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March Meeting – March 28 2018 – Cheviot Goats – Richard Bevan
Dr Richard Bevan is a well-respected lecturer at Newcastle University studying a wide-range of subjects on bird
and mammal behaviour. This has included recently looking at Farne Islands Arctic Tern migration/movement
patterns in their wintering grounds. Richard is an extremely good speaker with a range of anecdotes on his
subjects. His talk on the Cheviot Goats, a mammal that seems to get very little notice, should be both informative
and entertaining.

Request for information on evidence of predation of adult Common Toads at their
breeding ponds.
For the last two years I have found evidence of extensive predation of adult Common Toads
when they gather for breeding at a pond near York. Last year I observed a similar situation at
another Yorkshire pond. There were numerous toad carcasses with intestines protruding and
flesh having been removed from limbs (in many cases the leg skin had been folded back over
the remaining stump). I do not have definitive proof for the identity of the predator but I think
the evidence points towards an Otter. There are only a few published reports of such incidents
in the UK. I am intending to investigate the matter further and would be grateful for any such
observations from the Alnwick area. I would be particularly interested to know if anything like
this has been recorded at the ponds at Quarryhouse Moor (NU 108248) ; there is a report of
mass mortality of adult toads at these ponds due to a late frost in 2009, see http://www.nhsn.
ncl.ac.uk/interests/reptiles-amphibians/common-toad
Thank you.
Richard Shillaker
dick@islay.karoo.co.uk

Please send sightings reports for February, no later than 6th March 2018 to: Ian & Keith Davison, The Bungalow,
Branton, Powburn, NE66 4LW or Tel: 01665 578 357 or email to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk Copies
of the monthly Newsletter and sightings will be made available on the web site one month after the paper
publication.
AWG welcomes contributions for the newsletter and items for inclusion should be submitted by the 12th of
the month to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk

A RINGERS YEAR
Jan 2018: Ringing near home on the 5th January captured 43 birds for my trainees to ring and process; I say
process because most of them (32 in-fact) were already ringed and the only really notable (not to say painful on
the fingers) entirely new bird was a female Great Spotted Woodpecker. This proved to be juvenile from 2017;
probably hatched locally to Lemmington Hall. Of the retrapped birds that we processed many were tits and
were only visiting (or should I say re-visiting) the gardens to use the birdfeeders. There were also 10 Goldfinch
that have been touring the local area, with some possibly going further afield, but having now returned for
the free Niger seed. Goldfinch can travel quite long distances but mostly stay in the British Isles unlike their
regular travelling companions the Siskins which frequently go abroad to the continent and often Scandinavia.
We recaptured four Siskins all last seen at the end of the summer; with three having been hatched locally. The
fourth was probably one of the parent birds because it had been ringed by me back in 2015. We don’t know
exactly where any of these Siskins have been feeding for the last three or four months but it’s probably been
further south. Ringing on the 6th produced more even numbers with 16 new and 18 retraps. The only new
species were a couple of Tree Sparrows hatched locally earlier in 2017.
Only 17 birds were captured on the 12th but these did include a beautiful male Redpoll (see pic.) which proved
to be ‘control’ having previously been ringed by another ringer back in January 2015 in the Ordiequish Forest
near Fochabers in Scotland. Looking on a map I can see this is north of Speyside almost on the coast east of
Inverness; 255 km’s to the north of Lemmington Hall. Ringing on the 13th netted 21 birds of which only 6 were
new. However, I spotted a new female Redpoll feeding in an ‘open’ trap on the 17th and it was so intent on
eating Niger seed that I was able to pick it up and ring it before releasing it back to continue feeding in the snow.
Redpolls are an interesting species which are in decline in the south and east but on the increase in the north
and west. Most of the birds I get this time of year appear to be on their way back to Scotland.
Ringing on the 19th Jan generated 11 new birds and 19 retraps; including the controlled male Redpoll first
seen on the 12th. Finally on the 20th 7 new birds were captured along with 14 retraps including one of those
confusing Robins that I have mentioned before; they look like juveniles with golden thorn marks on their Greater
Coverts but as it had actually been ringed before back in February 2017 it must in-fact be an older adult!
A chance sighting of what I took to be several ‘Willow Tits’ feeding on a friend’s bird table, near Longhorsley
just after Xmas; took some trainees and I to a new ringing site on the 26th. I know these rare birds occur on
Longhorsley Common and I presumed these winter feeding birds may have originated there. However, setting
up some nets produced some surprises. We started with a couple of Blue Tits but then captured two interesting
looking tits. After studying the books and taking biometric measurements we realised that we had a Willow
Tit and it’s almost as rare cousin a Marsh Tit! I have attached a photo of both birds – see if you can tell the
difference? The Willow Tit is in the foreground and the Marsh in the background. We captured a total of 26
birds in a short morning session including 3 Marsh Tits and 3 Willow. They are very difficult to tell apart when
seen flying; it’s slightly easier in the hand. If they sing or call then that helps but of course they rarely do this
to order! Loss of woodland habitat is the probable reason for the decline in both species. The Marsh requires
a complex understory of plants but some tall trees as well; while the Willow needs some damp woodland as it
excavates nesting holes in rotten wood. Both hate over-manicured woods whether this is caused by man or too
many grazing animals such as deer.
I have also, with the help of a volunteer, put up a couple of new and replacement Barn Owl boxes this month;
although I got a shock when buying the wood as its jumped in price; who says inflation is low!
Anyone interesting in ringing is invited to get in touch.
Phil Hanmer ‘A’ Ringer/Trainer Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum)
E-mail: tytoalbas@btinternet.com
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Buzzard
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Pair of Swans
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Siskin
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East Linden, Longhorsley
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Willow Tit
Marsh Tit

