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Front page illustration: Hugo Bugg and Charlotte Harris’s M&G Garden that would have appeared at the 
Chelsea Flower Show this year. The garden would have showcased a “shared haven of natural beauty 
and wildlife where we need it the most: the busy urban environment. Our aim is to inspire communities, 
architects and developers to improve the quality of life and health for city dwellers by creating 
sustainable green space in their plans.” How prescient was that, given what then unfolded! 
_____________________________________________________________________________________  
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Wildlife-friendly gardening in the time of Covid 
 
We hope you and those around you are safe and well in these extraordinary times. What a year it has 
been, with so many people getting to spend long hours in their gardens while the lockdown was in 
place. Of course, it also meant those who do not have gardens rueing that fact, understandably.  
 
As a result, it appears that many more people have been noticing wildlife in their gardens and local 
greenspaces in a way that they hadn’t previously, and finding great solace in that. Birdsong, in particular, 
has been much appreciated (especially in the absence of traffic and aircraft noise), and people have 
been seeking guidance about activities they could do to help wildlife where they live. As an example, 
over 16,000 people signed up to a six-week course with the RSPB about wildlife-friendly gardening.  
 
What has happened to garden wildlife during the crisis? There were several stories in the media of 
wildlife ‘moving into urban areas’, but in most cases they had long been there but those reporting them 
hadn’t previously noticed them. 
 
It is possible that some wildlife was impacted by the increased presence of humans in gardens. Breeding 
birds may have been under more pressure when trying to feed or nest, although that will be difficult to 
prove. Garden owners who grabbed the opportunity to clear areas of their garden might also have had a 
negative impact on wildlife, as might those gardeners who tended their plots to the point of sterility. 
 
On the other hand, there is evidence that many more people leapt to the challenge of growing plants, 
and online sales of products such as pond kits and wildflower seed apparently rocketed. More plants 
and more ponds can only have been good for wildlife. 
 
So, what will the long-term impact of the coronavirus crisis be on wildlife-friendly gardening? Will it lead 
to shifts in behaviour? Will eyes (and ears) have been opened to nature, or will things revert to normal? 
 
Time will tell, of course, and it is easy to think that things will just return to how they were. However, we 
can look at it another way. There is that cohort of people out there whose appreciation and awareness 
of garden wildlife has increased during the crisis and who have learned new skills, plus they may now 
work from home and be more likely to continue to do so. We can continue to feed that interest, 
maintain the dialogue, and give them reason to keep their journey going. We are a nation increasingly 
aware of the climate and nature crises, more receptive to the message that we can make a genuine 
impact by actions in our own green spaces. 
 
So, if we choose, we can take the evidence from the last few months and use it to ensure that decision 
makers recognise the value that nature – and especially nature close to home – has had on the nation’s 
well-being when we needed it most. With that, we can lobby for new houses to be built with guaranteed 
wildlife-rich greenspaces, and for existing greenspaces to be enhanced. 
 
The time is now, and we must grab it. So, if you know of someone who has enjoyed their garden wildlife 
during lockdown, please forward them this newsletter and encourage them to join the Forum. 
 
Text by Adrian Thomas. For another angle, do check out Steve Head’s article on the Forum’s website.  

Forum News 

http://www.wlgf.org/news/newsfeed4_1.html
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Autumn conference 
In common with other organisations, we have had to drop our proposals for a conference this autumn, 
so 2020 will be the only year in the Forum’s existence without face-to-face get-togethers. We hope 
these will be possible again next year. However, we are looking into the possibility of remote 
conferencing through webinars and virtual workshops and would like to hear from any of you with great 
ideas for topics. Please contact marc@wlgf.org.  
_____________________________________________________________________________________  

  
Wildlife Gardening Forum – call for new Trustees 
Charity boards must limit the duration of service by Trustees to ensure ‘new blood’ brings in continual 
scrutiny and new ideas, but it is always a wrench when Trustees leave. This autumn we will be losing our 
Chair, Dr Andrew Salisbury, plus Marc Carlton and Adrian Thomas. They will be a very hard act to follow 
and, coming after the departure last year of Dr Ken Thompson and Caroline Ware, we now need to 
recruit two or more Trustees.  
 
We are particularly looking for new Trustees with any of the following: a scientific background; with 
publishing and newsletter creation skills; or with fundraising expertise. If you fit one of these 
descriptions, have a commitment to gardening for wildlife, and would like to play an active role for our 
small but influential charity, we would love to hear from you!  
 
