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REFRESHMENTS 

In our last newsletter we said that Jane Poppleton has decided, after many years of organising our 
post-meeting refreshments, to retire from that role at the end of the current talks season.  We 
asked for volunteer(s) to take over from her but we haven’t been killed in the rush!   
 
So, we need some ideas about how we can continue to offer refreshments in the new season 
starting in September 2020.  If you have any thoughts, or perhaps have experienced other groups 
who use different models for this facility, please have a word with Jane or Richard or George at 
one of the next meetings.  We would very much like to have some good ideas before our next 
committee meeting in February. 

CHANGE TO TALKS PROGRAMME 

Our planned speaker for the May meeting, Kate Jones from the National Trust (who is also a member of 
AWG), is moving to a new job in Staffordshire and so has had to drop out of the programme.  We’re 
grateful that she has given us lots of notice and we wish her well. 
 
In her place we have asked Charlie Bennett, the owner of the Middleton North Estate for whom we did 
some survey work this past summer, to talk to us about his land and his plans for it to be a much more 
wildlife-friendly place in the future. 

The Christmas meeting on 11th December attracted the largest audience we’ve had for this 
December event for a number of years.  Thanks to everyone who came and more especially to 

everyone who brought nibbles. 
 

We never fail to get a good spread and we’re sure that people who come as visitors to this 
meeting cannot fail to be impressed by the atmosphere and the fact that for £2 they get an 

excellent talk, a fiendish quiz and they get fed.  Well done all! 



NATURE NEWS FROM THE CHAIRMAN  

Cold, wet and windy seem to be the three words that describe the weather in the last month.  There has been no let-up 
in the rain.  Water tables are full to capacity and there is a lot of wet muddy fields – some would say it is good weather 
for ducks. 

One potential benefit from the wet weather has been that farmers have not been able to drill next year’s crops.  There 
are large areas of winter stubbles especially in areas such as mid-Northumberland where soils are dominated by heavy 
clays.  Increasingly, I see winter stubbles that are devoid of farmland birds as harvesters become more efficient and 
separate out weed seeds into a bag rather than going over the back and herbicide regimes are too targeted.  We need to 
look for new solutions.  One of these could be winter cover crops that are sown as a green cover to reduce run-off and 
improve organic matter in soils.  There are a few farms in Northumberland trying this technique with good success for 
soils.  But are they good for birds?  My gut feeling is yes, as many of these cover crops provide cover and some will flower 
and set seed.  I need to get out into these fields and do some counting! 

Wildlife has been on the quiet side.  There has been a small invasion of Waxwings but most have moved to the larger 
supermarket carparks of south east Northumberland!  Inland waters have good numbers of waterfowl especially Wigeon, 
Mallard and Teal.  Pink-footed geese seem to be continually on the move especially on the coast.  Wintering thrushes are 
sparse on the ground and have mostly moved to pastures new in the west.  As temperatures drop, bird-feeders are 
becoming increasingly popular.  This is especially so in places such as Wooler Common, where the feeders are attracting 
large numbers of Chaffinches, Coal tits and occasionally Siskins.  The feeders are also attracting Red squirrels with at least 
four being seen on the 11th December. 

Nature ramble along the northern shore of the Coquet Estuary 

Twelve of met at the beach car park at Warkworth on the 30th November.  The bushes in the car park were relatively quiet 
with the main species of interest being small numbers of Greenfinch.  A herd of about 40 Whooper swans were settled in 
the stubble field to the west of the car park and large numbers of Pink footed geese were over-head. 

The upper saltmarsh was very quiet apart from Woodpigeons and a lone Redshank.  As we approached the mudflats, 
there was increased activity of Curlew, Teal, Wigeon and Mallard.  Again the sand dunes were very quiet apart from the 
odd Reed bunting and Dunnock.  Looking over the mud there was a selection of common waders such Oystercatcher, 
Redshank, Dunlin, Knot, Lapwing and Turnstone.  The Golden plover flock provided the opportunity for the party to look 
at this species closely.  As did the flock of 18 Twite that feed along the strand line.  These birds were extremely confiding. 

