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Our wonderful cover shot this
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Oscar is an award-winning wildlife
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Find him on Twitter
@OscarDewhurst and online
at www.oscardewhurst.com

WELCOME TO

New Nature
After weeks of frosty indecision, the weather outside is finally turning; each day, each hour and minute
transforming last month’s w interscape into a perfect picture of springtime beauty. Now, as the garish
blooms of daffodil blanket our roadsides and a white-blue medley of bluebell and ramsons transforms
our woodlands; as the repetitive song of the chiffchaff becomes audible once more after a yearlong
hiatus and insects, at long last, take to the w ing, it is time to revel once more in nature. In all its glory.

Local Groups

It goes w ithout saying that if you read New Nature you have an
interest in the natural world and many of you w ill be members
of one or more w ildlife charities. What you may not realise
is that many of the larger charities have local groups that
are run by volunteers and which offer a range of talks and
activities that you might be interested in attending.

This is something we hope to do here, as always, in the latest issue of New Nature Magazine: offering readers,
once again, interesting opinion and evocative writing from Britain’s young naturalists. Here, you will find an
honest take on the thorny issue of fracking, courtesy of Rob White (Page 23), and an intriguing interview
with Jenny MacPherson from the Vincent Wildlife Trust (VWT). Elsewhere, Georgina Umney writes on
the importance of empowering the natural leaders of tomorrow (Page 44) and New Nature stalwart Camila
Quinteros Peñafiel offers a very honest take on the importance of mentors in daily life.

The group provides a valuable
way of supporting the RSPB,
be it in addition to your annual
membership or as an alternative.
The great thing about the group
is that it provides opportunities
to learn more about the wildlife
both on our doorsteps and further
afield whilst meeting other likeminded people in your local area
and discovering new birdwatching
spots. The group raises money for
the RSPB once running costs have
been covered and if you are so
inclined, the committee positions
for the group provide excellent
volunteering opportunities that are
unlikely to impinge on daily work
routines.

Inside the April edition you will, of course, also find lighter content too: superb nature writing courtesy of Andy
Painting (Page 18) and Anna Flemming (Page 12), as well as regular features brought to you by the editorial
team. Whatever your preference, however, whatever content you like to read – whether that be creative writing
or passionate opinion – we hope that you will enjoy this issue for what it is. An amalgamation of the thoughts,
views and musings of the natural historians, conservationists and environmentalists of the future.
On a final note, if you would like to contribute to New Nature – in the form of writing, art or photography –
then please, drop us an email. We would be thrilled to hear your ideas and discuss how we can start bringing
your fabulous ideas to life.

James Commctoonr
Managing Dire

Say Hello

The RSPB has a huge number of
local groups all over the country.
You can search for your nearest
group here: www.rspb.org.uk/getinvolved/community-and-advice/
local-groups/find-a-local-groupnear-you/

Proudly supported by:

EMAIL:
editorial.newnature@gmail.com
VISIT:
www.newnature.co.uk
@newnature_mag
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The Huntingdonshire Local Group
of the RSPB is one such example.
The group meets in the Free Church
in St Ives, Cambridgeshire on the
last Wednesday of the month from
September to April. Each month
there is a different speaker talking
on subjects ranging from local
reserves to worldwide birding and
conservation. Throughout the year
there are also local birdwatching
trips arranged by the group to
enjoy a day looking at such delights
as waders on the Wash or visiting
some of the reserves in the area.

Alternatively, if you are in the
Huntingdonshire area and are
interested in finding out more,
come along to an indoor meeting
and see for yourself !
-5-

│ READERS PHOTOGRAPHS │

Thank you to
Anastacia Aldrige
for this lovely
little fieldfare

Readers’
Photographs
A very skillful
tree sparrow shot
from Andrew Fusek
Peters

A frosty red deer photo
from @GeordieCarlisle
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Above: What a wonderful
swan shot by Elaine
Porteous
Right: Getting up close
and personal with this
ladybird by @Appletonwild

sneaky
What a lovely
ark
waxwing by M
Fullerton
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│ WHAT TO WATCH FOR │

What to Watch for in

S

pring is now in its stride and many small plants
are putting out their flowers in April before they
are shaded out by trees and shrubs. Keep an
eye out for the enchanting blooms of the year’s first
orchids; both the early purple and the green-winged
orchids can be found in grasslands and woodlands
among carpets of commoner species like ramsons
and bluebells. Even rarer than these are two wild
flowers which require special trips to find them: a
visit to Cricklade in Wiltshire is needed if you want
to see a meadow full of the graceful nodding bells of
snake’s-head fritillaries; and you’ll have to scour chalk
downland in Hertfordshire to find the stunning tuliplike pasque flower.

April

The very rare natterjack toad is at peak breeding
frenzy this month; males will be eagerly emitting
their remarkably far-carrying calls at night in order to
attract females. They breed in very shallow, ephemeral
pools such as those found in sand dune systems or on
heathland. Although there are a few small populations
in the south of England, the best place to find these
enigmatic amphibians is along the Merseyside coast.
Birds that have migrated from deepest Africa will
begin arriving on our shores in earnest throughout
April; among the hordes of hirundines and warblers a
few scarce overshooting birds will also turn up to keep
things interesting. Hoopoes are a beautiful continental
species that look a little like a cross between a curlew,

a jay and a butterfly. They are scarce enough in Britain
to be exciting, but regular enough for you to have a
chance of finding your own – so keep a keen eye on
headlands, cricket pitches and vicar’s lawns.
It’s also worth making regular visits to a local lake,
reservoir, estuary or river this month if you want to be
in with a chance of spotting a passing osprey. Apart
from an outpost in Rutland, almost all UK ospreys
breed in Scotland; so, for most people in England the
best chance of having an encounter with this fisheating raptor is to catch one refuelling on its migration
north.
Towards the end of the month, as the days get ever
warmer, more and more insect species will be on
the wing – from butterflies and dragonflies to bees
and beetles. Alongside these more obvious and wellknown invertebrates, there will also be a lot of flies
about, and one species in particular makes quite an
impression roughly around the 25th of April. With
long dangly legs, googly eyes and a furry black body;
St Mark’s flies look oddly charming and rather like
they are made out of pipe-cleaners. On their own they
are small and innocuous, but they often emerge all at
once and suddenly seem to be everywhere; during a
walk through a woodland you might encounter a big
dancing group of them as they, like most wildlife at
this time of year, try to get a mate.

Words by Elliot Dowding
-8-
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│ UNDERRATED SPECIES │

│ UNDERRATED SPECIES │

I

n general, I think it’s fair to
say that flies don’t get the
appreciation they deserve. Even
the more distinctive and attractive
species, such as the brightly
coloured hoverflies, are considered
less interesting than the ‘big-three’
invertebrate groups of butterflies,
dragonflies and bees. This is a
shame, seeing as flies contribute so
much to the environment (which
includes us humans); from being
major pollinators, key prey species,
important
decomposers
and
predators of pest species, among
many other things.

this waste quickly and efficiently –
speeding up the return of nutrients
to the soil and limiting the spread
of endoparasites in livestock.
While the larvae are feeding in
the dung they often become the
prey of other invertebrates and also
birds such as woodcock; the adult
flies are also predators and will
consume many smaller flies and
other insects, some of which are
pest species of grazing mammals.
Besides playing a key part in the
ecosystem, dung flies have also
become very useful to scientists as
a model organism used in various
studies of animal behaviour,
A great example species that shows reproduction strategies, evolution
how useful and important flies are, and perhaps most importantly as
is the yellow dung fly. This is a very a measure of the effects of certain
familiar insect to anyone who has chemicals on the environment.
ever walked in the countryside;
they are one of the commonest fly These chemicals include drugs
species, due largely to their larval used on livestock and testing
food of dung, which isn’t exactly their effects on flies is of great
a rare resource. They are also one value in conservation. Any drugs
of the easiest flies to identify; the administered to livestock are
males in particular being a bright excreted in their dung, so the effects
mustard yellow and fuzzier than of these drugs in the environment
Fozzie the bear from the Muppets. can be measured by how dung flies
As is made apparent from their respond to them – as their larvae
name, the adults are easily found directly consume the contaminated
parading on cow pats like dancers dung. Negative effects, such as
in an arena.
reduced fertility or mutation in
the dung flies as a result of these
These are hugely useful organisms. drugs can then be used as evidence
The larvae are laid in great to restrict their use, in the hope
quantities within animal dung and of reducing environmental and
play a big part in decomposing economic losses.
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Yellow dung flies also have
fascinating reproduction strategies;
for example, they have both a
group of typical males and a group
of males that resemble females –
being smaller, less fuzzy and not
so bright yellow. These female-like
males can sneak around without
being bothered by competitive
males, tending to shun the cowpat arenas to search for females
in surrounding vegetation, where
they seem to be more readily
accepted as mates than the big
males are. There is clearly so much
more to learn from flies and they
are hugely underrated, so let’s try
and give them the attention they
deserve.

