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The Third Reich had little 

explicit interest in bitterns or 

marsh harriers, despite what our 

cover suggests. But, as Simon 

Barnes reports, wetlands in the 

UK can swiftly deliver results for 

wildlife (p60). Getting habitat 

right can be incredibly potent, 

but with limited funds conservation finds itself faced 

with seemingly stark choices to save one species over 

another (p28). Nature faces multiple challenges and 

most can be traced back to human activity. We are 

unlikely to solve any of them until we as a species 

value nature more than we value a flatscreen TV 

shopping scrum on Black Friday, but where to start? 

How about following the example of reader David 

Pollard (p57) and pointing out misinformation 

wherever we see it? BBC Wildlife is packed with 

the information you need to stand up for nature, 

whether you’re challenging lazy media reporting or 

misguided politicians, or helping to open people’s 

eyes to the wonder of wildlife. Let’s all resolve to do 

just that. We’d love you to tell us how you get on.

Welcome

Matt Swaine Editor

matt.swaine@immediate.co.uk

SPECIES THAT LIVE IN THE NAMIB 

DESERT HAVE EVOLVED SOME 

REMARKABLE STRATEGIES TO 

SURVIVE WHEN WATER IS SCARCE.
Find out more on p68

IN BBC WILDLIFE THIS MONTH

GET YOUR  

DIGITAL COPY

PATRICK BARKHAM
Patrick is a writer and naturalist: “I wonder 

whether future generations will mock us 

for trying so hard to conserve pandas while 

ignoring life-giving invertebrates.” See p28

CONTRIBUTOR 

CONTRIBUTOR CHELSEA WALD 
Chelsea is a science and nature writer. 

“The colours of male mandrills are so 

extraordinary that scientists had to look to 

birds to find their equal,” she says. See p40 

SIMON BARNES 
Author and journalist Simon lives on 

a marsh in Norfolk. “Once you’ve had 

kingfishers for breakfast, tea and toast is 

never quite enough,” he says. See p60

LAURIE CAMPBELL 
Laurie has spent decades photographing 

golden eagles: “Getting close to these birds 

demands respect for their phenomenal 

eyesight – and lots of time.” See p76

Buy a digital edition of BBC Wildlife 
Magazine for iOS, Android, Kindle 

Fire, PC or Mac. Visit iTunes, the 

Google Play store, Amazon or 

www.zinio.com to find out more.

The year that a 
flock of starlings 

stopped the hands 
of Big Ben See p10
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LEARNED 
this issue
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KNOW?

6,500 
The number 
of Sumatran 

orangutans left  
in the wild See p93
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“ Until economists 
are brought into 
line by ecologists, 
we face ruin.”p25

We reveal why golden 
eagles are booming on 
some Scottish islands.

Whale sharks in the 
Philippines — one of our 
top adventures for 2015. 
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a new policy 
in Australia
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UK’s reviving wetlands.

CHRIS 
PACKHAM

“ Government ministers 
ignore scientific advice 
time and again, as if it’s 
an optional extra.”p53

MARK
CARWARDINE

“ Cartoon animals can 
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thing — and educational. 
Well, a bit…”p27
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WILD FEBRUARY
WHAT TO SEE O NATURALIST SKILLS O DISCOVERIES

Prize-winning penguins
Last year we launched the BBC Wildlife Magazine Photographic Grant, to nurture new 

talent and fund conservation reporting. We are delighted to announce that the inaugural 

winner is Anthony Smith, whose portfolio was from work in South Georgia. “I captured 

this image while working at the old whaling station of Grytviken,” says Anthony. “Several-

dozen king penguins breed in and around the old buildings, and I found these two resting 

on the foundations of what had once been the whaling station’s bakery.” Anthony’s 

winning commission will take him back to the South Atlantic to document the world’s 

most southerly bird of prey. “Striated caracaras are known in the Falklands as ‘Johnny 

Rooks’ and are one of the most fearless raptors. Only 600 pairs breed on the islands  

and a new study is shedding light on this unusual species.” His feature will appear later  

in the year; you can see the other finalists on p23 and at www.discoverwildlife.com.