Please email Steve Head (steve@wlgf.org) to find out more – and be assured that your initial inquiry 
carries no obligation. We need to be right for you, as well as you for us, and the place to start is with a 
chat! 

 
____________________________________________________________________________________  
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Feature story: Pine marten helps red squirrels bounce 
back but greys may be here to stay 

 
The grey squirrel Sciurus carolinensis was 
introduced from North America in the late 
19th century and has replaced the European 
red squirrel Sciurus vulgaris (left) in many 
parts of Britain and Ireland.  
 
The grey squirrel is successful in built-up 
areas and is a frequent visitor to gardens, 
where it is sometimes regarded as a pest, 
taking bird food from feeders, and eating 
fruit, vegetables, and bulbs. Red squirrels, 

where they still persist, are not generally regarded as a problem although they can damage tree bark. 
Small populations of red squirrels remain in a few parts of Wales, northern and eastern England, 
Northern Ireland, and the Isle of Wight, with larger populations in Scotland and western parts of the 
Republic of Ireland.  
 
In areas where both red and grey squirrels are found, it has been observed that predation by pine 
martens Martes martes tends to reduce the prevalence of greys in favour of reds. The pine marten was 
largely exterminated from lowland Britain although it survives in Scotland and Ireland. Pine marten 
populations in England and Wales have started to recover and there is a recent re-introduction in 
Gloucestershire. Several studies have thrown more light on the relationship between the three species. 
 
A cross-border citizen science survey organised by the National University of Ireland in Galway in 
collaboration with the Vincent Wildlife Trust and Ulster Wildlife has confirmed that pine marten 
predation will favour red squirrels over greys in rural areas. The researchers conclude, however, that 
greys will persist in towns and cities as pine martens do not live in urban habitats.  
 
Separate research by Queen’s University Belfast confirms this, suggesting that even if the recovery of 
pine martens halts the replacement of red squirrels by greys in rural areas, greys will persist in built-up 
areas where pine martens do not venture. Indeed, the researchers suggest that novel genotypes of grey 
squirrel could develop in these urban refugia, more resistant to pine marten predation, unless grey 
squirrels are controlled there.  
 
Earlier research published by the same group suggested that grey squirrels are susceptible to pine 
marten predation because (unlike reds) they do not instinctively recognise the scent of pine martens 
and do not change their behaviour to avoid them.  
 
Another recent piece of research found that grey squirrels can transmit a parasitic worm to red squirrels 
that can lower the food intake of the latter, reducing their competitive ability in areas where both 
species share the same habitat. 

Contributed by Marc Carlton 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

https://www.gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk/project-pine-marten
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2020/06/200617090956.htm
https://www.vincentwildlife.ie/news/red-squirrels-making-comeback-as-return-of-native-pine-marten-spells-bad-news-for-invasive-grey-squirrel
https://www.ulsterwildlife.org/news/tag/red-squirrels
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1365-2664.13660
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsos.191841
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1365-2656.13219
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Wildlife gardening research 
 
Lack of urban insects reduces bird breeding success 
It is known that some bird species have lower 
breeding success in urban areas than they do in 
semi-natural habitats. Researchers at the 
Universities of Pannonia (Hungary) and Sheffield 
therefore looked what happened when they 
supplemented the spring diet of great tits Parus 
major with nutrient-enriched mealworms in 
forests and in urban areas. 
 
They found that there was no difference in 
breeding success for great tits given 
supplementary food in forest habitats compared 
to those that weren’t, indicating that they were 
getting all the insect food they need for their 
chicks from their environment.  
 
However, great tit chicks which had access to the 
mealworms in urban settings had a much better 
survival rate than those that didn’t. The 
researchers calculated that urban insect 
populations would need to be increased by at least 2.5 times to deliver an equivalent breeding success. 
 
You might conclude that the best solution, therefore, is to encourage garden owners to feed mealworms 
in the breeding season. However, the study suggested that it might be preferable to improve urban 
habitat management to deliver more caterpillars, rather than relying on supplementary food.  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Bees as horticulturalists? 
A group of Swiss ecologists has produced a surprising new twist on the relationship between pollinators and 
plants. Bumblebees are wholly reliant on pollen for protein, which is crucial for colony formation early in the 
year, but in some years bees and flowers may get out of synchrony if warm weather brings the bees out 
ahead of the flowers. Plants are known to accelerate flowering if stressed by drought or damage, so is this a 
trick that pollinators could exploit?  
 