3
3

Caught a fish!

Unusual at same site.
-as above

MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 31ST JANUARY
There was an excellent turn-out of 60 for our first meeting of 2018. George had not brought any show and tell
specimens so we had our usual discussion of recent sightings and then moved straight on to our speaker.
Dr Mark Eaton is the leading RSPB Conservation Science Officer, responsible for all the UK bird monitoring work of the
organisation. He started by dealing with the various methods used by the RSPB and by the BTO to survey bird
populations. He stressed the importance of volunteers – 19,000 provided data for the most recent BTO Bird Atlas.
The UK Breeding Birds Survey (BBS) has been going since 1994 (and the Common Bird Survey for 20 years before that).
4,000 observers are allocated a 1km square (a monad) within which they follow a designated walking route for two visits
each spring. All the sightings are entered on-line and so are available and accessible to anyone who wishes to see them.
Many observers do counts in their monad in every month of the year. They also record mammals seen and some use
the same monad for their involvement in the Butterfly Conservation surveys. To pick just two species, Goldfinch are
doing very well but Starlings have suffered major declines.
Some species don’t get picked up by the BBS monitoring so there are other recording schemes. The Seabird Monitoring
Programme has been showing worrying declines in Kittiwake breeding numbers, although NE England has not shown
that trend. Currently a new seabird census is underway, particularly targeting ‘difficult’ species like Storm Petrel. For 22
birds, single species surveys are also done. Black Grouse is surveyed every twelve years and Hen Harrier every six.
Northumberland is almost the only English county where Hen Harriers still breed, but in tiny numbers – there were just
three successful nests in 2017.
Then there are the extreme rarities. The Rare
Breeding Birds Panel (which Mark Eaton currently
chairs) began work in 1973. Two particular species
of interest in our area have been Black-necked
Grebe, whose breeding numbers have crashed,
while Goshawk has shown increasing success.
The BTO has 5,000 volunteers involved with the
Wetland Bird Surveys (WeBS). Each observer
makes monthly counts at their allocated site.
Pintails are suffering major decline and Bewick
Swans have almost disappeared. Many observers,
both those involved with RSPB and BTO schemes,
and other birders enter their sightings on the BTO
BirdTrack app.
However, despite all these efforts there are still
gaps for particular species. Breeding evidence for
Rock Pipit, Dunlin and, surprisingly, Eider are still
not well recorded.
So why is all this recording effort carried out? The
RSPB bases all its conservation decisions on solid
scientific evidence in the form of survey data.
Where data reveal problems the RSPB suggests and
tests potential solutions and then, when these
seem to be valid strategies, they work with
relevant partners including landowners to put
them into practice.
The annual RSPB report – The State of the UK’s
Birds – is published and is also available on-line. It
identifies Birds of Conservation Concern (BoCC) on a traffic light grading system. In 2015 there were 67 species on the

