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Welcome to the twenty-fourth issue of the Gwent-Glamorgan Recorders’ Newsletter.   

 

This edition showcases some of the great work (Cardiff Bat Group, pg. 28) and interesting recording (Vaughn 

Matthews, pg. 32) which continued during the various lockdowns over the past 12 months. There are also lots of 

ideas for new ways you can get involved in recording, with surveys ranging from Swifts (pg. 17), to Cowslips (pg. 

18), to Water Voles (pg. 35). Colin Titcombe’s articles on Stock Doves (pg. 4) and the Upper Usk Valley (pg. 23) 

show how long term recording can highlight the changes to Welsh wildlife (and geography!) over the years.  

 

Many thanks to all who contributed to the newsletter. I hope it proves an inspirational read to many recorders.  
 

Elaine Wright, SEWBReC (Editor) 

If you ever want to contribute an article to our biannual newsletter, please get in touch on info@sewbrec.org.uk.  
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Dormouse tracking tunnels in Wales: a new technique 

for recorders and professional ecologists? 
Diana (Di) Clark, Koru Ecology Associates / koruecologyassociates@gmail.com / 07591 504840 
 

For those of you who are not aware already, a number of projects in England have recently been exploring the use of 

tracking tunnels for dormice, most notably by Simone Bullion and colleagues at Suffolk Wildlife Trust. To date, limited 

work has been done in Wales to explore whether this technique will work in our somewhat wetter weather conditions, 

although some work has been done in the south west of England and early results appear to show that it is likely to 

be a useful technique even in areas of high rainfall, albeit with some tweaks to the methodology. 

Some of the outcomes of these surveys seem to indicate that dormice are being picked up on sites relatively quickly 

compared to ‘traditional’ next box/nesting tunnels methods, with the other advantage of the technique being that a 

survey licence from Natural Resources Wales is unlikely to be required, since the chances of disturbing dormice whilst 

checking tracking tunnels is very slim. The use of tracking tunnels therefore has huge potential for the recording com-

munity to increase records of this elusive species across Wales, as well as providing professional ecologists with an 

alternative approach to surveying for dormice in relation to development projects. 

This spring, I am in the process of starting to test the technique at several sites in Swansea and Carmarthenshire, with 

the help and support of Swansea Local Nature Partnership, Carmarthenshire County Council and The Wildlife Trust of 

South and West Wales (thank you). It’s early days yet and I am still seeking additional funding to support the work, 

which essentially requires the purchase of tracking tunnels and consumables, the cost of travel to each site every two 

weeks or so for three months, and the cost of my time. If anyone is aware of any available funding that might support 

this work, please do get in touch. Any contribution, big or small, would be very welcome. 

I would also be really interested to hear from anyone else in Wales who might have had a play with using tracking 

tunnels, even if it’s just been a case of sticking a few out at the same time as using other survey techniques and see-

ing what happens. Do get in touch via my details above. 
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The Subtle Beauty that is the Stock Dove 
Colin Titcombe 
 

Most people on seeing a Stock Dove, would dismiss it as just another pigeon. They would probably think similarly on 

hearing its low and rather uninventive cooing song – the double syllable note “woo-uh” repeated seven to ten times. 

The level of these notes is such that even I, with my poor hearing, can pick it up over a distance of several hundred 

yards. 

The Stock Dove is still a relatively common bird in Gwent, but mostly goes unnoticed by all but bird-watching enthusi-

asts. A couple of decades ago it was undoubtedly more plentiful. My own records include quite large post-breeding 

flocks feeding on arable fields and pasture land. And even in the early years of the present century I noted 33 Stock 

Doves on fields at Hadnock Farm, Monmouth (12/02/2000); a flock of c.45 in the Usk Valley near Llanellon 

(10/02/2000) and c.50 on a field at Newton, Monmouth on the 19th February 2003. In earlier years my records include 

a flock of c.100 Stock Doves on Dewston Farm fields, Caldicot (20/12/1971) and c.40 on fields near the River Usk at 

Llanllowell (29/01/1974). 

At a distance the Stock Dove somewhat resembles a Wood Pigeon, but is rather more compact, and lacking any white 

in the plumage. At close range, however, its true beauty can be fully appreciated – the soft “dove-grey” plumage con-

trasting with a coal-black eye, and the patch of iridescent purple and green feathers on the side of its neck.  

The “song” of the Stock Dove has already been described, and its song period, as witnessed and recorded by H.G. Al-

exander in Witherby’s “Handbook of British Birds”, Vol IV 1940, spans the period from early January (intermittently 

until March) until early November. However, during the exceptionally mild winter weather of late 2015 and early Janu-

ary 2016, the Stock Doves in Gwent continued with their cooing right through November, December and on into Jan-

uary, the last date on which I heard them (before writing these notes) being on the 12th January. 

Postscript 

This song period of the Stock Dove has since continued similarly through 2017, 2018 and 2019. In recent years the 

cooing song has indicated some sixteen territories held by Stock Doves along the flank of the Wye Valley between 

Tintern Parva and Whitebrook. 
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Dragonflies in Glamorgan (VC41) in 2020 
M.C. Powell, VC41 County Recorder 
 

Despite challenging circumstances during nearly the whole of the dragonfly flight period, a total of 29 species were 

recorded in Glamorgan in 2020. A dedicated group of just a dozen recorders amassed a total of nearly 1100 records 

from over 95 sites. 

The standout 2020 records were Scarce Chaser & Southern Migrant Hawker. 

On 2nd June Frank Sengpiel posted several photographs on a local Facebook Group of a dragonfly he had seen at 

Forest Farm NR to the north of Cardiff. It was soon noticed by a very keen teenage recorder, Tate Lloyd, who correctly 

identified it as a Scarce Chaser, only the 2nd county record. Sadly, it could not be found again. 

On 18th August David Bendell photographed a bright blue dragonfly at Porthkerry Country Park near Barry and sent 

an image to the county recorder. It proved to be a Southern Migrant Hawker, again only the 2nd county record & hot 

on the heels of the 1st in 2019.  

The Atlas [Ed: Atlas of Dragonflies in Britain and Ireland] gives just 3 extant sites for Downy Emerald in Wales with just 

one in the south. The Glamorgan population at a fishing pond in Hensol Forest has been known for over 30 years & 

appears stable with adults recorded most years. Occasionally individuals are noted from another site some 3km dis-

tant. During 2020 Downy Emerald was first recorded on 6th May (the earliest ever record) at the core site & once 

again at the outlying site. It was also recorded at a further 3 new sites around Hensol Forest and rediscovered at a 

former site where it had not been seen for very many years. Interestingly the three new sites are on a large golf course 

where pools have only been dug within the last 10 years. 
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Violet Oil Beetle update Spring 2021 
Mark Steer 
 

Following my article in the Spring 2020 edition I have now managed to find triungulins (larvae)! I am not surprised I 

have not seen before because they are not black as shown in most photos but orange brown. Also they emerged 

much earlier than I expected – the first seen on 31/03/2021. Apparently these will have over wintered under ground 

and emerge at the same time as the adults. 

The first sighting of an adult was on 30/03/2021 slightly later than 2020 when first was sighted on 16/03/2020. I will 

be continuing to monitor and record through the spring until June when their season finishes. 