Underrated
Species
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WILDLIFE │ Beasts of the Hill

L

ast September, while I was working my way
uphill in the fog, a distinctive shape appeared
through the mist.

Low cloud in the mountains alters your sense
of space. When the grand prospects of hill and
valley are obscured, you do not feel that you are
in a vast landscape. Instead, surrounded by greywhite fog, you can feel you are in an enclosed
space. Sometimes it seems like a small white
room, an exhibition space in an art gallery where
the last set of pictures has been taken down, and
the new images have not yet been installed.

s
t
s
a
e
B

In this white world, prominent features are
welcome changes to monotony. The eye cleaves
to trees, rocks, streams, and lochans. On the
Cairngorm plateau, the trees and streams are
limited, and in places there are few rocks.
Sometimes all you see is the path stretching ahead
of you and a circle of closely cropped lichen and
moss fading out into damp grey cloud.
This is why I became rather excited when I
spotted the antler. It was floating near horizon,
which in these conditions was less than twenty
metres away. Presumably the antler was attached
to an animal, but the creature was not visible
through the mist. However, there was a telling
clue: the antler did not have the sharp, pointed
edges of a deer antler; it was chunky and rounded.
Reindeer!
I bounded along the path, expecting a small herd
of reindeer to materialise at any moment through
the mist. But they did not. I slowed and began
to doubt my sight. I’d only seen the antler for a
moment, and hadn’t made out a body. Perhaps the
antler was merely a phantom of wishful thinking.
Determined to work out the mystery, I stepped
off the path, into the fog, in the general direction
of the spectral antler. After thirty metres or so,
my curiosity paid off. More antlers came into
sight, this time very much attached to reindeer.
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Anna Fleming shares her encounters
with the Cairngorm reindeer herd

Wanting a closer view of the beasts, I reached for
my camera. This was not for the digital zoom: I
haven’t got around to buying a proper case for my
- 12 -

- 13 -

WILDLIFE │ Beasts of the Hill

camera yet, so for now I keep it in a plastic bag.
And to the Cairngorm reindeer herd, the sound
of plastic is very closely associated with food. So
the group trotted over to investigate what I had
to offer. Once they realised I had little to interest
them, they soon went back to browsing for lichen,
and I got to have a good nosey.
Reindeer were reintroduced to the Cairngorms in
1952 by Mikel Utsi (a Swedish Sami) and Ethel
Lindgren, who were struck by the similarities
between the Cairngorm plateau and Lapland.
The herd is now around 150 strong, and the beasts
spend part of the year freely ranging the plateau,
and part of the year in paddock enclosures.
They are carefully managed by herders based in
Glenmore, and since they are exposed to lots of
human contact from birth, they are generally very
friendly, gentle creatures.
Of course, there’s an exception to every rule,
and Hen, a reindeer herder, told me the story
of Surprise. This male reindeer holds the grand
accolade of being the only Cairngorm reindeer
ever to be shot with a tranquilizing dart. He was
discovered when an estate worker contacted the
herders to ask them to remove a pair of reindeer
that had strayed onto their land. When the
herders arrived, they recognised the old female
Bangle. However, they had not seen her young
companion before, and he had no identification
tag.
Bangle had disappeared a couple of years ago.
When she failed to return to the paddocks with
the other females, the herders assumed that she
had died of old age somewhere on the hills. Little
did they realise, Bangle had secretly mothered
another calf, which she then raised independently
for eighteen months. Typically, all the Cairngorm
reindeer are handled within the first six months
of their life, helping them to adjust to humans.
Since Surprise had had no human contact until
this point, he was not entirely comfortable with
the group of people trying to capture him, hence
the dart. Now, he is merely a little standoffish
around people – he tolerates us, but when all
the feed is gone, he retreats to a distance. Unlike

“Reindeer were reintroduced to the Cairngorms in 1952...”
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WILDLIFE │ Beasts of the Hill
Bovril (a dark brown reindeer), who lingers long
after the food has gone, posing for photos.
While reindeer share the Cairngorm plateau with
red deer, the two species can seem worlds apart.
Red deer are integral to the Highlands sporting
economy: there are now roughly 30,000 red deer
in the Cairngorms. The fashion for deer stocked
sporting estates in the Highlands emerged in the
nineteenth century, with Queen Victoria buying
Balmoral in 1852, and a new class of industrial
capitalists seeking to prove their aristocratic
credentials through shooting estates. In 1851,
Edwin Landseer painted ‘The Monarch of the
Glen’, a picture which depicts a regal, powerful
stag that stands dominant with a long neck and
out-thrust jaw. The painting became immensely
popular, and was instrumental in turning the red
deer into an archetype of the Scottish Highlands.
By contrast, reindeer are much smaller than red
deer – they’re about the height of a Shetland
pony. Since reindeer are domesticated, they do
not see people as threatening predators, and so
they do not strike Landseer-esque commanding
poses. Whereas Landseer’s deer is a figure of the
sublime (an individual hero that stands alone and
commanding within a landscape of wilderness),
reindeer are associated with children’s stories
of Father Christmas. This was also the result
of nineteenth century myth making: in 1823
Clement Clarke Moore published the poem ‘A
Visit from St Nicholas’, which describes Santa
arriving on a sleigh pulled by eight reindeer.
Meeting the reindeer out on the hill in September,
my mind does not immediately leap to Santa.
Instead, I find them slightly surreal. They are
both strange and familiar. They are at home in
the Cairngorms, but they also seem out of place.
Their odd looks and gentle, friendly nature make
them charming beasts, but they are also seriously
hardy (they only start to feel the cold at -70°C).
I struggle to place them within my own cultural
landscape: they are not figures of the sublime, nor
are they cute Disney-esque creatures. For now,
I picture them walking across a Dalí painting.
Uncanny, distinctive, magical.
- 16 -

Images: Anna Fleming
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WILDLIFE │ On The Plateau

On the
Plateau
Words and Images by Andrew Painting

The plateau is a contrary place, a vast, cold, hostile haven for some of Britain’s rarest
wildlife. It is a place of both intense beauty and extreme danger, of extraordinary
peace and terrifying exposure. For some people it is a place to conquer, for others,
a place of retreat from the challenges of dull daily life. The sharp tang of the wild
steeps the air up there, and it is all too easy to get a taste for it.

