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2021 will be a better year for all 
Writing this in the middle of January on Donald Trump’s last day as president, it’s possible to discern the 
very first sights of spring (or at least the end of winter), with snowdrops and winter aconites flowering 
and a welcome burst of territorial bird song. 

 
Covid-19 still lingers on into the new year and 
while spring and summer Wildlife Gardening 
Forum events look to be on hold for now, we 
hope to bring you a packed autumn conference 
in November 2021, featuring talks on scientific 
studies, new projects or campaigns. Please 
contact us if you would like to give a talk. 

 

Fresh WLGF website content 
Our website continues to grow, with a shiny new 
section on Wildlife Gardening Myths – fifteen of 
them, accessed through this page. We’re now 
creating pages on recommended garden wildflowers and other plants, which will start going live soon. 
 

Forum social media presence grows apace 
Our lively Facebook groups’ combined total is at an incredible 50,000 followers; you can also join in the 
discussion on our Twitter and Instagram pages, too.  
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________  
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Forum news 
We start the year with three more new Trustees joining the board:  
 

• We welcome back Helen Bostock, senior horticultural adviser at the RHS who was a Trustee 
until February 2018. Helen put huge efforts into our conferences and of course was Project 
Manager for the RHS’s highly influential Plants for Bugs project. Few people know the Wildlife 
Gardening Forum as well as she does. 

• Dr Zöe Randle is Senior Surveys Officer at Butterfly Conservation where she co-ordinates the 
National Moth Recording Scheme and the Butterflies for the New 
Millennium Project. Before that she was a Field Ecologist at the 
Centre for Ecology and Hydrology where she worked on gall wasps 
and parasitoids, farm-scale GMO crop evaluation and the 2000 
Countryside Survey. Her PhD was habitat restoration for the large 
blue butterfly. She was one of the authors of The State of the UK's 
Butterflies 2015. Zöe recently published the Atlas of Britain and Ireland's Larger Moths, which 
has been hailed as a major work.  

• Dr Mark Goddard spoke at a Forum Conference back in November 2010, describing his highly 
influential PhD work on wildlife gardening at landscape level. He worked on the Urban 
Pollinators Project before moving to Newcastle University, studying the ability of urban and 
regenerated soils to capture carbon and provide ecosystem services. Mark is now Research 
Fellow at Northumbria University. He has over 40 journal publications, plus chapters, reports 
and conference papers. Mark is also involved in three international urban biodiversity projects, 
based in the USA and Germany.  

 

Time to say goodbye…for now 
Sadly, we must record the retirement of three hugely hard-working Trustees who have served since 
2012. Dr Andrew Salisbury has been Chair since 2015, Marc Carlton has managed our finances and 
Adrian Thomas has set an enviable standard in our newsletters. They must all spend a year off the Board 
but could be eligible to re-join (should they be mad enough!) after that. Our thanks go out to them all. 
 

Exciting Forum projects get the green light 

• Led by Adrian Thomas, we’ve commissioned and completed a YouGov survey of over 2000 
people to find out more about their attitudes to wildlife gardening and the importance of 
garden biodiversity. Interim analysis suggests some very striking findings – notably how much 
more dedicated older and female gardeners are than their younger and male counterparts. We 
are working on the statistical analysis and then the final report will go on the website and will be 
emailed to you all. 

• Lastly, but far from least, we have won a share of a 15-month Green 
Recovery Challenge Fund award as partners with Learning through 
Landscapes. The project is called ‘Polli:Nation: the next Generation’, or 
Polli:Gen for short, and will provide special training and resources for 
Leicester schools and communities in helping pollinators and wildlife 
gardening in general. Details of the project and the Forum’s role are 
being developed at present, but one bonus is we’ll have our first part-time paid staff member! 

