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Reserve & Volunteer News

Laura has been a fantastic asset to the Somerset team
and we will miss her help on the ground hugely.
Laura left just as the topping, mowing and strimming of
footpaths and access routes got started (miles and miles
of it) particularly on Shapwick and our Bridgwater Bay
NNR. Some serious tree safety work was undertaken at
our Gordano Valley NNR, with the aid of aboricultural
specialists Whitebeam Tree Services, and we are happy
to report the final 10 steps at Ebbor Gorge were
completed (the last of approx. 180 that we mostly rebuilt
last year).

As April arrived survey season began in earnest and as
our second landscape-wide booming bittern count
racked up 42 booming males across the Avalon Marshes,
with 13 of them on Shapwick Heath alone and 47
Somerset-wide, we could feel it was going to be a good
year. Marsh harriers were displaying well, there was
plenty of great white egret activity, the passerines
flooded in, cuckoos began to call and a nightingale was
regularly heard singing its heart out along the Discovery
Trail. Butterfly, bumblebee and dragonfly transects
began and the RoAM Thursday surveying group got going
on its mission to explore Natural England’s lesser-known
sites across the Somerset Levels.

The big news on Shapwick in May was that we were
visited by our new Chief Executive Marian Spain and her
team and our new Chairman Tony Juniper and the full
Natural England Board. The idea was for them to see
landscape-scale partnership work in action and
experience the broad range of habitat works, citizen
science and public engagement work NE are involved
with, to inform the developing Nature Recovery
Networks strategy.

RoAM volunteers Bill Urwin and Fred Giles demonstrating their field
surveying techniques.

Bye Laura, we wish you all the best!!

The team was dealt a blow though, in that our fantastic
NNR Apprentice Laura Robertson went and got herself a
job – for Natural England, but up on the Suffolk Coast.

Education, education, education as they say; in May and
June the NNR team hosted a number of Year 10 work
experience placements, well done to Joshua Guest of
Heathfield Community School, Taunton and Lily Young
from King’s of Wessex who both worked very hard and
contributed a lot during their time with us. We also
welcomed two new members of staff! Firstly Campbell
McCallum on a year’s Graduate Placement Programme,
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who is a mapping and GIS whizz. Campbell and will be
looking at habitat mapping for us as we try to develop
our connectivity work across the landscape, to make the
most of new funding opportunities around concepts of
‘Natural Capital’ (getting paid for the ecosystem services
we provide such as carbon and floodwater storage) and
‘Net Gain’ (a new planning law ensuring commercial
developers invest in habitat works across a landscape to
leave the environment more biodiverse as a whole than
before their development took place). And secondly
Andrea Liddle from the Natural England Apprentice
Scheme has made a move from up North to down South,
to join us for the last four months of her placement, to
get some experience of different habitats and cultures. A
warm welcome please for Campbell and Andrea if you
see them out and about on the reserve!

The bottom of the cave has still not been reached so this
is a work still in progress… to be continued…

40,000 year-old brown bear jaw bone

June saw work re-commence for the 13th year of
excavation at the Gully Cave archaeological dig at Ebbor
Gorge. The dig, undertaken by Professor Danielle
Schreve of Royal Holloway University, is the most
important of its kind in NW Europe and gives a unique
insight into the animals that lived in the Mendip Hills
between 10,000 and 40,000 years ago. This was a period
of extremely rapid and abrupt climate-change, and finds
indicate how different species responded to these
changes. This year’s dig unearthed bones of wild horse
and deer and a number of cave bear bones including a
very worn-down canine tooth, as well as 1.5 tons of
sediment samples which will go back to the University for
processing to find small bones and shells.

Many thanks as always for all the volunteer support that
make these amazing projects possible!
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Wildlife Highlights
For those who love the insects, a number of very notable
species of soldierfly have been recorded, including the
‘black colonel’ Ordontonata tigrina and ‘ornate
brigadier’ Odontomyia ornate, a specialist of the
hemlock water dropwort that lines the banks of
Somerset Levels water courses. Our most spectacular
find though was the ‘silver colonel’ soldierfly
Odontomyia argentata, not recorded in Somerset since
1949.

The Thursday Survey Volunteer Group, led by the
intrepid ‘Beetle Bill’ Urwin, have been scouring the
ditches and grasslands of our many far-flung Somerset
Levels sites that have not recently received the surveying
attention that they deserve. Highlights have been the
many and varied water beetles including a number of
important Ramsar-cited species, all with highly
memorable names: Hydrophilus piceus, Hydrophilus
marginalis, Hydaticus transversalis and Hydrochara
caraboides.

