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The last house we

lived in was close 

to a large rookery 

and ‘The Boys’ as 

I referred to them 

(whether male or 

female) often visited 

the garden. I gave them that nickname

because they would swagger across

the lawn like a scene from an avian

Reservoir Dogs, intimidating the other 

birdlife with mob tactics. It was more

than bullying that kept them well fed,

though. Like all the corvid family, rooks 

are clever, as you can read on p46. 

However the food was presented they 

would work out how to get their beaks 

on it. I made my own fat balls in paper

cups with a piece of string through 

the middle. When I removed the cups

I could hang the fatty treats from the

arms of a feeder – that happened to be 

too thin and flexible for the weight of 

a rook. By edging along the arm as far 

as they dared and stretching out a foot, 

they could hook the string and reel

in the fat ball. It was an entertaining

floorshow I missed when we moved.

Welcome...

Contributors

TREVOR DINES
Botanist Trevor

has spent two

years creating 

a wildflower

meadow. “I was so excited 

watching the meadow come

to life, especially as the

first yellow rattle seedlings

appeared,” he says. See p72

JO WIMPENNY
Jo is a natural 

history and 

science writer 

who has studied 

crows. “People tend to love

or hate corvids,” she says. “I

aim to help swing the balance

towards these remarkable  

birds”. See p46
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SARA MIZZI 
Writer Sara

reports on

the tension 

between 

elephants and people in 

India. “This is a story about 

endangered animals and

farmers both struggling to

survive,” she says. See p64

THE BIG BOOK 
OF MAMMALS

Discover the world’s most
exciting animals in this 
fact-packed collectable 
from BBC Wildlife, revealing 
everything from the fastest 
to the fiercest and the 
brilliant to the bizarre. Only 
£7.99+P&P (P&P is free
for UK subscribers). 
www.buysubscriptions.com/mammals
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DOUC LANGURS 
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LEAVES.
Find out more on p36
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Marsh orchids bloom in a 
limestone meadow at Arnside, 
Cumbria, surrounded by oxeye 
daisies, rough hawkbit and 
a profusion of wild grasses, 
including quaking-grass with 
its ‘bobbly’ flower heads.

WILD JUNE
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H
ow lovely it is to lie in a field  

and dream,” muses John Lewis-

Stempel in his beguiling 2014 

book Meadowland, which recounts 

the ‘private life’ of an English meadow. 

So many of our traditional wildflower 

meadows and natural grasslands have 

gone – 98 per cent in five decades – 

that such innocent pleasures almost 

seem like sacrilege, lest we trample any 

precious plants. Yet the only way we 

can hope to preserve these species-rich 

places is by visiting and celebrating  

them – and now’s the best time to do it.

This June wildflowers are flavour of 

the month. The Wildlife Trusts’ 30 Days 

Wild project, back for its third year, has 

a meadows theme. In Yorkshire, the 

inaugural Flowers of the Dales festival 

has over 120 events including guided 

rambles, while Plantlife is launching 

the Great British Wild Flower Hunt to 

raise awareness of our floral heritage 

and improve the nation’s wildflower 

identification skills. “It is part of our 

Forget-me-not campaign,” says Plantlife 

chief executive Marian Spain, adding: “If 

you think back to a really happy moment 

in your childhood – are you inside or 

outside? We bet that you are outside.”

Q SPECTACLE

30
A single wildflower meadow may have 30 or more 

species of dandelion alone, from goatsbeard and catsear 

to hawkbits, hawksbeards and sow-thistles, showing the 

exceptional floristic diversity of these habitats.

FIELDS OF 
DREAMS

`
DOWN AMONG 
THE PLANT 

STALKS, MEADOWS 
ARE HUMMING, 
BRIMFUL OF ALL 
KINDS OF LIFE.”

CHRIS 
PACKHAM’S
MUST-SEE

GET INVOLVED  Join the Great British 

Wild Flower Hunt at www.plantlife.org.

uk/wildflowerhunt or use Twitter hashtag 

#WildFlowerHunt

CHRISCHRIS
PACK
MUST

‘‘
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UK HIGHLIGHTSK
The essential wildlife events to enjoy this month, compiled by Ben Hoare.

Learning to tell queen, worker and

male bumblebees apart will bring 

a new dimension to your wildlife

watching – and in red-tails the 

differences are quite extreme. 

Queens, the second generation of

which emerge this month, are jet-

black except for a russet tail. Workers 

(right) are similar but smaller, and

look too for the pollen baskets. Males

on the other hand have bright lemon

heads and thorax patches.

GET INVOLVED Join the BeeWalk 

project:p j http://bit.ly/2qo4G8dp y q

Q RED-TAILED BUMBLEBEE

THREE OF A KIND

EXOTIC ADDITIONEXOTIC ADDITION
Elegant egrets bring a welcome taste of more 

exotic climes. Anyone under 25 may find it hard to 

believe just how scarce these lacy-plumed, snow-

white herons with the sunflower-yellow legs once 

were in the British Isles. After nesting here for the 

first time in 1996 at Dorset’s Brownsea Island, they 

have rapidly colonised the southern half of Britain 

and Ireland. Well over 1,000 pairs now breed, often 

sharing the treetops with colonies of grey herons 

and even rooks, as shown by the beautifully filmed 

BBC Two’s Springwatch diaries from Somerset.

GET INVOLVED  BTO Heronries Census: www.bto.org/

volunteer-surveys/heronries-census

Q LITTLE EGRET
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AERIAL DOGFIGHTS

Q FOUR-SPOTTED CHASER

June sees our peak dragonfly-spotting season get 

underway. The dark brown wing markings on this 

handsome and widespread species make it a cinch to 

identify – so long as you see one perched. Males 

are particularly restless, zipping back 

and forth to defend their territories 

from rivals and intercept 

passing prey. But they 

need to look out, too, 

lest they become a 

meal for the far larger 

and even faster emperor dragonfly,              

which patrols at a similar height.

FIND OUT MORE Discover more at 

www.british-dragonflies.org.uk

WWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWILD JUN



ALSO LOOK 
OUT FOR…

BATS AND BADGERS

Report any wild mammals 

you see in urban areas – or 

their signs – to the annual 

‘Living with Mammals’ 

survey that runs to the end 

of June: www.ptes.

org/living-with-

mammals

MACHAIR 

IN BLOOM

Swathes of 

red clover, 

lady’s bedstraw, 

buttercups, irises, 

harebells, marsh orchids… 

Hebridean machair bursts 

into a riot of colour this 

month. Explore a detailed 

new map of the habitat at: 

www.snh.gov.uk/about-

scotlands-nature

PROJECT PUFFIN

Calling all ‘puffarazzi’: June 

is a great time to experience 

the hubbub of a seabird cliff, 

and now an RSPB study into 

how puffins are faring needs 

your photos of these auks 

carrying fish. Try to make 

sure all of the bill and fish 

are in focus, and send your 

pictures to: www.rspb.org.

uk/projectpuffin

FEISTY BUTTERFLIES

Speckled woods, feisty? 

These insects, the second 

generation of which are on 

the wing now, can be pretty 

pugnacious. Settle down 

in a patch of dappled 

shade to watch the rival 

males spiralling around in 

territorial skirmishes.

ORCHID SURPRISE

Bee orchids (right) 

have a habit of 

appearing in 

unexpected 

places such as 

road verges, traffic 

islands and waste 

ground: keep an 

eye out while on 

your errands 

or commute.

WILD JUNE

CALL OF THE WILD

Q RED-THROATED DIVER

ON THE MARCH

After one of the worst years on record for 

butterflies in this country, conservationists 

will be hoping 2017 proves better. The brown 

argus is among the few species to have been 

generally faring well in recent years, undergoing 

a huge range expansion north to East Anglia, the 

Midlands and Yorkshire. It’s actually a member 

of the blues family, and it does resemble the 

females of some other blue butterflies. Search for 

the species on south-facing downland, where its 

caterpillar foodplant is common rock-rose, whose 

rambling yellow flowers are in bloom in June.

GET INVOLVED For ways to help butterflies, visit 

www.butterfly-conservation.org

Q BROWN ARGUS

To see these slinky waterbirds on their breeding 

grounds, you’ll need to head to Scottish islands, 

the Highlands or County Donegal in Ireland. 

Curiously, they often nest on tiny lochans too 

small for fishing, and commute to larger lochs. 

Their eerie wails rank among the most spine-

tingling avian sounds. On Shetland, the birds were 

rather poetically known as ‘rain geese’, since their 

cries were said to forecast inclement weather.

FIND OUT MORE  Listen to divers on Tweet of the Day: 

www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b03zrcnt

BARLEY BIRD

Q CORN BUNTING

At its new base on the National 

Trust’s Sherborne Estate in Gloucestershire, 

BBC Two’s Springwatch is celebrating 

species from our rolling agricultural 

heartlands, many of which have 

experienced mixed fortunes in recent 

decades. The ‘fat bird of the barley’, 

as this once-common bunting 

used to be known, is a case in 

point. So if you spot its plump 

profile on a telegraph wire or 

fence, or hear its high-pitched 

raspy song, there’s probably         

sympathetic farming nearby.

FIND OUT MORE Springwatch: 

www.bbc.co.uk/springwatch 

m TWEET OF THE DAY

http://bbc.in/1pRohVi
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image, but
as it passes 
through the
green sensitive layer
in front of this it creates another, 
out-of-focus image. It is thought 
that the amount of fuzziness
detected by this second layer, 
is relative to the distance the
prey is away from the spider. No 
other animals are known to use
this visual technique to judge 
distance, but it works effectively 
for the jumping spiders.

As well as its main front eyes, 
the zebra spider – like most
spiders – has another three pairs. 
These are equally specialised, 
being highly sensitive to 
peripheral movement, and are
placed to give a 360-degree field 
of vision, which is why you can
never sneak up on one unseen. 
Try it. As soon as the spider
detects any kind of movement, 
it’ll flip around – sometimes 
flexing its body in a way that 
gives it a particularly coy look –
to investigate you with those big, 
high-resolution eyes.

The zebra spider probably has 
some of the best vision of all the 
invertebrates in your garden,
making it eye-catching in every
sense of the word.
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NICK BAKER  
is the author of ReWild (Aurum, £16.99). 

REVEALS A 

FASCINATING 

WORLD OF 

WILDLIFE THAT 

WE OFTEN 

OVERLOOK.

Z E B R A  S P I D E R

Zebra spiders do not 
spin webs; instead 
they stalk and  
pounce on their prey. 

not the product of meaty leg 
muscles, as you might expect, 
but the force generated by an
increase in blood pressure. 

A zebra spider contracts its
muscles, reducing the volume 
in the main parts of the body
and forcing the blood into the 
only cavities left available: the 
legs. Like inflated fingers on an 
eight-fingered rubber glove, these
ping out to full extension, which 
suddenly catapults the animal
up and forward towards its prey.
In case of a rare miss, the spider
continuously lets out a safety-line
of silk. Get down to its level and
you’ll see these threads as the 
arachnid self-belays every move.

Eyes on the prize 

The accuracy of the zebra
spider’s incredible jump is the 
real marvel and is determined
by those big eyes. Most animals
use either stereoscopic imaging 
(eyes set apart – like our own) or 
motion parallax (the wobbling 
head of a bird of prey, for
example) to judge distances.
Spiders don’t. Instead they have
four layers of light-sensitive
cells in the back of the principal
eyes. The deepest two layers are 
sensitive to the short wavelengths
of green light. When this falls on 
the furthest layer it forms a sharp

E
ven arachnophobes might 
be able to find a soft
spot for zebra spiders,

Salticus scenicus, common and
widespread denizens of almost 
any warm, sun-baked wall, patio
or fence post. They are dressed
in a striking avant-garde pelage 
of highly contrasting black, white
and golden hairs, the quantities 
of which vary from spider to 
spider and further add to the 
individuality of each animal. It 
is worth seeking them out for 
this aspect alone. But it is their
uncanny habit of looking right at
you that never fails to fascinate.

When any animal turns to 
face you, it can unleash a variety 
of emotive responses, yet rarely 
does such a gaze originate from 
an invertebrate. But with two of 
their eight eyes being forward-
facing and particularly large, they
have an endearing appearance. 

These eyes are vital to their 
hunting strategy, which involves 
stalking and then pouncing on 
any prey they can overpower. The
jump itself – up to 20 times the
spiders’ own body length – is 

NICK 

BAKER

BRITA

Z
s
t
pHidden

Extra sets of smaller, 

fixed eyes set higher 

up and further back 

on the head give all-

round vision.

Principal eyes are highly

mobile – the spider can even 

move the back of them inside

its head to glance from side

to side without moving. 

Actual size: 

Huge pedipalps 

indicate this is a male. 

The chelicerae, or fangs, 

are hidden behind.

ind

During courtship 
males move around

females while waving               
their legs in the air.

D I D  Y O U  
K N O W ?

THE EYES HAVE IT
Zebra spiders have superb 

binocular vision, with 

enormous, glaring front 

eyes that resemble 

searchlights.

6mm 
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Overnight 

Mothathon

Wonderful
wildflowers

JUNE EVENTS IN BRIEF

Redstarts (male 
is pictured) breed 
at Gilfach Nature 

Reserve, Rhayader.

EVENT SPOTLIGHT

The bugs are back in town
The Royal Entomological Society’s biennial Insect

Festival returns this year and takes place in York’s botanic

gardens. The event will be filled with activities, including

interactive exhibits, bug hunts, and the chance to handle

a range of invertebrates. The Yorkshire Schools Insect 

Art Competition entries will be on display, and the winner 

for each age category will be awarded their prizes. 

Visitors will also be able to view The National Insect Week 

Photography Competition 2016 entries.

O 2 July, Yorkshire Museum Gardens.  Adults £1, under 16s free, 

www.royensoc.co.uk/events/insect-festival-2017

Discover the diverse plantlife

of London Wildlife Trust’s

Sydenham Hill Wood (which is 

a remnant of the once vast 

Great North Wood) on this

wildflower walk. Learn about

different species, including

rosebay willowherb (below) and

the pressures on urban wildlife.

O 25 June, free event. Booking is

essential: http://bit.ly/2pdXhbp 

DRAGON HUNT
Join this British Dragonfly

Society walk at Woodwalton 

Fen, Cambridgeshire, to see as

many species as possible,

including scarce

chaser and white-

legged damselfly.

17 June, http://

bit.ly/2oYcFpi 

RIVER THAMES TALK
The River Thames was declared

‘biologically dead’ in 1958. It is

now a global success story of a 

recovering urban estuary, 

home to common 

seals (right) and 

cormorants. 

11 July, http://

bit.ly/2oOhYZP

OLD BIRD, NEW TRICKS
Visit this free Natural

History Museum Tring

exhibition to learn

about recent dodo-related

discoveries and see one o

the very few skeletons of

the extinct bird in existenc

Until 25 June, http://bit.

ly/1sOpdzV

CLEANING COASTLINES
he public are being

ed to spend two 

utes picking

itter to protect

e marine 

nvironment and 

s inhabitants.

11 June, http://bit.

ly/2m3x1yD

EVENTS

Join the reserve warden at 

RSPB Fen Drayton Lakes to 

learn about moth trapping 

and how to identify 

species, including the 

garden tiger moth (below). 

Attendees can help set 

up traps and make stick 

lures in the evening, and 

check the equipment the 

following morning to see 

what they’ve caught. 

O 1–2 July, RSPB Fen Drayton 

Lakes. Booking is essential. 

http://bit.

ly/2o0RDpB

Lakes. Booking is essential. 

http://bit.

ly/2o0RDpBly/2o0RDpB
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There will be a prehistoric twist to this year’s Festival of Nature 

as a host of dinosaur fossils and skeletons will be making a 

special trip to Bristol. This is the UK’s biggest free celebration 

of the natural world, starting in the city before winding down 

the River Avon through Keynsham and into Bath. There will be at 

least one event every day during the two weeks, including a 24-

hour bioblitz in Bath on 23–24 June. 

O  8–25 June, free event. http://

bit.ly/1mDHJFY

RESURRECTED DINOSAURS

A reconstructed Pliosaurus
skull will be on display at 
the Festival of Nature.

Equipment will be 
available at the Insect 
Festival for children to 

go on a bug hunt. 
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COUNTRYFILE LIVE!

YOU’LL FIND BBC WILDLIFE MAGAZINE IN THE ‘WILDLIFE ZONE’ AT 
BBC COUNTRYFILE LIVE ON AUGUST 3–6 AT BLENHEIM PALACE, 
AND BELOW WE HAVE 20 PAIRS OF TICKETS UP FOR GRABS.
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T
he stately surroundings of Blenheim 
Palace in Oxfordshire, childhood 
home of Sir Winston Churchill, is the

setting once again for the fantastic family fun 
festival of BBC Countryfile Live. This great 
celebration of the British countryside takes 
place over four days, from 3 to 6 August, and
promises something for everyone.

There will be live arena shows to enjoy 
and demonstrations of all sorts, from 
cookery to wood turning, plus debates 
and talks from rural experts, a chance to 
go off-roading or fishing, farm animals to 
pet, agricultural machinery to admire, and 
plenty of delicious fresh food and drink to 
keep your strength up. Not forgetting the 
opportunity to meet the popular presenters 
from BBC’s Countryfile. All in all, it’s a 
summer event not to be missed! 

FIND OUT MORE

SME London Ltd (www.smelondon.co.uk)

is the organiser of BBC Countryfile Live. 

Full details on the event and the venue can  

be found at www.countryfilelive.com.

All the familiar faces  
from BBC One’s Countryfile 
programme will be in 
attendance.

BBC Wildlife 

Magazine will 

have its stand 

in the popular 

Wildlife Zone. 
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TICKETS
WORTH 
£54

WIN
A PAIR OF

HOW TO WIN TICKETS 
Simply answer the question below on the 

entry form at www.discoverwildlife.com/

countryfilelive

Which bird is fastest in level flight?

A    Peregrine falcon

B    Swift

C    Gannet

TERMS AND CONDITIONS 1. Visit www.discoverwildlife.com/countryfilelive to enter and for full terms and conditions. 2. The first 20 entries with the correct answer drawn at 
random after the closing date will win a pair of tickets to BBC Countryfile Live for one winner plus one guest aged 18 or over. 3. The tickets are only valid on 3, 4, 5 or 6 August
2017. 4. No cash alternative. 5. Only one entry per household. 6. The competition is open to all residents of the UK, including the Channel Islands, aged 18 or older, except
employees and contractors of Immediate Media, SME London, and anyone connected with the promotion or their direct family members. 7. Closing date for entries is 11.59pm on 30
June 2017. 8. Transport to and from BBC Countryfile Live is not included. 9. The prize is entry tickets only and does not include additional extras on site. 10. Tickets subject to
availability and, once confirmed, cannot be resold or transferred to another date. 11. Tickets will be sent via post before your visit, see www.countryfilelive.com for opening times.
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SOURCE The American Naturalist 
LINK http://bit.ly/2oyhAit

RIESDISCOVER
gdom.The latest in scientific research from all over the animal kingd

Q BEHAVIOUR

A
s youthful experiences
go, few are as life-
changing as the 

death-defying leaps made by 
guillemot chicks from breeding 
colonies on towering cliffs. 
When still a quarter of their
adult size and incapable of 
flight, these little balls of down 
launch themselves from their 
lofty nests to plummet – if they 
are lucky – into the ocean below. 
But new research suggests that
not waiting to fledge isn’t as
reckless as it seems.

For the first three weeks of 
life, the chicks are fed fish at
the colony by both parents in 
the safety of a nest inaccessible

to most predators. 
Should they survive 
the fall, they are 
accompanied at sea 
only by their fathers. 

“The chick leaves 
the colony and comes 
back three, four or 
five years later,” says 
Kyle Elliott of McGill 
University, Canada.
“Until recently we had 
no idea what it did in between.”

But that period, it turns out, 
is the key to understanding 
the motivation for the cliff 
leaps. So why do they do it?

By attaching data loggers to 
adult male guillemots, Elliott’s 

team were able to 
calculate that a chick 
is fed twice as much 
by a single parent at 
sea as two parents 
can bring to the nest, 
because the adults 
are spared the tiring 
and time-consuming 
commute between 
ocean and cliff.

“Guillemots have 
huge flight costs because they 
have such tiny wings,” Elliott 
tells BBC Wildlife.

“We now know a little bit 
about what the father does with 
the chick, but it’s still a huge 
mystery how these birds are 

able to survive in the high seas 
in the North Atlantic,” says 
the ecologist.

Indeed, the data loggers 
dealt other tantalising insights. 
Come winter, for example, the 
males adopt a radically different 
foraging strategy, diving down 
to 200m at a time. “That is far 
deeper than they ever do at the 
colony and they only do four 
or five dives a day,” says Elliott. 
“How are they getting enough 
food? What’s down there?” he 
wonders. “I’d love to know the 
answer to those questions.” 

CUTTING DOWN THE COMMUTE

DID YOU KNOW?

Q�The auk family, 

to which guillemots 

belong, are the original

“penguins”. The 

name, which was only 

later applied to their 

superficially similar 

cousins from the 

southern hemisphere, 

may derive from the 

Welsh for “white head”.

GUILLEMOT PARENTS SAVE ENERGY WHEN THEIR CHICKS THROW THEMSELVES IN AT THE DEEP END. 

Written by

STUART 

BLACKMAN
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When guillemot 
chicks leave their 
colony it is less 
risky than we think.  
Inset: a fledgling flies 
for the first time. 
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Q BIRDS

FISH OUT OF WATER 
One theory for why our 

fishy ancestors first crawled 

onto land is that they were 

escaping aquatic predators, 

an idea that now finds 

support from a study of four 

species of blenny on the 

Pacific island of Rarotonga 

that have taken to foraging 

on rocks above the high 

water mark.

“Avoiding predators 

might be an explanation 

of why some animals 

move from their ancestral 

homes into starkly different 

environments, but evidence 

for this is rare because 

it is difficult to collect,” 

says ecologist Terry Ord of 

Australia’s University of New 

South Wales.

Ord’s team used plasticine 

models of the blennies 

to compare the damage 

inflicted by predators above 

and below the water line.

“There were far more 

attacks on the model fish 

from predators in the ocean 

than predators on the shore, 

showing there are obvious 

benefits for blennies in 

becoming fish out of water 

and colonising the land,” 

says Ord.

EXPLAINER
The

R
6FLHQWLĶF�WHUPV�SXW�LQWR�SODLQ�

(QJOLVK�IRU�WKH�UHVW�RI�XV�

SOURCE Current Biology
LINK http://bit.ly/2nfYYDt

SHARING 

THE JOY
Play, like itching and yawning,
is infectious. New research
shows that the kea, a parrot 
endemic to New Zealand, 
issues a specific call when 
playing, which encourages
other birds to feel the fun, too –
an effect known in mammals.

Indeed, broadcasted 
recordings of the calls alone 
were enough to stimulate
playfulness in others. “The fact
that at least some of these birds 
started playing spontaneously 
when no other birds had been 
playing suggests that, similar
to human laughter, it had an 
emotional effect on the birds
that heard it, putting them
in a playful state,” says Raoul
Schwing of Austria’s Messerli 
Research Institute.

The call is not thought 
to be a direct invitation to
play. “Upon hearing the 
play call, many birds did not
join in play that was already
underway, but instead started
playing with other non-playing 
birds, or in the case of solitary 
play, with an object or by
performing aerial acrobatics,” 
write the scientists.

GAIA HYPOTHESIS
Named after a Greek 

goddess of the Earth and

proposed by British scientist 

James Lovelock in the 

1970s, the Gaia hypothesis

holds that the myriad 

ecological interactions

between our planet’s

animals, plants, microbes 

and chemistry serve to

keep environmental

conditions stable and

fit for life – essentially,

the Earth functions as a 

self-regulating “supra-

organism”. The scientific 

evidence is scant and 

controversial but the

idea remains influential.
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SOURCE The American Naturalist LINK http://bit.ly/2psxXKO

SOURCE Journal of Crustacean Biology LINK http://bit.ly/2oy6YjP

WHAT IS IT? The first tree-dwelling crab described from 

India represents a new genus as well as a new species. 

Scientists report that it is able to climb branches with 

great speed and shelters in tree holes containing water. 

It proved far easier to spot than to catch.

WHERE IS IT? The genus honours the people of the 

local Kani tribe in the mountains of the Western Ghats 

of southern India who helped collect the first scientific 

specimens. The Kani extract an oil from the crabs that 

they use to treat earache and skin complaints, but 

they don’t take females carrying eggs or juveniles.

Do ecological interactions
stabilise temperature and 
ocean salinity on Earth? 

Q MARINE

The kea parrot 
has a distinct 
play vocalisation.  

NEW SPECIES 
SPOTLIGHT

K ANI  MARANJANDU

This arboreal 
crab was 

first seen by a 
tribe in India. 

Blenny behaviour 
may be influenced 
by the presence of 
aquatic predators. 
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FORAGING FOR THOUGHT

Q PRIMATES

New research has found 
that the high intelligence of 
primates has more to do with
food than friendship.f d h f d h

New York University biologists 
compared the behaviour and 
ecology of 140 primate species 
– many more than any other 
study to date – to tease out the 
influence of sociality and other 
factors on braininess.

“Complex foraging strategies, 

social structures, and cognitive 
abilities are likely to have
co-evolved throughout primate 
evolution,” says Alex DeCasien. l l
“However, if the question is, 
‘Which factor, diet or sociality, 
is more important when it 
comes to determining the brain
size of primate species?’, then
our new examination suggests 
that factor is diet.”

Frugivores, as opposed to 

leaf-eaters, are particularly 
likely to be intelligent.

Fruit is patchier in the
environment and often involves d f l
extraction from difficult-to-
reach places or protective 
skins, leading to the need for 
relatively greater cognitive 
complexity, explains DeCasien.

Methane emissions from cattle are a famous 

source of atmospheric greenhouse gases. But 

a tiny aquatic midge that uses the gas for 

propulsion might also be contributing to current 

temperature trends.

New research shows that the larvae of 

Chaoborus midges gather bubbles of methane 

trapped in the sediment at the bottom of lakes 

and use them as flotation devices to rise to the 

surface at night to feed. This strategy saves up 

to 80 per cent of the energy required to swim 

the distance.

But in doing so, the midges are releasing a 

potent greenhouse gas into the atmosphere. The 

larvae occur in huge numbers – up to 130,000 

individuals per m2 – especially in polluted waters.

“Though it is 

fascinating to 

study the insect, 

the presence of 

Chaoborus is 

always a bad sign 

for the health of 

an ecosystem,” 

says Daniel 

McGinnis of 

the University 

of Geneva. “It 

gives us one 

more reason to 

safeguard good 

water quality in 

our lakes.”

Q ENVIRONMENT
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SOURCE Scientific Reports 
LINK http://go.nature.com/2p7b2Wa

MIDGES POWERED 
BY TRAPPED WIND

WILDLIFE
UPDATES
SPIDERS EAT AS 

MUCH AS CETACEANS                

All the world’s spiders eat as

much as the world’s whales 

– 400–800 million tons of

meat annually, according to

research publish The

Science of Nat

they could pol

entire human

in a year. 

Happily, the

don’t seem

have wor

that out

BEGGING: THE 

QUESTION

Strawberry poison-dart frog

tadpoles beg their mothers 

to feed them. The Journal 

of Evolutionary Biology 

reports that tadpoles in

better condition beg more 

vigorously and receive

more food, suggesting that 

they are advertising their 

reproductive potential, not

how hungry they are.