 

http://www.wlgf.org/plants_for_bugs.html
https://www.ltl.org.uk/
https://www.ltl.org.uk/
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Covid – the impact of nature  
 
Not only is the Covid pandemic still with us, it’s been at its most dangerous level yet, although there’s 
some light ahead with the efficient roll-out of the immunisation programme. Indeed, the venerable 
Steve Head, our founder and co-ordinator, is looking forward to his jab within the next couple of weeks!   
 
Another couple of studies on Covid impact have been published. Natural England ran a survey on the 
perspective of children and young people, with results summarised here. Half the children were so 
worried about catching or spreading the disease that they avoided going outside, and 60% had spent 
less time outdoors. Only 25% had actually spent more time than usual outside, much less than adults. 
 
Nearly all children (83%) said that being in nature made them very happy. This rose to 94% of those who 
did go outside and noticed nature. The most popular outdoor spaces were their gardens and those 
public parks that hadn’t been closed. Unfortunately, children from minority ethnic and impoverished 
backgrounds were most likely to have lost out. 
 
A larger Japanese study looked at five mental health 
indicators in relation to people’s frequency of 
greenspace usage and their access to a green view 
through windows from home. Both these factors 
were associated with higher levels of self-esteem, 
life satisfaction, and subjective happiness, while 
levels of depression, anxiety and loneliness 
decreased. The authors concluded that this has big 
implications for policy, and that urban nature has 
great potential to improve public health. 

 
 

Allotments are good for you! 
Last May’s newsletter reported on the finding that allotment land is decreasing but that food production 
within cities could become very significant. More recently findings from the same Sheffield researchers 
have reported just how good for you allotments really are.  
 
The diaries of 163 volunteers showed “high 
levels of social and community 
activities…sharing of surplus food produce, 
knowledge exchange, awareness and 
interaction with wildlife, emotional 
connection” and pleasure in time spent 
outdoors. 
 
The past year’s lengthening waiting lists for 
allotments and increased appetite for ‘grow 
your own’ gardening suggests people are more 
aware than ever of how nature can help them 
in troubling times. Read more on this here. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-people-and-nature-survey-for-england-child-data-wave-1-experimental-statistics/the-people-and-nature-survey-for-england-childrens-survey-experimental-statistics
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/eap.2248
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/sustainable-food/news/diary-project-shows-wellbeing-benefits-allotment-gardening
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/nov/08/its-official-allotments-are-good-for-you-and-for-your-mental-health?fbclid=IwAR2Q6Rq93e4GnVmQcv4tdBP-9XQWzJgcZM9LTIQOzXIDPBma0gsV4vmkDoc


 

4 
 

Making the headlines 
 

Neonicotinoids sneak back to Britain via the back door  
The catastrophic impact of neonicotinoid insecticides on bees and other non-target insects has been 
proved again and again, together with knock-on impacts on bird numbers and aquatic species. The 2018 
banning by the EU of the three main neonicotinoids for all outdoor uses was hailed as a triumph for 
conservation. On the 10th December 2020 France announced a special dispensation for sugar beet 
farmers to resume neonicotinoid seed treatment for three years. On 8th January Defra followed suit, 
with a one-year derogation in England for emergency use of the neonicotinoid thiamethoxam for sugar 
beet seed. Last year’s beet crop was much reduced due to aphid-transmitted beet yellow virus, and the 
‘emergency’ was the fear that this would happen again in 2021. Professor Dave Goulson, a national 
leader in bee ecology based at Sussex University, has lampooned the decision, pointing out that sugar is 
a crop with little nutritive value and a driver of rising obesity and diabetes. As he asks – why are we 
poisoning the environment to make ourselves ill? 
 
This is a time-limited derogation for one crop species that will not flower, and we must be sympathetic 
to struggling farmers. However, it constitutes a very dangerous precedent and could be the thin end of a 
wedge that will see more and more ‘emergency’ uses, especially as we’re no longer subject to EU rules.  
The Wildlife Gardening Forum is one of the signatories on a letter of protest sent to George Eustice, 
Defra Secretary of State for the Environment in England. Let’s hope the government takes notice. 
 