 

 

Vale of Glamorgan Local Nature Partnership: 

Join us! 
Emily Shaw 
 

The Vale of Glamorgan’s Local Nature Partnership (LNP) is supported through Welsh Government’s Enabling Natural 

Resources and Wellbeing (ENRaW) fund. Our mission in the Vale is to reconnect people from all across the county 

with nature. The Vale LNP includes a range of organisations, community groups and individuals with an interest in 

taking action and making a difference for biodiversity.  

To find out more about the partnership and how you can get involved, please contact the Vale’s Local Nature Part-

nership Co-ordinator Emily Shaw at: eshaw@valeofglamorgan.gov.uk or visit https://www.biodiversitywales.org.uk/

Vale-of-Glamorgan. Find us on Twitter @Vale_LNP and Facebook. 

Volunteers needed to spot 

high priority species 
Andrea Rowe, Butterfly Conservation 
 

Over the last few months Butterfly Conservation staff in Wales 

have been reviewing progress for our High Priority species in 

Wales. The review has identified species for which we still need 

more data e.g. where there are known sites with no recent records 

or where there are sites which support suitable habitat and food-

plants but have not been surveyed. Local volunteers with local 

knowledge are incredibly important in this process – you may 

know an area where Goldenrod grows which could support White

-spotted Sable moth. We want to tap in to that local knowledge 

and encourage volunteers to keep their eyes open for a few spe-

cies in particular over the next few months.  

All of the species are day-flying; click on the below links for our 

individual information sheets with details of when and where to 

look out for them: 

White-spotted Sable 

moth 

Grizzled Skipper but-

terfly 

Narrow-bordered Bee 

Hawk-moth 

Forester moth 

Top left: White-spotted Sable © Chris 

Manley;  

Middle left: Grizzled Skipper © Paul 

Parsons;  

Bottom left: Narrow-bordered Bee 

Hawk-moth © Annie Irving;  

Right: Forester Moth © Martin Bell 

mailto:eshaw@valeofglamorgan.gov.uk
https://www.biodiversitywales.org.uk/Vale-of-Glamorgan
https://www.biodiversitywales.org.uk/Vale-of-Glamorgan
https://twitter.com/Vale_LNP
https://www.facebook.com/ValeLNP
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20White-spotted%20Sable_Wales.pdf
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20White-spotted%20Sable_Wales.pdf
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20Grizzled%20Skipper%20in%20Wales.pdf
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20Grizzled%20Skipper%20in%20Wales.pdf
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20Narrow-bordered%20Bee%20Hawk-moth_Wales.pdf
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20Narrow-bordered%20Bee%20Hawk-moth_Wales.pdf
https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Volunteers%20for%20Forester%20in%20Wales.pdf


 

 

In search of brown hares in the Vale 
Bruce McDonald 
 

When a member of the Wenvoe Wildlife Group recently spotted, photographed and recorded a Brown Hare, he was 

surprised to note that there were no other local records of this mammal in the area. This seemed unusual as there 

were records on Aderyn from all over Wales and the local landscape - a mosaic of arable fields and woodland should 

suit the Hare. Subsequent discussion with the local farmer indicated that she was well aware of Hares and saw them 

regularly, possibly helped by the good view from the seat of a tractor. Much of the rural parts of the Vale of Glamor-

gan with an emphasis on arable fields may well support Hare populations but appear to be under-recorded. 

The Brown Hare, Lepus Europaeus, is believed to have been introduced in Iron Age times, although now considered 

naturalised, and it is the Mountain Hare which is our only true native species. It is protected in the UK under the Wild-

life and Countryside Act 1981 and is a Priority Species under the UK post 2010 Biodiversity Framework. However, the 

Mammal Society reports that 'they have little legal protection'. Numbers have declined possibly through a mix of 

changes in farming practice and predation by foxes. Hare coursing, whilst illegal, remains a problem and was com-

mented on by the local farmer. If there are concerns about this when recording sightings, the 'sensitive' category can 

be used although the expectation is that those involved with this criminal activity will already have local knowledge 

about Hare populations. 

Have you seen a hare? 

Due to the lack of recording the current status of brown hares in the Vale of Glamorgan is unknown, submit your 

sightings to SEWBReC and contribute to valuable monitoring of local populations in the Vale. Local farmers can be a 

useful source of information on this mammal and a quick word with them can help to identify likely areas for sightings   

More information about Brown Hares including ID tips can be found on the Mammal Society website. 
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The Birds of Wales/Adar Cymru 
Daniel Jenkins-Jones 
 

Your chance to buy this landmark book at a pre-publication price and save yourself £20. 

It is more than 25 years since the first and only avifauna was published for all of Wales and much has changed since 

then. This summer a new book, The Birds of Wales/Adar Cymru, will be published by Liverpool University Press and 

the Welsh Ornithological Society (WOS). 

Published on 1 July, this book charts the fortunes of birds in Wales, from the prehistoric to the present day. Edited by 

volunteers from WOS and supported by LERC Wales, this new avifauna pools the knowledge and data gathered over 

the last century of all 451 wild bird species recorded in Wales, and also includes shorter accounts of more than 100 

non-native species recorded ‘in the wild’.  

The accounts for each species draw on the latest research and expertise from those who have studied birds in Wales 

and, of course, the records submitted to Local Environmental Records Centres, including SEWBReC, and to groups like 

Gwent Ornithological Society, Gower Ornithological Society and Glamorgan Bird Club. As well as all the information 

you’d expect in each species’ account, the book is also full of fascinating titbits uncovered by its authors. For example, 

which species may have nested at probably the highest ever altitude in Wales and England.* 

The opening chapters describe, for the first time, the history of bird recording and conservation in Wales and the envi-

ronmental context, such as the impact of land-use, that has resulted in big changes for our birds. Knowledge of many 

species has improved thanks to monitoring by volunteers, and information from all the major recording schemes has 

been used by authors of the species accounts, many of whom are acknowledged experts on the species. It will be no 

great surprise that only a quarter of breeding species have experienced an improvement in status since 1900. 

The authors have explored the archaeological record of Wales as well as historic records in English, Welsh and Latin. It 

traces the earliest evidence, such as Barnacle Geese that bred in Pembrokeshire before the last Ice Age and the foot-

prints of Common Crane preserved in Severn Estuary mud around 7,000 years ago.  

Richly illustrated with over 200 stunning images by some of the country’s leading nature photographers and illustra-

tors, the book also anticipates what may occur in the coming decades and it looks ahead to some of the changes yet 

to come during the 21st century; some projected by an unstable climate and others dependent on decisions made by 

politicians about farming, forestry and renewable energy. 

It is a once-in-a-generation statement of the birds of Wales and it will have an essential place on the bookshelf of 

everyone with an interest in birds in Wales. 

The Birds of Wales/Adar Cymru is published, in English, by Liverpool University Press on 1 July 2021, price £45. 608 

pages. Hardback. But, it can be ordered at the pre-publication price of £25, plus p&p, until 30 June. Use the code 

WALES50. Please visit liverpooluniversitypress.co.uk/r/birds-of-wales or phone 07766 472078. 

* A Wren was once reported breeding 50m below the summit of Snowdon, Caernarfonshire, at an altitude of about 

1,035m. 
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Can you help monitor pollinators for the UK Pollina-

tor Monitoring Scheme? 
Martin Harvey, UK Centre for Ecology & Hydrology  
 

Many different insect groups play a role in plant pollination. We have good information about the distribution of 

many of these groups, thanks to the work of volunteer recorders, local records centres and national recording 

schemes over many years. From this we know that there have been many changes in the distribution of insect species, 

with some increasing and some retracting their range. But tracking changes in the abundance of insects is more of a 

challenge, and requires a more structured survey approach. 