Photograph by Anthony Smith

4 KING PENGUIN

WINNER
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PHOTOGRAPHIC

GRANT
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Toxic beauty
Arguably one of the ocean’s most flamboyant creatures, a 

nudibranch Hypselodoris bennetti investigates the seafloor in the 

shallow waters of Bushrangers Bay, New South Wales. The species 

is endemic to south-east Australia, and its vivid colours serve to 

warn predatory fish of its toxins. Like other related nudibranchs, 

H. bennetti absorbs its toxins and pigments from the sponges on 

which it feeds, an adaptation that has allowed this gastropod to 

dispense with a shell. It lacks eyes, so is guided by its feathery 

antennae, known as rhinophores, which ‘taste’ the surrounding 

water. The equally feathery, equally pink tufts at its tail-end are  

the external gills that filter oxygen from the ocean.

Photograph by Matty Smith

4 NUDIBRANCH

WILD FEBRUARY



Streetwise starlings 
As shoppers browse the stalls at Camden Market, some of London’s 

wintering starlings swoop down to snap up morsels of food dropped 

in the street. “I noticed that they would arrive at lunchtime each 

day, as if they knew there’d be rich pickings,” says photographer 

Tomos Brangwyn. Sadly starlings are much scarcer in the capital 

– and other British cities – than in the past, mirroring the species’ 

nationwide decline in rural areas. “On winter afternoons in the 

1950s and 60s my father used to gaze out of his o�ce window 

and watch tens of thousands of starlings wheeling over St James’s 

Park,” says Tomos. “I still know of a few thousand birds that roost 

on the ironwork of Battersea Bridge, and Westminster Bridge and 

County Hall have about 50 birds each. But the vast city-centre 

murmurations have gone.” It’s a far cry from 1949, when the weight 

of roosting starlings stopped the hands of Big Ben for two hours.

O Take part in the UK Starling Roost Survey at http://societyofbiology.

org/starlingsurvey and follow Twitter updates using #StarlingSurvey.

Photograph by Tomos Brangwyn

4 EUROPEAN STARLING
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2ANCIENT YEW S
This evergreen tree stands 

out in winter with its small, dark 

green needles and scarlet, berry-

like fruits, which are a popular 

winter food for small mammals 

and about 10 species of bird. Yews 

are surrounded by much folklore 

and have long been associated 

with churchyards. Britain has some 

of Europe’s most ancient yew 

trees, many of which are in Wales 

including the Llangernyw Yew, which 

could be 4,000 years old. 

BEST SPOT  Llangernyw North Wales

3 BADGER X
Brock gives birth this month, though it will be 

April or May before young cubs venture above ground. 

Typically a litter consists of two or three cubs, but can 

be as many as five. Look out for old winter bedding 

appearing outside setts as females replace it with fresh 

material. Another telltale badger sign is the clusters of 

dung-filled pits that mark a group’s territory. Badgers 

that are fed regularly, for example at B&Bs or reserves 

such as WWT Caerlaverock, may keep visiting all winter. 

BEST SPOT   WWT Caerlaverock Dumfries & Galloway

1 
BEARDED TIT S
This exotic-looking passerine spends its entire life in reedbeds. 

‘Bearded tit’ is something of a misnomer – it’s not a member of 

the tit family, and the male sports a bold black moustache, not 

a beard. Listen for distinctive nasal ‘pings’ as the birds flit about 

reedbeds in coastal south, east and north-west England, or 

observe them at grit trays, put out at reserves such as Leighton 

Moss in Lancashire, where they eat stones to help break down 

their winter diet of seeds. 