Working with black mustard Brassica nigra and buff-tailed bumblebees Bombus terrestris in a greenhouse, 
the team found that pollen-starved bumblebees nibbled holes in the mustard leaves, stressing the plants so 
that they flowered after only 17 days – half the time that unstressed control plants took.  
 
On contrast, well-fed bees were much less likely to bite holes in plants, suggesting this really is a deliberate 
strategy to bring on early flowering and improving the bees’ supply of food. They also noted this behaviour in 
two further wild bumblebee species. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1365-2656.13211
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/05/hungry-bumblebees-make-plants-flower-early-cutting-holes-their-leaves?utm_campaign=news_weekly_2020-05-22&et_rid=510556758&et_cid=3336810
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Choosing the best plants for urban bumblebees 
 

Polish ecologists have completed a three-year study on the 
types of flowers favoured by 17 urban bumblebee species. 
Most bees fed from a variety of plants, but with distinct 
favourites. As expected, flower shape proved an important 
factor, with for example pea and bean flower shapes 
attracting the short-tongued red-tailed bumblebee Bombus 
lapidarius while the long-tongued garden bumblebee B. 
hortorum favoured flowers in the dead-nettle family 
Lamiaceae. 
 
All bumbles seemed particularly attracted to what we 
perceive as purple and pink flowers, and they visited 
perennials more than annuals. While some preferred native 
plants, others such as B. terrestris and the tree bumblebee 
B. hypnorum liked cultivated non-natives found in gardens. 
The tree bumblebee is a recent arrival in Britain. 
 
Overall, the most valuable bumblebee plants were natives 
with bilaterally symmetrical purple or pink flowers. 
However, the authors stressed the importance of planting a 
large variety of species, with a range of flowering periods, to 
cater for all tastes and bee emergence times. 
 

 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Pollinators at night  
We are a visual species, so studies of nocturnal pollinators and their importance tend to be difficult and 
sparse. However, given the number of species of moths, what role do these amazing night-flying 
creatures make to the pollination of plants?  
 
A recent paper attempts to clarify this contribution for agricultural areas in Norfolk. By trapping moths 
at nine sites and sampling the pollen on each, and comparing this with time-lapse photography of 
diurnal pollinators in the same sites, they were able to build a picture of the relative role being played by 
the moths.  
 
The results indicated that nocturnal moths provide important pollination services for wild flowers. They 
acknowledged that samples were small and that the presence of pollen on a moth does not necessarily 
reflect successful pollination of the flower, but this emphasises the importance of further work on 
nocturnal pollinators. It was also interesting that most pollen on moths was found on the underside of 
the body (thorax) rather than on the mouthparts. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Common carder bee Bombus pascuorum on 

white dead-nettle Lamium album  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1618866718307234?via%253Dihub
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rsbl.2019.0877
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Are urban foxes evolving new features? 
A team led by Kevin Parsons of the University of Glasgow has published an interesting study into urban 
foxes and their adaptation to city life. Foxes have been a successful urban species for a long time, and 
this study of skulls showed they have become anatomically distinct from their rural relatives, with 
shorter and wider jaws.  
 
The changes were consistent with developing a slower but more 
powerful bite, less suited to capturing fast moving prey, but better 
at dealing with discarded human food. The urban-adapted shape is 
closer to that of female rural foxes, suggesting they may be 
inherently more suited to the urban environment. In urban foxes, 
the skull shape change was more marked in male than female 
foxes, with male skull shape converging towards the typical shorter 
muzzle of females.  
 
Overall, the changes seen in urban foxes were a clear parallel to 
the more extreme skull changes that occurred in the domestication 
of dogs, but in this case without any special selection process from 
human owners. We already knew that urban foxes have very much 
smaller ranges than rural (averaging 0.4km2 vs 30km2) and there is 
evidence they are becoming genetically isolated. They may prove 
to be an example of ‘urban evolution’, which is increasingly seen in 
many plants and animals, and which we will be reviewing soon on 
the Wildlife Gardening Forum website. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

How does artificial lighting affect moths? 

Everyone will have noticed the tendency of many species of moth to come to lit windows at night or 
even whitewashed walls lit by external night lights, and of course moth trapping (below) takes 
advantage of this habit. If you then consider the amount of night lighting in the world, you can begin to 
imagine the effect this must have on nocturnal wildlife.  
 
Recent articles in The Guardian here and here consider the light pollution problem, for which the 2015 
review of research on moths and light pollution is a good reference. The impacts we already have good 
evidence for include: death or injury through contact with hot surfaces; altered perception of ‘photo 

periods ’(eg whether it is day or night, and how long those 
periods are); inhibition of sex hormones; suppression of 
egglaying; and predation by bats and spiders. 
 