The UK Pollinator Monitoring Scheme (PoMS) is the first scheme in the world to have begun generating long-term 

systematic data on the abundance of bees, hoverflies and other flower-visiting insects at a national scale. Abundance 

data can be used alongside the more usual species distribution records to add an extra strand of information and help 

us assess what is happening to pollinators, and how this might affect both wild plants a cultivated crops. 

PoMS is running two large-scale surveys throughout the UK with help from many volunteers. The “Flower-Insect 

Timed Count” or FIT Count is a simple 10-minute survey to collect data on numbers of insects that visit a patch of tar-

get flowers. You are asked to choose a particular flower as your ‘target’ within a 50×50cm patch, and then count all 

the insects that land on the flowers in a ten-minute period, identifying the insects into broad groups such as 

“bumblebees”, “solitary bees”, “hoverflies” etc. 

FIT Counts can be done anywhere, including in gardens and parks, in warm, dry weather any time from April to Sep-

tember. Since 2018, more than 3,300 counts have been submitted from more than 1000 sites across the UK. Last 

month we launched a new FIT Count app, available in English and Welsh languages and including a guide to recognis-

ing the insect groups you need to count. 

PoMS also organises an intensive systematic survey of bees, hoverflies and other insects across a network of 1 km 

squares in England, Wales and Scotland, with Northern Ireland joining the scheme this year. At each of these 1 km 

squares the survey consists of running pan-traps to catch samples of insects, which are sent back to the PoMS labora-

tory for further analysis. PoMS volunteers set out the pan-traps on four days during the summer, once each in May, 

June, July and April. 

There are some squares still available to be ‘adopted’, including one in the SEWBReC area, located east of Neath (see 

map, right). New volunteers are provided with all the equipment needed to complete four survey visits a year, and are 

shown the sampling locations and how to set out the traps during an initial site visit with one of the PoMS team.  

If you’d like to know more about the 1 km square surveys please contact PoMS (poms@ceh.ac.uk) and we will provide 

further information. For the FIT Counts all the information you need is available on the PoMS website 

(ukpoms.org.uk), where you’ll find video guides, recording forms, survey instructions and links to the FIT Count app. 

(Note that we are about to launch a new website at the above address, and for the next few days you’ll need to go to 

the previous web pages at www.ceh.ac.uk/pollinator-monitoring.) 

PoMS continues to work closely with the existing recording schemes, especially the Bees, Wasps and Ants Recording 

Society, and the Hoverfly Recording Scheme, so please keep sending in your species records! 

Ten tips for carrying out a FIT Count 

1.  FIT Counts take about 10–15 minutes, during which 

you are asked to count every insect that lands on the 

flowers of your chosen target flower species. 

2.  You can complete a FIT Count in good weather be-

tween 1 April and 30 September. 

3.  "Good weather" is dry, and with temperature at least 

13°C in sunny conditions, or at least 15°C when cloudy. 

4.  Choose just one type of flower as your target flower - 

where possible use one of the FIT Count target flowers, 

but if you can't find one from the list you can choose a 

different flower as the target. 

5.  Mark out a 50 × 50 cm patch containing your target. 

6.  Count the number of individual flowers for your target 

species that are within your patch. 

7.  Set a timer for ten minutes, and count all insects that 

land on the target flowers (ignore other flowers, and do 

your best to count each individual insect once only!). 

8.  Identify the insects into their broad groups 

(bumblebees, hoverflies etc.) – any that you don't recog-

nise should be counted as "other insects". 

9.  Fill in some simple weather details. 

10.  Don't forget to send in your results via the PoMS 

website or FIT Count app. 
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your best to count each individual insect once only!). 

8.  Identify the insects into their broad groups 
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nise should be counted as "other insects". 

9.  Fill in some simple weather details. 

10.  Don't forget to send in your results via the PoMS 
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Useful links 

PoMS website  

https://ukpoms.org.uk 

FIT Count app for Android  

https://play.google.com/store/

apps/details?id=uk.ac.ceh.fit 

FIT Count app for Apple  

https://apps.apple.com/app/

id1540771889 

FIT Count video guide  

https://youtu.be/IuTiPEJI8rQ 

FIT Count insect groups video  

https://youtu.be/1Fm1KKiUC8Q 

1 km square survey video  

https://youtu.be/FZo8sZcZfvM 

PoMS presentation from the 

NFBR conference  

https://youtu.be/7fQZ0imlmrs 

PoMS presentation from the FSC 

Biodiversity series  

https://youtu.be/8alvnn7fABs 

 

PoMS is co-ordinated by the UK 

Centre for Ecology & Hydrology, 

working in partnership with the 

Bumblebee Conservation Trust, 

Butterfly Conservation, British Trust 

for Ornithology, Hymettus, Univer-

sity of Reading, University of Leeds 

and Natural History Museum. 

https://ukpoms.org.uk
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=uk.ac.ceh.fit
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=uk.ac.ceh.fit
https://apps.apple.com/app/id1540771889
https://apps.apple.com/app/id1540771889
https://youtu.be/IuTiPEJI8rQ
https://youtu.be/1Fm1KKiUC8Q
https://youtu.be/FZo8sZcZfvM
https://youtu.be/7fQZ0imlmrs
https://youtu.be/8alvnn7fABs


 

 

White Moulds, Ramularia and Phacellium Anamorphs in 

Wales and Britain: A Guide and Welsh Census Catalogue 
 

The “White Moulds, Ramularia and Phacellium Anamorphs in Wales and Britain” is the latest in an award-winning se-

ries of books on phytoparasitic fungi written by the Welsh Microfungi Group. This volume covers the White Moulds 

which are a comparatively neglected group compared to the Rusts, Smuts, Downy and Powdery Mildews. However, 

they are very common and can be conspicuous, infecting a wide range of plants and a few species are economically 

important as agricultural and horticultural pathogens. There are around 350 species worldwide, including about 108 

recorded for Britain and Ireland, of which 81 have so far been found in Wales. Most are surprisingly easy to identify. 

The book aims to raise the profile of the White Moulds and provides an identification guide to the species found in 

Wales and in Britain. It includes an Introduction to the group, with sections on Finding; Collecting and Preservation; 

Identification; Conservation and Habitat Preferences. These are followed by detailed species accounts which form the 

main part of the book. There is a census catalogue of species recorded in Wales and useful tables of all the species 

recorded in Britain and Ireland sorted by fungus and by host. 

The book is richly illustrated including full colour macroscopic images of infected plants and microscopic images of 

the fungi. Using the book and knowing the host species it should be possible to identify most of the species collected 

and we hope it will encourage and stimulate more recording of this group. 

The book is in A4 format, spirally bound with a plastic-coated cover and contains 128 pages and over 300 images. You 

can examine an online version here. 

Copies, as a result of financial support from the British Society for Plant Pathology and the British Mycological Society, 

only cost £6.50 plus £3.20 p&p directly from Ray Woods, Ty Mawr Mill, Builth Wells, Powys. LD2 3SH. Email: 

raygwoods@aol.com. 

