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As the high winds and violent rains of the tail-end of storms Eunice and Franklin buffeted the country, it 
made me thankful on the one hand that I was warm inside and worried on 
the other hand that this is something we’ll see more of as the effects of a 
changing climate start to hit home. Wildlife has always had to deal with bad 
weather but the increased frequency of weather extremes is yet another 
challenge nature has to cope with.  
 
We often talk about gardens as a ‘refuge’ for wildlife and that seems like an 
appropriate term in this context. So, no bad thing to do a mental audit of our 
plots and how well they offer shelter. Dense shrubs and climbers to slow 
down wind, nest boxes and tree cavities to protect from the elements, snug 
stone and leaf piles to overwinter in. And if you suffered casualties with 
wind-blown trees or shrubs, keep as much of the fallen timber as possible to 
act as deadwood habitat, giving purpose to what may feel like a disaster. 
Helen Bostock, Chair WLGF, Warwickshire 
 

 

Forum news 

Some of you have asked about conferences and events. Although restrictions are lifting, we have limited 
capacity to organise these. However, we’re on the lookout for partners to collaborate with and can also 
flag the upcoming RHS and Royal Meteorological Society’s joint event on Saturday 26 March at the 
London Wetland Centre, where Forum patron Chris Baines and Helen Bostock will address the topic of 
Wildlife Gardening in a Changing Climate. For details and to register for this free event visit this page. 
 

Website is well under way… 
Considerable progress has been made with the website, which now has over 350 pages. The main 
addition is a set of 40 ‘how to’ guides reached through this page. They all provide clear and practical 
information on how to create wildlife-friendly features or management in the garden in the form of 
downloadable PDF files. In due course these will also be available as web pages. There are many new 
plant species profiles on woody plants and at long last we’re creating pages on 40 species of garden 
birds, which should be online by mid-March. 
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Making the headlines 
 

Hedgehogs seem to be doing better in towns than in the countryside 
This is the conclusion of the latest State of Britain’s Hedgehogs Report, a joint venture between the 
People’s Trust for Endangered Species (PTES) and the British Hedgehog Preservation Society (BHPS). The 
recently issued report can be viewed online at the BHPS website. 
Estimating the size and distribution of the hedgehog population is a very difficult undertaking. They’re 
scarce nocturnal animals and it’s hard to survey them with any sort of accuracy, so the researchers used 
a variety of data sources, including records of hedgehogs accidentally killed by gamekeepers, counts of 
hedgehogs killed on roads, and reports of hedgehogs in gardens that can be optionally recorded in the 
British Trust for Ornithology’s Garden Birdwatch. The researchers conclude that urban hedgehog 

populations may be stabilising in size and possibly 
recovering, albeit from a relatively low baseline following a 
long period of decline during most of the 20th century. 
Hedgehog populations in rural areas remain low and appear 
to be continuing to decline.   
While the reasons for these trends are uncertain, the 
researchers remind us that in residential areas initiatives 
such as Hedgehog Street are raising awareness of ways to 
make gardens and residential areas more hedgehog-friendly.   
Hedgehogs have relatively large foraging territories so they 
need to be able to travel between gardens. This can be 

facilitated by providing gaps under fences. They also need invertebrate-rich habitats in which to forage; 
hedgerow bottoms, leaf mould piles, and undisturbed areas of vegetation where they can find worms, 
slugs, millipedes and beetles. You can help hedgehogs by not being over-tidy in your garden, leaving 
some wilder areas for them, by avoiding the use of slug pellets and by ensuring they can travel between 
your garden and neighbours’ gardens. 
 

 

“Britain in Bloom goes woke!” 
So said the Daily Mail in response to an RHS press release 
announcing the return of RHS Britain in Bloom for 2022. 
Organisers of the long-running nationwide community 
competition, which was disrupted due to Covid restrictions, 
explained, “finalists this year will be judged according to 
updated criteria that will help them to consider sustainability 
issues, with 91% of Britain in Bloom groups already reporting 
that this is one of their main motivations for participating in 
the Bloom campaign”.  
In true tabloid fashion the article got a little carried away, 
claiming that “hanging baskets and flowers planted in perfect 
formation are being shunned in favour of messy grassland 
and untamed hedges,” but they were correct in saying that 
eco-credentials and those towns and villages that ‘consider the needs of wildlife’ were all being 
encouraged. Great to see these priorities being rewarded in a competition that’s traditionally been 
considered a horticultural bastion of form (and colour) over function. 

