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Wildlife Highlights

Great White egrets on Shapwick Heath NNR. Photo courtesy of Mike Hannon
I wanted to start this quarters newsletter with our Wildlife Highlights section - as believe it or not it is now 10 years since
the UK’s first breeding pair of Great White Egrets decided to nest on Shapwick Heath! The birds unexpected arrival, and
the rarity of this species at the time, was incredibly exciting; capturing the imagination of both dedicated birdwatchers
and the local community. Due to the threat of illegal egg-collecting activity, it was necessary to set up a 24-hour watch to
protect the birds, and reserve staff were incredibly grateful to the 50 plus local birders who came to the rescue to help
warden the site.
Once the news of the successful first nest went public on BBC Springwatch in May 2012, many people from near and far
came to see these wonderfully graceful birds and were treated to amazing views of a second nest out on Noah’s Lake. As
well as being wonderfully exciting, the arrival of this species was significant for two very important reasons. Firstly, the
extension of their range northwards (previously they had only bred as far as Northern France) was surely an indicator of
birds shifting their ranges due to the warming conditions caused by climate change; and secondly, it demonstrated that
through our efforts at creating high-quality wetland habitat we had made space in our landscape for these species to
move to and colonise. Creating space for nature’s recovery and pro-actively helping the landscape and species adapt to
climate change has since become an ever more important part of our work on National Nature Reserves.
That first year four chicks fledged from the two nests and since then Great White Egret numbers have continued to grow
and grow, now making them a common site across the Avalon Marshes. Regular monitoring indicates that we host
approximately 85% of the UK population, with birds starting to colonise other parts of the country now too. So, thanks
to everyone who was part of that very special time for the reserve, and especially to Andrew Kirby, Alan Ashman and Rob
Balch who continue to monitor the species progress as part of the RSPB’s ‘New Colonisers’ project.
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Volunteer and Reserve News
Much of the winter work at Shapwick Heath is on our
mire restorations on the Canada Farm Lows (AKA Unit
43) and the ‘Ashcott Plot’. Scrub clearance and
infrastructure works aimed at bringing water levels up is
critical to keeping our precious peat soils wet and helping
specilist flora recover. A programme of infrastructure
works on some sections means we now have good
control over the hydrology and can move to the next
stage of restoration this coming winter – watch this
space!

Another peatland site we manage is Gordano Valley
NNR, near Bristol and here Reserve Manager Louise
Treneman reports on this winter’s work:

A winter of tree clearance in one of the remaining fen
areas of the Gordano NNR has made great first steps
towards expanding this uncommon habitat. Thanks to
Whitebeam Contractors and our volunteers, we have
made excellent progress! Removing trees may seem to
go against goals of carbon sequestration, but on
peatlands most tree species do more harm than good,
drying out the peat which releases huge amounts of
carbon into the air. Soon we should have some exciting
announcements regarding our peat restoration plans in
the valley, so watch this space!

And more wet, watery, peaty action… our beloved and
revered Scheduled Ancient Monument – the Neolithic
‘Sweet Track’ was formally taken off Historic England’s
Risk Register, due to the culmination of many years work
in keeping water levels high to preserve the trackway in
the anearobic conditions that it needs. Preserving
archaeology is another reason why keeping our peat soils
wet is so important.
If walking along
the footpath you
will notice the
smart new valves
that have been
fitted to replace
the old, rusty
seized-up ones.

As part of gathering data to inform future restoration
works, we have had an eco-hydrological assessment of
the site and a series of dipwells installed, which will allow
us to monitor water levels going forwards. A huge thanks
from Louise to the staff and volunteers who have taken
on this task in her absence!
Undoubtably though, the hardest work of the winter has
fallen to Mendips Reserve Manager Phil Thorpe, who has
been having to deal with the ravages of ash dieback in
the woods of Ebbor Gorge and Rodney Stoke NNRs. This
devastating disease is now having significant impacts
across woodlands in the UK, and the realities on the
ground involve removing trees that pose a risk to public
safety on our footpaths, whilst also trying to protect
important species that use these habitats, such as bats
and dormice. Operations last year-round, involving
thorough safety and protected species surveys and then
the complicated and specialist operations of removing a
substantial number of dangerous trees.
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See below for a before and after photo of the Public
Right of Way running through the top of Ebbor Gorge.