We moved to the breakwater.  At first the sea seemed devoid of activity apart from parties of Herring gulls.  Those with 
telescopes managed to pick out a small number of Red-throated divers (6) and a Great northern diver was found by Ian 
Davison.  The diver was still in its summer plumage.  A small number of Eiders (6) were in the estuary mouth as well as 
Shags and Cormorants.  Two Razorbills were seen and a Black-throated diver was eventually found as we headed for the 
cars.  A Brambling was briefly seen in the car park before we headed home.  In all 47 species were found in two hours, 
which was not bad for a cold and wet Saturday morning.  Bizarrely Amble seemed to be the only place in Northumberland 
where it rained that day! 

Happy Christmas and all the best for 2020 

 

Jack Daw  



MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 27TH NOVEMBER 

On an unpleasantly wet night it was pleasing to get a good audience of 47 to our meeting, including two new 
members, Catherine Sheridan and James Hodgson.  In the absence of our chairman the meeting was introduced 
by Stewart Sexton.  Stewart had brought a Pigmy Shrew; some central tail feathers from an Arctic Skua and a 
Storm Petrel as his “show and tell” specimens. 

He then introduced Tony Lightley who had come all the way across from his home near Moffat in the western 
Borders to talk about The Return of Ospreys to the Borders.  He started by saying that he was born in Newbiggin 
and so a Northumbrian audience shouldn’t have any difficulty with his accent! 

The osprey is Pandion haliaetus which can roughly be translated as ‘King Fishing-Eagle’.  It occurs in every 
continent except Antarctica with roughly 50,000 pairs globally.  In Scotland, historically the ospreys suffered 
from persecution near fish ponds, the Victorian obsession with shooting anything that moved, the equally 
destructive Victorian passion for egg collecting, habitat loss, and the effects of pesticides, especially DDT, in the 
food chain.  However, despite that history there are now 270 pairs breeding in Scotland.  In 1954 a pair nested 
and bred at Loch Garten and in 1963 a second pair established themselves at Aviemore and from these small 
beginnings it is known that in 2017 a minimum of 303 chicks were fledged and another 238 in 2018. 

These birds are large raptors.  Each adult will weigh between 0.9 and 2.1kg, with 
a body length of up to 65cm and a wing span that can reach 180cm.  The females 
are usually larger and heavier than the males.  The upper plumage is a rich brown 
while the under-parts are largely white but with a flecked brown breast band that 
is wider and more prominent in the females.  The juveniles have feathers with 
pale edges to the brown and the eyes, which eventually become yellow/brown, 
start off quite reddish (  left).  The pale-edged feathers make the young birds 
well-camouflaged in the nest where they tend to lie flat and motionless if there 
is any potential threat. 

The birds usually don’t start breeding until they are three years old and often not 
until four or five, so the young birds have to survive their first migration to Africa, 
their year or two years in that continent and the return migration when they are 
three before they can even start the breeding process. 

Tony started his career in the Tweed Valley as a wildlife ranger in the Craik Forest and over many years since he 
has built up a detailed understanding of the birds’ behaviour and the requirements for successful breeding.  The 
Tweed Valley provides plenty of good habitat and the Tweed Valley Osprey Project was set up to help the birds 
to re-establish in this part of Scotland with the aim of getting breeding pairs occupying territory in every 10km 
square area from the source of the river down to its outfall at Berwick – an aim which is close to being met.  An 
osprey breeding territory is large, with the birds requiring a 7 or 8 mile radius from the nest site for their fishing 
expeditions. 

The fishing requirements can include tidal estuaries and stocked ponds.  In the latter case Tony has been able 
to achieve the support of fish breeders who will usually net the ponds with their choice breeding stock but will 
put their poor specimens, which wouldn’t be saleable, in uncovered ponds where the ospreys can fish.  Once 
good fishing opportunities are established an osprey nest site can be occupied for at least ten years. 

