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Volunteer and Reserve News
Summer 2016 seems to have been a jolly busy time for the staff and volunteers at Shapwick, with
the team working across our entire suite of nature reserves, and some other sites too. As usual a
large part of this work has involved maintaining and repairing access and infrastructure, with a
major task being the completion an enormous amount of fencing. This year we have been
experimenting with chestnut fence posts, rather than the usual treated softwood ones, so it will be
interesting to see how they compare over time.
While Rob Whitcombe, our resident farmer and grazier, has been busy with the summer hay cut,
volunteers have been busy strimming and mowing grass on the many footpaths that cross the
reserves, as well as cutting back overhanging branches and other vegetation.

Volunteers being thanked for their efforts over the Spring and Summer at the end of season Cream
Tea. Tasks have involved mowing, strimming, hoiking, slubbing out, looking for water vole droppings,
identifying plants, dragonflies, butterflies, bumblebees, reptiles, bitterns and bearded tits, as well as
helping orientate visitors new to the reserve by manning the Visitor Information Point at the centre.

A new development in our work programme has been the increase in the groups of volunteers
involved in surveying and monitoring during the spring and summer months. To add to the
monitoring of birds, mammals, butterflies and bumblebees that we have been undertaking for a
number of years, we have started a regular Thursday surveying group, plus adding new transects
to cover everything from dragonflies to bog plants, grasshoppers and hoverflies. This constitutes a
great contribution to our site knowledge and assessing the impact of our management.

A particular area of focus has been the setting up of vegetation monitoring transects across
our mire restorations, which are to be monitored over the next 20 years. This will provide
robust scientific evidence of how the habitat changes over time. Dipwells have also been
installed along the transect routes, to provide data on how water levels change over the
course of the year, so we can assess the effects of this on plant communities.

Ebbor has had a new memorial bench installed, just below the carpark, with views across
Glastonbury Tor and the Avalon Marshes, and elsewhere on the Mendips a small contingent of NE
staff and volunteers attended the official opening of Butterfly Conservations newly purchased
Westbury Beacon reserve. Natural England volunteers have been helping Butterfly Conservation
maintain the site for the past few years, and it is great news that BC are finally in ownership of the
site. Along the ridge from the Beacon, NE staff and members of the Mendip AONB team have
tackled scrub regrowth at Rodney Stoke, and created a small clearing in the woods, for the use of
local schools to enjoy forest school sessions.

Avid bird watchers amongst our
readers have probably noticed that the
wader scrape has been pumped down
at the end of August and in to
September. This is to lower the water
levels and leave mud exposed for
feeding on by the incoming
Autumn/Winter migrants.
Water levels as a whole have been
fairly low across Shapwick this period
due to the fairly dry summer.

The dry conditions have enabled us to get our softrak out onto site to do some much needed
management. Several areas have been cut, including 70 Acres, Canada Farm (track behind the
lake), the South Drain and in front of Meare Heath hide. The machine has also been in action at
Catcott Lows (SWT) and Gordano Valley NNR (NE); as well as being used to transport wood off
our mire restoration sites, ready to be sold in lovely hessian bags for our in-house, sustainablyharvested firewood label.
At the very end of September we were extremely privileged to have had a small section of the
Sweet Track unearthed for a day by archaeologists from South-West Heritage Trust. Field sections
are being checked for condition and finds have included perfectly preserved hazelnuts and flints
used by Neolithic man. The digs can only be exposed for a day or two at a time as they oxidise so
quickly when teased out of the dark, wet, anaerobic conditions of the peaty home that preserves
them.

SWHT archaeologists Dr.Richard Brunning and Marc Cox giving staff a peek at the Sweet Track
dig. A small piece of flint can be seen at the bottom centre of the dig.

As always a huge thanks to the community of volunteers and local folks who come
out in all seasons and weathers to help keep our reserve the wonderful and
biodiverse place that it is. As we said at the Thank-You Cream Tea, we really couldn’t
do it without you!

Wildlife Highlights

It was another great summer season for birds, with a pair of glossy ibis’ now resident in the area
for the whole year. Will they be following in the footsteps of bitterns, great white egrets and
bearded tits in making the Avalon Marshes their home and increasing in number over the next
few years? Thanks for the amazing bird shots from Alan Ashman, Rob Balch and Andrew Kirby
respectively.

Grasshopper and cricket surveys have
found increasing populations of the
Roesel’s bush-cricket. Standing out with
their distinctive, bright green ‘nike
swoosh’, this is a newly recorded species
which is fast-colonising our Somerset
reserves. Photo’s courtesy of Young
Warden Benjamin Bond.