FINE OLD BIRD

Few fossils are 

preserved as a 130-million-

year-old bird unearthed

in China. Described in 

National Science Review, 

the Eoconfuciusornis fossil

– the second oldest fossil 

bird, after Archaeopteryx 

– displays remarkably 

intact plumage and soft 

tissues, including egg yolks 

developing in the ovaries.

SKIN DEEP

Cephalopods can mimic

not only the colour of their 

surroundings, but also the 

texture. Research in Biology 

Letters shows common 

cuttlefish can rapidly change

the size and shape of papillae

on their skin to match the

texture of smooth or 

t

The relatively high 
intelligence of primates 

is usually explained by 
the cognitive demands 

of living in groups.
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SOURCE Nature Ecology and Evolution 
LINK http://go.nature.com/2o62iCn

The existence 
of Chaoborus 
midges is not  

a good sign.
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T
he elegant Ashdown Park Hotel and 
Country Club lies in the middle of 
Ashdown Forest in West Sussex. The 

hotel grounds – covering 0.75km2 – and 
wildlife share the surrounding forest. Wild
fallow deer graze the verges next to the car 
park, badgers snuffle through the woods 
at night and the trees leading down to and 
around the large lake throng with birdlife. 

“There are some 360 deer on the hotels’ 
land,” says estate manager Kevin Sweet, 
who has worked in the park for 40 years. 

Kevin’s flower-rich herbaceous borders 
are contained in what was the old kitchen 
garden, along with the greenhouses where 
he grows seedlings, because it is bounded by 
walls and railings that keep out the deer.

Within an easy walk of the hotel there’s
a grove of ancient woodland that has been
designated a Site of Special Scientific Interest. 
Kevin and his team manage the woodland
with a light touch, preferring to let nature take 
its course. The fallen trees and rotted wood are 
home to many invertebrates and there are rare
moth species to be found there.

Outside of the hotel grounds lies Ashdown
Forest, which is not really a forest. It’s 
a mixture of open heathland and native
woodland, ideal for birds such as Dartford 
warblers and nightjars. The woodland includes
hazel coppices that provide a home for 
dormice, and there are also sweet chestnuts, 
alders, oaks and Scots pines thriving there.

Ashdown Park Hotel and Country Club has teamed with 

BBC Wildlife to offer readers a chance to win a luxury 

stay for two and a tour of its wildlife-rich grounds.  

WIN A LUXURY STAY IN 
ASHDOWN FOREST 

HOW TO ENTER

TERMS AND CONDITIONS

Visit www.discoverwildlife.com/enter-win-luxury-stay-ashdown-forest to enter and read the full terms and conditions. 2. The first entry with 
the correct answer drawn at random after the closing date will win the holiday for one winner, plus one guest aged 18 or over. 3. The holiday 
is subject to availability, and cannot be taken between the 23 December 2017 and 3 January 2018; the 10 February and 14 February 2018 
and bank holidays. 4. No cash alternative is available. 5. Only one entry per household. 6. The competition is open to all residents of the UK,
including the Channel Islands, aged 18 years or older, except employees or contractors of Immediate Media or Ashdown Park Hotel and 
Country Club and anyone connected with the promotion or their direct family members. 7. Closing date for entries is 11.59pm on 5 July 2017.
8. Transport to and from the venue must be paid for by the winner. 9. Prize must be taken by 7 June 2018.

Promoter Ashdown Park 

Surrounded by Ashdown Forest which, according to 
the famous children’s author A A Milne, is the woodland
that inspired his Winnie The Pooh stories, the Ashdown
Park Hotel and Country Club offers the heights of luxury
in the heart of East Sussex. To find out more visit:  
www.ashdownpark.com, email enquiries@
ashdownpark.com or call 01342 824988. 

For a chance to experience the magic of 

Ashdown Forest while enjoying some

sheer luxury on a two-night dinner, bed

and breakfast break at Ashdown Park, 

visit www.discoverwildlife.com/

enter-win-luxury-stay-ashdown-forest

and correctly answer the question below.

What is the name of the hotel’s 

fine dining restaurant?

a) The Mirabelle 

b) The Anderida 

c) The Wernher 

● Two nights’ dinner, bed and breakfast for two

● Three-course dinner from the a la carte menu 

● A Sussex wine with dinner

● A tour with estate manager Kevin Sweet

THIS FANTASTIC PRIZE INCLUDES:

Not included: Travel to and from the venue; drinks apart from 
dinner wine; items of a personal nature; travel insurance; gratuities

COMPETITION

E X C L U S I V E

WORTH 

£1,150!

Fallow deer, seen in 
their winter coats, 
venture close to the 
hotel to graze.

sum inti vera volo 
temporibus.

Harum experit

Top: the hotel 
lies in dense
woodland.
Above: Ashdown
Forest heathland 
provides vital
habitat for a 
great variety of
species. Left:
Kevin Sweet  
has managed
the park estate 
for 40 years.
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H
ere in the dim it’s safe, 
comfortable. The black 
smudge is soft, edges blur, the 
starless sky is an easy bland 
and the traffic hum like a 

body drone – like the buzz blood makes 
in the brain when you think you are 
listening to silence. 

The wind’s not talking, the mice are in 
bed or dead and the foxes self-consciously 
choose to pad the path, picking their way 
through the purple velvet so that no twigs 
titter in their wake.

The visual lessness, the meaness of 
sound make it smell big. I can all but 
taste the bitter bluebells I’ve scuffed from 
my seat and the raw earth my heels have 
holed… it’s dirt to savour, 
rich, punching with notes 
of pepper and smoke and 
a sweetness tattooed by 
the childhood memory of 
chewing muddy nails.

That lip-smacking 
freshness of the oak and 
beech budburst has gone; 
those scents have succumbed 
to modesty and play a drier, 
woodier role in the perfume 
of the trees. 

Now the musk is 
overtaking the crowd, the 
lemony zest, the heady 
incense spring has cooked 
in the pines and the heavy 
hug of sap is still smothering 
even in the flat cool of night.

A distant siren swerves 
away and I conclude that this 
morning smells like a dead 
dove that has fallen through 
spruce and plumped the 

soil with a thump and 
stirred the smell of life.

The light comes 
early and fast now, 
rushes into day, eager 
to shape and sharpen, 
to separate and define 
with a ruthless clarity 
the painful detail of 
chaos, the terrifying 
complexity of all the 
millions of billions of things that clog and 
confuse this space. Dawn bruises dark, 
butts it off, and cuts quick into the woods. 
In a surge it finds everything and paints 
it with a cruel clarity, with equality, the 
ugly as suddenly clear as the beautiful, 

it thrusts perspective and depth violently 
into vision, those murky holes become 
gaps and glades, the voids tunnelled 
avenues, the nothingness a meticulously 
written filigree of forms which all beg 
for attention.

And this golden rush also ignites 
the voice of the forest, the razor bite of 
birdsong, that glass-smash of notes so 
bright your teeth might grind, that explicit 
shock of volume that is loudest just before 
the dawn, before the sound of light dulls 
the chrome and eases the earsplit.

In front of me, where just minutes 
ago there slept a fug of blueblack, a bird 
suddenly cartoons, bramble-zips and 
pings up into the flares where citrus 

bleeds gild the 
girders – jutted, 
tumbled and tangles 
its song in the 
mangle of mad 
black hair, that 
fuzz of destroyed 
fir-brash littering 
the mess the dawny 
light is making 
with its sharp 
slices through the 

exploded Corsican plantation. Wren, 
jerking in silhouette in a webby crook 
and wrecking the doze of the woken 
woods with its arrogant jingle – small 
bird syndrome.

And then comes the silver lining, that 
illuminated gleaming where 
each edge, every hair, bristle, 
any downy stem, any thorn is 
rimmed with brief brilliance and 
this electrified arcade burns with 
staggering lucidity. 

Star-brightened and 
sensational, for a moment 
the mundane shine and the 
precision and place of all life in 
this field of shimmering lace     
is exulted.

And in a squint and in a stilled 
breath, in a heartbeat there is a 
joy, simple and sown by the 
acknowledgment that I am alive. 
And just being alive is enough, 
just hearing, seeing, feeling and 
tasting a new day for an instant 
is worth the celebration of       
the moment.   

THE LIGHT 
COMES EARLY 

AND FAST NOW, 
RUSHES INTO DAY, 
EAGER TO SHAPE 
AND SHARPEN.”

`

CHRIS PACKHAM presents Springwatch, 
airing now on BBC Two. Read our preview 
of his new BBC Four programme on 
wildlife in gardens on p90. 

wood
Notes 
from an

with CHRIS PACKHAM

Dawn reinvigorates Chris’s senses as he experiences sights, 

sounds and smells when the first rays of sun appear.

English
wit
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CANAL WILDLIFE

Top: canals 
have a side that 
is managed to
allow boats to
travel and a side
where vegetation 
is left to grow.

from the early 19th century. Canals were the motorways 
of the Industrial Revolution.

“There are 2,000 miles of canals in Britain and 50 per 
cent of the population lives within five miles of one. If 
managed well, they can be a wonderful way of pulling a 
bit of this,” she indicated the idyllic scene through which 
we chugged, “into the heart of an urban space, bringing 
with it a chance for contact with nature.”

Most canals have an ‘on’ and ‘off’ side. The towpath will
be on the on-side; that side will be owned and managed by 
the Canal & River Trust (CRT). It may well be reinforced 

with metal and concrete in places 
and, as such, offers less in terms of 
habitat to those riparian, or river-
side, specialists. The ‘off’ side is 
much more exciting. This is where 
water voles make their homes.
These wonderful rodents may
use water and swim well, but they 
don’t have webbed feet so the slow 
currents of canals are ideal as long 
as there is a bank into which they 
can burrow. However, this can lead
to problems. Many boaters prefer the 
canals to have hard sides; it makesc
mooring easier and also reduces the m
chance of vegetation encroaching c

dykes and walls all act as corridors in the countryside; roads
and railways cut it into increasingly unsustainable pockets.
Canals straddle this division. Clearly they cut a barrier into
the land for some species, but they also act as a wonderful 
corridor along which life can flourish.

A SLOWER PACE OF LIFE

Habitat fragmentation is a vital piece of the puzzle of how
we are insulting the natural world, but it has not received
the attention it is due. Fortunately, there is a move in 
conservation to expand thinking to encompass the landscape
as a whole, rather than pockets or species within it.

Travelling south from Birmingham on the boat Tinker, rr

with her captain – the poet Jo Bell – at the helm, was an
eye-opening and prejudice-bashing experience. Soon we
were out of the concrete world and deep in the heart of the
countryside on the Grand Union Canal. Travelling at walking 
pace is just about perfect for taking in the bucolic scenery. 

As we slipped along the line towards our destination 
in Stratford-upon-Avon, I was aware that our surrounds 
were even more river-like than many rivers I have been 
on. Green streamed to the water’s edge, herons stalked
the margins, and I had to tread carefully at the locks to 
avoid toads that were enjoying the damp. 

The canal, out here at least, is tranquil; a place of 
leisure where some people have taken up residence and 
others pass by at a steady 4mph, carefully ensuring no 
wake breaks on the edge where it could accelerate bank 
collapse. But it was not always like this and Jo was able to 
give me a very different perspective on the waterway. “Try 
to imagine the M6 motorway in 100 years’ time being 
used by pedestrians and caravans for pleasure,” she said. 
“That is how big a deal this change would be to anyone 

CANAL MANIA
In 1761, the Duke of Bridgewater kick-started a revolution 

with his new canal, built to transport coal into the heart 

of Manchester. This erupted into ‘canal mania’ and by 

the 1830s the network extended over 6,400km. But as 

quickly as it grew, it sank into dereliction with the rise 

of the railways, which provided industry with a far more 

efficient infrastructure. As canals were abandoned, they 

decayed and would have vanished from our landscape 

had it not been for the

publication of Narrow 

Boat by the historian

LTC Rolt in 1944, which

stimulated teams of

volunteers to repair 

this amazing network.

Since 1960, hundreds 

of kilometres of closed 

or derelict canals 

have been restored 

and there are many

projects currently 

in progress. 

O Learn more about 

our canals at www.

canaljunction.com.

Water ways: a 19th- 
century engraving 
of Regent’s Canal, 
Paddington, London.
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“ MANY BOATERS PREFER  
CANALS TO HAVE HARD SIDES…  
BUT REINFORCED WALLS CAUSE 
WATER VOLES A HEADACHE.”

Clockwise from
above: the slow-
moving water 
of canals suits
water voles; Hugh
was surprised to
see a leaf-cutter
bee nesting in
a lock beam;
canals enable
invasive species 
such as mink to
spread quickly; 
mute swans on 
the Thames and 
Severn Canal.
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into the waterway. But reinforced walls can cause voles a 
headache as they try and tunnel out a new home. 

The CRT is aware of the potential conflict and is trying 
to ensure that the voles have the opportunity to flourish 
by using more organic materials in bank management. 
For example, it has adopted coir, coconut fibre, to provide
a support for the bank while maintaining a structure in 
which both plants can grow and animals can burrow.

Later I spoke to water vole expert Tom Moorhouse from 
the Wildlife Conservation Research Unit, University of 
Oxford, who explained why this is so important. “Voles have
been lost from well over 98 per cent of their range since 
1939, so any move to increase the amount of suitable habitat
should be a good thing. But even the best habitat is unlikely 
to offer good protection from American mink, and so
mink control is vital. If we eradicated mink then we would 
not have to keep investing in piecemeal measures to help 
water voles, and that would be far less than the cost of, for
example, a single fighter jet.”

CONNECTING HABITATS

Mink are not the only unwelcome inhabitants of the
canal network and there is an interesting side effect
of these industrial lines that means they can spread 
alarmingly. Canals do something that rivers do not, 
and that is cut across watersheds. This might not sound
dramatic but before canals it was not a simple business for 



new aquatic species to extend their range outside the river 
network in which they found themselves. But canals create 
a great potential for spread. And the CRT keeps a list of a 
number of species that it would rather didn’t. 

The American signal crayfish, for example, has not been 
in the UK that long but has made our waterways its home, 
spreading along both rivers and canals, outcompeting our 
native, white-clawed crayfish, undermining the banks with 
its tunnels and causing towpaths to collapse. Other invaders 
are less dramatic but equally destructive. The fairy fern and 
the New Zealand pigmyweed can smother a canal, blocking 
out light, which results in oxygen levels in the water 
plummeting and the die-off of aquatic organisms. 

So the CRT invests heavily each year in trying to keep 
the network as free of the more damaging invasive 
species as possible, while at the same time making it a 
haven for those that need help.

At one of the locks, I noticed an unlikely canal resident. 
While Jo remained at Tinker’s helm I was pushing the 
beam that controlled the gate, and I saw something 
flying towards me that then seemed to disappear into 
the woodwork. Much to the annoyance of my captain, I 
stopped and stared. Out of a small hole flew a bee and 
not long after it returned clutching a disc of green leaf. 
This was a leaf-cutter bee. The solitary insects build 
the cells of their nests using pieces of leaf glued together 
with saliva in which they lay eggs and the emergent grubs 
hibernate until the next spring. 

“ I WAS SITTING IN THE BOAT 
WHEN THE BLUE LIGHTNING OF 
A KINGFISHER FLASHED BY.” 

June 2017

Kingfishers hunt for 
tiddlers along the 
margins of canals.

ROADS
Perhaps the least appealing line for 

wildlife, as they chop ecosystems into 

pieces and kill millions of animals each 

year, but roads still have their place as a 

wildlife sanctuary. I was amazed to find 

dormice nesting alongside thundering 

trucks on a busy dual carriageway, 

enjoying the relative safety of this 

inhospitable landscape. Free to spread 

along people-free verges are plants 

such as Danish scurvy grass, which has 

enjoyed an amazingly rapid spread. This 

seaside plant lives beside busy roads 

that have become salty with gritting.

LINES 
OF 
THE 
TIMES

HEDGES
Hedges are the archetypal line, the 

hedgehog home, and some of the 

richest wildlife habitat in the country 

as they provide corridors through 

both urban and rural landscapes. The 

approximately 500,000km of hedge 

in Britain benefit not just the wildlife 

within, but also species such as bats 

that feed above and along hedgerows. 

One Devon hedge, just 85m long, was 

carefully studied for two years and 

was found to be used by over 2,000 

species. Another researcher found 280 

species of fungi in a single hedge bank. 

RAILWAYS
Railways often fragment the landscape, 

but sensitively managed these lines 

can be amazing. In the trackside wild 

space, free from interference, I have 

seen foxes and deer making their way 

into cities, brambles throbbing with 

bees and lizards basking. Railway lines 

also allowed Oxford ragwort to colonise 

the countryside, as it escaped from 

botanic gardens and hitched a ride on 

the trains. There is great potential for 

wildlife along the 16,000km managed 

by Network Rail. On your next journey, 

see what you can spot.

24 BBC Wildlife

The lines we make 

have consequences 

for the wildlife with 

which we share the 

land – some good, 

some bad and some 

very surprising.
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CANAL WILDLIFE

Top left: Tinker 
sails past a line of 
molehills – canals 
are barriers for 
moles. Above right 
and above left: 
otters, by contrast, 
thrive along canals 
– even as here, 
under the M42.

June 2017

WALLS
Drystone walls take over where hedges 

can’t thrive and provide a rich structure 

for wildlife, both inside and on top. Toads 

take up residence in the gaps, spiders 

thrive there too, along with many other 

invertebrates, and stoats use them 

to navigate across moorland. I have 

watched blue tits build nests inside a wall 

and robins perch imperiously on vertical 

‘cope’ stones, and had some of my best 

views of wheatears along these lines. 

There are around 115,000km of drystone 

wall left in Britain, down from 270,000km 

at the end of the 19th century.

POWERLINES
The wires themselves offer little, but the 

land beneath needs to be maintained to 

prevent tall trees causing problems. The 

National Grid has used this opportunity 

to build a ‘natural grid’ of sensitively 

managed linear habitat beneath the 

wires, and there are plans for substations 

themselves to be managed as wildlife 

oases. The one I visited in Worcestershire 

was just beginning to bloom: blackfly 

aphids on dock leaves were soon to be 

swallow food when they matured and 

took flight, while meadow vetchling and 

bugle were encouraging bees to thrive.
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HUGH WARWICK is an 

ecologist and writer. 

His latest book is 

Linescapes: Remapping and 

Reconnecting Britain’s Fragmented 

Wildlife (Penguin, £17.99). 

Find out more about 

canals and how to 

volunteer at the Canal 

& River Trust: www.

canalrivertrust.org.uk

FIND OUT MORE+

The narrow boat journey was becoming mesmeric. 
I was sitting in the ‘cratch’ – the open bit at the front – with 
my mind wandering, when suddenly the blue lightning of 
a kingfisher flashed by. By contrast, the floating corpse of a 
muntjac suggested how the canal can become a barrier to 
some species. As did the molehills that lined the bank by the 
towpath. I could imagine a determined miner, with a mind 
to keep going straight, becoming frustrated by the metal 
wall that marked the end of dry land. There is no way a 
mole can overcome the fragmentation of a canal.

A few months after my journey with Jo, I met up with 
the CRT’s ecologist, Mark Robinson. He took me for a 
walk beneath the M42, alongside desolate concrete and 
graffiti-ridden walls. Despite the surroundings, he is a 
great advocate for canals as wildlife sanctuaries. “I became 
excited by canals around 14 years ago,” he explained as we 
walked under the grumbling motorway, “when I realised 
how important they are to bats. There is a tunnel below 
Birmingham, the Curzon Street Tunnel, that is used by 
Daubenton’s bats to get under some of the busiest roads 
in the country. Canals could have been built for bats; they 
provide amazing roosting and foraging habitats.”

SAFE JOURNEY

It is not just bats that have benefitted. As he was explaining 
how the rare fen raft spider has taken up residence on the 
Swansea Canal, he spotted a grey wagtail defending its 
linear territory under the motorway. “Wildlife has suffered 
because we have been removing food and shelter. Farmland 
is more like a factory. But these lines we manage, well, they 
can provide both. And more, they also have the potential to 
provide safe passage through a hostile environment, and 
connections in a fragmented landscape.”

Then, to prove his point, he paused and pointed at the 
concrete edge of the path under the M42. As I followed his 
finger, I saw a purplish black smudge. I dropped to my 
knees, lowered my nose and took a deep sniff. Somehow 
fish can metamorphose into something redolent of jasmine 
and tea. Here, in the most unlikely of places, was proof of 
the presence of the wildest of animals. This surprisingly 
delightful offering was spraint: otter poo.  



can be found. Rich in bio-indicator 

species that reflect the area’s robust 

environmental health, Asturias is home 

to everything from the iconic Iberian 

wolf to the obscure wallcreepers of the 

Picos de Europa, via rare Cantabrian 

capercaillies and resplendent  

golden eagles.

But perhaps the area’s biggest draw 

– and certainly one of Asturias’ greatest 

conservation success stories – is the 

Cantabrian brown bear. Two sub-species 

of these majestic mammals exist in the 

Cantabrian range, with around 30 bears 

belonging to the eastern sub-population 

and the larger western sub-population 

numbering around 200 bears.

Conservation efforts have been 

rigorous here, and improvements to the 

bear’s habitat have prompted an increase 

in numbers on these mountains. The 

most recent estimate of 230 bears 

compares to a recording of just 70 in 

1994 – and there is evidence of growing 

contact between the two  

sub-populations.

One of the best times to see the bears 

is in spring, when mother bears venture 

out with their cubs to forage for grass 

Discover one of Europe’s best-kept 
secrets in Asturias, where brown bear 
populations are thriving in beautiful 
untouched landscapes  
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EVEN BY THE STANDARDS of tourism 

board boasts, ‘Natural Paradise’ feels 

like a bold claim to make. And yet, in the 

case of Asturias - whose slogan it is - the 

phrase is more than justified. 

A third of this Spanish province’s 

territory is environmentally protected, so 

unscathed landscapes stretch for miles 

across fertile valleys and mighty rivers, 

before meeting the sea along Asturias’ 

extensive Atlantic coast. 

Still largely undiscovered by the 

thronging masses of tourists who flock 

to other parts of Spain each year, Asturias 

is becoming increasingly popular as an 

ecotourism destination. The region’s 

six Unesco-listed Biosphere Reserves 

include the peaceful lakes of Somiedo 

Nature Park and the enchanting forests 

of Oscos-Eo. 

Arguably the jewel in the crown 

of Asturias’ natural offerings, the 

Cantabrian Mountains count some of 

Spain’s most famous ranges among 

them. They include the dramatic Picos de 

Europa, which also make up one of the 

region’s Biosphere Reserves. 

It’s deep in these Cantabrian peaks 

that the region’s most precious wildlife

Bear Facts
The
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Find out more at  

asturiastourism.co.uk and

facebook.com/

AsturiasNaturalParadise

and shoots. Bilberry season in the early 

autumn also offers opportunities for bear-

spotting, with the animals busy preparing 

for hibernation by filling up on chestnuts 

and acorns. It surprises many to learn that 

the diet of an Asturian bear is more than 

80 per cent vegetarian, with meat content 

coming largely from carrion.

A number of local tourism companies 

operate bear-spotting activities in the 

area, but independent wildlife watchers 

can make use of the region’s various fauna 

observatories. There are also a number 

of themed trails designed to help visitors 

discover more about not only the bears, 

but also the different species of deer in the 

Cantabrian mountains. Red deer, roe deer 

and Cantabrian ibex pepper this rugged 

terrain, and many wildlife enthusiasts on 

a bear-watching trip take the opportunity 

to look out for hooved mammals, too. 

If the scope for wildlife-watching 

here seems too good to be true, discover 

Asturias for yourself. To explore this 

fascinating corner of Spain is to unearth a 

habitat so breathtaking, it’s no surprise so 

many species call it home.

Asturias is only two  

hours from London, with 

direct flights leaving every 

day from the following 

airports:

Heathrow - Iberia 

Gatwick – Vueling 

Stansted – easyJet

O CLOSE ENCOUNTERS: the bear is a 
wild animal and must be observed at 
a safe distance, particularly if she is a 
mother with young cubs.

O WALK AND TALK: bears have a 
powerful sense of smell and also hear 
very well, but are short-sighted, so 
talking and making noise as you walk 
through a bear area will help prevent 
the bear becoming startled by your 
presence and running away.

O PATIENCE IS TRULY A VIRTUE: the 
bears can be elusive and appear where 
you least expect them, so be prepared 
for a wait.

THE BEAR  

NECESSITIES:  

SPOTTING BROWN 

BEARS IN ASTURIAS
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Yellowstone National Park 
has the largest population 

of plains wild bison in 
North America but they are 

confined by its borders. If 
the bovids leave, they are 

shot – and if numbers 
swell, they are culled.   

STEAM ROSE FROM THEIR 
BACKS AND PUFFS OF 
BREATH DISSOLVED IN 
THE COOL AIR AS THEY 
FOCUSED ON BREAKFAST.
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E
xcited officials cheer as a
helicopter airlifts another metal
container into place in Banff 
National Park, Alberta, Canada. 
Park rangers swing open heavy
crate doors before half a tonne 
of raging bison throws himself 

out like an angry bull entering a bullring.
More than a dozen shaggy-brown bison with
upturned horns regroup before standing 
with a bemused look, snorting at the cold
winter air. Their hoof-prints in the glistening
snow will be the first left by plains bison in
this area for more than a century.

The recent reintroduction of 16 bison to
Canada’s oldest national park, more than
a century after they were nearly hunted
out of existence, rates as a remarkable 
conservation success story. Canadian 
environment minister,
Catherine McKenna,
has described returning 
the bison to the park
as “an important step
towards restoring the full 
diversity of species and 
natural processes to the 
park’s ecosystems”.

I’ve always wanted to 
see a bison in the wild, 
to learn about these 
magnificent grazers that
once wandered North 
America’s endless grassy 
plains. My chance finally

came when travelling through the USA 
researching for a book. Covering eight 
states, I started in Yellowstone National 
Park on a journey to discover how millions 
of bison on the Great Plains gave way to 
cattle and then to corn. 

A century ago, travellers in this region 
wrote of seeing countless bison. “I know a 
million is a great many, but I am confident 
we saw that number yesterday,” wrote one 
newspaper editor about his observation 
from a stagecoach in 1854. 

Caught in the crossfire between the
European settlers and indigenous Native
Americans, bison were wiped out. In the eyes
of the authorities, as one commander put it:
“Every buffalo dead is an Indian gone.”

Wild bison were saved from extinction
by the establishment of the

Yellowstone National Park in 1872, America’s
first and still largest national park. It marked
a new era of concern for the natural world.

I arrived in Yellowstone to find the 
air infused with the scent of pine. The 
landscape was painted with mountains 
and forests, big sky and cool breeze. 

C
overing nearly 8,991km2, 
Yellowstone is massive. I had 
come to see wild bison and 
I only had one day to do it. 
Although the ungulates are big, 

there was a lot of area to comb through to 
find them so I set off before dawn.

Finally, just south of a village called 
Canyon, the moment I’d been waiting for: 
there, grazing contentedly beside the car,

were two bull bison so close I could 
ear them munching. Steamhe
ose from their backs in the early ro

morning sun and puffs of breath m
dissolved in the cool air as they d
focused on the serious businessfo
of breakfast. They had strongly o
riangular outlines: tapered at t
he back and big at the front, th

accentuated by that characteristica
hump at the shoulders. Their h
heads were unfeasibly broad, h
their coats matted and curled. t
They moved like big bearded men T
walking on their knuckles. It was w
a formidable sight.