https://www.britishhedgehogs.org.uk/new-state-of-britains-hedgehog-report-issued-today/#top
https://www.hedgehogstreet.org/
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Message to mayors: ‘cities need nature’ 
The World Economic Forum has come up with a neat coinage, ‘BiodiverCities’, for a new Insight Report, 
BiodiverCities by 2030: Transforming Cities’ Relationship with Nature. Introducing and summarising this 
here, Akanksha Khatri introduces this initiative from WEF with the problems of her home town, New 
Delhi. ‘BiodiverCities’ aims to help city administrators “include existing ecosystems in urban planning 
and to keep economic, sociological and ecological needs in harmony”. It hopes to help mayors access 
research and analyses, bringing them together with, for example, business leaders, urban development 
specialists, conservationists and bioeconomists. The report contains an analysis of cities’ growth and 
development in relation to their ecosystem hosts with 12 case studies of how cities can move towards a 
more harmonious relationship with their natural hosts in the future. The full report is here. 
 
Will all City Mayors be reading it? 
They might also want to consider the 
broad ‘coarse scale’ global conclusions 
of this study, which modelled the 
contributions made to cooling and to 
flood mitigation by urban ‘greening’ 
techniques (green roofs, green walls, 
wooded open spaces). It finds that 
success in the cooling of the urban 
heat island effect and in the 
moderation of flooding/urban stream 
deterioration can rarely be achieved 
together. Cooling generally requires 
increased evapotranspiration from 
vegetated areas with consistently 
moist soil conditions (which could be 
from precipitation or deliberate irrigation). High levels of water retention, however, require relatively 
dry conditions prior to the rainfall event. Projects and techniques trying to mitigate one factor may 
unwittingly worsen the other. It’s also noted that the substrates used in greening projects are important 
– both retention and cooling are better with thicker substrates. Thin, unsuitable substrates on green 
roofs have also been guilty of urban water course pollution through leaching. In the tropics, attempting 
to maintain soil moisture for urban cooling through irrigation can, of course, put unsustainable pressure 
on aquifers: using grey water may be a solution with good urban design. The results of the study are 
proposed as ‘first-order guidelines’ for such strategies for urban areas across the globe.   
 
A much smaller scale (home-scale) study from Potsdam, Germany, examines the benefits accruing to 
residents of an old GDR housing estate in part of Potsdam from the ‘green’ qualities of their courtyards.  
The authors consider the ‘social benefits’ of ‘ecosystem-based approaches’ to climate change 
adaptation to be under-studied and especially in private or residential spaces rather than public open 
spaces. They use four adjacent courtyards with surrounding five-storey blocks of varying ‘greenness’ 
(based on tree crown volume), managed by different housing associations. They assess the yards in 
terms of benefits to thermal comfort, biodiversity, carbon storage and social interaction. They are able 
to conclude that the courtyards with higher ‘green volume’ provided much greater benefits than those 
with less for cooling and reduction of heat stress, and suggest their analysis highlights areas for 
improved management strategies on a neighbourhood-scale for biodiversity, carbon storage and social 
interaction. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-00102-w?utm_source=Nature+Briefing&utm_campaign=afa8c3bc8b-briefing-dy-20220117&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_c9dfd39373-afa8c3bc8b-46209410
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_BiodiverCities_by_2030_2022.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-022-28160-8
https://oneecosystem.pensoft.net/article/65706/
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Wildlife gardening research 
 

Compost is a major source of pathogenic spores  
A recent paper on the connection between compost and Aspergillosis, a potentially serious condition, 
highlights the problem of growing resistance in the fungus responsible, Aspergillus fumigatus, to the 
fungicides used in agriculture, horticulture and industry (in, for example, wood preservatives). These 
fungicides are closely related to the medical triazoles used for treating lung infections caused by the 
fungal spores. Exposure to A. fumigatus spores is common: it’s an important decomposer, but especially 
so for keen gardeners and workers in composting schemes. Drug resistance is therefore potentially 
serious for immunocompromised individuals or those who may have already suffered lung infections 
such as a run-in with COVID-19. The fungus thrives in hot composting systems or, for example, in large 
mounds of woodchip, but is less prevalent in cooler conditions such as garden borders. 
The research used 246 ‘citizen scientists’ to assist with 509 soil sampling procedures from gardens in the 
UK. The paper and the National Aspergillosis Centre advise caution when opening commercial compost 
bags or handling large amounts of hot composted material that can produce clouds of fungal spores: use 
the (now readily available) masks! 