Article: Shapwick’ s Osprey

By Mark Huntington and Andrew Kirby

“It was getting quite boring sitting in the tractor, and even with the nice view of Decoy Lake and
Glastonbury Tor an hour and a half’s topping in late summer with a sealed cab and inefficient air
conditioning soon wears you down. I was thinking of calling it a day when out of the corner of my
eye I saw it! At first I thought it was a kestrel, however after a few minutes, this giant bird
approached and began to hover over the water, only a hundred yards away. It was unmistakable,
‘AN OPSREY’ my first for Shapwick and the Avalon Marshes. It dived and missed, back up again
and tried again. You always imagine that these birds catch a fish on every swoop, but not so? For
another hour I watched this majestic bird, working hard to catch its dinner. And then it was there, a
large carp hanging from the strong talons and taken up and away as though it had no weight.
Perhaps to be consumed on a perch on Noah’s Lake. Not a bad days topping in the end”. Simon
Clarke.
The Osprey – Pandion halieatus - is a raptor in a family of its own. Similar in appearance to a
buzzard or eagle it specialises in feeding on fish and is a spectacular sight to see, with its wingspan of over 70 inches, its long, hooked beak and its plunge-diving flights to catch its prey.

Osprey’s are the only species of bird that combine this plunge-diving feeding behaviour with a
raptorial foot - a foot with a flexible toe that can be moved to grip a slippery, thrashing fish with two
toes pointing forward and two back. Once airborne again, the bird manipulates the struggling fish

so as to carry it head first, allowing the bird to be more streamlined in flight. The osprey also
removes any water from its feathers as it flies, by shaking itself, much like a dog.
The osprey is one of the few migratory raptors that pass through our reserve annually, bringing
delight and awe to all who see it. Breeding mostly in Scotland and the far north of England, and
more recently an introduced pair in Cumbria, the osprey passes through southern England during
its migration to Africa. Most overwinter in Senegal and the Gambia with the young ospreys
remaining in West Africa until they are three years old, when they fly north for the first time. An
Osprey may log more than 160,000 migration miles during its 15 to 20 year lifetime.
The Osprey, whilst not a rare bird globally, remains a rare breeding bird in the UK and an amberlist species due to historical persecution. Having been shot for being fish-pests from at least Tudor
times, the last record of a breeding osprey in Somerset is from 1847, when a pair attempted to
breed at Monksilver. The osprey returned to Britain as a breeding species in 1959 at the now
famous Loch Garten site in Scotland, after several unsuccessful attempts in previous years. Since
then the occurrence of breeding pairs has started to slowly spread southwards.

At Shapwick Heath NNR an Osprey has been passing through during August for the last eight to
nine years. Birdwatchers monitoring the reserve believe it is the same bird that visits each year, as
they appear to be very much creatures of habit and, on arrival at Shapwick each year, the bird
settles on its ‘usual’ perch of a dead tree sticking out of Noah’s Lake; from where all can admire…
As the females are the first to leave their migratory stop-off points, local birders believe the bird to
be female. This cannot be confirmed, nor the exact location it flys from and to, as the bird is not
ringed.
This year our beloved Osprey stayed at Shapwick for 31 days, which is the longest stay period yet
recorded. She was also joined briefly by a second osprey, this one ringed, so could be identified as
a bird that overwinters in Scotland. The lengthening stay and appearance of a second bird has led
to speculation that as breeding pairs move south we may yet be lucky enough to host a breeding
pair at Shapwick – here’s hoping!

Public Events, Education and Outreach
We have enjoyed hosting a huge range of visitors and running a wide range of public events over
the busy summer season here at Shapwick. Primary schools have explored elements of their
geography and science curriculums and secondary schools have carried our investigations for their
biology fieldwork; all with help from the joint NE/RSPB field teaching scheme which operates
across Shapwick Heath and Ham Wall NNRs. We have also had visits from Bridgwater College
countryside and arboriculture students, to learn how we manage large, high-profile sites such as
Shapwick Heath and Ebbor Gorge. The use of Shapwick as an outside classroom, to support
students of all ages learn about the natural world, is a very important part of what Natural England
seek to provide and support through our network of National Nature Reserves.
The public have enjoyed guided walks to survey for bats, learn all about otters and discover
how Neolithic man lived and survived on the marshes. We had a marvellous ‘Wetland Wild
Day Out’ in September, where local youngsters learnt how water-birds migrate, what bugs
and beasties live in a pond and took trailer-rides across the reserve, to earn themselves a
certificate celebrating their efforts.

Mondays of the summer holidays provided pond-dipping opportunities for visitors to the
reserves and we ran more of our ever-popular ‘Forest School for All the Family’ sessions.
Children particularly enjoyed a ‘Wild Art’ session which included making pigments out of
natural materials such as charcoal, earth and blackberries, and making animals out of clay.

Charging for Parking at Ashcott Corner Car Park, Shapwick
Heath National Nature Reserve
As of 14 November 2016 alongside the RSPB at Ham Wall, Natural England will introduce a daily
parking fee of £3.00 per vehicle in this car park.
We also propose to introduce an annual pass for the Ashcott Corner car park for regular users.
The annual pass will be £30.00 for a full year. Visitors to the western end of the reserve will still be
able to park for free at the Avalon Marshes Centre.
All money raised will be used directly to help maintain and enhance the visitor facilities on this
reserve and contribute to the sustainable long-term management of habitats at Shapwick Heath
NNR, including the reedbeds and grassland.
For further details including annual passes please contact:


The Senior Reserve Manager on 01458 860120
somersetavonandwiltshire@naturalengland.org.uk
 RSPB Ham Wall car park Information facility
 Avalon Marshes Information Point at the Avalon Marshes Centre, Shapwick Road
 Friends of Shapwick Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/FOSHNNR/
 Natural England South West Twitter account
https://twitter.com/NESouthWest

Up-Coming Public Events
Sunday 6th
November
10am-3pm

A Wild Day Out in Winter

Saturday 26th
November
2-4pm

Forest School for All the Family
Learn how to cook simple foods on an open fire along with some den-building and
exploring in our woodland glade. For children with their parents/carers. Places limited,
booking essential. Charge £3 per child.