- 18 -
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The plateau is among the least
human-influenced ecosystems in
Britain, the closest thing we have
to wilderness. It is also facing
human-influenced changes which
could endanger some of its most
iconic wildlife.
The Cairngorm mountain range is
a great red lump of granite thrust
a kilometre and more into the sky,
scoured out by long-gone glaciers,
dominating the land between
Perth and Inverness. It is the
coldest, snowiest, windiest place
in the country. The snow often lies
all year round, the peaks can be
covered in cloud for weeks on end.
At the summit of Ben MacDui,
in fine weather, you can see from
the North Sea in the east to the
Atlantic hills in the west. In a
whiteout you may only be able to
see two paces in front of you. This
is a place of giant corries, thousand
foot cliffs, crystal-clear burns and
deep mountain lochs. And

at the top of it all sits the plateau –
a sub-arctic ceiling, the largest area
of land above 800 metres altitude
in Britain.
The remarkable creatures that thrive
on the plateau make a mockery of
the humans who struggle up to
the heights. Snow buntings, small
fluffy balls of white, brown and
black, are welcome company when
the snow makes for hard walking.
Come summer, they hang out
around the summit cairns, picking
up scraps of sandwiches dropped
by walkers. Ptarmigan, mountain
grouse which croak like frogs,
are by turns comic and heroic.
They live on the plateau year
round, somehow. They are largely
indifferent to humans who, more
often than not, are fooled by their
remarkable camouflage. Ptarmigan
do, however, fear death from
above, at the talons of eagles and
peregrines. As do mountain hares,
the toughest, cutest mammals in
Britain. With a pure-white
winter coat, small ears, thick
fur and snowshoe style feet,
these creatures are perfectly
adapted
to
subarctic
conditions.

good reason, apex predators par
excellence, skilled hunters with a
lazy streak. In winter they share the
skies above the plateau only with
ravens. These clever, inquisitive
birds eye walkers with equal parts
curiosity and greed, sensing the
opportunity for some scraps of
lunch.
Summer brings other visitors, like
golden plover and dunlin, drawn
by the insects and the paucity of
predators. The dotterel, a rare,
beautiful wading bird, highly
prized by birdwatchers, breeds only
in the highest places in Britain. The
females wear the trousers. They
lay their eggs and then fly off to
Europe, leaving the males to worry
about childcare.

In this land of browns, blacks,
whites and greys, where soil
is largely absent and mosses
and lichens dominate the flora,
colourful flowers are at a premium.
Starry saxifrage fringes the burns,
while purple saxifrage clings to the
edge of snow fields and trailing
azalea and moss campion jump out
like jewels among the moss and
the hairgrass. Botanists scramble
into the corries to find rarities like
Golden eagles, impossibly arctic mouse-ear and highland
large animals, soar above saxifrage. Roseroot and thrift,
the mountains year round. plants of sunny seaside holidays,
It is never a bad day if also make their home at the top
you see an eagle. They are of the hill. Dwarf willow, a bonsai
totems of wild land with tree, creeps low along the granite,

- 20 -
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CONSERVATION │ Fracking

to disturbance from humans and
their dogs. Old arguments about
hill tracks and tourist development,
once thought won, are being fought
again. Overgrazing by red deer,
and sometimes semi-wild reindeer,
brings its own challenges.

The plateau may be remote and
inhospitable, but it is far from
impervious to the effects of man.
Climate change is already affecting
the ecology of the plateau. Snow
beds are contracting, changing
species compositions as they retreat
up the hillside. Generalist plants
species like heather are creeping
up the hill, encroaching on the
habitat of rarer, specialist plants,
mosses and lichens. Dotterel
numbers are falling; wet summers
and warm winters have left them
out of sync with the emergence of
their insect prey. Wildlife is prone

But all is not lost. A large
proportion of the plateau is
in the care of environmental
groups. Cairngorms Connect,
an enterprising collaboration of
private landowners, public bodies
and the RSPB, manages 600 square
kilometres of land. This land,
which runs from the plateau to the
woodland floor, is, in their words,
‘dedicated to wildlife’. Just across
the march lies National Trust for
Scotland’s Mar Lodge Estate, the
largest National Nature Reserve in
the UK. Together these places form
a connected, living landscape about

the same size as all of the National
Nature Reserves in England put
together. Golden eagles may still
be victims of rampant persecution
in eastern Scotland, but can be seen
as easily on the plateau as anywhere
in the country. Obscure plants
like Cicerbita alpina are subject
to ground-breaking conservation
efforts. Remnant pockets of
montane scrub have been mapped
and monitored, and are slowly
spreading across the Cairngorms.
Native woodland is returning to
the lower glens after centuries of
decline, bringing with it species
like black grouse, Scottish crossbill
and pine marten.
The plateau is a contrary place,
but to the people who love it and
protect it that is part of the appeal.
It may be changing up there, but at
least it is in good hands.

A fracking

Rob White investigates whether Fracking could be a future viable energy source in the UK

F

racking is the process of injecting liquid
into rocks and is achieved by drilling
into the earth’s surface and applying high
pressure to the rock to access the gas or oil
trapped within. This method creates new routes
for oil or gas to be accessed and can extend
existing pathways within the rock. Modern day
fracking originated in the 1990`s, when a new
technique was devised by George Mitchell that
combined high-volume hydraulic fracturing
with horizontal drilling. This theoretically
opens up large new ‘seams’ of rock and the fossil
fuels trapped within them. However, fracking
has garnered significant media attention and
protests from wildlife and conservation groups
due to its potential impacts on human health
and the environment.
POSITIVES
The British Geological Survey conducted a
study which suggests that in northern England
there is approximately 40 tonnes of cubic metres
of shale gas located there alone. They also stated
that the UK could be powered for the next fifty
years if just 10% of the shale gas resources were
used. However, these studies are contested and
others claim that there may be a far more limited
resource, and that it could be prohibitively
expensive to access the gas and oil.
Various studies have shown that the environment
benefits from fracking when natural gas from the
process is released. This is because the natural gas
which is released contains a minute amount of
Nitrogen, Sulphur Oxide and Carbon Dioxide.

- 22 -

Future ?

out of reach of the winds. Further
down the hill you may come across
patches of montane scrub – of
dwarf birch, willows and juniper
– a rare habitat once grazed right
to the edge of ravines and gullies,
now slowly recovering.

NEGATIVES
Many individuals and organisations have stated
that fracking has many negative impacts most
of which involve harming the environment.
Significant protests have held up the progress
of the industry in the UK. At the moment,
there are bans or moratoriums on fracking in
place in Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland.

The environmental risks of fracking include
an increase in the probability of groundwater
pollution, a rise in traffic congestion and noise
pollution in the areas situated close to the
fracking sites. Many wildlife organisations are
very worried about the impacts that fracking in
the UK could have on biodiversity.

Among the key environmental risks are:
The significant contribution of fracking to
climate change, at a time when we need to be
reducing emissions. Gas and oil are high-carbon
sources of energy.
The fragmentation or loss of habitat caused by
fracking wells.
The risk of groundwater or surface water pollution
caused by natural gas or fracking chemicals, that
could in turn affect habitats or species.

In conclusion, fracking is a controversial issue
with strong arguments on both sides. One of the
main positives claimed by the fracking industry
is that it could provide the energy for the UK
in future years. Most of our gas is currently
used for heat, and this is going to be one of the
hardest energy sectors to ‘decarbonise’. However,
choosing fracking could lock us into a relatively
high-carbon energy source when other options
are available that are better for climate change,
such as energy efficiency or electrifying heating.
There are many environmental concerns
associated with fracking. These include possible
groundwater pollution, more traffic congestion
and increased noise pollution.
My personal opinion on this debate is that
fracking should be looked at as a last resort as an
energy solution in the future depending on the
circumstances. Although it may provide a large
amount of energy, the drawbacks most of which
include environmental impacts mean it has more
negatives than positives.
- 23 -

HOOKPOD:
Catching fish, not seabirds

Words by Alysia Schuetzle
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Invented by conservationists in collaboration
with commercial fishermen, a new device is
helping longline fishing vessels to be safer for
seabirds.
What is longline fishing and how does it
endanger seabirds?

albatross can be a crucial loss to the population.
Becoming bycatch is a very real risk for many
of our seabirds. Though measures are being
taken by some fisheries to try and mitigate
the amount of birds that are killed in this
way, there remains a need for a sustainable,
economical solution that works for both parties.