Later, I saw something 

t a l k i n g 
P O I N T

The plight of the bison on America’s Great Plains is a prime example of why wildlife
needs a fusion between food, farming and nature, says Philip Lymbery.

BISON
BURGERS
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A vintage postcard shows 

a large bison herd in 1927. 
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huge tractor with as much 
chnology as a space shuttle. 
om this elevated position, as 
s the eye could see was what 
rmer beside me described as a 
g green ocean of corn”. 
him what this vast GM prairie 

of corn was all about. “Feeding the world,” 
he said. Yet most of the corn was destined 
to feed cattle and cars. Indeed, more than a 
third of the entire cereal crop globally goes to 
feed industrially reared animals in a process 
so inefficient it gives back far fewer calories 
and protein than it consumes. In this way, 
enough crops to feed three billion extra 

people are wasted. 
I was struck by the irony 

that, like the bison, many cattle 
no longer have the freedom to 
roam. In the Midwest state of 
Nebraska the signs suggested
this was ‘cowboy’ country, but 
there was no need for Stetsons 

on horseback, no roundups required. These 
were feedlots rearing ‘battery’ beef.

A thousand cattle stood motionless in 
muddy paddocks, not a blade of grass in 
sight. You’d have thought it would be noisy,
but instead there was an eerie hush. It 
was like a hospital ward, the quiet broken 
only by the odd cough, sneeze or wail. The 
stench of excrement was overpowering. 
Full-grown adults and tiny calves were 
standing in the fierce sun with no shade. 

I carried on through the Great Plains to 
Louisiana and the Gulf of Mexico, where I 
swam in one of the world’s largest marine 
dead zones; an area of polluted sea as big 
as Wales, where nothing lives. 

It appears every year, thanks to enormous 
amounts of fertiliser from intensive Midwest 
cornfields washing down the Mississippi 
River and into the Gulf, killing everything.  

As the Great Plains were ploughed up to 
make way for intensive corn prairies, so the 
scope for wild bison to return dwindled. Now, 

magical: hundreds of wild bison moving
in straggly lines, converging on a favoured
watering spot. There were rusty-coloured
calves beside brunette adults. They were
grazing, drinking and rolling in the dust. 

On foot, I inadvertently managed to get 
close to a lone bison sitting hunched in 
the shade of the afternoon. With woolly 
head framed by formidable horns, she sat 
motionless but for a tail swishing like rope
against her leathery hide, sending a dust 
plume with every swipe. I felt a mix of 
excitement and trepidation. After all, she was 
big, like a horned lion with a worn carpet on
her back, and could easily outrun me. Yet, she
chewed nonchalantly as I crept away.

It put me in mind of how things were 
up to the late 1800s when 30–50 million 
bison roamed the Great Plains of America. 
They weighed in total about the same as the 
entire human population of North America 
today. Always on the move, these vast herds 
were sustained by nothing more than rain, 
sunshine and grass. They were perhaps 
the most potent example of grazing 
animals living harmoniously with their 
environment, of the power of pasture.

F
ew wild bison roam freely on the 
plains these days. The ones I saw 
in Yellowstone were grazing in 
pasture clearings surrounded 
by mountains and trees. 

An impressive sight, yes, but a 
pale shadow of what there used to 
be. The park itself is surrounded 
by farmland, with these natural 
wanderers confined to the sanctuary
like refugees. If they leave, they’re 
shot. If their numbers swell beyond
a few thousand, they are culled.

Yellowstone’s bison have become
an example of what I call ‘big-country
claustrophobia’: where wide-open spaces are 
no longer big enough to sustain charismatic 
megafauna. Here, relatively small numbers 
of bison – a tiny fraction of the original herd – 
remain under constant threat of being culled.

My time in the park was all too brief; I 
was soon heading southwards to the Great 
Plains as they are now. I clambered into 

t a l k i n g 
P O I N T

Top: a painting of 
train passengers 
shooting buffalo for 
sport, c1870. Left: a 
man stands on top 
of a pile of bison 
skulls in the 1870s. 
They were to be 
ground for fertiliser. 
Below left: The iconic 
US National Park 
Service sign features 
a lone bison. 

SHE WAS BIG, LIKE A HORNED LION 

WITH A WORN CARPET ON HER BACK, 

AND COULD EASILY OUTRUN ME.
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A brown-headed cowbird 
is dwarfed by a bull plains 

bison in Grand Teton 
National Park, Wyoming. 
The mammal’s imposing 
frame is accentuated by 
its huge shoulder hump.
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only 15,000 wild bison are left in North 
America, with the species approaching 
threatened status. Yet everywhere I went 
bison meat was on offer.

“Saving wild bison requires humans to 
learn to eat wild bison,” Yellowstone’s bison 
project leader Rick Wallen told me. He isn’t 
alone in that thinking. Most people that I 
spoke to on this trip felt that eating them 
was a good idea. 

On the face of it, it sounds like a win–
win. According to the National Bison 
Association (NBA) there are now some 
380,000 bison in North America. Yet 
scratch beneath the surface and you find 
that the vast majority are farmed. Some are 
even ‘beefalo’, a hybrid crossed with cattle.

In reality, very few bison burgers come 
from wild bison. NBA executive director 
Dave Carter admitted to me that all the 
bison meat in the US market comes from 
‘commercial’ ranches rather than genuinely 
wild herds. About a quarter of the animals 
are estimated to be purely pasture-fed; the 
rest are reared more intensively, being 
fed on grain. 

Knowing whether bison burgers come 
from a ranch or a feedlot is a mug’s game. 
More often than not, there’s no way of 
telling from the packet. Food labels in 
the US don’t have to say how the meat 
was produced. So unless there’s a specific 
phrase on the packaging, the assumption 
should be that it’s intensively produced. 

Seeing bison with my own eyes left me 
wondering what this fascinating landscape 
would have looked like had we not torn away 
the dominant mammal, and ploughed up the 
natural grassland ecosystem.

I couldn’t help thinking how replacing 
millions of free-roaming bison with feedlot 
cattle fed on endless corn fields was a weird 
kind of progress. It also highlighted for me 
how things are intertwined; how the plight of 

wildlife, charismatic or not, are linked to the 
way farm animals are kept, to their welfare. 

Over the past half-century, as industrial 
farming has spread across whole landscapes, 
wildlife – whether birds, bees or bison – has 
inevitably been squeezed out. 

In Britain, as well as North America, 
once-common farmland species such as barn 
owls, skylarks, grey partridges, tree sparrows 
and bumblebees are in trouble. Intensive 
farming is blamed for their declines. 

T
he truth is, we’ve underestimated 
the impact of agriculture on 
everything else. After all, it has 
always sounded so benign. People 
imagine swaying fields of barley, 

cows in buttercup meadows, farmers at 
the heart of our green and pleasant land, 
providing ‘natural’, ‘wholesome’ food. Yes, 
there are still farms like that, and they need 
our support. However, the idyll is becoming 
ever more outdated. 

Whichever way you look at it, intensive 
farming sparks off a cascade of devastating 
cruelty. Farm animals like cattle and chickens 
are removed from the land and placed 
in crowded sheds or feedlots. Their feed 
is grown in vast crop prairies, doused in 

artificial fertilisers and chemical 
pesticides. The creation of 
these intensive monocultures 
causes the removal of many 
trees, bushes, hedges, and 
the loss of wildflowers, seeds, 
insects, birds, bees, bats and 
other wildlife – at the expense of 

pretty much all life but the crop. Agriculture 
now covers nearly half the useable land 
surface of the planet; and what happens 
on that land matters to so much else. As 
one enlightened Midwest rancher put it, 
we need to take care of the “little guys”, the 
birds, bees and beetles too, “and if we lose 
those, we’re done”.

If we’re not careful, we could see much of 
our wildlife driven off farmland to become 
refugees in sanctuaries. Like the bison in 
Yellowstone, holed up with nowhere to go.

What’s happening with bison in Canada’s 
Banff National Park is deeply encouraging, 
not least because it represents official 
recognition that returning grazing animals 
to the ecosystem has wider benefits. 

There is a big lesson here, too, for our 
farmland: if we want to stem wildlife declines, 
be they in the UK, US or elsewhere, then 
supporting those who farm with nature is 
vitally important. Our food choices can play an 
important part, like choosing pasture-fed, free 
range or organic meat, milk and eggs. 

Keeping farmland a place where there are 
still plenty of wild things will involve learning 
to live better side by side with wildlife, to make 
it part of living landscapes where nature and 
food production coexist. By creating a fusion 
between food, farming and nature, everyone 
benefits. And in this way, we can leave a truly 
wildlife-rich legacy for the next generation. 
Now, isn’t that a future worth having?

PHILIP LYMBERY is author of Dead 

Zone: Where the Wild Things Were, 

published by Bloomsbury (£12.99). 
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t a l k i n g 
P O I N T

SCRATCH BENEATH THE SURFACE 

AND YOU FIND THAT THE VAST 

MAJORITY OF BISON ARE FARMED. 

Bison were reintroduced 
to Banff National Park, 

Canada, in February 
2017. The first calves 

were born in April. 





 SPRINGWATCH  
THIS MONTH ON

WATCH  
PEREGRINES ON

inFOCUS

FORMATION 
FLYING
A lot has happened in the 50 years since JA Baker 

published his classic The Peregrine, still one of the 

most influential works of British nature writing. 

Our largest, most powerful falcon was reduced 

to the very brink of extinction in this country by 

persecution and DDT poisoning, only to stage a 

dramatic comeback right under our noses.

Today, many cathedrals – not to mention tall 

urban churches, office blocks, shopping centres 

and hospitals – now boast breeding peregrines, 

and the pair at Salisbury Cathedral have been 

thrilling viewers of BBC Two’s Springwatch. 

Woking in Surrey is the latest town to be shouting 

from the rooftops about its nesting pair (see the 

‘ledgecam’ at www.wokingperegrines.com). In our 

Bristol office, it’s not unusual for a BBC Wildlife 

editorial meeting to be interrupted by a shout 

of “Peregrine!” as one of our neighbourhood 

birds shoots past our 9th floor windows. We 

have even seen the local male perched happily 

on the rotating arm of a working tower crane, 

high over a busy building site.

All this means there has never been a better 

time to observe the behaviour of these amazing 

raptors at their nest sites. Chris Skipper’s 

spectacular photograph captures the moment a 

male passes food to his mate in mid-air, courtship 

behaviour normally seen from January to March 

during the early stages of the breeding season 

when the pair-bond is being strengthened. “He 

is showing her that he’s a good provider and 

helping to build her up for egg-laying,” says urban 

peregrine expert Ed Drewitt. “From late June, you 

will see similar aerobatics as the adults drop food 

to fledged juveniles, recognisable by their browner 

plumage and still honing their flying skills.”

O�Discover more in Urban Peregrines 

by Ed Drewitt (Pelagic, £24.99).

PEREGRINES, fastest of all birds, are not just moving into cities but thriving 
there. It’s one of Britain’s great wildlife success stories, says Ben Hoare.
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IN FOCUS

Norwich Cathedral’s 
male peregrine deftly 
passes a half-plucked 

collared dove to his mate. As 
is usual in this species and 

many other birds of prey, the 
female is substantially larger.
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LANGURS

Red-shanked 
douc langurs are 
folivorous, with 
an estimated 75 
per cent of their 
diet consisting 
of small, tender 
leaves. They will 
also eat buds, 
fruit, seeds 
and flowers.  

T
he clouds around Monkey Mountain were 
quickly darkening, but the hunt was on. 
We abandoned a Vietnam War-era jeep on 
a quiet road in Son Tra and set out into the 
mountainous jungle on foot, hoping to catch a 
glimpse of a Critically Endangered mammal. 
After an hour’s walk in thick humidity the 
treetops were beginning to sway as the 

afternoon rain started to come down. My guide Le Thanh 
Hoang glanced at me but said nothing, gesturing to a part of 
the canopy that was moving significantly more than the rest.

I looked up and, after a frustrating minute or so, I saw 
it. A small face between the branches. It stared at us and 
we stared back through binoculars as it emerged from the 
foliage. I was instantly entranced by this most colourful of 
creatures: its white beard and bowler hat of black fur on the 
top of its head, the rusty-red fur on its legs and, in between, 
a pale-yellow face with deep black, inquisitive eyes.

The red-shanked douc langur is by some distance 

the most graceful primate I’ve ever seen. Its signature 
characteristic, as its name suggests, is colourful legs. 
During my sighting, the monkey occasionally ducked 
beneath the branches to shield from the rain, but for over 
10 minutes Hoang and I held its gaze. I wondered who was 
the observed and who the observer, before we realised a 
baby douc was lurking nearby. Five minutes later, 10 or so 
doucs had passed through the same tree.

Macaques are among the various other primates found 
here at Monkey Mountain on Son Tra, a forest-covered 
peninsula in central Vietnam. But the red-shanked douc 
is not only spectacular: it also happens to be one of the 
rarest creatures on the planet. The current estimate is 
that there are fewer than 700 red-shanked doucs left 
at Son Tra – and certainly fewer than 5,000 in all of 
Vietnam – but they are increasing.

“In 2007 there were about 200 individuals, but in 2014 
we counted 680,” Hoang tells me, as we rush back to the 
jeep in the pouring rain. Hoang works for the Douc Langur 
Foundation (DLF), patrolling the thick forest to remove 
snares and traps placed around Son Tra by local hunters. 
“Last year three men were sent to prison for killing and 
torturing doucs, the first time ever in Vietnam,” says 
Hoang about some of the DLF’s recent achievements, 
though doucs are still often taken for food.

The DLF recently discovered charcoal camps, and 
successfully prosecuted the perpetrators, which is key; forest 
loss in this part of Vietnam is perhaps the biggest threat to 
primates in general. In 2015, the IUCN Primate Specialist 
Group in South-east Asia listed 11 of Vietnam’s primates as 
Critically Endangered, up from seven species in 2008.

The red-shanked doucs’ range occupies roughly the 
central third of Vietnam, extending west into neighbouring 
Laos and the north-eastern corner of Cambodia. Within 
Vietnam by far the biggest population is at Son Tra. Laos 

THE RED-SHANKED DOUC IS NOT 
ONLY SPECTACULAR: IT ALSO 
HAPPENS TO BE ONE OF THE 
RAREST CREATURES ON EARTH.



has more undisturbed forest, so there are almost certainly
more douc populations waiting to be discovered in the
country, but its forests are heavily hunted. In some regions, 
the ranges of grey- and black-shanked doucs overlap with 
those of their red-shanked cousin, notably in Chu Mom Ray 
National Park in southern Vietnam.

COLLECTIVE CHILDCARE

But Son Tra is the place to see red-shanked doucs. “At Son 
Tra, the doucs are unique because they allow themselves
to be observed, whereas in every other place we’ve studied
them, all you see is their rear end as they run into the 
forest,” says Lois K Lippold, founder of the DLF and one 
of the foremost experts on the species. Since the 1960s, 
she has witnessed and documented many intriguing douc 
behaviours that place them apart from other primates.

“They’re very communal – when there’s a baby, it’s 
everybody’s job to look after it,” Lippold says, explaining
that most of the females in a troop are sisters, but that 
males also join in with childcare. She’s even witnessed an
orphan being adopted and carried around by a male. “The 
passing around of infants is what we call ‘aunting’, which is
characteristic of this group of monkey,” Lippold continues,
though she stops short of calling it unique.

After all, there are relatively few ongoing, long-term 
studies of wild primate behaviour, with Jane Goodall’s work
in Tanzania since the 1960s uncovering the then-unknown
wild chimpanzees a notable exception. “Generally, primate
scientists go into the field for a year and they think they 
know everything, but we’re into our tenth year and we still 
don’t know for sure what they eat,” says Lippold.

It’s not for the want of trying. Since 2007, the DLFC
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Le Thanh Hoang of 
the Douc Langur 

Foundation removes a 
trap left by poachers 

on the forest floor. 

Forests are rapidly 
disappearing in 

Vietnam as a result 
of logging and 

agriculture. ‘Monkey 
bridges’ connect 

douc langur habitat.

A male protects an
infant while feeding 
high in treetops: douc
langur parenting duties 
are shared among
adults in the group.  
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Above: an adult 
male and juvenile
feed in the forest
canopy, Vietnam.
Below: an infant
douc langur is 
weighed at Cuc
Phuong National 
Park, Vietnam.

has supported Vietnamese biologists and botanists to 
observe, collect data on the diet, behaviour and ecology of 
the doucs, and generally document their development at 
Son Tra. It’s been discovered that douc groups vary 
in their numbers from one season to another, and that
they have a seasonal rotation of about 25 things they 
eat. They go for the youngest, smallest leaves – which is 
why they move from tree to tree so quickly – while their 
sacculated, three-chambered stomachs mean they have 
to eat and sleep a great deal.

Big eaters and big sleepers, doucs do not have much
time left for ‘classic’ primate behaviour, such as grooming.
“We never see any screaming, yelling, hair-pulling or 
threatening behaviour towards each other,” says Lippold,
though she thinks there is an increasing aggression
towards humans in areas where poaching is common.

LOCAL ENGAGEMENT

The red-shanked doucs are at high risk of extinction, and
Son Tra Nature Reserve – which is only 30km2 in size – is an
equally blessed and cursed place for them to make their last
stand. Although the virgin forest is the perfect environment 
for them to flourish, the peninsula suffers from the
proximity of Danang, a fast-growing city.

Local people often visit the forest to collect plants for
medicines, rattan for making furniture, and the fruit
on which the doucs gorge. “It’s illegal, but they’ve done 
it for years, and they do it because they’ve always done

it, not because they need to,” explains Lippold. During
the Vietnamese New Year (called Tet) in January, it is an
important part of the local culture to obtain something
from the forest, and the favourite is a branch of fig – douc
food. So this January DLF volunteers went out into the 
forest to explain the problem and discourage the habit. “It
is the first time anyone has said anything to these people, 
but it’s vital,” says Lippold.

Just as important is the DLF’s conservation work 
at Son Tra to collaborate with the park and forestry 
authorities. That’s not always been an easy thing 
to do in a country where bribe
are endemic. “We weren’t bei
in finding hunters or trappers
suspected one of the member
of the forest protection group
was corrupt,” says Lippold. 
“We discovered that he was
supporting hunting of the 
doucs, but we caught him, 
and now there’s a new
team there.”

The current solution, while 
less than perfect, does get
results. “We have to ‘financially
reward’ the rangers to go out
hunting for traps,” says Lippold
choosing her words carefully.C
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“WE SUSPECTED ONE OF THE MEMBERS 
OF THE FOREST PROTECTION GROUP 
WAS CORRUPT AND FOUND THAT HE 
WAS SUPPORTING DOUC HUNTING.”



The red-shanked
douc can be 
distinguished
from other
species of douc 
by its chestnut-
red lower legs
and collar.

WAR ON MONKEY MOUNTAIN

LANGURS 

Son Tra Mountain, in what is now known as 

the Son Tra Nature Reserve, was nicknamed

‘Monkey Mountain’ by US soldiers during the

Vietnam War. With a peak 693m above sea level,

it was an important observation base from the 

moment American ground troops first arrived 

in the country in March 1965 on China Beach 

directly below. Called ‘Monkey Mountain’ on 

military maps, it hosted radar domes and a

helipad, which still remain near the peak at Ban 

Co. Here, red-shanked douc langurs can often be 

seen near a statue of an old man sitting beside

a huge chessboard painted on a large rock 

(though you will also see Vietnamese teenagers 

taking selfies). It was during the Vietnam War

that the red-shanked douc langur was first 

recorded on Son Tra, but reports of the species’ 

extinction post-war proved incorrect.

Two radar domes 
can still be seen on 
Son Tra Mountain. 

Paying forest protection rangers to encourage them to do
their job and follow the law might seem strange but it’s
either that, or no traps get cleared.

This is despite the DLF knowing exactly who the 
trappers are – and even that there are 12 of them 
operating in Son Tra (its staff know because of the 
signature way the traps are set). But rangers and DLF 
staff alike have been threatened. It’s very dangerous 
work. “Traps are set seasonally – usually in a long line 
– and they’re really hard to find, so staff need to get off 
their motorbikes and go into the forest,” says Lippold.

BUILDING BRIDGES

Development on Son Tra is another threat to the doucs, and
there’s no doubt that destruction of primary forest must
cease permanently if the doucs are to have any chance
of survival. One example, according to Lippold, was the
building of the sprawling Danang Sun Peninsula Resort in
2011. However, the hotel – much of which is themed around
monkeys – is making efforts to mitigate any damage.

‘Monkey bridges’ have been installed across the hotel’s
golf cart-only paths and a sizeable wild forested no-go zone
has been created on the slopes at its centre. “I wanted
to have a green lung in the middle of the resort that was
impossible to build on in the future,” says Bill Bensley, the
Bangkok-based, US-born architect of the resort. “After all,
we are the guests in this forest.”

Doucs roam freely around the resort; guests are told to
refrain from feeding them and not to leave their windows
open. “When they built the resort, we were worried that the 
forest would be destroyed,” says Hoang. “But now I think 
it’s good, because it means the wildlife is protected in the 
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JAMIE CARTER 

is a journalist 

who focuses 

on the natural world.

FIND OUT MORE

Learn more about the issues at

www.douclangur.org and www.

fauna-flora.org/explore/vietnam

+

Whether you’re staying in nearby 

Danang, the UNESCO-protected

ancient trading port at Hoi An,

or within the forest itself, Son Tra

is the easiest place to see a red-

shanked douc langur in the wild.

ACCOMMODATION

Nearby accommodation includes 

the InterContinental Danang Sun 

Peninsula Resort (www.danang.

intercontinental.com), within

which red-shanked doucs are

frequented observed.

TOUR OPERATORS

Doucs can be also seen on the 

‘Monkey Mountain Explorer’ tour

offered by Vietnam Jeep Tour 

(www.vietnamjeeptour.com) and 

the ‘Danang–Son Tra Peninsula’

hiking tour run by Lotussia Travel 

(www.hikingvietnam.com).

WHEN TO GO

Avoid the rainy season from 

September to December when

the doucs have more to eat and 

don’t show themselves as much. 

The best time to visit is just after

Tet (Vietnamese New Year) in

January or February, until about 

May. The monkeys are most

active in early morning.

HOW TO SEE VIETNAM’S  

RED-SHANKED DOUC LANGURS

Being highly acrobatic 
and exclusively arboreal, 

red-shanked douc langurs 
are seldom – if ever – 

seen on the ground. 
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White storks also  
find this purpose-built 
lesser kestrel nesting 
tower irresistible.

whole area.” There are three groups of 12 doucs living
in the vicinity, and it’s perfectly possible to stand on the
hotel terraces and walkways for hours studying them. 
I did this myself, observing three doucs over a couple
of hours. Herein lies the hotel’s main contribution to 
solving the problem of the disappearing doucs: local and 
international awareness.

ALTERING ATTITUDES

The dream of conservationists is to turn Son Tra and 
other sensitive areas of Vietnam into responsible 
ecotourism destinations. Lippold says, “If tourists come 
to see the doucs alive, it’s easier to convince the locals to
save the forest because tourists give them an income.”

Projects such as one encouraging photographers to 
take pictures of the doucs to display in Danang, as well as
visits to schools by the DLF and other conservationists, 
are beginning to create a local cult appeal around the 
doucs that might just save them.

Despite an embryonic pride in the primates, 
sustainable ecotourism still seems a long way off.
“They’re just not there yet in Vietnam,” she says. “The 
general outlook is: ‘If it’s out there and I can kill it, 
why not?’. People don’t think about the future.”

All of which begs the question: can the red-shanked 
douc langur survive? “We just don’t know,” admits
the DLF founder. “In other places they have become 
extinct, so unless we can figure out something these 
may follow.” This is a story of safeguarding a natural 
environment that is under increasing pressure from 
hunting, deforestation and development.

“If the people of Danang get behind protecting the 
doucs, that would help, but they just can’t take any
more territory on Son Tra to build another hotel,” says 
Lippold. Even just a few hectares of trees makes a big 
difference, since it takes a lifetime for them to grow 
back. The wonderfully curious, colourful and 
communal red-shanked douc langurs simply don’t 
have that kind of time.have that kind of time

Sunset on Ban Co peak 
at Son Tra Mountain, 

or ‘Monkey Mountain’. 
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cleverness

crows

A

of



Jackdaws are both 
inquisitive – this one 
is investigating a car 

windscreen wiper – and 
highly intelligent. A tame 

jackdaw was once trained by 
Italian thieves to steal from 

cash machines. 

Fable and anecdotal evidence has persuaded us that 

crows and other members of the family Corvidae are 

among the smartest in the animal kingdom. But is this 

reputation deserved? Jo Wimpenny reports. 
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CORVIDS

T
he infamous crow family – mischief-makers, 
messengers and omens of death; beautiful in 
sleek iridescence and magisterial in their swagger. 
Their scientific name is Corvidae, and as well as 
crows they include ravens, rooks, jackdaws, jays, 

magpies, choughs, treepies and nutcrackers. There are over 
120 species and they’re astoundingly successful in habitats 
ranging from the Arctic to deserts, from coasts to the 
Himalayas, and from wilderness to inner cities.

Corvids are songbirds, and while they rarely sing they 
do have a remarkably diverse vocal repertoire, including 
mimicry. There are notable exceptions to their all-black 
plumage, particularly in exotic locations (the Sri Lanka 
blue magpie is spectacular, as is the green jay of South and 
Central America). Even closer to home, 
the Eurasian jay is a visual treat with 
its rich chestnut body, cerulean wing 
edges and dapper black moustache. 
True, there aren’t many people who’d 
enter the corvids into a beauty contest. 
But what they lack in aesthetics, they 
make up for in brains.

The notion of corvid cleverness 
dates to Ancient Greece and has 
been embedded into our collective 
consciousness. But only in the past 30 
years or so has the science existed to 

support it. Today, there are dedicated corvid research centres 
around the world, and they are making fascinating insights. 

‘Intelligence’ is a term we throw around casually, yet one 
that escapes robust definition. It’s difficult enough to agree 
on a concept of human intelligence – and we can verbalise 
our decision-making. So how do we study it in animals? We 
can’t ask animals to talk us through their thought processes, 
but we can make inferences about their mental abilities 
from the way they behave in a situation, particularly when 
that situation has been well thought through and carefully 
designed. At the heart of animal intelligence research is 

“TO THE AMAZEMENT

OF THE RESEARCHERS

‘BETTY’ THE CROW

BENT THE WIRE 

TO CREATE A HOOK.”

Above: a raven 
opens a food 
hopper during a 
cognitive test at 
Austria’s Konrad 
Lorenz Institute.
Right: New 
Caledonian 
crows have a 
grasp of water 
displacement 
comparable to 
a small child’s.  
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BRIGHT  
BIRDS THE  

CORVIDS

flexible problem-solving, which may involve different
cognitive traits such as learning speed, concept
formation, abstract thought or self-awareness.

Unfortunately, there is no gold standard test that can 
simply be rolled out to all species for an intelligence score,
so researchers assess multiple traits with one species to
build up an overall intelligence profile. The methods used
to investigate these traits often differ between species based
on ecological relevance: you would, for example, struggle to 
draw any meaningful conclusions about self-recognition by 
putting a mole in front of a mirror.

