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Charlie Phillips is an internationally 
renowned award winning professional 
wildlife photographer and also 
happens to be the Field Officer for the 
marine charity Whale and Dolphin 
Conservation. Charlie’s main 
responsibility is to provide regular 
images, video and information about 
the six Bottlenose dolphins that the 
public can choose to support through 
the Adopt a Dolphin programme in 
the Moray Firth, Scotland. He has 
been studying and photographing 
these amazing dolphins for over 20 
years and has images and articles 
published in books, magazines and 
scientific papers worldwide. His 
award winning coffee table style book 
On A Rising Tide tells of his love for 
these wonderful big dolphins and is 
loaded with stories and photographs.

Twitter @Dolphinchaz and @
adoptadolphin for WDC

www.charliephilipsimages.co.uk
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WELCOME TO

New Nature

Reader's 
Photographs

Check out what our 

reader’s have been 

snapping this month

James Common

Our own Editor in Chief has been 

out and about photographing the 

nature around his patch

Emily Cotye

This beautiful butterfly was 

spotted on a walk on Bristol 

Downs. Emily has a blog 

called L iving Bristol Downs, 

check it out!

Jamie Gould

Another awesome butterfly shot, photographed at 

Brocks Hill Country Park in Leicestershire where he’s 

the park warden

Adam Canning

Adam gaving a helping hand house martin chicks 

fledging from Goodrich Castle in Shropshire

Geoff Belson

Lucky Geoff caught this hummingbird 

hawk moth at Kirton marsh in L incolnshire

Russell Barnett 

Causing a splash on the Scilly Isles 

w ith this stunning seal photograph

www.russellbarnett.co.uk

Harry Martin

Harry is making us very jealous 

w ith his incredible otter in the 

seaweed shot

www.harrymartinphotography.com
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What To Watch For In

Words by Elliot Dowding

Heather

Also known as ling, or by its 
scientific name Calluna vulgaris, 
this is a very familiar evergreen 
plant that grows on heathlands 
and moors in both the uplands 
and lowlands of Britain. In a 
natural ecosystem this plant would 
probably have inhabited clearings 
within forests on a relatively small-
scale, but today it covers vast 
swathes of land both to feed grouse 
on moors and as a rare habitat on 
heaths. This is the month when 
these great tracts of heather burst 
into heady bloom and the sight 
of whole hills, bruise-pink and 
radiating a musty yet sweet scent 
into the wind, is a truly stunning 
experience.

Brown hairstreak

This small orange, white and 
brown butterfly is not just the 
latest species to appear on the 
wing in Britain, it is also one of 
our rarest – being restricted to a 
fragmented distribution in the 
south of England and Wales. 
Although its larval foodplant is 
blackthorn, a widespread species, 
modern hedgerow management 
results in the destruction of eggs 
and suitable habitat. They are on 
the wing from the end of July and 
well into September, but they are 
elusive to see as they hide in the 
foliage of trees and shrubs, so the 
best chance to see one is when they 
descend to feed on flowers.

Wood sandpiper

This month is when we start to see 
increasing evidence of southbound 
bird migration; the flow of species 
may only be a trickle but the low 
numbers makes spotting something 
unusual that much easier. If you 
head to a local estuary or reservoir 
you may be in with a chance of 
finding a migrant wader, such as a 
wood sandpiper, as records of this 
species peak in August. These are 
delicate, long-legged birds with 
golden-spangled backs, bright 
eye-stripes and stark-white bellies, 
which will have travelled here from 
their sub-arctic wetland breeding 
grounds.

Black darter

Summer may be drawing to a 
close, but dragonflies are still 
very much in full-swing and one 
species that peaks later than most 
is the black darter. This is an insect 
characteristic of northern peat 
bogs, moors and heaths, so it is 
scarce and restricted in the south 
of England to patches of suitable 
habitat. This is a small species 
and males are almost all black, an 
adaptation to cool climates, whereas 
the females and immatures are 
yellow with some black markings. 
Adults will wander widely in the 
landscape so they can be found far 
from breeding habitat, but their 
distinctive colouration sets them 
apart from all other dragonflies.

Autumn gentian

Despite its name, this attractive 
wildflower is in bloom from late 
July onwards and can be found 
growing in calcareous grasslands, 
such as in chalk or limestone areas, 
or on sand dunes. The flowers are 
tube-like with either four or five 
pink-violet petals, sometimes 
both on the same plant, which 
distinguishes it from the similar 
field gentian which always has 
four petals and is lighter in colour. 
The distinctive flower-heads often 
grow in clusters on short turf and 
can resemble bunches of up-turned 
elf hats – a magical component of 
the impressive floral arrays that 
can be seen in our meadows during 
high summer.

Image: Alastair Rae

Image: Vince Garvey
Image: David Evans

|  What to Watch for  |
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Decoy Heath, Berkshire

August is a great time to see dragonflies and 
damselflies, with Decoy Heath being a perfect place 
to do just that with 23 species recorded breeding 
here. Species you can see on this reserve include the 
small red damselfly, the downy emerald dragonfly, 
keeled skimmer and white-legged damselfly. The site 
is managed by the Berks, Bucks & Oxon Wildlife 
Trust, which allows these species to thrive. Along with 
these flying wonders, flowers such as bog pimpernel 
and lesser skullcap can be found on site, along with 
adders, but be careful not to disturb them.

The Lizard Peninsula, Cornwall

Famously known as the most southerly tip of the 
United Kingdom this area of Cornwall is a must visit 
for any lover of walking and the Cornish coastline. 
It has miles of coastal footpaths for you to enjoy, 
complete with turquoise blue seas, rugged cliffs and 
spectacular beaches, such as the glorious white sandy 
beach of Kynance Cove. Enjoy the summer flowers as 
the heath blooms and sit and watch the endless ocean 
as it stretches far into the distance. On very calm days 
you might be able to see the fin of a basking shark 
from the shore through your binoculars. The Lizard 
is also an area where the iconic chough is known to 
breed.

WHERE TO VISIT
In high summer flowers are in full bloom and insects make the most of the 

sunshine so you should too! Whether you have finished university for the year, 

are on your school summer holidays or are still busy at work, remember to take 

a walk outside and enjoy the wildlife this season.
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Words By Alice Johnson

Jersey, Channel Islands

Situated around 100 miles from the South Coast, 
Jersey is a fascinating island to explore. Along with 
summer flowering plants and the stunning scenery of 
the deep blue ocean, cliffs and dunes, Jersey is home to 
some interesting wildlife. You might catch a glimpse 
of the island’s reptiles basking on the open rocks, 
with wall and green lizards present. Other fascinating 
residents are the lesser white-toothed shrews, which 
are only present on two other islands – Sark and 
the Isles of Scilly. They have a diet of invertebrates 
and small crustaceans, the latter which they forage 
for along the shore when the tide is low. Interesting 
plants, including the lizard orchid, are also present 
here.

The New Forest, Hampshire

A historic landscape of ancient woodland, heathland 
and pasture The New Forest is a unique and precious 
place. Walk quietly amongst the trees early in the 
morning and you may see some of the deer that 
roam around the area, with fallow, red and roe being 
present. During the summer months the heathland 
becomes a glory of purple crimson as the heather 
flowers. The Dartford warbler resides here, and all six 
UK reptile species have been sighted. You are more 
likely, however, to see the more common species, such 
as grass snakes which are a real delight to witness.

The Yorkshire Dales, Yorkshire

The Yorkshire Dales are a vision of green tumbling 
hills, complete with dry stone walls and a fascinating 
array of species, over 150 in fact. With miles of 
countryside to explore The Three Peaks (Pen-y-ghent, 
Ingleborough and Whernside) are hugely popular. A 
fascinating habitat found in the park is the limestone 
pavements. Amongst the networks of grikes and clints 
specialised plants can be found, including a variety of 
ferns, such as holly, hart’s-tongue and limestone fern. 
The park is also home to red squirrels and a variety of 
bird species, including peregrine falcons. 

|  Where to Visit  |
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Aston Rowant NNR, Oxfordshire

This beautiful reserve is situated on the chalk ridge known as 
the Chilterns, it’s a great place for wildflowers and butterflies, 
as well as being in a prime area for seeing red kites. This month, 

a visit to the steep meadows here from dusk onwards will 
reveal an elusive and magical creature – the glow-worm. 

These are actually beetles and the green lights that the 
females produce via a chemical reaction create an 

amazing wild spectacle not to be missed.

Leighton Moss RSPB, Lancashire

Our minds may still be in summer-mode, but for 
many birds this is now autumn and this is a great 
month to spot early returning migrant waders who 
have finished breeding in the far-north. Any estuary, 
reservoir or coastal lagoon in the UK is worth keeping 
an eye on, but Leighton Moss is very well placed to 
catch south-bound wading birds, being situated next 
to the vast Morecambe bay. Look for ruff, little stints, 
curlew sandpipers, spotted redshanks and godwits, 
you may even be fortunate enough to find a proper 
rarity like a pectoral sandpiper.

|  Where to Visit  |
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CONTINUED....
Blakeney Point, Norfolk

This huge sand and shingle spit on the north Norfolk 
coast has in recent years become famous for its 
increasingly large grey seal colony. However, this is 
also an important site for common seals, told apart by 
their shorter snouts and ‘cute’ faces, which give birth 
from June to August. So now is a great time to visit 
and see both adults and young basking on the shore.

