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Spring brings hope and promise
As we write, the first orange-tip butterfly has been
spotted in the garden, and so spring is upon us. We’re
beginning to hope that life may indeed begin to get back
to normal and are planning for a science conference in
autumn – although what form that will take isn’t yet
guaranteed. Watch this space…

Brand new website content
Lockdown has provided more opportunity for writing
web pages, and by the time this newsletter is released
there should be a whole new section accessible – covering wild plants in the garden. Most
wildlife gardening books and websites tend to ignore our fascinating native plants, which are just as
much part of wildlife as birds and butterflies. There are about 80 pages already, covering the whole
gamut of garden botany, written with the help of volunteers and advisors. There’ll be many more
profiles of plant species going up in due course, and if anyone has a pet species they would like to
contribute, please let us know!

Forum Facebook pages welcome everybody
The potential for the Forum is now clearly established in our Facebook presence. Steered by new
Trustee, Johan Ingles-le Nobel, the group now has just under 50,000 members and hundreds of posts
each day, making us truly a Forum for everybody. In addition our Facebook page is full of tips and
examples and now regularly hosts very informative “Ask me anything” events where members can pose
questions to a resident expert – in April this was Professor and wildlife gardening author, Dave Goulson.
If you aren’t part of our Facebook presence – it’s well worth signing up.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Forum news
We are delighted to announce the start of our Polli:Gen project in
partnership with Learning through Landscapes and Leicester City
Council. Over a year, this will introduce 480 children in 24 Leicester
Schools to pollinators and their problems, and take practical action
to help them in their schools, local communities and gardens. Our
role is mainly to advise and create materials for use in identifying
key species, and extending practical guidance into gardens,
allotments and green space. We also plan to develop a trial garden
self-certification scheme towards the end of the project, which
could later be rolled out nationally.

New WLGF staff member
We have our first ever part-time paid worker! Stephanie (Steffi) Woodgate is a brilliant young Oxford
Biological Science graduate with an MSc from Bristol – and the experience of representing her college in
University Challenge! Her role is to provide the interface between us and Learning through Landscapes –
and she will be creating new educational materials and helping with some other Forum projects as well.
Taking on Steffi through the new project has made the Trustees of the Forum acknowledge that we
really do need some paid help and more volunteer support to develop our full potential. This means
we’ll be designing an initial fundraising strategy in the next few months – which will definitely NOT
include making a charge for Forum membership. We will, however, invite donations and put PayPal links
on the website so people who find it helpful can help support our work.

State of Nature campaign April Fool?
Wildlife and Countryside Link (WCL), of which the Forum is a
member, is coordinating a big campaign to set State of Nature
Targets that would make a genuine positive difference to
conservation in Britain.
The most recent 'State of Nature Report' showed the need for
urgent action. Almost half of UK wildlife is in long term decline
and 15% of species are at risk of extinction. The petition calls for
a change to the Environment Bill to strengthen the law, requiring
the UK Government to set a legally binding target to reverse the
loss of nature in England by 2030. The petition is available here
and it’s close to its target – please sign it if you can.
As part of the promotion, WCL released on April 1st a spoof
newspaper front page allegedly dating to 2030, assuming the
legal changes had been made. It has great headlines like
“Greenest England Ever”, “Record high for hedgehogs” and
“International Surfing HQ moves to Newquay from New South
Wales”. Wouldn’t that be nice Mr Johnson?
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Covid – and its far-reaching impact
With the roll-out of the vaccine a success so far in the UK, tentatively we’re all regaining some normality.
With everyone being able to travel around the country, take a holiday and see family once again, you’d
be forgiven for thinking all these new, green-fingered lockdown gardeners will now abandon their
trowels and spades, forget sowing seeds or helping the birds, beetles and bees and just buy all their
produce at the supermarket again.
Not so, it seems. A love of nature and gardening seems to be carrying on – for another year at least –
with seed companies claiming they can’t pack the seeds fast enough this spring. If it means a continuing
appreciation of gardens and wildlife, long may it last!
RHS research
This new-found love of gardens can only be a good thing, as evidenced by the results of a groundbreaking study. Undertaken by the RHS, the University of Sheffield and the University of Virginia, the
brand new research has revealed that the more ‘doses’ of gardening you get, the better your wellbeing,
that daily gardening has the same impact on wellbeing as regular vigorous exercise such as cycling or
running, and that gardening just 2-3 times a week also leads to better wellbeing and lower stress levels.
RHS Wellbeing Fellow and lead author, Dr Lauriane Chalmin-Pui says; “This is the first time the ‘dose
response’ to gardening has been tested and the evidence overwhelmingly suggests that the more
frequently you garden – the greater the health benefits.”

