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Chairman’s Notes
As we draw towards the end of the indoor meetings I would like to thank David Leader and Jeff
Benn for having put together another excellent programme. They continue to book fascinating
speakers; some are “old” favourites (e.g. John Walters with his ‘Highlights from the Last Year’
and, most recently, Rod Lawrence on Iceland), some are new to us (e.g. Dr Michael Keith-Lucas
talking on pollen in forensic science) and some are “home-grown” (Liz Rogers telling us about
forest elephants at the AGM). One thing that can be assured is that they will be well worth
listening to so I strongly urge you to come to the meetings even if the subject matter may seem
rather obscure! A case in point was some time ago when John Walters came to talk to us about
Potter wasps. I was a little uneasy as to how he could keep my attention for a full evening on
nothing but a wasp …… but he did. I was enthralled!
With so much going on around us in the natural world (both in our gardens and beyond) it is
difficult to know where to go and what to look at and enjoy. As well as having a general interest
it can be fascinating to learn more about an individual species (plant or animal) so why not
spend some time this summer observing/recording/reading about/photographing something you
know very little about and then come back and tell us all about it at the “Roundtable” or
“Reflections” evening or perhaps in the Newsletter?
One of the best ways to start learning about a novel subject is to join others and learn from
them. Peter Richardson and Ray Jones have put together a varied outdoor programme and this
is an ideal opportunity for you to start a new interest or visit somewhere other than your usual
patch. As our motto says: “Share our interest in the natural world”
Stephen Powles
Chairman

An Algarve Experience

On March 4th the temperature in the Algarve was 20°C; when I left two weeks later it was 22°C
beside the sea and 25°C inland. I had found what I needed. In the fields around the little area
of Carvoeiro (by the sea) I saw freesias, large yellow and white daisies and a very tiny violetlike flower all growing wild. Prickly pear with reddish-orange flowers coming out and the figs
were beginning to take shape. Almond blossom had finished in January and February and
Cyclamen grows wild on woodland floors in the Autumn. Twenty five Mediterranean wild orchids
thrive in the Algarve. These include Mirror orchids with their silvery-blue tips and Bee orchid
which has the smell and appearance of various insects to fool the male into carrying pollen to
flowers of the same species.
A large flock of Ibis was seen inland in February , an unusual sight, so I was told. Over from
North Africa perhaps? Pied wagtails and Blackbirds were about but very few sparrows.
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Storks are a protected species in Portugal and it is a common comment that there are now so
many storks there is no longer any need for this status. I saw them nesting with young on tall
old chimneys whilst all around new buildings were going up. A strange sight in a way! On the
coast, Cormorants and Black-backed gulls nested on sandstone ledges. A small Curlew type short
legged bird with speckled brown plumage stood on a ledge about three feet from our tiny fishing
boat and didn’t budge an inch. I’m sure it was thinking “Oh no not more tourists”
Some of the caves were spectacular. A suite of three rooms divided by arches was called “the
flat” and had a tiny cave at the end which was called “the garage”. In another we looked up
numerous feet to a bridge that was once part of a castle. Outside you could see the remains of
sandstone walls. Sculptured rocks resembled a camel with its humps, and an elephant’s head
with an eye socket. A wedding cake with three tiers and a dragon was also pointed out to us. It
really was amazing what weather and time could do in shaping things.
Dolphin watching from an RIB (rigid inflatable boat) was thrilling as you are almost level
with these smiling creatures. You can see them clearly
as they swim under the craft and come out two or three
feet away. While we were there our crewman was
picking up pieces of broken plastic bottles and bags,
even plastic cups that people had filled with bread
hoping to attract the mammals up.
Dolphins have
been known to choke on bits of bottle thinking it is
food. One sad note is that the comparatively warmer
waters of the Algarve have seen a warm water
Dolphin, Stenella, washed up on one of its beaches. It
was seen very physically debilitated and despite the
efforts of maritime police and biologists could not be
saved.
It was two metres long so was a
youngster. Striped Dolphins (Stenella coeruleoalba) are
more often seen in tropical and sub-tropical temperatures. As it has happened, could it happen again I
ask?
Nearby was a lagoon where mothers and babies live until
it is time to bring baby out to start learning about the life
outside. They weren’t very lively that morning, just a few
jumps, a few water spouts and that was it. However, we did
see them.