BEST SPOT   RSPB Dungeness Kent
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+ BE A LOCAL EXPERT

Share your best tips for 

watching wildlife in your 

local area on our forum at 

www.discoverwildlife.com
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5 ROOK T

Mass assemblies of rooks are 

dramatic midwinter sights. Typically 

roosting in woods and copses, rooks 

often gather in farmland before 

they move together into the trees, 

their swirling black forms darkening 

the winter sky. Many thousands 

of birds mingle at the largest 

roosts, possibly up to 80,000 at 

Buckenham Marshes. In February 

nestbuilding begins – this corvid 

starts nesting early, well before the 

first leaves appear on the trees. 

BEST SPOT
  RSPB Buckenham 

Marshes Norfolk

7 
SNIPE T
Scan patiently at the edges of wetland in winter and you 

may, with luck, be rewarded with a sighting of this exquisitely 

camouflaged, bulky-looking species. Snipe numbers are boosted by 

winter migrants from Northern Europe joining resident birds. This 

elusive wader uses its extremely long, straight bill to probe mud for 

worms, insects and crustaceans. If disturbed, it gives a croaking 

call and darts away with a characteristic zigzag flight. If you spot 

one individual, it’s worth searching for more – snipe are often found 

in numbers, though their ability to blend in beautifully with marsh 

vegetation can make locating them quite a challenge.

BEST SPOT
  RSPB West Sedgemoor Somerset 

4 
SNOWDROP S
The appearance of snowdrops, one of the most 

welcome early signs of spring, is presaged by hardened 

leaf-tips piercing frozen soil. Snowdrops may not be native 

to Britain, but they’re now widespread in woodlands, parks 

and gardens. Because pollinating insects are scarce when 

snowdrops flower, most reproduction occurs through bulb 

division rather than seed production. In recent decades 

blooms have been appearing progressively earlier – 

possibly an indicator of our changing climate.

BEST SPOT   NT Dunham Massey Cheshire

m TWEET OF THE DAY

http://bbc.in/1fFY3OD

BBC Wildlife

6 
PIED WAGTAIL S
These small, hyperactive birds, with their 

distinctive black-and-white plumage and bobbing tails, 

are a familiar sight as they dash across pavements, 

lawns and car parks in search of food. In winter large 

numbers roost in urban areas, often assembling on 

rooftops before settling in bushes or trees above the 

heads of passing shoppers. Gathering in huge roosts of 

up to 4,000 birds may provide protection against the 

cold or against nocturnal predators such as owls.  

BEST SPOT   York city centre
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naturalistINSTANT
Ben Hoare’s

Essential fieldcraft, skills and knowledge you need to discover the natural world.

F
rogspawn has always been 

one of the earliest and 

most eagerly anticipated 

signs of spring, but with a trend 

for milder winters you may spot 

it earlier than ever. Late January 

and early February records are 

certainly not uncommon.

“Usually spawning begins in 

the south-west, then advances 

across the country in a north-

westerly direction, moving 

around frost pockets,” says John 

Buckley of the Amphibian and 

Reptile Conservation Trust. 

“Day length and air temperature 

fire the starting gun. Keep an 

eye on your thermometer 

for when it hits 5°C.”

Frogs can breed in 

colder conditions than 

toads, which mate 

from March onwards 

when the temperature 

reaches 7°C; also unlike toads, 

frogs hibernate in or near their 

breeding ponds, so there is 

no need to migrate there first. 

There are obvious advantages 

to starting the breeding season 

early, but frogs can only spawn 

once each year – any spawn 

lost to freezing weather 

is not replaced.

UNDERSTAND FROG 
BREEDING BEHAVIOUR Mating embrace

The male grips his mate tightly 

in a hold called amplexus. A 

soft swelling on the inner finger 

of each front foot helps him to 

cling on – look for this ‘nuptial 

pad’ if you come across a frog.

Size difference
Females are marginally larger, 

though the disparity is more 

significant in common toads, 

where females may be twice as 

big as their partner. Frogs live 

up to five or six years, and keep 

growing: a big frog is an old one.

Variable coloration
Frogs may be reddish or have very dark markings. 

Genes and water chemistry a�ect coloration, so 

there’s a regional bias to some forms; individuals 

can also vary skin tone to an extent to blend in.