Climate change and Covid
We already have plenty of reasons to be concerned
about climate change, but a new study led by
Cambridge scientists has linked it to the Covid
pandemic. For no clear reason, bats globally carry
more than 3,000 coronaviruses, and have been
strongly implicated in the current Covid-19
outbreak. The study used long-term climate data to
reconstruct vegetation changes from the early 20th
century, which they then linked to known
occurrence and habitat needs of bats, allowing
them to hindcast changes in bat distribution
patterns. The data pointed to changes in central
Africa, central and South America, but especially to
a hotspot in Yunnan province in China where the
number of bat species appears to have increased by
40, corresponding to more than 100 new Covid
virus variants. This would have directly added to the
potential for human transmission and would also
have encouraged gene flow between variants,
helping create new, more infective viral strains. We
can expect more diseases to switch to humans as
climate change disrupts distributions.
•

To find out more about bats and Covid-19, visit the Bat Conservation Trust’s web page.
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Making the news
A new report shows moth numbers are decreasing; your help is needed!
The State of Britain’s Larger Moths 2021 is a recently published report summarising current knowledge
of the state of Britain’s 900 or so species of larger moths. The report presents analyses of long-term
change based on millions of records gathered by moth recorders over a 50-year period from 1968 to
2017. Data shows that four times as many moth species have decreased in abundance than have
increased, although many species have increased their area of distribution. This and previous recent
reports can be downloaded from the website of Butterfly Conservation, a charity devoted to the study
and conservation of butterflies and moths.
• Gardeners can do a lot to help moths by not being over-tidy and
by planting a range of plants to provide food and shelter for adult
moths and for their larvae (caterpillars). Butterfly Conservation
provide useful pages about gardening for moths on their website.
• Why not get involved in moth recording and running a moth trap
in your garden? This is another instance where garden owners
can contribute to ‘citizen science’ in a major way. The more
individual records that can be collected about moths, the easier it is to develop targeted
conservation measures to help them. If you’re new to moth traps and moth recording, we
suggest reading the highly informative Moth Recorder’s Handbook
(2013) by Zoe Randle, which can be downloaded as a free pdf
from the Butterfly Conservation website.
• A good place to start if you’re new to studying and recording
moths would be to take part in National Moth Night, 8th – 10th July
2021. The project’s website has lots of information to help you.

RHS to be peat-free by 2025
In March, the Royal Horticultural Society announced that it’ll cease all use of growing media containing
peat by 2025. The use of peat has been a longstanding source of concern for wildlife gardeners as peat
extraction/mining damages unique habitat (and peatlands are the world’s greatest carbon stores). RHS
gardens have been largely peat-free for some years and their sales of bagged peat-based composts
ended in 2019. This latest announcement means that from 2025, plants sold in their retail outlets and
on display at RHS shows will also be grown without peat. A voluntary government target to end peat use
in domestic gardens by 2020 was not met but it’s hoped that a similar target to remove peat from
professional horticulture by 2030 will be hit. See the full announcement here and the RHS have issued
advice on peat-free gardening here.

