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CHAI RMANGOS NOTES

As | write this, we are at the end of June an
many of you have been out and about enjoying the abundance of spring and early summer. And
what has MDNHS been doing in the way of wildlife matters since the last newsletter back in
March? I f youdve come to any of our events, yo
estuarine marshes, heard a Witheridge dawn chorus or listened to fascinating facts about the tiny
harvest mouse. In June, you could have visited an ancient wood being managed for wildlife, and
wandered on a heath looking for orchids and butterflies. All of which illustrates the variety of
interests we are able to explore hereinMid-Devon. Thereds al ways a new
to know, and the pleasure of seeing old favourites re-appear at their appointed time of year. The
other day, | was having a hedge walk, checking out the dog roses for lurking crab spiders, when a
glorious, dusky female Beautiful Demoiselle paused for a few seconds beside me before flitting off

again (16d only ever seen males before). Now,
forward t o, which wil|l no doubt br i nlpe ssreepnat o
Braunton Burrows on the first day of July, and an evening visit to Aylesbeare Common in mid-July.
I n August, we ol | be on Meshaw Moor, and in S
meadows and seeing some early migrants arriving on the Exe estuary and its surrounding
marshes. Thanks to a | | who organise these events, and |

insects and birds during them. Do join us and be surprised!

Liz Rogers.

FEATURES

Leaf -cutter Bees

Sometimes , usually when | 6 m ,dapbtaismall, toh dourfyldeed ainch displays

the curious habit of raising its abdomen whilst feeding , sometimes as much as  90°. This is a
leaf - cutter bee. I have been interested in bees for some time (ever since | became
interested in hoverflies which can so often be mistaken for them ) and in particular solitary

bees, such as mining and mason bees which comprise around 90% of th

The leaf -cutter bee is a solitary bee  belonging to the Megachilidae family which consists of
mostly solitary bees whose pollen -carrying structure (called a scopa) is restricted to the
ventral surface of the abdomen, rather than mostly or exclusively onthe hind legs as


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scopa_(biology)
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in other families . A few collect plant or animal hairs and fibres , and are called carder bees .
(Members might recall my article on the wool carder bee Anthidium manicatum in the Spring
Newsletter 2016 ). Other members of this family (Megachilidae ) use plant resins in nest
construction and are correspondingly called resin bees . There are seven known species of
leafcutter bee in the UK and they are widespread , although they have a smaller presence in
the north.  All species feed on nectar and pollen Some species, such as the silvery leaf -cutter
bee ( Megachile leachella ) and the coast leaf -cutter bee ( Megachile maritima ), can be found
nesting in groups called aggregations, although each female tends to her own nest cells.
However, most species cho  ose to nest in existing cavities on their own and have been found
to nest in a variety of places , for instance  dead wood, hollow plant stems, holes or spaces in
walls and occasionally in the soil. One of the most common species of leaf - cutter bee is the
patchw ork leaf -cutter ( Megachile centuncularis ). | am fairly sure that the bees featured in
the two photos (fig 1 & 2) are of this species. | took them in my garden on 21 * June (fig 1)
and 29 ™ August 2015 (fig 2). Both are females and in fig 2 she is raising her abdomen in the
manner described earlier.

Leaf-cutter bees are not aggressive ; they do not defend their nests like honey bees do. They
only sting if they are manipulated and usually they bite before they sting. It is a useful friend
to gardeners as it provides a valuable and effi cient pollination service for plants. They have

a wingspan of between 8-14mm and are dark brown , covered in lighter brown or orange
hairs . Research has shown that some species in this family are more efficient pollinators than

honey bees and are used by growers of certain types of crop s, e.g alfa Ifa, carrots and  fruit
trees, in preference to honey bees. When carrying  pollen the bright orange hairs of the ir
scopa are quite visible as a pale yellow colour.

Like mason bees, they nest in cavities , meaning that they like to make their nests in natural
or ready made cavities or in  soft rotting wood that can be excavated. They are active from
late spring to late summer . Once a suitable spot has been found, the females build cells
using pieces of leaf as lining, overlapping segments of leaf to make a cylindrical cavity that

looks a little like a cigar. The cell is then provisioned with a mixture of nectar and pollen.