Croaking males
Groups of males croak on damp nights – a soft 

sound like distant motorbikes. Lone males seldom 

call. Marsh frogs, a non-native species found in the 

south-east, are far noisier and call by day or night.

Dead spawn
During cold snaps, frosting may kill spawn at or just 

below the water surface, turning it white. The risk is 

greater in shallow water, so make part of your pond 

15cm deep to reduce the chance of this happening.
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O�More about frogs 

and how to help: 

www.arc-trust.org/

about-us

O�Report sightings 

at www.recordpool.

org.uk or by using 

the HerptileId app..

+ FIND OUT MORE

Kicking out
Instead of gripping the female 

with his rear legs, the male 

uses them to kick rivals away. 

Spawning mostly occurs at night 

and is rapid, lasting seconds.

Spawn development
Freshly laid spawn is all-dark, rather 

like caviar, but soon takes on water, 

developing into the familiar clear jelly 

with black centres. If healthy, spawn 

takes 8–10 days to hatch.
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Four February highlights to enjoy on your local patch.

O�Siskin numbers traditionally peak in 

gardens in January–February, so look out 

for flocks. They’re quite feisty on feeders.

O Cha�nches begin singing on sunny 

February days, though it’s usually a short 

version of the song with no final flourish.

GARDEN WATCH

Herons breeding in February? Really? 

Actually, grey herons may even lay eggs 

as early as January, and some young don’t 

fledge until September, making this species’ 

breeding season one of the earliest to start – 

and longest – of any British bird. By contrast, 

little egrets have a much shorter season.

What behaviour can be seen now?

Herons’ bulky nests last well through winter 

gales, but new material is added each spring 

as part of ritual courtship and pair-bonding 

displays. Look out for herons pilfering 

abandoned nests, and flying to the treetop 

colony carrying fresh sticks in their bills.

How is the species faring?

Grey heron numbers in the UK peaked at 

about 14,000 pairs in 2001, but have since 

slipped back to their mid-1980s level of 

roughly 10,000 pairs. Little egrets, though, 

are one of our fastest-increasing birds.

Do cold winters have an impact?

Freezing weather is a severe threat to herons 

wintering inland. The infamous 1946/47 and 

1962/63 winters caused big drops in nesting 

numbers. Our climate may be warmer overall, 

but snowfall and spring gales in recent years 

contributed to the current shallow decline.

Can I help study herons?

The UK-wide Heronries Census has run every 

year since 1928 and is the longest-running 

annual survey of any bird in the world. You 

can volunteer – our aim is to count active 

nests in as many heronries as possible.

6 0  S ECO N D  E X P E RT

Nesting grey 
herons

O�John Marchant organises the BTO’s 

Heronries Census. Find out more and get 

involved at www.bto.org/heronries

WILD FEBRUARY

JOHN MARCHANT
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O�Herald moths overwinter as adults 

and are one of the first moths to emerge. 

Their ‘ragged’ wing edges are distinctive.

O�Horse chestnut buds start to develop 

in late winter. The exceptional stickiness 

is a defence against insects and frost.

Several native trees are blossoming by February, 

including yew and goat (‘pussy’) willow. In both, 

male and female flowers are on separate trees. 

Find a female yew to see how puffs of pollen are 

released at the faintest touch (above). Yews are 

wind-pollinated, whereas goat willows use insects 

and – probably – blue tits. If so, this is our only 

native tree or plant species with a bird pollinator.

X Find out more at www.woodlandtrust.org.uk

LOOK FOR 
TREES IN FLOWER

Stand under a female goat willow laden with nectar-rich flowers — masses of bees and flies sound like power lines as they hum!

Keep pace with roving 

flocks of woodland birds 

— note how long-tailed 

tits lead the way, with 

other tits, nuthatches and 

goldcrests in the middle, 

and a treecreeper or two 

bringing up the rear.