Longline fishing is a commercial activity that
involves catching fish such as tuna and swordfish That’s where Hookpod comes in.
using very long lines of baited hooks. A single
vessel may use a line extending 130 km, from
What is a Hookpod?
which could hang up to 10,000 hooks, each
baited with a piece of fish or squid.
Developed by conservationists in collaboration
with the commercial fishing industry over
It isn’t just tuna and swordfish that are attracted a period of seven years, Hookpod is a
to these baited hooks. Seabirds like albatrosses, revolutionary device that works to reduce the
shearwaters and petrels also love to eat fish number of seabirds killed by longline fishing to
and squid. Unfortunately, sharp fish hooks and near zero. In fact, recent studies have shown that
hungry beaks don’t mix.
fishing lines equipped with Hookpod devices
have bycatch rates of only 0.04 birds per 1000
Before they sink, baited hooks are still visible hooks, twenty times less than are caught on lines
near the surface of the sea. Floating bait can without Hookpods.
look very tempting to foraging birds, who will
swoop down and try to grab the bait before it Hookpod works with existing longline fishing
sinks; these birds can become hooked, dragged equipment by enclosing the point and barb of
under the water and drown. Some species of the fishing hooks as they enter the water. This
birds, like petrels, will also dive to retrieve bait means that birds cannot become caught and
and can become tangled or caught on the hooks. dragged under the water. In 2016 Hookpod
was recommended by the ACAP (Agreement
The fate of our albatrosses and petrels
on the Conservation of Albatrosses and
Petrels) Advisory Committee as the best
Each year,around 300,000 seabirds are accidentally practice mitigation measure for longline fleets.
killed by the fishing industry, including an
estimated 100,000 of our largest seabird - the
How does the Hookpod work?
magnificent albatross. A shocking 15 out of 22
albatross species are vulnerable or on the brink The Hookpod is designed with a durable outer
of extinction, and pelagic longline fishing is one casing made from a polycarbonate material
of the biggest threats to their survival. Given resistant to UV and damage by seawater.
that albatrosses can take up to 10 years to reach The hinges and springs are also made from
breeding age and tend to mate and incubate marine grade stainless steel, meaning the
just once every two years, the death of an adult device should last for at least three years
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under typical fishing conditions. This casing
shrouds the hook while the line is cast out and
continues to cover the point and barb until
the bait and line are much deeper in the water.
To achieve this, the Hookpod has a pressure
mechanism which opens on reaching 10 - 15
metres - a depth ideal for catching target fish,
but one which is beyond the normal diving depth
of most seabirds, notably albatrosses. Once the
Hookpod reaches this depth, the baited hook
is released and a small integrated LED light
works to attract fish. When the fishing is over,
the Hookpods are pulled back on board with the
rest of the equipment, closed up and stored in
standard fishing bins ready to be used again.

Marine pollution is a huge issue for our
environment; Hookpod can also help to reduce
the amount of plastic waste that ends up in our
oceans. Chemical light sticks are often used
by fishing vessels to attract target fish. These
plastic sticks are single use, expensive and often
disposed of in the ocean. One of the Hookpod
models includes an LED light, negating the need
for disposable chemical light sticks - batteries
only need to be replaced every 400 hours and
cost less than $0.10 per light. By comparison,
the average fishery using chemical lights spends
around $15,000 - $20,000 on chemical light
sticks per year, making the Hookpod not only
environmentally friendly, but also economical.
How can you help?

Crucially, studies have shown that the volume
of fish caught is not affected by the Hookpod. The creators of Hookpod want to be able to
It simply makes longline fishing much safer for save more of our vulnerable and endangered
seabirds.
seabirds. To do this, they need help in spreading
the word about Hookpod to the fishing
But what’s in it for commercial fishermen?
industry, and they need to secure funding to
equip more fishing vessels so they can show
Ultimately, fishermen are out to catch fish, not fishermen around the world that Hookpod
birds! Disentangling seabirds and other bycatch is a real solution to mitigating bycatch
wastes time, money and equipment. As proved in that can save them money, time and hassle.
recent studies, Hookpod drastically reduces and
even eliminates bycatch without any detrimental Hookpod are running a Kickstarter starting this
effect to the number of fish caught.
April, and are looking to raise money to equip
five fishing vessels in Brazil with Hookpod
Though some fishing vessels do currently use devices. These boats will help encourage others to
other methods to lessen the amount of seabirds use the Hookpods and generate more important
accidentally caught - to varying degrees of research data, whilst actively saving seabirds.
success - the use of these methods are not There are some fantastic pledge prizes starting
enforced universally. Hookpod is designed to from just £5 - take a look here:
be an attractive option to fishermen in the hope
that they will actively want to use it; a device www.goo.gl/pVoT8p
that not only helps to preserve the environment
they rely on for their livelihood, but also saves For more information, visit:
them time, money and waste.
www.hookpod.com or follow Hookpod on
Twitter - @Hookpod
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CONSERVATION │ Wildflowers

Grow Wildflowers

Primrose
This sweet yellow flowering plant is one of the earliest to appear in
spring, flowering from around March to May, providing a welcome
sight for those longing for the spring and summer months, insects
and human alike. The flowers bloom on a single stem, with the
leaves of the plant being in a rosette at the base. A perennial, it will
flower again each year.

and Help Pollinators

M

eadows in spring and summer completely filled with a glory of colour from the various
species of wildflowers that grow there is a beautiful sight. This spectacle has however
diminished across much of the UK, with it having been widely reported that since the
1930s, 97% of wildflower meadows have been lost. It is a very sad statistic that these, not only
aesthetically beautiful sites but vital habitats and sources of pollen and nectar for insects no longer
exist. However, one way to help is to grow wildflowers at home to provide resources from both
meadow and woodland environments.

Common knapweed
This overlooked, narrow-leaved plant, often referred to
as the ‘one that looks like a thistle’ is a hugely beneficial
flower to have in your garden. It is loved by bees, and
once the glorious purple blooms are out you will see
a variety of insect species visiting the flowers to take
advantage of the resources on offer. As a perennial it will
flower year after year from June to September, helping
insects get the nectar they need, as well as providing a
dash of colour to any garden.

Common poppy
Often found on wasteland and
roadside verges, disturbance in
the land can cause seeds that were
dormant in the soil to germinate,
and then the glorious blooms to
appear. The beautiful red flowers of
this annual, with their intriguing
overlapping petals, appear from June
to September. The wind will shake
the fruit capsule, releasing the seeds
from within.

Foxgloves
This plant grows tall, around 1-2m
in height, so you cannot help but
notice the incredible flower spikes
from June to September. The tubeshaped flowers are much-loved by
bumblebees, who will momentarily
disappear into them in search of
the plant’s resources. However,
even before the flowering stage you
can identify this plant by its rosette
of leaves, which are crinkled in
appearance. Please be aware that
foxgloves are poisonous.

GIVEAWAY!

Seedball Natural History
Museum tins

Cornflower
These annual plants produce a glorious blue flower, and are an iconic
cornfield species. The colourful floral display is visible in late spring
to summer, around June to August. Sadly cornflowers have declined
in the wild, and meadows dispersed with these blue flowers are a far
less common sight. The use of herbicides and fertilisers in agriculture
and a reduction in field margins have contributed to their decline.
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Keep an eye on the New Nature social
media channels (Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram) on Monday 23rd April as we
will be giving away three Seedball tins
from Seedball’s new Natural History
Museum range! These focus on growing
plants beneficial for beetles, birds and
bats. To find out more about this range,
go to www.seedball.co.uk
- 29 -
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INTERVIEW │ Doug Allan

Labelled one of the
world’s best cameramen,
Doug Allan has worked
on some of the nation’s
favourite wildlife
documentaries. With a
penchant for chillier
climates, Doug has
spent more than 5000
hours underwater and
has completed around
650 dives under ice.
Here, Doug talks to
Alex Pearce about how
David Attenborough
sparked his career,
why he loves glacial
environments and his
hopes for the future.