Chimney nesting Storks
(from a postcard)

Overhearing golfers talking it appears that Otters have turned up near a golf course. I will try
and keep up to date with this.
(from a postcard )
I read in a newspaper that talks are being held with regard to releasing the Iberian Lynx into the
wilderness areas of Monchique. One question raised was whether there would be enough rabbits
for them to feed on. Another was how would farmers and local country people receive them. I
wondered how they would get on with the wild boars. I also read of a man who destroyed a
wildlife haven. He was described as an ‘eco-vandal’ He has been ordered by a court to restore it
to its original condition but he may have a job because he already has debts of 598 million euros!
Whilst there I saw a report in an English newspaper by an English naturalist that the caterpillar of
the Pine processionary moth Thaumetopoea pityocampa had been seen in Southern England. The
moth lays eggs in the tops of pine trees and a tent like nest is made from which the caterpillars
go out to feed on the pine needles as they go through their five stages of growth. They form a
long line as they feed which looks like a snake. Apart from being very destructive to pine trees
the caterpillars have hairs that cause extreme irritation to humans and dogs as well as respiratory
problems.
Apparently the Olive is doing well.

In 2013 the harvest produced 627,000 tons of oil, the
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largest amount since 1960, which takes it to second place in exports.
The small local beekeepers produce honey which is well worth trying. The Rosemary, Thyme
and Orange blossom is delicious and has a delicate flavour.
Eucalyptus from the Monchique
area has a punch to it and is not to everybody’s liking. Certainly not mine!
Stella Collister

Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden

2013 was an exciting year for the garden with a family of rabbits teaming up with our reliable
group of Hedgehogs. On one occasion a parent Hedgehog was seen shepherding her family of
three hoglets across the road from the Hospital Wildlife Garden plateau in the direction of
Morrisons. She even held up the traffic. The rabbits have taken over the cover of the flower bed
near Blackdown Ward.
A family of Bank Voles
has been recorded on
the
grassy
bank
separating the Hospital
Garden
from
the
Tiverton School sports
ground.
Perhaps the greatest
success, not only in the
Hospital Wildlife Garden
but nationally as well,
was the huge volume of
butterflies seen. By far
the
highest
number
were the Small Whites
and
migrant
Large
Whites. 2013 was the
year
of
the
white
butterfly. All the Vanessids did well too in
The Hospital Garden Notice Board
the sunshine of July,
August and September with excellent numbers of Small Tortoiseshell, Peacock, Comma and
migrant families of Red Admiral. Larvae of all these butterflies have fed well and flourished on
our banks of stinging nettles growing in the sunshine. Orange-tip butterflies also bred on the
groups of hedge garlic which have been planted at our Hospital Wildlife Garden to encourage this
pretty little butterfly to lay her eggs under the flower heads. The larvae are slim and green, to
mimic the seed pods which look like the long thin leaves of Rosemary.
The wild flowers have done well - especially Snakeshead fritillary (Fritillaria meleagris) in all its
colour forms from white to deepest plum purple. There are groups of Water avens (Geum rivale)
mixed with Meadowsweet (Fillipendula ulmaria), Dame’s violet (Hesperis matronalis), Marjoram,
Knapweed, and Coralroot (Cardamine bulbifera).
A wide variety of wild birds visit and nest in the garden. Robin, Blackbird and Wren have all
nested in the open garden and hedgerow; and Blue tits have nested in two separate hole fronted
nest boxes fixed to the trees on the margin.
The Tiverton Hospital League of Friends have set up a lovely bench and a picnic table which is
used on most days of the summer; encouraging patients and visitors to get a closer look at the
birds, butterflies and wild flowers.
Gavin Haig
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Lesser Redpolls Visit