Tennyson Down, Isle of Wight

August may be getting near the tail end of the butterfly 
season, but there is one species whose presence 
in the UK peaks this month. A walk anywhere on 
the South Coast of England is likely to reward you 
with a sighting of clouded yellow butterflies, lovely 
orange-and-black insects that migrate here from the 
Mediterranean. In some years, it can invade us in 
huge numbers, forming swarms of colour over coastal 
meadows – Tennyson Down, a Plantlife reserve on 
the chalk ridge of the Isle of Wight, is potentially the 
perfect place to witness this.

Ynys-hir RSPB, Ceredigion

This famous reserve, situated in central Wales, has a 
mix of habitats from oak woodland to meadows and 
saltmarsh which attract a variety of birds and insects. 
This month is a superb time of year to visit and look 
for dragonflies in particular; there have been no less 
than 24 species of Odonata recorded here. Highlights 
include hairy dragonflies, black darters and small-
red damselflies as well as more common species like 
emperor, common hawker and keeled skimmer. How 
many can you spot?

|  Where to Visit  |

Words By Elliot Dowding

Im
ag

es
: C

lo
ud

ed
 Y

el
lo

w
 B

utt
er

fly
, R

ob
 Y

ou
ng

; S
ea

ls,
 R

ic
to

r N
or

to
n 

&
 D

av
id

 A
lle

n;
 S

m
al

l-R
ed

 D
am

se
lfl

ie
s,

 D
eb

bi
e 

Le
w

is



- 12 - - 13 -

UNDERRATED SPECIES

T
he problem with woodlice is that they are so unassuming; 
small and grey and slow-moving, it doesn’t do them 
favours that they live in dark, damp places like 

wood-piles or your grandad’s shed either. But their 
dull public image is just a front; woodlice are 
secretly exceptional, marvellous creatures. 

Take a close look at one, paying particular 
attention to the compound eyes, and you will 
see that these aren’t just ‘bugs’ but modern-
day trilobites that have endured countless 
years of painstaking evolution to crawl out of 
the water and live on land – something that 
other crustaceans have only partially managed. 
Woodlice are isopod crustaceans, possessing 
14 limbs, copper-based blood and lungs in 
their legs. Crabs, lobsters and shrimp can 
only look on from rockpools as the woodlice 
conquer the continents, free from having to 
reproduce in water.

In the UK, we have 35 native species, only five 
of which are at all common, the most familiar 
perhaps being Oniscus asellus, the common shiny 
woodlouse, which can be encountered under almost 
any damp log or leaf pile in Britain. ‘Woodlouse’ is 
a rather unattractive and inaccurate name though 
and I personally prefer some of the more charming 
folk names that have been used for them in the 
past – such as ‘cheeselog’ or ‘chiggy pig’ or ‘doodlebug’ 
or unflatteringly ‘granny grey’. Although all those names 
are a doddle to pronounce compared to Metatrichoniscoides 
celticus which as it turns out is our only endemic woodlouse, its 
entire global distribution being restricted to some sea cliffs in 
Glamorgan.

THE COMMON 

WOODLOUSE

- 12 -

Woodlice may smell bad thanks to the ammonia that they 
constantly excrete through their exoskeleton, but that 
doesn’t mean they have trouble finding a mate. When a male 
woodlouse does find a member of the opposite sex he will 

delicately massage her by drumming his front legs on her 
back, and if all goes well he will even lick her head 

before finally transferring sperm to her two genital 
openings. The female will then lay her eggs into 

a ‘pouch’ underneath her body where she will 
hold them until they hatch into tiny white 

woodlice. 

Woodlice also play a vital role in the 
ecosystem by breaking down and 
processing dead and decaying plant 
matter and by aerating the soil 
much like worms do. They are also a 
valuable part of the food chain, being 
prey for many larger invertebrates, 
small mammals and birds – most 
impressive of these predators is an 
arachnid with enormous fangs, the 
woodlouse spider (Dysdera crocata) 
which eats little else.

Being the successful land-conquering 
crustaceans that they are, you can find 

them in many different habitats around 
the UK as long as there are damp areas 

for them to live in, and let’s face it, there 
aren’t many places that aren’t damp here. 

Their dominion even extends down to the 
shores of the sea where, amongst the pebbles 

and seaweed, you may come across the sea slater, 
rubbing shoulders with its crabby cousins that are 

still tied to the ocean.

Words by Elliot Dowding

- 13 -

|  Underrated Species  |

To learn 

more about 

woodlice, check 

out the British 

Myriapod and Isopod 

Group: www.bmig.

org.uk
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P
lastic pollution got a lot 
of media attention during 
2016, and so far this year, 

has appeared in The Guardian, on 
the BBC and on Sky News. All in 
addition to an aptly titled film, A 
Plastic Ocean, released earlier this 
year. Most of you have probably 
heard about the five ocean gyres, 
wrongly called plastic islands, 
where discarded plastics have been 
gradually accumulating since they 
first started being manufactured. 
Surely you have seen pictures 
of turtles, whales, birds and 
other charismatic species 
stuffed with plastics, as 
well as some other plastics 
being washed up on formerly 
beautiful, paradise beaches. 
You might even have collected 
some of that rubbish from your 
own local stretch of coastline. 
Something you might not be as 
familiar with, however, is the term 
microplastics and how they are 
linked to the freshwater ecosystem.

Discarded plastics have become 
one of the greatest environmental 
challenges of the 21st century, 
while also being the single greatest 
material of our contemporary 
age. They are light, durable, 
easy to manufacture and cheap. 
Everywhere you look you will 
find plastics – plastic bags, 

food containers and cosmetics 
(polyethylene), clothes (nylon 
and polyester) or buildings 
(polyvinylchloride) among many 
other examples. And then, if you 
connect the dots between your 
plastic products and the refuse 
already drifting in our oceans, you 
might realise where they are 
c o m i n g from. Yes, 
mostly cities – 

80% of all plastic pollution actually 
comes from land sources such 
as wastewater treatment plants, 
landfill, polymer manufacturers 
and mismanaged city waste. Much 
of which finds its way into our 
rivers which, in turn, continuously 
deliver our rubbish to the sea. Some 
of these plastics, however, never 
make their way to the sea, instead 

remaining as fragments in the 
rivers water column or sediment.

So what are microplastics? Well, 
in short, they are synthetic pieces 
or fragments made of plastic 
polymers. They can be up to 5 
mm in size, but are usually smaller 
than 1 mm; thus beads, fibres, 
films, fragments, pellets, foam 
and other microscopic polymers 
are all defined as microplastics. 
These materials can be divided 

into two categories according to 
their source; with primary 

microplastics stemming 
from microbeads found 

in cosmetics or toiletries, 
and secondary microplastics 

from the degradation of larger 
plastic items. Microfibres, for 

example, come from the shed 
of clothes made of synthetic 

polymers, while the most straight 
forward source of microplastic 
pollution results from the beads 
found in facial scrubs.

The presence and accumulation 
of microplastics in aquatic 
environments can vary depending 
on different factors, among these 
wind, currents, proximity to 
urban areas and volume of the 
microplastics released. This makes 
it very difficult to estimate and 
report an accurate number of 

beyond the ocean

How Microplastics are Polluting the 

Freshwater Environment

Words by Alicia Mateos Cárdenas
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Alex Kaminski-Gaze

microplastics within the freshwater 
environment as a whole. However, 
even though the research and 
understanding of microplastics 
in the freshwater environment is 
in its infancy, microplastics have 
already been sampled from rivers 
and lakes worldwide, indicating 
that the threat posed by these 
minute particles is, in fact, very 
real. Large microplastic fibres have, 
for example, been found at many 
different points along the River 
Thames.

There are increasing concerns about 
microplastics, stemming largely 
from their microscopic size – which 
allows these synthetic particles 
to be easily consumed by a wide 
range of organisms. According to 
the scant literature produced so far, 
freshwater habitats and the species 
within them are very susceptible to 
pollution from microplastics. The 
threat is greatest in urban areas 

that are being polluted constantly, 
day in and day out.