Hard copies will also be available from on-line book suppliers (ISBN 978-0-956 5750-5-0) and digital copies can be 

download free from http://www.aber.ac.uk/waxcap/downloads/Chater21-RamulariaWalesCensus.pdf. 

Hard copies of the Downy Mildews (Peronosporaeae) and White Blister-rusts (Albuginaceae) of Wales: ringbound cost 

£8.50 plus £3.20 p&p; perfectly bound cost £12 plus £3.20 p&p, both directly from Ray Woods, (see above). Hard cop-

ies of some volumes are also available from on-line book suppliers: Summerfield Books and NHBS.  

Copies of all the previous volumes in the series: Rust Fungus Red Data List of Wales; Smut and Allied Fungi of Wales; 

Powdery Mildews of Wales; Downy Mildews and White Blister-rusts of Wales are also available to download from 

https://www.aber.ac.uk/waxcap/links/index.shtml.  
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Plant Alert – Preventing future in-

vasions of ornamental plants 
April Webb, Coventry University 

 

Introduced into Britain and Ireland by well-meaning historic plant-hunters, plants such as Himalayan Balsam now 

swamp riverside and woodland vegetation. Simultaneously, Rhododendron ponticum causes headaches in the country-

side, and Japanese Knotweed remains the scourge of homeowners.  If only scientists could go back in time and warn 

those gardeners that some of the species they were lovingly cultivating so carefully would cause us all centuries of 

economic and environmental problems.  

Well, here’s the next best thing: scientists are engaging gardeners across Britain and Ireland to help them identify to-

morrow’s invasive species today. Plant Alert offers gardeners a quick and easy way of reporting any ornamental plants 

showing signs of invasiveness. Gardeners are best placed to spot these potential troublemakers - the plants that have 

to be controlled to prevent them from overgrowing other plants or spreading into parts of the garden where they are 

not wanted. Traits that should set alarm bells ringing include vigorous growth, prolific self-seeding, longer flowering 

periods, and any plant that the gardener has to ‘keep on top of’ to prevent it from spreading. 

There are often long delays, sometimes more than 100 years, from the introduction of ornamental plants in gardens 

to recognising a problematic plant in the wild, making effective prevention strategies very difficult. Large numbers of 

plants introduced into gardens over the last century have created an “invasion debt” of alien species that are already 

introduced and present in gardens. Furthermore, the invasion risk of these species could potentially be accelerated by 

climate change, resulting in plants previously not considered fully hardy to establish and spread. The challenge is to 

identify the potential future problematic plants out of this ever-increasing pool of about 80,000 ornamental plants 

available to gardeners.  

For more information, to contribute, and view results, visit www.plantalert.org. 

Plant Alert recently featured in the FSC Biolinks Natural History Live series, which you can catch up on here: https://

youtu.be/jn4pZyCTMls 

Plant Alert also has a Twitter feed where you can keep track of the activities of the project, latest news, and potential 

species to look out for and report on @Plant_Alert   
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Marlas Estate Swift Nestbox Project 
 

There will be a warm welcome in North Corneli this May for some very special summer visitors – Swifts. And it’s hoped 

that they will establish a permanent summer home in their new nesting boxes, encouraging increasing numbers. 

Swifts return to the same breeding site each year from Africa and remain loyal to their partners. But they are in drastic 

decline, due to the loss of traditional nesting sites.  

Monitoring has shown swifts in the locality during their 14,000 mile round trips, so six suitably positioned nest boxes 

have been installed on Marlas Estate. The initiative is the result of a new partnership between Valleys2Coast (V2C), 

Glamorgan Bird Club (GBC) and the Bridgend Local Nature Partnership (Bridgend LNP).  

“Swifts are a declining species,” says GBC Trustee, Strinda Davies “and as a charity committed to the conservation and 

enjoyment of birds in (our area of South Wales) we are delighted to be working with V2C for the benefit of these marvel-

lous summer migrants.” 

The project has been the result of diligent monitoring, by local GBC members, of the breeding Swift population in the 

communities of Kenfig Hill, Pyle and North Corneli over the past few years as part of the RSPB UK wide Swift-mapping 

project. 

“Valleys2Coast is pleased to support this initiative as part of our commitment to supporting bio-diversity and enabling 

our residents to experience a variety of wildlife on their doorstep.” explained Andy Jones, Community Housing team 

Leader with Valleys to Coast.  “We look forward to working with GBC and Bridgend LNP on similar conservation pro-

jects.”    

Swifts arrive in late April, early May and depart in August for their wintering grounds in the African Congo, completing 

a 14,000 mile round trip. They are a relatively long-lived bird for their size with an average lifespan of around 5 years 

and not reaching breeding age until 3-4 years old. They spend most of their life on the wing, landing only once they 

have entered a nest site.   
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Update on the Cardiff Bay Swift Project 
Alan Rosney (alanrosney@gmail.com) 
 

The Cardiff Bay Swift Partnership (Glamorgan Bird Club, Cardiff Harbour Authority and RSPB Cymru) was set up in 

2017 with funding from the Heritage Lottery. Our main aim was to erect a Swift tower on the Cardiff Bay barrage, 

which was achieved in May 2018. We also planned to undertake a three year survey of Cardiff to determine how many 

Swifts we have left in the city. Our surveys in the summers of 2018 and 2019 were very successful, although they did 

highlight how few Swifts we have. Covid put paid to our planned survey last summer. However we hope to be able to 

do some surveying this summer (restrictions permitting).  

We would like to recruit surveyors for this exciting project; you can find details online here: https://

www.caerdyddgwyllt.org/cardiff-swift-survey. We normally undertake a training event prior to the Swift’s arrival in 

May. This year, this will be via an on-line training event on Wednesday 19th May at 7 p.m. Book a space via Eventbrite: 

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/swift-talk-and-surveyor-training-tickets-143310651015. Note the training will also be 

of use for non-Cardiffians, as it goes in to the methodology for finding Swift nest sites, which can be tricky.  

Remember to log any sightings of Swifts on to the RSPB Swift Mapper app. 

“Swift numbers are in drastic decline due to loss of their habitual nest sites.” says Jess Hartley, co-ordinator of Bridgend 

LNP. “We are very pleased to be able to financially support this initiative to ensure that the nest boxes were installed 

safely by GBC volunteers, using their expertise and specialist knowledge”. 

Projects such as these are vital in offering new nest sites for this iconic bird, whose “screaming” parties as they speed 

over the rooftops, are such a special sound of summer we are privileged to still be able to enjoy (in Wales). 

Contact information: Strinda Davies 07843 055723 / Andy Jones  andy.jones@v2c.org.uk / Jess Hartley 

Jess.Hartley@bridgend.gov.uk  
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Cowslip Survey 
Sarah Shuttleworth, Plantlife 

 

Take a peek in a cowslip to help our meadows! 

With a myriad of local names such as ‘Cowslops’, ‘Fairy cups’ and ‘Bunch of keys’, cowslips are steeped in folklore and 

one of our most familiar spring wild flowers, popping up on banks, verges and meadows in April and May. The droop-

ing, butter-yellow flowers with orange throats are an iconic sight, but have you ever looked closely at one? 

This April, Plantlife is asking us all to take a close look at cowslips and record what type we see; Are they an "S" or "L" 

type of cowslip? The difference is in the flowers: 

 The "S-morph" has the male parts of the flower (the stamen, above left) which are easy to spot 

 The "L-morph" has only the top of the female part (the stigma, above right) visible 

 

Why do I need to look at cowslips? 