TO P  T I P S
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A
t this time of year 

when daylight is short, 

droppings or scats can 

tell us a lot about which animals 

have been visiting our gardens, 

parks and countryside, and 

what they have been eating. A 

careful eye, a guarded sniff and 

(sometimes) a careful inspection 

using disposable gloves can often 

reveal the species responsible.

Droppings are usually left 

along territorial boundaries, 

on prominent features of the 

landscape or next to discarded 

prey such as a plucked pigeon, 

but you can also find them right 

in the middle of a path, clearing 

or field. Regularly used places 

are known as latrines.

While mammal poo is relatively 

easy to identify, the droppings 

of different birds often look the 

same – white splodges containing 

a paste of waste products. But 

those of a few species, including 

the three illustrated here, are 

more distinctive.

DROPPINGS

challenge

NEXT MONTH’S 

WILD CHALLENGE: 

SIGNS OF SPRING

CAN YOU FIND 
ALL TWELVE?

How many of these droppings 

can you spot? You can post 

your pictures on our forum 

and we’ll feature some of  

the best in the magazine:  

www.discoverwildlife.com

b

 Brown hare
Size 1.2–1.5cm

Like a rabbit’s but larger, flattened and 

more fibrous, and contains larger bits 

of plants; sweet-smelling. Scrapes.

 Badger
Size Varies

Sloppy and wet; texture depends 

on diet – worms, berries, carrion. In 

latrines or holes at edge of territory.

 Brown rat
Size 1.7–2cm

Large and oval-shaped – like olive 

stones; dark when fresh. Often 

deposited in a scattered group.

 Hedgehog
Size 1.5–5cm

Sausage-like, shiny, squidgy, maybe 

tapered at one end, black; berry pips 

and insect body parts. Lawns.

 Pine marten
Size 4–12cm

Long, thin, twisted, tapered; fur, bone, 

feathers, pieces of leaves and grass. 

Musky or fruity. Latrines near dens.

 Rabbit
Size 1cm

Pea-sized, black/light-brown/green; 

plant and grass pieces. Scattered at 

latrines, often near burrow entrances.

 Roe deer
Size 1–1.4cm

Small, shiny, brown, oval-shaped; one 

end pointed, the other indented or 

flat; clusters. Paths, fields, woodlands.

 Otter
Size 3–10cm

Coarse and black; fish scales, shell 

fragments, fish and crayfish parts, 

sometimes feathers/fur. Sweet taint.

 Green woodpecker
Size 3–5cm

Short, thin, cylindrical, looks like 

cigarette ash; dark with coat of white 

uric acid. Ant exoskeletons. Lawns.

 Fox
Size 5–20cm

Long and twisted; berries, bone, hair, 

grasses. Often left to mark territory on 

dead animals, shoes and garden toys.

 Canada goose
Size 8cm

Thick, cylindrical, coiled, with an outer 

layer of white uric acid; digested grass. 

Grass and paths near rivers and ponds.

 Pheasant
Size 2cm

Thick, tubular – one big mass, like 

soft-serve ice cream; grey-green, 

coated in white (uric acid). Grouped.

Download this page 
at www.discover 
wildlife.com, where 
you can also find a 
guide to pellets, and 
share sightings with 
readers on our forum!

I
l
l
u

s
t
r
a

t
i
o

n
s

 
b

y
 
M

i
k

e
 
L

a
n

g
m

a
n

.
 
N

o
t
 
t
o

 
s

c
a

l
e

.

�

Your





February 2015

18 BBC Wildlife

Mountain hare 

O This hare doesn’t tend to dig 

a burrow but hunkers down in a 

shallow depression or ‘form’, relying 

on its dense, super-fine fur and 

compact body shape to conserve 

heat in harsh weather. Snow provides 

a complete insulating blanket – and, 

in its white winter pelage, camouflage.

Ptarmigan

O This bird is found at high altitude 

year-round to avoid competition 

with red grouse. Its feathered feet 

protect it from frostbite and act 

as snowshoes. Ptarmigan survive 

by eating frozen vegetation and 

berries, and roost in snow holes or 

between boulders, all but invisible 

in their all-white winter plumage.