A survey trip/adventure was also taken out to Stert
Island in Bridgwater Bay, where shelduck and their young
were observed along with small flocks of ringed plover
and oystercatcher and good numbers of skylark on the
wing.

Water scorpions and water stick insects have been a
wonder to see in our ditches and scrapes.
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Article – Somerset Otters
By Reserves Manager Julie Merrett

Back on Shapwick May/June was Argent & Sable moth
season, thank-you to survey volunteer Dave Beszant for
this fantastic photo. We also witnessed the happy arrival
of a ‘polish swan’ – a rare genetic variant of the mute
swan (not such an ugly duckling!), seen here happily
swimming along with its mother and siblings.

The site of fledgling bearded reedlings assured us this
species is still breeding successfully on the reserve. Many
thanks to volunteer Andrew Kirby for the wonderful
photos.

With its sleek fur coat, soft eyes, lovable face and unique
adaptations to both land and water, the otter is an iconic
species of British wetlands. Once common, during the
1960/70’s the species in this country suffered a huge
decline. The main culprits of its demise were habitat loss
on a huge scale, as post-war farm modernisation brought
rough grazing and wetland areas into production - along
with the use of chlorinated hydrocarbon pesticides and
water pollution from industry - which hugely effected
otter health and their ability to feed themselves. It was,
perhaps ironically, the Otter Hunt who first raised the
alarm, stopped hunting the species and shared their
huge knowledge of otter behaviour and ecology to help
discover what was happening and determine how otters
could be conserved.
By 1981 a county-wide survey of Somerset found
evidence of otters at only two locations and by 1984
otters were on the brink of extinction across the country.
However, in 1978 otters had become protected by law
and measures had been put in place which banned key
pesticides, cleaned-up rivers and began to protect and
restore riverside and reedbed habitat. By the 1990’s this
was starting to show signs of success, with otter numbers
beginning to recover.
Current Somerset population estimates stand at around
70 individuals. Otters relatively scarce populations are
linked to their ecology: they are the top predators of
their food chain and being fairly large animals they need
a large territory in which to operate. Females require
approximately seven square miles and males twelve.
Otters also spend a relatively long time raising their
young compared to other mammals, with cubs spending
approximately 18 months with their mother, as the skills
that need to be learnt to hunt and home in two differing
environments is hard-earnt. Bitches usually have two or
three cubs, only every other year, and often only one will
survive to adulthood. Fighting over territories, road
deaths and the recently arrived bile fluke disease will
reduce populations further.
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Species Factfile: Otter
Otters are members of the mustelid family, along with
badgers, weasels, stoats and mink. The ‘common’ or
‘Eurasian’ otter (scientific name Lutra lutra) is found across
Europe and Asia.
Otters are approximately 1m long (nose to tail-tip) in
females, with males being larger, on average 1.2m long.
Otters have streamlined bodies that aid hunting in water;
short, strong legs which act as good paddles; five-toed,
semi-webbed feet which are adapted well to both land and
water. Their thick strong tails act as powerful rudders and
their numerous strong, sensitive whiskers help them hunt
underwater.
Otters live in linear-shaped territories along water-courses
with sufficient bank cover. The water type can consist of
small streams or ditches, rivers, lakes, wetlands and
coastal areas. Water quality can range from pristine
streams in forests to canals in centres of large cities, as
long as food supply and cover are adequate.
Otters spend approximately three quarters of their time
on land and only a quarter of their time in the water which they use predominantly for hunting and washing.

Most water-dwelling mammals have a layer of
subcutaneous fat to keep them warm, but the otter doesn’t.
Instead it has two layers of fur - a layer of short dense underfur and a layer of long coarse over-hair. This allows airbubbles to be trapped between the layers, which is how the
otter insulates itself when hunting in cold water. This gives
the otter a great advantage both in its agility when hunting
in water and its ability to move on land (just think of the
mobility of a seal on land with its large amounts of
subcutaneous fat). However, this also has its disadvantages,
which is that the otter pays a high metabolic price for
keeping warm when in the water – losing approximately 1
degree of body temperature per fishing trip. This is counteracted by behaviour adaptations - it increases its activity
before going into the water, raising its body temperature
before entry, it is vigorously active while in the water and
limits its forays to 10-15 minutes.
Several closely related females will live in a ‘group territory’
along a water-course. This will be defended against other
female groups, but within each group territory, each female
will have her own ‘core’ area where she will spend most of
her time, build her holts & couches (shelters) and rear her
young. Males have larger territories, overlapping with
several females. Otters live fairly solitary lives with malefemale contact being fairly minimal and mothers raising
their cubs alone. Communication amongst otter groups is
mainly via their spraints (droppings).
The otter’s diet consists mainly of fish but also crayfish &
crabs, frogs, birds and small mammals. Their diet varies in
each location and time of year. The otter fishes by swimming
along the surface of the water, dives down with a tail flip,
searches for prey along the bottom, using their incredibly
sensitive whiskers, to come up with mostly bottom-dwelling
or resting fish.
Although in theory otters can live up to 15-20 years this is
not common as otter mortality is high and life expectancy
short - approximately 4-7 years. This is due to a combination
of the fact that hunting in water takes such a high calorific
toll and there are times of year when food supply is short; if
they do not have a successful hunt quickly they can easily die
of hypothermia or starvation.
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Shapwick Heath Otters
With its mosaic of wet habitats from lakes and reedbeds
to wet grassland and woodland, set within a wetland
landscape criss-crossed with ditches and ryhnes,
Shapwick Heath constitutes an ideal habitat for otters.