Back in the latter half of January Peter Richardson reported seeing a group of around eight Lesser
Redpolls foraging on seed heads beside the canal at Sampford Peverell. (See MDNHS Website
‘Items of Interest’ for his report) As the only Redpoll of any sort I had ever seen before was one
that had been killed by a cat I thought I might make a trip to Sampford Peverell to see if they
were still there. However before I got round to it a small group arrived in the garden at Sunny
Cottage, Woodbury Salterton in early February. I was out in the garden when I saw on the Nyger
seed feeder what I thought was a male Linnet although that would have been a surprise in any
case, especially in summer plumage. However when I got a closer look I realised it was in fact a
Redpoll.
The following morning I managed to get a photo of some on the Nyger feeder taken through the
window. I sent it to Peter who confirmed that they were Lesser Redpolls so never having seen
one before, to have some in the garden was quite exciting. I must admit, I never expected them
to hang around but surprisingly they stayed for six weeks and they were seen practically every
day. They fed exclusively on the Nyger seed and were quite happy to be joined by Siskins but
the Goldfinches would chase them away at first but after a few days I often saw all three species
on the feeder together.
They were a
delight to watch, quite dainty little birds
usually two or three together. The most I
saw at any one time was six with some of
them obviously males but mostly females
or possibly first winter males.
I checked with the BTO website where I
read that between 2008 and March 2013
there had been a fifteen fold increase in
Lesser Redpolls visiting gardens during the
winter months. The attraction seems to be
Nyger seed which is being used more
frequently in garden feeding stations.
I
sent for their fact sheet which
Our Garden Repolls
(photos by Malcolm Randle)
proved to be very informative and provided much
more information than was to be found in standard
bird books. The following paragraphs are extracts
from the fact sheet.
Lesser Redpolls have tiny beaks that are adept
at handling fine seeds. They favour birch,
although the seeds of Alder and young conifers
are also taken. Birch thrives in young woodland,
and the felling of trees during the Second World
War presented ideal conditions for birch to flourish in
the post-war period. With lots of young conifers also
planted, Lesser Redpoll numbers boomed until the mid1970s.
Thereafter, until the mid-1990s their numbers in the countryside dropped, particularly in
lowland woodland in southern England. Birches that prospered post-war were gradually
out muscled by other, slower growing trees, while agricultural intensification saw important
weed seeds become scarcer. Breeding success and survival rates of Lesser Redpolls fell,
and this species is now a bird of high conservation concern.
Lesser Redpolls have a red forehead (from which the name ‘red-poll’ is derived). During
the breeding season, a peachy-red colour extends down the throat and neck of males, and
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to a lesser extent in females. Both sexes have black streaking on their backs and have a
small black ‘goatee beard’. So far, so good – but, with Redpolls, things can get a bit
complicated. There are, in fact, three different species of Redpoll that may be seen in the
UK – Lesser Redpoll, Common Redpoll and Arctic Redpoll – and these can be tricky to
distinguish. Lesser Redpolls are by far the most frequently seen. Despite their name,
Common Redpolls (also known as Mealy Redpolls) are much scarcer in the UK, with
numbers arriving in autumn and winter varying considerably between years. Most Common
Redpolls are encountered in the east of the UK. Arctic Redpolls are sporadic visitors and
are very rare in UK gardens.
Lesser Redpolls that breed in the UK often stay here over winter although ‘internal flights’
are common, with birds breeding in the north travelling south or south east in pursuit of
milder conditions.
Lesser Redpolls can leave the country altogether during autumn,
journeying south towards Belgium, France and Holland, if high numbers or scarce food
resources make life here too tough.
Some species facts
Population: 25,000 pairs - Conservation Status: Red-listed - Typical lifespan: – 2 years
max recorded – 6 years - Breeding Ecology: Clutch size – 4–5 eggs No. broods – 2
Incubation 12 days - Young in nest 14–15 days
The question that now remains is, will they return next winter? I would certainly like to think so.
Malcolm Randle
Our Elephant Hawk Moth (photos by Malcolm Randle)
Towards the end of last summer, on the 22nd August, we found an Elephant Hawk Moth caterpillar
making its way along the concrete path in front of our conservatory. It had presumably fallen off
some of the foliage hanging over the path (probably the fuchsias as it
is one of their food plants) but it wasn’t a good idea to carry
on in the same direction as it only led into danger.
We
put it on the grass to take a photo and then in a plastic
container with some fuchsia leaves whilst we did some
research to find out a bit more about it.
It seemed that it was most likely on its way to find
somewhere to pupate for which it needed a nice
secluded earthy patch with a few dead leaves. We
provided this in the bottom of the plastic container which
had previously contained fat balls for the birds. We put a few
more fuchsia leaves in but it didn’t seem to be interested and
within two to three days it had pupated. Initially it was half
Caterpillar - 22nd August
buried in the earth but later it somehow moved to the top and remained there. We decided, for
no good reason, that it was a male so gave him the name, Elgar, but it could just as easily have
been called Ellie!
Our research told us that it should emerge from its pupae state in May or June so we simply
checked on it from time to time, giving it a misting to prevent it becoming too dry. As May
approached we checked it daily and noticed a change in
coloration and shape in early May.
On the morning of
th
Wednesday 14 May we were delighted to find that it had
emerged during the night and climbed up a stick. Its wings
seemed to be fully developed and it seemed to be healthy and
perfectly formed and from the feathery antenna appeared to
be a male.