Saturday 3rd
December
1.30-4.30pm

Christmas starlings – Crafts and walk
An afternoon of making starling crafts and Christmas decorations, followed by a guided
walk to see the incredible murmurations, as the starlings come in to roost on the
reserve at sunset. Booking essential, charge £3 per child.

A family fun day at the Avalon Marshes Centre with heritage and landscape inspired
games, trails and crafts. Including a working water-model of the Somerset Levels and
tours of the Saxon Feasting Hall and Roman Villa reconstructions. Have a go at ponddipping, take a trailer ride across the reserve and much more… No booking necessary.
A FREE, drop-in event.

For more information and booking please contact julie.merrett@naturalengland.org.uk or call the
Natural England office on 01458 860120

Young Wardens
The Young Wardens group is a programme of activities for 12-17 year olds, co-ordinated by
Natural England on behalf of the partnership of organisations working across the Avalon Marshes.
During the spring and summer they have worked with the South-West Heritage Trust on their
historical reconstructions at the centre, visited Ebbor Gorge for a guided tour and talk at the Gully
Cave dig and spent a day learning expert fire-lighting and campfire cooking skills with our
marvellous bushcraft and Forest School volunteer Paul Rich.

Young Wardens with Dr. Danielle Schreve of Royal Holloway University, looking at the dig and finds at
Gully Cave, Ebbor Gorge. New finds this summer have included: the jaw bone of a bear, a spotted
hyena tooth and the first evidence of a species of hominid using the cave – a scrap of flint!

Upcoming sessions:

Identifying Wildlife with the Recorders of the Avalon
Marshes (RoAM). Learn to use identification keys and
explore the reserve, looking for a range of insects,
reptiles, birds and mammals to improve your wildlife
identification skills.

Wednesday
26th October
10am - 3pm

The Avalon Marshes
Centre, Westhay,
BA6 9TT

Practical Conservation Work with The Hawk & Owl
Trust. A day out on Shapwick Moor with the Reserve
Manager, undertaking scrub clearance, using handtools, burning brash and probably some tree-planting
too. Lunch around the campfire.

Saturday
26 November
10am - 3pm

Shapwick Moor
Reserve
Car Park

th

For more information and booking please contact Julie Merrett on 01458 860120 or e-mail on
julie.merrett@naturalengland.org.uk . For the ‘Identifying Wildlife’ session please contact Kevin
Anderson on kevin.anderson@somersetwildlife.org

Avalon Marshes Centre Site and Visitor Information update
The Heritage Lottery funded Avalon Marshes Landscape Partnership project came to a formal end
this September. Having co-ordinated a wide-ranging suite of projects across the area in
partnership with Natural England, Somerset Wildlife Trust, the RSPB, South-West Heritage Trust
and others, it has been key in the continuing development of the area as a visitor destination for
enjoying wildlife and heritage.

An important part of the four-year project was ensuring that a legacy was put in place, in terms of
organisations working together and a distinctive ‘Avalon Marshes’ identity formed for the area. To
this end posts are now in place to ensure that the Avalon Marshes website and the Visitor
Information Point at the centre continue to be staffed and developed, as they are a critical source
of contact, engagement and information for visitors.
Natural England now also have the go-ahead to build new offices at the workshop end of the site,
thus enabling the dismantling of the existing office buildings, freeing up space for the continued
development of the historical reconstruction area. We hope this will help build further momentum to
the ongoing development of the whole site as a local visitor attraction.

And Finally…
And last, but by no means least, once again our Senior Reserve Manager,
Simon Clarke, along with colleague Carolyn Worfolk, has received a Natural
England ‘Grafta’ award for all his hard work, enthusiasm and ruthless
dedication in getting our new Tower Hide built at Shapwick. Well done
Simon. Let’s hope you can make it a hat-trick next year…!!! (No pressure ;-)

If you know of anyone who would like to receive a copy of this newsletter, please ask them to email julie.merrett@naturalengland.org.uk and we will add their names to our list. You can also visit
our volunteer-run ‘Friends of Shapwick Heath’ Facebook page for weekly information on what’s
happening out on the reserve.

Shapwick Heath National Nature Reserve: Simon Clarke 01458 860120 simon.clarke@naturalengland.org.uk
Public Events and Youth Groups: Julie Merrett 01458 860120 julie.merrett@naturalengland.org.uk
RSPB: (Ham Wall) Steve Hughes 01458 860494 steve.hughes@rspb.org.uk
Somerset Wildlife Trust: (Catcott Lows/ Westhay Moor) Mark Blake: 01823 652430 mark.blake@somersetwildlife.org