In Somerset we are very lucky to have The Somerset
Otter Group, a loose association of active enthusiasts
who have been studying and recording the Somerset
populations since the 1980’s. Founding member James
Williams was a foremost expert on otters, being awarded
an MBE in 2013 for his work on conserving Somerset
otters. Shapwick Heath NNR is monitored by Otter Group
volunteer Dion Warner, who carries out regular otter
surveys and keeps records of their runs, spraints and any
sightings. Dion keeps staff informed of our otters
whereabouts and also helps run our annual Shapwick
Otter Walk for visitors.
Otter sightings on Shapwick can be patchy, with some
months or years where otters show regularly on Decoy,
Noah’s or Canada Lake and then long periods where
none seem to show at all. These periods often trigger
visitors and volunteers to ask reserve staff with concern
‘what has happened to our otters?’ I am always pleased
to assure people that this isn’t a sign that otters are
suffering a decline, it is just they have large territories
and will be using different parts of them preferentially at
different times – when this is in a more publicly

accessible place you will see them more often, when it’s
not, you won’t see them so much.

Recently at Shapwick we have had some great otter
sightings and seen some really interesting behaviour,
from otters sharing space on the scrape with a great
white egret and a glossy ibis, to munching eels or rising
up from Noah’s Lake like jaws to grab an egret for its tea.
Otters used to be thought of as elusive and shy of
humans but these recent sightings, and those of an otter
regularly seen on the River Sheppey in Godney from the
pub beer garden, are testament that this doesn’t hold
true today. Maybe this is behavioural change we are
seeing since it is many generations now since otters were
hunted and persecuted in the UK?

For further information about otters please contact the
Somerset Otter Group www.somersetottergroup.org.uk
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Events and Education

Our first big event of the season was the ‘Kid’s Big Bug
Hunt’ during the Easter holidays in April. Supported by
volunteers from RoAM (Recorders of the Avalon
Marshes) and the RSPB’s ‘Schools on Reserves’ fieldteaching scheme, this was a day where children and their
families could come along and take part in pond-dipping
for aquatic invertebrates, collect bugs and have their
finds ID’d by local experts, get top bird-spotting tips from
the Shapwick Tower Hide, play environmental trail
games and make nature-inspired crafts.
April, May and June saw regular sessions of our everpopular ‘Forest School for all the Family’ sessions in
Decoy Woods and the Summer half-term holidays saw a
group of Young Wardens join us to help with footpath
repairs on. Many thanks to this fantastic bunch of very
hardworking kids!

A series of Spring Wildlife Walks were undertaken by our
Visitor Information Officer Kevin Anderson and a great
day out was had by all who attended our annual
Shapwick Otter Day in May.
The Schools on Reserves team have also hosted visits
from a number of local secondary schools - Sidcot School
International Baccalaureate students looking at
biodiversity, Millfield School for ‘A’ Level Biology
fieldwork and students from local comprehensive
St.Dunstan’s for an enrichment day.
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Somerset Festival of nature saw us run the self-led
‘Sweet Track Trail’ – a chance to learn more about this
prehistoric walkway and the flora and fauna along its
route, and a new interactive ‘Hide & Seek’ exhibit went
into our Bird Hides at Meare Heath and Decoy. Run by
the WetlandLIFE project team, the interactive exhibit
explores the themes of literature, memories, myths and
legends of the area with postcards and post-boxes for
people to share poems, stories or pass on names of
favourite books and artists. The exhibit will be in the
hides until the end of the Summer, maps available from
the Avalon Marshes Centre Visitor Information Point.