The vacated pupa case

We left him where he was for the day and around 9.30pm that
evening, at dusk we took him to the top of our garden where
the honeysuckle was in bloom near the fence.
(Apparently
they like to feed on honeysuckle although the caterpillar’s food
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plant is either Willowherb, Bedstraw or Fuchsia). He was still in the same position on the stick
and we noticed that
his wings were now
shaking.
On taking
him
out
of
the
container he flew
straight off into the
night. He now had
around five weeks to
find a mate and start
the process all over
The final product
again.
The Elephant Hawk moth (Deilephila elpenor)
gets its name from the caterpillar which has a
trunk like section just behind the head which can
be extended or retracted as a defensive tactic.
When it feels threatened it draws its trunk inside
its body which shields the head from danger and
has the effect of inflating which make its four eye
markings look much larger and it can adopt a snake like pose to frighten predators.
The
caterpillars, which can grow up to 75 mm in length, are most frequently brown in colour but
sometimes can be green.
The adult moth is extremely beautiful with pink and a lime green
colouration and a wing span of up to 70 mm. It can be found in most parts of the UK. They have
extremely good night vision and are able to make colour discriminations at night time levels of
illumination.
Their main predators are certain species of bat.
We shall be paying extra attention to our honeysuckle and other strongly scented plants, such as
petunias, in the hope of seeing some more of these beautiful insects during the next few weeks.
Brenda Randle

Meetings and Events
The Annual Buffet Dinner – Friday 17th January 2014 (photos by Peter Richardson)
Following an excellent buffet dinner the main event of the evening was the selection of the
winners of the:
Dennis Pickering Memorial Shield
After a generous donation from the late Dennis Pickering's family it was decided to hold an
annual photographic competition for members, with a shield
going to the winner to hold for a year.
The committee thought it would be nice for all members to take
part in the judging. It was decided that each year there will be
a display, followed by judging and then presentation of the
shield, at the annual Society dinner in January. This first year
the winner was Malcolm Randle with his photo of a frog, second
was Ralph Hopper with his photo of a damselfly and third was
David Land with his picture of rutting Red deer, (unfortunately I
did not have a photo of him to include). It was rather a nice
result, as all three were friends of Dennis Pickering.
This first year we had 23 photographs entered, but hopefully in
future years many more members will contribute. The time to
start is now. Photos need to be taken between 1/12/2013 and
30/11/2014 in Devon/Cornwall/Somerset or Dorset. We will be
reminding you several times throughout the year. You do not
have to travel far as the top two photos in this year’s
competition were taken in the photographers’ own gardens. We
Malcolm Randle
and frog
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Ralph Hopper and damselfly

David Land’s rutting Red Deer

would like to see 100 photographs in next year’s competition.