FINDING A SOLUTION

New Caledonian crows are the avian superstars of tool use, 
and their behaviour has helped to overturn entrenched 
beliefs about primate-focused intelligence and bird brains. 
The research didn’t begin until the mid-1990s, when a
paper was published on New Caledonian crows’ natural
tool use and manufacture. Fast forward a few years and
a captive female called ‘Betty’ catapulted these crows 
to fame with a spectacular feat of innovative problem-
solving. She was faced with a bucket of food that was out
of reach at the bottom of a vertical tube, and provided with 
two tools – one straight, one hooked. 

Unexpectedly, her mate pilfered the functional hooked 
tool, apparently sabotaging Betty’s ability to get the food. 
But, to the amazement of the research team, she was
undeterred and simply bent the straight wire to create 
her own hook. She did it again and again – it was no 
fluke – and the resulting publication was picked up by 
media outlets worldwide. Together with the behaviour of 
other birds on a range of different tool tasks it became 
apparent that New Caledonian crows were flexible, 
innovative problem-solvers, capable of learning simple 
rules to solve problems they faced rapidly, but also of 
planning their actions and devising novel solutions to 
tasks that could not be anticipated. 

Recently another island-dwelling corvid – the Hawaiian 
crow – has also been shown to be proficient at using 
tools. The two species are only distantly related, raising 
the possibility that island ecology selected for the 
evolution of tool use in these remarkable birds. 

NEW CALEDONIAN CROW

Quickly and flexibly solves tool-related 

problems, such as choosing tools of the 

right size for a task, making new tools, 

using tools in the correct sequence, and 

(as in Aesop’s fable) using objects 

to raise the water level.

EURASIAN MAGPIE

May recognise itself in the mirror, 

suggesting an awareness of ‘self’.  

It the only bird known to possibly be able 

to do this. Can also identify individual 

humans, and respond accordingly.

COMMON RAVEN

Adapts its cache-protection 

strategies, including 

tactical deception, to suit each 

situation. Able, like domestic dogs, 

to follow the gaze of humans. Can also 

pull strings to retrieve food.

WESTERN SCRUB JAY 

Has an episodic-like 

memory – it recalls what, 

when and where things are. 

Can plan for the future.  

Like the common raven, it  

is also flexible in its cache-

protection strategies.

ROOK

Forms alliances and makes 

efforts to repair ‘friendships’ 

after conflicts. Chooses 

appropriate tools and can 

fashion new ones. Uses objects 

to raise water level.

EURASIAN JAY

Plans ahead in relation to food 

caching. Shows awareness of its 

partner’s preferences when sharing 

food. Uses objects to raise water level.

CARRION CROW

Drops nuts under passing 

vehicles to crack them, and 

uses rocks or tarmac to smash 

molluscs. Distinguishes familiar 

and non-familiar human voices.

WESTERN JACKDAW

Recognises human faces  

and follows human cues, for 

example tracking our gaze. 

Vast numbers of 
rooks gather to roost 
at RSPB Buckenham 

Marshes, Norfolk. Most 
corvids are social.
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CORVIDS

No other corvid routinely uses tools in the wild, although 
numerous anecdotal reports exist, including the suggested 
use of tools for play. Under captive conditions, the situation 
is a little different. Rooks that have been trained to pull 
up food with a hook will also bend wire to fashion a hook 
when no other tool is available, and rooks and jays both 
successfully solved Aesop’s fable of the Crow and the Pitcher, 
dropping stones into a water-filled tube to raise the level 
and bring food to the surface. Ravens are also quite adept 
at pulling up strings to access food, to the frustration of 
fishermen who return to an ice hole to find their catch gone. 

Tools provide a means to access a difficult source of food. 
Another challenge is food encased in a hard shell. Smashing 
these objects open takes time and energy. Fortunately, 
there’s an easier way and numerous corvid species have 
cottoned on to it, carrying the objects to high points then 
dropping them onto hard surfaces below. Some crows in 
Japan and California have taken it one step further, roping 
unwitting humans in to assist with the task. When traffic 
stops at a pedestrian crossing, the birds hop down and place 
nuts on the road. As the lights change, the birds fly off and 
cars drive over the nuts, cracking them open. Next time the 
traffic stops, the birds rejoin the pedestrians on the crossing 
– this time to pick up their very easy meal. 

Dealing with the physical world is only one part of corvid 
life, however. The other is the social world. A popular theory 
suggests that human brain size increased to allow us to keep 
track of relationships and politics. This hypothesis has also 
been implicated in the evolution of chimpanzee intelligence. 
So how does it fit with corvids?

FRIENDS AND FOES

Most corvids are social, inspiring various poetic collective 
names: a murder of crows, parliament of rooks, clattering 
of jackdaws, unkindness of ravens. Sociality produces some 
fascinating behaviour, so it’s worth visiting a rookery, such 
as RSPB Buckenham Marshes in Norfolk, where in winter 
tens of thousands of rooks come in at dusk to roost.

Rooks form lifelong pair bonds and long-term alliances 
with other members of their group, and studies reveal that 
they work to maintain these relationships. For example, 
after a pair of rooks squabbles there is a spike in bonding 
behaviour such as bill twining – the avian equivalent of 
kissing. Bystanders to a fight show consolation behaviour to 
the victim – especially if the victim shows distress, or it’s a 
bird with which they have a particularly close relationship.

Ravens also frequently squabble as they challenge and 
reassert dominance status within their group. They will 
similarly console a ‘friend’ if it is the victim in a fight, and 
have shown evidence of remembering which birds they like 
and dislike for up to three years.

In fact, overall the corvid family is exceptionally good 
at remembering things, including – as revealed by an 
ingenious mask-wearing experiment on a Seattle university 

Above: ravens 
are known to fly 
upside-down – are 
they doing it for 
fun? Left: a carrion 
crow watches 
a grey squirrel 
burying a peanut 
and will later steal 
the cache. Below: a 
Clark’s nutcracker 
may bury up to 
100,000 seeds 
each spring.

“WHEN THE 

TRAFFIC STOPS

AT A PEDESTRIAN 

CROSSING, THE 

BIRDS HOP DOWN

AND PLACE NUTS 

ON THE ROAD.”
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CLEVER CORVIDS

own. To combat this, scrub jays and ravens have some 
anti-thievery tricks. If being watched when storing food, 
they make it harder for the potential thief by hiding 
the food behind barriers, or in shadowy areas, and they 
are likely to keep moving and re-hiding it – particularly 
if they have stolen other birds’ food in the past. If 
stashing food in private, they re-hide it much less often. 
If a mirror is present when they are caching, they also 
recache at a similarly low rate, indicating that they know 
the reflected image is not a potential thief. 

SELF-AWARENESS

It is trickier to say whether they recognise themselves in 
the mirror, and stronger evidence for this comes from a 
study on magpies. When coloured spots were applied to 
magpie throat feathers, some birds tried to remove the spot
when they were in front of a mirror. Many animals do not
‘pass’ this test, reacting to their reflection as if it is another 
individual. Although the experiment is not conclusive,
magpies join a small club, including chimps, elephants and
dolphins, that may have a concept of ‘self’.

All the evidence we are amassing on corvid behaviour 
suggests that this family may possess a ‘cognitive toolkit’ of 
traits allowing them to respond to novel situations flexibly 
and opportunistically. This is also true of chimps, perhaps 
unsurprisingly given their relatively recent evolutionary
divergence from hominids. But we’d have to go back around
300 million years to find our common, reptilian ancestor
with birds. Crows and apes have hit upon some markedly 
similar solutions to solve challenges in their physical and
social worlds, but via very different evolutionary pathways:
a striking example of convergent evolution.

This is just a snapshot of the fascinating world of crows. 
There’s so much more: ravens using gaze to communicate, 
jackdaws knowing the right gift to give their partner, New
Caledonian crows using tools to poke an imitation snake. 
So next time you see a crow or magpie, rook or jackdaw, 
watch it awhile. You never know what you might see.

Avian and mammalian 

brains look very different, 

and Victorian anatomists 

labelled the former 

accordingly, concluding 

that birds lacked the 

ability for intelligence as 

they (apparently) only 

had the primitive parts 

of the mammal brain. We 

now know that bird and 

mammal brains evolved 

differently, and for good 

reason: flight imposes 

selection pressure for 

highly efficient, compact, 

lightweight brains. In fact, 

bird brains are packed 

more densely with neurons 

than mammalian ones, 

particularly in areas of the 

forebrain associated with 

advanced cognitive ability. 

The old insult ‘bird-brained’ 

is far off the mark: in terms 

of intelligence, birds are 

more like ‘feathered apes’ 

than we ever realised.

BIRD BRAINS

FIND OUT MORE

Discover more

about the 

research into

corvid behaviour

at http://bit.

ly/2rpHrau 

and http://bit.

ly/2rpCq1Q.

+

JO WIMPENNY studied crows for her PhD. She 

recently co-authored Ten Thousand Birds: Ornithology 

Since Darwin (Princeton University Press, £37.95).

campus – the faces of humans who 
have caught them. But it’s food 
hoarding where their memory skills
excel. Many corvids stash food to eat
later, including Clark’s nutcrackers, 
which bury up to a staggering 100,000
seeds in different locations each
spring, and can recover pretty much all
of them come winter. Western scrub
jays also cache food. Experiments
have shown that the birds remember
where they have stored food, what they
stored (perishable worms or nuts) and how long ago (they
selectively recover nuts after a certain time has elapsed,
suggesting they know the worms have rotted).

Western scrub jays also demonstrate evidence of 
future planning, suggesting that mentally they can move
backwards and forwards in time. In one experiment, 
jays learned that they would be shut into one of two
compartments in the morning – one contained food, the 
other did not. When given the opportunity to store food
in either room the night before, jays stored most of the
food in the ‘no breakfast’ room, indicating that they were 
thinking ahead to their future needs.

The other challenge associated with food caching is 
that, when your back is turned, it may get pilfered; after 
all, it’s much easier to steal food than go and find your 

“IF THE RAVENS

ARE BEING WATCHED 

WHEN STORING 

FOOD THEY HIDE 

THEIR CACHE.”

Above: a hooded 
crow tries to
open a bottle.
Some studies
suggest the
problem-solving
capabilities of 
corvids are
a match for
great apes.

A scan of a crow’s brain. 
Among birds, corvids 
show exceptional 
cognitive flexibility. 

C
lo

c
k

w
is

e
 f

ro
m

 n
u

tc
ra

c
k

e
r:

 S
tu

a
rt

 W
ils

o
n

/
S

c
ie

n
c

e
 S

o
u

rc
e

/a
rd

e
a

.c
o

m
; 

N
ic

k
 U

p
to

n
/

N
P

L
; 

E
s

p
e

n
 B

e
rg

e
rs

e
n

/
N

P
L

;

J
o

h
n

 M
a

rz
lu

ff
 &

 R
o

b
e

rt
 M

iy
a

o
k

a
/

U
n

iv
e

rs
it

y
 o

f 
W

a
s

h
in

g
to

n
; 

M
a

rk
u

s
 V

a
re

s
v

u
o

/
N

P
L





ii UNDERSTAND THE ISSUES | BE PART OF THE SOLUTION

AGENDA
ANALYSIS

June 2017 BBC Wildlife 53

DID YOU 
KNOW?

wildlife is an unfortunate side-
effect of people moving into 
wild areas to farm the land. 

In areas where jaguars are 
found that means more are 
likely to come into contact with 
people and their livestock. If 
the cattle are not well protected 
and the jaguar’s wild prey has 
diminished, the big 
cats occasionally take 
livestock instead. 

While killing jaguars 
– in whatever way – is 
illegal in Bolivia, it 
doesn’t stop people 
from bragging about it.

“Here they openly 
talk about it. You go 
to a cattle ranch and 

people say they killed a jaguar,”
said researcher Nuno Negröes 
Soares from the Bolivian 
Association for Research and 
Conservation of Amazonian 
Andean Ecosystem. “There’s no 
one to control these actions.”

One rancher confessed to 
poisoning four jaguars on 

his farm and a local
veterinary supplies 
seller admitted to 
Soares that the best 
way to kill jaguars is 
with poison.

An increase in the 
use of such poisons 
could seriously 
jeopardise wildlife 
conservation efforts.

But Guido Ayala, of the WCS, 
believes there are reasons 
to be optimistic. “The most 
effective solution is livestock
management by ranchers, 
which decreases conflict with 
jaguars,” he said.

This approach, combined 
with educating communities 
about wildlife laws and 
improving law enforcement, 
could mean that Bolivia’s
jaguars are protected for future 
generations. Niki Rust

POISON THREAT TO JAGUARS

CAN BIG
BUSINESSES 
BENEFIT 
WILDLIFE?
O CONSERVATION GROUPS AND 
THEIR PARTNERSHIPS, SEE P60

J
aguars in Bolivia are facing 
a new threat. Ranchers have 
started poisoning livestock 

carcasses to kill the cats that 
J
prey on cattle, and this could 
reverse recent successful efforts 
to increase populations to the 
northwest of the country.

Historically, Bolivian ranchers
chased jaguars from their farms 
with dogs or would sometimes 
shoot them, but researchers 
from the Wildlife Conservation 
Society (WCS) have received
reports that people are now 
starting to use a common 
herbicide called carbofuran as 
an easier way of targeting South 
America’s biggest cat. 

Conflict between humans and 

FARMERS IN BOLIVIA ARE FLOUTING LAWS TO KILL SOUTH AMERICA’S BIG CAT BECAUSE OF ATTACKS ON CATTLE. 
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Jaguars are not 

only threatened 

by ranchers. 

Criminals are 

now targeting 

jaguars to sell 

their skins and 

fangs in China.

+ FIND OUT MORE

Wildlife Conservation Society 

www.wcs.org/our-work/

species/jaguars

Farmers in Bolivia are 
resorting to lacing 
carcasses with a deadly 
poison to kill jaguars, 
which they see as a 
threat to their cattle.
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African countries go the extra 

mile to protect their largest 

species, scientists say.

Which nations make the most 
effort to protect their large wild 
animals or megafauna?

The answers are not only
surprising but have significant
implications for the conservation 
of large carnivores and
herbivores across the planet.

According to researchers, four
of the top five countries with the 
best records are African, with only 
three Asian and four European
countries in the top 20.

Botswana has the highest 
score in the analysis, followed by 
Namibia, Tanzania and Bhutan.

The scientists developed their 
‘conservation index’ by looking 
at three things – the geographic 
spread of large animals within a 
country, the proportion of their 
habitat that is strictly protected 
and the proportion of GDP that is 
put into their conservation.

Any herbivore or omnivore 
above 100kg, or carnivore above 
15kg, counted as megafauna.

Dr Peter Lindsey, of the big cat 
conservation group Panthera, says
they chose to measure individual 

nations’ contribution to protecting 
biodiversity through megafauna 
for a number of reasons.

“In general, they are doing 
poorly, are difficult to live with 
and have very strong roles as 
keystone species,” Lindsey says. 
“They also engender unparalleled 
passion among global citizens.”

Lindsey carried out the research 
after seeing sheep grazing in a 
British national park.

“What kind of sacrifice is it if 
a national park is used for sheep 
and human habitation and there 
are no moves to reintroduce 
indigenous species, such as lynx 

or wolves, that once occurred 
there?” Lindsey says.

“In Zimbabwe, people are poor 
and depend on crops or livestock, 
and so affected much more by 
large animals such as lions and 
elephants. It’s a good example 
of the inequity in terms of the 
conservation effort and sacrifice 
made by different countries of the 
world.” James Fair
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AFRICA TOPS MEGAFAUNA PROTECTION

It’s not easy living with 
elephants because 

they eat crops – but 
this is reality for some 
of the poorest people 

on the planet.

SEA FAN WOES

Pink sea fans in the English 

Channel are falling victim to

discarded fishing gear and other 

marine debris, according to

scientists from the University of

Plymouth. They say sea fans are

dislodged from the seabed by

gillnets and then pick up other

marine litter in the currents.

ANY NEGATIVE 
INFLUENCE ON 

THESE FORESTS COULD 
HAVE BRUTAL EFFECTS.”

Steve Backshall on plans for a bridge in Borneo’s
Kinabatangan Forest. Also opposed by Sir David
Attenborough, the scheme was later cancelled.

+ FIND OUT MORE

Global Ecology and 

Conservation http://bit.

ly/2rmxY4B

MEGAFAUNA CONSERVATION: WHO DOES THE MOST?

0 33.1 60.8 69.1 77.3 82.3 87.5 100 

The darker the shade of green, 

the more effort a country makes

to protect its large species. The

map shows that Southern and 

East African nations do well, as do

Scandinavia and North America.
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Rearing black-tailed godwit 
chicks in captivity may 

help boost numbers.

GO, GODWIT, GO
Rare British breeding wader 

given helping hand to improve 

fledgling survival rates.

Conservationists are using a
technique perfected on one of 
the world’s rarest birds to help a
struggling British species.

A joint Wildfowl & Wetlands 
Trust (WWT) and RSPB project
has recently begun hand-rearing 
26 black-tailed godwit chicks, 
and will release them into the 
wild when they are old enough.

Known as ‘headstarting’, it has
also been applied to the spoon-
billed sandpiper, a tiny Asian 
wader close to extinction.

The premise is that, by 
collecting eggs from wild birds 
and rearing the chicks, a greater 
number survive to fledging age.

Black-tailed godwits are 
waders with an almost global 
distribution. Numbers have 
declined markedly in the UK in
recent years and there are now 
only 60 known breeding pairs 
in the country, most of which 
nest in the Ouse and Nene 
Washes of East Anglia.

+ FIND OUT MORE

Project Godwit www.

projectgodwit.org.uk

SWAN STRONG

Swans are no more aggressive 

than other birds, according to 

the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust 

(WWT). “After analysing data 

from species all over the world, 

we found that [aggression] boils 

down to being male and adult,” 

says WWT’s principle research 

officer Dr Kevin Wood.

The number of vaquitas, a species of 

porpoise from the Gulf of California, known 

to survive in the wild. Vaquitas are caught 

in gillnets set to catch totoabas. These fish 

fetch a high price in China for the supposed 

medicinal quality of their swimbladders.30

What do you farm?

A mix of wheat, 

rapeseed, fava beans 

and barley on 280ha in 

Northamptonshire.

How do you care

for wildlife on 

your farm?

Rather than 

putting more 

pesticides or 

herbicides on 

our crops, we use 

other methods 

to improve the 

soil and increase 

yields. We

sow winter cover crops,

especially legumes, which 

fix nitrogen and boost 

microflora and fauna in the

soil, and use companion

plants to attract 

pollinators.

Do you use pesticides?

Yes, but sparingly. On 

rapeseed, for example, now 

that we can no longer use

neonicotinoids, we do have

to spray if there is a flea 

beetle infestation. In this

situation, we go early in the

morning or late evening 

when it’s colder and bees

are unlikely to be around.

Would you use neonics?

No, though I have done and

thought they were fantastic 

in many ways because they 

were highly targeted at the 

pest insect. But research

has shown they persist in

the environment more than 

originally realised.

What if the ban ended?

No, I think we have to be

cleverer about how we 

farm, instead. For example, 

I think we’ve created 

the flea beetle problem 

by growing too much 

rapeseed, so on our farm,

we’ve reduced it to just 10 

per cent of our output.

Why grow rapeseed?

It’s been a fantastic

commercial product for

us over the years. We 

coldpress the crop on 

our farm and sell our

‘Mellow Yellow’ brand of

oil to major supermarkets.

It’s very hard to make

money farming, and I have 

to make this business 

both economically 

and environmentally 

sustainable.

What else do you do?

I’ve planted trees and 

hedges and farmed 

under Environmental 

Stewardship for years.

SEPARATING FACT FROM FICTION
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Could growing too 
much rapeseed be 

counterproductive?

CONVENTIONAL 

FARMERS ARE 

OFTEN BLAMED FOR 

DECLINING WILDLIFE 

POPULATIONS, BUT 

MANY OF US DO TRY 

TO BE RESPONSIBLE, 

SAYS DUNCAN 

FARRINGTON.

DUNCAN FARRINGTON  
runs Farrington Oils  
www.farrington-oils.co.uk  
O Want to comment? Email
wildlifeletters@immediate.co.uk
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FACT FILE

HABITAT Freshwater wetlands 

in Canada and the US for 

breeding; fresh and salt 

marshes for overwintering

DIET Tubers, small mammals, 

amphibians, reptiles and 

invertebrates such as clams

THREATS Deterioration and 

loss of habitat, illegal shooting, 

and collisions with power lines

WHOOPING CRANE
GRUS AMERICANA

IUCN RED LIST STATUS

ENDANGERED!



C
onservation efforts to 
rescue the whooping
crane from the brink of 

extinction have been going on 
for some 50 years, but there are 
still just over 600 birds split into 
four separate wild flocks and 

some birds in captivity.
So, why did this lovely, 

1.5m tall species almost 
disappear, how did we 
save it and what more 
needs to be done?

The whooping crane’s 
decline began towards the 
end of the 1800s, when 
wetlands were drained 
and prairies ploughed 
up. As they became rarer, 

specimens and eggs became 
collectors’ items, leading to further 
losses and, by 1940, there were 
only two small flocks in Canada 
and the US, numbering fewer 
than 40 birds – the migratory 
Aransas-Wood Buffalo flock and 
non-migratory Louisiana flock. 

Conservation efforts were
directed to protecting habitat 
in these areas and building up 
flock numbers by raising chicks 

CONSERVATION

INSIGHT
WHOOPING CRANE

ONCE REDUCED TO FEWER THAN 
40 INDIVIDUALS, TODAY’S STORY 
OF  WHOOPING CRANES IS ONE OF 
SUCCESS, SAYS ANNE LACY.

`
EFFORTS 
WERE 

DIRECTED TO 
PROTECTING 
HABITAT IN 
TWO AREAS.” 

in captivity. The youngsters 
were taught to migrate from 
breeding grounds in Wisconsin 
to overwinter in Florida by 
training them to follow a 
microlight aircraft. Today, 
that flock numbers about 100 
individuals, though very few 
birds go as far as Florida for 
their winter escape. 

There are also two small non-
migratory groups of cranes in 
Louisiana and Florida.

Although the microlights were
critical for putting larger number
of birds on the landscape, the
International Crane Foundation
and their partners no longer use
these. In 2016 they switched to
releasing parent-reared chicks
(to reduce interaction with staff)
near adult cranes.

Threats to the cranes still 
exist. There’s illegal shooting, 
and they fly into power lines, 
and although we’re working to 
lessen both of these effects, the 
birds are still very rare.

Climate change could have 
an increasing impact, too – in 
Aransas, there is the threat of 
rising sea levels, coupled withrising sea levels, coupled with 
reduced rainfall and increasing 
water use upstream for cities 
and agriculture. 

Q EXPERT BRIEFING

Four-month-old whooping 
cranes at Horicon Marsh, 

Wisconsin. Full white adult 
feathers are achieved by the 
end of their second summer.

ANNE LACY is a crane researchY
coordinator for the International 
Crane Foundation (ICF). Crane Foundation (ICF). 

AGENDA NEWS

June 2017 5757C eBBC Wildlife

+ FIND OUT MORE

ICF www.savingcranes.

org/species-field-guide/

whooping-crane/

To
m

Ly
n

n
/G

e
tty

Im
a

g
e

s
To

m
 Ly

n
n

/G
e

tty
 Im

a
g

e
s

 Migratory route

 Critical habitat

Aransas 
National 
Wi ldl i fe 
Refuge

Wood 
Buffalo 
National 
Park

Atlantic 
Ocean

Gulf of Mexico

Horicon Marsh 
National 
Wi ldl i fe  Refuge





June 2017 BBC Wildlife 59

WHAT IS CANNED 

HUNTING?

Canned hunting is trophy 
hunting at its most 
indefensible: animals are bred 
in captivity specifically for 
hunters to shoot them under 
controlled conditions. A lion, 
for example, is taken from its 
cage and released into a small, 
fenced enclosure where there is 
very little cover and no chance 
of escape. A hunter is then 
driven into the enclosure, right 
up to the animal, to shoot it 
with a shotgun, handgun or 
crossbow. It’s akin to shooting 
a cow in a field.

WHY IS IT SO POPULAR? 

The clue is in the name – 
canned means that the kill is 
guaranteed, or “in the can”. 
The animals have no fear 
of people (most have been 
hand-reared) and are often 
drugged to make them even 
easier game. The hunters 
shoot from point-blank range 
and no experience or skill is 
required. Not only are they 
guaranteed a trophy to brag 
about back home, they pay 
considerably less than for 
traditional trophy hunting.

WHERE DOES IT HAPPEN?

South Africa is considered the 
canned hunting capital of the 
world, with nearly 200 major 
facilities; more than half of the 
hunters come from the USA, 
with significant numbers from 
Germany, Spain and France. 
There are also about 1,000 
facilities of varying size in 28 
states in the USA (roughly half 
of them in Texas) that breed 
many species, including lions. 
Several other countries are 
involved on a smaller scale.

AT A GLANCE...
Mark Carwardine’s
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and other body parts can also 
be sold – into the traditional 

Chinese medicine trade.

WHAT ARE THE 

ARGUMENTS 

AGAINST IT?

Canned hunting is 
immoral – even the 
Professional Hunters’ 

Association of South 
Africa has come out 

strongly against it for 
violating the principle of fair 

chase. It’s cruel – inexperienced 
hunters rarely kill the animals 
with a single shot. And it’s bad 
for conservation – by creating a 
bigger market for lion products 
and putting a clear price-tag on 
the head of every wild lion. 
Far from taking the pressure 
off wild lions, it has merely 
opened up a new market for 
hunters who would not be 
able to afford a wild hunt. 

WHAT NEXT?

Canned hunting is legal and 
flourishing in both South 
Africa and the USA, and it’s 
still legal to bring trophies 
back to many countries. 
However, since the 
documentary Blood Lions 

launched a campaign to stop 
it, Australia and France have 
banned the import of all lion 
trophies, and the USA has 
banned the import of lion 
trophies from captive 
populations. The challenge 
now is to persuade other 
countries to follow suit and, 
ultimately, to close all canned 
hunting ranches.

WHICH SPECIES ARE 

HUNTED?

The most popular animals 
are lions. In South 
Africa alone, there 
are more than 6,000 
captive lions in canned 
hunting facilities and 
800–1,000 of them 
are shot every year. For 
comparison, there are 
fewer than 3,000 wild 
lions in South Africa. But 
canned hunters will pay 
to shoot anything from 
leopards and tigers to 
zebras and crocodiles.

WHERE DO THE ANIMALS 

COME FROM?

Some are privately owned, or 
come from zoos and circuses, 
but most are bred specially. 
They are often held in what 
are effectively factory farms, 
in appalling conditions. Cubs, 
for instance, are taken from 
their mothers and hand-reared 
just a few days after birth to 
make the lionesses breed 
more quickly. In addition, wild 
lions are sometimes caught 
and introduced to maintain a 
diverse gene pool.

IS CANNED HUNTING 

LUCRATIVE?

Yes. The animals are 
commercially exploited from 
beginning to end. Unwitting 
volunteers pay to help hand-
rear the cubs, in the mistaken 
belief that they are working 
in a wildlife sanctuary and 
the animals will be released 
into the wild. Unsuspecting 
tourists pay to pet or walk with 
the lions. Trophy hunters then 
pay to kill them and for their 
heads and skins to be prepared 
to ship back home. The bones 

NOT ONLY 
ARE THEY 

GUARANTEED 
A TROPHY TO 
BRAG ABOUT 
BACK HOME, 
THEY PAY MUCH 
LESS THAN FOR 
TRADITIONAL 
TROPHY 
HUNTING.”