Red list, including species like Turtle Dove. Twelve farmland birds are on the red list and, despite RSPB/farmer efforts
Grey Partridge and Corn Bunting have shown no evidence of recovery.
The red list has 16 woodland species including Woodcock and Willow Tit, although for the latter Northumberland is still
a stronghold, as it is for Tree Sparrows. Upland species in trouble are Merlin, Grey Wagtail, Whinchat and Curlew. In
this last case, despite there still being decent-sized flocks in winter by our coasts, the species as a whole is
internationally getting close to extinction.
Numbers of seabirds are on the red list including Shag and Puffin. Some migratory birds that are threatened may be in
that state not so much because of the situation in Britain but because of major problems of hunting, persecution and
habitat change in their winter quarters. Pied Flycatcher, Cuckoo and Wood Warbler come into that category. Some
birds have been lost as breeding species. Temminck’s Stint and Wryneck no longer breed here. In the case of Wryneck,
this is a bird that in the early 1900s was a very common breeder in England as far north as South Yorkshire.
However, there is some good news. Avocet has reached about 2,000 breeding pairs; Little Egret is similarly increasing;
Bittern was down to 11 calling males in 1996 but numbers have increased to over 150 as awareness of the type of
reedbed habitat that is needed has improved. Red Kite reintroduction has been a real success even though the
Gateshead has not been so successful and Common Cranes are just starting to reappear as a breeding species on the
Somerset Levels.
If you want to follow up some of the on-line sources of data and information produced by the various types of bird
surveys, the list below will get you to the right places. (Because the details below are in a .jpg file the links won’t work
just by clicking on them. You’ll have to enter the web addresses in your browser)

PLANT CORNER
We are rapidly approaching the time when many broadleaved trees begin their flowering. Some will be
spectacularly showy, like Blackthorn and the Cherries. Others will be very understated to human eyes – for
example how often have you actually noticed the flowers on Oak? But then there are the species that produce
the flower clusters that we call catkins and it is those that I want to concentrate on this month.
I should like to be able to say that catkins are a good diagnostic feature to identify tree species before they
produce their leaves, but in honesty I don’t find them so, which is a pity – it’s back to winter twigs and the tree
bark to get your winter trees right.
What is a catkin? It’s a cluster (usually long and thin) of many small flowers. Normally each individual flower
has no petals or they are so small as to be irrelevant. Most catkins are single-sexed and most of the “best”
catkins have only male flowers which collectively can look spectacular with their often yellow (but sometimes
red or brown) stamens and pollen. These often appear and ripen before the leaves emerge and because they
tend to hang downwards it is easy for the wind to disperse the pollen.
Some trees with drooping male catkins
have small single female flowers. This is
true of Hazel. In others the female
flowers may be clustered in quite
different structures such as the “cones” of
Alder. Others, like the Poplars, have both
drooping male catkins and roughly
similar-looking female catkins, although
the female ones are sometimes less
obviously drooping.
Then we have the Willows. Some of the
larger tree species have male and female
catkins in the same long thin mode as in
Hazel male catkins and
Poplars. The smaller bushy willows such
female flowers
as Goat, Grey and Eared Willow have the
very familiar ‘pussy willow’ catkins characterised both by their white silky
hairs and their compact ovoid shape. The pussy willow catkins may vary
a bit in shape between the species, but all will have male catkins with
yellow extended stamens among the hairs, while the female ones will
just be silky white.