 

Monty Don decries peat use as ‘environmental vandalism’ 
The Gardener’s World presenter has demanded that the government legislates to stop the use of peat in 
growing media products in five years. “There is no garden, however beautiful, that justifies the scale of 
environmental damage or contribution to climate change that peat use causes. The extraction of peat for 
horticultural use is an act of environmental vandalism,” he says. He has berated the government, the 
horticultural trade and retail sector for not reaching their target of halting all retail peat sales by 2020 
and falling ‘grievously short’ of banning all horticultural peat use by 2030. 
 
Damning evidence reported 
This follows a report by Coventry University 
researchers – including the Forum’s own Judith 
Conroy – that reveals how badly the horticultural 
industry is progressing in the move towards peat-
free growing media. It states that peat still 
constitutes 50% of all potting composts and that 
nursery-grown plants sold at garden centres have 
only managed a marginal peat reduction of just 1%. 
 
While the main stumbling block to the roll-out of a 
national peat-free strategy has been the lack of a 
sustainable and consistent supply of quality raw 
materials (such as coir) to make potting composts, a 
lobby group that includes Garden Organic, Plantlife International, the RSPB and the RHS has penned 
an(other) open letter to George Eustice calling for a total ban on peat in compost by 2025. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/neonicotinoid-product-as-seed-treatment-for-sugar-beet-emergency-authorisation-application/statement-on-the-decision-to-issue-with-strict-conditions-emergency-authorisation-to-use-a-product-containing-a-neonicotinoid-to-treat-sugar-beet
https://www.wcl.org.uk/poisoning-the-environment-to-make-ourselves-ill.asp
https://www.pan-uk.org/organisations-unite-against-neonicotinoids-decision/
https://hta.org.uk/uploads/assets/219d3ce6-e9a2-4659-b0a52d7a1bd6dd1e/FINALCOVNTRYUNIREPORT-HTAGMAFinalCoversauthors29Sept20-1.pdf
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Wildlife gardening research 
 

Don’t step out of line with climate change! 
Some climate change effects will be subtle as well as the major weather changes. An Oxford University 
and Norwegian team have looked in detail at the delicate timing of bird breeding and food availability. 
They were able to use the unique 57-year database of breeding great tits (Parus major) from Wytham 
Wood, in conjunction with known factors influencing numbers of caterpillars of the winter moth 
(Operophtera brumata, right) one of the main food sources for breeding great tits. Their complex model 
was able to take in predictions of future climate change for Oxfordshire. 
 
The best conditions for reproductive success are when eggs hatch a fortnight 
before peak abundance of caterpillars, but as temperatures change, the two 
species could get out of synchrony, with the caterpillars peaking earlier. The 
study suggests that the relatively slow climate change impacts to date have 
allowed the tits to adapt, but more rapid changes under an uncontrolled high-emission scenario will 
cause unmanageable asynchrony and potential collapse of the tit population towards the end of the 
century. Of course, we can’t predict if other alternative prey may become abundant at the right time of 
year, but we can now foresee big problems if climate change continues without global action. 
 

 

Introduced (non-native) plants can support a wide diversity of insect life 
Another key paper on the relationship between insect biodiversity and the presence of native and non-

native plants has been published, based on the RHS Plants for Bugs (P4B) experiment. The WLGF’s  
retiring Chair Dr Andrew Salisbury was one of the authors. York University and RHS scientists used the 
P4B data together with historical databases of plant/insect interactions and found that while non-native 
plants tend to support less diversity than native plants, they support distinct insect communities. The 
authors concluded that novel (non-native) habitats can contribute and may help maintain broad scale 
insect diversity. The research provides further evidence that non-native garden plants can support a 
wide range of insect life and we don’t need to confine wildlife garden planting only to the rather small 
number of plants native to this country. 
 