• Note: even Diplodocus probably suffered from Aspergillosis: read more here. 
 

 
Bacteria on ‘honeydew’ pathogenic to aphids 
An interesting summary on some current work in the US on strains of the bacteria Pseudomonas 
syringae, which live on leaves and are pathogenic to aphids. They found strains of the bacteria that 
exploit the honeydew produced by aphids to grow more quickly. As long as these strains aren’t also 
pathogenic to plants, they could be used in the future as biological control for aphids. 
 
 

 

Wild bees divide up urban pollen resources 
There are many species of wild bees that are found in the urban environment and many different 
sources of nectar and pollen. A large international team led from Switzerland has been untangling how 
four urban solitary bees make use of urban resources, with interesting results. They used DNA 

metabarcoding from pollen collected by the different species through 
the foraging season and found strategies varied. Some bees such as 
the common yellow-face bee, Hylaeus communis, were confirmed to 
be generalists and switched their preferences from herbaceous 
flowers to tree pollen in the most urban settings. The large scissor-
bee, Chelostoma florisomne (pictured), was confined in its feeding 
exclusively to buttercups. Two species of the mason bee Osmia were 
intermediate in selectivity. 
 
The broader the bees’ diet, the less sensitive they were to urban 
conditions and there was considerable consistency between the bee 
responses in all five cities studied. This simple approach of pollen 

analysis could help us design more bee-friendly future cities. 
 

 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/01/220113194909.htm
https://journals.asm.org/doi/epdf/10.1128/AEM.02061-21
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2022/feb/10/respiratory-infection-found-in-dinosaur-that-lived-150m-years-ago
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/01/220113151425.htm
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1365-2664.14063?campaign=woletoc
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Is the love of nature – nurture or nature?! 
Are our likes and habits determined by genetics or upbringing? This is usually investigated by comparing 
sets of identical and non-identical twins, and a new study has used a big UK database to look at how 
often the twins visited natural spaces, parks and gardens. They found up to 46% of the differences of 
nature interest could be down to genetics, and rather more to environmental factors, such as where the 
people were living, in the city or country. This heritability figure is in the middle of the normal 30-60% 
range for human behaviours, so your parents’ genes do play a significant role. However, the effect 
declined with age and experience. Exposure to nature is good for people and this study suggests that 
while some people may actively seek nature contact, others will need more help, and perhaps more 
availability of quality green space in cities. 
 

 

Should we really try to connect children with nature? 
It’s usually thought a complete no-brainer that it’s good to give children exposure to the natural world 
and biodiversity – good for their health and environmental awareness. But three scientists from the USA 
and Canada have raised new doubts and concerns. Given the current widespread deterioration in 

nature, are we instead encouraging sadness 
and a sense of loss in children? And since for 
most children ‘nature’ is a manicured urban 
experience in the local park, how do we help 
them understand how much better nature 
can be in healthy wild ecosystems? Is 
exposure to unspoilt nature rather than to a 
typical urban park genuinely more beneficial 
– given that running around, climbing trees 
and building dens is what they really enjoy? 
On the other hand, if children become aware 
of how much their local nature has been 
degraded, perhaps this will make them fight 
more passionately for improvement? 

 
This paper gives food for thought rather than any definitive answer. The authors conclude on balance 
that nature exposure still gives benefits in parent’s-children’s shared values, for commitment to 
protecting nature, and to health and well-being, even if it to a debased and deteriorating environment. 
 

 

Air pollution interferes with pollination 
Nasty, chemically active pollutants such as ozone and nitrogen oxides are emitted from diesel exhausts 
and have long been suspected to affect pollinators. New research from Reading University has 
confirmed this in the field and laboratory. These pollution chemicals were found to react with and break 
down the flower scents that bees and other pollinators use to find nectar and pollen resources. Field 
experiments with low-level fumigation of a black mustard crop with diesel pollutants resulted in up to 
70% fewer pollinator visits, especially by bees, hoverflies, butterflies and moths. Overall pollination 
success measured by eventual seed production dropped by up to 31%. In a world of rising rural pollution 
and more precarious food supplies, this finding should be taken very seriously. 
 