Alder: new male catkins and last year's
When poplar and willow fruits are ripe and ready for dispersal by the female ‘cone’ (above) and this year’s new
female ‘cones’ (below)
wind they are often surrounded by a cotton-wool mass of hairs which

helps them to blow away. With low-growing species like Creeping Willow, they are often quite hard to spot
among the heathers and other low shrubs, but in spring you can often find them from the white cotton wool
masses on the ground.
These are not the only trees with catkins – think about Sweet Chestnut or Aspen or even Oak – and this spring
it’s worth having a look out for them. See if you can decide whether the catkins you see are male or female. In
trees like Hazel try to find the tiny blood-red female flowers that emerge from buds on the same twigs as the
dropping male catkins. Remember that often female flowers on a particular tree will ripen later than the male
catkins on the same tree to reduce the risk of constant self-pollination.

STEWCHAT…
I will start where I left off last month. You may remember that I wrote about a very rare visitor – the Ross’s Gull at
Longhoughton Steel at dusk on New Year’s Eve? We began 2018 with a nice walk from home down to the Fishing Boat
Inn at Boulmer for lunch, on the way trying to see if the Ross’s was still around, this time in better light. Unfortunately
for the birders who could not make it before dark the night before, there was no sign of it . In fact, there were very few
gulls around at all, making me wonder where it could possibly have gone to…
Still, the walk was not totally devoid of interest with 56 bird species counted including 2 Grey Partridge, 500+ Golden
Plover, 4+ Grey Plover, 200+ Lapwing, 3 Purple Sandpiper, 15 Bar tailed Godwit, an adult Mediterranean Gull and a
nice Barn Owl hunting around behind the disappointed gull twitchers.
The week back at work was typically quiet but a short detour to see the immature Iceland Gull at Blyth Harbour
provided a nice distraction.

Figure 1: Iceland Gull , Blyth

On 14th January a visit down to Druridge Bay made a bit of a change for us. Various sites were visited with the highlights
being at Widdrington Moor Lake we had 2 Great Northern Divers, a male Pochard and a large female Peregrine eyeing
the wildfowl from a distant rock.
At the Budge Screen a huge number of wildfowl gave us a start when in with the wigeon I thought I had found a rare
American Wigeon. It was difficult to see well vanishing behind the rushy clumps, but we were ultimately to be left
scratching our heads when it finally did come out into the open and was showing parentage from both American and
Eurasian Wigeon!
It did manage to increase the excitement levels though regardless of its family tree…
Also here were 1 male Pintail, 3 Black tailed Godwit, 1 Little Egret and 2 Water Pipits.

Figure 2: American x Eurasian Wigeon Hybrid, Druridge.

Just to bore you with even more gulls, on the 23rd January as I drove to work past Amble Braid, I noticed a large flock of
100+ Great black backed Gulls on a sand bank as the tide receded. A last minute turn off gave me 10 minutes for a
quick scan where the hoped for species was soon located – a large 2nd winter Glaucous Gull. This northern visitor made
a total with Ross’s, Iceland and Mediterranean Gulls of four ‘white winged gulls’ in less than a month. Not bad….

Figure 3: 2nd w Glaucous Gull, Amble
Stewart Sexton, Howick.

