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Volunteer and Reserve News

Pictures Left:

We have been having the equivalent of a of a spring clean out
on the NNRs with many maintenance activites being carried
out by staff and volunteers across the reserves.
Mendip NNRs:
At Rodney Stoke NNR there have been a lot of fencing repairs
required where posts have come loose or rotted – in order to
make the fields stock proof for grazing animals to be put out in
April and May. Whilst at Ebbor Gorge NNR the main access
bridge has been replaced.

Volunteers
clearing and
chipping wind
blown trees on
a drove at
Moorlinch

An NVC survey was also completed at Ebbor in order to update
the previous maps from the 1990s and ensure we have a
thorough record of which plant species are present, as with
the huge changes in canopy cover that ash dieback will be
causing, we need to monitor this to help plan future
management. A notable finding from the survey was an
increase of wetland species as well as significant amount of
Goldilocks buttercup - an ancient woodland indicator.
Shapwick Heath NNR:
At Shapwick the volunteers have been kept busy maintaining
droves and pathways by chipping the last of Storm Eunice and
Franklin’s windblown tress and laying down logs and wood
chip on path surfaces. This was particularly neccesary on the
Sweet Track where the raised water level - required to
maintain the ancient monument buried in the peat below - can
sometimes lead to a boggy patch.

The Sweet
Track trail relaid with log
and woodchip

The hydrological controls put in at Shapwick last year are
settling in, with the resulting changes in water level becoming
visible; an important step towards restoring the peat and
enabling it to function as a carbon sink.
A great example of what this could bring about was visible in
the cotton grass fields, where Cotton grass and Sphagnum
moss were clearly evident.
Picture Right:
Marsh Marigold
– A wetland
species present
at Ebbor Gorge
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Wildlife Highlights

The Bitterns are Booming:
In March and April we conducted the annual monitoring
surveys of Booming Bitterns, with the maximum tally
being recorded on April the 14th. 11 booming males
were counted on Shapwick Heath, with the Avalon
Marshes total at 41, and the Avalon Marshes and
Somerset total of 43. The full results were collated by
Alison Blaney from the RSPB and can be seen in the
table below.
This seems to indicate a continued success and
improvement in numbers of Bitterns in the Avalon
Marshes and across Somerset, the 2021 total was 31 for
Avalon Marshes and 34 for Somerset (only April
surveyed), 2020 was 36 Avalon Marshes with 0 counted
beyond Avalon Marshes.

A Hobby over Shapwick Heath NNR
Photo credit: Andrew Kirby

Simon Wotton, the Senior Conservation Scientist for the
RSPB, reported from the 2021 country wide surveys:

We start this quarters Wildlife Highlights with a report of
a dramatic spectacle our Visitor Experience Officer Kevin
Anderson witnessed while out doing rounds on Shapwick
recently. He was watching a Hobby hunting and
successfully catching a Swift, which is fairly unusual in
itself. However, imagine his surprise when he heard a
noisy family of three Peregrines arrive from nowhere and
chase off the Hobby, which then abandoned its
catch. Never a dull moment out here!

‘A minimum of 228 boomers were recorded at 107
sites. There were encouraging increases in the Fens and
NE England, to record levels (since regular annual
monitoring from 1990). Booming was also reported
from eight new sites.’
A big thank you to all the volunteers and members of
staff that got involved and were a part of this vital
long term-monitoring.

Families have been growing across the reserves, with
Great White Egret chicks fledging and Swans and their
Cygnets becoming a regular sight on the South Drain.
Spring has also heralded the flowering of much flora,
adding colour, interest and food for the various
butterflies, moths, dragonflies and other invertebrates
that call the NNRs home.

Location

Number of Booming
Bitters Recorded (2022)

RSPB Ham Wall – within
reserve boundary

22

RSPB Ham Wall – adjoining
land outside boundary

2

On the downside, you may remember ‘kestrel cam’ from
last year with our resident pair managing to fledge two
chicks
from
the
box
along
the
South
Drain. Unfortunately, this year, although they hatched
four chicks, all were predated, presumably by the
Jackdaws that had been hanging around the nest box.

Natural England – Shapwick
Heath & Canada Farm

11

Somerset Wildlife Trust

6

RSPB Greylake

1

RSPB West Sedgemoor

1
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Article: Summer Festival of NNRs – Celebrating 70 Years! By Jamie Neal and Alice Crane

Launch of the Somerset Super NNR - invitees gathered at base of Burrow Mump.