Peter Richardson

“Reflections” 21st February
Reflections evening once again delivered a varied and interesting series of presentations. The
evening showcases the wide range of interests and talent to be found within the MDNHS
membership. Employing this talent, “Reflections” aims to inform, educate and entertain the
membership.
The evening opened with David Brabban’s talk which educated us on how birds have evolved
different design features enabling them to be best suited to their needs and threats. Prey species,
such as the Woodcock, have near 360 degree vision whereas predators, such as the Barn Owl,
have excellent binocular vision for focusing in on their prey. Some predatory birds, such as the
Peregrine, have retinas specially designed to give excellent distance vision whilst still allowing
them to focus on objects nearby.
Alan Hopkins then showed a film that he had made of the Jackdaw equivalent of the spectacular
starling roosts seen in places such as the Somerset levels. Filmed at Roliphants, it was a
fascinating insight into a behaviour that many of us were not aware of. In a similar way to the
Starlings, a few hundred Jackdaws would circle his wood, calling loudly, before descending on
mass to the tree tops for the night.
Doris Leader gave us an insight into the plight of the Hedgehog and what can be done to help this
iconic and much loved garden visitor. Key to helping them is making it possible for them to move
from garden to garden in search of food and a mate. Simply creating hedgehog size holes in one’s
fences will allow them to move freely between gardens and in doing so link together areas that
would otherwise be of little value to them.
It was then off to Alaska to see White-billed Dolphins
and Orca with Peter Richardson before he brought
us back to Scotland to watch our own dolphins
leaping from the Firth of Tay. There’s no need
to go to far flung and exotic locations to see
cetaceans when you can see wonderful
displays of Bottle-nosed Dolphins without
even leaving the shore!
Coming back nearer to home, I then showed
both still images and video clips of various
animals that have appeared on camera traps
set.
Polecat

(photo by Stephen Powles & Roger Linden)
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up to capture otters. As well as the usual suspects (rats, heron and foxes) there were Stoats, a
Weasel and Water shrews. One clip showed a heron eating what appeared to be a Water shrew.
An unexpected appearance was a Polecat, possibly only the fourth confirmed record in Devon.
After the break David Hennings showed us a fascinating, but rather gruesome, film of a female
Sparrowhawk eating a Woodpigeon. The unfortunate pigeon remained alive far longer through
the process than most of us were comfortable with. This was very much “nature in raw”.
Roger Linden, lucky enough to have Otters that regularly frequent his two ponds, then showed us
sequences of his night time visitors including a wonderful clip of a dog otter rolling in the grass
only a few feet from the camera.
The next presentation opened with David Leader “down at the wallow” as he made sure the
camera trap was set correctly. The real actors, a herd of Red Deer then appeared with sequences
of hinds accompanied by their calves visiting the wallow in both daylight and at night. The real
star of the show (apart from David?!) was a large stag with a very impressive set of antlers..
Finally Malcolm Randle, hoping to inspire us to visit the Cornish coast, showed a series of
stunning images of its spectacular coastline and wildlife. The photography was wonderful and
would have looked very at home in any tourist literature looking to entice visitors to this part of
the UK.
Informed, educated and entertained …….. definitely!

Stephen Powles

Wimbleball Lake - Tuesday 18th March
The day started out cloudy and rainy, which fortunately improved by the time we reached the car
park at the north end of the lake. We then had reasonable weather with the sun breaking through
at times for most of our visit.
Thirteen members and three dogs, then went for a challenging walk along the bank of the lake,
through the woodland edge to where
the arm of the lake narrowed and
met one of the small rivers that
supply its water. We then walked
back along the same route.
Plant life seemed to be a bit slow
getting going up on Exmoor and the
only things of any note were the
banks of yellow Gorse bushes.
Insect life was even more sparse.
Birdlife was quite a bit more
interesting, with 35 species seen by
various members.
Highlights were
Great-spotted Woodpecker, Meadow
Pipit, Chiffchaff, a flying Redpoll a
number
of
Tree
creepers
and
Goldcrests.
Ravens were noisy and
we could see their nest clearly.