The main problems when choosing sites for the nest platforms come from human disturbance.  Activities like 
forestry, farming, and recreation can all create a level of disturbance which will discourage the birds from 
adopting a nest site and remaining faithful to it.  Having said that it is also important for the project that human 
access is possible to enable the nest platforms to be set up and maintained and for the young birds in the nest 
to be ringed.  So, when sites are chosen, as well as fishing opportunities the birds need panoramic views so they 
can defend their sites from aerial predators such as crows and goshawks.  One might think that island nest sites 



would be good, but even isolated islands in lochs are these days open to human disturbance from wild 
swimmers and kayakers who often ignore clear notices requesting them not to land. 

When a nest platform is being set up it usually requires a 
base of pallets, covered with strong wire mesh so that 
when the pallets rot there is still a good base.  Carpet tiles 
are laid over the mesh, followed by a layer of turf and then 
bundles of sticks and other plant material.  The whole thing 
needs to be large enough to support three full-grown but 
unfledged chicks plus their parents without either 
collapsing or risking the still non-flying young from falling 
off.  Once set up, heavy snow can make the nest so heavy 
that the branches of the tree in which it has been sited can 

break, so annual maintenance is needed to remove excess material from the platform and sometimes to add 
additional struts to support the branches. 

A good example of the way that other agencies have been prepared to cooperate with the project is seen when 
considering where the adults choose to perch in the territory.  Electricity pylons seem ideal to the birds, but 
there have been examples of the wings spanning the distance between the cables, shorting them out and 
resulting in the electrocution of the birds.  The network companies have been willing to erect separate poles 
with cross-bar perches and even to add perching extensions at the top of the pylons so the birds are kept away 
from the wires. 

When the ospreys go fishing they tend to hover at about 20m above 
the water until they spot prey.   They then drop to about 10m and 
open their talons so that when they hit the water they are ready to 
close the opposite pairs of talons around and through anything they 
hit.  The long talons are, unusually, circular in cross-section, so they 
pierce the slippery prey very efficiently.  Sometimes they emerge 
with a stick, but when they successfully strike a fish they carry it head 
first to create a minimum of wind resistance ( ). 

The mature breeders usually lay a clutch of three eggs that are individually patterned in brown and white and 
about the size of hens’ eggs.  If the food availability is good it is not unusual for all three chicks to survive to 
fledging.  Between 2002 and 2018 the success rate for the Tweed Valley project has been an average of 2.54 
fledged chicks per nest.  Individual breeders can have long breeding success with one female at Aberfoyle having 
nested for 15 years and raised 32 chicks.  One consequence of the success of the project is that as numbers of 
birds has increased the competition for territories has increased and the breeding success has somewhat 
diminished.  Poor summers have also not helped. 

The activities of Tony and his colleagues are not limited to erection and maintenance of the nest platforms and 
ringing of the young birds.  They get involved in attempts to rehabilitate birds – often juveniles that have fallen 
from the nest before fledging and older birds that have been injured.  They have also started the ‘Time Flies 
Project’ with local schools and have produced videos and booklets. 

We gratefully thanked Tony, not least because he was then faced with a 2½ hour drive home. 
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PLANT CORNER 

 
As I’ve done before when writing about Lichens, I have to acknowledge that they aren’t plants.  However, their symbiotic 
partnership is usually between a fungus and an alga, and since algae are plants I can just about justify including them in 
Plant Corner. 
 
Last early spring I circulated details of a survey project that asked people to look at the larger lichens on trees (and on the 
wood of fence posts and rails).  It seems probable that there are some major changes going on in the occurrence and 
distribution of some of these species in Northumberland.  Changes like these may be associated with changes to climate 
and atmospheric pollution, but a lack of hard data has made it difficult to be certain and this survey is intended to remedy 
that.  It is being led by Janet Simkin who members may recall last spoke to us about the creation of the green roof at The 
Sill at Once Brewed on the Roman Wall. 
 