 

https://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.3001500
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pan3.10267
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0269749122000616?via%3Dihub
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Are British biodiversity declines linked to droughts? 
There’s no shortage of evidence for a widespread decline in populations of most British insect species, 
and this is usually blamed on the impact of land management changes, urbanisation and pesticides.  
Writing in the journal British Wildlife*, Roger Morris and Stuart Ball have advanced the hypothesis that 
climate change, in the form of increasing episodes of heatwaves and drought, is another important 
factor.   
The number of days with temperatures 
above 27C has increased five-fold since 
1880, and observations during the 
droughts of 2018 and 2020 showed major 
declines in insect activity, which were 
significant in the case of some hoverflies. 
Many flies, in particular, require moist 
environments for larval development, and 
not only occasional major droughts, but 
repeated minor ones are reducing populations as important habitats such as wet soils and flushes 
degrade. Decline in fly populations has a knock-on impact on many ecological processes and of course 
limits food supplies for insectivores such as garden birds. 
The role of drought remains a very likely but unproven hypothesis, and monitoring should be set up to 
test the association with insect decline. Ironically, the same interventions such as slowing drainage and 
raising ground-water levels that would limit extreme flooding events could also help reduce the impact 
of drought.  
* Morris, R. and Ball, S. (2021) Death by one hundred droughts: is climate change already driving 
biodiversity declines in Britain? British Wildlife 33(1):13-20 

 

 

As we suspected – honeybees find urban forage resources better than agricultural  
In a study that should bring pride to the hearts of wildlife gardeners, research from Reading University 
has shown that urban residential gardens are a top source of pollen and nectar for honeybees. The team 
studied 10 sites in the country and 10 within London and used analysis of videos of bees’ waggle dances 
to discover how far they flew to reach their flowers. They also analysed the sugar content of the nectar 
they collected to check its quality. 

 
Urban bees flew significantly shorter average distances 
(492m) to collect food than their rural counterparts, which 
travelled nearly ¾ km. Tracking where they’d flown 
showed urban bees favoured residential gardens, while 
rural bees went further to reach large areas of mass-
flowering crops. So, did the rural bees fly further because 
the nectar was better in the remote fields? Not so, 
because the nectar quality didn’t differ between the two 
groups.    
 

The better access to food in urban areas may partly explain why urban beekeepers enjoy strong colonies 
and high honey production and reinforces the value flower-rich gardens may provide in rural areas 
outside the short-lived annual nectar bonanza of flowering crops and trees. Of course, the study only 
involved domestic honeybees, but there are probably lessons here for wild bees and other pollinators. 

https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1365-2664.14011
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waggle_dance
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Urban green spaces can help feed us 
A study analysing the potential of urban agriculture in Great Britain has shown that our urban towns and 
cities have significant potential for horticultural production and have the ability to meet the dietary 
needs of the local urban population. Urban green spaces of 26 towns and cities, the majority of which 
are private gardens and amenity spaces, were evaluated in terms of potential yield of six fruit and 
vegetable categories suited to local growing conditions and the food preferences of their residents. The 
categories were orchard fruit, soft fruit, roots and onions, brassicas, legumes, and others including 
peppers and salad greens. The analysis showed that, at maximum, urban green spaces have the capacity 
to produce eight times the amount of current domestic production of fruit and vegetables.  
 
In addition to this, it was also found that if all green spaces were committed to urban growing, and 
growing spaces were split evenly between the six categories of fresh fruit and vegetables, local residents 
could produce more than enough to meet their dietary requirements based on recommended daily 
intake levels suggested by the WHO. These results highlight the potential for urban agriculture to meet 
the needs of a growing urban population, and how our food systems could adapt in response to reduced 
land availability due to climate change, land degradation and needs to conserve natural environments 
for biodiversity. The authors also point out that urban areas are already equipped with the wealth of 
knowledge and skills of gardeners involved with allotments and community gardens, which can be 
utilised to encourage and support urban growing. 
 

 

COVID-19 lockdown changed parents’ attitudes towards nature 
A recent paper from researchers at the University of Cambridge has shown how the Covid-19 lockdown 
in the UK between March and July 2020 has affected the attitudes of parents towards the importance of 
green spaces. The study suggests there’s been a rise in awareness of the importance of green spaces for 
wellbeing, and an increase in appreciation for these spaces. A total of 171 parents’ attitudes were 
measured through an online survey. Responses were analysed to see if attitudes were influenced by 
local environment (rural, suburban or urban), school type (state-funded or fee-paying) or garden access 
(with or without private garden access).  