My PhD for the next three years 
focuses on the toxicological effects 
that microplastics have on different 
freshwater species. It is believed 
that microplastics follow a very 
similar route into the freshwater 
food chain as they do in its 
marine counterpart. The processes 
of bioaccumulation within the 
ecosystem, or whether they occur at 
all, as well as the toxic effects of the 
plastics are still unknown. However, 
we can already guess which species 
could be classified as higher risk 
should we find that microplastics 
are toxic for them. Among these, 
certain endangered freshwater 
species might find microplastics 
represent yet another major 
pressure to overcome. Species such 
as the critically endangered pearl 
mussel, the Atlantic salmon or one 
of the many declining riparian bird 

species covered by the Habitats 
Directive, could be at risk. 
Until we find out what is happening 
in the freshwater environment 
and to what extent changes are 
occurring, and until policies, 
monitoring programmes and other 
solutions are put into place, there 
are simple ways for you to stop this 
problem at the source and do your 
bit for the freshwater environment. 
Try reducing your plastic waste 
by swapping plastic shopping 
bags for cloth bags, by giving up 
bottled water and using a refillable 
bottle instead, refusing excess 
packaging, choosing microplastic 
free cosmetics products and by 
joining your local beach or indeed, 
river, clean-up team. While much 
about microplastics remains 
unclear, what is certain is that each 
of us can make a difference when 
it comes to cleaning up our rivers 
and safeguarding their precious 
wildlife.
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Cheviot
Hills

rebecca G ibSon ShareS W ith uS the beauty of 
the chev iot h i llS and her W ild encounterS in 

theSe Spec ial upland hab itatS
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H
eather silently beckoned to 
me, pointing down into the 
grass. It took a moment for 

me to spot him. Creeping slowly 
forward, I kept as quiet as possible 
as I focussed my camera. He lay 
still, watching me with unblinking 
scarlet red eyes as he basked in the 
sun. I knew not to push my luck; 
settling down in the grass I began 
to snap away, keeping a respectful 
distance. 

The adder we had found was 
a beautiful male with distinct 
black and white markings and a 
zigzag dorsal pattern along his 
back. Adders, like all reptiles, 
are ectothermic and rely on 
their environment to maintain 
their body temperature. Despite 
this, they are extremely efficient 
thermoregulators and can inhabit 
areas north of the Arctic Circle. 

Of course, the Cheviots are home 
to more than adders. With both 
upland and lowland regions, the 

area supports wading birds, such 
as snipe, and many mammals. The 
primary habitat, grass moorland, 
is favoured by brown hares, which 
have faced a decline in recent years. 
In addition, isolated blocks of 
deciduous woodland provide the 
perfect habitat for songbirds like 
fieldfare.   

“there’s a haunting 

beauty to the only 

traffic being speeding 

fieldfare and the 

occasional skylark." 

I was staying in the Cheviots 
with Director of Wild Intrigue, 
Heather Devey and wildlife 
photographer Cain Scrimgeour 
on an expedition to study the 
ecology of the area. For four days 
I immersed myself in the true 
wilderness of the Northumberland 

National Park, where I left 
urbanisation far behind me. It’s 
the sort of living many people have 
never truly experienced. Walking 
through deserted, silent hills could 
seem eerie, but to me there’s a 
haunting beauty to the only traffic 
being speeding fieldfare and the 
occasional skylark. It’s like stepping 
back in time to when technology 
was an unheard of impossibility.  

The Northumberland National 
Park was formed millions of years 
ago, when lava cooled to form 
the characteristic round hills 
now known as the Cheviots. The 
National Park was designated 
in 1956 with the intention of 
preserving its special upland 
habitats, which many protected 
species now depend on. 

One of these species is the adder, 
which is easily disturbed by 
humans. The moorland habitat 
that adders are usually associated 
with is frequently burnt for grouse 

Adder Chesters Gate

shooting. “Nationally, adder 
populations have been stable,” 
Heather told me, “but there’s 
very little study on them. It is an 
area that needs further research.” 
“Nobody knows about a lot of the 
adder populations in the county,” 
Cain added, “so people are actively 
searching for other adders so they 
can protect those sites.”

The Cheviot Hills are beautiful 
even on a grey day, but when the 
sun shines it is even more stunning. 
Despite the river gurgling many 
metres below, as we headed away 
from the basking adders and peered 
down I could hear it as clear as if 
I were down on the shingle bank. 
With no mechanical disturbance 
and very few voices on the air, 
sounds sliced straight through the 
landscape. It was one of the most 
tranquil places I’d ever been to.

Spending time in complete 
wilderness provides opportunities 
to witness intriguing animal 

behaviour. On one occasion, I 
watched a rabbit dig a warren right 
outside the bothy’s front door. I 
crept outside to watch him, and was 
amazed how calm he was. Every 
few seconds he would stop and 
peer up at me, dry earth sprinkled 
on his head like brownie crumbs, 
but each time he was convinced 
I was no threat and continued 
his work. I felt privileged to have 
watched a wild animal so closely. 

Walking through such broad 
landscape provided countless 
photo opportunities; on the crest 
of the hill I could see for miles in 
every direction. Recently, however, 
decisions on how to maintain 
the Cheviots have caused much 
controversy. While many people 
enjoy the open landscape as it is, 
the National Biodiversity Network 
states that the whole site is to be 
replanted. 

“It’s a tough decision,” Cain 
told me, “With more trees, there 

would be a broader habitat for red 
squirrels to live in the Cheviots, but  
aside from agricultural needs the 
open plains are really important 
for wading birds such as curlew.” 
Therefore, changes brought by 
tree planting would benefit tree-
dwelling species, while potentially 
harming species that favour open 
areas like the adder, creating a rift 
between members of the public 
and the farming community.     

All too soon my visit to the Cheviot 
Hills was over, and we made our 
way back through the Breamish 
Valley laden with feathers, 
owl pellets, skulls and a rock 
containing a piece of immaculate 
quartz, which halfway up the 
steep incline I briefly regretted 
bringing with me. Spending time 
in nature is something I wish more 
people would experience. It is so 
important that the Cheviot Hills 
are protected, in order to preserve 
their natural beauty for years to 
come.

European Rabbit
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The Truth 

Rivers
About Our

Johanna Trewern highlights the importance of our often 

overlooked river systems and why we need to help them

A
s a nation, we’re extremely 
generous givers. We give 
without much question to 

overseas conservation projects in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America 
that promise to protect the lion, 
the tiger and the gorilla, as we 
would hate to see these species we 
love so dearly driven to extinction. 
We quite rightfully want our future 
generations to be able to enjoy the 
same assortment of wild animals 
and even wilder places that we 
ourselves have seen and enjoyed.

However, we need to start taking 
action closer to home. We have our 
own conservation issues to deal 
with, although they are perhaps 
not talked about as much. Do you 
live near a river? Or do you go for 
walks in the countryside along a 
riverbank? You may think that the 
river you pass looks the same now 
as it always has, you may not have 
noticed a change. Things probably 
look fine above the surface. But 
underneath, the reality is that our 
rivers are in desperate need of help. 

Shockingly, more than 75% are 
failing to meet required health 
standards, and 25% are at risk 
of running dry due to over-
abstraction. 50% of chalk streams 
are at risk of drying up too. 

Abstraction refers to the removal 
of water from rivers for use in 
homes, businesses and agriculture 
(irrigation). Our current 
abstraction legislation is weak, and 
regularly circumvented by large 
water companies, meaning they 
often take far more water than 
legally permitted. Over-abstraction 
is arguably the greatest threat that 
our rivers face due to its impacts 

on their ecosystems. It effectively 
amplifies any other threats the river 
is facing, a prime example being 
pollution. When the water level 
decreases significantly, pollutants 
(such as fertilisers and sewage) 
become far more concentrated, 
which has devastating effects on 
aquatic life. Over-abstraction also 
changes the composition of the 
ecosystem, affecting plants, fish, 
invertebrates, amphibians, insects 
and freshwater birds.

This year, the threat from over-
abstraction is even higher than 
it has been, with rainfall figures 
from April showing it was one of 
the driest months on record. It is 
looking likely that we’re heading 
towards a drought, meaning that 
the risk of our rivers and chalk 
streams running dry is a very real 
one. 

"Rivers present the 

perfect opportunity 

for children and adults 

alike to connect w ith 

nature and learn about 

the way an ecosystem 

works..."

Th e River Chess, the Ouse and the 
Itchen are already showing signs of 
drying up, which is causing invasive 
species to take over ecosystems, 
decimating populations of pike 
and carp, and negatively impacting 
the local economy. The wildlife 
most affected by the problem sadly 
happens to be some of our most 
endangered species, including 

the kingfisher and the water 
vole (which is Britain’s fastest 
disappearing mammal). Tourism 
in the areas of rivers affected by 
over-abstraction is decreasing, 
with people no longer visiting for 
fishing or canoeing, which is taking 
its toll on local economies.  

We urgently need to take action 
to protect our rivers from further 
damage. Do you remember 
looking for tadpoles in the spring, 
or dipping your feet in the river 
in summer, or going for bike 
rides along your local river at the 
weekends? Rivers present the 
perfect opportunity for children 
and adults alike to connect with 
nature and learn about the way an 
ecosystem works and fits together. 
They can also help foster an early 
connection between a person and 
the natural world that surrounds 
them, something which is crucial 
if we are to collectively act to save 
our planet from threats such as 
climate change, biodiversity loss 
and pollution. 

Whilst we’re polluting and over-
exploiting our own rivers and 
streams, a river in New Zealand 
is being granted the same rights 
as a human being. Surely this 
raises questions about the way 
we currently manage our natural 
resources in the UK? On the 
flipside, there has at least been a 
conservation success story that 
we can celebrate and learn from. 
If we can harness and channel the 
passion and dedication with which 
we give to overseas conservation 
projects, we might have a chance 
to save our rivers, as well as the 
livelihoods and fantastic array of 
wildlife they support.

|  Rivers  |
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T
o the new moth recorder, opening up your 
trap to find a garden tiger moth is comparable 
to Christmas morning. This strikingly 

beautiful moth is on the wing from July to August 
and is readily attracted to light traps. Whilst large 
and exotic looking, these moths are in fact well 
distributed across much of Britain. 