Buglife's “B-Lines” restoring insect superhighways
In March, the charity Buglife held a virtual conference celebrating “B-lines”, a strategy helping to
reconnect damaged and fragmented landscapes to support insects and other wildlife. The primary cause
of insect decline is habitat loss and fragmentation; good habitats are often isolated meaning that species
cannot easily move in response to pressures such as climate change. Corridors of habitat and stepping
stones (including gardens) can be a vital component of this connectivity. The B-lines map developed
over the past 10 years has already been instrumental in bringing together landowners and managers to
restore 1,500 hectares of flower-rich habitat, with further work planned. Find out more here.
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Wildlife gardening research
Solitary bees are better pollinators for less abundant flowers
A German team has published a study on the pollination (and crop
production) of strawberries, via wind, self and open (bee assisted)
mechanisms. Unsurprisingly, heavier crops resulted from open
pollination, and the greater the number of bees the better.
However, when there were massively flowering fields of oilseed
rape adjacent to the strawberries, social honey and bumble bees
deserted the strawberries for the rape, leaving the task to solitary
bees, which seemed more prepared to service the more sparsely
flowering strawberries. The normal farmer response to a shortage
of pollinators is to bring in honeybee colonies, but the research
shows that in a mixed agricultural landscape, it’s very important
to support the unsung solitary bees as well.

Nest boxes as crop pest control
Insect pests eat crops, birds eat insects, so can we find ways to encourage
birds to take over more pest control duties? A Spanish study suggests this
is easy to do. Working in 24 cider apple orchards, the scientists installed
bird nest boxes in some. Between a quarter and a third were occupied
each year by great tits, blue tits and a few redstarts. Orchards with nest
boxes had a 52% drop in tree-dwelling insects, and apple pest occurrence
dropped from 57% to 40% compared with control orchards. It was the
blue tits that had the greatest influence on pest species. Adding cheap
nest boxes is clearly an effective win-win for farmers and birds and helps
towards the goal of eliminating pesticide use in agriculture. Adding nest
boxes to your garden will probably have the same effect.

Helping wild bees with wildflower strips
Like most insects, bees are globally in decline, and a big
factor is large fields of grass or arable monoculture
dominating the landscape. A Swiss study has now proved
that installing wildflower strips in fields can be very
helpful to wild solitary bee populations. The team placed
artificial nest structures containing some bee cocoons
adjacent to wildflower strips, woodland edge surrounded
by flower-less arable fields, plus sites deep within the
arable crop. On hatching, the females foraged locally and
constructed their own nests in the structures provided.
Subsequently wildflower-strip nests produced nearly 60%
more offspring than those in the open fields, and 39% more than those adjacent to woodland. Both the
time needed for foraging trips, and parasitism rates in the offspring, were significantly lower where
wildflower strips were present. This clearly points the way forward to improve the biodiversity of arable
landscapes and shows how important gardens, with their rich flower resources, are for our wild bees.
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Gardens as nectar sources for pollinators
An important new paper has demonstrated how very
good urban gardens are for pollinator species. A team
led by Nicholas Tew of Bristol University quantified
nectar availability in contrasting urban, farmland and
major nature reserve sites, using published data on
distribution and nectar production for 536 flowering
plant species. Overall, nectar availability was about the
same for each landscape type, but the greatest
variability was in the urban sites. Within cities, gardens
accounted for 85% of the total nectar available, and
provided the greatest resource per unit area, higher
than parks, cemeteries, urban nature reserves and
general green space. Allotments joined with gardens in
providing the greatest diversity of nectar sources. They
concluded that, “our study reveals the overwhelming
importance of residential gardens in providing nectar
resources at a city scale”. By assigning nectar
production rates to different parts of the urban
environment the team has given excellent data to help
in planning for more biodiverse cities.