When sufficient food has been gathered the female bee lays a single eg g on the stored food
and then proceeds to cap the cell with circular pieces of leaf. This process is repeated until the
nest may contain about 20 leaf cells. The life cycle of the leaf -cutter bee is as follows:

1) Egg i laid in spring/summer in cell created by female

2) Larva 1 consumes pollen loaf gathered by parent and builds cocoon

3) Pupa 1 lasttransformative stage into the adult

4) Adult T emerges frompreviousyear 6s cocoons, mal e svithimawoweekand di e

Females then build nestand lay eggs continuingto  fly from four to six weeks.

If you should find almost circular or crescent shaped holes in the leaves of roses or similar
plants it will most likely be the work of leaf -cutter bees (see fig 3) . The female uses her
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jaws to cut a section of leaf from the foliage of plants then
flies back to the nest site with the piece of leaf gripped
between her legs. In some cases many leaves on a
plant can be damaged but this does not usually
affect the health of t he
pesticides to discourage  them as these bees do
far more good than harm. In parts of Europe,
some species line their egg cells w ith petals
instead of leaves.

Finally, should you want to attract leaf -cutter
bees to your garden, (provided you d o n éind
lacy leaves) or for that matter any other cavity
; nesting bee, there are a variety of purpose built nest

boxes available at a reasonable cost. If you like
making things then you could easily make your own

Malcolm Randle

Otter on the Grand Western Canal

There have been occasional reports over many years of sightings of otters in the Canal, but it

can be very difficult to actually photograph one. This is because they pop up when least
expected, usually during the hours of darkness or at dawn or dusk when the light levels are
low.

Being fortunate to have a garden that borders onto the Canal in Sampford Peverell, | have
from time to time found evidence of otter activity on the canal bank, such as a fish head, fish
scales or some 'spraint' (otter poo , for those unfamiliar with the term). Determined to
produce some hard evidence, | installed a trail camera to cover a likely spot where an otter
might oblige to be photographed. After months of near misses and long absences by the
intended subject, at las  t an otter came and posed for two photos and short video clips during
the night of 8th to 9th April (ignore the time and date shown on the pictures, because these
details had not been set up on the trailcam). The video clips can be found on Youtube, using
this link:  Otter, Sampford Peverell, Grand Western Canal

Peter Bowers
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Yaffle Would An Anting Go - (Photos by Stephen Powles)
A loud, laughing like call - a yaffle - rings out across your garden or local valley. It
unmistakable. It has to be a green woodpecker (Picus viridis) or yaffle. Other names include

laughing Betsey, yappingale, rain bird and weather cock. The last two refer to their mythical
ability to summon rain.

o


https://youtu.be/ukMUURj-DFY
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Being relatively shy birds, despite their size, 1t
their characteristic calls. I f you donodt kknow vthe i t
sound that they make ( go to the audio tab on https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds -and -
wildlife/wildlife _-quides/bird -a-z/green -woodpecker/ ). Knowing the call will alert you to one

and, by doing so, greatly increase your chance s of being rewarded with a glimpse of this our

largest woodpecker. Yaffles pair for life and the calls are heard most frequently as the

breeding season starts and the pair re -establish their pair bond in March.

The green woodpecker is a stunning bird with an elaborate array of colou rs. A green body
colour is comp lemented with a yellow rump, a black mask and striking red cap. Both sexes
have a black moustache but that of the males has a red centre to match that of his cap.