The garden tiger (Arctia caja) favours gardens and 
hedgerows where many of its larval food plants can 
be found, including broad leawved dock, common 
nettles and burdocks. Here the adult females will lay 
eggs among the leaves in batches which will hatch 
within around ten days. As children we referred to 
their distinctive orange and black hairy caterpillars 
as ‘woolly bears’, which can be found from August 
onwards. Sometimes you can even find them 
basking in the sun or rapidly moving across roads 
and other bare surfaces.

Like some other moth species, the garden tiger will 
overwinter at the caterpillar stage and resume eating 
and growing the following spring. By the end of 
May, most will be fully grown at about 60mm long. 
Using spun silk and their own hairs, the caterpillars 
will spin a cocoon amongst leaf litter in which to 
pupate. Whilst the caterpillar’s long hairs provide 
some protection, they are still frequently susceptible 
to parasitic wasps and flies; meaning that many 
cocoons are unsuccessful.

Depending on the weather, surviving adult moths 
will begin emerging between two and four weeks 
following pupation; ready to mate and begin the 
cycle again. When threatened, they will display bright 
orange hindwings with large black spots. Interestingly 
they can also secrete an unpleasant smelling fluid from 
glands in the back of their head. There are three other 
tiger moth species of a similar size and colour – the 
scarlet tiger, the cream-spot tiger and the Jersey tiger. 
All are impressive specimens and can be distinguished 
from one another by their different wing patterns.

Unfortunately, garden tigers are not as common as 
they once were. This is thought to be partly caused by 
the reduction in caterpillar food plants through the 
manicuring of gardens and hedgerows. Leaving an 
overgrown area in your garden is especially important 
for these wonderful moths, as well as countless other 
species. It’s also a great idea tow keep your garden well 
stocked with native, nectar rich flowers. 

I once heard somebody say that the longer you have 
been moth recording, the smaller and browner your 
favourite moths become! Whilst there is probably 
some truth in this, I don’t think I will ever tire of 
discovering one of these beauties in my trap. 

GARDEN TIGER MOTH

Arctia caja

A pithanny Bourne investigates the tigers in our garden
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Holly Peek jumps into the wonderful world of 

Scotland’s cetaceans and meets the volunteers 

of Whale and Dolphin Conservation Shorewatch 

Scotland’S

Wild
WaterS
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T
he Moray Firth on the North 
East coast of Scotland is home 
to a variety of wonderful 

creatures. A local favourite are 
the many different species of 
cetacean that can be seen from the 
shore. But what makes the Moray 
Firth such a perfect habitat for 
cetaceans? The short answer is the 
food – the cetaceans that swim in 
the North Sea need plenty of it in 
order to cope with this cold ocean. 
The more the cetaceans eat, the 
more blubber they have. Blubber 
is the fat that acts to insulate the 
animals and therefore protect their 
internal organs and maintain their 

core temperature. Food is especially 
abundant from April to September 
when the salmon are travelling 
from the sea to the rivers and on to 
their breeding grounds.
 
The inner Moray Firth is 
designated as a Special Protection 
Area for wildlife conservation 
and contains a Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC), which is one 
of the largest marine protected 
areas in Europe. The SAC protects 
the inner waters of the Moray Firth 
from Lossiemouth to Helmsdale. 
Needless to say it is an extremely 
important habitat for many marine 

creatures. However, recently it has 
come under threat by proposals 
to allow ship to ship oil transfers 
within the inner Moray Firth.
 
The bottlenose dolphins of the 
moray firth can proudly boast at 
being the world’s largest, with 
some reaching four metres in 
length. Around 200 bottlenose 
dolphins live in the Moray Firth, 
all of which can be identified by 
their unique dorsal fins – Aberdeen 
University have worked for many 
years to identify and catalogue 
them. Those dolphins that are seen 
most often are part of WDC’s 

adopt a dolphin program. Charlie 
Phillips, world renowned dolphin 
and wildlife photographer also 
happens to be Whale and Dolphin 
Conservation’s (WDC) ‘Adopt 
a Dolphin Field Officer’ and he 
explains what makes the Moray 
Firth dolphins so special: “These 
amazing bottlenose dolphins, 
living at the extreme of their known 
range, are highly intelligent, social 
apex predators that simply blow 
you away when you see them. Their 
speed and agility when hunting, 
their physical power and stamina 
when either hunting or playing 
is just awesome and they live out 

their long lives, wild and free, here 
where nature intended. What’s not 
to love?”

Charlie has been working for 
WDC for 20 years and has an 
extensive knowledge of the Moray 
Firth’s Bottlenose dolphins. 
Chanonry Point, just north of 
Inverness is Charlie’s favoured 
location to photograph these 
beautiful creatures. It is a spit of 
land protruding into the Inverness 
Firth, part of the Moray Firth 
between Fortrose and Rosemarkie. 
The dolphins seen here are most 
active when hunting on a rising 
tide, a period when the migratory 
salmon are moving towards their 
home rivers. On a good day the 
dolphins get within a couple 
of metres from where you are 
standing on the shingle beach, 
giving you a real appreciation for 
these epic, highly intelligent and 
social marine mammals.
 
Humpback whales have also been 
spotted off the coast of the 
Moray Firth numerous 
times, however no 
sighting has been 
more exciting 
than that of 
January this 
year. WDC 
S h o r e w a t c h 
Volunteer Steve 
Truluck, and 
his supervisor 
Riley the springer 
spaniel, first spotted a 
single humpback whale 
from their living room 
window. Not quite 
believing what they 
were seeing they 
decided to 
e x p l o re 

further by visiting their local 
shorewatch site at Burghead. 
Word soon spread and crowds of 
local people gathered to watch not 
one but two humpback whales 
swimming in the firth. Steve was 
lucky enough to go out on a small 
RHIB boat the following day to 
get a closer look. They travelled out 
into the firth, switched the engines 
off and waited. A humpback whale 
then travelled within meters of 
the rib – a truly unforgettable 
experience!

“I received a call from Simon 
Paterson, North 58 Sea Adventures 
to see if fellow WDC Shorewatcher 
Adele and I would like to go out 
on their boat to see the whales 
and get identification photos. We 
watched the humpback 
whales calmly going 
about their feeding. 
The eerie silence 
was shattered 

|  Scotland’s Wild Waters  |

Image: Charlie Phillips
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Above: Humpback 

Whale Feeding at 

Aberdeen Harbour

Left: Bottlenose Dolphin

Top Right: New Born 

Bottlenose Dolphin

Bottom Right: Humpback 

Whale off the coast of 

Burghead

when one of the creatures surfaced 
just three metres from the boat! 
It then circled our small RHIB 
before treating us to a couple of 
shallow passes directly beneath 
us. It was just incredible to make 
a connection with a wild creature 
in this way. After ten minutes the 
whale moved on and we were able 
to reflect on our encounter as we 
headed back to shore. The whales 
stayed for another two days until a 
storm came and moved them on. 
Remarkably one of the humpbacks 
had been one of the whales that 
had also been photographed a few 
months prior at Aberdeen beach 
and the Ythan estuary.”

Walter Innes, a WDC shorewatch 
volunteer for Aberdeen had the 
pleasure of watching humpback 
whales from his shorewatch site 
for five months last year, he still 
however jumped at the chance to 
see these magnificent creatures one 
more time. “Sitting in Aberdeen, 
seeing the words,’ humpback’, and 
‘whale’, turning up on my news 
feed from fellow shore-watchers 
at Burghead, Monika and myself 
grabbed cameras and jumped in 
the car. An hour and a half later 
we arrived at Burghead and we 
saw them instantly. Wow! Much 
grinning, and woo hooing and 
then the icing on the cake – North 
58 RHIB is on its way, would you 
like to go and see a bit closer? 
After much use of the words 
stunning and awesome, several 

very happy people re-joined the 
dozens of others watching from 
shore. I had spent five months 
watching humpies from the shore 
at Aberdeen last year and still get 
light headed when seeing them.” 
 
Orca, or killer whale as they are 
commonly known are the world’s 
largest species of dolphin. Icelandic 
orca have visited the coasts of 
North Scotland for many years 
in search of food. Recently it has 
become increasingly common to 
spot these creatures further south 
in the Moray Firth. One of the 
most famous encounters was that 
of June 2015 when Buckey RNLI 
lifeboat shared the waves with a 
pod of hunting orca. Last year a pod 
of Icelandic orca where yet again 
spotted within the Moray Firth, 

this time by North 58 adventures 
just outside Findhorn bay.