Be nice to cats to reduce their hunting!
Wildlife gardeners often worry about the effect their own
(or especially their neighbour’s) cats have on wildlife, and
there’s plenty of conflicting evidence in the scientific
literature. Now a study suggests one of our assumptions –
that feeding cats doesn’t reduce their hunting – may not
be true after all. Martina Cecchetti and colleagues at
Exeter University looked at 355 cats in 219 households in
the south west and compared two conventional hunting
deterrents (bells and special collars) with treatments
involving feeding freshly prepared high-meat diets, 10
minutes play daily with their owners, and food treats in a
‘puzzle-ball’. They then found how this affected numbers
of prey items brought home in triumph.
Bells and collars had no effect on total prey catch, but
collars were effective in reducing bird catch. Puzzle-balls
led to an increase of 33% in prey caught, while high-meat
feeding and play reduced hunting by 36% and 25%
respectively, and all differences were significant. For both
bird and mammal prey, feeding with fresh meat made the most difference. While it isn’t clear why the
interventions changed hunting behaviour, they made a big difference. So, reducing cat hunting in
gardens is more about changing the actions of their owners, than in the moggies themselves.
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Book reviews
Pollinators and Pollination: Nature and Society, by Jeff Ollerton
(Pelagic Publishing, 2021) Reviewed by Marc Carlton
When I first became interested in pollinating insects in my garden in
the late 1990s, I decided to find out as much as I could about the
subject. This proved a real struggle. Apart from butterflies, a group of
insects that’s always been well-served with books aimed at the
gardening public, there was next to nothing about pollinators that
was straightforward, up-to-date and easily accessible. This reflected
the attitudes of the time; pollinators had simply not been high on the
radar of conservation organisations, nor of most gardeners.
Awareness of pollinator declines grew rapidly in the ensuing two
decades, but public awareness, and that of some conservation
organisations in the UK, has evolved into an over-emphasis on bees,
and misinformation continues to be propagated, e.g. a fallacy that
Einstein commented on bees (he didn’t) or that most British food
crops depend on bee pollination (they don’t). Many people remain
unaware that some plant species (including some staple food crops)
are pollinated by wind, or that outside of Europe a significant number of plant species are pollinated by
birds, mammals, or even reptiles. Jeff Ollerton has written the definitive work to fill the gap on our
bookshelf and to counter the myths and misunderstandings about this subject area. He’s a leading
pollination ecologist based at Northampton University, with a wide breadth of academic interests and
his book reflects this background. It’s international in scope and deals with all kinds of pollinators and
pollination systems. It’s aimed at the serious reader and covers the latest research, but is never
inaccessible and has something for everyone. It’s extremely up-to-date and even delves into such areas
as the politics of pollination, as well as assessing opportunities for citizen science to which every
gardener can contribute. I thoroughly recommend this book.

How to Garden the Low Carbon way, by Sally Nex
(RHS/ Dorling Kindersley, 2021) Reviewed by Steve Head
As you should expect in a book from the RHS stable, this is
excellent and well written. While taking carbon as its theme,
it’s actually a manual for gardening sustainably, backed up with
plenty of facts – like an hour’s mowing with a petrol mower
emits a much CO2 as a 150km car journey. It’s very sound on
topics such as water in gardens, peat, composting, soils, garden
management, green roofs and walls and so forth. I love the
sections on making a garden shed using waste materials from
skips and creating a heat-sink greenhouse heater.
I strongly commend this book for all gardeners, to make them
learn, think and act to garden more sustainably, and it’s going
into our website as a recommended resource.