Following loss of tree cover we also have concerns for
the specialist spring ground-flora of these ancient
woodlands, and their susceptibility to the effects of
warmer springs on the thin soils of the slopes. We will be
monitoring this closely but unfortunately can’t say we
have a solution to this problem as yet.
Finally, we were very pleased to welcome a new
apprentice to our team. Alice Crane started with us on
the 21st of March and here is an introduction from her:
Hi everyone, I’m Alice, and I’m joining the Natural
England NNR Team at Shapwick Heath as a new
apprentice. I’m thrilled to be here - this is my first job
working in nature conservation and I’m excited to get
stuck in. I’ll be here for 15 months, during which time I’m
expecting to undertake my apprenticeship training,
support the Wardens and volunteers working across the
NNRs, learn lots and generally aim to make myself useful.
For me this is a welcome and sought-after career change,
having spent most of my professional life working on and
managing civil engineering projects, followed by a couple
of years doing project management in NHS Primary Care.

I’ve really enjoyed my first couple of weeks and getting
to know some of the people who work and volunteer
across the NNR and the surrounding area - everyone has
been very welcoming. Just in my first couple of weeks
I’ve visited so many different sites – Shapwick of course,
Southlake Moor on the Somerset Levels, Steart Marshes
& Bridgwater Bay and Gordano Valley NNR. I’ve been on
visits with scientists from Bristol Zoo, Climate Change
experts from the Natural England National Team,
undertaken practical activities with volunteers and spent
a couple of days clearing out sheds in preparation for
building works to start at the centre!
I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone better
over the coming months, as well as learning much more
about the reserves and their wildlife. As well as being
new to the job, I’m new to the area, so if anyone has any
tips on where to go or what to look out for, please let me
know – it’s always great to learn interesting things to do
on the weekend or discover a new walk I can take the
dog on.

Somerset National Nature Reserves
Newsletter
Issue 45 January - March 2022

Article: A ‘super’ National Nature Reserve for the Somerset Wetlands
by Senior Reserves Manager Julie Merrett

Stunning view of Burrow Mump from Somerset Levels NNR site Southlake Moor, courtesy of Donna Gowler

We are blessed on the Somerset lowlands, with our big open skies, expanses of waterways, fields of pasture, wet
woodlands, reedbeds, vibrant birdlife, and be-jewelled dragonflies on the wing. The Somerset Levels & Moors are the
largest remaining lowland wetland in England, and are protected by a plethora of environmental designations, from being
a ‘Ramsar’ site of international importance for wetland birds and invertebrates, a Special Protection Area (SPA) for
migratory birds, a network of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI’s) cited for the richness of its flora and fauna and
with many National Nature Reserves - the ‘jewels in the crown’ of England’s wildlife rich places. It remains of outstanding
importance for wintering wildfowl and is one of the last strongholds in southern England for breeding waders.
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But as a landscape on the frontline of climate change it also faces huge challenges. A long history of drainage means our
peat soils, which should be a huge carbon store, are oxidising and eroding. The lowered water table effects the habitats
of our protected birds and the rich plant and insect life the moors are famous for. Water quality is poor due to high
phosphate levels. With sea levels predicted to rise and extreme weather events to become more common, we need to
work with nature to find solutions, such as ways of storing carbon, holding and moving water to the right places in the
landscape, and buffering our coastlines with habitats that absorb the seas power. Working in this way we also improve
our landscape greatly for wildlife and all the joy that brings us.