Doug Allan
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INTERVIEW │ Doug Allan
AP: Hi Doug. You’ve had an
incredible career; how did you get
into it?
DA: I have really just built one
interest on top of another. I became
interested in diving when I was at
school and that led to my studying
marine biology at university. It was
interesting to me as a science and
back in those days, the late 60s, it
was an exciting field to be in. We
were already talking about living
underneath the sea and exploring
it with the new tool we had, scuba
diving, so it was a great adventure.
While I did my degree, I was totally
fascinated by science, but I knew I
didn’t want to be a “real” scientist,
I preferred to collect data rather
then do the number crunching.
So after university I decided to
stay within the realm of science
but more working on expeditions,
such as in the Red Sea, which
was very exciting. I also ran a dive
school in Jersey but wasn’t really
into photography at that point.
Then I got the opportunity to go
to the Antarctic; I took a job with
the British Antarctic Survey as a
research diver and that was when
I discovered photography. It was a
great way to show people how we
lived in the Antarctic, living on a
research base, cut off for the winter,
and it was interesting from the
point of view of diving, so I began
to do a lot of photography. I began
to write articles about what I was
seeing and my life was beginning
to look like I would pursue a
career as a writer/photographer/
diver. Then, out of the blue, we
had a radio call from a Navy ship
which had a BBC crew on board,
including David Attenborough,
and they wanted to come on to our

research base and do some filming
of the animals. They came on for
2 days and it fell to me to show
them where the best places were
to get the shots they wanted and
take their cameraman underwater
to get some shots he wanted.
Basically, in those 2 days, I saw
they were having a great time and
I thought this was a field I wanted
to get into. So, speaking to David
and the others, they answered all
my questions and I realised the
knowledge that I had of living and
diving in the cold and the biology
of those species, it was all very
practical and useful. A producer
said to me “If I wanted to go to
Africa, there are dozens of people
I can phone up and ask where’s the
best place for elephants, but I have
never met anyone who knows the
Antarctic like you do and that’s
quite unusual”. So one thing led to
another, I left BAS and made a life
as a cameraman, and that is where
it has been ever since. My speciality
is cold, snowy places.
AP:Why are you so drawn to places
with such extreme temperatures?
DA: There are challenges to filming
in any environment. There are very
few places around the world that
are completely comfortable to
film in, from hot and dry deserts
or jungles, where there are things
there that will eat you alive. The
cold will kill you in seconds or
minutes, but once you have learned
the tricks to stay warm, then it’s a
great place to work. Working for
BAS was where I learned that I
can stay warm in situations where
other people will get cold. There is
a big variation between people and
the temperatures they can handle.
- 32 -
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The poles are exciting places to
work; they are wildernesses but
they have some exciting animals
like killer whales, polar bears and
leopard seals. The huge expanse
and the barrenness of it just appeals
to me.
AP: These days we often get to see a
little behind the scenes of filming on
documentaries, demonstrating the
really extreme things filmmakers
sometimes have to do to get a few
minutes of footage. What’s the most
extreme situation you have found
yourself in?

set of circumstances, but in the
end, we were successful. And no
one else has been back since, which
makes it all the more special.
Working underwater with big
mammals is an enormous and
unique privilege, being in the
company of these animals. They
have unique personalities and they
choose whether to be with you, like
you choose your own friends. So it
is a challenge but an honour to get
the chance to be in the company of
these animals and to get to know
them.

AP: You have had a long career with
DA: One of the most extreme was the environment, what changes
where me and one other person have you seen over the years?
were given exclusive permission
to visit Kong Karls Land, a small DA: I have seen many many more
group of islands about 600 miles people travelling around the world,
north of Norway. It is a protected the number of people has never
area, no film crew had ever been been greater. I don’t think there is
given permission to film there an airport anywhere in the word
before, but we were allowed to that is more than 3 years old that
go to a particular valley where we isn’t being made bigger; there is an
hoped we would find a lot of polar expansion on airports and ports
bears. So it was a great challenge to improve the ability to handle
but in the end a great privilege to more passengers, so we have a
go there. The Norwegians were more globally connected system of
very strict in terms of disturbance travel and communication. Having
to the polar bears. We weren’t worked for so long in the poles,
allowed a snow machine, so we there is no doubt I have seen firsthad to do everything by walking. hand the environmental changes
The great privilege was being on that are happening, particularly
this island, 150 miles from other in the Arctic. The seasons are
people, just 2 men, walking around, changing, the summers are longer,
looking for polar bears coming the ice is breaking up, the pattern
out of their dens, in temperatures and timing of animal’s migration
down to minus 40 degrees. It was and the timing of the flowers
a big challenge and to be honest, blooming, all these changes across
very few people would be able to the arctic are happening very
do that. The combination of having noticeably.
to deal with the environmental
challenges and also the presence of Weather records are being broken;
dangerous animals like polar bears, its windier or drier or sunnier or
that was a particularly challenging wetter, the range of environmental
- 34 -

conditions are changing worldwide.
But perhaps it is less noticeable in
the UK because we have a variable
climate. The UK has trends for
particularly warm summers or cold
winters. You could measure it in
the meteorological records or by
species, what butterflies we have
for example, but it is perhaps less
noticeable. If you go north and ask
the locals how things have changed
in the arctic they will definitely
have noticed changed over the last
30 – 40 years.
AP: Do you think this expansion of
people is a positive and people are
becoming more enlightened or do
you think it is negative that people
are now everywhere?
DA: It is certainly true that
nothing broadens the mind like
travel, but it depends what you go
and see. Western culture’s dress,
behaving and way of thinking has
become normal, but there are still
pockets of completely different
cultures around the world. There
are still large areas of the world
which are still wildernesses, there
are still large areas which are
controlled wildernesses, like the
big game parks in Africa, such as
the Serengeti or Amboseli. But
they’re coming under the influence
of climate change and things too.
People moving around has an
impact on the green footprint,
aircraft are a pretty un-green way of
travelling in terms of c02 emissions,
and people have an impact in terms
of hotels and living off the natural
resources. It’s a good thing to
increase the wealth of the people of
the village, but it depends on how
those places develop; whether they
develop in a green sustainable way

or as tourists we carry our energy
inefficient, dirty habits with us.
You just need to look at the plastic
situation around the world now.
Tourists want to drink what they
think is green water. It is easy to
forget in the UK that there are few
countries around the world where
you can just drink water out of the
tap. In other places you have to boil
it or buy it is some sort of bottle,
so the green cost of sustaining all
this tourism is pretty high and so
I think it is something we need
to consider and encourage people
to think about how many trips
they make and perhaps limiting
themselves. We can’t impose
limits on people but I think mass
transport of people around the
world and those people wanting
a certain level of facilities at the
other end is having a massive effect
on global development and climate
change.

has accumulated there. Five years
ago I was involved in a film called
‘Plastic Ocean’, which highlighted
the plastic issue and I have seen
animals tangled in plastic, beaches
with discarded fishing gear, whale
tails with plastic fishing gear. One
of the saddest places I have been
to was the Chagos Archipelago,
one of the most remote places in
the world, and the plastic pollution
was absolutely horrendous. Some
of the islands were so bad that in
the middle of the forests on those
islands, you would find plastic
bottles and other bits. I’m hoping
that the current awareness will
lead somewhere, but just because
we are aware of it, doesn’t mean
the problem has been solved. We
need a whole new technology and
a whole new knowledge around
plastic to come to terms with the
problem. Microplastics are being
discovered throughout the oceans,
yet we don’t know the long term
AP: You mentioned plastics the effect they’re having on marine life.
recent Blue Planet series seems
to have awakened people to the AP: You said earlier one of the
situation. You weren’t part of the reasons why you love the Antarctic is
second Blue Planet, but you must because you love the wilderness and
have seen some horrific scenes vastness of it, and those are words
whilst you have been filming, how that some might use to describe your
bad is it?
home country of Scotland. How
much time do you spend in Scotland
DA: The plastic issue has been these days?
brewing for a while. BP may have
provided the tipping point, but it DA: Well I live in Bristol now, but
is very interesting as if you add the the more you travel the more you
amount of screen time that plastics appreciate what is on your doorstep
had – out of a series that was about and I do think that for a country
7 hours long, plastics only had of its size, there is more variety of
about 15 minutes air time, it shows weather and landscape in the UK
the outreach that a series like that than there is almost anywhere else
can have. But plastic has been an in the world. Particularly Scotland
issue long before then. Walk along and some parts of Ireland still have
the high tide level of the beach that rugged, wildness and extreme
and you can see just how much environments. It can get as cold
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at the top of the Cairngorms as it
can in the Antarctic and Scotland
does have a wonderful expanse of
wildness to it, it’s a place where
you can go for a walk all day and
never see another person. It has a
lot going for it and we should try
and keep it as wild as possible.
AP: What advice would you give to
a young person who wanted to go
into wildlife filmmaking?

you have an issue you feel strongly
about, think about ways you can
best highlight that issue and tap in
to the emotions of others to create
a momentum that will bring about
the change you want to see.
AP: What are you working on at the
moment?
DA: I am currently trying to get
a commissioner to look at climate
change in the Arctic. I would like
to make a film about what is going
on, but it is a difficult one to sell
because the effects of climate
change are difficult to see. I do
believe that climate change is a
big issue and its very encouraging
when I see how quickly plastics can
go to being a concern that we will
all do something about, so I would
like to do the same with climate
change. In the mean time I am
doing various talks, such as science
festivals in Northern Ireland
and Oxford, talking to adult and
children about wildlife from the
poles and how they’re affected by
climate change. Talking gives me
the chance to let people know
what’s going on, and I am hoping
to build the plastic story into that.
It is a matter of making people
aware of the issues and not giving
them a sense of hopelessness but
rather a sense that the solutions
to these things do exist and they
are in their hands – people power
can really produce a change. I
think that there is a fresh wave
of environmental awareness that
will take us in the right direction
and we will be able to turn around
some of the things that we have
been doing to harm the planet.