Great-crested Grebe on Wimbleball Lake
(photo by Peter Richardson)

We had a picnic lunch in the car park and then adjourned to the hide, where the highlights were
courting Great-crested Grebes, who did a little of their mating dance and Goldeneye in the
distance.
Peter Richardson

st
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AGM - 21 March 2014
Forest Elephants – Gardeners of the Rainforest - Liz Rogers
Liz Rogers was our speaker for the evening on “Forest Elephants Gardeners of the Rainforest”.
Her main focus was the forest elephant and based on her experience of work in Ndoki national
park (Democratic Republic Congo) and the Lope Reserve (Gabon).
Forest Elephants are smaller (up to 6 tons) than the Savannah Elephants of East and South Africa
(up to 10 tons) though some hybridisation does occur. Her work was to observe the effect of
elephant behaviour on the ecology of the rainforest. Observing these elephants in thick forest is
problematic, so tracking them and collecting dung samples is used to determine numbers and
diet. Satellite tracking is also used and indicates that
they may travel from 2—22 km in a day eating
a variety of vegetation and fruit.
These studies establish the important
roll
Forest
Elephants
play
in
distributing seeds and spreading
diversity within the forest and
helping to create secondary forest in
surrounding
areas
or
where
deforestation has occurred. In fact
they seem to flourish in secondary
and colonising forest, and in areas
where the human population is low.
Fortunately there are places in the
rainforest where Forest Elephants can
be observed more easily. Bais are marshy
clearings where the soil is rich in minerals
and these are particularly attractive in the dry
season to them and many other forest animals
West African Forest Elephants
(Photo by Liz Rogers)
The elephants mainly exist in small family groups so the bai is an important place of social
interaction, whilst their bathing, grazing, and trampling activities help create and maintain these
areas. Inevitably the bai also attracts ivory poachers as here elephants can be easily targeted.
However new reserves have been created and are attracting tourists which must result in greater
protection for rainforest wildlife.
For more information on Forest Elephants go to:
http://www.wcs.org/saving-wildlife/elephants/african-forest-elephant.aspx
the destruction of 96 forest elephants go to:
http://www.wcs.org/news-and-features-main/96-elephants-bai-video.aspx