The partnership of conservation organisations in Somerset intend to rise to the scale of this challenge. Our nature reserves
are clearly strongholds where we can start this work and begin to recover nature on a bigger scale. Natural England,
working with partners the Somerset Wildlife Trust, the RSPB, the Environment Agency, the Wildfowl & Wetland Trust,
National Trust and Hawk & Owl Trust; intend to bring together all our existing nature reserves, as well as a number of
connecting waterways in the Somerset lowlands, into one larger ‘super’ Somerset Wetlands NNR. This will include the
familiar nature reserves of the Avalon Marshes such as Ham Wall, Shapwick Heath, Shapwick Moor, Westhay Heath and
Catcott Lows, along with lesser-known sites in the Brue Valley such as Tealham & Tadham Moors. In the Parrett Valley we
will join Greylake and Moorlinch Moor, Burrow Mump and Southlake Moor, King’s Sedgemoor and the River Sowy and
West Sedgemoor. The South Drain will be a nature reserve all the way through to the Huntspill, which joins up with the
managed re-alignment at Steart Marshes and encompasses the peninsula, saltmarsh and mudflats of Bridgwater Bay.
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Aerial views of Shapwick Heath NNR, a landscape restored from peat-workings since the 1990’s and WWT Steart Marshes, a
managed re-alignment created in the late 2010’s, soon to become part of the new Somerset Wetlands NNR

By bringing our reserves and our thinking together we aim to address the issues we are facing at this landscape scale and
create the backbone of a developing ‘nature recovery network’. We will continue to make managing land for nature as
our prime objective but also trial new management techniques in areas such as peat restoration and saltmarsh creation,
to demonstrate what can be achieved. Between us we’ll underpin this with robust science and trial a range of funding
mechanisms from new agri-environment scheme trials & tests to utilising ‘biodiversity net gain’ and ‘carbon credits’ to
show others how this can pay for the land management we need.
We also want to continue to place
Somerset as a great ‘wildlife
destination’ for local people’s
health and wellbeing, eco-tourisms
contribution to the local economy
and as a hub for education,
volunteering and citizen science. By
working together in a more coordinated way, we can develop a
strategic visitor management plan
so we can enable great access for
people to enjoy connecting with
nature, carefully balanced with the
sensitivities to disturbance of some
of our most precious species, such
as ground-nesting birds and hightide roosts on our coastline.

Somerset National Nature Reserves
Newsletter
Issue 45 January - March 2022
We aim to bring our nature-rich areas into a more cohesive whole, raising the profile of our work, communicating with
and inspiring others and making our voices for nature stronger. By working together over larger areas, we hope to improve
habitats and one day see majestic sea eagles or dalmatian pelicans flying over our wet and wonderful landscape, joining
the bitterns and egrets we have already attracted here. By collaborating and developing a joint strategic management
plan, we will make the best use of our resources and different areas of expertise.
The proposal for this larger, better-connected Somerset Wetlands National Nature Reserve was presented to Natural
England’s Board of Directors in January and was supported unanimously. It is currently going through the legal process of
declaration and will be formally announced in May this year. We hope to organise some events to celebrate around this,
to share the news more widely and promote our core values for the NNR and the landscape.
Somerset Wetlands will be only the second ‘super’ NNR to be declared, following in the footsteps of Dorset’s Purbeck
Heaths in 2019. As our Chairman Tony Juniper said at the Purbeck declaration:
“This new super nature reserve is a great example of what can be achieved through partnerships and collaboration. It
demonstrates how by working together we can secure a brighter future for our wonderful natural environment. By
creating bigger, better, and more joined-up wild places like this one, we will achieve big benefits for both people and
wildlife.”
In years to come we hope this National Nature Reserve will have been the catalyst for helping us adapt to climate change;
by restoring ecological functions to the landscape, improving the quality of nature around us, and securing people’s place
here - because we have adapted positively to change.

Education and Events
Following a small number of post-covid pilot events,
including a couple of Forest School for All the Family and
Young Wardens sessions we are now re-launching our
events programme with the Summer Festival of NNRs!