In healthy cowslip populations, there should be equal numbers of both types of flower to enable successful breeding. 

However, this 50:50 ratio becomes imbalanced when the cowslip population declines due to loss of habitat or if there 

is a change in agricultural practices. Knowing the ratios in the area helps us understand more about the quality of our 

grasslands. 

Researchers at the University of Tartu, Estonia have reported greater instances of the S morph than the L morph in 

cowslip populations. This could indicate pressures of land use change and declining habitat health. As genetic diversi-

ty within populations decreases this could make cowslips more vulnerable to climate change. 

Sadly, wildflower meadows and species-rich grasslands now cover less than 1% of the UK, and the remaining mead-

ows are fragmented, neglected and forgotten; once common meadows species have declined, yet a healthy wildflow-

er meadow can play home to an unparalleled and concentrated diversity of over 700 wild flowers and can support 

over 1000 species of insects. Meadows provide one of our most iconic wildlife spectacles: a wealth of beauty, scents 

and sounds that everyone should be able to enjoy. 

To get started in the cowslip survey, and help Plantlife and its European partners understand more about the health of 

our grasslands, visit: https://bit.ly/31qXw3J 
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SEWBReC Business Update 

Adam Rowe, SEWBReC 
 

Fourteen months after the declaration of the global Covid-19 coronavirus pandemic, it is my pleasure to once again 

report on a successful period for SEWBReC. Covid has negatively impacted on many people and businesses around 

the world in a multitude of ways, yet somehow, to our constant astonishment, the small ecological business niche that 

SEWBReC occupies has remained almost untouched by the adverse effects of the pandemic. The SEWBReC staff have 

thankfully remained healthy, and our technology has held up well to enable us to continue to deliver our full range of 

high-quality biodiversity information services.  

The 2020/21 financial year took place completely within the pandemic, but it proved to be SEWBReC’s most successful 

year ever in business terms. Despite our initial fears to the contrary, commercial sales greatly exceeded even our most 

optimistic projections, with three of our four strongest ever quarters for commercial sales occurring during the year 

(and with quarter 4 (January to March 2021) smashing all previous records.  

SEWBReC’s public sector and Service Level Agreement (SLA) income remained very strong through the year. The bul-

let points below summarise our current SLAs and funding agreements and what they cover: 

 Welsh Government: Grant funding for core activities across the four Welsh LERCs; data licence for data access 

(currently mainly used to support the development of national Wellbeing Indicator 44 on the “status of biological 

diversity in Wales”. 

 Natural Resources Wales: Data licence with LERC Wales for live access to species data and online access via Aderyn. 

 Trunk Road Agents: Data licence with LERC Wales for online data access and GIS data layers. 

 Dwr Cymru Welsh Water: SLA with LERC Wales for online data access via Aderyn. 

 Network Rail: SLA with LERC Wales for online data access via Aderyn. 

 Amey Keolis Infrastructure: New SLA with SEWBReC for online data access via Aderyn to support their management 

of the Core Valley Lines area of the rail network. 

 Local Authorities: SLAs in place with the following authorities: Blaenau Gwent, Caerphilly, Merthyr Tydfil, Monmouth-

shire, Newport, Rhondda Cynon Taf, Swansea and Torfaen. These cover a range of services including weekly plan-

ning searches and online data access via Aderyn for Ecology staff. 

 Wildlife Trust for South and West Wales: New SLA allowing online data access via Aderyn for conservation staff in 

the Glamorgan area. 

 Gwent Wildlife Trust: SLA for the provision of GIS data layers for key species and limited online data access. 

 

SEWBReC Membership and Governance 

SEWBReC is run as a not-for-profit company and is governed by a voluntary Board of Directors which is drawn from its mem-

bership. By becoming a member of SEWBReC you will be automatically invited to attend our Annual General Meetings and 

you will be eligible to stand for election to the Board of Directors. 

If you would like to become a member of SEWBReC, please complete and return an application form. 

Current SEWBReC board of directors: Steve Bolchover (Chair), Alison Jones (Vice Chair), Stuart Bain (Treasurer*), Kate Stinch-

combe, David Clements, Vaughn Matthews, Andy Karran, Mark Pavett. Observers: Karen Wilkinson. Company Secretary: Re-

becca Wright-Davies. *New appointment at the SEWBReC Limited AGM in January 2021. 

We currently have two vacancies on the SEWBReC board - please get in touch if you are interested in potentially becoming a 

director.  
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In addition to the above, SEWBReC is also currently engaged in a number of projects including:  

 Local Nature Partnerships (LNP) Cymru: WG funded project, now in Year 3 of 3; delivering data support and training 

for LNPs; Wales Garden BioBlitz; delivery of an innovative pilot project to map ecosystem resilience for a part of 

Swansea Council’s area. 

 Brecon Beacons National Park Ecological Networks Mapping: WG funded project delivered jointly by SEWBReC and 

West Wales Biodiversity Information Centre (WWBIC); delivering an online portal for access to a range of ecological 

and other data, including ecosystem resilience mapping developed by SEWBReC. 

 Welsh Landscapes for Rare Bumblebees: WG funded contract for Bumblebee Conservation Trust; collating data on 

seven rare and priority bumblebee species; mapping species distributions; identifying key habitats, sites and land-

scapes, as well as engaging stakeholders and identifying relevant policy drivers. 

 Living Levels: National Lottery funded project on the Gwent Levels with multiple partners; SEWBReC delivers the 

Wild Watch survey programme and recorder training. 

 Resilient Greater Gwent: WG funded project with multiple partners; SEWBReC has contributed to the Gwent State of 

Nature report and provides data support to projects. 

In the coming months the SEWBReC team will be expanding, allowing us to increase our focus on data flow and data 

quality work. Elaine Wright will be improving communications with key recorders, groups and organisations locally 

and nationally to establish more frequent and efficient data exchange and increased data verification. Amy Hicks will 

be focusing on technical aspects of data capture and import as well as database management. A new post will soon 

be advertised to focus on the delivery of our data outputs to public and commercial customers and a part-time ac-

counts and administration officer will be appointed to assist with the management of SEWBReC’s finances. 

We anticipate that WG Covid guidance will gradually encourage a return of staff to offices over the next few months. 

As we adjust to the “new normal” we will endeavour to take forward some of the positive lessons of Covid, including 

embracing home-working as a long-term option for some staff and not resuming unnecessary travel to those meet-

ings which can be undertaken just as, if not more, efficiently online. Moving forwards the SEWBReC management and 

board will continue to closely monitor the situation regarding both short-term and the inevitable longer-term finan-

cial impacts of the pandemic.  

Despite the success of online formats for training and events during the past year or so, we are really missing the face

-to-face contact with our recorders. We remain positive that we will be able to resume the delivery of face-to-face, 

Covid-secure field recording days and training sessions during 2021, so please ensure you keep an eye on email and 

social media communications from SEWBReC for news of what is happening and when. 

 After an incredibly challenging, yet exceptionally successful, year for SEWBReC, I would like to record my thanks for 

the resilience and adaptability of our staff, our board of directors, our customers and, last, but not least, our recorders. 

Without all these pieces in the jigsaw, SEWBReC could not exist and our important work to help protect and conserve 

the biodiversity we all value so highly would not happen. We look forward to your continued support and hope that 

everyone stays healthy as we emerge from the pandemic. 