Many captive lions in 
South Africa are bred 
to be shot by hunters. 

+ FIND OUT MORE

Lion populations in Africa: 

http://bit.ly/2pvsTt7

O�Would you like to 
comment? Email 
wildlifeletters@
immediate.co.uk 

MARK CARWARDINE 
is a frustrated and 
frank conservationist.

Every month he 
demystifies some of the 
most important issues 
affecting the world’s 
wildlife and assesses 
the organisations  
that protect it.
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RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN CONSERVATION 
GROUPS AND BIG BUSINESS CAN BRING 
BENEFITS FOR NATURE, BUT SOME PEOPLE 
FEEL THEY COME AT TOO HIGH A PRICE. ARE 
THEY RIGHT OR CAN THE ARRANGEMENT 
WORK FOR ALL? ASKS STUART BLACKMAN.

Y
ou may have been only 
dimly aware, if at all, 
that Coca-Cola has been 
supporting the global 

wildlife group WWF on a range 
of issues, including threats to 
river pollution, and the Arctic 
and its most iconic species, the 
polar bear, since 2007. 

Indeed, WWF has similar 
partnerships with HSBC, 
John West, Unilever and other 
corporate groups. In the year to 
30 June 2016, WWF-UK alone 
took £6.8m in sponsorship 
from corporate donors. 
And – among conservation 
organisations – it is not alone.

Such support and 
sponsorship is widely seen as 
symbiotic. Conservation needs 
cash and commitment, while 
businesses benefit from the 
association with good causes.

But, according to Prof Bill 
Adams from the University of 
Cambridge, there is a price to 
pay for cosying up to corporate 
interests. He likens it to a 
Faustian bargain or pact with 
the devil. “The environmental 
critique of capitalism and big 
business is being forgotten in 
the enthusiasm for localised 
benefits,” he says. “You can’t 
walk into a room and say: ‘I 
think the whole system is sick 
and wrong and your business 
cannot exist in a sustainable 
world. That said, we’d love 

to talk to you about a 
sponsorship programme.’”

However, there’s no doubt 
such alliances get results, and 
not only financial ones, as they 
also present opportunities to 
make the world a little better.

“Business has a big impact on 
the natural world,” says Douglas 
Rouse, director of partnerships 
and philanthropy at WWF-UK. 
“We work with companies to 
help them develop ways of 
doing business that don’t harm 
the planet.” Rouse cites WWF’s 
work with Marks & Spencer, 
helping the retail giant to source 
products such as seafood and 
cotton in more environmentally 
friendly ways.

BUILDING FOR BIRDS

The RSPB has a similar 
arrangement with Barratt 
Homes. “It’s an opportunity 
to influence how they are 
building houses,” says Jeff 
Knott, RSPB’s head of nature 
policy. “That can be simple 
things, such as ensuring swift 
bricks are built into house walls, 
or more complex ones, such 
as designing developments to 
include green space.”

Adams’ concern is that these 
incremental gains come at the 
cost of more ambitious ones. 

“What’s lost is your ability 
to protest,” he says. “Here’s a 
corporation; it’s doing X to the 
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COMMON 
GROUNDS

environment. By engaging with 
it, we can make it do X minus 
Y. Which is good, but it isn’t 
solving the problem.”

According to Pippa Howard, 
director of the business & 
biodiversity programme at 
Fauna & Flora International 
(FFI), however, the Y in this 
equation doesn’t have to 
be small, especially if the 
corporation in question has the 
potential to pose significant 
environmental harm.

Howard says that FFI has 
been influential in developing 
a ‘no net loss’ objective on 
biodiversity for De Beers’ 
diamond mines, for example. 
“We have a very technical input 

into their operations, their 
management plans and risk 
assessments,” she says.

FFI’s very involvement in a 
project carries weight, Howard 
adds, as does the threat of non-
cooperation. She points to the 
Pebble Mine, a huge open-cast 
project proposed in Alaska. 
“This was in the headwaters of 
the Bristol Bay fisheries, a very 
sensitive region. We believed 
absolutely that that project 
should never go ahead. There 
was just too much at stake.”

When FFI withdrew from 
the project, she says, two of the 
corporate partners followed 
suit, and in the end the plans 
were dropped. Adams, though, 
argues that its demise actually 
had more to do with the falling 
price of gold.

ENCOURAGING DIALOGUE

Some environmental problems 
might seem intractable without 
cooperation – or, at least, 
dialogue – between business 
and conservation sectors. 

In January 2016, Defra 
published its Hen Harrier 
Action Plan, a cooperative 
project involving the RSPB, 
the Game & Wildlife 
Conservation Trust (GWCT) 
and Natural England, as well as 
gamekeepers and grouse-moor 
owners, which sought to reduce 
the persecution of the birds on 
England’s grouse moors.

“We have to be open to the 
idea of working with people we 
don’t agree with on everything, 
if it means we can deliver the 
best outcome for nature,” says 
Jeff Knott. But in June last year, 
the RSPB pulled out.

Business is actually very 

good at making money out of 

restricting growth, says James 

Heartfield in his book, Green 

Capitalism. Restricting access

to something can actually 

increase its value.

Heartfield cites the impact of 

the greenbelt, established to 

protect the countryside from 

urban sprawl. “An unintended 

consequence was a massive 

hike in house prices,” he says. 

“Once you restrict supply, 

especially in an era of cheap 

credit, each unit gets more and 

more expensive. Big developers

rather like the inflated price 

of entry to the market. It has 

served them very well.”
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Bricks that provide 
nesting spaces for swifts 
can be put into new 
housing developments.

The interests of conservation 

and capital sometimes align.
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The organisation had hoped 
the action plan would build 
trust between sides previously 
at loggerheads. “Trust had to 
come quickly, though,” says 
Knott. “In 2015, there had been 
13 nesting attempts, while last 
year we saw three, which was a 
pretty clear indication to us that 
that trust wasn’t there.”

But according to Andrew
Gilruth, GWCT’s director of 
communications, trust works 
both ways. He says the RSPB’s 
withdrawal is unlikely to 
inspire confidence among moor 
owners and 
gamekeepers 
that it desires 
a resolution 
in which hen 
harriers and 
grouse can 
co-exist. And 
unlike the 
Pebble Mine 
project, the 
action plan is 
going ahead in 
any case.

Meanwhile, some NGOs 
maintain their ideological 
independence from the outset.

“We don’t take money from 
companies or governments, 
full stop,” says John Sauven, 
executive director of 
Greenpeace UK. “That gives 
us more freedom to apply 

pressure. This year alone we’ve 
run campaigns against Coca-
Cola around ocean plastics and 
against HSBC for not having a 
policy on lending to companies 
involved in deforestation. Some 
might say it’s like yin and yang. 
We apply the pressure while
WWF negotiates a solution.”

Cambridge’s Bill Adams
says there are other problems 
when businesses and NGOs get 
into bed together. “Capital and 
conservation can collaborate   
against the interests of the 
rural poor. If we have an area 

of forest that I 
want to conserve 
and you want to 
mine, we are both 
hampered by the 
fact that there’s a 
bunch of people 
living in the forest 
eating all the wild 
animals. So we 
agree that you 
get the mining 
concession, but 

you give half of it to me, and 
we’ll throw the people out. It’s a 
dangerous kind of partnership.” 

John Sauven sympathises. 
Collaborations with business 
have succeeded only in 
stemming the rate of 
environmental decline rather 
than reversing it, he says.

“It’s slowed it down by 

getting corporations to behave 
more sustainably or ethically. 
But in the future we have to do
things very differently,” he adds. 
“Look at our consumption of 
meat compared to what it was 
40 years ago – it’s probably the 
single most destructive thing 
on the planet. We need to be 
able to demand much more 
of corporations.”

But even Greenpeace is
changing. “Rarely does a day 
go by where I’m not speaking, 
engaging or negotiating with 
businesses or governments,” 
Sauven says.

Certainly, the days of activists
putting themselves between 
Japanese harpoons and whales
are over. “All we achieved was 
to harden the position of the 
Japanese government,” says 
Sauven. “We weren’t changing
public opinion, the politics or 
the voting at the International 
Whaling Commission, because 
Japan was still bribing countries
to vote for them. So we 
switched tack.”

The organisation has since 
focused efforts on persuading 
the Japanese people that 
whaling is unnecessary, 
inhumane, artificial and 
unprofitable, and on legal 
challenges to Japan’s voting 
influence in the IWC, though it 
is early days to assess whether 
this will be more effective.

MARRIAGE SECRETS

What’s the secret to successful 
partnership? According to
Greg Koch, senior director of 
water stewardship at Coca-Cola,
common objectives are crucial.
For a drinks company, conserving
freshwater systems is not just 
good PR, it also ensures long-
term access to water supplies.
“It’s risk mitigation that is driving
our work,” he says.

Lindsay Bass, corporate water 
stewardship manager at WWF, 
stresses there will always be 
differences between 
conservationists and 
corporations. “That’s why we 
don’t work together on 
everything,” she says, “but only 
issues where we agree we need 
to move forward. That’s where 
we focus our efforts together.” P
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WWF and Coca-Cola 
got together to raise 

awareness about 
the plight of polar 

bears and the Arctic. 

Some of the high-profile

partnerships between NGOs

and international companies.

MCDONALD’S

McDonald’s and Conservation

International have worked

together for more than 20

years. The fast-food chain has 

funded conservation efforts 

on pandas and bees and has

put pictures of endangered

species on kids’ Happy Meals.

EARTHWATCH INSTITUTE

The US NGO has worked

with Starbucks since 2001,

offering incentives to coffee

growers to adopt more

sustainable farming

practices while

increasing yields.

RIO TINTO

A multi-national

whose operations

include the

Grasberg mega-

mine in Indonesian

Papua. It previously

had partnerships with

Birdlife International and

Fauna & Flora International,

although these ended in 2016.

THE NATURE 

CONSERVANCY

With revenues of $1bn, the

USA’s largest conservation

organisation protects more

than 40m hectares of land

worldwide. Partnerships

include the Disney Wilderness

Preserve in Florida.

TOYOTA

Toyota began a collaboration

with BirdLife International last

year – the car manufacturer

provides vehicles to support

the NGO’s work on preserving

Red List species.

BONSUCRO

A not-for-profit collaboration

between Nestlé, Shell and 

many other companies that 

strives for the sustainable

production of sugarcane.

DIVERSE 
BEDFELLOWS

IT’S YIN 
AND YANG 

– GREENPEACE 
APPLIES THE 
PRESSURE, 
WWF FINDS  
A SOLUTION.” 

`

Are your 
coffee beans 
sustainably 
grown?
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and how they are faring today.
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Asian elephants are 
revered in India for their 
link to the Hindu deity 
Ganesha, yet they are also 
persecuted for raiding 
crops. Their future survival 
depends on finding ways 
for people and elephants 
to peacefully coexist. 
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This calf faces an 
uncertain future  
if human-elephant 
conflict is not 
resolved in India. 

In remote villages of south India, elephants are vying 
with people for food and land. Sara Mizzi reports.

SHARING

O
ff a dusty road in a small 
village in India’s lush state 
of Karnataka, dense coffee 
plantations and paddy fields dot 
the landscape. Conservationists 
Vinod Krishnan and Ananda 
Kumar, from the country’s 
Nature Conservation 

Foundation, are greeted by a farmer named 
Virupaksha whose paddy field has been raided 
by a herd of Asian elephants. The damage 
is evident: trampled and half-eaten rice is 
scattered across his two-acre patch and elephant
footprints mark the churned soil. Virupaksha 
explains that this is the fourth time this year 
that elephants have raided his field.

“My biggest concern is that they will come 
back and destroy the rest of my paddy before 
it is ready to harvest for my family to eat,” 
Virupaksha says. He seems more forgiving 
than many of the farmers in the district of 
Hassan. He understands that elephants have 
little forest in this part of southern India to find 
food. “For a small amount of food, we fight a 
lot. Elephants need to eat so much, so you can 
just imagine the potential level of conflict.”

DEADLY ATTACK

Early morning fog hangs heavily below a 
purple sky. I meet Ananda and Vinod to 
understand the extent of human-elephant 
conflict in this part of India. By mid-morning 
we hear that a man collecting maize nearby 
has been killed by an elephant. Some 
villagers claim to have seen the elephant 
approaching the field, but they did not 
manage to warn the man in time.

Witnesses say that it was a single bull
elephant heading for the nearest pocket of 
forest, as a refuge from the clusters of people 
that started to form on the streets. “Villagers are

Photos by Kalyan Varma

SPACE
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Above: Asian 
elephants in 
Bandipur National 
Park, Karnataka. 
As elephant 
habitats continue 
to be fragmented, 
little space is 
left for these 
mammals. Right: 
villagers observe 
elephants at the 
foot of the tea 
hills in Valparai. 

often quite vocal when incidents like this happen,” Vinod 
says. “It is when people get killed or injured that you really 
see things tip over the edge.”

Human-elephant conflict is rife in this part of India. 
Fragmented pockets of protected forest and monoculture 
plantations are the only retreat left for the elephants, which 
places them closer to people than ever before. This can 
prove deadly. “Elephants are such huge animals that even a 
little push from one can be fatal,” Ananda explains. “But for 
an elephant, it is just moving you aside.”

Back in 2014, when conflict was at its peak in Hassan, 
pressure from villagers forced the Forest Department to 
capture 22 elephants – the largest single seizure ever to 
take place in India. The process took four months and the 
elephants were either relocated or taken to camps. For 
a brief time, peace was restored, but shortly afterwards 
elephants from neighbouring villages began to occupy 
the area. Conflict was on the rise again.

Vinod relocated to Hassan in the hope of helping to 
solve this problem. He has been speaking to farmers and 
documenting conflict hotspots for the past two years. The 
plan is to implement early-warning systems by the end V
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Left: a herd of 
elephants raided 
this farmer’s 
paddy fields. The 
rice would have 
been ready to 
harvest in
two months. 

Below: A villager 
prepares a fire 
cracker to throw 
at elephants in 
Hassan to try
and keep them 
away from his 
crops at night.
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remains high, the country’s human population of 1.3 
billion is placing enormous pressures on the landscape, 

ance has lessened as the elephants have 
visible.
r subsistence farmers grow crops along 
eripheries of the forests and elephants
these palatable crops. It is estimated that
r 60 per cent of Asian elephants in India
ow live outside forest areas and alongside 
humans. “There are always going to be 
pockets and populations of elephants 
that don’t live in protected areas. These 
animals need so much room that they 
are inherently going to occupy and share
pace with people because they can’t all
e packed into the tiny parks we have in
dia,” says conservation biologist Krithi 
nth. And coming across an elephant
ctedly can be fatal.
a dilapidated building in one of the high-
n Hassan, Ananda and Vinod hold their

ng to discuss the idea of introducing early
warning systems. At first the mood is edgy, with villagers 
eager to voice their frustration. “Just catch the elephants!”
somebody shouts. “Captures don’t work, we’ve tried that, 

let’s listen to what they 
have to say,” another one 
replies. Ananda explains the 
plan to introduce warning 
systems that will help 
inform communities where 
elephants are and make it 
easier for people to avoid any 
fatal encounters, particularly 
in the early hours of the 
morning and evenings when 
elephants are most active.

Elephants express a great variety

of emotions. They greet each other, 

play, mourn the passing of family 

members and fight. Like humans, they

have unique personalities. Elephants 

flare their ears and stare when they

feel threatened, but generally tend 

to move away when they sense the 

presence of humans. 

Flared ears, sniffing with their

trunk, a stiff tail and kicking mudff

repeatedly are signs to watch out 

for. They indicate that an elephant is 

stressed and it’s time to give them 

some space. Ignoring these warnings 

and moving closer to the animal 

could trigger a

fatal charge.

An Asian 
elephant  
charges with 
flared ears – a 
warning sign.

WARNING SIGNS: WHEN YOU SHOULD BE WARY

of this year and to get villagers on board. Ananda 
is the man behind the system, with the majority 
of funding coming from Elephant Family, a charity 
that supports grassroots conservation projects helping
the Asian elephant.

The aim is to install electronic billboards and develo
text-message alert system to inform people of elephan
locations. “For the system to work we need a proactive 
involvement from the community,” Ananda says. “If it’s 
a success, then I believe it can benefit many landscapes 
across India.”

GIANT RANGE

A hundred years ago, Asian elephants were 
widespread across the continent, with over 100,000 
in the wild. But their habitat has declined by 
almost 90 per cent in the past decade, causing 
numbers to plummet to about 40,000 today. The 
Endangered species was formerly often known as 
the Indian elephant, and India remains one of its 
last strongholds, having more than 60 per cent of 
the species’ population. While respect for the animal 
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 “ ELEPHANTS NEED SO 
MUCH ROOM; THEY ARE 
GOING TO SHARE SPACE 
WITH PEOPLE BECAUSE 
THEY CAN’T BE PACKED 
INTO TINY PARKS.”
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In rural villages one problem is locals getting drunk 
and falling asleep at the side of the road bordering the 
reserve forests. Accidents are common but could be easily
avoided. Ananda hopes that the early warning systems 
will also help shift people’s mindsets and raise awareness 
among those villagers who are being reckless.

A local teacher is quick to applaud the system. “Over 
there,” she says as she points at the building next door, 
“there is a school where toddlers come. Elephants come 
here quite often and parents won’t send their children 
to school if they know an elephant was here the night 
before, even if they are long gone.

“There are usually about 14 children who study here, 
but after an elephant sighting there will be hardly any 
children – maybe one or two,” she explains. “If you can 
give us the right information about where elephants are, 
you will allow us to get on with our daily lives.”

During the meeting, a villager points at his friend and 
says that he has been up all night for a week chasing 
elephants away from his fields. “Last night he fell asleep 
and woke up from a quick nap to find that elephants had 

“ IF YOU CAN GIVE US THE RIGHT 
INFORMATION ABOUT WHERE 
ELEPHANTS ARE, YOU WILL ALLOW 
US TO GET ON WITH OUR LIVES.”

already come and destroyed his crops. How can these 
systems help?” Ananda explains that while elephants 
are opportunists, “If we know where they are in 
advance, we can help save our crops by making noise 
and prompting them to move away.”

ENDANGERING LIVES

Every evening during the peak months from
November to January when rice is grown, villagers
gather in the high-conflict areas in Hassan to scare 
elephants away from their fields. At 5.30pm in the 
remote village of Vadur local farmers are already 
assembled along the side of the main road near a 
small reserve forest, less than 50m wide.

A forest guard accompanies them to help scare
elephants away. Men start howling and climbing trees.
One man is complaining to Ananda that he has taken a
loan to grow his paddy field. “If elephants come in my
field they can destroy everything in one night. What am 
I to do?” We are interrupted as a firecracker is set off 
followed by more howling and screaming. An elephant
trumpets. The herd splits and the men pursue the
animals to push them towards the other side of the 
reserve. This activity is commonplace in out-of-the-

Elephants must
cross tea estates
in Valparai to
reach surrounding
habitat. The Asian
Elephant Alliance
wants to create
corridors to
connect ranges.

“IF YOU CAN GIVE US THE RIGHT

Conflict between 
tea estate workers 
and elephants can 
be reduced by early 
warning systems. 

Across India, people are encroaching

on elephant habitats and living along

their main migratory routes, which 

encourages the animals to raid

farmers’ crops as they cross from one

forest range to another. In 2015, five

NGOs – Elephant Family, the World

Land Trust, International Fund for

Animal Welfare (IFAW), International 

Union for Conservation of Nature

(IUCN) Netherlands and Wildlife 

Trust of India – joined forces to help

address this problem by launching

the Asian Elephant Alliance. Its key 

aim is to raise £20 million to secure

101 elephant corridors across India

by 2025 and connect fragmented 

forest ranges. This will allow safe

passage for India’s elephants and

help reduce human-elephant conflict.

REINSTATING ELEPHANT HABITATS
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Above: As 
India’s human 
population 
continues to 
grow, elephants 
and people are 
having to live  
closer together. 

Below: A local 
villager receives 
an SMS alert 
about elephants’ 
location near the 
town of Valparai.  
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is repeated every eight minutes – the 
time it takes to get from one bus 

stop to the next – between 6pm 
and 10pm, when it is most 

likely that elephants will 
come out and clash with 
people walking home 
from work after dark. For 
those who don’t use the 
bus, a text message and 
recorded voice message 
is sent to their phone, 
while a red alert light 
goes off within a 1km 
radius of an elephant’s 

tracked location. Since the 
system was introduced the 

death toll fell to zero last year. 

STAYING SAFE

It’s late morning and elephants 
are crossing the tea estates while 

workers are busy plucking tea leaves nearby. 
The previous evening the villagers and the tea estate 

owners had been informed of elephants’ whereabouts. 
“The proximity of elephants in the evening provides 
a good indication of where they will be in the early 
morning and which areas workers should avoid,” says 
Ganesh Raghunathan, programme coordinator at the 
Nature Conservation Foundation.

One tea worker, Vijaylakshmi, recalls that before the 
early warning systems were introduced getting home 
safely at night was purely down to luck. “Now, after 6pm 
I use these messages as well as the lights to find out 
whether elephants are nearby because I have to walk 

ELEPHANTS

way villages across India, but it does not 
prevent people being killed. 

In the undulating emerald-green tea 
hills of Valparai in the state of Tamil 
Nadu, early warning systems are living 
proof that people and elephants can 
peacefully co-exist. A century ago dense 
forests dominated the land, but today these 
forests have been transformed into tea estates. 
“Elephants have been forced to use the tea bushes as 
corridors to get from one fragmented forest to another,” 
Ananda explains. “If you are working in the tea estate 
and you do not know where elephants are, it could prove 
very dangerous.”

Then came the launch of the early warning systems. 
Initially the elephants’ locations were broadcast via the local 
television channel. But TV viewers began to decline, so in 
2011 a system of text-message alerts, phone recordings, red-
light alerts and bus announcements was introduced.

Every day three local trackers are sent to the field to 
search out the elephants. The animals’ locations are then 
sent to the main office where the information is recorded 
and transmitted to over 4,800 subscribers covering 
24,000 people. On the main local bus routes, a recording 
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Above: Nagerhole 
National Park 
is used by  
elephants as a 
pathway to cross 
to adjoining parks 
on their seasonal 
migration. Left: a 
jeep gets too close 
to an elephant in 
the Biligiriranga 
Hills, Karnataka.

Tourist elephant rides have 

become increasingly popular in 

Asia, particularly in Thailand. 

Asian elephants are not a 

domestic species and the 

biggest concern is the type of 

training to which these animals 

have been exposed to ensure 

they become ‘tame’. In addition, 

tourism that encourages contact 

with elephants – and especially 

babies – has an impact on wild 

populations. It is estimated that 

as many as 100 elephant calves a 

year are captured and smuggled 

from the wild in Myanmar to 

tourist camps in Thailand. Watch 

elephants in national parks for a 

true experience of them roaming 

free in their natural habitat.

RIDES AND RESPONSIBLE TOURISM

from the bus stop back home in the dark and the path I 
use is surrounded by forest.” 

Ananda believes that the early warnings are making 
it easier for people to take the initiative and protect 
themselves. “If you know an elephant is on or near 
your route this will make you more alert and aware of 
your surroundings.” The plan is to take the concept and 
adapt it to suit different landscapes across India. So far, 
elements of the system have been adopted across other 
parts of the country, and by private companies such as 
Tata Coffee and Parry Agro.

The conservationist admits there is still much to learn, 
particularly in places where crop raids are a big problem. 
But if more people start to adopt the early warning model 
it is hoped that both communities and Asian elephants 
could benefit hugely – and there might be more chance 
of a future for these majestic animals in today’s  
human-dominated landscapes.  

SO FAR, ELEMENTS OF THE 
SYSTEM HAVE BEEN ADOPTED 
ACROSS OTHER PARTS OF THE 
COUNTRY AND BY COMPANIES.

FIND OUT MORE

Discover more about Asian 

elephant conservation at 

www.elephant-family.org 

and www.ncf-india.org

+SARA MIZZI writes 

about wildlife and 

conservation, focusing 

on endangered species;  

www.sara-mizzi.com

ELEPHANTS



T
his exclusive BBC Wildlife trip is a carefully e

planned nature holiday aimed at the first-
time visitor who wants to experience the

real Nepal during a relaxing break.
Birdwatching in Nepal is exciting, and 

you will see minivets, yuhinas, fulvettas, 
sunbirds, flowerpeckers, and many more. We 
may see rare ibisbill, and delightful Eurasian 
species include red-flanked bluetail, Siberian 
rubythroat and wallcreeper. At Pokhara, 
spectacular views of Annapurna combine with 
excellent birdwatching, and we also spend two 
very rewarding days in the Kathmandu Valley.

Nepal is home to a variety of exciting
mammals. At the country’s finest reserve, 
Chitwan National Park, we seek greater 
one-horned rhino, sloth bear, rare gharial 
crocodile, several deer and monkey species, 
and perhaps even elusive Bengal tiger. 

Other highlights include an exhilarating 
panoramic flight towards the summit 
of the highest mountain in the world – 
Everest. We take a guided tour to heritage 
sites including ancient Buddhist and 
Hindu temples, and enjoy a display of 
Nepalese dancing at our farewell dinner. 

l is home to a variety of exciting
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Discover Nepal’s diverse wildlife and 
rich culture with other BBC Wildlife 
readers on this incredible holiday. 

GO WILD  
IN NEPAL

Look for greater 
one-horned 
rhinos in Chitwan 
National Park. 

If you’re lucky, 

you may see a 

sloth bear  

in Nepal’s  

finest reserve. 

READER HOLIDAY  
TO NEPAL
17 MARCH —  

27 MARCH 2018

COST
£4295pp (single supplement £775, 

deposit £1500)

Maximum of 12 guests

Flights from London Heathrow 

TO BOOK
01479 821248

info@heatherlea.co.uk

www.heatherlea.co.uk/birdwatching-

holidays-bbc-wildlife-magazine-readers-

holiday-to-nepal

EXCLUSIVE

Take a spectacular flight  

to M
ount Everest

READER 
HOLIDAY

●  Exploring a wide variety 
of habitats hosting a  
wealth of wildlife

●  Excellent birdwatching       
with many colourful and 
unfamiliar species 

●  A strong focus on       
amazing large animals

● A thrilling Mount Everest
panoramic flight

●  Superb local guides and 
services of your tour leaders

●  Meals including packed 
lunches, and tips to hotels

● Fascinating visit to
Kathmandu’s famous 
monumental sites 

● Fantastic full-board 
accommodation at  
hotels and lodges

●  International flights from 
London Heathrow and 
airport taxes

●    Internal flight from 
Pokhara to Kathmandu

●  All National Park fees,
transfers and ground 
transportation

HIGHLIGHTS OF YOUR TRIP

Not included: Holiday insurance, visa (around £20), optional tips to local 
guides/drivers (this is customary, allow around £30pp), alcoholic drinks             
and other personal expenses.

The full itinerary for this trip is available at 
www.discoverwildlife.com/reader-holiday/nepal

You could spot 
a Siberian 
rubythroat.  