 

Harlequins are the nemesis of the two-spot ladybird 
The harlequin ladybird, Harmonia axyridis, is a voracious invasive insect first found  
in Britain in 2004. In late summer it’s now our most abundant ladybird species in 
gardens. It’s thought to outcompete native species for food through its large size 
and appetite. New research from Switzerland over 11 years has confirmed it’s had a 
particularly severe impact on the two-spot ladybird, Adalia bipunctata, which was previously the most 
abundant species on broadleaved trees and shrubs but has now almost disappeared. Like most 
ladybirds, the harlequin eats aphids, but is also known to be a direct predator of the two-spot ladybird.   
 
Over the 11 years the total number of feeding ladybirds didn’t change, so the overall pressure on aphid 
prey had not increased, and other ladybird species did not show the same decline as the two-spot. The 
harlequin’s impact was greatest in broadleaved hedgerow habitats, and it had less impact in meadows 
and pine forests and almost none in spruce stands. The Swiss results echo the dramatic decline of the 
two-spot ladybird in Britain. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ele.13603
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.14915
https://www.rhs.org.uk/science/conservation-biodiversity/plants-for-bugs
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/insects11120883
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Green roofs are great for beetles – if not too high up 
We know green roofs are 
excellent for keeping 
buildings cool in summer 
and warm in winter, and 
that they can be good 
habitats for birds. We don’t 
know enough yet about 
which species make good 
use of them, or how 
differences between roofs 
affect their wildlife 
potential. Two scientists 
from Brighton University 
looked at green roofs on a 
building on their campus, 
surveying vegetation and 
beetle faunas. The 
Checkland Building has 
perfectly replicated 42m2 green roofs at heights above ground ranging from 2.5m to 10m, plus a large 
817m2 roof at 12.5m – a brilliant experimental opportunity.  
 
The scientists found 22 species of beetles, mainly predatory staphylinids, including two nationally rare 
species. The abundance of beetles, and the diversity of species, generally declined with increasing height 
above ground, probably related to flying ability. The cover of flowering plants also declined with height 
(while that of grasses did not), which probably also influenced beetle communities. A study in Toronto 
from 2015 found similar results for bees and wasps using trap nests (bee hotels) on roofs. We need 
more of these studies on green roof ecology!  
 

 

Plastic in the environment is on our minds… 
…and it’s now also in bees’ nests. A recent article (read also here) discusses leaf-cutter bees (Megachile 
species) using plastics as nesting material and expresses caution over interpreting this behaviour as 
‘adaptive’. Plastic flagging of the kind used by surveyors was 
found with pieces removed by leafcutter bees, while plastics in 
Megachile nests have also been found in Argentina and Dubai. 
A paper in 2013 has also investigated this.  
 
Plastic is no substitute 
If the behaviour is adaptive (could the plastic deter parasites, 
for example?) it may appear more frequently in urban 
environments replete with plastic waste. However, leafcutter 
bee nests in plastic tubing used for observation in bee hotels 
largely fail, probably due to excess humidity within the nest and fungal growth. Leaf resin is also 
important for bees in cementing leaf fragments together; plastic nests could therefore be more fragile. 
There’s a suggestion that citizen scientists might help further research by recording the appearance of 
plastic in Megachile nests in bee hotels. 

Checkland Building, Brighton University. 

Aerial photo from Google Earth  

Head 

https://academic.oup.com/jue/article/6/1/juaa017/5870167
http://www.wlgf.org/wildlife/pred_land_beetles
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15659801.2015.1052635)
https://sciencematters.io/articles/202010000003
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2020/11/201103191004.htm
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/ES13-00308.1
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Species diversity really is good for human well-being 
For a few years now we’ve known that green space and natural habitats have a positive impact on our 
happiness and mental well-being. The Wildlife Gardening Forum has always maintained that this is a 
good reason to safeguard people’s access to nature in gardens – and through this to help ensure that 
gardens stay good for wildlife. The trouble has 
been that it’s been hard to pin down the direct 
benefit to people of seeing and hearing wildlife 
and so the importance of maintaining biodiverse 
habitats for people as well as wildlife. If we can’t 
point to hard evidence, politicians and planners 
find it easier to ignore what we’re saying!   
 