Britain’s snowiest parks and plateaus host  
a fascinating variety of high-altitude species.

O
ur largest national park is 

home to 25 per cent of the 

UK’s threatened species – but 

the combination of high latitude and 

altitude makes it a challenging place 

to overwinter. Indeed as winter closes 

in much of the wildlife that can be 

spotted here in summer migrates, 

either vacating the area completely 

or moving downhill. The rest must 

adapt to the coldest, snowiest and 

windiest conditions in Britain.

Birds – from tiny crested tits to 

ptarmigan and geese – plump up 

their plumage, use countercurrent 

circulation in their legs to prevent 

heat loss through the feet, and 

face into the wind to avoid ruffling 

feathers. Foxes and mountain hares, 

meanwhile, grow longer winter fur 

here than those living farther south. 

When the most vicious cold strikes, 

all species seeks shelter – in tree holes, 

branch forks and boulder crevices, 

or burrowed into the snow. Mice and 

voles stay active under the snow and 

may huddle for warmth, as do birds 

such as wrens and long-tailed tits. 

Spotting birds and mammals may 

be trickier during winter – but, like 

keen wildlife watchers, most will 

venture out on crisp, bright days.

DISCOVER
the Cairngorms

1 9 – 2 2  J A N U A R Y

SPECIAL

WINTERWATCH
l
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CAIRN GORM PLATEAU  
Take the funicular railway to 1,097m 
where ptarmigan, snow buntings 
and mountain hares can be seen  
very close to the station.

ROTHIEMURCHUS ESTATE 
Home to pine martens, badgers, 
red squirrels, crossbills, crested tits 
and roe deer. Dotted with hides.

HIGHLAND WILDLIFE PARK 
The local celebrities include pine 
martens, red squirrels, capercaillie, 
beavers and wildcats in naturalistic 
enclosures – no fieldcraft required!

RSPB ABERNETHY FOREST  
AND LOCH GARTEN  
Caledonian forest with crested tits, 
capercaillies, Scottish crossbills, 
black grouse and red squirrels.

REINDEER CENTRE, 
GLENMORE  
Daily tours visit the free-ranging 
herd on the hillside. 

INSH MARSHES NATIONAL 
NATURE RESERVE 
See flocks of whooper swans, 
greylag geese and other wildfowl, 
and watch hen harriers and red 
kites arrive to roost near dusk.

The high reaches of 

Cairngorms National Park 

o�er a taste of arctic 

conditions and wildlife.

A crested tit 

in Abernethy 

Forest.

The national 

park comprises 

a varied range 

of habitats 

and wildlife-

watching 

opportunities.

Hooded ‘hoodie’ crow 
O Restricted to the north and west 
of the British Isles, this handsome 
and resourceful scavenger benefits 
when exceptionally cold weather 
brings a glut of frozen carrion. 
Birds of intermediate appearance 
are often hybrids with the closely 
related carrion crow.

Snow bunting 
O Flurries of this little ‘snowflake’ 
arrive on our coasts and uplands 
from Scandinavia each winter, 
but the Cairngorms population is 
resident year-round. Its black, white 
and sandy-brown winter plumage 
matches rocky snow slopes, where 
it forages for seeds and insects.

CHALLENGING CLIMATE  
Over recent years, thaws have 
come earlier in the Cairngorms, 
creating slushy conditions and 
reduced snow cover. This could 
cause problems for animals 
with white winter camouflage – 
ptarmigan, mountain hares and 
stoats – and for others, such  
as mice and voles, that rely  
on snow for insulation. 

Snow flea
O Not actually a flea, this wingless, 
leaping scorpionfly of mossy 
habitats is most easily detected 
in snow. Adults emerge in winter 
to hunt other small insects – the 
‘beak’ has biting mouthparts at 
its tip. The appendage on the 
female’s rear is an ovipositor.