March 2018
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WILDFLOWER MEADOW
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In 2015 Plantlife’s botanical 
specialist Trevor Dines began 
a project to transform a field 
in Wales into a wildflower 
meadow. Left: the blue-violet 
flowers of tufted vetch appear 
between June and September. 

ONE MAN WENT 
TO SOW... 

Photos by Craig Easton

Turning back the clock to recreate a traditional wildflower  
meadow has been a labour of love for Trevor Dines.

DON’T  
MISS 

SPRINGWATCH  
AIRING NOW ON
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T
he roar of machinery shattered the peace of 
the valley and the hairs stood up on the back 
of my neck. After years of advising people
how to create wildflower meadows, it was 
time for me to put into practice what I’d 
been preaching. But I didn’t realise it would 
start quite like this.

We moved to the Conwy Valley in north 
Wales in 2015. It’s a magical place, following the course 
of the Afon Conwy from the high Migneint moors down
to the sea, where its mouth is guarded by the ramparts of 
Conwy Castle. Much of the valley is a verdant sliver of green, 
a pastoral antidote to the harsher mountain landscapes of 
Snowdonia to the south and west.

Here, in countryside the colour of a mallard’s head, we’ve 
been lucky enough to buy two small fields in front of our
house. Nestled on a slope above the river, the fields haven’t 
been ploughed, fertilised or reseeded since World War II,
so they should be bursting with wildflowers. But like so
many pastures these days they’ve been grazed more or less 
continually for many years.

The effect of this has been to eliminate most of the 
wildflowers. Some small, early-flowering species survive, 
such as bulbous buttercup, lesser celandine, red clover and
lesser stitchwort. There’s even a bit of common bird’s-
foot-trefoil. But mostly it’s a kingdom of grass, dominated 
by vigorous cock’s-foot, perennial rye-grass and common
bent. Of classic wildflower meadow species – yellow rattle, 
eyebright, betony, oxeye daisy, orchids – there are none.

So, as part of the Coronation Meadows project run by 
Plantlife with the Wildlife Trusts and the Rare Breeds 
Survival Trust, I embarked on a full-scale mission to restore 
our larger field as a wildflower meadow, and bring a splash
of colour back to the valley.

STARTING STRONG 

Soil fertility is the single most important consideration in
meadow creation, since most wildflowers need low levels
of nutrients to thrive. We were lucky that our fields had not
been intensively farmed; had there been a history of heavy 
fertiliser application, the smaller, more delicate wildflowers
wouldn’t be able to compete against tougher species.

We could tell from the occasional patches of docks, nettles
and creeping thistle in the field that soil nitrogen levels were 
moderate. This wasn’t a problem as they would reduce over 
time. More importantly, tests showed that phosphorous
(which is much more persistent in the soil) was low, so we
were off to a good beginning. 

FEBRUARY –  

JUNE 2015

B Carried out soil test, 

looking for low levels 

of phosphorus (0-3

mg/litre) and nitrogen

(1 per cent or lower).

B�Installed stock-prooof

fencing to manage 

grazing livestock

such as cows.

B�Undertook detailed 

vegetation survey. 

AUGUST 2015

B Field cut and

baled for hay in late

August. Two Highlandd 

cows arrive, living in

top field while lower 

meadow is created.meadow is c

JULY 2015

B Controlled larger 

patches of invasive 

perennial weeds. 

Small patches left to 

enhance diversity.

TIMESPAN

CREATING A 
WILDFLOWER
MEADOW

Clockwise 
from top left: 
yellow rattle 
is one of our 
most important 
wildflowers 
because it is 
hemi-parasitical 
on grasses; Trevor
inspects his field; 
red clover is not 
as common as 
its white relation;
oxeye daisy 
flowers from July 
to September.

Making a 
blank canvas: 
grass is cut. 
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Here are some of the key  

management steps undertaken  

by Trevor and his team during  

the first two years of the project.



WILDFLOWER MEADOW

The tests also showed 
that our soil was neutral. 
Lime-rich soils support 
the most grassland 
flowers (over 220 species 
in Britain), neutral soils 
like ours somewhat fewer 
(around 180), and acidic 
soils the least (under 

100). But it’s not really about numbers. Over time, every 
meadow settles into its own rhythm, with its own mixture 
of plants forged from its history, geology and climate. The 
expression of this local character and identity is what 

you want to encourage.
With this in mind, we restored our meadow using 
atural seeding’ techniques. Like a precious gift from 
ne meadow to another, natural seeding involves 
aking seed from an old, wildflower-rich meadow and
sing it to create new meadows nearby. In this way,

more species become established than when using most
generic commercial seed mixtures and the plants will be
better adapted to, and more characteristic of, your local area.

A few miles up the Conwy Valley is a very special
meadow. Moss Hill might be small (it’s only the size of 
a football pitch), but it packs a mighty botanical punch.
Owned by the National Trust, this Coronation Meadow is
home to nearly a hundred species of wildflower, including
greater butterfly orchid, betony, eyebright, pepper saxifrage
and devil’s-bit scabious, this last species in such profusion 
that the meadow turns blue in late summer. This was to be 
the source of our seed once we’d prepared our field.

The work began in late August with a cut of the long
grass. Once the hay had been baled and removed, the field
became a blank canvas. But you can’t just scatter some seed
and hope for the best.  An essential part of making a new
meadow is to scarify the ground, thereby giving the seed

both open soil in 
which to germinate 

“ OVER TIME, EVERY MEADOW 
SETTLES INTO ITS OWN 
RHYTHM, WITH ITS OWN 
MIXTURE OF PLANTS.” 
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SEPTEMBER 2015

B Ground prepared 

using flail mower and 

tine harrow to open 

up at least 50 per 

cent bare earth. Next 

day, brush-harvested 

seed is transferred 

from donor meadow.

OCTOBER 2015

B Seeds begin to 

germinate but grassg

also grows back

strongly, so 

cows mo

onto 

meadow

to keep 

grass 

under 

control. 

JULY–AUGUST 2016

B More seed collected 

by hand to be grown in 

trays and then planted 

as ‘plug plants’ in

autumn 2017.

MARCH 2016

B First yellow

rattle seedlings

begin to appear 

in meadow,

ws 

oved 

ut into 

top field. 

AUGUST –

SEPTEMBER 

2016

B Field cut and 

baled for hay  b

in late August.i

B As the grass

grows back, Highland

cows are moved back 

down into meadow,

along with 15 

sheep to graze 

the meadow hard. 

Seeds are 
grown in trays  
for next year.

, so 
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Yellow rattle 
seedlings are 
a great sign. 

A harrow is 
used to open 
up the ground.



and space to grow. Experience has shown us that the
harder you scratch and open up the ground at the start,
the better. Indeed, you need at least 50 per cent bare soil
to start with, preferably more.

Over the years a thick layer of ‘thatch’ had built up in
our field – a deep mat of interwoven dead grass forming
a barrier over the soil. We needed to remove this and
create as much bare ground as we could.

And so, one early September morning, our meadow-
making contractors arrived with several impressive bits
of kit. The most important was a Ryetec flail mower.
This is essentially a large hedge cutter that lies on the
ground, the cylinder of cast iron hammers rotating
at high speed, ripping at the grass and cutting away
to soil level. Mounted on a tractor, the machine was
manoeuvred into position at the top of the field. A few
seconds later the peace was shattered as it roared into
life, and the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.

I was astonished at the job it did, leaving behind
something resembling a heavily worn-out rugby pitch.
But even that wasn’t enough. Following behind, a
spring-tine harrow was used to scratch at the surface
and open up the soil even more. By the end of the
afternoon the field was utterly transformed and we were

d f th d t i

Early next morning, we took a cut of ‘green hay’ from
part of Moss Hill. Green hay is simply freshly cut hay;
it has not been dried or turned so it remains full of 
wildflower seed. Several trailer-loads of this fantastically
scented hay arrived at our field and we loaded it into
a muck spreader, which did a surprisingly good job of 
scattering it across the meadow.

Next, we used a brush harvester on another part
of Moss Hill. Towed behind a quad-bike, this strips
the standing seedheads and collects them in a
hopper. Although it misses really small plants, you
get a wonderfully concentrated crop of seed with this
method. Dumper bags of seed began to arrive at our 
field. The best way to spread this is by hand, and it was
a real joy to involve friends and family to help spread
the seed thinly over the meadow.

REAP WHAT YOU SOW

After all this work, it was incredibly exciting to see
thousands of seedlings start to appear just a few weeks 
later. But there was a danger they’d be smothered by the
grass, which was also shooting back vigorously from its 
roots. It was time to bring in some grazing animals.

It has been said that livestock make meadows 
and meadows make livestock; after all, the whole 

int of a meadow is to provide hay and grazing 
r cattle and sheep. Looking for the hardiest 
native breeds, we were lucky enough to buy 

wo wonderful young Highland cows – Cadi and 
reagha – from friends down the valley. This was 
whole new adventure for us and an aspect of 

meadow-making I’d not fully appreciated before. 
Our cows spent the autumn and winter grazing 

he new meadow, keeping on top of the long grass 
ut leaving the small seedlings untouched. In 
arly spring, with a whoop of joy, I noticed the first

yellow rattle seedlings appear. We took this as the 

WILDFLOWER MEADOW

Smooth hawk’s-
beard is a late-
flowering relative 
of dandelion that 
provides nectar from 
June to November.
Left: Trevor brought 
two Highland cows 
in to keep the grass
down and allow the 
wildflower seedlings
to grow.
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The best way to spread 

wildflower seed is 

by hand: family and 

friends help out Trevor. 



“THERE WAS A DANGER THE 
SEEDLINGS WOULD BE 

SMOTHERED BY THE GRASS. 
IT WAS TIME TO BRING IN 

SOME GRAZING ANIMALS.” 

MEADOWLANDS TRADITIONAL vs INTENSIVE FARMING

 TRADITIONAL MEADOW INTENSIVE PASTURE

Total wildflower species known Approximately 180 Fewer than 20

Number of species per 2m x 2m 12–38  1–5

Proportion of flowering herbs/grasses (%) Between 60/40 and 90/10 Between 10/90 and 20/80

Typical predominant flowers Yellow rattle, common knapweed,  White clover, creeping thistle, broad- 

  common bird’s-foot-trefoil, dandelion, meadow leaved dock, nettle, sticky mouse-ear 

 buttercup, red clover, ribwort plantain, cat’s-ear, 

 cowslip, eyebright, meadow vetchling,  

 oxeye daisy, common spotted orchid 

Predominant grasses Sweet vernal grass, crested dog’s-tail,  Perennial ryegrass, Italian ryegrass 

 Yorkshire fog, creeping bent, smooth  

 meadow-grass, red fescue 

Use of artificial nitrogen fertilizer None 80–130kg per hectare per year

Date of first cut Late July or August  May or June 

Number of cuts per year One Two or three

Wildflower seed production Very high Negligible

Processing of cut grass Dried for a few days before being Wrapped in plastic within a few    

 made into bales of hay hours to produce bales of silage
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signal to ‘shut up’ the meadow, moving the cows out into 
the top field where they’d spend the spring and summer.

Yellow rattle, nicknamed the ‘meadow-maker’, is the 
single most important species you need to establish when 
creating a wildflower meadow. An annual, it germinates 
each spring and as it grows its roots tap into those of grasses 
growing around it, stealing their water and nutrients. As a 
result, grass growth can be suppressed by up to 60 per cent, 
allowing other wildflowers to grow in their place. Yellow 
rattle can be tricky to get going, but the key is to use fresh 
seed and sow it in scarified soil before November.

MAKING HAY

You cannot imagine my excitement as the meadow came to 
life that spring. After the sheets of celandines and bulbous 
buttercups, the yellow rattle burst into flower along with 
common sorrel and eyebrights. Common bird’s-foot-trefoil, 
cat’s-ear, red clover and common knapweed also appeared in 
quantity, along with the first oxeye daisies and tufted vetch. 
So far, over 30 new species have appeared and the average 
number of species per square metre has risen from 17 to 25, 
a remarkable increase.

Together with the flowers came the invertebrates they 
support. Alongside 13 species of butterfly we found our 
first six-spot burnet moths, a day-flying species that feeds 
on common bird’s-foot trefoil and is closely associated with 
flower-rich meadows. One morning in spring I met the 
ashy mining bee for the first time, its body covered with 
bands of black and white hairs. Other solitary, mining and 
bumblebees followed, and in July we installed a hive for 
honeybees in the meadow.

But some flowers were missing. Species such as devil’s-
bit scabious and betony didn’t appear, so last autumn I went 
back to Moss Hill to collect some seed by hand. This is a 
brilliant way to get the harder-to-establish species going. 
Setting up a mini-nursery at home, the seeds were planted 

FIND OUT MORE

B www.magnificentmeadows.org.uk  

For meadows in gardens, visit www.plantlife.org.

uk/wildflower_garden

B National Meadows Day (1 July) has  

hundreds of events: http://bit.ly/297vAKm

+

“WHEN THE MEADOW CAME TO 
LIFE, OVER 30 NEW SPECIES 

APPEARED, BRINGING A SPLASH 
OF COLOUR BACK TO THE VALLEY.”

in cellular trays and left outside over winter. Excitingly many 
of these germinated in spring and I’ll grow them on and put 
out these ‘plug plants’ in the meadow this coming autumn.

Now the meadow has got off to a good start, we’ll be 
following the ancient cycle of hay meadow management in 
the years to come. In late summer, once the wildflower seed 
has been shed, the hay will be cut. Our cows will graze the 
grass until late winter or early spring, when the meadow will 
be ‘shut up’ once more and allowed to explode in flowers.

But it will take time. Meadows aren’t created overnight, 
and the best ones are many decades old, continually 
maturing and evolving. New 
flowers will hopefully arrive of 
their own accord, the magical 
appearance of nature’s new 
threads in the tapestry. Each one 
will bring a bit more colour to 
this little patchwork meadow 
nestled in its valley of green. 

TREVOR 

DINES is 

Plantlife’s 

botanical 

specialist. Learn 

more about the 

Coronation 

Meadows project 

at www.coronation 

meadows.org.uk.

Above: Trevor’s 
meadow in mid-
June. The yellow 
flowers are meadow 
buttercup and 
smooth hawk’s-
beard, the pink is a 
mixture of common 
sorrel and Yorkshire 
fog. Left: wildlife 
started to appear in 
the field in April with 
the first new flowers. 
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A river runs through pristine 

primary forests inside the 

El Jardín de los Sueños. The 

Chocó is one of the wettest 

regions in the world, home 

to a huge number of species, 

including more than 10,000 

vascular plants and 130 

amphibians. It’s separated 

from the Amazon basin by  

the Andes mountain range. 
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ABOVE A shield, or hooded mantis 

is perfectly camouflaged on a plant. 

This ambush specialist will spend 

long periods staying still as it waits 

patiently for an insect to stray within 

reach so it can grasp it with its front 

legs. The extended thorax of the 

mantis aids in leaf mimicry and makes 

it inconspicuous to its own predators.  

LEFT Exophthalmus parentheticus, 

measuring 2.5cm in length, on a  

forest flower. The striking angular 

marks on the weevil are a clever 

silhouette-breaking device, which 

interrupt its outline, making it  

more difficult to spot in the jungle. 
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ABOVE The ornate  

rain frog is classed as  

a Vulnerable species 

because its distribution is 

severely fragmented. The 

amphibian is threatened 

by habitat loss and 

agricultural pollution. 

LEFT A green huntsman 

spider stalks its prey 

through the herbage, 

using its long legs to 

sense vibrations and 

then lunge suddenly and 

effectively. This female 

has started to create a 

silken cradle under the 

unfurling fern frond; here 

she will weave a cocoon 

in which to lay her eggs.

 

P H OTO
S T O R Y
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LEFT Ecdysis is the term used 

to describe the moulting of the 

exoskeleton of an invertebrate, 

which is shed during growth. 

This cockroach nymph has 

outgrown its old cuticle and 

has found a protected place to 

complete the moulting process. 

Once it has pulled its body out 

of its old skin, the cockroach 

must wait for the new cuticle  

to harden and darken. 
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ABOVE A conehead katydid 

nymph sits on a leaf. When 

adult, with fully grown wings, 

katydids ‘sing’ by rubbing a 

comb-like row of pegs under 

the left wing on a plectrum-

like ridge on top of the right 

wing, ‘kay-tee-did’ being the 

onomatopoeic representation  

of a common call. 

LEFT A female Alpaida spider 

cradles an egg sac. The silk igloo 

hides the vulnerable eggs from 

predators and parasitoids. The 

mother will also remain on guard 

to see off any potential enemies. 

When they hatch the spiderlings 

will have to disperse quickly, not 

only to escape their foes but 

also to avoid cannibalism. 

LEFT A fallen tree next to a 

river has been colonised by 

turkey tail. Fungi such as these 

are abundant organisms in the 

tropical forest. They invade 

wood and soil and break them 

down into nutrients that can  

be used by a variety of other 

plants and animals. 

JAVIER AZNAR is a 

wildlife photographer 

from Spain and 

member of the iLCP Emerging 

League Photographers. Find 

out more at http://javier-

aznar-photography.com

Additional contributors:  
Richard Jones (www.bugman 

jones.com) and Xavier Muñoz  

(www.neblinaforest.com). 
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Carnivore Minds

By G A Bradshaw
Yale University Press £25

It’s hard enough to know what’s
going on in the mind of another
human, let alone a member of a
different species – especially if 
said species is a ruthless killer. 
But getting into the minds of 
animals is precisely what
Bradshaw does, here turning her
attention to carnivor es – and not
just mammals, but also snakes,
sharks and crocodiles. She draws 
on psychological, behavioural
and neurological evidence (even
providing a Freudian analysis of 
captive orcas) to present a 
portrait of the lives behind those
ice-cold stares. 
Stuart Blackman Science writer

A Sweet Wild Note

By Richard Smyth
Elliot & Thompson £14.99

This enjoyable, whistle-stop tour 
examines the gap between the
sounds birds make and those we 
hear. Poetry and music feature 
strongly – Keats, Coleridge and
Beethoven all take a bow. But 
though we have tried multifarious
ways to capture the essence of 
birdsong, our attempts seem 
clumsy compared with the real
thing. Paradoxically, birdsong is 
both ubiquitous and elusive. So is
there truth in Smyth’s conclusion
that the chorus is thinning? It
depends where you listen, but 
‘my’ blackcaps (who make those
‘sweet wild notes’) are increasing. 
Brett Westwood Naturalist and writer  

Our first arachnid guide in nearly 30 years. 

ALONG CAME  
A SPIDER
Britain’s Spiders: A Field Guide

By Lawrence Bee, Geoff Oxford and Helen Smith 
Princeton University Press £24.95

BOOK
OF THE 

MONTH

Widespread in England, 
the horse-head spider 

typically occurs at 
ground level among 

vegetation or stones.

ou’d be hard pressed to find any creaturesYo
more maligned than spiders. It’s a real m
hame, because their biology is fascinating sh
nd their ecological importance immensean
hey scoff their way through 400–800(th

million tonnes of prey across the planetm
ach year). One reason arachnids are so ea

misunderstood is a general lack of decent field guides to misunderstood is
teach us anything about them, a gap this book fills with
aplomb. It’s been a while in the waiting, too – its
predecessor was published back in 1989. 

Acting as a bridge to more technical publications, this
invaluable tome should encourage more people to observe
and appreciate our spiders. The book’s greatest value lies in 
its family guides and species accounts, but it is also well 
thought out and consistent, has great images, offers plenty
on biology, and covers techniques and gear for observing 
and catching. A must for anyone interested in nature.
Ross Piper Entomologist and authorr
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REVIEWS BOOKS

Josh  
Evans

What is the book’s purpose?

There are two: to share the
results of the Nordic Food 
Lab’s research into insect
gastronomy, and to start a 
broader conversation about
what we do and don’t eat,
and why – and how these
choices profoundly shape
our food systems. It’s about
getting people to think
about eating as diversely
as possible, whether they
already eat insects or not.

Where do insects already 

feature in diets?

On every continent and
across every ecosystem, 
with a correspondingly
huge range of flavours and
textures. We did fieldwork
in Italy, Kenya, Uganda,
Peru, Australia, Mexico, The
Netherlands, Japan, Norway
and Thailand, and that’s only
a handful of places. Insects
tend not to be everyday fare –
they’re more often a delicacy
savoured in certain months.

Are Westerners eating 

more insects?

There is more interest,
yes, but if we go back just 
a century or two there was
more widespread acceptance
of certain insects as food
in Western culture. There
are 19th and 20th century
recipes for cockchafer soup
in France and Germany,
for example.

How do you make insect

cuisine appealing?

It has to make sense, be 

treated as normal food rather
than a novelty and be cooked
with care. And the focus
should always be on taste.

Which species have you

found most tasty?

That’s a difficult question!
I’ve eaten termite queens
that taste of foie gras and 
sweetbreads; palm weevil 

larvae that caramelise like 
bacon and palm sugar; and 
green tree ants with the
zingiest zing.

What are your top two

recipes from the book?

Probably the Japanese-
inspired bee larvae 
Chawanmushi (egg custard)
and the ‘Chimp Stick’ –
honey-infused juniper wood
covered in flaxseed and ants 
– which is great fun.  

What have been your most 

memorable field trips?

Working with bush coconuts 
in Australia, and spending 
time in the mountains of 
Japan – I was enthralled
by the Japanese attention
to detail, deep sense of 
seasonality and care in 
preparing and cooking.

Fortress Plant 
By Dale Walters 
Oxford University Press £20

Plants are rooted at the bottom
of food-chains, prey to hordes
of herbivores, so it’s not
surprising that they have
evolved defence mechanisms.
The eye-opener is just how
diverse and elaborate these
mechanisms can be – when
attacked, plants fight back with 
an astounding arsenal of smart
chemical weaponry. Research

is changing our perceptions,
revealing hitherto unexpected
powers of communication.
Many species switch on
chemical defences the instant
they detect damage from a
caterpillar, for instance, then
emit airborne signals to alert
surrounding plants – and even
parasitic wasps, which attack
the tormentors. Understanding
these interactions, in a
500-million-year-old arms race
between plants and their foes,
may be key to protecting crops
in benign ways. Fortress Plant is t

cutting-edge science described
with great clarity, presented in
easily digested sections. 
Phil Gates Botanist

The Otter’s Tale

By Simon Cooper 
William Collins £16.99

Otters may be more widespread
in the UK than they have been 
for decades, but they’re still
devilishly difficult to spot. Before 
conservationist Simon Cooper
bought an abandoned watermill
on a Hampshire chalkstream, 
he’d never seen one in the wild.
Soon realising that he shared his
new home with these secretive 
animals, Cooper followed a
female through a year, describing
his daily interactions with her in 
intimate detail. Like Tarka beforea

it, The Otter’s Tale is packed withe

facts gleaned from observation,
crafted with a fictional quality. 
Pete Dommett Nature writer

Curators

By Lance Grande
University of Chicago Press £26.50

This is a beautifully written and 
hugely entertaining piece on 
museum research, collections 
and characters, featuring 
everything from court 
appearances and earthquakes to 
death and elation – all in the 
name of science. Curator Grande 
doesn’t shy away from 
controversy and explains even 
complex scientific theories in a 
way that’s more than palatable to 
all. He talks of both days gone by 
and the challenges facing these 
vital libraries of biodiversity in the 
21st century, and how they pave 
the way for future conservation.  
Emma Sherlock Curator

MEET THE AUTHOR
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Josh discusses the gastro
side of the world’s most
fascinating food trend.

O ON EATING INSECTS: ESSAYS, STORIES AND RECIPES 

by Josh Evans, Roberto Flore and Michael Bom Frøst is 

available from Phaidon (£39.95): www.phaidon.com

I’VE 
EATEN 

TERMITE 
QUEENS THAT 
TASTE OF  
FOIS GRAS.”

`

Vast numbers of 
locusts consume 
huge quantities 
of leaves. UTHOR

onomic 
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If you’re tired of hearing Wales and Belgium 
being peddled as units of measurement
(along with double-decker buses and 
Olympic-sized swimming pools), here’s
a new one for you: Suffolk. The county of 
Suffolk, apparently, comprises an area of land
equivalent to all the domestic gardens in the
UK. That is a significant 
amount of habitat.

Gardens are vital spaces, 
not just for us and our 
children, but for wildlife 
too. The species that use 
our backyards is the focus 
of this new Windfall Films 
programme for BBC Four, 
presented by naturalist 
Chris Packham. 

“People think of gardens as places for
us to plant marigolds and petunias,” says 
director Tom Cook. “But among that is a 
hidden world where wildlife flourishes and
thrives. In this film, we’re inviting scientists
and experts to carry out a monumental audit
of the UK garden, to determine exactly how
good this habitat is for wildlife.”

So, seven gardens on one suburban
street in – aptly – Welwyn Garden City are
monitored via an epic array of cameras

over the course of a
year. As expected, foxes, 
hedgehogs and robins 
will star, but alongside
the icons are cameos 
from the bizarre and the
unfamiliar, revealing that 
gardens aren’t always 
the twee, friendly places
we might conceive
them to be. Beyond the

goldfinches on the feeder are aphids with
bizarre life-cycles (females give birth to
pregnant young), bush crickets with peculiar
mating rituals, and pseudoscorpions with
rather unsavoury eating habits.

“What we learn is that gardens are great
habitats – and that gardeners are already
doing plenty of positive things for wildlife,
which is good news,” says Tom. “There’s a
treasure trove of fascinating creatures right 
outside our back doors, and their world is 
every bit as interesting – and brutal – as the
African savannah. By revealing some of these
surprising and strange goings-on, we hope to 
enthuse people about the wildlife on – and
under – their doorsteps.” 
Sarah McPherson 

WILDERNESS IN SUBURBIA 

Mammalian biologist 
Dawn Scott and Chris 
Packham investigate 
a hidden world in UK 

gardens in The Crescent.

DON’T MISS OUT!
Catch up with any TV and radio 
programmes that you’ve missed  
at www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer

Chris and a team of scientists go bioblitzing in seven Hertfordshire gardens. 

TV
CHOICE

The Crescent: A Year in the Life  

of the British Garden*

TV BBC Four
Due to air in the summer. See Radio Times for details.

*Working title

`
BEYOND THE 
FINCHES ON 

THE FEEDER ARE 
BUSH CRICKETS 
WITH PECULIAR 
MATING RITUALS.”
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Sir David is back for the fourth season of this popular six-part 
series, which sees him unravelling the histories and mysteries 
of diverse species across the globe. He brings the usual 
selection of wonderful wildlife tales, such as that of the pizzly 
bear – the hybrid emerging as a result of global warming; of 
Hans the horse, who famously fooled millions of spectators
into believing he was able to count; and of the extraordinary 
navigational capabilities of the dung beetle, which can orient 
itself by the Milky Way, using the light of the galaxy to keep
on a straight course. There’s new science, too, with a look at 
why Siamese fighting fish are quite so – well, fighty – and 
why bamboo plants flower simultaneously across the globe. A 
delicious blend of the curious, the peculiar and the scientific.

REVIEWS BROADCAST
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How did you 

find these

gardens?

Through a local 
horticultural 
society. We 

wanted to find a group of 
gardens with contrasting 
identities. Those we decided 
on are all very different – 
for instance, one is formal, 
another is geared around 
children, another overgrown. 

Any nice experiments?