Another clue to the presence of a yaffle is a strange cigarette ash looking dropping on the
grass or on a fence post. The white exterior is the urate found in bird droppings but closer
inspection will reveal a core of numerous ant bodies. The yaffle specia lises in eating ants and

the droppings are often made up entirely of the indigestible remains of a recent meal of ants.
A large beak allows the yaffle to access ant nests. It is then that their tongue, made sticky

Green woodpecker (adult) (juvenile)
with saliva, is used to Ahoovero up the ants, t hei
specialists (such as anteaters and pangolins), yaffles have a very long tongue. Measuring
10cm, their tongue wraps around the bac k of the skull, over their eyes and into their right
nostril  (see https://www.earthtouchnews.com/wtf/wtf/green -woodpecker -tongues -are -so-
long -they -wrap -around -their -skulls/ )! This may seem impressive but the tongue of a

pangolin puts that of the yaffle to shame ifat 40cm the pangolinds tongu
4 pelvis I

I n t he summer mont hs t he green
consists mainly of ants but when these are scarce, they

will turn to fruit and other insects. Hard winters can cause

high mortalities. Often using the same tree (but not

necessarily using the same hole) , one clutch of four to six

eggs is laid in a hole excavated by the male. The young

are distinguishable from their parents by having a similar

feather pattern but one that is heavily speckled

The ashy poo If you have never seen a yaffl e, itds well w
for them as a sighting of this Atop birdo is al way!
Stephen Powles


https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/green-woodpecker/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/wildlife-guides/bird-a-z/green-woodpecker/
https://www.earthtouchnews.com/wtf/wtf/green-woodpecker-tongues-are-so-long-they-wrap-around-their-skulls/
https://www.earthtouchnews.com/wtf/wtf/green-woodpecker-tongues-are-so-long-they-wrap-around-their-skulls/
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Carrifran Wildwood: arrival of the birds (photos by Liz Rogers)
It was on January 1 ', 2000, that the first trees were planted in Carrifran valley near
Moffat, Scottish Borders, as part of a plan for its ecological restoration. The whole
valley had been bought, mostly by small donations from about 400 individuals, and
planting ( together with natural regeneration) took place in sections for the next 10 -15
years (about 600,000 native broad -leaved trees in all). | was a volunteer with the
project, overseen by Borders Forest Trust, in the early years of planting. | now try to
go back and see Carrifran once a year, most recently in April 2019.

A remarkable change in the appearance of the valley has occurred over the years (see
photos), with the first trees planted at
the lower end well established within
ten years (birch and  willow
particularly). Later plantings were
further up the valley and onto the
higher slopes. Pollen cores from the
peat in the valley were used to
determine which tree species used to
grow there when there was last
natural woodland cover. Young trees
were careful ly sourced as locally as
possible and often grown from local
seed in local gardens and tree
nurseries. Once the sheep were taken
off the land, natural regeneration
could also contribute 1 this had been
Valley in 2006: early plantings impossible before, with the only surviving
trees confined to steep ledges and inaccessible clefts above the streams.

Within a few years, visitors began to feel as if they were in a wood rather than on

sheep -grazed moorland. It was easy enough to see the trees growing on the hillsides
I as if the landscape needed a shave! But what was the reaction of the wildlife?
Fortunately, good monitoring was done from the beginning, particularly of bird
populations. In 2019, the biggest ] T
change | noticed was the choru s of .
birdsong everywhere in the woods,
above all of willow warblers and
tree pipits. This was partly
because | was there in April rather
than the usual August, but also
because the reestablishment of
woodland cover has attracted a
good range of woodland bi rd
species that have replaced the
wheatears and meadow pipits in
the open moorland before. Birds
clearly now recognise the valley as
being wooded. How soon did o N
woodland birds start to come in? Valley in 2016: main planting completed.

Before 2008, only two woodland species were recorded in very low numbers T willow
warblers & chaffinches. But from 2008 to 2015, when tree/shrub cover was
increasingly dense, a further 12 woodland species were recorded, including blackcaps,
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tree pipits, woodcocks , tits, blackbirds and song thrushes. The total number of
woodland birds recorded increased from 4 individuals in 2007 to 262 in 2015. And
over the same period, the most abundant open country bird species, meadow pipits,
decreased from 79% of the total rec orded to just 34%. This must be the best
documented example in the UK of the sequential colonisation of new woodland by

birds. Carrifran is also a wonderful exampl e
|l ocal l yo, can produce the monsatrelasvpleshdrtdimeultidar o ut
now a wooded valley, not just according to peo

hope of similar projects being as successful all over the UK.
Liz Rogers

EVENTS AND MEETNGS

Devon Hedgerows - 12th  April

There are 53000 kilometres of Devon hedges, not ordinary hedges mind you, but
Devon hedges, which adorn our lovely county. If laid end to end they would stretch
1.3 times round the equator. They date back to Anglo Saxon times and three
quarters of them are of medieval origin. They harbour century upon century of
countryside history and have given, over this span, shelter and forage for animals,
wood fuel and tools for humans and habitat and corridors for wildlife to prosper.
They range from the  coast :

to the lower reaches of
the high moor. The
introduction by Tom
Hynes raised eyebrows
and interest.