Many other species of marine 
animals visit the Moray Firth, too 
many to name in one article. It is 
the job of WDC’s Shorewatch 
programme to collect data 
regarding these sightings. Katie 
Dykes from WDC said: “WDC 
Shorewatch is a community and 
volunteer led initiative, which 
relies on volunteers carrying out 
shorewatches to monitor the 
presence of cetaceans around 
Scotland. WDC asks volunteers 
to carry out regular ten minute 
shorewatches at specific sites to 
help learn more about how these 
amazing creatures use the coastline 
and this information is then used 
in the protection of these animals.’

|  Scotland’s Wild Waters  |

To find ouT more abouT The 

ceTaceans ThaT swim freely in The 

scoTTish waTers visiT

uk.whales.org and if you live in 

scoTland and would like To volunTeer 

as a wdc shorewaTcher visiT www.

wdcs.org/naTional_regions/

scoTland/shorewaTch
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Andy Bool, Head of the SEA LIFE Trust, built up his career working for charities including the Whale and 

Dolphin Conservation Society and the Marine Conservation Society. Here, he talks to Alexandra Pearce 

about why it is important to fight for our oceans and why turtles are so important.
 

AP: What are the biggest 

threats facing our oceans 

at current?

Our oceans face numerous challenges 
– the biggest at the moment are: 
climate change, plastic pollution and 
overfishing which are all affecting 
individual species and habitat. 
Overlaid on this is the fact that not 
enough of our vital ocean habitat is 
protected – currently around 5% of 
our oceans are under some form of 
protection compared with 12% of 
our landmass – this lack of protection 
compounds the other threats. 

AP: There has been  a lot 

of highly concerning 

research has been 

published surrounding the 

oceans – are things as bad 

as we are led to believe?

What we’re seeing on the back of 
the research being published is some 
of these issues being picked up in 
the media, which in turn raises their 
profile amongst the general public. 
A lot of the answers to the problems 
our oceans face lie in the hands of 
us as individuals – reducing, reusing 
and recycling the plastic we use, 
choosing seafood form sustainable 
sources and switching to renewable 
energy sources can help to make a 
difference. So, making the public 
more aware of the issues can help 
towards solving the problems as 
long as what we can all do to help 
is communicated at the same time. 

ANDY BOOL

AP: What is the purpose of 

the SEA LIFE Trust?

The SEA LIFE Trust is a marine 
conservation charity that develops, 
supports and runs projects and 
campaigns to help protect the marine 
environment. The partnership we have 
with SEA LIFE Aquariums gives 
the Trust a unique position in marine 
conservation. Being able to partner 
with some 50 aquariums across the 
world gives us access to an audience 
of millions that others are unable to 
reach. To many the surface of the sea 
is an opaque layer through which it 
is difficult to see the wonders that lie 
beneath but a visit to an aquarium can 
reveal the beauty that exists below the 
surface. Being able to show people the 
amazing animals that live beneath the 

waves offers an opportunity to take 
their wonder and enthusiasm and, 
hopefully, turn that in to action to 
help protect those very animals in the 
wild. This is at the core of the Trust’s 
strategy – if we can educate and 
engage even a small percentage of the 
millions of people who pass through 
a SEA LIFE aquarium, we can help 
to make a positive difference to our 
oceans.
 
AP: You’re currently 

campaigning to protect sea 

turtles – why do you feel 

these are a key species?

Sea Turtles are iconic marine animals 
but sadly all 7 species are on the 
IUCN red list. Out in the oceans, 
these animals travel thousands of 
miles and as a result are impacted by 
the major threats I outlined earlier. 
In particular plastic pollution and 
bycatch (accidental capture in fishing 
nets) are big problems for sea turtles. 
As iconic and engaging animals, we 
feel they make great ambassadors to 
help encourage people take action to 
reduce plastic pollution and bycatch. 
Rescued and non-releasable turtles 
can be seen in a number of SEA LIFE 
aquariums worldwide, as a result, 
these animals can act as ambassadors 
for sea turtles everywhere. 

AP: Would you like to see 

more legislation  being 

enforced or do you think 

education is a stronger 

tool?

We need more of both! I see from my 
daughter’s experiences that learning 
about the amazing animals that live in 
our oceans, whether that’s at school, 
through books we read together, 
rock pooling whilst on holiday or 
through TV documentaries gives her 
a real appreciation of the need to 
protect them. For me, that’s just one 
part of the solution – people need to 
be incentivised to make changes to 
help too! Where legislation has been 
brought in (the carrier bag charge 

in the UK for example) we’ve seen 
behaviour change on a grand scale, 
so we need those legislative levers 
to promote change alongside better 
informal and formal education.

AP: What is your favourite 

marine animal and why?

Can I have two?! Ever since I saw 
juvenile cuttlefish being fed at SEA 
LIFE Brighton, they have been a firm 
favourite of mine! My other favourite 
marine animal is seals – this is down 
to a brilliant impromptu experience I 
had whilst snorkelling off the coast of 
Lundy Island here in the UK – after 
a couple of minutes of being in the 
water we were joined by an inquisitive 
grey seal who swam underneath and 
all around us, really examining us for a 
few minutes before heading off. It was 
great to share the same space with that 
seal for even a short amount of time. 

"To many the surface 
of the sea is an 
opaque layer through 
which it is difficult to 
see the wonders that 
lie beneath”
AP: What can we all do to 

help protect the oceans?

Support our Team Turtle campaign 
and make a simple pledge to reduce 
your plastic use or to choose only 
sustainable seafood. Visit [teamturtle.
s e a l i f e t r u s t . o r g ] t e a m t u r t l e .
sealifetrust.org to do that!

AP: What is the first step 

in ensuring our marine 

creatures are properly 

cared for?

Reduce, reuse and recycle your plastic, 
choose only sustainable seafood and 
support/sign up to campaigns that 
are helping to protect our oceans and 
wildlife.

AP: What is special about 

Britain’s marine life/

beaches?

It’s diversity! Our coastline ranges 
from sweeping sandy shores to 
rocky coves and we can see some 
amazing wildlife around us too 
– from whales and dolphins and 
basking sharks to amazing colourful 
anemones in rock pools, there a 
huge variety of animals to be seen. 

AP: What inspired you to 

pursue a career with the 

Sea Life Trust?

I have always had a passion for the 
marine world, and this has only 
been reinforced by some amazing 
experiences I have had – from 
watching bottlenose dolphins in the 
Moray Firth here in the UK, seeing 
a southern right whale mother 
and calf up close off the coast of 
Argentina to diving coral reefs off 
the coast of Central America. All 
of this has only served to increase 
my determination to do everything 
in my power to try and ensure that 
experiences like the ones I have had 
are possible for future generations. 

AP: What career advice 

would you give to a young 

person aspiring to get 

involved with marine-

based charities?

Get out and about and take part 
in activities that help to increase 
your knowledge of the marine 
environment – go rock pooling 
when you’re at the seaside, join a 
marine conservation charity and 
volunteer to take part in beach 
cleans and other activities that help 
to protect the marine environment 
and look out for internships/work 
experience opportunities that exist 
to help you get a foot in the door. 
Above all, don’t give up!

|  Andy Bool  |
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“Widespread on the island, declining across 
Great Britain”

Words by Camila Quinteros Peñafiel

L
ying down on the wet verdant slopes of Lerness on Fair Isle, a 
group of birdwatchers approached me looking worried. They 
wanted to know if I needed any help, I’m not sure why they 

thought I was struggling with something when I was, in fact, enjoying 
the fascinating wild flora underneath my feet. It was obviously very 
strange for them that I was mesmerised with the ‘ground’, rather 
than the ‘sky’ like most of the visitors on Fair Isle during the summer 
season when they are birdwatching.

In the June 2017 issue of New Nature, I was given the opportunity 
to introduce a natural laboratory in the UK called ‘Fair Isle’. This 
remote Scottish island is located halfway between Orkney and 
Shetland, and during the summer of last year, I surveyed all its 19 
monads (1km2), through a qualitative floristic study for my MSc 
research project.

So, what does occur on Fair Isle – this virtually treeless island? After 
I finished the floristic survey and had classified the plant species into 
different categories, one of the most interesting figures was that 80% 
of the flowering plants (also known as angiosperms) on Fair Isle 
were native to Great Britain – a relatively high number considering 
the island’s small land area of 768 hectares and its geographical 
location, around 59.5° Northern latitude. For this same reason, the 
presence of ten plant species listed on ‘The Vascular Plant Red Data 
List for Great Britain’ is worth highlighting.

A windswept treeless habitat is, for me, a synonym of fascination. A 
flat topography with russet, yellowish tinges transmits to me serenity 
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and peacefulness. If you search on the internet ‘Pampa Patagónica’, 
you could see what I am trying to describe. Like my homeland, 
Patagonia, plant species on Fair Isle must face the adversity and 
adapt themselves to the climatic conditions, hence why their size 
is relatively small. Sometimes overlooked, it does not mean plants 
are non-existent. Such are the cases of the vulnerable corn spurrey 
(Spergula arvensis), the near threatened allseed (Radiola linoides), 
Wilson’s filmy fern (Hymenophyllum wilsonii), and the nationally 
scarce hyperoceanic fern small adder’s tongue (Ophioglossum 
azoricum).

The main character and one of the most photographed plants on 
Fair Isle, is the near threatened and nationally scarce oysterplant 
(Mertensia maritima). I would dare to say that the leadership of this 
borage species is because of its ease to be seen. With an inflorescence 
forming a cluster of bright blue flowers on the shingle beach at 
Muckle Uri Geo near the South Lighthouse, it is almost impossible 
for it to go unnoticed.