7

Rewild your garden: Create a Haven for Birds, Bees and Butterflies, by Frances Tophill
(Greenfinch Publishing, 2020) Reviewed by Steve Head
Right at the beginning TV gardener Frances Tophill
acknowledges that real rewilding takes hundreds of years, and
we own our gardens for just a few. Nevertheless, she argues
that conventional wildlife gardening implies selective action to
support chosen ‘nice’ species like butterflies and birds, while
rewilding means stopping any intervention so that “a rich and
diverse natural balance will be restored.” Perhaps eventually?
She then provides generally sensible guidance for managing
soils, levels of vegetation, water, lawns, trees, etc, and for
garden features like paths and hedges. There are actually few
places in the book where she suggests rewilding interventions
that go beyond sensible wildlife gardening practice, and then
offers little evidence for any great short-term gain within the
ownership span of a typical garden. I’m also concerned by the
number of errors – Magnolia grandiflora is pollinated by
beetles, not moths. Lycopodium isn’t a moss, and some plants
she recommends are known or potential invasives – like holm
oak, cotoneaster and Canadian pondweed. Why illustrate a
page on solitary bees with a bumblebee? My greatest regret is that she’s missed the point that even
conventionally managed gardens are extraordinarily biodiverse, precisely because they’re managed as
gardens, maintaining an abundance of species and micro-habitats (see our website). Short term neglect
will do nothing to improve it for biodiversity, while conscious management for wildlife (including use of
wild native species and avoiding chemicals) will do so in abundance. As a guide and inspiring read,
Adrian Thomas’s Gardening for Wildlife is vastly more informative – and scientifically accurate.
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Wildlife gardening and citizen science
Leave your lawn alone in May!
It’s time to leave the mower in the shed for a couple of weeks and count the flowers in our lawns.
So-called ‘citizen science’ has a long and proud history in this country and is currently going through
something of a renaissance as natural history organisations recruit a growing number of members of the
public to contribute to our knowledge of the natural world. The arrival of the internet and smartphones
has revolutionised the identification of wild species and the submission of records, making this activity
easier than ever, and gardeners are well-placed to contribute to various recording schemes.
One such scheme is called ‘Every Flower Counts’, organised by the wild plant conservation charity
Plantlife. They’re asking you leave your lawn unmown during the month of May and then to record all
the wildflowers that appear in a square metre of your lawn, chosen at random, during the period from
22nd to 31st May. To take part you’ll need to register on the Plantlife website, which also provides a short
video explaining what to do.
If this whets your appetite for recording, why not take part in National Pollinator Monitoring Scheme
'Flower-Insect Timed Counts’ (FIT Counts), where garden owners count the insects visiting a single
flower (chosen from a list of 14) during a ten minute period. The insects only need to be identified to
their broad group such as bumblebee, hoverfly, butterfly, etc. Detailed instructions and very clear insect
group ID guides can be downloaded from the project website. FIT Counts can be done anywhere,
including gardens and parks, in warm, dry weather any time from April to September. If you can carry
out several counts at one location during that time you’ll be adding extra value to your survey records.

Brilliant bat advice
*We’d like to thank Shirley Thompson of the Bats Conservation Trust for pointing out a picture error in our last
newsletter showing a bat handler with no gloves on. Here’s her great advice on helping bats this summer season.

What do I do if I find a grounded bat in the garden?
So, you’ve grown a range of nectar-rich flowers to feed insects, with an area of grass uncut and a corner
left ‘wild’ to provide food for insect larvae, to encourage bats and other wildlife. Unfortunately, in doing
so you’ve also inadvertently laid bait for the major predator of bats, the domestic cat. So, to prevent a
CATastrophe please keep your cat in during the evening,
especially from May to September, when pregnant bats may be
less nimble and young bats are still developing their flying skills.
Sadly, as cats love to chase little furry things there are
casualties; even a tiny scratch may lead to infection and
possible later death. So, if you find a bat grounded, either
injured by a cat, or just weak and hungry after bad weather or
long hibernation, what should you do? First put on gloves, due
to the very small risk of rabies transmission, and contain the bat
by placing a box, such as a shoe box, over it and sliding a piece
of card underneath. Carefully scoop it up and place it in the box with a soft cloth to hide under and a
small container like a milk bottle top with a few drops of water.
• Call the National Helpline on 0345 1300 228 for further advice or visit the BCT website for more.
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And finally…
Fossil fly teaches entomologists about living fly ecology
Nemestrinids are a small and poorly studied group of
‘tangle-winged’ flies whose larvae are internal
parasites on grasshoppers and scarab beetles. The
long-tongued species use their tongues like moths do
to extract nectar from deep flowers, but it’s been
unknown what the short-tongued adult flies eat.
Now a unique fossil of a species of Hirmoneura from
German lake deposits in the middle Eocene period
about 47.5m years ago has been found with a crop full
of pollen grains. They came from a diverse range of
plants, especially the swamp loosestrife Decodon, now
only found in North America. Remarkably, it’s taken
this study on a long-dead fly to suggest its modern relatives also
eat pollen and may even be important pollinators!

Photo by Siga/Wikicommons
Head

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 1,000 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 Marc Carlton, Judith Conroy, Steve Head, David Perkins and Ken Thompson.
All photos from Wikicommons unless stated.
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