Interestingly, there is some evidence of adaptation in some 
urban moths to light pollution, with a reduction in the flight-
to-light impulse. Interestingly, it still isn’t known for sure 
why some moths are attracted to light., although a strong 
suggestion is that they navigate by the moon, so a bright 
light at night makes them go in a spiral.  
 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2020.0763
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2020.0763
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/10821611_The_city-fox_phenomenon_Genetic_consequences_of_a_recent_colonization_of_urban_habitat
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/22/light-pollution-insect-apocalypse
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/22/light-pollution-insect-apocalypse
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/een.12174
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rsbl.2016.0111
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Honeybee warning noises 
In June you may have heard a strange noise on the BBC Radio 4 Today programme – the ‘tooting ’and 
‘quacking ’of queen honeybees Apis mellifera! The amazing sounds have been known for a long time, 
but a new piece of research clarifies the importance of these sounds during swarming season.  
 
Scientists have ‘translated ’the queen calls, concluding that those ready to hatch ‘quack’. However, once 
they emerge, they start to ‘toot ’to warn worker bees not to allow any more queens to hatch for a while 
and hence avoid the vicious duals that would result. 
 
It is fascinating to think what wildlife in the garden might also use audio in ways that we do not yet 
understand or appreciate. 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Another reason to stop using peat 

A study led by the RSPB’s Centre for Conservation Science looked to see which of the UK’s habitats of 
conservation importance are an important store of carbon and which have the potential for added 
carbon storage to help combat climate change.  
 
They found that the habitats that store the most 
carbon in the vegetation and top 30cm of soil are 
predominantly in upland areas, especially 
peatland habitats. Other important habitats are 
lowland heaths and semi-natural grasslands.  
 
Interestingly, given the recent political emphasis 
on tree planting, planting trees on these habitats 
does not improve carbon storage.  
 
Restoration of these habitats from their current, 
generally poor condition could result in the 
sequestration of an extra 6–7 million tonnes of 
CO2 equivalents per year. Indeed, restoration of 
degraded bogs would avoid significant annual 
emissions and it is recommended that that should 
be a priority. 
 
The relevance for gardeners is, of course, that 
perennial topic of peat. The study is yet another 
piece of evidence to show why its use in 
horticulture and gardening is so damaging for the 
environment. Sadly, during lockdown, it appeared 
that many garden centres had restricted their 
range of products to exclude peat-free composts, 
just at the point where the nation was buying 
whatever composts they could find. 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Lowland heath, vital for sequestering carbon  

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-66115-5.pdf
https://rspb.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=2b383eee459f4de18026002ae648f7b7
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/gcb.15229
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/gcb.15229


 

9 

Wildlife gardening and citizen science 
 

Plantlife’s new website and survey 

The charity Plantlife has set up a new website ‘The Wildflower Garden’ (below) celebrating wildflowers 
and providing realistic advice on welcoming them into our gardens. Their section on wildflower 
meadows is refreshingly realistic, and they recommend species suitable for a variety of soil conditions. 
Their suggestion “Say no to the mow” – leaving patches unmown – is a great start for gardeners wishing 
to move away from ‘weed’-free stripy lawns.  
 
Plantlife has also been running their survey “Every Flower Counts” in May and July to find out how much 
nectar and pollen differently managed lawns are producing, which could produce some very useful 
guidance for gardeners. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Wildlife gardening policy 
 
Public support is high for nature 

In May, the RSPB sought to gauge public feelings about nature, and how important it had been to 
people during the Coronavirus crisis.  
 
Headline results included that: 

• 89% of people agreed increasing the amount of accessible nature-rich green space will help to 
improve people’s general health, well-being, and happiness 

• 87% agreed that living closer to spaces that are rich in wildlife and nature would be an advantage 

• 80% oppose the idea of Government reducing spending on nature in the UK. Only 10% were in 
favour of reducing spending on nature. 