Black Poplar male catkins with red stamens

White Poplar ripe female catkins with cotton-wool seeds

Goat Willow male and female catkins

Creeping Willow in fruit at ground level

What wildlife to look for in March.
The cold weather has continued. Periods of ice and snow have been replaced by unseasonably mild weather. I
am sure that the wildlife are having the same problems as me, trying to adapt to the changing weather patterns.
Carrying out a Wetland Bird Survey in a blizzard was an experience. The difficult conditions produced excellent
views of Black-tailed Godwit (17) and Turnstones (15) in front of the Fenham le Moor hide on the 18th January.
There have been a good number of Barn Owl sightings in the Broome Park area all month. Sometimes both Barn
and Tawny Owls being seen within a short distance.
The promise of spring has lured birds inland. Oystercatchers, Lapwing, Curlew and Shelduck have already
started to appear at Branton Ponds by the end of January. Rarer species have included a pair of Shoveler, a male
Pochard and a Bittern at the same site by the 5th February. Willows and Hazel are starting to produce catkins
and the first flowering Dandelions have been seen on south-facing roadside verges in the north of the County.
What to look for in March: White-winged Gulls
White-winged gulls (e.g. Glaucous and Iceland) usually turn up during or after the first big storms of the winter.
March and early April can often be a good time to see them as they return north. Sightings can be just about
anywhere from the coast to well inland. Already this year, I have seen a 1st calendar year (1CY) Iceland gull
drifting over the stands at the Newcastle Falcons rugby ground. Probably the best place to see these birds are
on the coast or on our estuaries such as Berwick, Amble or North Shields but they could turn up anywhere from
the sandbanks off Goswick to Branton Ponds.
Glaucous Gull
The Glaucous Gull is a large pale gull with white wing tips. Younger birds are creamy white or more biscuit
coloured, depending on age. All have pale wingtips. It is bigger than a herring gull and bulkier, with a fiercer
expression, larger beak and squarer head than the smaller but virtually identically-plumaged plumaged Iceland
gull.

Adult Glaucous Gull

1st Calendar year Glaucous Gull

Iceland Gull:
The Iceland gull is a medium-size gull, smaller than most Herring gulls. It has a rounded head and smallish beak,
giving it a dove-like expression. It has very pale plumage and white wing tips and, like the glaucous gull, it is
sometimes referred to as a 'white-winged' gull. It is a winter visitor, with small numbers of birds, usually seen
alone. It breeds in the Arctic but not in Iceland!

Iceland Gull – adult.

Iceland gull – 1st calendar year.

Happy searching.
Jack Daw

WALKS and TALKS
This month your committee is trying to sort out a full programme of speakers for the 2018/19 season and
also a set of walks for this year.
It would be very good if other members were to come up with some ideas for both speakers and walks. If
you know of or have heard a speaker that we haven’t had at AWG (or haven’t had recently) please get a
contact email or phone and let Richard or Barbara know the details.
Richard: richard.pop@btinternet.com or 01665 578346
Barbara: redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk

For walks, if you know of a good route that would fit into a weekend morning, again please let us know. You
needn’t know much about the wildlife, but you do need to know things like the route and where parking is
available.
PLEASE TRY TO HELP WITH THIS
or it ends up with the same people every year trying to think up new ideas.

BIRDS
Red-throated Diver
Great-northern Diver
Little Grebe
Slavonian Grebe
Little Egret
Bittern
Whooper Swan
Barnacle Goose
Pink-footed Goose
Long-tailed Duck
Shelduck
Goldeneye
Teal
Wigeon
Shoveller
Pintail
Pochard
Common Scoter
Velvet Scoter
Red-breasted Merganser
Peregrine
Merlin
Sparrowhawk
Grey Partridge
Water Rail
Oystercatcher
Ruff
Bar-tailed Godwit
Curlew
Lapwing
Golden Plover
Grey Plover
Green Sandpiper
Purple Sandpiper
Turnstone
Knot
Dunlin
Sanderling
Little Stint
Glaucous Gull
Stock Dove
Little Owl
Tawny Owl
Barn Owl
Kingfisher
Great-spotted Woodpecker