Responses greatly differed further between rural and 
urban areas, with 76.9% of rural parents 
reporting being happy with the amount of green space 
their children had access to in contrast with only 40.5% 
of urban parents, and 75.7% of urban parents saying 
their views had changed during lockdown in contrast 
with 35.9% of rural parents. The study also highlights that 
most urban children spent more time inside during 
lockdown, while most rural children spent more time 
outside, which adds to previous studies pointing out that 
lockdown restrictions could have exacerbated green 

space inequalities across different socioeconomic groups.  
 
With these results, it can be said that children living in urban environments could be less likely to benefit 
from access to green spaces, such as better wellbeing and greater understanding of and connection to 
nature and are at risk of experiencing a nature deficit. The authors conclude that it’s important that this 
trend is studied further, measures are put into place to enable urban populations greater access to 
nature in their daily lives and interventions are targeted towards children likely to be deprived of nature. 

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac4730/pdf
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/pan3.10291
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Bumblebees need a varied diet 
A study by German researchers has found that the diversity of pollen in the diet of bumblebees has a 
significant influence on how well they reproduce and how susceptible their colony is to infestation by 
parasitic wax moth larvae. The research team placed 44 buff-tailed bumblebee nests over 22 sites in 
agricultural landscapes with a range of semi-natural habitats, urban areas and differing floral resource 
availability from mass-flowering crops. They then measured colony growth, reproductive success, 
diversity of collected pollen types and the level of depredation by wax moth larvae of each colony.  
 
They found that, rather than the presence or absence of 
certain habitats such as semi-natural or garden habitats, it’s 
the diversity of habitats across the landscape and the 
variety of flower-rich environments that are important for 
their reproductive success. A more diverse pollen diet 
resulted in higher reproductive success through the 
production of more young queens and also led colonies to 
have a lower parasite load, which can significantly hinder 
the colony’s reproductive efforts.  
 
These results highlight the importance of landscape-level conservation of a diverse array of flowering 
habitats in order to support those bumblebees that are in rapid decline. It also suggests that we should 
increase the diversity of flower-rich habitats in agricultural landscapes, as mass-flowering monocultures 
don’t necessarily add to the reproductive success of bumblebees. We can therefore assume that 
bumblebees are likely to benefit from a patchwork of highly diverse and flower-rich environments to 
feed from, including gardens – all the more reason to plant a range of pollinator-friendly flowers. 
 

 

Dog waste has a significant impact on plant biodiversity  
A study carried out in Belgium has suggested that dogs have a 
significant effect on plant composition and species richness of 
nature reserves, as they input a substantial amount of nitrogen 
and phosphorus into the ecosystem through their excrement. 
The team estimated the level of nutrients added to peri-urban 
natural ecosystems by dogs by analysing previous literature on 
canine diets to calculate nitrogen and phosphorus 
concentrations in their urine and faeces, then counted the 

number of dogs on four sites over multiple transects. The dog counts were carried out on nature 
reserves close to urban areas less than 5km to the city centre of Ghent, Belgium, making this analysis 
relevant to other spaces of nature located near urban populations.  
The study concludes that dog urine and faeces add a significant amount of fertiliser to the environment, 
amounting to an average of 11kg of nitrogen and 5kg of phosphorus being deposited per hectare per 
year. The authors highlight that this has significant effects on ecosystems, especially on vegetation with 
species adapted to nutrient poor soil, as nutrient-demanding species will outcompete specialists. This 
leads to reduced biodiversity due to species loss, and results in the homogenisation of the vegetation as 
fewer species dominate the plant community.  
This shows how important it is to pick up your dog’s litter when out for a walk, and that the effects of 
dog walkers should be recognised as a major influence on biodiversity and considered in land 
management policies to ensure nutrient-sensitive plant communities are better protected. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0167880921004928?via%3Dihub
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/2688-8319.12128
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Song sparrow calls are as complex as human speech 
For the first time, biologists have discovered an animal species that communicates using a complex 
method of avoiding repetition, just as humans do. Song sparrows, which are native and widespread 
throughout North America, sing to attract 
mates and defend their territory. Only the 
males sing, and upon recording their song 
repertoire, researchers found that they 
consistently switched up their song choices to 
avoid repeating the same song too many times. 
The recordings showed that the birds adjusted 
both the number of times a song was repeated 
and the length of time until the song was sung 
again, depending on their previous song 
sequence, meaning they can hold a memory of 
what they’ve sung for at least 20 to 30 minutes. 
To put this into perspective, a canary can only 
handle around 5-10 seconds worth of song information from its previous tune. It's unclear whether this 
shuffling of songs helps attract a mate for the sparrows, but it’s certainly shown that communication 
between non-human animals may be more complex than we give them credit for. 
 