or for a video about

Alan Hopkins
April 18th 2014. Rod Lawrence on “Iceland: Rivers of Ice, Mountains of Fire.”
We were very happy to welcome Rod Lawrence again to talk to us about his journey round
Iceland – and, as it turned out, to take us on a stunning pictorial trip through the landscape,
wildlife and ecology of this extraordinary volcanic island.
Rod began by wondering why anyone would go to Spain rather than Iceland – both more or less
equidistant from the UK! By the end of his talk, many must have agreed with him. He introduced
Icelandic ecology by saying there are two countries in the world that are (or were) forested, but
have no native herbivorous mammals – New Zealand & Iceland. In both, introduced mammalian
herbivores (sheep & horses in Iceland) have devastated the natural forests. Despite what some
say, the denuded Icelandic landscape is not its natural state – and neither is Dartmoor in Devon.
Icelandic habitats described for us were rivers, moorland, coasts, craters and glaciers, each with
its accompanying wildlife.
Rivers are everywhere, milky and clear, and in them are the
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equivalent of the New World Torrent Ducks, i.e. Harlequin Ducks and Barrow’s Goldeneyes. Fly
larvae are the main food for these ducks, and also sustain Scaup and Red-Necked Phalarope. The
latter have a fascinating feeding technique, rotating in circles on the water with their feet turning
up fly larvae below, and the beak picking them up on the surface! On lakes, there are other
spectacular birds, such as Slavonian Grebes, Whooper Swans (the UK wintering population
migrates to Iceland to nest in spring), Long-tailed Ducks and Divers.
On the high moorland, there were plenty of flowers to see at the end of May, e.g. Moss Campion,
Moonwort and Mountain Avens. Amongst them were Ptarmigan: candidates for Christmas dinner
in Iceland, and perhaps too tame for their own good? In the NW fjord lands were huge numbers
of sea birds, but they have fallen on bad times now due to overfishing and climate change. Overfishing for fishmeal – for garden fertilizers and salmon farms – has severely affected the Puffin
population. They now catch pipefish closer inshore, but their chicks cannot digest them and may
starve.
And the Icelandic forest? Rod found some tree trunks washed up on a beach, despite no sign of
forest near it. These
turned out to be Douglas
Fir
from
N
America!
Apparently
astonishing,
this emphasises how close
N America is to Iceland
geologically– illustrated by
Rod standing with his feet
on either side of a
volcanic fissure at the
edge of plates characteristic of the two sides of
the
north
Atlantic.
Icelandic
forest
is
regenerating
in
some
places,
and
consists
mainly of birch (willow
higher up). For forest to
regenerate,
soil
must
form on lava. Moss and
lichens
grow and die;
holes in the porous lava
fill up, animals come in, like
Gullfoss Waterfall Hvítá River Southwest Iceland
bristletails; dust blows in
(Photo by Peter Richardson)
too, some acidic, and this slowly breaks down the rock, as do water and frost. Eventually, soil
forms and a forest can begin.
In the far north, there were whales. Iceland doesn’t hunt whales now, but it’s a good place for
whale-watching. Rod saw a Blue Whale – just the top of its head emerged; then it rolled over
and vanished. There are plenty of Minke, Humpback and Killer whales to see too. Fulmars appear
wherever whales are feeding; now, they also follow fishing fleets. Passing on round Iceland, we
came to the huge Vatnajokull glacier in the SE, now much smaller than 30 years ago. Grassland
has replaced it, where waders now nest, e.g. Snipe, Redshank, Golden Plover, Black-tailed Godwit
and Whimbrel. A glacial lake has appeared, where huge blocks of ice “calve” from the glacier.
Boats will take you around to see Common Seals, Arctic Terns, Great Skuas and others.
And so to the south coast, with massive basalt stacks. Here there are thousands of Eider Duck,
reminding us that eider down was used to generate considerable revenue in the past. Amazing
waterfalls pour down the basalt columns, eroding the rock and carrying minerals down to the sea.
It’s all part of the great cyclical processes at work on our planet. This was the message that Rod
so brilliantly relayed to us through his words and pictures: everything is inter-connected, and
Iceland is a wonderful place to realise this. Thank you Rod for a fascinating and memorable
evening.
Liz Rogers
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May 16th 2014. Malcolm Burgess on “Woodland birds in a changing world: trees,
caterpillars & pied flycatchers.”
Many of us will have been aware of the Pied Flycatchers nesting in Yarner Wood on Dartmoor,
and in our Vice Chairman’s wood, so we were looking forward to hearing more about studies of
these birds by Dr Burgess from Exeter University. We were duly fascinated by his detailed
analysis of the UK breeding success of Pied Flycatchers and Wood Warblers – two species of
woodland birds that migrate to these shores from south of the Sahara in Africa.
Species of woodland bird wintering south of the Sahara are in serious decline, partly due to
changes in UK woodland management (e.g. decreases in deadwood habitat), but also to climate
change and changing conditions on their migration routes. Wood Warbler (WW) numbers at sites
in Wales and on Dartmoor (Yarner Wood) have declined by 69%. They nest on the ground, are
very particular about conditions, and are more vulnerable if predation pressure increases. With
Herculean effort, more than 1.3 million insects were identified during habitat sampling, but little