Yes. We investigate the
homing instincts of snails by 
dabbing them with UV paint, 
then filming them at night to 
see where they go. The images
are amazing – like disco snails.
We also put RFID (radio-
frequency identification) tags 
on several songbirds, along
with readers at their feeders. 
These worked like Oyster
cards [as used on London
Underground], keeping a tally
of how often a species visited a
feeder, and when.

Did you see anything

unexpected?

Yes. You don’t commonly see
badgers in the suburbs, but we
caught one individual a few
times on our camera-traps.
It was in poor condition and 
one of the scientists, Dawn
Scott, thought it might have 
been kicked out of its sett. We
also saw a nice fat pheasant,
which again you wouldn’t 
expect in suburbia.

What was most memorable?

Getting to know the fox 
family. The group we filmed 
was unusual, comprising a 
male and four cubs, and felt 
appropriately modern. It was 
lovely seeing the youngsters 
from the previous year  
grow up and have offspring  
of their own.

His 90th may have long
come and gone, yet Sir David
is busy as ever, with another
new project launching this
month. Richmond Park: 

Natural Nature Reserve

(YouTube) is a short, sweet 
documentary about London’s 
largest NNR and SSSI, 
presented by the great 
naturalist and produced 
by top BBC film-makers. 
The video kicks off the new 
conservation campaign Tread 
Lightly in Richmond Park, 
which urges us to look after
this gem of a space and its 
wild denizens for future 
generations. Away from the 

metropolis, head north to 
sample the rural delights 
of Yorkshire: A Year in the 

Wild (My5; www.channel5.

com), which
animals of th
Dales and N
York Moors
through all f
seasons, with
adders, roe d
(right), pereg
salmon all m
appearance. 
life is your th
why not bing

weekend with the
entire series of 
The Blue Planet 

(Netflix), the 2001
Attenborough-
narrated
exploration
of our watery
world, which
offers stunning
sequences of blue

whales, deep-sea octopus,
feeding dolphins and
more. And if time is more
pressing allow yourself three

Planet Earth 

WILDLIFE TO
LISTEN OUT FOR

MYTH AND MYSTERY

 Q&A

Tom Cook

TOM COOK is the director of 

The Crescent. 

WILD
STREAM
THE LATEST ON iPLAYER, 

NETFLIX AND BEYOND

Natural Histories

RADIO BBC Radio Four 
Tuesdays 11am (repeated Mondays
9pm), starting 6 June.

David Attenborough’s Natural Curiosities

TV W (Watch) Starts on 11 June at 7pm

Attenborough 
returns to explain 
more fascinating 

wildlife mysteries.

Find out 
why we are 

all mad 
for hares. 

Little owls 
can be seen in 

Richmond Park. 

www.channel5.

h follows the 
he 

North 

four 
h 
deer 
grines and
making an 

If marine 
hing, then 
ge away this 

pressing, allow yourself three 
minutes to savour a bleak

yet breathtakingly 
beautiful sequence 
of a female Amur 

leopard and her cub 
from Planet Earth 

(BBC Earth Channel,

YouTube) – incredibly 
intimate footage of 

the rarest cat in  
the world.

The classic radio series 
returns, brightening cars and 
kitchens across the land with 
25 enjoyable and informative 
episodes that delve into 
our cultural relationship 
with wildlife. Narrated by 
naturalist and broadcaster 
Brett Westwood, the first four 
offerings look at starlings and 
their influence on art and 
music; that icon of extinction, 
the dodo; the hare and why it 
has bewitched and beguiled us 
for generations; and arguably 
the world’s toughest animal,  
the tiny tardigrade.tiny tardigrade.
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www.napowildlifecenter.com

S hut off your phone, enjoy the view,

and get ready for one of the most epic 

photography trips you’ve ever been on. 

Are you looking for a spectacular destination 

to take your wildlife photography vacations?

Tsylos Park Lodge offers you the comforts of our 

Canadian Wilderness Lodge with Professional 

Wildlife photography guides, small groups, and

some of the world’s most stunning scenery.

Just a one and a half hour charter flight from 

Vancouver, British Columbia, you’ll find one of

the best photography destinations amidst the

pristine beauty of Pacific Coast Mountains in the

Canadian wilderness. 

A Photographer’s Wilderness & Wildlife Paradise 

The Chilko area is a photographer’s paradise. 

Known for its stunning beauty and many different 

species of wildlife, it offers you the perfect spot 

to shoot to your heart’s content. While we are 

out looking for grizzly bears there are other

spectacular landscape and wildlife shots to take

from eagles, osprey, ducks, geese, mule deer, 

black bear and salmon. Everywhere you look, 

it’s beautiful! With wildlife photo opportunities 

that can compete with the best locations

worldwide, we are happy to provide you with a

photography trip of a lifetime. Our bear viewing 

Professional, Ethical, and Experienced Guides

AN EXTRAORDINARY AREA, SMALL GROUPS, EASY TO GET TO, FAR FROM THE CROWDS.  

AT TSYLOS PARK LODGE, BRITISH COLUMBIA, YOUR BEAR PHOTOGRAPHY HOLIDAY AWAITS

TSYLOS PARK LODGE

Canadian Log Lodge 

Our intimate log lodge is nestled overlooking the

Chilko River. It’s a unique location for viewing

grizzly bears as it is located adjacent to the main

spawning grounds of the sockeye salmon.  

While relaxing on the deck you can watch the 

bears swimming the river. For this one week 

based photography trip, you will be staying at 

Tsylos Park Lodge in one of our comfortable 

log cabins or private rooms. Don’t worry about 

meals, great pride is taken in the delicious 

meals that are served family style at Tsylos. 

Enjoy a hearty breakfast prepared by our skilled

culinary chef before venturing out for the day.

After a fantastic photo shoot, return for lunch 

to warm up by a roaring fire while enjoying a hot

homemade soup, fresh crusty rolls, and delicious 

cookies hot out of the oven. At the end of the day 

celebrate the day’s photoshoot with an icy cold

drink, an overstuffed chair, or a relaxing soak in

the hot tub after an amazing dinner.

Getting to Tsylos is Easy –  

It’s All Included in Your Package

Traveling to Tsylos is easy. All you have to do is 

get yourself to the beautiful city of Vancouver,

BC, in time to catch our charter flight to the lodge 

which is included in your seven night Nature and 

photography vacations are designed for both the

amateur and professional photographer.

Professional, Ethical, and Experienced Guides

We offer you experienced wilderness guides for 

each three photographers. Your guide can position 

you for a perfect photo shoot; all you have to do

is focus on the wildlife and getting the million 

dollar shot. Our Professional guides are not only 

certified bear viewing guides but have years

of experience in the area, on the river,

and with bears. They are also excellent 

photographers and can give you 

tips for the best shots. 

Wildlife Photography package. Just a one and 

half hour charter flight from Vancouver, British 

Columbia, you’ll find one of the best photography 

destinations amidst the pristine beauty of Pacific

Coast Mountains in the Canadian wilderness. The

flight over the Pacific Coast Mountains is stunning 

and offers you a taste of the  

beauty to come.

www.tsylos.com
1 800 487 9567 
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NAPO WILDLIFE CENTER COMBINES  
THE LUSH RAINFOREST LANDSCAPE  
WITH ITS NEW PANORAMIC SUITES

I t´s difficult to find a better place to spot 

wildlife at its purest than at Napo Wildlife 

Center at Yasuni National Park. When you visit, 

always try to wake up early to see a marvelous 

sunrise and flocks of macaws flying from tree 

to tree in the rainforest. Now, imagine the same 

scene right from the window of one of the four 

cozy brand new suites, built in the shores of 

“Anangu” Lagoon each with its own private 

Jacuzzi with an amazing view to the forest.

You might be familiar with the former Napo 

Wildlife Center suites, but there is a feature that 

make the new ones really incredible, a panoramic 

floor right in the middle of the living room, from 

where you can spot caimans, hoatzins fluttering 

around, and sometimes even hungry giant 

otters looking for piranhas or “paiche” in the 

lagoon. Becoming the first and only of this type, 

throughout the region.

But while you would like to stay all day long, 

enjoying the amenities of your suite, there is a 

whole world awaiting for you outside. Start the 

day having a hearty breakfast with your aboriginal 

guide of the “Anangu” Kichwa Community, who 

will share the beauties of their ancestral territory 

with you, as they voluntarily decided to ban 

hunting, fishing and logging more than 15 years 

ago, nature has thrived to its fullest splendor.

A proof of that is when you reach the parrot 

clay lick, after an enjoyable trip in paddle canoe 

by the tranquil waters of “Anangu” stream and a 

short walk through the rainforest, an incredible 

spectacle of color and sound where you can 

see up to 11 different species of parrots and 

parakeets.

With the construction of the panoramic suites, 

the eco-lodge now has 20 cabins, 12 of them 

standard. Guests at Napo also have access to 

two observation towers 40m. (120 ft.) high, to 

admire the canopy level of the forest and the 

unbelievable fauna that lives in the top of the 

trees, a totally personalized experience in the 

middle of the jungle.

Yasuni National Park, spans more than  

1 million hectares and offers endless possibilities 

to spot fauna, while learning more about the 

aboriginal groups like Waorani and Kichwa, 

which makes this trip a once in a lifetime 

experience, not only enjoying an  

amazing adventure in the 

rainforest, but also helping a 

whole community develop and 

improve their way of life, as 

all the incomes are reinvested 

in education, health and 

renewable energy projects.

+593 2-600-5893
www.napowildlifecenter.com

d 

www.napowildlifecenter.com
Toll Free UK: 0800 0 325 771 // info@napowildlifecenter.com
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SAFARIS
South African

www.cheetahplains.com reservations@cheetahplains.com

Located in the northern part of the world renowned Sabi Sands 

private reserve, Cheetah Plains is a beautiful bush lodge surrounded

by pristine bushveld. Afternoons can be spent lazily by thhe pool,

gazing across at hippos in the watering hole. During gamme drives, your 

expert ranger will traverse prime viewing grounds to helpp you tick off

the Big Five. At night you can listen to the roar of a lion froom the 

comfort of your traditionally thatched chalet.

CHEETAH PLAINS

www.jacissabihouse.co.za reservations@jacissabihouse.co.za

Further down the dirt track from Cheetah Plains is perhaps the most

exclusive safari retreat in South Africa; a spaciious and luxurious 

thatch house for up to six guests. A group of frriends, a couple on a 

romantic getaway or a family on their first safaari has the exclusive use

of a private chef, tracker and safari vehicle. Eveerything is on your time

and after dinner, which is served under the staars, the staff leave and 

you are left completely alone in the bush.

JACI’S SABI HOUSE

www.lukimbi.com res@lukimbi.com

Found in the Southern tip of Kruger, Lukimbi is a stunning fifive star lodge

with five star game viewing. Lucky guests may even get a glimpse of the 

critically endangered black rhino during one of the expert leed drives.

Lukimbi is truly wild, with an array of wildlife found within annd around the 

grounds of the lodge. Returning from the delicious outdoorr Boma dinner,

guests may be lucky enough to find a romantic hot bath waaiting for them. 

A beautiful way to end a day filled with incredible animal expperiences.

LUKIMBI

www.more.co.za mpt@more.co.za

Built around 100 year old trees on the banks of the Sabie River, 

Narina Lodge is one of four lodges found in thee five star Lion Sands 

Game Reserve. Elephants are frequent guestss to the lodge and 

watching them from one of the nine completely private, ultra-

luxurious suites is a joy. For those wanting sommething really special, 

there is even a tree house where guests sleep under the Milky Way, 

surrounded by the 360 degree sights and sounds of the bushveld.

LION SANDS NARINA LODGE
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From when the huge orange sun rises, to when it sets over the endless landscape,  

hear thhe call of lions, the grunts of hippos, and the singing of wild birds as you take in all  

that the South African bush has to offer. Book youur bucket list safari now.

res1@tintswalo.com/res2@tintswalo.com  Tel: +27 11 300 8888

Sharing an unfenced boundary 

with the Kruger National Park, the 

pristine private Manyeleti Game

Reserve is home to Tintswalo 

Safari Lodge and uninterrupted 

Big Five game viewing 

experiences. In addition to the

Baines Presidential Suite, Grant 

Family Suite and six Explorer 

Suites that reflect the luxuries of 

colonial times, Tintswalo Manor

House presents a fully-catered 

villa for a tailor-made stay.

TINTSWALO SAFARI LODGE 

www.returnafrica.com info@returnafrica.com

Stretching along the Luvuvhu river 

in the north of the Kruger National 

Park, you will find Pafuri Camp.

Each en-suite luxury tent has

sweeping river views. The

communal area offers al-fresco 

dining, a bush bar, a swimming pool

and plenty of space. We invite you 

to return to yourself and set your 

p g y pown pace. Lounge on your private 

deck or join our master guides to

explore the wilderness.

RETURN AFRICA - PAFURI CAMP

www.jocksafarilodge.com Reservations@jocksafarilodge.com

Jock Safari Lodge in the South of

the Kruger National Park, at the 

confluence of two rivers, is

steeped in settler history and 

offers two luxury lodges reflecting

the elegance of a bygone era.

Activities include daily guided 

game drives and walking safaris 

offering close encounters with 

Africa’s wildlife, a relaxation

retreat, golf nearby and the kids on 

safari programme.

JOCK SAFARI LODGE

www.extraordinary.co.za Tel: +27 11 516 4367 

Imbali Safari Lodge continues the

safari tradition of a bygone era, 

incorporating comfort and luxury in

the serenity of the African bush. This 

exclusive lodge in the world-renowned 

Kruger National Park has just 12 

private suites, each with their own 

private plunge pool. Each suite has 

magnificent views of the wilderness 

beyond. Experience exceptional 

hospitality, service and gastronomic 

excellence ensuring an unforgettable 

African Safari experience.

IMBALI SAFARI LODGE 

www.klaseriedrift.co.za info@klaseriedrift.co.za

The Klaserie Drift Safari Camps 

Group has earmarked 5,000 

hectares in the Greater Kruger 

National Park. The camps are 

private and secluded, featuring the

Big Five, incredibly diverse 

landscapes and luxury 

accommodation with all modern

amenities. There are two well-

pp p p ,appointed private camps, off gering 

exclusivity, relaxation and solitude,

each with its own swimming pool

and unique ambiance. 

KLASERIE DRIFT SAFARI CAMP

www.klaseriesands.com reservations@klaseriesands.com

Privately owned and intimately 

managed, Klaserie Sands River 

Camp allows you to rediscover 

Africa. Situated within the Klaseire 

Reserve, an open system to the 

greater Kruger National Park, we 

seek to immerse our guests in

incredible encounters with nature. 

Here you will be warmly welcomed 

to your home in the bush, lasting 

friendships will be formed and 

memories created of a journey you

will never forget.

KLASERIE SANDS RIVER CAMP
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AFRICA

An intimate classic safari camp in the heart of The Maasai Mara 

National Reserve, on Paradise Plains by the banks of the Mara River. 

www.hammerkopcamp.com

W W W.T R AC K S SA FA R I S.CO.U K

01386 830264
ATOL and TTA bonded to give you 100% financial protection

Tailor made and small group safaris to: 

Botswana, Congo, Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, 

Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, 

Zambia, Zimbabwe, Madagascar, India, Sri Lanka and Indian Ocean. 

NO SINGLE
SUPPLEMENT

SAFARIS

+27 21 7010 270  
contact@africanbushcamps.com

Feel at home with African Bush Camps, where our guides and staff are 
dedicated to bringing you the best safari experience possible. 

Our family purpose tents create an under-one-roof atmosphere when 
travelling with children. Multi-generational travel is fast becoming the  
norm- stay at Linyanti Ebony, in the Chobe Enclave; Khwai Leadwood 

in Botswana, Somalisa Acacia in Zimbabwe or Thorntree River Lodge in 
Zambia, which boast inter-leading walkways between parents and children’s 

bedrooms for a family-oriented safari.
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AFRICA

AMERICAS

With a background in zoology 

and years of experience in 

African safaris, we offer tailor 

made and group wildlife 

holidays worldwide. 

Friendly, personal service 

DQG�IXOO�¼QDQFLDO�SURWHFWLRQ�

from the UK. We can tailor 

any type of holiday to your 

requirements using overseas 

contacts and local guides. 

01728 748209   |   www.travelwithjules.co.uk

ABTA & ATOL protection, 
members of AITO & ATTA

The Out OF Africa 
World IS True

Roy Safaris Ltd Arusha Tanzania
www.roysafaris.com

Grizzly Bears of Knight Inlet
Departs from Telegraph Cove

 001-250-339-5320 | www.grizzlycanada.com
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SASIA

US SAUSTRALASIA

To advertise  
here contact

Max Spalton 
on 

0117 300 853001638 508 464
www.whale-and-dolphin.com 

SOLOMON ISLANDS 
& INDONESIA

Join marine zoologist 

Dr Charles Anderson for tropical 

cetaceans, seabirds & snorkelling

Mountain Valley
Wilderness Holidays and 
Private Nature Reserve
Tasmania Australia

www.mountainvalley.com.au

info@mountainvalley.com.au                                 

Tasmania’s Unique Wildlife Experience

Stay at Mountain Valley and See 

wild Tasmanian Devils, Quolls, 

Wombats, Platypus, Endemic birds, 

Glow Worm Grotto and more

SHEARWATER  

WILDLIFE TOURS 

IRELAND

Operating pelagic trips from West Cork in 

Ireland’s south-west we give our 

customers a real opportunity to get up 

close with some of our rarest and most 

elusive seabirds. A photographer’s 

paradise, we regularly encounter the 

rarer shearwaters and petrels amongst 

the thousands of seabirds that frequent 

our coast.  All this, plus encounters with 

whales and dolphins, makes this an 

unmissable experience.

www.shearwaterwildlifetours.com
00353 86 1993613
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  Unique photo opportunities of a
large selection of British wildlife 

including Scottish wildcat, pine
marten, otters, polecats, water 

voles and red foxes. Purpose built 
indoor and outdoor sets. European 

beavers in 8 acre wetland site.

Farmhouse Accommodation
For more details, visit: www.wcwpc.co.uk
Phone: 01409 211 578/07764 690 867
Email: DerekJGow@aol.com
Twitter: @WCWPC
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O UC SPRODUCTS

NATURAL

CEDAR

OAK

CLEAR

UV-PROTECTION OIL:  Maintains the natural colour of exterior wood

9 9 9 9 9
MICROPOROUS  |  NATURAL  |  UV-RESISTANT  |  OIL-BASED |  HIGH COVERAGE

SUNSCREEN 

PROTECTION FOR 

EXTERIOR WOOD
01296 481220 | osmouk.com

www.aqua-firma.co.uk       Tel: 01428 620012

Committed to Nature

TANZANIA  

Wildlife & Marine Life Experts

Whale Shark Research, Snorkel, Film & Photography

Expert led Nov 2017 & 2018
 

Great Migration – Private & small group safaris

inc. Mara River Crossing Safari 3rd - 10th Sept 2017
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The ability to adapt to a broad 
range of ecological niches 
is one reason that primates 
(here a black-and-white 
colobus) are so successful.C
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Q&A editor

ST U A R T B L AC K M A N  

Science writer
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Evolutionary biologist

M AT T D O G G E T T
Marine biologist

J E N N Y M AC P H E R S O N
Vincent Wildlife Trust

J O N  D U N N
Author and wildlife guide

K AT E  J O N E S
Bat expert

R I C H A R D  J O N E S  

Writer and entomologist

Why is the primate 

family so diverse?

M I K E  TO M S  

Ornithologist



Q&A

 A  Given the huge diversity in birds’ bills 
and dietary habits, it is unsurprising that 
there is also huge diversity in the physical 
structure of their tongues and the extent 
to which these organs are used to feed. 

Even species that hunt the same 
type of prey can have wildly different  
tongues. Within the fish-eaters, for 
instance, tongues can be small and poorly 
developed (kingfisher); large and adorned 
with backwards-pointing barbs (penguin); 
or completely smooth (grebes and auks). 

The most specialised avian tongues 
belong to sunbirds and hummingbirds. In 

these 
species 
the organ is 
rolled to form 
a tube (or tubes), 
enabling its owner to suck 
nectar from tropical flowers. 

Another interesting adaptation can be 
seen in the nestlings of many species – a 
youngster’s tongue can bear a number of 
spots or other bright markings, which are 
thought to act as a guide to the parents 
when presenting food.  
Mike Toms

A Comprising approximately 504 
species, the primates are an ancient 
and indeed diverse group of eutherian 
(placental) mammals spread across three 
major divisions: apes, monkeys and 
prosimians (lemurs, tarsiers, lorises, 
galagos and pottos).

One reason for primates’ diversity is 
the sheer length of time they have had to 
evolve. The primates first emerged more 
than 55 million years ago, giving them 
ample opportunity to radiate out and 
inhabit various habitats and ecosystems. 
They have thus been able to diversify and 
specialise – from the very small (the 30g 
Madame Berthe’s mouse lemur) to the 
very large (the 205kg eastern gorilla). 

Species have also adapted to a range of 
diets, from gumnivorous (sap-feeding) 
marmosets and carnivorous tarsiers 
to folivores such as the black-and-

white colobus and omnivores such 
as the bonobo. There’s diversity 

in primate habitat, too, from 
tropical forest to savannah; and 

social tendencies, from the 
semi-solitary potto and 

orangutan to the highly 
social mandrill. 

Ben Garrod

How much  
do birds' 
tongues vary?

Q B I R D S
Like other hummingbirds, 

black jacobins use their 
long tongues to retrieve  

nectar – mid-hover, no less.

Brittlestars have five,
long, spindly arms. As
their name suggests,

they are easily damaged.

Q B O TA N Y

What is  
cleistogamy?
A This is a self-pollination

system in which the flowers

remain closed, producing seeds

with no help from insects. The 

opposite, in which the blooms

open for pollination, is known as 

chasmogamy. Some plants, such as

dog violet (above), use both strategiese

– cleistogamy restricts genetic

diversity, but can offset poor seed 

production elsewhere on the plant. SM

Why are br
arms so

y

A  Brittlestars belong to thhe class Ophiuroidea, a word 
derived from the ancient Grreek for ‘snake tails’, which aptly 
describes the serpent-like mmovement of their long, flexible 
arms. Brittlestars use these aappendages in a whip-like manner 
to crawl quickly across the seeabed – far more quickly than
the typical seastar. It’s an impportant adaptation, since many 
brittlestars are scavengers, feeeding on detritus. The faster they can
move, the more likely they aree to get to the food first.

In the UK the colourful Ophhiothrix fragilis (s right), known to
cluster in dense carpets on the sseabed, uses its arms to feed as well 
as move, raising them in the wawater column to capture food 
passing on the current. Perhapss those with the longest limbs
are able to catch more. 

Brittlestars are found in a varieety of marine habitats, from 
rockpools to the deep sea. Some sspecies bury themselves 
in mud or hide in crevices, while oothers 
climb onto corals and sponges. Thhe
arms of some species can reach ovever
60cm. The UK’s largest species, 
Asteronyx loveni, inhabits deep waterrs 
and has arms up to 35cm long. 
Matt Doggett 

Q M A R I N E  B I O L O G Y
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WHAT 
IS IT?

It can be startling to come across 

unrelated species that have found

similar solutions to life’s challenges

– especially, perhaps, when one is 

a marine animal and the other is a 

terrestrial plant. The Venus flytrap

anemone lurks at depths of a kilometre 

or two in the Gulf of Mexico and off

the Atlantic coast of Africa, and like 

many deep-sea creatures rather little

is known about it. So while there are 

suspicions that it actively traps prey 

like its botanical namesake, it might

yet turn out that the resemblance is

merely superficial and that, like other 

anemones, it simply relies on prey 

stumbling into its stinging tentacles.

Stuart Blackman

Venus flytrap
anemone: does it
trap or sting?
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What’s the world’s biggest dragonfly?

Why does 
the UK have 
so few cave  
specialists? 
A  Deep caves have their own specialist 

faunas. The ‘cave’ spiders (Meta species) 
do occur underground in Britain, but 
also in hollow trees, small rock hollows 
and cellars. They are usually scavengers, 
because without light for photosynthesis 
their only biomass input is via dead plant 
material washed down rivers, insects 
wafted in on air currents or excrement 
dropped by bats. Anything that can 
survive in this sparse environment 
becomes isolated from the world above, 
often leading to endemism, such as 
the Alabama cave fish Speoplatyrhinus 

poulsoni, which occurs only in Key Cave, 
Alabama; guanobies (cave cockroaches) 
in mountains of bat guano deep under 

south-east Asia, and the glow-worms 
Arachnocampa luminosa of Waitomo, 
New Zealand. These animals all took 
millions of years to evolve. 

In Britain, the last ice sheet erased all 
life (north of the Thames, at least) and 
only lifted 11,000 years ago. There has 
not been enough time for our own cave-
dwellers to arise, and there is no hope 
of cave-hopping by the often blind and 
flightless animals from distant tunnels  
in the Alps or Pyrenees. Richard Jones

Waitomo's glow-
worms trap lost 
insects in sticky 
silk threads 
dangling from 
the cave ceiling. 

A  There are a few contenders for this title, 
including the giant hawker Tetracanthagyna plagiata 
from South-east Asia and Australia’s giant petaltail 
Petalura ingentissima, both of which have wingspans 
of approximately 16cm (compared to 12cm for 
the largest UK species). These are also likely to be 
the heaviest odonates – the group that includes 
the more delicate damselflies. But in terms of 

wingspan, the helicopter damselfly Megaloprepus 

caerulatus from the Central American rainforests 
tops the tables, with a spread of 19cm. 

Nonetheless, even this spectacular creature is 
dwarfed by the ancestral odonates that ruled the 
skies before vertebrates moved into aerial niches. 
Fuelled by the oxygen-rich atmosphere of the 
Permian, they attained wingspans of 75cm. SB

Q R E C O R D - B R E A K E R S

Q E C O S Y S T E M S

Oversized Odonata: the 
helicopter damselfly of 

Central America. 
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1
RED-BREASTED GOOSE

Lauwersmeer NP

Spectacular numbers of

barnacle and white-fronted 

geese overwinter here, along 

with rarities such as the red-

breasted goose. Montague’s

harriers and golden orioles 

both breed in the park too.

2
SAND LIZARD

Hulshorsterzand,  

Veluwe

This area of the Veluwe is 

the most important location 

for inland sand drifts in

Europe and is a great place 

to encounter sand lizards.

3
BLUETHROAT

De Groote Peel NP

This unmistakeable,

robin-sized songbird

breeds throughout much 

of the Netherlands, but

the wetlands of De Groote

Peel are an excellent place 

to start. 

4
BLACK WOODPECKER

Grenspark de Zoom-

Kalmthoutse Heide NP

A mosaic of habitats make

up this cross-border (with

Belgium) national park, 

including pasture and dunes. 

The coniferous woods

surrounding the central

heathland area are home to 

this striking woodpecker.

5
KONIK PONY

Oostvaardersplassen

‘Rewilded’ hotspot 

Oostvaardersplassen

is 50km2 of wetland, 

grassland and woodland

and home to a range of 

birds and mammals. Not 

strictly wild horses, but

the semi-feral konik ponies

are the nearest we can 

get today to the extinct

European tarpan.

6
SPOONBILL

Texel

Part of a chain of islands in

the Wadden Sea, Texel is a 

birding hotspot. The dunes

around Mokbaai are home

to the Netherlands’ largest 

colony of spoonbills.

W H AT  C A N  I  S E E  I N . . .