DA: The tools for making a film
and putting a film out there are
now simpler than ever. Most people
have a phone and an edit facility, so
you can learn how to make films
on your own and there is plenty of
help on the internet. You do have
to be aware there is a level of skill
and technique that you need to
learn. If your aspiration is to make
a film that makes a difference then
you need to learn a whole lot of
other things, like writing, and
what I call the grammar of film
making. But you can teach yourself
that grammar and you can make
film about anything. Most people
working in the industry now are
freelance, so don’t think that it is
going to be an easy life, but everyone
has to start somewhere. If you
enjoy photography, learn to write
so that you can write about your
pictures and create stories. Think
for example about a particular part
of a wood you like; be prepared to
write a story about it, be prepared
to go there multiple times so that
you can catch it in all its moods,
study magazines like National
Geographic about different styles
and go for it. One the main things
you can do if you produce your
own film or article is get it out on
your website or social media, and AP: You sound very positive about
always be prepared to improve it. If it all?
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DA: You have to be positive and
hopeful, but I will be honest, if we
don’t do something big soon then
we will cross over some serious
tipping point. We’re trying to hold
overall temperature range across the
word down to 2 degrees centigrade
compared to how it was 150 – 200
years ago, but we’ve already used
up one degree worth of that. If we
don’t get serious about fossil fuel
and c02 emissions and we start to
look at two and half or three and
a half degrees, we will lose the
world as we know it. WE will not
be living on the same planet in 100
years-time and it is the only one
we’ve got. We spend an enormous
amount of money sending probes
out to other planets, but they aren’t
going to send back pictures of polar
bears or coral reefs. We live in a
really unique place and my message
to young people wold be: make
yourself aware of that connection
of yourself to the natural world.
Realise and learn how much we are
part of this wonderful system and
how much we get from it and how
we have been abusing it for 50+
years, and let’s turn that around. We
wouldn’t think of beating up the
kids next door, so why beat up the
planet? Let’s learn to live within its
resources and not just stretch them
as we have done. It can be done,
each of us just needs to decide we
need to live in another way, we can
do it. I have been very lucky to see
what I have seen and there is still
enough of it around for everyone
to see it, but it is getting harder, for
the animals and plants to survive
because we are not looking after
them. If we do develop a sense of
awareness and wanting to care,
there is a stronger power now then
there has been for many years.

Copies of Doug’s book
Freeze Frame – a
Wildlife Cameraman’s
Adventures on Ice
are available
through his website
www.dougallan.com.
You can also follow
him on twitter:
@dougallancamera
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Dr Jenny MacPherson

T

he
Vincent
Wildlife
Trust (VWT) is a
charity focusing on the
conservation of British and Irish
mammals, especially mustelids and
bats. An important part of this is
the Pine Marten Recovery Project,
which looks to re-establish pine
marten populations to areas of
England and Wales. Jenny is the
project manager for the scheme,
and we spoke to her about what
she gets up to and how she turned
her passion into a career.

interested in, she commented:
“Of course – and the more I
learned, the more I realised there
was to learn. But it was a fantastic
foundation and great to be in an
academic environment with likeminded people, many of whom
have become lifelong friends and
colleagues.”

complimented with DNA analysis
at Waterford IT.”

Now working on the Pine Marten
Recovery Project, she told us what
it is all about: “The project started
at the beginning of 2014, although
it builds on previous pine marten
projects and other work that VWT
have been carrying out for more
WORKING FOR THE VINCENT than 30 years. The overall aim is to
WILDLIFE TRUST
restore pine martens throughout
their former range where current
Jenny explained to us what her conditions are suitable. This
first role with the charity was, includes monitoring natural spread
THE BEGINNING OF AN
and what it involved. She said: and looking at ways of assisting that
INTEREST
“I joined the VWT in 2011 as by providing den boxes and other
project officer for the Mammals habitat improvements; through to
Having a clear love for mammals, in a Sustainable Environment translocating martens to suitable
we asked Jenny where this all (MISE) project. In collaboration areas that they are unlikely to be
started. She said: “This is going with other partner organisations able to colonise without help.
to show my age but my favourite including Waterford Institute of Since 2015 we have translocated
TV programme when I was very Technology and Natural Resources 51 martens from parts of Scotland
small was Animal Magic with Wales, the MISE project aimed to where they are doing very well, to
Johnny Morris, I loved that show. I increase awareness and knowledge mid-Wales where numbers were
think that’s probably what started of mammals through events and so small they were on the verge of
it. In my teens I read a lot of surveys for citizen scientists. The extinction.”
Gerald Durrell books, then later, project developed innovative,
when I was a zoology student non-invasive
survey
at Royal Holloway University methods for a range
of London, I was very fortunate of British and
to be taught by Dr Pat Morris, Irish mammals
who was inspirational in his including pine
knowledge and enthusiasm about martens, red
British mammals in particular. Pat s q u i r r e l s ,
encouraged those of us that were o t t e r s ,
interested to get involved with the stoats and
projects he was working on, so I we a s e l s ,
got a lot of practical experience of
field research and was hooked.”

New Nature’s Alice Johnson talks to the V incent
W ildlife Trust pine marten project manager about
this fascinating mammal and her career advice.
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Asking
whether
academic
qualifications helped her pursue
a career in the field she was

Images: Left, Jenny helping build a
release pen with staff from Chester Zoo,
Henry Scofield; Right, Nick Upton
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Jenny explained what her role
involves and what she gets up to
on a daily basis: “No two days are
ever the same. In the preparation
phase there is a lot of research
and analysis as well as paperwork,
budgeting and planning. When
we are carrying out translocations
I am out in the field pre-baiting
and then trapping, assessing and
translocating pine martens. Once
the animals are released I keep in
contact, and regularly go out with
the field team who do an amazing
job radio-tracking and monitoring
the animals. In addition to that
there are data to analyse and
reports to write as well as planning
the next stages of the project.”
Being involved with a scheme such
as this means there are many career
highlights, asking Jenny about hers,
she commented: “Far too many to
count. The big ones were seeing a
pine marten in the wild in Wales for
the first time as I was driving home
one night shortly after the first
releases. Another huge milestone
was checking a den box and seeing
the first kits that had been born to
one of our translocated females.
It is always rewarding, having retrapped a pine marten at the end of
the radio-tracking, to watch them
going off into the wild without a
collar on.”
As the project continues to develop
over the next few years Jenny told
us what she will be focussing on:

Image: Henry Schofield

“We’ll be continuing to monitor
the population in Wales as it
establishes, increases and expands
out from the original release area.
We’ll be focussing on moving away
from radio-tracking and towards
non-invasive monitoring methods
such as scat surveys, hair sampling
and trail cameras. We’re also
looking at other potential areas
in southern Britain that might be
suitable for further releases.”