I’m reluctant to bombard all our members with another lengthy document about the survey unless I know that specific 
people may hope to take part.  To whet your appetites, I’ve reproduced below the photos and descriptions of the species 
that the survey is interested in.  What I then hope to do, probably in late January or early February, is to schedule a “lichen 
foray” so that interested members can practise finding and identifying these species on local trees.  From this I can then 
let those who want to do one or more surveys have the detailed instructions, plus details of how you can submit your 
results. 
 
In the meantime, perhaps on a dry winter’s day, you could go out armed with these photos and start to find good lichen-
rich trees near you that might be the subject of actual surveys in late winter or early spring.  Incidentally it’s not that the 
lichens disappear once the new growing season gets under way, but once the trees are in leaf it is much harder to see the 
growths and identify them. 
 
Just to depress you, there are another 12 species that Janet says are harder to identify with certainty, but could be 
included in the survey if people wish to do so.  I think for the moment we’ll probably be best sticking to the eight shown 
here and becoming thoroughly familiar with these ones.  Don’t worry about some of the terminology in the descriptions.  
Janet’s full set of notes explains what these all mean. 
 

 
 Bryoria fuscescens 

Large, long filaments arising from a single 
holdfast, usually smoky-brown and forked 
rather than branched (easily mistaken for 
sheep’s wool blown on the wind). Soralia in the 
forks of branches look like grains of sand. 
Apothecia very rare. 

Acid tolerant but very sensitive to ammonia  
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 Evernia prunastri 

Medium-sized, growing in tufts from a single 
holdfast, the antler-shaped lobes greenish 
above but almost white below, with soredia 
on ridges on the upper surface. The lobes 
are softer and wider than in R. farinacea. 
Apothecia very rare. 

Pollution tolerant 

 
 Pseudevernia furfuracea 

Similar in shape and size to Evernia but stiffer, 
grey above and dark below. Usually in the 
canopy so look on fallen branches. Apothecia 
very rare. 

Acid tolerant, upland 
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 Ramalina farinacea 

Medium-sized, growing in straggly tufts from a 
single holdfast. Lobes very narrow, branched, 
pale grey-green and glossy above and below, 
with conspicuous soralia on the edges. 
Apothecia rare. 

Pollution tolerant 

 
 Ramalina fastigiata 

Medium sized, erect, forming tight round tufts.  
Lobes grey-green above and below, often  
flattened. Apothecia abundant at the ends of  
the lobes (like trumpets), the same colour as  
the thallus. 

Sensitive to SO2 and N pollutants 

 
 Ramalina fraxinea 

Large, with broad, irregular and flattened 
lobes arising from a central holdfast. Lobes 
may be >10cm long and up to 4cm wide, the 
same colour above and below. Rarely fertile 
but the apothecia have brownish discs and 
are scattered across the lobes and on the 
edges. 

Sensitive to SO2 and N pollutants 
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 Usnea subfloridana 

Medium-sized tufts of fine round branches, 
usually grey-green, arising from a single 
blackened holdfast. Branches have soredia 
and isidia together in small round patches 
(hand surrounded by “rays”). 

SO2 sensitive.  Apothecia rare, on branch tips, 
large discs  

 
 
 Xanthoria parietina 

Large, leafy, usually yellow-orange but paler in 
the shade. Apothecia abundant, with an orange 
disc and yellow margin. 

Nitrophile, thrives on NOx and ammonia and 
often grows with the small grey Physcia lichens. 

 



STEWCHAT. 

December for me is the quietest month for natural history. A combination of very short daylight hours, a full 
time working week and weekly Christmas ‘commitments’ leave little room for wildlife. However, for someone 
who doesn’t switch off when it comes to nature, I always seem to fit a bit of time in here and there. 

On the 1st of the month a very cold, -5 degrees with sunshine found us walking some moorland west of Alnwick 
without much expectation.  One of the first birds seen in the low sunshine was a nice female or ringtail Hen 
Harrier steadily moving over and the sighting was all too brief before it had gone. A few Crossbills called and 
even sang overhead while a male Stonechat and over 20 Reed Buntings broke the silence. A good few Roe Deer 
were seen wandering between woodland rest spots. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The walk back, was through some damp woods where 5 Woodcock were flushed, Fieldfare, Redwing and 2 
Treecreepers were active. 