Its landscape may be flat, but its wildlife certainly isn’t. 
Visit this land of windmills and water to encounter  
spoonbills in sand dunes and wild ponies in wetlands.

V O L U N T E E R I N G

HOW CAN  
I HELP...

What does the SWLT do?

We manage 50 sites across the south-

west on behalf of the landowner, South 

West Water. Our main responsibilities are 

provision of public access, conservation of 

the natural and historic environment,

education and recreational facilities.

What sort of work do your 

volunteers get involved with?

There’s a range of tasks on offer, from

helping maintain the estate using skills

such as fencing and stonewalling, through

to cutting coppice, managing meadows

and conducting species surveys. 

Do you focus on any species in

particular? 

Yes – our volunteers have been heavily

involved in a bat project at Burrator

Reservoir on Dartmoor. We erected 120

boxes back in 2010 and check them

once a month during the summer – to

date we’ve undertaken more than 5,000 

checks! The boxes have provided valuable

roosting opportunities for 10 species in a

primarily coniferous forest.

What other key species rely on 

the habitat here?

Dormice, otters, dragonflies, fritillary

butterflies and wild orchids – all of which

benefit from our work.

When are you busiest in terms of 

volunteer work?

Winter, when we focus on woodland 

conservation tasks. Summer 

volunteering is more focused on surveys

and looking after the site and its visitors.

We don’t specify a minimum amount 

of time – all we ask for is commitment

and enthusiasm.

South West Lakes Trust
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A volunteer 
checks over a 
Natterer's bat. 
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What is the world’s
smallest snake?
A This accolade goes to the

threadsnakes, a group of 

earthworm-like reptiles that prey 

on the larvae of ants and termites. 

The smallest of them all is probably the 

Barbados threadsnake, which measures no

more than 10cm long and is as thin as a

strand of spaghetti. Smaller snakes tend to 

be proportionately shorter and fatter than 

their larger counterparts, but

threadsnakes b

because of the

result is that th

body cavity for

of their eggs. In

threadsnakes p

a clutch size of

one, and that

single egg is 

itself long and

thin to make

maximum use 

space available

Are regional dialects 
common in UK birds?
This is a tricky question to
answer, as studies have 
focused only on a few
key species that
demonstrate  
distinct regional
variation in the 
structure and 
phrasing of 
their songs. 
Regional
variation, 
leading to
recognisable 
dialects, 
depends
on the degree of 
movement and
interchange between 
populations. Where populations mix

dil h i l h f i lreadily there is less chance of a regional
dialect developing, since singers pick up 
the song phrases of other nearby 

individuals 
and then 

repeat the 
most common 

as they move 
between 
breeding
seasons and mix
with others. It is 
within sedentary
species with a 

low degree of 
mixing that dialects 

are most likely to 
develop. Interestingly, in 

species prone to mimicry, it 
is possible to detect where they 

breed or even winter. A marsh warbler
might, for example, include snatches of m
ongs stolen from African species while on so
s wintering grounds.its MT

Q B I R D S

Marsh warbler
music: British and 
African fusion.

Polecats are the 
wild ancestors of 
domestic ferrets, 
which were bred for 
hunting rabbits.

A  Sometimes. Polecats are very efficient at 
hunting rabbits, which account for 85 per cent of 

their diet. Their long, sinuous bodies enable them 
to chase their quarry into their burrows, which they 

may later make use of for denning. Polecats also 
colonise farmyard buildings, where they prey on 

rats as well as other small mammals, amphibians, 
birds and earthworms. The main prey of pine 
martens is small mammals, particularly field 

voles, though recent research has shown that grey 
squirrels also appear on the menu. In addition, 
pine martens feed on fruit, birds, eggs, insects 

and carrion. Predators such as pine martens and 
polecats are important components of a healthy 

ecosystem. They will take the easiest prey – often 
the old, injured or sick individuals – which results 
in the establishment of healthier prey populations 

by natural selection. Predators can also help 
control numbers of pest species. 

Jenny MacPherson

Do pine martens and polecats 
hunt the same prey?
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HELPING OUT HEDGEHOGS

Hedgehog appreciation

I love wildlife and I’m really glad 
I get your beautiful magazines. 
I love all your pictures and little
facts, and I really liked the happy
hedgehog issue (March 2017) 
because I love hedgehogs. 
Naomi, Vale of Glamorgan

Editor Sheena Harvey replies: 

We love hedgehogs, too, Naomi. 

Our Production Editor, Jo, has two 

who visit her garden who she has 

nicknamed Heston and Harriet! 

Feeding habits

We’ve been fortunate to hand-
feed a robin for the past three
years. This year we found that 
the robin still comes for food at
the front door, but occasionally 
also feeds another robin in 
a bush close by. This other 
robin has the adult red breast, 
but sits in the bush making a 
squawking noise with its beak 
open until it is fed. Surely this 
cannot be one of last year’s 
brood, or is it a lazy partner?
Rosemary and Peter Fairclough, 

via email

Features editor Ben Hoare replies:  

I am fairly certain that you have 

seen what’s known as courtship 

feeding, where the male robin 

offers food to his mate prior to 

nesting. I wouldn’t say she is 

being ‘lazy’ — this is an important 

way of building the pair bond, 

and also, from the male’s point 

of view, of helping his partner to 

get enough nutrition while she 

is forming eggs. You can find out 

more about courtship feeding on 

our website: http://bit.ly/2ksaJSc  
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BLOGGER OF THE MONTH 

This month’s winner is Dara, a young 

naturalist and conservationist from

County Fermanagh. Read his blog at

https://youngfermanaghnaturalist.

com. Visit www.discoverwildlife.com to

find out how you can join our Local 

Patch Reporters Project.

EMAIL US
wildlifeletters@immediate.co.uk

FIND US ON FACEBOOK
www.facebook.com/wildlifemagazine

FOLLOW US ON TWITTER
www.twitter.com/WildlifeMag

E WRITE TO US BBC Wildlife,  
Tower House, Fairfax Street, Bristol BS1 3BN

LETTER 
OF THE 
MONTH

I really enjoyed reading the article on animal 
rescue (Caring for Wild Critters, March 
2017), and wanted to share my experience of 
volunteering at a rehabilitation centre. 

The Northumbrian Hedgehog Rescue Trust
is situated in the village of Longframlington 
near Alnwick where I live. Over the last few 
months I have travelled there every Saturday
morning to volunteer.

Here, in founder Carole Catchpole’s garage, 
over 100 hogs are sheltered in autumn and 
winter, where they build up their weight and 
fitness until they are ready to be released in 
spring. All the hogs have their own unique 
stories and personalities, including this year 

the boisterous ‘Jackson Five’ and the overly
amorous ‘Valentino’! 

Every morning volunteers arrive to help 
clean, feed and water the prickly patients. In 
the colder months, the hedgehog houses are 
full, and a morning’s work can take hours. 
However, in April about 90 mammals were
successfully released back into the wild – all 
fit, healthy, and ready to roam! 

While I help out on one shift a week, Carole 
devotes hours to the hedgehogs every day. Even 
after my limited time spent at the centre, I
can appreciate the immense satisfaction that 
helping a single wild animal can give.
Isaac Mills, Northumbria

The Letter of the Month wins a pair of HI-TEC Altitude Lite I 

waterproof boots, worth £59.99 and perfect for hiking.  

They are available in sizes 7–13 for men and 4–8 for 

women. For more information visit www.hi-tec.co.uk

BE A WINNING WRITER

YOUR FEEDBACK Want to get something off 
your chest? This is the place.

Hedgehogs are in 
decline but a lot can be 
done to support this 
threatened species.  
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YOUR FEEDBACK

1 DRAGONFLY 1 Connor Western, Spain

2 STICK INSECT Pekka Oilinki, Phuket, Thailand 

3 ORANGE-TIP BUTTERFLY David Anderson, Somerset, UKY

O Enter our monthly online 

photographic competition at 

www.discoverwildlife.com/ 

your-photos/photo-contest

1

3

2

Let them be

I enjoyed Richard Smyth’s
Talking Point (Happy Planet,
May 2017) but I disagree 
with his conclusion that the
‘happiness’ of wild animals
should be a central theme in 
conservation. Wildlife for me 
is just that – ‘wild’ being the 
essence of the word. Disease,
predation, injury and starvation 
are commonplace in wild 
animal communities and I 
would not want to intervene to
reduce this. The current vogue 
for intervention on the grounds
of animal welfare ultimately 
devalues ‘wildlife’ and in most 
cases has no benefit for animal 
populations in the longer term.
Ian Carter, Devon

Contrasting curlews

I liked the article on stone
curlews (Return of the Heath
Chicken, Spring 2017) and 
applaud all the hard work that
is being done to provide them 
with safe habitats in England. 
Their scarcity here contrasts
dramatically with the abundance
of bush stone curlews in 
Australia. We visited Magnetic 
Island off Queensland’s coast
in 2007 and were kept awake
at night by bush stone curlews
foraging under our hut. One
evening a pair helped themselves 
to scraps near us on a beach.
Megan Taylor, via email

ONLINE PHOTO CONTEST
THEME: INTERESTING INSECTS

suggested that it might be part 

of foraging activity where the 

birds are searching for aphids, 

or that the birds are testing the 

suitability of the plant for use as 

nesting material, or, that they 

are testing for moisture content. 

These birds could also have 

been employing displacement 

activity, the snapping of a piece 

of plant acting as a sign of 

either submission or aggression 

dependent upon the birds taking 

part. What is clear is that more 

work is needed on this subject. 

Hope for the future

The article on otters in 
Singapore (City Slickers, 
Spring 2017) was fascinating
and heartening. It is brilliant
to learn that these wonderful
and fascinating creatures are
starting to thrive again. I found 
the piece really insightful and 
hope that lessons can be learnt 
by this example, which could
help other animals.
Jennifer Shelden, Leicester

Reptile reports needed

I am a researcher at the
University of Leeds studying 
the ecology of wall lizards. 
They were introduced to the 
UK many years ago and are
now established here, primarily
on the south coast. Our work 
requires the help of citizen 
scientists and I would like 
to make an appeal to BBC 

Wildlife readers to report their 
sightings of these reptiles. 

This will hopefully give us a
better understanding of how 
far the lizards have spread
and possibly identify hitherto 
unknown populations.
Rob Williams, Leeds 

O Find out how to report 

your sightings at www.

discoverwildlife.com/news/

researchers-ask-lizard-records

Unexplained behaviour

Why is it that our local house 
parrows cluster sp
round various new ar
ant growth and pl

nap the stems?sn
hey make noTh
ttempt to eat them.at

Moira East, LincolnM

The BTO’s PaulT

StancliS ffe replies: ffff

This behaviour 

has been widely 

observed but there is 

little understanding 

about why it takes 

place. It has been 

COMPETITION WINNER

Alistair Richardson of Machynlleth has won

a trip to Carna island, Scotland. 

QUIZ ANSWERS (see p113)

The Wild Words are: 1B, 2A, 3A, 4B, 5C, 6B

Calling all citizen 

scientists! Have you 

seen a wall lizard? 

Megan got 
close to bush 
stone curlews 
on a beach. 
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INSIDE THE IMAGE

June 2017

Bringing two worlds 
together in one image is
what I love about split-

level photography. It’s particularly
appropriate for this image, which shows 
an Endangered green sea turtle being
released from captivity into the freedom
of its natural ocean habitat.

I was deep into an 18-month 
photographic expedition for WWF in
the Coral Triangle with my wife, Stella,
when I took this picture. We had just 
arrived on the small and incredibly
remote Indonesian island of Pulau
Runduma, and discovered that locals
were keeping seven turtle hatchlings 
in a ‘backyard’ tub for their children to
play with. Sugi, our expedition leader,
talked to the chief about the importance
of this threatened marine species, and
was permitted to release them from
the neighbouring and uninhabited
island of Anano. I quickly assembled
my underwater housing, not wanting
to miss the opportunity to catch the 
youngsters swimming to freedom.

WAVING GOODBYE 

Focusing on a frisky turtle was a real 
challenge, as was photographing in the
waves, small though they were – you
ideally need flat, calm conditions for a
shot like this. Getting the image was a
special moment, not only as I’d been
doing a lot of topside work, but because
it captured the result of positive 
engagement with villagers. I hope the
animals return here in years to come,
when it is their time to reproduce.

CAMERA Nikon D3X

UNDERWATER HOUSING

Seacam housing for

Nikon D3X; Seacam 

Seaflash 150 strobes

LENS Fisheye

FOCAL LENGTH

10.5mm

EXPOSURE 1/125 

F-stop: 16

DATA FILE

1

2

5

3

BABY GREEN TURTLE ANANO ISLAND, SOUTH SULAWESI, INDONESIA
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PHOTO ANALYSIS

Jürgen was born in Germany but lives in the tropics of Australia. 

A mechanical engineer by training, he has been photographing

the marine environment since 1982. www.juergenfreund.com 

1
SPLIT IT UP
I usually use fisheye lenses 

for split-level images.

Simply, this effect is produced

when your underwater housing is

half in and half out of the water.

I wanted a very wide-angle for

this shot, which meant getting 

close to the turtle to keep it big 

in the frame. Opting for a Nikon

10.5mm DX format lens instead 

of a 16mm FF lens allowed for 

this close focus, and also created 

the exaggerated feel of the 

flipper. When shooting split-level, 

dome housings are best: a bigger 

dome creates a better impact.

2
PERFECT STATE
The lighting conditions 

were ideal, fortunately 

– the bright sunshine, shallow

water and white sand all helped

to illuminate the turtle. 

3
FINDING FOCUS
I had to work quickly, so 

I used manual exposure 

and autofocus. This meant I 

could concentrate on my subject 

without getting in its way.

4
FLASH OF LIGHT
I almost always use two

strobes for underwater 

shots, even if my subjects are just

beneath the surface on a sunny 

day. Because of the refraction 

at the surface, sunlight mostly 

comes from the top, even when 

the sun is low. Interestingly, in

water, sunlight does not offer the

same beautiful light that it does 

on land. Small strobes are enough 

to brighten the shadows.

5
GREEN AND
PLEASANT 
To give a sense of place 

and add some green to the all-

blue backdrop, I incorporated

trees from the island. This was 

tricky, though, as the turtle was

moving quickly and tiny waves 

kept sloshing over my dome. 

+ FIND OUT MORE

For more photo advice visit

www.discoverwildlife.com/

wildlife-nature-photography/

tips-and-techniques

4

THE PHOTOGRAPHER

JÜRGEN FREUND
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YOUR PHOTOS
www.discoverwildlife.com is the place to see and share wildlife photos.

YOUR PHOTOS

June 2017

4 
STOP AND LISTEN
While trying to photograph barn and 

short-eared owls in January at Wicken Fen 

Nature Reserve, Cambridgeshire, I heard the 

familiar ‘ping’ calls of bearded tits. Finally a 

female came into view, then another, until 

about six birds appeared – they are flittish 

and don’t settle for long. Luckily, I was ready 

with my camera on a monopod when this 

striking male settled on a reed. I got several 

shots before he moved and the group was 

gone. Later, I got my barn owl picture, and 

saw short-eared owls in the distance. 

Matt Trevillion, Braintree, Essex, UK

2 
SEEING RED
I visit the Baldha Garden, Dhaka, 

Bangladesh, every week in search of 

small subjects to photograph. In March 

I spotted this stunning oriental latrine 

fly. I was surprised when it didn’t fly 

away, and took the opportunity to 

capture the insect in detail, especially 

its red compound eyes.

Azim Khan Ronnie, 

Dhaka, Bangladesh

SUBMIT YOUR PHOTOS 
O Enter our Your Photos competition and 

your image may run in the magazine: www.

discoverwildlife.com/submit-your-photos

These 8x32 robust binoculars, 

worth £130, are part of the 

RSPB’s new Avocet range. The 

fully waterproof prize features 

nitrogen-filled, high quality BAK 

4 prisms, fully coated optics and 

comes with a bag, padded neck 

strap and twist 

down eyecups 

for glasses 

wearers. 

www.

rspbshop.

org.uk

ENTER TO WIN A 

PAIR OF RSPB 

BINOCULARS

1 
BEAUTIFUL BEAST
I visited Norway in February 

with some fellow wildlife 

photographers and film-makers 

to see musk oxen. Following 

a challenging walk from our 

basecamp to locate the bovids, 

we stayed with a group of males 

for several days.  After some time, 

the mammals felt confident and 

we could get quite close. I lay on 

the snowy ground to take this 

picture, watching the musk ox’s 

body language as they can be 

unpredictable. To focus my image 

on the details of the creature’s face 

and thick coat I used a zoom lens 

and upped the exposure.

Etienne Brunelle,  

Namur, Belgium

3ON YOUR DOORSTEP
I was sitting in my garden in France 

on a nice Sunday afternoon in April when I 

spotted two common wall lizards chasing 

each other. One was suddenly distracted by a 

passing earwig. It remained still, then swiftly 

caught its prey. I was captivated and grabbed 

hold of my camera to photograph the action. 

It is not always necessary to travel far from 

your local area to witness nature’s beauty. 

As I discovered, extraordinary things can 

happen close to home. 

Nathalie Serieys, Chandres, France 

PHOTO
CHOICE
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5 
SPONTANEOUS SHOT
During a family holiday to Mashatu Game Reserve in Botswana, we spent 

about three to four hours in a hide by a waterhole watching animals. We were 

taking photos of various species, when suddenly a large flock of red-billed quelea 

landed for a drink. They moved around so fast, it was difficult to take a picture in 

focus. This unexpected image is one of my favourites from the trip. 

Ali Zayem Dhanji, Texas, USA

6 
WINDOW FRAME
I was driving past this old barn in rural northern 

Colorado, USA, when I spotted these two great horned owls 

and could not believe my eyes. I often drive by this building, 

as I know there are birds living there and I am friends with 

the landowner. On this occasion both the male and female 

were together. When I had parked, they tilted their heads 

towards me, which created a unique shot. 

Blake Hess, Colorado, USA
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ACROSS

1 Rugged Italian region notable for 

wolf, golden eagle, eagle owl 

and porcupine (6)

5 Aquatic salamander of the genus

Necturus; endemic to the eastern US 

and Canada (8)

9 Serissa japonica, or tree of a

thousand stars, is a shrub with

white flowers (8)

10 Critically Endangered Hawaiian 

honeycreeper; male has golden yellow

head and breast (6)

11 Wildflower with deep pink to purple

scentless flowers; once common in

European wheat fields (10)

12 The ___ warbler is a migratory 

songbird found in deciduous forests (4)

13 Fast-flying, cave-nesting bird of

Asia and the South Pacific (8)

16 RSPB ___ Fen in Norfolk is a 

valuable wetland habitat (6)

Answers in 
our August 
2017 issue

SPRING ANSWERS

Across: 1 Cocker, 4 

Plushcap, 10 Pachyderm, 

11 Nurse, 12 Bract, 13 

Alkalibee, 14 Rooibos, 16 

Newt, 19 Calf, 21 Currant,

24 Stinkwort, 25 Fossa,

26 Eagle, 27 Willow Tit, 28 

Sungrebe, 29 Baltic.

Down: 1 Capybara, 2

Cachalot, 3 Egypt, 5 

Limpkin, 6 Sunflower,

7 Carobs, 8 Peewee, 9 

Petals, 15 Black Bear, 17 

Marsh Tit, 18 Atlantic, 20 

Food Web, 21 Cattle, 22

Osiers, 23 Virgin, 25 Flora.

SPRING PRIZE 
WINNER

Janice Bridger Birmingham

HOW TO ENTER This competition is only open to residents of the UK (including 

the Channel Islands).  Post entries to BBC Wildlife Magazine, June 2017

Crossword, PO Box 501, Leicester, LE94 0AA or email the answers toA

June2017@wildlifecomps.co.uk by 5pm on 23 June 2017. Entrants must 

supply name, address and telephone number. The winner will be the first

correct entry drawn at random after the closing time. The name of the winner 

will appear in the August 2017 issue. By entering participants agree to be

bound by the general competition terms and conditions shown on this page.

Immediate Media Company Limited (publisher of BBC Wildlife Magazine) would love to send you

newsletters, together with special offers, and other promotions. If you would not like to receive these 

please write ‘NO INFO’ on your entry.

Branded BBC titles are licensed from or published jointly with BBC Worldwide (the commercial arm of

the BBC). Please tick here � if you’d like to receive regular newsletters, special offers and promotions 

from BBC Worldwide by email. Your information will be handled in accordance with the BBC Worldwide 

privacy policy: www.bbcworldwide.com/privacy.

WIN ETHICAL SUPERSTORE GOODIES

You could win a Dewdrop Bee and

Bug Hotel and a Wildlife World

Bempton Hanging Bird Table, 

worth £51.44. Plus, a £20 Ethical

Superstore voucher.

O To find out more visit 

www.ethicalsuperstore.com

17 Aggressive tropical bird, named after a

famous leader of the Huns (6)

19 Common name for species of larch 

native to Canada and the northern US (8)

21/28 The ___-___ woodpecker, Picus 

canus, closely resembles the green

woodpecker (4-6)

22 Largest toothed cetacean; can

grow up to 20m in length (5, 5)

25 Australian species of wattle tree, 

also known as weeping myall (6)

26 Common name for the Eurasian

grass Agrostis capillaris (8)

27 Huge land mammal (8)

28 See 21

DOWN

2 Juicy fruit found growing wild in 

South-east Asia (5)

3 Tree known as the mountain ash (5)

4 Rare salamander that retains its 

larval features (7)

5 African mammal that lives in family

groups; related to the mongoose (7)

6 Stocky, short-winged birds that

hunt underwater (7)

7 Lake District lake, home to brown trout, 

salmon, perch and Arctic char (9)

8 Geological era during which much of 

life on Earth first emerged (9)

14 Shy wetland bird with a red bill;

related to the spotted crake (5, 4)

15 Tiny parasitic insect with 

bristled wings (5, 4)

18 EU country, home to chamois,

marmot and alpine chough (7)

19 Arboreal flying mammal of the

Caribbean islands (4, 3)

20 Extinct relative of 27 across (7)

23 Flowering shrub from which dye

can be extracted (5)

24 Sierra ___ is home to rare species

such as pygmy hippopotamus and 

western chimpanzee (5)

1) the definition for clicket

A    a lean deer not fit to hunt
B    the copulation of foxes
C    a shout used to frighten the

crows from the cornfields

2) the animal you associate 

with the adjective garruline

A    a magpie
B    a pigeon
C    a guineafowl

3) the offspring of a turtle

A    a hatchling
B    a puggle
C    a flapper

4) the sound made 

by kangaroos

A    a whoop
B    a chortle
C    a gibber

5) the name for a female mule

A    a dam
B    a mare
C    a molly

6) the collective noun               

for ferrets

A    a dopping
B    a business
C    a spring

WILD WORDS

Questions set by ADAM JACOT DE BOINOD

F
re

d
e

r/G
e

tty

Find out  
the answers  

on p107

You could win a Dewd

113BBC WildlifeJune 2017



SEAN

LANDSMAN

is a fish biologist

and photographer:

www.seanlands

manphotography.com

June 2017114 BBC Wildlife

“
A

re we there yet?” my wife Sarah
asked as she carefully stepped 
around a mass of protruding
spruce tree roots.

“It’s just up ahead, maybe 
five more minutes,” I replied.

We were heading to a shallow, gravelly 
section of the Winter River, located in central 
Prince Edward Island (PEI), Canada. My 
interest lay with taking photos of a species 
that calls the river home: the brook trout.

As an ichthyologist who has handled a 
number of different fish, I rank brook trout 
as one of the most visually stunning I’ve ever 
worked with. During the fall spawning season 
in particular, every pattern and colour on their
bodies becomes more exaggerated.

My goal was to showcase this beauty 
through a collection of underwater images. 
During the non-reproductive season, the trout 
are extremely wary of intruders, 
but when spawning they drop
their guards and become focused
on the task at hand.

A colleague had lent me a 
brand new neoprene drysuit in 
an ‘urban camo’ colour pattern.

bush
A WILD WORLD OF 

RIPPING YARNS

Tales
b hb h
Tal

from the

The black, grey and white patterning 
wouldn’t exactly blend in with the yellow-
orange hue of the water and river bottom, 
but it was better than nothing.

So off I went, with my wife in tow, to
explore the waters. I had previously scouted 
the location and identified a specific section
of river with a high density of spawning trout.

As we approached I turned and 
whispered to Sarah that we needed to tread
lightly and move slowly. We could see the
trout holding steady in the current, with
a few females digging their redds (nests) 
towards the opposite shoreline.

I tried to pick out the most aggressive 
spawners, or those that would likely be most 
tolerant of my presence in the water, and
stepped into the drysuit. Sarah, meanwhile,
set up a small camping chair and sat down.

The river was cold and numbed my cheeks

within minutes, but I remained as still as 
possible. After about 10 minutes of lying 
in the water, I began to hear some muffled 
noises coming from behind me. It was 
Sarah. Raising my head, I turned to hear 
what she was saying.

“Sean, they think you’re a dead body!” she
yelled out pointing up the hill behind me.

I spat out my snorkel. “What?” 
“They’re on the phone with the cops!”
I stood up, waved my arms and shouted, 

“Hey! Yoohoo! I’m not dead! I’m alive!”
The women waved back. We could hear 

them telling the dispatcher that I was OK.
When we returned home that evening, I

decided to try and devise a setup that could 
keep me out of the river while still being able 
to photograph the trout. I mounted my 
camera on a tripod and taped a bicycle brake
cable to the shutter trigger. The rig worked 

perfectly and I was able to create
a portfolio of images I’m proud 
to have. The best part? Not being 
mistaken for a corpse again! 

BROOK TROUT

EAST COAST OF CANADA
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“I TRIED TO PICK OUT THE MOST 
AGGRESSIVE SPAWNERS, OR THOSE 

THAT WOULD LIKELY BE MOST 
TOLERANT OF MY PRESENCE.” 

O Do you have a tale that you would like 
to share? If so, please email a synopsis of 
your idea to james.fair@immediate.co.uk

SEAN BRAVES FREEZING WATER  

TO PHOTOGRAPH TROUT BUT NOT 

WITHOUT ALARMING HIKERS.

The colours of brook 
trout become bolder 

during the mating 
season. Inset: Sean 

lies still in the Winter 
River, Canada. 





HEBRIDEAN  
WILDLIFE CRUISES

Choose from one of our many, superb value, Hebridean wildlife 

cruises which explore the Hebrides from St Kilda to Arran. 

Incredible scenery, rare wildlife, quiet anchorages, great range 

of activities and delicious food.

Accommodation for up to six guests in two warm and cosy 

cabins: a roomy, double, en-suite aft and, in the fore cabin, four 

comfortable berths, with adjacent toilet and shower rooms.

To find out more and book your cruise, visit www.sthildaseaadventures.co.uk

     +44 (0)7745 550988 or +44 (0)1776 810802 �� info@sthildaseaadventures.co.uk

For a unique wildlife cruise that you will never 

forget, come aboard the sturdy ex-tall ship St Hilda 

and discover the stunning Scottish Hebrides

To claim your discount quote Discover2017 when booking

     The wildlife is so 

fantastic. Seeing gannets 

diving, seals sunbathing 

and porpoises and whales 

breaching was amazing!

SPRING  

SPECIAL OFFERS

• £100 per person off any cruise 

when booking a double en-suite

• £50 per person off any cruise 

when booking a single berth

• £400 off the cost of a private 

charter (max six people)