But what is a Devon
hedge? It is sometimes
referred to as an earth
bank and, it is indeed
built of earth, faced
with stone or turf with
native trees and shrubs
grown on top. Ideally, it
has a ditch either side
with the earth from the : :
ditch thrown up in  to the middle Some typical Devon hedges in East Devon

to sustain the top growth. This (photo M Randle)

type of barrier first occurred at about 1150 but can incorporate ancient earthworks

and the remnants of other structures earli er than 0 BC. The average size of a field
strip is approximately 200m x 30m and most hedges are not straight but
constructed with a slight s -curve - oxen had to be turned at the end of the field
when ploughing.

But healthy survival of a Devon hedge is dependent upon good maintenance. A
three year cycle is recommended or, at most, half a side each year with a possible
fallow year in between. At the moment 38% of hedges are in good condition, 36%
are flail cut too  tight to the top and 40% are overgrown and gappy. A tall
overgrown hedge has to be laid either side with soil thrown up in the middle to
restore condition; it does produce a lot of very useful firewood, though!

These hedges may be centuries old but thei r purposes remain  equally relevant
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today ;  shelter from wind, rain and sun and a formidable, safe retaining enclosure

for stock; animal fodder and browsing; wooden tools made from specific types of

wood and one can often date a hedge according to the preponderance of certain
trees and shrubs to the period during which these tools were widely used; wood

fuel for cooking and heating and from Anglo Saxon times they have described legal

boundaries. The Old English word for hedge, incidentally, is Haga, and another

historical point Tom mentioned was the leper hospital and colony at Taddiport. It
had land, part of which was a remnant of a medieval strip system. 150 years ago
seven strips existed. Only two have survived but they are now preserved.

Nature has a way of taking advantage of
what's on offer and Tom mentioned alder
buckthorn as the larval foodplant for
the brimstone butterfly, stinging
nettles for red admirals and that
brown hairstreak lay their eggs on

two year old blackthorn, squirrels in
mature hedging, the dormice liking

for hazel and their use as
walkways, greater horseshoe bats
follow hedges in their flight, food and
nesting for birds, pollen and flower for
bees and other insects, and corridors for

wildlife to wander to different are as.

However, the wildlife aspect of this talk

was, | felt, only peripheral, and, speaking Brimstone butterfly on red campion
to a natural history society, could have been - beside a hedge  (photo M. Randle)

developed more.

But what next ? We, y es all of us, should contribute , In our different ways, to the
improvement and extension of all types of hedgerow for the benefit of wildlife and
for us and to leave a permanent memorial as a legacy for our heir s to continue.

It was a well researched and expressed talk and a thoroughly absorbing and
admirable evening.
David Leader

Visit to WWT Steart +17 ™ April 2019  (photos by Adam Lake)

After a week of quite cold weather it was a pleasant surprise to arrive at WWT Steart
near Bridgwater in warm sunshine. The reserve at Steart is situated on a spit of land
between the Bristol Channel and the River Parrett.

The reserve was set up mainly t o prevent flooding but also to combat the impact of
coastal erosion by forming a coastal wetland surrounded by bunds whereby water
levels within the reserve can be controlled. Whenever there is a risk of flooding due to

high rainfall and high spring tides , the bunds can be opened by use of sluices to allow
excess water to flood the reserve and thereby reduce the risk of flooding upstream of

the reserve.

At present there is no visitor centre at the reserve although | believe that it may be a
possibility in the future. We, therefore, congregated in the reserve car park from
where we crossed the  road into the reserve. On our walk to the first hide the bush

es