To find out more
about The V incent
W ildlife Trust, go to
www.vwt.org.uk

CAREER ADVICE
Jenny shared with us her advice for
others wishing to follow a similar
career path. She explained: “Get
as much hands on experience as
possible and try out all the different
aspects to find out what it is that
will make you want to get out of
bed in the morning. Go and help
out with some moth or bat surveys
to find out how you feel about night
work. Get advice on universities
and courses for a career in wildlife
conservation. Remember to look
at the bigger picture and don’t just
focus on the animals if you want to
be a zoologist – you need to be able
to identify what your study species
eats, where it lives, what other
factors impact on those things, as
well as what people think about it.
Enjoy the moment. That fleeting
glimpse of a pine marten at night
makes up for all the hours in the
cold and the rain checking empty
traps or sitting at a desk doing
paperwork.”
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OPINION │ Britains Boring Birds

Boring

Britain’s Most

Birds

Words by Jack Wright

T

he ornithological diversity
of the United Kingdom
is the jewel in our natural
history crown. From massive mute
swans to gorgeous goldcrests, our
birds have been heart-warming
and inspirational for generations.
Alas, there are some birds that are
better appreciated than others and
whilst many dazzle us with colour
or spellbind us with song, some
species fall flat in all regards. You
could go as far as labelling these
birds ‘boring’!
My objective here is simple;
uncover which species fail to get
our blood pumping and analyse
why exactly they are draped in
mediocrity, with the aim to find a

in arable fields and snatching chips
in a car park than living by the sea.
Their abundance evaporates any
sense of novelty, truly the vanilla
of all British birds. Half the time,
they are not even true to their
name, donning a single black spot
on their cheek throughout winter,
confusing or what?

winner of the somewhat infamous
accolade of ‘The Most Boring Bird
in Britain’. After much deliberation,
I have compiled a shortlist of
four potential candidates, worthy
of claiming the wooden spoon
of birding excellence. There will
be only one winner, if it can be In its defence, it is the plumage of
described as winning…
these birds which is arguably their
strongest asset. Quite simply, they
Brace yourselves for candidate provide one of the first signs of
number one, first off the bat: the spring, donning their fully black
black-headed gull (Chroicocephalus headed summer plumage as early
ridibundus). Whilst herring gulls as February, providing a much
provide the soundtrack to the needed dose of hope that warmer
seaside and Mediterranean gulls are weather is on its way. Daffodils
a treat to see, it is the bland ‘black- bloom, snowdrops pop up, but a
heads’ that offer very little. For black-headed gull in full summer
supposedly coastal species, they are mode is the surest sign of the
more frequently feasting on worms coming spring, a vital landmark in
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our national phenology. Perhaps for the dire disappointment of the
their abundance is not so bad after dunnock (Prunella modularis). The
all.
phrase ‘small brown job’ suits these
little guys down to a tee, spending
One down, three contenders left to much of their time at the literal
steal the crown – and boy we have bottom of the pecking order in
a hum-dinger up next. Imagine; most gardens. Dunnocks can only
you’re in a hide looking across a dream of being on Christmas cards
wetland, dreaming of a bittern in like robins or universally admired
full show or a passing hen harrier. like house sparrows. No one would
Instead, you’re left with freezing openly admit that the dunnock is
cold fingers, no phone signal and their favourite bird, but maybe it’s
countless sightings of coots (Fulica time that they should!
atra). These monochrome marsh
dwellers make moorhens seem The mating life of the dunnock is
exciting, at least they have a slight one of the most complex of all of
splash of colour. Their repertoire of our British birds and wouldn’t look
barks, honks and squeaks verge on out of place in a soap opera. Instead
irritating over endearing. Although of one mate for life, most female
the public may perceive them to be dunnocks court with several males,
‘an odd looking duck’, to the birding whilst some male birds chose to
community, they are otherwise mate with two or more females.
regarded as an aberration. Surely Living such a promiscuous
there can be no redemption for lifestyle, their copulation lasts only
these phenomenally mediocre a fraction of a second, leaving no
birds?
time for romance. After all that,
dunnocks are also popular hosts for
In spite of this, they do have nest-parasitising cuckoos, meaning
something special about them. that all their hard work often comes
I mean, have you seen their feet? to nothing. In the wider context,
These giant webbed contraptions this makes dunnocks an important
look like they belong on the species in the conservation of one
Incredible Hulk! A complete of our most endangered birds.
mismatch with their otherwise Innocuous, but far from innocent,
dull body. If you have ever heard and by no means boring.
the phrase ‘bald as a coot’ then it
originates from the shield that This search is not in vain, as I
stems from their bill, meaning the have saved the worst until last –
coot is part of our popular culture. a species that in some circles is
Their unique bill also means that entirely disregarded as being a bird.
they are the only bird in the UK The one, the only; feral pigeon
to have a fully white bill, a notable (Columba livia domestica). Where
fact in itself. I guess I made coots do we even begin with these greasy
sound interesting?
feathered fiends? Our streets are
not a unique breeding ground for
The other competitors may have these birds, with pigeons plaguing
fallen at the first hurdle but the next cities across the globe, therefore
competitor is worthy of galloping being tiresome to a worldwide
with ease to the preverbal podium audience. Their grubby demeanour
of lacklustre birds. Prepare yourself has warranted the nickname of
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‘rats with wings’, costing millions
of pounds each year in pest control.
Whether they use nets, spikes or
even trained hawks, the pigeons
persist. As such, they are neither
elusive nor exhilarating, becoming
part of our urban furniture. By that
logic, they are about as enthralling
as a park bench or traffic lights.
There is no way back from this,
surely?
Well, think again. In fact, if you
take the time to stop and view a
pigeon, you may be enchanted by
not only the variety of patterns
and colours that they come in,
but also their iridescent necks
that positively glow in sunlight.
Domesticated pigeons themselves
are a huge part of our culture,
with pigeon racing being a highly
popular sport. Let’s of course not
forget the significant role that our
pigeons played in both of the world
wars; good show old chaps! Finally,
it can be argued that pigeons are
some of the most evolutionarily
successful species on earth. You
don’t just become widespread
across the planet without being a
highly effective breeder, so that
ought to be commended.
To conclude, this search has been
entirely futile. The four most
unassuming birds in the country
have all had aces up their sleeves
and have staved off claiming the
crown, there can be no outright
winner. In the end, is that such a
bad thing? If this search has proved
anything, then it is clear that our
nation does not have any boring
species, and every bird that you
bump into has a quality to admire.
In summary, it is truly impossible
to dislike our birdlife, so go out
there, enjoy it and never label it as
‘boring’.

Now in its second year, the project
has already seen three participants
move on to paid employment
with Yorkshire Wildlife Trust,
helped 81% of participants gain
employment
elsewhere
and
inspired and engaged over 740
other young people. There are
organisational benefits to offering
more entry-level roles that channel
open-minded enthusiasm and
fresh inspiration in to the sector,
empowering
highly
capable
young people to contribute
towards meaningful work. More
organisations must be willing
to help young people to help
themselves, by indiscriminately
advertising
opportunities
to
learn, collaborate and gain paid
employment. With structured
support
from
experienced
organisations Britain could develop
a self-sustaining network of multitalented young environmentalists
working together to tackle climate
change, with no passionate person
left to question, ‘what can I do?’

Words by Georgina Umney, participant
in Yorkshire Wildlife Trust’s Tomorrow’s
Natural Leaders programme 2017-18
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This program is just one of 31
nationwide Our Bright Future
projects made possible by the Big
Lottery Fund in order to empower
100,000 young people to become
‘skilled and engaged citizens’
who will be confident in working
together towards a ‘healthy planet,
a thriving economy and a bright
future’. This ambitious five year
project is well on its way to beating
that target, helped along by their
#OurBrightFuture
#OwningIt
campaign. This campaign enables
Britain’s budding environmentalists
to ‘share ideas, gain new skills and
connect with others’ by creating a