The Festival of National Nature Reserves will celebrate
the achievements of 70 years of NNRs in England and set
the scene for NNRs in the future as core to the delivery
of England’s Nature Recovery Network. It will run from
May through to September 2022, with NNRs across the
country putting on a range of walks, talks, events and
celebrations through the summer months of 2022.
At Shapwick we will be running a number of guided
walks, Forest School and Young wardens sessions, and
there will also be events running at RSPB Ham Wall and
Somerset Wildlife Trust’s Westhay Moor.
We would have loved to be able to put on some of the
Open Days and ‘Wild Day’s Out’ that we used to run
regularly at the Avalon Marshes Centre, but
unfortunately, we will have building work going on this
Summer so it will not be possible (see more about this in
centre & visitor news section).
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Here is the list of activities planned – 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!
Monday
11th April
1pm to 4pm

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, this easter holiday.

Sun
12th June
10am to 3pm

Friday
22nd April
10am to 3pm

Young Wardens – Footpaths
Join Natural England National Nature Reserve Staff for
some
practical conservation tasks - helping with footpath
maintenance on Shapwick Heath NNR. With some lunch around
a campfire and a spot of birdwatching with a professional.

Saturday
18th June
1pm to 4pm

Sunday
22nd May

Spring Wildlife Walk
Join wildlife expert Kevin Anderson, on a guided walk of the
Avalon Marsh Reserves to see the wildlife within. Hear booming
bitterns, see many species famous for the area, and bolster your
wildlife identification skills.

Saturday
3rd July
11am to 1pm

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.

Spring Wildlife Walk
A second chance to join Kevin, as he guides you using his expert
knowledge of the Avalon Marsh Reserves and the wildlife within.
Hear booming bitterns, see many species famous for the area,
and bolster your wildlife identification skills.

Saturday
16th July
1pm to 4pm

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.

Monday
30th May
1pm to 4pm

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, this spring holiday.

Sat
14th August
11am to 1pm

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.

Wednesday
1st June
10am to 3pm

Young Wardens – Shadow the Warden
Join Natural England National Nature Reserve Staff for
some
practical conservation tasks - helping with summer
maintenance on Shapwick Heath NNR. With some lunch around
a campfire and a spot of birdwatching with a professional.

Saturday
10th September
10am to 3pm

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.

8.30am to 10.30am

Sunday
29th May
8.30am to 10.30am

Otter Walk
Join members of the Somerset Otter Group and reserve staff to
learn about this charismatic and elusive mammal. Learn about
the otter’s behaviour and life cycle, and how to look for tracks
and signs.
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.

Centre & Visitor News
Works to re-develop the Avalon Marshes Centre are now scheduled to begin in earnest shortly! Plans are being finalised
and works on the ground being undertaken by Kier Construction are to start week commencing Monday 9th May.
The café will be moving lock, stock and barrel over to the other side of the Somerset Crafts Building, along with a
temporary toilet block, while the area of the current café, courtyard, toilets and garden are transformed. A sizeable
section of the car park will become part of the construction compound, and our meeting rooms will out of action for the
duration.
Works are set to last until mid-September and will include improvements to the car park and workyard in the latter stages.
The Avalon Archaeology Park will also be having their landscaping undertaken during the same period and we look forward
to the whole Avalon Marshes Centre site being substantially improved and fully re-opened by the Autumn.
The Cafe and Somerset Crafts gallery will be open and continue to trade during the works and we plan to make some
additional parking space in the old Peat Moors Centre area for the duration, but realistically car-parking will be reduced
overall during the works period.
We thank you in advance for your patience during building works and believe the finished result will be well worth it!
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And Finally…

March brought the sad news that one of our former and most dear volunteers Dick Raymond sadly passed away before
Christmas. Having hung up his volunteering boots a few years ago, he always kept in touch. Dick was a former Bridgwater
plastics factory worker who enjoyed the nature reserves immensely during his retirement. A kind, softly-spoken man with
a keen eye for detail, and a wicked sense of humour, he made each of our volunteer groups better for him being part of
them. We have many happy memories of our times with Dick, enjoying much typical Thursday Volunteer Group fare such
as scrub-bashing, footpath maintenance, boardwalk-building, working on the peat canteen 'dig' for industrial heritage and
the ubiquitous cold, rainy winter volunteer BBQs. Dick you are in our hearts and thoughts. We will miss you.
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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