In this wood were a few winter fungi – Crimped Gill and some tiny Bisporella citrina making golden spots on 
dead twigs. 

The next morning while out with the dog just before dawn, a Woodcock flighted over our village silhouetted 
against the lightening sky. 4+ Grey Partridges were very vocal in the gloom. 

A mild day on 5th encouraged a lone Bat to fly around, feeding, under the village street lights, on what, I’m 
unsure as there are not many moths at this time.  

On 6th a Kingfisher was at Howick Pond. While chopping logs on our drive one was covered in some lavender 
purple fungi that I later found was called Silver Leaf Fungus after its effect on the fruit trees it favours. 

Very close to home, indoors in fact, a few spiders had come in from the garden including Pisaura miribilis or 
Nursery Web Spider, a False Widow Steatoda bipunctata , a Running Crab Spider Xysticus cristatus and a small 
grass spider Lyniphia hortensis. 

 

Figure 1: A moorland scene. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Bisporella citrina fungi on dead twig. 

 

Figure 3: Silver Leaf Fungus on chopping wood. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Nursery Web Spider, Pisaura miribilis 

 

Figure 5: Running Crab Spider Xysticus cristatus. 



 

With the rest of my time visiting Newcastle, the Metro Centre and Edinburgh I am looking forward to the start 
of the New Year when plans are made for new species to be discovered in 2020. 

 

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year. 

Please check out my blog for more pics and info – www.boulmerbirder.blogspot.com  

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 



pairs trying to nest and 32 successfully raising young.  

a 7yr old nested successfully again near Warkworth.  Near Longhorsley a 2yr bird seems to have inherited her 

north of Wooler raised 3 young.

Jackdaws were unfortunately back with a vengeance occupying many owl nest sites.  Because of this troublesome 





nd th 
nd 

th th 
Cormorant 11 at Branton Ponds on 24th 

3 at Monk’s House Pool on 7th 
th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 2 near Hedgeley on 18th 

Whooper Swan 14 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th th and 16 on 24th 50 at 
Warkworth on 30th 8 at Newton Scrape on 28th 7 at Craster on 6th 20 at Low 
Newton on 15th th 40 at Warkworth on 18th 
51 over Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 200 over Branton on 25th 
3 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 11th 
2 at Shortridge on 11th 

Pochard 2 at Branton Ponds on 24th 
66+ at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 

th 
th 

th 
Sparrowhawk 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th

Kestrel
Merlin
Peregrine 1 at Dunstanburgh on 30th

Woodcock 1 at Holy Island on 2nd 1 at Bamburgh on 6th 
Jack Snipe 1 at Cresswell Ponds on 26th 
Lapwing 170 at Hedgeley Lakes on 18th 
Purple Sandpiper th 
Curlew 61 at Newton Scrape on 28th 

42 at Newton Scrape on 28th 
th 

Tawny Owl 1 at Branton on 14th rd th  
2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 1 at Branton Ponds on 24th 
1 at Craster on 5th th 
1 at Craster on 25th 

Stonechat 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 
Blackcap 1 at Craster on 20th 

th and 1 on 24th 
Marsh Tit 1 at Craster on 5th 
Willow Tit 1 at Craster on 12th 

2 over Branton on 14th 1 at Dunstanburgh on 11th 
Brambling 1 at Warkworth on 30th 
Siskin 50+ at Branton Ponds on 2nd 200+ at Branton Ponds on 24th 

2 at Branton Ponds on 24th 
Twite th 

th 8 at Dunstanburgh on 30th 

2 at Hedgeley on 10th 
Water Shrew 1 at Craster on 6th 
Harbour Porpoise 3 at Low Steads on 15th 

Northern Winter Moth 4 at Branton on 23rd 
December Moth 1 at Branton on 15th 



Contorted Pipe Club th 
rd 
rd  

134 mm