Thursday the 19th of May heralded the launch of the Somerset Wetlands ‘super’ NNR, opening Natural England’s Festival
of National Nature Reserves and fittingly held on the 70th anniversary of the designation of the first six NNRs in England.
The launch event was the official declaration of the Somerset Wetlands NNR, only the second ‘super’ National Nature
Reserve to be declared and now the third largest NNR in England with an area of approx. 6140 hectares. The Somerset
Wetlands NNR sees six existing NNRs combine with an extra 56% of new land and promises to create greater connectivity
for nature in Somerset to thrive. Working in partnership the seven environmental organisations will be able to act across
boundaries, using combined passion, science and innovation to help create a more resilient landscape rich in wildlife.
The occasion itself saw a celebration at two new sites that have become part of the NNR estate: the National Trust’s
Burrow Mump and WWT Steart Marshes. Dignitaries and local staff from NE and the six actively involved NNR approved
bodies congregated at the iconic Burrow Mump, along with Natural England Chair Tony Juniper, CEO Marian Spain and
Environment Minister Rebecca Pow, before ascending to the top to receive the official declaration certificates – all whilst
taking in the breath-taking 360-degree views of the Somerset Levels. Attendees were then invited for a tour of the
saltmarsh and estuary at Steart Marshes, and the chance to see the breeding of avocets that are making a strong
comeback on the Stert peninsula after a breeding absence of over 150 years.
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Tony Juniper summed things up well when he said ‘The creation of this very large NNR is an important moment for
nature recovery in England. This is not least because it presents a practical demonstration of what can be done by
working in partnership across the landscape at scale to reverse natures decline…Seventy years from the creation of our
first National Nature reserves in England, these wonderful places are needed now more than ever, as we face the
challenges of global warming, wildlife decline and reconnecting people with the natural world’.
Fitting then, for the launch to kick off the
70th anniversary Festival of NNRs: a
summer of family friendly events, aiming to
encourage everyone across England to get
into the party spirit with a range of events
and activities on some of our most
important places for nature.
To help celebrate the milestone
anniversary, people are being urged to visit
their local reserve and discover nature in
exciting ways they may not have considered
before. The festival programme includes
guided nature walks, rock pooling, bird and
sea watching, nature bingo plus much more.

Somerset Super NNR - Partners representatives on the top of Burrow Mump

The first National Nature Reserves were created on 19 May 1952 under the National Parks and Access to the Countryside
Act 1949 and included Kingley Vale (Sussex), Ham Street Woods (Kent), Cavenham Heath (Suffolk), Yarner Wood (Devon,
now a part of East Dartmoor Woods and Heaths NNR), Moor House (Co Durham, now a part of Moor House – Upper
Teesdale NNR) and Holme Fen (Cambridgeshire).
Today there are 219 nature reserves, home to over 17,000 species, and spanning 101,530 hectares of protected habitat
across every corner of England - approximately 0.7% of the country’s land surface. These ‘nature hotspots’ are key to
restoring nature across England and helping to bring green space and wildlife to everyone, including those who live in
towns and cities. It is known that time spent outdoors is invaluable for people’s mental health with 85% of people from a
Natural England survey saying that being in nature makes them happy.
Natural England manages around two thirds of all NNRs to ensure that our finest wildlife and geological sites are
protected, conserved and enhanced for present and future generations. The remaining reserves are managed by
organisations approved by Natural England, such as the National Trust, Forestry Commission, RSPB, Wildlife Trusts and
local authorities.
Marian Spain, Chief Executive of Natural England, said: “National Nature Reserves are incredible hotspots for nature free, open and accessible to everybody… They have played an invaluable role over the last 70 years; connecting multiple
generations with nature and protecting important habitats, species and geology…With 219 National Nature Reserves
across England, I encourage everyone to find their nearest reserve this summer and get hands on with nature.”
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National Nature Reserve Key Facts:
➢ National Nature Reserves in England cover an area of over 100,000 hectares. This is approximately 3 times the size
of the Isle of Wight, 9 times the area of the city of Liverpool, or 140,000 football pitches!
➢ Research found that the 141 NNRs managed by Natural England will remove up to 185,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide
equivalent per year from our atmosphere, providing an annual benefit of approximately £12 million.
➢ Far from all being wild, remote and inaccessible places, almost half (48%) of the total area of NNRs can be found in
the ‘urban fringe’, close to towns and cities where people live and work.
➢ Some 17,000 different species have been recorded on National Nature Reserves, with almost 1,000 of these being
of ‘principal importance’ for the conservation of biodiversity in the UK – the rarest of the rare.
➢ Many NNRs are also sites of historical significance, such as our very own Shapwick Heath which includes the
Neolithic Sweet Track, a scheduled ancient monument. Others also have great British cultural significance such as
Sherwood Forest in Nottinghamshire.
To find out more about the festival and how to get involved in events visit:
http://www.nnrfestival.com/
Visitors are asked to respect these special sites by following the Countryside Code
when visiting, with more information on the Countryside Code at:
www.countrysidecode.com.