Fair Isle is a hotspot for an interesting genus of the parasitic family 
(Orobanchaceae) which is the eyebright (Euphrasia). Two different 
species are listed as nationally scarce in the UK: Euphrasia foulaensis 
and Euphrasia ostenfeldii. One is listed as endangered as well as 
nationally rare: Euphrasia marshallii, although I did not see it by 
myself because it is a challenge to identify it in the field. 

Later, during my last day on Fair Isle in June of last year, botanising 
with Nick Riddiford and Lee Gregory, we spotted in flower the 
vulnerable frog orchid (Coeloglossum viride) in the Kiln of Skroo – 
a sheltered depression at the North Lighthouse. It made us think, 
that perhaps the stability of habitats and relatively unchanged land-
use on Fair Isle, may preserve threatened species that are declining 
elsewhere but are widespread here.

Threatened Flora 

on Fair Isle
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I
n this country, there is a 
long history of butterfly 
monitoring under the United 

Kingdom Butterfly Monitoring 
Scheme (UKBMS). Butterflies 
are important indicators of 
environmental health, due to 
their ability to respond rapidly to 
environmental change. Therefore 
monitoring is important not only 
to build up a picture of the state of 
butterflies, but in order to assess the 
environment as a whole. Butterfly 
distributions and abundance can 
act as an early warning of habitat 
deterioration and environmental 
change. For example, some of 
our more generalist species like 
the speckled wood have been 
expanding their range northwards 
with the warming climate, while 
specialists like the small-pearl 
bordered fritillary are in decline.

I’ve been walking butterfly 
transects for the UKBMS, 
coordinated by the Kent Wildlife 
Trust since 2012. This involves 
walking a fixed route, weekly 
between April and September, 
weather permitting, and recording 
all butterflies seen within a ‘bubble’ 
which extends 2.5 m in front and 
to the side of the recorder. I have 
been lucky enough to be involved 
with the butterfly transects at 
Blean Woods National Nature 
Reserve in Kent. Blean Woods is 
a large remnant of semi-natural 
woodland and is home to the rare 
heath fritillary butterfly. It’s been 
a real privilege to be involved with 
the monitoring of this butterfly 
which has been brought back 
from near-extinction as a result 

of extensive research and targeted 
management. It is very rewarding 
to see how the butterflies have 
responded to ongoing habitat 
management carried out by the 
Kent Wildlife Trust.

In the height of the season, the 
meadow browns and gatekeepers 
are so abundant that we use 
click-counters to keep track of 
how many we see, while other 
butterflies such as the elusive 
purple hairstreak, which may be 
seen fluttering among the branches 
of oak trees, only occasionally 
drop down to ground level, so are 
rarely recorded on the transect. 
Walking a transect has really 
opened my eyes to the diversity 
of butterflies. This country boasts 
59 butterfly species (more if you 
include occasional migrants) all 
with their own wing patterning, 
habitat preferences and character.

As well as seeing butterflies it is 
also interesting to learn about 
the habitats that they occupy. 
Many of our rarer butterflies are 
very specialised, with their larvae 
feeding only on a single host 
plant species, while some are 
restricted further by microclimate 
conditions. For example, the 
pearl-bordered and small pearl-
bordered fritillaries, although 
similar in wing pattern and both 
using violets as a larval foodplant, 
differ in their microhabitat 
requirements. The pearl-
bordered fritillary favours a warm 
microclimate with violets growing 
amongst leaf litter upon which 
developing caterpillars bask, while 

the small-pearl bordered fritillary 
favours cooler conditions for larval 
development. My undergraduate 
project focused on these two 
fritillaries and used timed counts 
to assess the response of these 
butterflies to habitat management. 
One of the best things about 
butterfly monitoring is visiting a 
site regularly, getting to know it 
and seeing it change throughout 
the flight period. As well as 
becoming familiar with the pearl-
bordered and small pearl-bordered 
fritillaries, while doing my project 
I was rewarded by iridescent green 
hairstreaks, northern-brown argus 
and a fleeting glimpse of Britain’s 
rarest butterfly, the high brown 
fritillary. 

The UKBMS is reliant on 
volunteers, and while carrying 
out a weekly transect is a 
big commitment, anyone 
with 15 minutes to spare can 
become involved in Butterfly 
Conservation’s Big Butterfly 
Count which is running this year 
until the 6th August. Butterfly 
Conservation also welcomes 
sightings which can be submitted 
via their regional branch sightings 
pages. Butterfly monitoring is the 
perfect excuse to get outside in 
the sunshine and enjoy wildlife!

Find out more at

www.bigbutterflycount.org

|  Butterflies  |
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British Butterflies
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These are just a handful of our 59 Butterfly Species...
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or as long as I can remember 
ecology and conservation 
have featured in my life, 

leading me to the career path I am 
now on, or walking alongside. Like 
many others, when I graduated I 
had high hopes for what I thought 
would be a smooth transition into a 
career in ecology and conservation. 

I was promised opportunities, 
possibilities and, most importantly, 
a career, but one year on, as I sit 
trawling the internet for jobs, I 
wonder if those four years of hard 
work were just a dream.

Since secondary school, university 
had been my sole aim and had been 
a natural progression considering 
my career aims. I worked hard 
to get onto a degree course I was 
passionate about at a university 
that had been respected and looked 
up to by my family for years. And 
the hard work didn’t stop there. I 
pushed to get the best grades I could 
regardless of how time consuming 
it became, and, although I felt a 
degree would be key to my success, 
I began volunteering to gain 
experience, trying to ready myself 
for the world of work before I 
finished university.
When I was accepted to do my 
Masters at the end of the second 
year of my degree, I was sure that I 
was doing all that I could to stand 
out as a prime candidate for jobs. 
It wasn’t until I had graduated, 
and accrued all of the debts 
associated with it, that I realised 
that my efforts just weren’t enough. 
I had done everything I could to 
be ‘job-ready’, given my spare 
time for no pay whilst borrowing 
excessive amounts to get through 
university, and yet I was somehow 
still behind where I needed to be. 
Not to be defeated I continued 
on, lived off what I had saved (and 
off my parents), eventually getting 
a part time job when money ran 
out, and continued with all the 
voluntary work I could fit in. 

When that wasn’t enough to get 
by I set up as a consultant, taking 
on work wherever I could get it, 
whilst keeping on my bar job and 
voluntary work.

I began to notice jobs veering 
towards ecological education 
and public engagement so I took 
on voluntary work focussed in 
these areas on top of my usual 
commitments. Some weeks I found 
myself doing more hours than nine 
to five, a five day a week job, all 
unpaid and it seems, even now, to 
have got me nowhere. I have been 
told that it is a matter of time, I will 
get a job eventually and whoever 
employs me will be lucky, but I have 
also been told that it is people like 
myself that are key to my downfall. 
All of those graduates who put in 
the hard miles volunteering to gain 
experience are perpetuating the 
use of volunteers to fill gaps that 
organisations would otherwise 
advertise as paid jobs. We are 
apparently slipping into the trap of 
becoming professional volunteers, 
living our dream life on free days 
and weekends, being propped up 
by part time work, whilst reducing 
the number of paid jobs available.

Is it true? Who knows? What 
I have learned is that nobody 
knows what you should do, there 
is no formula, there is no path, 
there is a swinging rope that you 
have to be ready to leap onto at a 
moment’s notice. You just have to 
keep pushing and fighting for what 
you want, whatever that might be, 
because, as we all know, it’s just a 
matter of time.
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A
s numerous threats develop 
the impact on all wildlife, 
in modern day life  it is 

all the more important that 
populations are monitored on a 
regular basis. Today, it’s estimated 
that 22 million homes in the UK 
have gardens, which account for a 
substantial proportion of wildlife 
habitat, especially in urban areas 
where 90% of our population live. 
It is also thought that since 2005, 
4.5 million front gardens have 
been paved over to make way for 
vehicles. 

In recent years, the use of the 
humble, motion-sensor camera trap 
has revolutionised conservation 
and major discoveries globally 
including the documentation of an 
amur leopard for the first time in 
60yrs in China.  In our own modest 
environment, the rise of the nimble 
camera trap could also play a key 
role in helping understanding 
just how important our wildlife 
species are. Whether you’re a 
budding amateur wildlife watcher 

or an ecology professional, camera 
trapping remains a simplistic but 
hugely valuable way to monitor 
biodiversity in a less invasive way 
which is key to conservation; 
especially across protected species 
such as badgers, bats, nesting birds 
and reptiles.
 
Within extended family members’ 
gardens and land plots, I am an 
avid user and to try to gather 
as much visual data as possible 
to form a more accurate picture 
of range of species on that plot. 
Alongside the excitement that 
the results always provide, it also 
gives you first-hand experience at 
developing your data collection 
and analysis skills - fundamental in 
any conservation career. Surveying 
with motion sensor cameras can 
both instantly help corroborate 
your initial diversity suspicions or 
show that aspects like territory size 
and species abundance are far more 
complex than you’d ever imagined 
they could be in your back garden! 
 