Birds make us feel chirpy! 
A new German study published in Ecological 
Economics has turned this around. The study 
looked at 26,000 European citizens in 26 
countries, paired with data on local species 
richness of birds, mammals and trees. The data showed that there was a strong relationship between 
people’s life satisfaction and bird species richness – about as strong as the relationship with their 
income level! There could be two reasons – one being that it’s the experience of birds that makes the 
difference – or that environments good for birds are equally good for people. Either way – the message 
is that making the environment good for birds will deliver an environment better for people, too. 
 

 

Analysis of the biological impact of artificial light at night 
A review article in the Nature Ecology & Evolution journal 
assesses the biological impact of artificial light at night 
(charmingly abbreviated to ALAN). In an analysis of 126 
publications, the authors focused on five key areas of 
impact: organismal physiology (such as melatonin levels), 
seasonal phenology, life history traits (predation or offspring 
numbers, for example), daily activity patterns (such as night 
foraging), and population/community. There’s now strong 
evidence of the biological effects of ALAN on many 
organisms in all five areas, though these vary in their impact 
(positive or negative) between species and location. 
 
As might be expected, negative impacts for life history and activity measures as a result of exposure to 
artificial light were noted more for nocturnal (night-active) than for diurnal (day-active) species, but 
interestingly diurnal species showed more negative response in physiological measures. No relationship 
was found between the intensity of light and impact – even quite low light levels (1-2lux) appear 
sufficient to cause an effect. There doesn’t yet appear to be a link between ALAN and species 
abundance, and the effect on community structure (species diversity) is less clear.  
 
The widespread nature of light impact across organisms suggests mitigation measures should be 
routine, not focus simply on one species, such as bats. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2020.106917
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41559-020-01322-x
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Urbanisation and pollinator conservation 
Katherine Baldock’s excellent review paper at the beginning 
of 2020 brings together evidence, papers and studies from 
around the world on the urban experiences of pollinators and 
what can be done to help. Although we missed this paper in 
previous 2020 newsletters we’ve drawn attention to the 
topics she highlights; for example the impact of urban 
beekeeping on wild pollinators, the positive impacts of 
allotments and gardens, improving green space management 
(noting in particular grass cutting regimes), the negative 
impacts of impervious surface materials (noting the use of 
green roofs), urban micro-climates and climate change, 
chemicals and pollutants. 
 
Katherine’s paper was in a special issue of Current Opinion on 
Insect Science on ‘Pollinator Ecology in the Anthropocene’. 
Another article considers other aspects of science and society 
with regard to pollinators, and in the same vein, lamenting 
some of the same ground, this month PNAS have a special 
feature, ‘The Global Decline of Insects in the Anthropocene’ 
(read here), including a study of news outlets that reveals the 
poor penetration of news on pollinator problems into the 
population (who clearly don’t get our WLGF newsletters!). 
 
 

 

 
Big bees and small bees 
In the November newsletter we referred to a study on the impact of urbanisation on bumblebee size 
and effectiveness as pollinators. This month we have an interesting paper on the influence of body size 
on foraging and learning techniques in buff-tailed bumblebees, Bombus terrestris. Both honeybees and 
bumblebees perform learning flights at flowers providing rewards, and honeybees are known to give 
longer time to learning the surroundings of more 
profitable flowers.   
 