 
The results are a useful lobbying tool to ensure that UK governments fulfil their pledges to nature, such 
as the Prime Minister’s promise to “build back better, build back greener”. However, this seems at odds 
with much of the rhetoric around Project Speed and the UK Government’s ‘build build build ’slogan. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

https://plantlife.love-wildflowers.org.uk/wildflower_garden
https://www.plantlife.org.uk/everyflowercounts/
https://www.wcl.org.uk/new-research-shows-huge-public-support-for-putting-nature-at-the-heart-of-coronavirus-recovery-plans.asp
https://www.current-news.co.uk/news/johnsons-plan-to-build-back-greener-meets-criticism-for-lack-of-focus
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Wildlife gardening, health & well-being 
 

Urban gardening and happiness 
Many anecdotal reports suggest that green space and 
gardening can give rise to better mental health in city dwellers. 
Now a team based in Princeton University in the USA has 
completed a study on emotional well-being (EWB), comparing 
household gardening with other routine activities.  
 
For three averaged measures – happiness, meaningfulness, and 
net effect – gardening was among the top five activities, along 
with walking and eating out. The effect was stronger for 
vegetable gardeners than for ornamental gardeners, for women 
rather than men, and for low-income groups compared to high-income. The highest EWB was for 
‘Leisure/recreation ’which appeared to be a catch-all for all sport and leisure activities except walking 
and biking which were separately measured. Despite this being the subjects ’personal choice of activity, 
it scored only 20% higher on EWB, which shows just how effective gardening is for people’s happiness.  
 
Rather surprisingly, gardening on one’s own was not less helpful than gardening sociably with others 
(such as in a community garden), so maintaining private gardens in cities is still important.  
 
The value of gardens was also shown in a recent Salford University study which showed that domestic 
gardens are more important than green spaces for relieving the effects of social deprivation. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Garden wildlife 
 
Butterflies emerge early in sunniest spring 
After rather average conditions in March, the weather then turned exceptional in April and May, each being 
the sunniest that the respective months have been in a UK data set that goes back to 1929. Together with 
above-average temperatures, this led to the first sightings of many of the nation’s butterfly species being 
earlier than usual, or in some case much earlier, as reported by Patrick Barkham in The Guardian.  
 
Such trends are in keeping with climate change predictions, and especially with what is likely to happen in 
warm springs. We may also see new butterfly species arrive in the UK: there are already increasing numbers 
of the migratory long-tailed blue being found in recent years, although it is thought that they can’t survive 
the British winter, and there has been a spate of large tortoiseshell butterflies this spring, formerly a resident 
in the UK until the 1960s. 
 
Meanwhile, butterfly-watchers are watching closely for a new addition to the British list that is likely to arrive 
in the next few years, once it manages to cross the English Channel – the southern small white. Its caterpillars 
feed on candytuft Iberis sempervirens, which is a garden plant in the UK rather than a wild one, so if the 
butterfly does make it here, it is gardens that will provide its means to colonise. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2020.103776
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169204616301621
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jun/06/uk-butterfly-season-off-to-unusually-early-start-after-sunniest-of-springs
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2016/december/butterflies-emerging-earlier-due-to-rising-temperatures.html
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2016/december/butterflies-emerging-earlier-due-to-rising-temperatures.html
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Wall lizards in Kent 
Kent Online reported that common wall lizards Podarcis muralis have been found in Cuxton, Kent, 
including photographic proof. It adds to a growing number of sites around mainly coastal southern 
England where this introduced species can now be found in self-sustaining colonies.  
 
As well as coastal quarries and sandy cliffs, such as those on Portland (Dorset) and Boscombe 
(Bournemouth), they are a species that can take to old garden walls, where they are able to run up 
vertical surfaces.  
 
Separating them from the native common lizard Lacerta vivipara isn’t straightforward, although fully 
grown the wall lizards are a little larger and more elongated with an especially long tail, and in some 
populations green-and-dark heavily patterned individuals are prevalent.  

 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
  

Common wall lizard at Ventnor, Isle of Wight, for which genetic tests have shown that they originate from Italian 

populations. 

https://www.kentonline.co.uk/medway/news/alien-lizards-invade-village-228705/
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And finally: privet hawkmoth bonanza 
The Forum’s Steve Head was amazed to find nine privet hawkmoths Sphinx ligustri in his garden’s small 
actinic moth trap in late June. He had only once caught this beautiful moth in previous years, but there 
were five in the trap the following night (probably some of the same individuals). It is our largest 
resident moth, but also considered a partial migrant north-westwards in Europe. Was this evidence of 
an invading army of privet-munchers? 

 
 ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
The newsletter is sent to all the members of the WLGF; you are 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. 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 Adrian Thomas, with assistance from Marc Carlton, Steve Head, David Perkins, Andy Salisbury and Ken 
Thompson. All photos by Adrian unless stated. 

Can you spot six of the privet hawkmoths in this picture? Photo: Steve Head 

http://www.wlgf.org/