After 2-3 weeks, often you’ll start 
to see recurring patterns and the 
importance of your garden in 

The Art of Camera

Trapping

Words by

 Laura Kahane

terms of being a habitat becomes 
clear. Is it just a foraging pathway 
for mammals, or could it be well 
established home for young? 
Is it flora-rich prime habitat 
for invertebrates which may be 
attracting a host of other species? 
Perhaps you can improve the access 
for small mammals commuting 
through fences, supplement their 
food sources, put up nest boxes or 
allow your hedgerow to develop 
depending on your findings. 

A wildlife camera trap can be 
picked up online for as little as £35, 
with a whole range available in 
varying qualities and specification. 
It doesn’t need to be flashy, branded 
or high tech - the basic functions 
will suffice. Videos and photos 

can be immediately viewed on the 
viewing screen, or uploaded to a 
laptop in a matter of moments. 

Your results may also be key 
information for your local wildlife 
group who might be interested 
in conducting more in depth 
surveys in your area if they suspect 
particular species may be there. 
Some wildlife groups will even 
loan you camera traps so that you 
can carry out basic surveys too!

So, if you are quietly wondering 
if that hedgehog you saw several 
years ago may still be present, or 
what level of wildlife activity really 
goes on in your garden during day 
and night, get yourself wildlife 
camera trap and get surveying! 

• Place your camera just below knee height 

• Position the camera on a well-known animal pathway where you 

have previously found other signs; tracks, droppings or fur

• Test the camera before leaving it, ensure all correct settings are 

selected including date/time 

• Clear any foliage or debris close by that may trigger the motion 

sensor

• Camouflage or hide the camera to prevent it from standing out

• Ensure you have the permission of the property owner 

• Leave your camera in position for 1 week + 

Camera 

Trapping 

Top Tips

|  Camera Trapping  |
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W
hen it comes to nature 
and the environment, 
the result of human 

interference is more often 
negative than it is positive. Fossil 
fuel consumption, industrial 
development, and population 
growth have all made it difficult 
for the natural world to thrive or 
have they? 

SSSI stands for ‘Site of Special 
Scientific Interest’ and is often 
shortened to the friendly acronym 
‘triple-S I’. SSSIs are areas of 
land with specific restrictions for 
building and development due to 
their value in either the biologic 
or geologic field. It is an offence 
to damage or harm an SSSI in any 
way and can be punishable by up to 
£20,000 in fines. 

All national nature reserves are 
protected under the SSSI act, 
including those in Wales, Scotland, 
and Northern Ireland. This ensures 
that local wildlife can flourish in 
their natural habitats without the 
danger or threat that accompanies 
human interference.

SSSIs are an important part of 
our environment as they preserve 
areas of natural heritage for future 
generations. Many are located in 
areas where rare or endangered 
plants and animals live – this 
is in order to protect them and 
maximise their contribution to 
ecosystems. In situations where 
they would otherwise be damaged 
or driven out by human activity 
(for example construction), SSSIs 
provide a space for threatened 
species to thrive.

In a world where plant and animal 
extinction is increasing at a high-
rate, it is essential that we take 
steps towards ensuring the survival 
of wildlife habitats. According to 
a study published by the WWF, 
loss of habitat due to human 
activity is the biggest cause of 
species extinction. It is estimated 
that there are around 7.7 million 
species of animal that no longer 
exist. SSSIs therefore provide a 
fundamental role in making sure 
this pattern doesn’t continue.

Take peat bogs, for example. Peat 
bogs are deposits of dead plant 
material often composing of 
various soils and mosses, providing 
a nutrient-rich environment for 
vegetation to grow and wildlife to 
thrive. 

What’S So Special about SSSiS?
As peat bogs are often thousands 
of years old, they also contain a 
lot of information about how the 
landscape of an area has changed 
over time. This is important from 
both a historical and biological 
perspective. It could give us key 
clues about our environment that 
could help in important advances.

Despite the significant benefits of 
peat bogs, they are often exploited 
and damaged by companies 
extracting the peat. This is why 
many peat bogs are protected as 
SSSIs, and why it is in our interest 
to help them stay that way.

For many sites that are important 
in maintaining local ecosystems, 
becoming an SSSI is one of the 
few ways they can be guaranteed 

protection, especially in places 
where human activity threatens 
the ecology of an area. This is most 
commonly seen around coasts, 
where important features are 
destroyed or exploited to increase 
seaside tourism. 

Salt marshes are fundamental 
features of coasts – they provide a 
rich environment for many types 
of plant and animal species. The 
halophyte vegetation is specially 
adapted to live in saltwater, and 
the resulting sand dunes are a great 
source of nutrients for surrounding 
wildlife. 

Unfortunately, salt marshes are 
under threat. Whilst being of 
ecologic significance, many seaside 
homeowners consider them a 

bother, or a blockade to tourism. 
This leads to the purposeful 
destruction of many saltmarshes 
through fires, trampling, and other 
harmful activities. Becoming an 
SSSI can protect saltmarshes from 
this destruction and keep them as a 
valuable asset to our coasts.

There are over 4,000 Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest in the UK, each 
one providing an apt environment 
for important research and 
development. SSSIs are necessary 
because of the extent to which they 
protect our environment. In a time 
where human development is ever-
growing, SSSIs are essential to 
make sure we don’t forget to look 
after what counts. 

Words by Kayleigh Crawford
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T
he current UK air pollution 
crisis is affecting human 
health, particularly in urban 

areas where levels regularly exceed 
the safe limit due to a substantial 
contribution from diesel exhaust 
emissions. Combusting occurring 
within diesel engines producing 
large amounts of nitrogen oxides 
(NOx) which, in turn, are released 
into the air. Many cars exceed EU 
emissions limits, with some even 
reaching as far as nine times over 
the threshold; though, nevertheless, 
such cars are still being sold today, 
and some manufacturers continue 
to flagrantly breach regulations. 

 Nitrogen oxides are a major 
environmental pollutant, 
and when emitted into 
the atmosphere,  with 
oxygen, water and 
different chemicals to 
produce acid rain. Acid 
rain can be detrimental to 
wildlife due to its impact 
on wider ecosystems – mostly 
aquatic environments where it 
lowers the pH level of lakes, rivers 
and streams. As a result the water 
is more acidic and large amounts 
of aluminium is released from soil 
clay particles. Most aquatic species 
cannot survive this change in their 
habitat, therefore many animals 
die; while the delicate ecosystem 
is damaged further as the food 
chain is forced to adjust. Acid 
rain also has a harmful impact 
upon forests and plants, leading to 
stunted growth in botanicals as the 
aluminium produced replaces and 
removes essential minerals from 
the soil.

Another problem with diesel 
emissions is that they can quickly 
degrade the floral odours used by 
honey bees. Chemical and floral 
odours are vital to an insect’s life 
in terms of communication and 
interaction with their habitat. 
The scent produced is emitted 
by flowers into the atmosphere – 
their odour, colour and structure 
is crucial to attracting pollinators. 
Scientific research has shown the 
harmful impact of emissions on 

honey bees (Apis mellifera) - our 
most important pollinator. They 
are now thought to be contributing 
vast numbers of colonies are 
abruptly dying across the world, 
including more than 14% of 
English colonies over the winter of 
2014/15. Both wild and domestic 
honey bees conduct 80% of 
pollination worldwide, with each 
bee having 170 odorant receptors. 

This study shows that nitrogen 
oxide is a key facilitator of odour 
degradation, therefore the chemical 
odours central to communication 
in insects are significantly reduced 
by diesel exhaust. These destructive 
findings impact both ecology and 
economics, with the chemicals 
produced reducing the ability of 
honey bees to locate pollen. It 
is thought that this could result 
in honey bees showing a greater 
dependence on other senses, such 
as vision, for foraging. Honey 
bee pollination can significantly 
increase crop yields with 70% of 
the world’s food crops relying 

upon pollination; thus the loss 
of the ability to detect these 

odours could have a major 
impact on global food 

production.

What is being done to 
minimise these impacts? 

Earlier this year, London 
breached its annual air 

pollution limits – the hourly 
limits of nitrogen dioxide must 

not exceed 200 micrograms 
per cubic metre, yet many sites 

across the capital have exceeded 
this regulation. The Government’s 
latest actions were proposed in 
May 2017 aiming to implement 
a stricter regime where in vehicle 
manufacturers will have to prove 
the emission levels produced from 
vehicles through laboratory testing. 
In England, the government will 
focus on creating clean air zones by 
charging certain vehicles to enter 
the zone. In the future this may 
help us to reduce the abundance 
of toxic gases, including NOx, in 
the environment and limit their 
impact upon plants and animals.

DIESEL EMISSIONS

Words by Katie Strazzanti

1
Know your subject 

Learning about the species 
you intend to photograph is 

crucial. Whether this is through 
research at home or observations 
in the field, knowing behavioural 
tendencies and movement patterns 
will greatly increase the chance of 
getting the shot you want.