SEWBReC Membership and Governance 

SEWBReC is run as a not-for-profit company and is governed by a voluntary Board of Directors which is drawn from its mem-

bership. By becoming a member of SEWBReC you will be automatically invited to attend our Annual General Meetings and 

you will be eligible to stand for election to the Board of Directors. 

If you would like to become a member of SEWBReC, please complete and return an application form. 

Current SEWBReC board of directors: Steve Bolchover (Chair), Alison Jones (Vice Chair), Stuart Bain (Treasurer*), Kate Stinch-

combe, David Clements, Vaughn Matthews, Andy Karran, Mark Pavett. Observers: Karen Wilkinson. Company Secretary: Re-

becca Wright-Davies. *New appointment at the SEWBReC Limited AGM in January 2021. 

We currently have two vacancies on the SEWBReC board - please get in touch if you are interested in potentially becoming a 

director.  
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Notes on the Upper Usk Valley in Gwent 
Colin Titcombe 
 

After entering the old county of Gwent near Glangrwyney, the River Usk flows down past Abergavenny and just before 

Llanover enters a wide plain filled with soft, deep deposits through which it has a tendency to stray from its course at 

any one time. In addition to these constant deviations in this area (mainly Llangattock-nigh-Usk – Llanvihangel Gobi-

on), the Usk here is also known for its extensive shingle beds (see image above), its fine poplar trees, its variety of 

“cornfield weeds” and its varied bird life. 

Taking these features in sequence we can start with : 

1. The changing course of the river 

A map in Joseph Bradney’s “A History of Monmouthshire” (Part II The Hundred of Abergavenny) opposite page 331, 

shows the different courses of the Usk as he founds them in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Since that time the 

river has moved again and in September 1985 it created an ox-bow when, in spate, it broke through the neck of the 

meander just above Llanvihangel Gobion (see the sequence of images opposite). At the time of writing the Usk in this 

area continues to eat away sections of its banks, predicting yet more changes in the, not so distant, future. 

2. Poplar Trees 

The trees referred to here are Black Poplars of the native sub-species Populus nigra ssp betulifolia. It has been called 

“the water poplar” and described as a “riverside tree”, which seems very appropriate considering its almost famous 

occurrence along the Usk valley. Unfortunately it is also said to be one of the most endangered timber trees in Britain.  

As far as I am aware (I haven’t been up close with all of them) they are all male trees here, and that tends to be the 

case in most places where they occur. It is generally thought that they were planted along the Usk, but I have no 

knowledge of their history. The tree which occurs highest up the valley in Gwent as far as I am aware, is one on the 

Gilwern side of the river opposite Maerdy Farm. The tree furthest down the valley, to my knowledge, stands on the 

river bank at (very approximately) ST389992. This tree once held a spray of Mistletoe, which is rare for this sub-

species, but this was destroyed along with most of the tree when a gale reduced it to a truncated, but quite tall, 

stump. From this stump the tree has rejuvenated itself and is now looking very healthy once more. The tree in the 

photograph overleaf still stands on the flood plain below the Bryn (Llangattock-nigh-Usk).  

The River Usk flowing into the initial bend of the meander above Llanvihangel Gobion, March 1983 

The same bend in November 1985 showing the break-through as it was then. Later all of the land shown on the right-hand side of this 

image was eroded by the river. 

An overview of the River Usk and newly created ox-bow, as seen in March 1986 
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The River Usk flowing into the initial bend of the meander above Llanvihangel Gobion, March 1983 

The same bend in November 1985 showing the break-through as it was then. Later all of the land shown on the right-hand side of this 

image was eroded by the river. 

An overview of the River Usk and newly created ox-bow, as seen in March 1986 



 

 

3. Cornfield Weeds 

Probably because of accumulated sediments enriching the soil, the Usk Valley, at least as far down stream as Usk 

town, is known for the variety of its “cornfield weeds”. The three species illustrated here are all described as archae-

phytes, which means that they are usually associated with man’s cultivation of the land, and also that their origins are 

unknown (are they native or have they been introduced in the long distant past?).  The above photograph (taken in 

July 1997) shows Corn Marigolds (Glebionis segetum) in a field at SO316110 which was ploughed for the first time in 

many years. The seeds of some plants can lie dormant for many years, awaiting the right conditions for germination, 

which often means cultivation.  

The species shown below left is Weasel-snout (Misopates orontium) which was found on the banks of the A40 dual-

carriageway near Penpergwm at the time of its construction (1980). In Trevor’s Flora only three sites are given for this 

species – Abdergavenny (which would equate approximately to this site), Caerwent and Wilcrick. This species has also 

been called Lesser Snapdragon. 

The plant shown below right is Field Woundwort 

(Stachys arvensis), which was photographed at Llano-

ver in August 1996. Unlike the preceding species it is 

still reasonably widespread and common as a weed of 

cultivation.  

A Horse Chestnut which stood on the river bank opposite Llanvihangel Gobion until shortly after this image was taken in 1989. Both 

bank and tree were then undermined by the river. 



 

 

4. Birds in the Usk Valley 

With the limited space I will omit the range of breeding birds here and mention just a few of the occasional visitors, 

species which are attracted here because of the particular habitats, the diversity of which may be gauged by the fore-

going pages. Rarities which have been found 

here in the past include Wryneck, Ferruginous 

Duck, Osprey and Long-eared Owl. Less rare, 

but nevertheless sort after by new birdwatch-

ers is the Green Sandpiper. This bird may be 

seen here consistently during the winter and 

periods of passage. Indeed, so regularly is this 

bird to be seen here at these times of year that 

the walk on the south side of the river is 

named the “Green Sandpiper Walk” in the 

book “Birdwatching Walks in Gwent” (see book 

list below). 

A Horse Chestnut which stood on the river bank opposite Llanvihangel Gobion until shortly after this image was taken in 1989. Both 

bank and tree were then undermined by the river. 

Further reading 

Birdwatching Walks in Gwent, Gwent Ornitho-

logical Society, 2013 

A History of Monmouthshire, Joseph Alfred 

Bradney, Part II The Hundred of Abergavenny, 

1906 

The Rivers of Monmouthshire, Elsa Searle & 

Christopher Davies, Wales, 1970 

Flora of Monmouthshire, Trevor G. Evans, 

Chepstow Society, 2007 

Poplar on flood plain below the Bryn 



 

 

Melanostoma - a hoverfly story 
Howard Burt 
 

Although adults of both Melanostoma mellinum & Melanostoma scalare are frequently seen in the garden, I have nev-

er seen any of their bright green larvae or puparia. So it was quite a surprise to find one on the inside of our garden 

waste bin on 26 February. I kept an eye on it over the following couple of weeks and, as it hadn’t moved far, and there 

was a fresh black splat nearby, I assumed it was about to pupate and I scooped it into a petri dish to watch develop-

ments. (Note: hoverfly larvae clear their gut before pupating, hence the black splat). However, after a short stroll 

around the petri dish the larva settled down and appears to have gone into a dormant state and nothing has hap-

pened – as at 08 April it still looks like the image taken on 15 March (top two images opposite show this larva; the 

background grid is 2mm so the larva is 5-6mm). 