  

Climate change is causing plants in the UK to flower a month earlier 
An important new piece of research uses thousands of 
records collected over a 250 year period by scientists, 
naturalists and the general public to show that plants in 
Britain are now flowering on average almost a month 
earlier than they did prior to 1986. The recent change in 
flowering dates is strongly correlated with evidence for 
climate change and warming global temperatures. 
 
While gardeners might welcome earlier blooms, there’s 
an ecological downside. Many birds, insects and other 
animals correlate their migration, feeding or breeding 

behaviour with the growth and flowering of certain plants. If the flowers appear earlier, the other 
organisms’ feeding or breeding success may be disrupted. 
 
For the current study, the researchers used over 400,000 records from Nature's Calendar to study 
changes in 406 flowering plant species in the UK, between 1753 and 2019. They used observations of 
the first flowering date of trees, shrubs, herbs and climbers in locations from the Channel Islands to 
Shetland, and from Northern Ireland to Suffolk. Nature’s Calendar is a ‘citizen science’ project co-
ordinated by the Woodland Trust, which collects observations from the public.  
"Continued monitoring is necessary to ensure that we better understand the consequences of a 
changing climate," said co-author Professor Tim Sparks from Cambridge's Department of Zoology. 
"Contributing records to Nature's Calendar is an activity that everyone can engage in." 
 
 
 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/01/220126122443.htm
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2021.2456
https://naturescalendar.woodlandtrust.org.uk/


 10 
 

Book reviews 
 
Silent Earth, Averting the Insect Apocalypse, by Dave Goulson 
(Jonathan Cape, 2022) Reviewed by Marc Carlton 
 

I was born in the 1950s. I remember as a child seeing our car windscreen 
splattered with insect remains after my dad had been for a long drive, and 
I remember seeing clouds of moths in the headlights along country roads 
at night. Each summer the buddleja in our garden would be covered in 
small tortoiseshell butterflies and moths would often fly indoors on 
summer evenings attracted by the living room light. Then from the 1970s 
onwards I seemed to encounter these phenomena less and less. How 
many of us experience these things nowadays? 
I remember in the 1960s an influential book appeared called Silent Spring 
by Rachel Carson, sounding a dire warning about the effect of pesticides 
on the natural world. Now, sixty years on, Dave Goulson updates us with 
his new book Silent Earth. In the intervening decades the situation seems 
to have become very much worse.  
Dave Goulson is a professor of Biology at the University of Sussex. His 

research career has focused on insects, especially wild bees. In Silent Earth Goulson gives a detailed and 
compelling account of the insect world, why it matters, and he describes the recent insect declines. 
There are many reasons for insect decline and he discusses them all. He takes a scientific approach and 
all his assertions are evidence-based. He then gives us a projection of a very grim future a few decades 
hence, in which our children and their children are struggling with the effects of climate change and 
ecological and societal collapse; and, finally, there’s a detailed run through what we can do to alleviate 
this future. Making our gardens and allotments wildlife-friendly and growing our own food are a part of 
this. Goulson admits that he usually finds himself preaching to the already converted. If things are to 
change for the better, we need to convince the unconvinced. This book is a rallying cry to everyone. 
 