SIGHTINGS JANUARY 2018
43 at Boulmer on 7th 1 at Stag Rocks on 8th
3 at Boulmer on 7th 2 at Widdrington Lakes on 12th and 14th
2 at Felton Bridge on 21st
3 at Stag Rocks on 8th and 13th 1 at Holy Island on 9th
1 at Budge Field on 14th 1 at Budle Bay on 11th 1 at Druridge Pools on 18th
1 at Branton Ponds on 30th
38 at Druridge on 18th
700+ at Harpers Heugh on 13th and 1000 on 16th
180 at Boulmer on 7th 200+ at Hauxley on 14th
6 at Stag Rocks on 8th
Pair at Branton Ponds from 28th 200-300 at Smeafield on 29th
4 at Boulmer on 7th 24 at Low Newton on 7th 3 at Holy Island causeway on 6th
100+ at Budge Field on 14th
400+ including 1 American Wigeon hybrid at Budge Field on 14th 150 at Newton
Scrape on 25th
10+ at Budge Field on 14th 30 at Budle Bay on 10th 10 at Monks House Pool on 17th
9 at Newton Scrape on 25th
1 at Budge Field on 14th 200 at Smeafield on 16th
1 at Widdrington Moor Lakes on 14th 3 at East Chevington on 20th
6 at Boulmer on 7th
1 at Boulmer on 7th 2 at Stag Rocks on 8th
1 at Stag Rocks on 8th
1 at Longhoughton Steel on 7th 1 at Widdrington Moor Lakes on 14th
1 Holy Island causeway on 8th 1 at Bells Farm Links on 14th
1 at Howick on 17th 1 at Branton Ponds on 18th
3 at East Chevington on 20th 3 at Prestwick Carr on 23rd
1 at Branton Ponds on 31st
12 at Branton Ponds on 31st
1 on 2nd and 2 on 11th at Low Newton
18+ at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
251 at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
250 at Newton Scrape on 25th
600+ at Longhoughton Steel on 7th 100+ at Low Newton on 7th 90 at Howick on
17th 500 at Newton Scrape on 25th
5 at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
1 at Branton Ponds on 31st
13 at Longhoughton Steel on 7th 35 at Stag Rocks on 13th
2+ at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
17 at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
100+ at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
66 at Longhoughton Steel on 7th
1 at Fenham le Moor on 13th
1 at Monks House Pool on 22nd 1 at Amble on 25th
32+ at Howick on 17th 3 at Harpers Heugh on 16th
1 at Druridge Pools on 18th
1 in Alnwick on 13th
1 at Roseden on 12th 1 at Lilburn on 12th 1 at High Newton on 12th 1 at Holy Island
on 9th
1 at Branton Ponds on 14th
1 in Alnwick on 12th

Water Pipit
Blackcap
Fieldfare
Long-tailed Tit
Willow Tit
Marsh Tit
Nuthatch
Great Grey Shrike
Jackdaw
Starling
Hawfinch
Bullfinch
Brambling
Lesser Redpoll
Twite
Linnet
Yellowhammer
Snow Bunting
MAMMALS
Grey Seal
Porpoise
Roe Deer
Stoat
Weasel
Otter
PLANTS
Gorse
RAINFALL
OBSERVERS

1 at Budge Field on 14th
1 in garden in Alnwick on 12th and 2 on 22nd
200+ at Branton on 11th 8 at Howick on 17th
10 in Alnwick on 13th
1 at Branton Ponds on 12th 1 at Craster during second half of month
1 at Abbey Mill on 5th 2 at Felton on 2nd
1 in Alnwick on 13th
1 at Prestwick Carr on 23rd
200 at Felton on 12th and 27th
300+ at Branton on 11th
1 at Little Harle on 5th 1 at Abbey Mill on 5th and on 12th 8 at Abbey Mill on 15th
6 at Abbey Mill on 12th 10+ at Branton Ponds on 14th 8 at Glororum on 4th 12 at
Akeld on 5th
1 at Branton on 17th
2 at Craster on 18th
20 at Beal shore on 22nd
250+ at Howick on 17th 30 at Spindlestone on 16th 100 at Felton on 19th
4+ at Low Newton on 7th
15 at Holy Island on 22nd
1 at Coquet Estuary on 6th
2 at Craster on 4th and 16th ,and 4 on 20th
7 at Hampeth Burn on 27th
1 in full ermine at Branton Ponds on 9th
1 at Beal on 8th
1 on River Breamish at Powburn on 7th
In flower all month at Branton Ponds
60mm
M Carr, I&K Davison, G Dodds, M&J Drage, P Jobson, A Keeble,
S Reay, J Rutter, S Sexton.

