminations before me. 

The next day, after a journey up Hay Tor, I stopped 
into a tourist information hut where a beautiful 
book caught my eye – Wild Signs and Star Paths. 
Within its pages, Tristan Gooley promised to give 
me the thing I had been searching for the previous 
night; how to understand the natural world without 
the unnatural use of an app. 

Gooley takes you on a journey of rediscovery; 
looking for our lost sixth sense and how we traversed 
the planet before the technological inventions that 
we rely on today. By dipping in and out of research, 
animal behaviour, the study of tribal activity and 
drawing on his own experiences, Gooley is able to 
put across the relationship our ancestors had with 
the environment, and how that is still inside us if we 
simply allow ourselves to engage with it. Beautiful 
written, Gooley has managed to interweave myths 
with tips and skills, all backed up with scientific 
anecdotes.

This book is more than just about how to tap 
into our natural instinct. It is a commentary of 

the current situation we find ourselves in; a species 
which is tearing its way through time like an out of 
control dog, destroying everything in our sight as 
we desperately look for technological quick fixes. In 
doing so, we are getting further and further away from 
our own natural history and wreaking irreparable 
damage on both ourselves and the rest of the planet. 
Wild Signs is a great way to help you reconnect in 
both a practical and a mental sense. 

Just so you know, I never downloaded the app. And 
whilst I may still not quite be able to pick out my Casis 
Major from my Ursa Minor, I do now understand how 
to gauge my direction using just Orion and by letting 
myself engage further with the natural world before 
me, I hope to continue to tap into the intuition that 
we have lost along the way. 
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WhAt’s on the Blog:
Keep up to date with New Nature and news from the natural world by reading our 

online blog.

READERS’ CORNER  │  Blog

my locAl coAstline – rhossili

ignAtius-roy hillcoAt-nAlletAmBy

Stepping off the bus and walking down the single-
track picturesque lane, I am met by a beautiful expanse 
of coastline – lush fields on my left, a pristine sandy 
beach to my right and the iconic Worm’s Head in 
the distance. Luckily for me, this beautiful location is 
known as Rhossili Bay and is about a 20-minute bus 
journey from my hometown Swansea.

Most people know the area for its three mile pristine 
beach, loved by locals for dog walking, surfing and 
escaping city life. At low tide, looking northwards from 
Rhossili, it may be possible to spot the shipwreck of 
Helvetia which became stranded in the bay in 1887. 
For the walkers amongst us, Rhossili Down provides 
a splendid hilly walk along the coast, reaching the 
highest point in the Gower where you can see West 
Wales, Lundy Island and (if it’s not raining) the North 
Devon coast. You may also spot a Bronze Age cairn and 
the remains of Stone Age burial chambers known as 
Sweynes Howes if you look hard enough. 

countryside pArtnerships

olly dove

Between university years, most students in the UK 
find themselves with long stretches of time available 
for relaxing, travelling and generally recharging their 
brains for the upcoming academic year. Many students 
will be taking the time, though, to gain experience to 
help future job applications. For conservation-related 
careers, volunteering at a countryside partnership 
could be the perfect use of a summer. In between my 
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, I volunteered 
at Medway Valley Countryside Partnership (MVCP). I 
had never heard of such organisations before them, and 
did not realise what vital work such organisations do in 
looking after local habitats.

reAd the Full story on our Blog At WWW.neWnAture.co.uk 
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Asia Roberts-Yalland 27. Based in East Anglia, works 
with seeds and plants. BSc Biology, MSc Managing 
the Environment from Aberystwyth University. 

Environmentalist and nature lover.

Asia ROBERTS-YALLAND

Edward GILES

Edward is passionate about the natural world, honing 
his knowledge on the waterfowl family of birds. In his 
early teens, Edward developed a private sanctuary, and 

recently published the first of a series of books.

Ciara SUGRUE 

Ciara is a PhD student at Loughborough University, 
specialising in coastal wetland plants. She is on the 
BSBI Publications Committee and the Meetings & 

Communications Committee.

 @CiaraSugrue

Ele JOHNSTONE

Hattie ALWEN

Hattie is a 14 year old photographer, inspired by her 
love for nature. She also has a passion for blogging and 

writes monthly about global issues.

@hattiealwenphotography
Blog: wildteen.wixsite.com/hattie

Ele has an MBiolSci in Biology from the University of 
Sheffield. She is passionate about protecting the natural 
world and currently works for the Bat Conservation 

Trust.

www.encounteringnature.com

Ignatius-Roy 
HILLCOAT-

NALLETAMBY

Ignatius-Roy is a recent biology graduate who loves 
writing and sharing stories that matter to him. He also 
loves playing badminton, listening to jazz music and 

talking about nature!   

Max WOODS

Max, 27, is a recent conservation biology graduate who 
after various volunteer positions and many fruitless job 
applications started the Sussex Stag Beetle Initiative 

(SSBI).

@stagbeetlemax

Megan DUGDALE

Megan is a 24 year old Zoo Conservation Biology 
master’s student. With a love for all things nature, she 
hopes to demonstrate how small steps can make a big 

difference for conservation. 

Olly DOVE

Olly recently completed her MSc. in Taxonomy and 
Biodiversity at ICL and the Natural History Museum, 
with her next step being a volunteering placement with 

RSPB.

@ols_dove

Roisin is an underwater enthusiast and an up and 
coming nature photographer, both above and below 
the surface. She studied Marine and Natural History 
Photography at Falmouth University and is a qualified 

dive instructor.

@r.maddison.photography

Roisin Maddison
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