change in their availability has occurred over time. On the other hand, predation pressure is high:
cameras at nests identified Jays, then Buzzards, then Sparrowhawks as the three most important
predators of chicks – which are most vulnerable at about 5 days old, when the female leaves the
nest to join the male collecting food for the chicks. Another major cause of decline was the high
rainfall in 2012, which caused chick starvation and nest failure. Only 1.8 young fledged per
breeding pair in 2012.
Pied Flycatchers (PF) are easier to study,
because they will breed in nest boxes and
have high site fidelity. It’s possible to
compare occupation rates, 1st egg date,
clutch size and number of fledglings per
pair. Data show that all PF populations
are declining throughout the UK. First
egg dates are getting earlier, being on
average 2 weeks earlier than in the
1950s; but clutch sizes are not changing.
To follow migrating birds, there are now
mini-tracking devices weighing only 0.5g.
These are attached to the back and by
leg loops, so they are not shed during
feather moults. The devices have a light
sensor and circuit board, measuring day
length and time – hence latitude and
Pied Flycatcher (m) at Hazel’s Lodge
longitude.
Recoveries of ringed PF in their
(Photo by Liz Rogers)
wintering area have been very low, but with the
tracking devices, more is now known about migration. Birds leave as soon as their young fly, in
early July, and fly south to Spain by the shortest route from the UK. Later, in December/January,
they are in Guinea (West Africa).
The key question Dr. Burgess addressed next was “What factors are responsible for the decline in
UK populations of Wood Warblers and Pied Flycatchers?” This second part of his talk was about
phenology, caterpillars and mismatch. Caterpillars feeding on oak trees are a key food for WW
and PF chicks, so data are needed on oak phenology and caterpillar populations. Long-term
phenology data sets are rare, but citizen science has helped here: the Woodland Trust’s Nature’s
Calendar website (www.naturescalendar.org.uk ) collects thousands of phenological observations,
but has biases.
The ‘Track a Tree’ website ( http://trackatree.bio.ed.ac.uk/ ) is new, and
recorders randomly select target oak trees before spring starts. Oak leafing is getting earlier,
though individual trees vary greatly and many differences in leafing are genetic.
“Mismatch” refers to the problems migrant birds may face if they breed in the UK at a time when
caterpillar numbers have passed their peak due to earlier oak leafing times. Caterpillars hatch
over a very short period at the end of May, and birds time their breeding to coincide with the
peak when their young are about 10 days old. Can birds adjust breeding times? It’s known
already that bird species with least breeding flexibility have declined most, as have species
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breeding in seasonal habitats like woodland. The peak in caterpillars is measured by counting
fallen ‘frass’ (faeces) on trays under oaks, and is related to spring temperature; but when it
occurs earlier in spring it is shorter. Encouragingly, both WW and PF can adapt: WW can switch
diet, and PF are laying earlier (and earlier arrivals are doing better). So, given that these two
target species are adapting to changing environments in the UK, the focus must be on
determining why fewer birds are arriving here from wintering sites in Africa. In the UK, work
continues to refine the observations already described; for example, by using DNA ‘bar-coding’ to
get more detailed information on caterpillar populations in woodland.
So, there is some hope. For sure, none of us would have been so aware of all the ins and outs of
woodland bird biology without Malcolm Burgess’ absorbing presentation of his painstaking and
intricate work. Thank you to him from us all, and please will he return and keep us up to date?
Liz Rogers
Update: Hazels Wood Pied Flycatchers
Following the talk by Dr Burgess I can give our
update:
Our male pied flycatcher came back and
used a box in our garden for the third
year. As he was ringed near Dunster in
2011 he must have flown over twenty
thousand miles since. This year's female
bird was ringed by John at Rifton last
year. They reared six chicks. Here is a
photo of the next generation off to Africa
shortly.
Doris Leader

(Photo by Doris Leader)

PROGRAMME NOTES
These must be the shortest programme notes I’ve ever written.
Due to speakers’ provisional holiday arrangements I am unable to enter details of the September
and November St. George’s Hall meetings.
I’ll let you know these at the beginning of
September.
However, all is not lost! Dr. Roger Avery talks to us, engagingly as always, in October about
Britain’s Spiders and why these tiny creatures should not spook you; and in December our annual
fixture of the Round Table concludes 2014.
There is an outing in October to Powderham Castle to see the Fallow Deer rut. Peter Richardson
has been able to get a solid date for this now. It is Thursday 16th October 2.15pm at
Powderham car park. The "train" leaves at 2.30 sharp; it moves slowly through the grounds and
stops wherever the deer happen to be at the time. The guided trip lasts about 45 minutes and is
followed by cream tea. Total cost is £12 BUT Powderham insist on knowing numbers and having
the money by 30th June.
If you wish to go please will you email your acceptance to
peter@spearhead.eclipse.co.uk or telephone 01884 243905. For those who wish to see more of
the woodlands and grounds Peter proposes to meet at HCP 10.30am then have an observation
walk through the grounds with your own picnic lunch before meeting those going direct at the car
park at 2.15.
David Leader