Braiding Sweetgrass, by Robin Wall Kimmerer 
(Penguin Books, 2013) Reviewed by Mina Sheppard 

 
This book is beautifully written and I’m sure anyone that cares for the natural world 
will be moved by it as much as I was. It entwines modern science and knowledge 
passed down through indigenous American storytelling to invite us to rethink our 
relationship with nature and gain a deeper understanding of plants and their way of 
life. Kimmerer, who is a professor of Environmental Biology and a member of the 
Citizen Potawatomi Nation, leads us through her experience of reconnecting with 
her heritage and relationship to the land through ancient indigenous tales and 
careful observation of the flora.  
She also brings to attention the collective struggle of Native Americans to recoup 
their connection to nature and their culture following the horrors of forced 

assimilation. This book also points at the ways in which western science can learn from indigenous 
teachings to tackle our current ecological crisis and restore nature, which resonated with me a lot. As 
someone who has studied biology myself, this book has made me re-evaluate the objective and 
mechanistic way of understanding plants that is typical of western science, and has also taught me the 
value of traditional and indigenous knowledge by highlighting its relevance to our current climate.  
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Wildlife gardening and citizen science 
 

Look out for diseased birds in your garden  
This winter the UK is reported to have been hit by a record bird flu 
outbreak, which has had serious consequences for some wild bird 
populations. If you see any birds in your garden that look unwell, do 
not approach and consider stopping feeding in your garden. This 
may seem counterintuitive, but feeding birds in your garden 
encourages birds to gather at high densities and increases 
interaction between species that don’t usually associate in close 
proximity – therefore increasing risk of disease transmission.  
 
You can minimise the risk of diseases by cleaning your bird feeders 
and bird tables outside using mild disinfectant and hot water every 
fortnight or so and moving the location of the feeder every few 
weeks. Always remove old food and any residues from your feeders 
before adding fresh food to prevent birds from eating food 
contaminated with mycotoxins, which could compromise their 
immune health.  
 
Consider joining the Garden Birdwatch with the British Trust for 

Ornithology, where you can record which species of bird visits your garden each week and information 
on observations of any sick and diseased birds you see through their new Health tab. They also have an 
additional project collecting information on wildlife health, where you can submit additional information 
and samples for analysis. Inputs by the public contribute to a national database of wildlife disease 
incidents which help study the health of wild populations and identify any arising threats to wildlife. 
 

 

Campaigns and projects 
 

Work gets underway in 2022 in the NHM Wildlife Garden  
This year work is getting underway at the Natural 
History Museum’s ‘Wildlife Garden’, a five-acre site in 
the museum’s grounds in South Kensington, central 
London. This is part of the long-in-the-planning 
Wildlife Garden redesign and broader Urban Nature 
Project, run by the NHM. Plans are in place to double 
the area of native habitats within the museum’s 
grounds, making them more accessible and creating a 
new Learning Centre. They’ve already successfully 
translocated the small area of heath (located by the 

entrance to the Wildlife Garden) to London Wildlife Trust’s Bramley Bank nature reserve in south 
London and will be closely monitoring the health and development of this site over coming years. A 
number of hybrid balsam poplars will be felled as part of the process, with all wood retained on site to 
enhance deadwood habitat. For more on this and the Urban Nature Project visit their website. 

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rstb.2017.0091
https://www.bto.org/our-science/projects/gbw
https://www.bto.org/our-science/projects/garden-wildlife-health
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/about-us/urban-nature-project.html
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And finally… 
 

… a shout out to Ellie and Ben at The Wildlife Garden Podcast  
A big congratulations to Wildlife Gardening Forum members and 
professional gardeners, Ellie Mitchell and Ben Middleton, who 
have just celebrated a year of their lovely Wildlife Garden 
Podcast. Ellie tells us, “we’ve had a great year learning and 
sharing all the science behind wildlife gardening. Thanks to the 
Wildlife Gardening Forum for all their research, it’s invaluable!” 
To listen to episodes download it on your favourite podcast app 
or visit them online here. 

 
 

 
The newsletter is sent to all the members of the WLGF; you’re welcome to forward it to friends or colleagues. Do 
encourage them to join the Forum (it’s free!) by visiting www.wlgf.org and filling in the simple form. 

 
The Wildlife Gardening Forum is a consortium of the UK’s leading wildlife, conservation, gardening and horticultural 
organisations, from both the private and the public sectors. We now have over 2,600 members. Formed in 2005, our core aim is 
to help gardeners and decision-makers understand just how important our gardens are for wildlife. 
 

Newsletter compiled by Karen Murphy, with Helen Bostock, Marc Carlton, Steve Head, David Perkins, Mina Sheppard and Ken Thompson. 
Images from Wikicommons unless stated otherwise. 

 
 

 

https://thewildlifegardenpodcast.podbean.com/
http://www.wlgf.org/