Investigations into this in bumblebees also found 
variation according to size: large workers spend 
longer on the learning flight and face the flower 
more frequently before leaving when they’ve 
harvested a richer reward. They don’t attempt to 
learn so much when the reward is small. Smaller 
workers, however, don’t distinguish between 
floral rewards – their learning pattern is the same 
for all flowers. One explanation offered is that 
larger workers can take full advantage of a rich 
flower, in that they can extract and carry far more 
in one go than a small worker. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214574520300201
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S221457452030047X
https://www.pnas.org/content/118/2/e2023989118
https://www.cell.com/current-biology/pdfExtended/S0960-9822(20)31775-9
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Wildlife gardening and citizen science 
 

Nesting birds contend with light and noise pollution  
One of the biggest citizen science studies ever made in North America has been published, based on 
58,506 nest records from 142 species, spanning 14 years data from the Cornell Laboratory of 
Ornithology’s nationwide NestWatch monitoring programme. This study looked at the impact of 
‘sensory pollution’ – light and noise, on nesting performance. Both light and noise are increased in urban 
environments, and data for these were gained from satellites and acoustic monitoring supplemented by 
computer modelling. 
 
Birds, especially those with better vision, tended to start 
breeding and egg-laying earlier in well-lit sites, probably 
related to their innate day-length sensitivity. This even 
applied to birds nesting in dark tree holes or nest boxes. 
Conversely, birds subjected to noise pollution tended to 
breed and lay eggs later than birds in quiet sites, and this 
was most marked for forest-dwelling birds with low song 
notes, which were more likely to be drowned out by 
ambient city noise. They laid fewer eggs and had more 
clutch and nest failures in the noisiest areas, which did not happen in birds nesting in open habitats. 
 
Sensory pollution impacts make it important to look carefully at the environment where monitoring for 
climate change impacts is done, or results could be misleading. 
 

 

Record numbers of stag beetle sightings in 2020 
Last year’s Great Stag Hunt survey, produced by People’s Trust for Endangered 
Species (PTES), had more than double the usual numbers recorded; of the 
18,805 adults verified just over 10,000 were males. These are encouraging 
numbers for this declining beetle, prevalent only in southern England. 
 

 

Increasing engagement in pollinator-friendly gardening 
Despite much research into pollinator conservation there’s been little research in encouraging public 
engagement in pollinator conservation. The findings of a large-scale social research online questionnaire 
were published recently, investigating the motivations of people’s engagement in pollinator 
conservation. Personal attitudes, values and perceptions were found to be the key determiners in 

pollinator friendly actions, rather than an individual’s knowledge of the subject.  
 
This work highlighted practical activities that can be easily and widely employed 
by members of the public to benefit pollinators. These included the creation of 
bare ground for ground-nesting bees, having unmown areas of lawn and the 
provision of free resources such as seeds to grow pollinator-friendly plants. In 

addition to this, educational and community projects that empower people to get involved in pollinator-
friendly activities in their local green spaces could also have a highly beneficial impact on pollinators. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2903-7
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/landtrust/nestwatch/
https://ptes.org/get-involved/surveys/garden/great-stag-hunt/stag-hunt-survey/
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pan3.10168
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And finally…  
 
Rare pond plant comes out of hiding  
An old ‘ghost pond’ being restored on a farm in 
Heydon, Norfolk has revealed an unexpected 
guest – grass-poly, or Lythrum hyssopifolia, one 
of the rarest plants in the UK. This pink-flowered 
annual, a specialist of disturbed, seasonally wet 
ground found in the hollows and ruts of arable 
land, hasn’t been seen in Norfolk for 100 years. 
Seeds of the plant remained buried in the mud 
and germinated after disturbed soil let in light. 
The discovery brings encouragement that, with good conservation, other ‘extinct’ plants can be ‘brought 
back from the dead’. 
 

 
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 Helen Bostock, Zoe Randle, Marc Carlton, Judith Conroy, Andrew Salisbury, Steve Head, Adrian 
Thomas, David Perkins, Mary Jackson, Mark Goddard and Ken Thompson. 

All photos from Wikicommons unless stated. 

 

http://www.wlgf.org/