Education and Events
After a gap of almost three years, it was great to be able
to offer public guided walks on the reserve once again,
fittingly to coincide with the Festival of NNRs. Our Visitor
Information Officer, Kevin Anderson, led a couple of
Spring Wildlife Walks in May, and we were treated to
some wonderful views of displaying Marsh Harriers,
glimpses of Bittern, Hobby and Barn Owl, but most of the
time was spent learning the songs of the various
warblers which were in full voice. Hopefully, everyone
went away happy that they now know their Blackcaps
from their Garden Warblers, Reed Warbler from Cetti’s,
and Chiffchaff from Willow Warbler
In June, we were delighted that Somerset Otter Group’s
Dion Warner was able to run his famous Otter
Day. Although once again the creatures themselves
eluded us, he did find some very fresh spraint which
everyone got a chance to judge whether it did indeed
smell like ‘jasmine tea’! It is always luck which
determines what you might see on an organised walk,
but as Kevin says, you get luckier the more time you
spend out on the reserves.

We were also pleased to see our programme of Forest
School for All the Family and Young Wardens sessions
recommencing. There were some great sessions with our
forest school attendees enjoying activities such as wood
whittling, charcoal drawing and cooking elderflower
fritters on the fire.

Young Wardens enjoying lunch round the campfire
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Our Young Wardens were out contributing to the vital
management of Shapwick Heath NNR, clearing scrub and
maintaining the walkways before enjoying lunch round
the campfire.
June also saw the Natural England NNR team host its first
pilot ‘Field Skills’ week at the Avalon Marshes Centre,
with students from the University of West England. The
week involved five days of activities with each one
focussed on a different technique or species, covering:
invertebrates, amphibians and reptiles, botany, birds
and small mammals. Members of staff and volunteers all
contributed their expertise to this week giving the
students a real opportunity to improve their field skills as
they develop into the wildlife experts and
conservationists of tomorrow. The week was a great

success and will pave the way for further university level
educational experiences being hosted in the future.

UWE students identifying flora on the pilot field skills course

Below is the list of our final few activities for the summer– details also listed on the Avalon Marshes website
Upcoming Events – Avalon Marshes.
For booking please contact julie.merrett@naturalengland.org.uk . Spaces are limited so book early!
Sunday
3rd July
11am to 1pm
Saturday
16th July
1pm to 4pm
Sunday
14th August
11am to 1pm
Saturday
10th September
10.30am to 12.30pm

Butterfly Walk
Join members of the Butterfly Conservation Trust to learn some basic butterfly ID
skills and explore their world at Shapwick. A great chance to see our Silver-Washed
Fritillary and White Admiral at the peak of their flying season.
Forest School for All the Family
Join our Forest School, with a walk down the Sweet Track to explore our woodland
glade, hunt for bugs, get inspired by nature, build dens, and have tea around the
campfire. Learn, laugh, and explore, on this great day out.
Dragonfly Walk
Discover the dazzling array of dragon and damselflies that make Shapwick Heath
their home. Learn some essential ID skills and have a great day out on this guided
walk with local expert Dion Warner and reserve staff.
Sweet Track Walk
A guided walk with Natural England reserve staff. Enjoy a day full of expert
knowledge about the Level’s history and heritage. Explore the Avalon Marshes in
the present to get closer to the past and our ancestors.

Centre & Visitor News
Unfortunately, it has been a frustrating time waiting for works at the centre to start. Due to issues beyond the project
team’s control the works have now been delayed until September.
In the meantime, our local community and visitors from far and wide have been enjoying the café and garden area and
we had a wonderful display of wildflowers in the half of the garden that was shut-off for ‘No Mow May’.
We sincerely hope to have more positive news for you on the centre development front in next quarters Shapwick Heath
newsletter, due out in September.
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And Finally…
Last Newsletter we shared the sad news that our former volunteer Dick Raymond had sadly passed away before
Christmas. This June we held a get together in Edington, in Dicks memory, involving a bioblitz of a local field as well as
good food and conversation and a thank-you to ALL our wonderful volunteers (belatedly) following National Volunteer
Month (in April). Thirty members of the Shapwick Heath practical volunteers and survey group RoAM attended, along
with three generations of Dick Raymond’s family. They shared some special words about their dad and his interesting life.
They really appreciated everyone getting together to honour Dick and learning about his volunteering with Natural
England that had meant so much to him. Thank you to all that contributed.

Find us on Facebook:
Friends of Shapwick Heath NNR
www.facebook.com/FOSHNNR/
On Instagram:
@wessex.naturalengland

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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