Monday 29th July & 5th, 12th, 19th August - Wild Art on
Shapwick – Take part in hands-on, nature-inspired,
family-friendly art activities on the Discovery Trail at the
Ashcott Road end of Shapwick Heath (opposite entrance
to Ham Wall reserve). Drop-in event, 11am – 3pm,
charge £2 per child, per session.
Saturday 3rd August - Shapwick Dragonfly Walk –
Discover the dazzling array of dragon and damselflies
that make Shapwick Heath their home and learn some
essential ID skills along the way with reserve staff and
expert volunteers. Places limited, booking essential,
charge £5 per person.
Sunday 22nd September - Avalon Marshes Open Day –
The re-opening of the full centre complete with new
classroom, historical reconstructions and wildlife
garden. Coinciding with Heritage Open Days and
Somerset Arts Week there will be something for
everyone at this family-friendly day. Free drop-in event,
10am – 4pm.

Upcoming Public Events

Saturday 28th September - Forest School for All the
Family – Nature-inspired wild art activities, bug-hunting,
den-building & camp fires in our woodland glade. Places
limited, booking essential, charge £3 per person.

For further information on these events please visit
www.avalonmarshes.org.uk
or
email
julie.merrett@naturalengland.org
for
booking.
Alternatively call the Natural England office on 01458
860120 to speak to someone directly.

Upcoming Young Wardens

Sunday 7th July - Shapwick Butterfly Walk - Enjoy
Shapwick’s white admiral and silver-washed fritillary
butterflies at the peak of their flying season while
learning some basic butterfly ID along the way with
members of RoAM and Butterfly Conservation. Places
limited, booking essential, charge £5 per person.

Sunday 21st July - Hands-on Heritage – Join staff and
volunteers from South West Heritage Trust to help-out
on their Archaeological Open Day, learning some Saxon
and Viking skills along the way. Places limited, booking
essential.

Sunday 21st July – Archaeological Open Day – Take a
look around a Saxon feasting hall, a Roman villa’s dining
room and a Viking ship with South West Heritage Trust
at their Festival of Archaeology at the Avalon Marshes
Centre. Free drop-in event, 10am – 4pm.

Young Wardens is a group for 12-17 year-olds wishing
to take part in practical conservation activities or work
towards the completion of their Duke of Edinburgh
Award Community hours.

Saturday 28th September - Mammal ID with RoAM –
Improve your tracking skills and open a set of small
mammal traps with reserve staff, to help with mammal
surveying on Shapwick Heath NNR. Places limited,
booking essential, charge £5 per person.
For more information please contact Julie Merrett by
email julie.merrett@naturalengland.org.uk
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Centre & Visitor News

And Finally…

The big news at the centre this quarter has been the
flying-in of a replica Viking longboat to the Avalon
Archaeological Park at the Avalon Marshes Centre. Well
not actually flown, it was craned-in, but as it sailed across
the sky it did feel like it was flying. Its first opening to the
public will be at South West Heritage Trust’s
Archaeological Open Day on Sunday 21st July.

In the last newsletter we announced our Tesco Bags for
Life fundraiser running in the Glastonbury Tesco Store,
to raise monies for a wetland wildlife scene mural to go
in the new Noah’s Hide. The idea being to make the hide
more welcoming to families and those new to
birdwatching, with useful identification guides to aid
beginners. We are very pleased to announce we were
awarded the funding that we needed - adding to existing
donations from private individuals and funds raised at
previous events. Renowned wildlife artist Mike Langman
has now sketched out the first draft on the walls of the
hide, and left them in place for two weeks to allow locals,
volunteers and visitors to comment on the design and
feedback to us on any changes they would like to see in
terms of species that may need adding or omitting! We
have had some great feedback, and the painting of the
mural proper will begin on Monday 8th July. The hide will
continue to be open during the day during the 7-10 days
of painting, but will be locked at night.

Other news is that preparations are going well for the
arrival of the new classroom in July, an attractive logcabin type construction which will complement the other
buildings on site. There are also plans afoot for the
construction of an Iron Age roundhouse at the
archaeological park and background work is in process to
bring funding in for the next phase of landscaping works,
with further improvements due to the wildlife garden
and car park. The plan is to have the wildlife garden and
new classroom open in September when we hold the
Open Day, coinciding with Heritage Open Days and
Somerset Arts Week to provide a range of family-friendly
activities, along with lots of information for our local
community – who we continue to thank for their support
and patience during ongoing works.

Find us on Facebook:
Friends of Shapwick Heath NNR
www.facebook.com/FOSHNNR/
Shapwick Heath NNR is part of the
Avalon Marshes Landscape Partnership
www.avalonmarshes.org

Important contacts
Natural England: 01458 860120
Somerset Wildlife Trust: 01823 652400
RSPB: 01458 860494
Hawk and Owl Trust: 01458 433805
South West Heritage Trust: 01823 278805
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