platform for their environmental
ventures on social media. Launched
in October, #OurBrightFuture
was used on Instagram 447 times
in its first month, reaching over
one million feeds and #OwningIt
reaching twice this number by
December. These posts remind
followers that wherever and
however they’re working for nature
across Britain their efforts are an
invaluable piece of a bigger picture.
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brings together young ambassadors
of varied ages, backgrounds and
levels of experience ‘up skilling and
empowering them to inspire young
people and community members to
take action on local environmental
projects and campaigns across
Yorkshire’. Spread between two
farms, two nature reserves and
a marine education centre each
trainee’s experience is uniquely
determined by their location,
interests
and
enthusiasm.
Exciting alliances are formed as
young people from the worlds
of English literature, outdoor
education, farming, photography,
forestry, animal husbandry and
art come together over practical
exercises, group learning and selfled projects. Some have travelled,
some are graduates, others may not
have had either opportunity but all
are equally ambitious, enthusiastic
and open to collaboration, having
been selected based on an equal
appreciation for the natural world
and drive to make a difference.
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‘One person can make a difference to difference is rarely clear, as limited
the world and everyone should try’.
entry-level job opportunities are
highly competitive and ultimately
his well-meaning quote force young people into a nomadic
from
J.F.
Kennedy life, having to relocate wherever
is a source of equal work is available, be it paid or
inspiration and exasperation to unpaid. Many roles are part time,
many environmentally conscious short term and rurally isolated from
young people across Britain. In an other like-minded young people.
interconnected world where news This seems an inefficient use of
of environmental catastrophe is essential skill and dedication at
unavoidable, honest guidance of the disposal of the environmental
what can be done to help can seem sector.
Fierce
competition
bewilderingly elusive. Despite interviews are prioritised for
the rich diversity of jobs required candidates with higher education
to upkeep Britain’s climate and and voluntary experience, firmly
conservation efforts, the path to reinforcing the division of labour
environmental action is convoluted in the environmental sector.
and poorly defined by schools.
Generally, careers in conservation But what if a fisherman feels
present themselves as practical, passionate about advocacy, or
scientific, educational, or unpaid a writer has untapped talent as
and are almost always dictated by a ranger? By taking passion as
academic ability. To even the most the basis for education rather
passionate young environmentalist than
academic
background,
the financial, educational, or organisations could create a
social barriers littering the way level playing field from which
to employment can be enough young people of all backgrounds
to dishearten a potentially earth and abilities can meet and form
changing future.
alliances, empowered with the tools
for collaboration. The employment
Pivotal as the next twenty years issues facing young people, and the
are in defining our environmental environmental challenges facing us
future it is of national importance all require truly creative solutions
to ensure every passionate young and will demand overlapping skills
person has the opportunity from all walks of life, including
to contribute their efforts. artists,
scientists,
farmers,
Environmental education should fishermen and women and rangers,
be as exciting and diverse as the coming together to implement
students themselves, covering real, holistic change.
a range of interlinking skills
from practical management and Yorkshire Wildlife Trust is
theoretical work to collaboration currently trialling such a scheme
and campaigning. Even for those by educating 96 16-25 year olds
achieving bachelor’s and master’s over the course of four years.
degrees the path to making a Tomorrow’s Natural Leaders
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Mentors

unexpected awakeners
that unlock our potential
My story with Tessa McGregor

Words and Images by Camila Quinteros
Peñafiel

I

n my case, during this
serendipitous journey across
Scotland, just off the west coast
of the Isle of Mull lies the beautiful
Isle of Ulva – the sanctuary for
wildlife (red deer, otter, seals,
mountain hares, eagles, geese,
herons, buzzards, woodpeckers,
other moorland sea and woodland
birds, butterflies, burnet moths,
wildflowers, lichens and fungi),
I met a Wildlife Biologist and
Conservationist who, without
noticing, became my mentor.
Tessa McGregor, a recognised
expert on big cat conservation,
lover of wildlife, conservation
and remote and isolated places,
deepened her fieldwork in
Bangladesh, India, Oman, Eastern
Siberia, Asia, Nepal and Russia.

Mentors – a wise, trusted adviser or guide, can appear in our lives without asking or without
knowing. They suddenly take our hands, inspire us, empower us to see a future that can be
obtained, teach us to think limitless and give us a push to make our dreams come true.
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home, respecting the environment,
and understanding the landscape’s
behaviour. Unconsciously, I was
acting like her, coupling the
science-based approach to the
subject of conservation, mixed
with the passion to communicate
just like she did, broadcasting her
research on many radio and TV
programmes for the BBC as well
as writing for nature and wildlife
magazines.
Just by looking at her deeply
intelligent blue eyes and acute
hearing, her intense intellectual
energy, I could really understand
the meaning of wildlife. Sitting on a
bench outside the Bothy “Cragaig”
on Ulva – a place where the hills in
autumn are covered by a deep and
intense purple, where you don’t
need music because the playlist of
nature is constantly on, where you
don’t want to miss the birdsong, the
seals talking, the sound of the wind
or even the sound of silence, where
the bees running from one flower
to another sound like my wee
brother’s two-stroke motorbike –
made me see her understanding of
nature was inspirational.

I volunteered on the Isle of Ulva
during the summer of 2015 where
Tessa and I got to know each other
very well. She strongly motivated
me to keep studying and to
develop a career in plant sciences,
broadening my field skills. In the
summer of 2016, I obtained my
MSc degree in Biodiversity and
Taxonomy of Plants at RBGE –
University of Edinburgh.
It has been a year since Tessa’s
death, her presence and wise
Tessa encouraged me to choose my guidance is stronger than ever. I
MSc Research Project, The Flora quote Richard Dawkins from the
of Fair Isle – a pure field botany eulogy to his mentor Mike Cullen:
research. “We lack people in the field, “We have known nobody who had so
as well as basic botanical skills,” she much to give, combined with so much
used to say. For some people, going generosity in giving it”. We should
to an island and making a checklist be grateful to those who appear in
of all plant species present on it is our lives, to value and/or help us, as
an easy task. But this experience on they are not necessarily labelled as
Fair Isle showed me what proper “tutor, supervisor, teacher, mentor,
field work means – being outside best friend, partner”, but they are
regardless of the weather conditions, unexpected awakeners that unlock
integrating into a community our potential.
because you are working in their
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Check out our amazing young contributors and connect with them online!

Andrew Painting

Anna Fleming

Georgina Umney

Jack Wright

Andrew is an ecologist working in the
Scottish Highlands.

Anna works for the Cairngorms
National Park and blogs about
mountains, culture and environment.
Her doctoral research examined
Wordsworth
and
Cumbrian
communities. This year she will have a
piece on wild swimming published in
Waymaking, an anthology of women’s
adventure writing.

Georgina Umney works to inspire
connection with and protection for
British wildlife through visual and
community arts. Georgina is currently
based in East Yorkshire, studying
within YWT’s ‘Tomorrow’s Natural
Leaders’ program.

Jack is a recent graduate from the
University of Kent, having studied
a degree in Environmental Studies.
A Norfolk native, he is a regular
volunteer with the RSPB at their
Rainham Marshes nature reserve.
@jackbirdbrain

@annamfleming
Blog: thegranitesea.wordpress.com

Alysia Schuetzle

Camila Quinteros Peñafiel

Alysia is a designer, illustrator and
writer from Norfolk. She has been
drawing wildlife since she could hold
a pencil, and is happiest outside with
her binoculars and a sketchbook.

BSc in Agriculture, MSc in
Biodiversity & Taxonomy of Plants.
In other words, sheep lover, field
botanist and passionate explorer with
an adventurer heart that follows the
north of the biological compass.

@ASchuetzle

@vaiteacq
P interest: cl.pinterest.com/
vaiteacq/
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Rob White
Rob is a recent University of
Northampton graduate with a degree
in Physical Geography. He is currently
a Volunteer Litter Warden and is
aiming for a career in conservation.
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@CommonByNature

@PearceAlex1

@wildlife_words

@Pocketearth

www.commonbynature.com

www.alexandra-pearce.com

www.wildlifeandwords.
wordpress.com

www.pocketfullofearth.com

Harriet Gardiner

Alice Johnson

Emma-Jo Pereira

Scott Thomson

Creative Director

Features Editor

Social Media Manager

Content Editor

@harrietsagardiner

@AJohnson2810

@emmajopereira

@Scott1993

www.harrietgardiner.com

www.naturenattering.wordpress.com

@emmajo.pereira

wildchatblog.wordpress.com
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Contact Us
Let us know what you thought about this issue of New Nature, or what
you would like to see in future issues.
We are always on the lookout for young writers, photographers and
artists. Please get in touch if you are interested in submitting work.

editorial.newnature@gmail.com
www.newnature.co.uk
/NewNatureMag
@NewNature_Mag
/NewNature_Mag
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