At about the time that the larva was busy doing nothing, I found a Melanostoma puparium in an upturned bucket in 

the garden. As I wanted to use the bucket, I carefully moved it on to a moistened paper disc and placed this in a petri 

dish on 21 March. Within a week the green colour started to fade and by 05 April the adult hoverfly could clearly be 

seen through the transparent wall of the puparium (middle two images opposite). I wasn’t going to have to wait long 

for the emergence of a new adult Melanostoma. 

On 08 April an adult male Melanostoma scalare emerged. I missed the actual emergence but the wings were still being 

unfurled when I first saw it at 09:53. In less than 3 minutes the wings had unfurled and the colours on the abdomen 

were beginning to become clear. I had by now transferred it to my ‘rearing box’ and he quickly clambered up one of 

the twigs to complete the ‘drying out’ process (bottom 2 images opposite). 

He was getting a bit restless by 12:30 so I released him on to a sugar sprayed viburnum in a sheltered spot on the 

decking and he wandered around for about an hour, finding his feet in the big outside world and taking his first sips 

of nectar (ok it was sugar solution but I didn’t hear him complain!). I watched him fly off across the garden just after 

the last image was taken at 13:25 (above). 

Despite the cold spell, there are lots of Celandines and other wildflowers around, so hopefully he will survive and 

maybe even make a return visit to the garden. 
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Cardiff Bat Group’s Online Education Project: Combat-

ting Negative Perceptions Virtually 
Jessica Dangerfield 
 

Engaging people with bat conservation has never been an easy task. Exaggerated fear surrounding bats has long ex-

isted; associated with Dracula, Halloween and diseases like rabies, has led to many unnecessarily fearing bats. This fear 

makes it difficult to engage people in the recording and conservation of these diverse and amazing mammals. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has put a further speed bump in the road to engaging people with bats in several ways. Bats 

(along with pangolins) were reported as a potential origin of the COVID-19 virus (with the virus reported to share sim-

ilarities with some coronaviruses found in bats and pangolins) and this has resulted in hostility towards bats being at 

an all-time high (despite the origin not having been confirmed!).  

We, at Cardiff bat group, recognised that action was desperately needed to combat this new wave of negativity and 

newfound fear of bats. But with lockdown after lockdown making our traditional engagement activities such as bat 

walks and talks, near impossible, we needed to find a new way to reach out to people. 

Coincidentally, a teacher approached CBG requesting a virtual talk via zoom about bats for their Year 1 class who were 

learning about nocturnal animals. After the successful delivery of this session and lots of positive feedback, we were 

inspired and feeling positive that we could reach out to people virtually with bat talks via zoom: and thus began the 

CBG online education project! The event also confirmed the need for this work when a 5 year old questioned me on 

the link between bats and COVID! 

We set about creating interactive presentations aimed at KS1 and KS2, covering all the bat basics: from anatomy to 

ecology to practical conservation. The presentation includes a virtual “meet and greet” of two education bats, where 

children get the opportunity to see a common pipistrelle and brown long eared bat up close and see how cute and 

furry these tiny creatures are. Most importantly, we have a question and answer session where everyone can ask their 

questions about bats, giving us the opportunity to knock down any misconceptions or fears anyone might have. 
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With help from our amazing volunteer team (in particular Ayk Perera, Eliott Spiller and Kiani Perera) we have created a 

number of colouring in species fact sheets and word search activities of British bat species to supplement the talk, 

that can be printed and completed at home (available in both English and Welsh). These printable activities are sent 

electronically or can be printed and posted by CBG for those without printer access. 

We began contacting schools, clubs and organisations around Cardiff offering our free talk. We received some limited 

interest and booked in our first virtual event with a Cardiff cubs group. The talk was a success, the children were really 

engaged and excited to see the bats. Lots of questions about bats and Covid, rabies, etc. were answered and any fears 

about bats dissolved! It was so successful that the group leader recommended the talk on a scouting Facebook page 

and I woke up the next morning to over 100 emails requesting the talk from scouting and guiding groups all over the 

UK and even one in Canada!  

Given the global scale of the pandemic and resultant negativity towards bats, we were keen to deliver as many of 

these talks as physically possible, despite many being outside our local area. A significant positive of the project is 

that the virtual talks can be delivered to anyone, anywhere in the world as long as they have internet access. We set 

about recruiting more volunteers and running online training sessions for those wanting to get involved. We also 

started contacting other bat groups in areas we had had requests for, to see if anyone had the capacity to deliver a 

talk. Luckily lots of bat groups responded and have delivered either our presentation or one of their own, to their re-

spective groups. For any groups unable to, CBG volunteers have filled in to make sure nobody misses out.  

Since the project started in January 2021, we have now delivered 50 talks to over 700 children with CBG delivering 

talks to groups in Wales, England, Scotland and Canada! We have 15 volunteers trained up and delivering talks on a 

weekly basis. We are very excited with the easing of the lockdown restrictions to finally be able to also deliver some 

sessions face to face for our local groups doing socially distanced bat walks! We have had lots of lovely feedback 

about all of our volunteers who are doing an amazing job engaging and exciting children about bats. In addition to 

allaying fears about bats we hope to inspire the next generation to get excited about bats, to record bats and to con-

serve them. 

If you would be interested in helping with this project or know of a school group or children's’ club that would benefit 

from a virtual or (socially distanced) a face to face bat talk or event, please email me at jdanger27@icloud.com.      
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Species & Habitat Monitoring on the Gwent Levels 
Jonathan Cryer, RSPB Cymru 
 

The Gwent Levels is a unique landscape in Wales. Its invertebrate rich watercourses, alongside traditional pollarding, 

orchards and extensive grasslands, form a landscape that provides multiple habitats and a range of ecosystem ser-

vices to wider society. But climate change, ever encroaching development and intensive agricultural practices have 

stretched much of that biodiversity to breaking point.  

In order to meet these challenges and others, the Sustaining the Gwent Levels (SGL) project, funded by the Welsh 

Government’s Sustainable Management Scheme, has embarked on a monitoring & modelling initiative alongside a 

programme of practical habitat improvements. The aim of the modelling work is to simulate potential future scenarios 

for the landscape and how these scenarios would impact on biodiversity and ecosystem service delivery. Scenarios 

may include managing for maximum biodiversity value or the impact of maintaining a business as usual approach to 

land management.  
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While the modelling relies heavily upon existing data alongside satellite, LIDAR and aerial imagery, its integrity is de-

pendent upon ‘ground truthing’, and this is where the monitoring element takes a crucial role. In short, monitoring is 

a key element in asserting the validity of the final outputs produced by the model.  

Crucial to this ‘ground truthing’ and to make the work more of a practical undertaking, categories have been defined 

which represent particular attributes of the landscape, deemed key to the healthy functioning of its ecosystems. These 

are:  

a) Waders – with the key parameter being the monitoring of Lapwing. 

b) Pollinators – with the presence of floristic diversity being ascertained by the presence of the nationally rare Shrill 

Carder Bee.  

c) Aquatic Habitat – with monitoring of habitat taking place before and after restoration work of the ditches.  

d) Bats – the surveying of which will inform current landscape connectivity and where future management can be 

undertaken for biodiversity gains.  

e) Landscape structure – again, informing connectivity of habitat including grassland, scrub and hedgerows.  

f) Water Quality – looking specifically for signs of soil erosion and nutrient enrichment.  

g) Carbon Storage – assessing the current biomass and carbon stock potential.  