Wildlife Photography: Tips for Beginners

W
ildlife photography used to be a venture for a select few but is now 
more accessible than ever. It is a great hobby for those who love 
the outdoors as well as a brilliant way to share experiences and 

stories. Here are a few basic tips to help get you started and make your 
photos stand out from the crowd.

2
Change your 

perspective

To achieve a greater 
connection with your subject try 
getting down to their eye level. 
Most animals here in the UK are 
on the smaller side so getting on 
your belly can vastly improve the 
impact of your shots by isolating 
the subject from the background.

3
Focus on eyes

When photographing 
wildlife, the most important 

focal point of your subject will 
typically be their eyes, so try to 
ensure they are nice and sharp. 
Our natural tendency is to want 
to make eye contact, so capturing 
them effectively is very important 
for obtaining an engaging image.

4
Be inspired

Look at other photographers 
work often. Inspiration is 

easy to come by – magazines, social 
media, websites, books, there are 
so many ways to discover brilliant 
photography. I find nothing 
motivates me more to want to 
get out there with my camera 
and explore new techniques than 
looking at other photographer’s 
work.

5
Get out and shoot

The best way to improve 
your camera skills is practice, 

so get out there and get to know 
your camera. There are no rules 
to photography, just discover your 
own style and shoot as much as 
you can and you will soon notice 
improvements. Experiment with 
new techniques and don’t be afraid 
to share your work with others to 
get some feedback.

Words and Photographs 

by Joshua Gray
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I
f they are managed with conservation in mind, 
graveyards and cemeteries can form mini nature 
reserves in our cities, towns and villages. Churches, 

traditionally, were often built on ancient meadowland 
habitats, enabling rare native plant and lichen species 
to survive the massive agricultural changes which 
took place in the surrounding countryside. Now, 
they provide a haven for over one-hundred species 
of wildflower, millions of insects, as well as no end of 
birds and mammals. 

Burial grounds can be vital for nature: species-rich 
semi-natural grasslands full of wildflowers, which, 
in turn, attract insects such as bees, butterflies, and 
moths, as well as many reptiles and amphibians. 
Hedgehogs also benefit from these cemetery habitats 
due to an ample supply of food; while foxes and 
badgers too call these sites their home. Some inner 
city cemeteries even provide a home to deer: the tall 
trees and hedgerows that surround our churches 
concealing their inhabitants from prying eyes. With 
these trees - often far older than the churches they 
surround - providing vital space for birds to feed 
and nest. All of this goings without mentioning the 

importance of our churches themselves for the bats 
which frequently roost within bell towers.

The Churchyard Conservation Scheme, run by 
the Wildlife Trusts, encourages parishes to leave 
sections of their land unmanaged; thus providing a 
haven for wildlife of all shapes and sizes. Species in 
vital need of relief within urban areas lacking wild 
spaces. The scheme supports parishes in managing 
their land in an environmentally-friendly manner 
in order to enhance biodiversity, allow rare plant 
species to flourish, and to provide vital corridors 
between fragmented habitats. Simply put, it aims to 
help our churchyards and cemeteries recognise their 
full potential as man-made nature reserves.

What does a conservation churchyard look like? 
Well, it probably has one or two more areas dedicated 
solely to the preservation of wildlife. They often boast 
a spring meadow; a summer meadow, and areas of 
rank grass left to grow long and cut only once every 
three years. Large hedgerows are encouraged here 
too; while trees and shrubs are planted and lichen, 
moss and ivy are left to colonise older gravestones. 

Flora and Fauna
 in Churchyards

Words by Clarissa Hopkins

Here, ferns emerge from damp stone walls and 
wildflowers - yellow rattle, common poppy and ox-
eye daisy - bloom amid areas of tall grass.  Areas 
surrounding new graves are, of course, managed 
more thoroughly; though, for the large part, these 
churchyard ecosystems are wild. Leading to much 
satisfaction in those fond of areas of unkempt 
greenery. 

What species can you look out for in churchyards 
managed with nature in mind?

Swifts: they nest in the abundant small holes and 
crevices of church walls;  returning to regular sites in 
early May. Swift numbers have nearly halved in the 
last 20 years so these habitats are of huge importance 
in sustaining the population.

Bumblebees: as we know, bees are suffering a decline 
at present, so it is really important that we protect 
their habitats wherever possible. Bees love the 
wildflowers that flourish in churchyard conservation 
areas, and many species can be seen here throughout 
the year.

Hedgehogs: there are thought to be fewer than one 
million hedgehogs left in the UK. Our churchyards 
represent a vital habitat where the insect-rich 
grasses and tangled hedgerows they favour exist in 
abundance.

Waxcap: short mushrooms, usually red, orange, 
yellow or pink. They are a grassland fungi that only 
grows in unimproved, established grasses - such as 
churchyards.

Yew trees: yew trees were symbolic to early Pagans 
and when Christianity eventually came to Britain, 
churches were often constructed on ancient pagan 
burial grounds. The oldest yew tree in the UK is 
found in a church in Wales – it is a staggering 5,000 
years old!

If you want to know how best to encourage wild 
plants to grow in a churchyard you are involved with, 
then take a look at Caring for God’s Acre,  a  secular 
organisation which aims to increase biodiversity in 
the UK’s 20,000 burial grounds.

|  Churchyards  |
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On the Marshes 
by Carol Donaldson

revieW by ben eaGle

T
he marshlands of North 
Kent represent a pocket 
of isolation within a sea 

of growing urbanisation and 
economic ‘progress’. The call of the 
curlew cuts across the wide open 
landscape, interspersed with areas 
of scrub and gatherings of sheep. 
Redundant barges sink into the 
mud as pleasure cruisers herald a 
change in culture at the boatyards. 
Those looking for a slower existence 
cling to a lifestyle threatened by 
London’s advance. This is a place 
where culture and nature mix in 
complex ways; where gangs of 
teenagers smoke alongside waders 
and tufts of grass vetchling, and 
graffiti is sprayed on sea walls on 
top of nature’s own paint of orange 
lichens.

On the Marshes tells the story of 
Carol Donaldson’s journey along 
the North Kent coast, as she walks 
a landscape she has come to know 
and meets people who have chosen 
to live in this beautiful English 
waterland edge. It’s a recollection 
of the past as well as a reflection 
on the present and future. It’s a 

tale of people, animals and place 
on the margins of life, society and 
landscape; from the plotholders 
and cabin dwellers in search of an 
‘alternative’ lifestyle or forced away 
from a previous life, to the farmers 
and wardens who work the land 
and conserve it for posterity. 

Dominating the book’s plot is the 
break-up of Carol’s long-term 
relationship, both its direct narrative 
and the consequent feelings of her 
coming to terms with her new 
life. She has become a person of 
the margins herself, mirroring the 
place in which she lives and works. 
It is a book of mixed confidence, of 
vulnerability, of fluidity, of division 
as well as community and kindness. 
It is a book that reminds us of the 
importance of marginal places and 
of supporting the people, wildlife 
and habitats in these areas. 

For years Donaldson wished to live 
in the midst of the outdoors, and 
her caravan became her home. It 
isn’t difficult to feel angry as she 
describes the process of it being 
cruelly taken from her by landed 
interest, distant management and 
domineering planning regulations, 
in other words the hands of the 
powerful set against a vulnerable 
individual. On the Marshes has 
power relations at its heart, for 
North Kent is a place of competing 
interests, as Donaldson outlines: 
“...it seemed it was the interests 
of those with the most might that 
took precedence. I wanted the 
North Kent marshes as a place of 
sanctuary for the wildlife but also 
for people to come and experience 
the peace and the dark skies and 
the sound of lapwings in the 
spring; to forget for a moment 
their urban cares and twenty-first-

century stress and remember that 
life wasn’t always like this and 
didn’t have to be. Who’s to say that 
people didn’t ‘need’ that far more 
than they ‘needed’ another airport 
or Thames Crossing?”

Whilst this is not a traditional 
nature book, I couldn’t help but 
be lifted into Donaldson’s wildlife 
experiences at times. It’s particularly 
evident in her account of the Elmley 
marshes on the Isle of Sheppey: 
“A hundred oystercatchers circled 
the crystalline bay, their bodies 
reflected in the mirror-calm water. 
Clouded yellow butterflies floated 
along the sea wall. The glasswort 
threw up fiery tongues from the 
saltmarsh. Skeins of geese flew low 
across the surface. It was a world of 
reflections and sparkle. It was like 
a dream, translucent, blurred, too 
beautiful to exist.”

Donaldson’s familiar, engaging 
style puts the reader at ease from 
the outset. Perhaps it is our shared 
Essex heritage and my bias for 
marshland landscapes, living and 
working myself on the margins of 
the Essex coast that made me warm 
to her. Perhaps it is the agenda she 
puts forward: that not all of us 
wish to be swept up in the nine 
to five, debt ridden society that 
modern governments encourage us 
to follow. Perhaps it was simply her 
story that grabbed me. Whatever 
the feeling, I felt compelled to stay 
with her, to support her and the 
people of whom she writes. There is 
a fundamental need to protect these 
fluid, liminal English edgelands 
and avoid the dominant agenda 
of development at all costs. Carol 
Donaldson should be applauded 
for standing up for wildness on the 
edge of the metropolis. 
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