With many other modelling initiatives on land use underway (such as the Welsh Government’s ERAMMP programme) 

care has been taken to avoid duplication. In particular, the SGL monitoring programme should compliment other pan-

Wales initiatives by ‘filling the knowledge gaps’ particularly in relation to species monitoring.   

Species data on the Gwent Levels presently suffers from numerous shortcomings including periods of infrequent or 

irregular monitoring of most species and scattered historical data. While the project life is too short to provide any 

meaningful insight into the trends of species’ populations, current monitoring should provide a baseline of data from 

which future monitoring can be built. 

As elsewhere, Covid restrictions have been a significant inhibitor of fieldwork. Yet like the animals we seek to study, 

humans are adaptable and in spite of everything, the project has managed to undertake some survey work in certain 

areas, where rules permitted. Some of these are shown in the images within this article.  

By definition, the future is uncertain. Yet the ongoing monitoring and modelling work will help shed light on how ad-

aptations and even transformations of landscape management and practices, will create a healthy Gwent Levels that is 

home to people, to a rich biodiversity and is resilient to future climate change.    
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Wildlife discoveries in the Garw Valley during lockdown 
Vaughn Matthews 
 

I’ve lived in the Garw Valley since January 2018 and have been lucky enough to have some fantastic wildlife experienc-

es including cuckoos, nightjars, goshawks etc. but being furloughed last year allowed me to spend more time explor-

ing the countryside within walking distance of my doorstep. I’ve always been interested in reptiles so they were often 

the focus of my walks through the areas of felled conifer around where I live. I’ve always seen plenty of lizards but was 

lucky enough to see my first grass snake in the valley while on one walk last year. More exciting for me however was a 

melanistic common lizard which I saw in mid-April 2020. I’d been shown one before on Gower but this was the first 

one I’d spotted for myself and what a beautiful animal it was! 

Melanism in animals is a hereditary condition; a mutation of different genes leading to increased development of the 

black pigment melanin in skin/hair. This can occur in a variety of taxa but is relatively frequent in ectotherms (but still 

generally less than 3% of any given population). 

In reptiles melanism can give a potential advantage as they can warm up more quickly and therefore need to spend 

less time basking which can leave them vulnerable. On the other hand they lose the benefits of their camouflage and 

will stand out more obviously in certain habitats. In the right conditions however the condition can persist leading to 

small populations of melanistic animals. 

Following on from my subsequent discovery I have since found another small population of melanistic animals, more 

than a kilometre from the original animal and 

isolated from it by some pretty inhospitable (for 

a lizard) habitat. That suggests that there are 

two separate groups in the valley which I find 

very exciting. Last year I saw both a male and a 

gravid female which made me very optimistic of 

seeing some melanistic juveniles this year. I 

have been checking their regular haunt often 

and have so far seen one young melanistic liz-

ard, typically the one only time I was without 

my camera so I will keep trying!  

While lockdown has been very hard in lots of 

ways I have really appreciated being able to 

explore my local area more and enjoyed adding 

lots more records to SEWBReC’s database! 
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Recorders’ Grant Scheme update 
Elaine Wright, SEWBReC 
 

Since our last grant scheme update in the Autumn 2020 newsletter, applications have come in thick and fast, with 

over £3,500 invested in individual recorders and local wildlife groups during the 2020/21 financial year. Applicants 

included Christian Owen, a keen invertebrate recorder who received a microscope to enable him to study various taxa 

groups in more detail (an example of Christian’s work can be found in a recent British Myriapod and Isopod Group 

bulletin [Vol 33])  We hope Christian will find even more new-to-Britain and new-to-science species in south Wales 

now he is fully equipped!  

Field equipment such as hand lenses and guide books have been granted to Swansea Community Farm and Cos-

meston Lakes Wildlife Group to increase opportunities for learning and recording at these sites. We also provided a 

trail camera and other equipment to Beaufort Ponds & Woodlands LNR for their hedgehog monitoring project, which 

seeks to engage local homeowners in the monitoring of this iconic mammal. 

We have provided funding to some expert recording groups, including part-funding a thermal imaging camera for 

local bird ringing group, Fledgemore and granting funds for dormouse boxes and other equipment for a study at a 

private site near Cardiff. The Colliery Spoil Biodiversity Initiative recently received money to purchase amphibian and 

reptile surveying equipment, aiming to learn more about how herpetiles use this valuable habitat.  

The aim of the grant scheme is to remove financial barriers from people keen to enhance their recording and species 

identification skills, and to spread understanding of wildlife recording to a wider audience. With this in mind, the grant 

scheme is aimed primarily at funding: 

1. Opportunities for existing recorders to enhance their recording efforts;  

2. Group projects with the potential to reach a number of new recorders. 

At this time we are particularly interested to hear from existing recorders who would like to purchase equipment and/

or training to enable them to target under recorded groups. Please do not be intimidated by the application form 

(which you can find on our website); if you are unsure or have any questions, we are very happy to discuss your ideas 

or requirements first via email to info@sewbrec.org.uk. 

The 2021/22 funding window is NOW OPEN. 
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National Water Vole Monitoring Programme  
Henrietta Pringle, Key Species Data & Monitoring Officer at PTES  
 

Britain’s water voles are in trouble. The arrival of non-native American mink and loss of suitable habitat have led to 

them becoming one of our fastest declining mammals. The key to halting the decline and conserving this species is 

understanding where water voles currently are, where they are doing well, and crucially, where they have disappeared. 

With this knowledge, we can better identify threats and target conservation efforts to areas where they are most 

needed. 

The survey 

The main aim of  the People’s Trust for Endangered Species (PTES) National Water Vole Monitoring Programme 

(NWVMP) is to revisit sites that were originally surveyed in the 1990s. It was the results of these surveys that revealed 

the extent of the decline; water voles were lost from nearly 90% of sites monitored within just seven years. In 2015 the 

NWVMP was set up to check what’s happened in the intervening years. Being an annual survey, it will also allow more 

detailed analysis of trends over time, once we have data covering a long enough time series to detect change. And, by 

expanding the programme to enable volunteers to submit data from sites they may already be monitoring for other 

projects, the NWVMP aims to bring together water vole data from different local schemes. 

What’s involved? 

After signing up to take part in the survey, you can select one of the original sites to monitor, or you can register a 

new site to the programme – ideal if you already survey a local site. Between 15th April and 15th June 2021, we ask 

surveyors across England, Scotland and Wales to visit their site(s) and walk a 500m transect along a waterway, record-

ing signs and sightings of water voles. We provide detailed survey guidelines, together with information on what signs 

to look out for, but these include burrows, feeding signs and latrines. As well as building a picture of spatial and tem-

poral patterns in water vole distributions, by telling us how many of these signs surveyors see per transect section, we 

can also get an idea of water vole abundance, really enhancing the value of these surveys. We also ask surveyors to 

look out for any signs or sightings of American mink and otter along their transect(s), as this adds to our understand-

ing of the distribution of these two species and helps track the spread of American mink. 

Since 2015, the number of sites surveyed has gradually increased so that over 400 sites have been monitored at least 

once. We’re really keen to see this number increase, and crucially for sites to be visited year-on-year to account for 

natural population fluctuations and changes in detectability, establishing a robust dataset for future analysis. And af-

ter a gap in our data collection last year, we’re particularly keen to find out how water voles are doing in 2021.  

Visit www.ptes.org/watervoles to find out more and to take part in the survey. 
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