C
a

irn
g

o
rm

s: M
a

rk H
a

m
b

lin
/2

0
2

0
V

IS
IO

N
/N

P
L

; clo
ckw

ise
 fro

m
 to

p
 left: P

e
te

r C
a

irn
s; D

a
vid

 T
ip

lin
g

/

N
P

L
; U

rm
a

s Ta
rtes; P

e
te

r C
a

irn
s/N

P
L

; M
a

rk H
a

m
b

lin
/2

0
2

0
V

IS
IO

N
/N

P
L

; M
a

rk H
a

m
b

lin



February 201520 BBC Wildlife

Discoveries
The latest news in scientific research, by Stuart Blackman.

Hummingbirds’ 

bills aren’t only 

used to sip 

nectar delicately 

from flowers. 

Male long-billed 

hermits – but not 

females – have 

been found to 

possess a needle-

like extension 

to their upper 

mandible, which 

they wield as a 

dagger during disputes with competitors. The 

longer a male’s bill tip, the more successful he  

is at securing the best territories.

Flashing blades
What? One hummingbird species has a bill 

extension that is used as a lethal weapon.

4 CENTRAL AMERICA

SOURCE Behavioral Ecology LINK http://bit.ly/10hZph6

Many birds know their own place in the pecking order. 

But only ravens, it appears, can keep track of where 

everyone else sits, too. New research shows that these 

intelligent birds are able to monitor changing hierarchies 

in their social group and adjust their own behaviour 

accordingly, just by listening to recordings of the other 

birds’ vocalisations. They can even work out the pecking 

order in groups that they have never been a part of –  

a skill only humans were thought to have mastered.

Black magic
What? A study has revealed the sophisticated 

social intelligence of ravens.

4 AUSTRIA

SOURCE Nature Communications LINK http://bit.ly/1lTgA2c

Electric eels use their high-

voltage weaponry not just 

to immobilise their prey, but 

to remotely control it, too, 

according to new research. 

When hunting for hidden prey, 

the eels discharge pulses 

of electricity that 

hijack their quarry’s 

nervous system, 

causing it to twitch 

involuntarily and 

reveal its position.

White-throated woodrats 

do make life hard for 

themselves. These 

desert rodents eat cacti 

– and the pricklier the 

better, according to new 

research. It seems that 

the best-defended cacti are also the most nutritious, 

and that the woodrats use spininess as an indication 

of the goodness within. If a cactus’s spines are clipped, 

the woodrats lose interest.

Shock tactics
What? We’ve discovered that 

eels remotely control their prey.

A thorny problem
What? We’ve learned that 

a cactus’s thorns actually 

attract some herbivores.

4 SOUTH AMERICA

4 NORTH AMERICA

SOURCE Science  

LINK http://bit.ly/1ul8fDi

SOURCE Oikos LINK http://bit.ly/1scoojz
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+ GET IN TOUCH

If you see some 

interesting 

behaviour or an 

unusual species, 

share it at www.

discoverwildlife.

com/forum

When scientists spotted a male fur seal 

copulating with a king penguin in 2006, 

it was thought to be a one-o� event – 

until a recent expedition recorded three 

further cases. It’s unknown whether 

the behaviour serves a biological 

function or is merely an expression of 

the seals’ sexual frustration. Either way, 

it’s even harder to imagine that the 

penguins get much out of it.

Seal with a kiss
What? It seems that male Antarctic  

fur seals like to pick up a penguin.

4 MARION ISLAND

SOURCE Polar Biology  

LINK http://bit.ly/1uGM92d

A new study of 

fruit bats overturns 

the conventional 

wisdom that only their smaller, insectivorous cousins 

navigate by echolocation. Two fruit bat species have 

been found to navigate in the dark by producing 

clicks and monitoring their echoes. Strangely, these 

sounds are not vocalisations, but are produced instead 

by the wings – though it’s not yet known quite how. 

This rudimentary sonar might shed light on the early 

evolution of more sophisticated forms of echolocation.

Echo finders 
What? Fruit bats 

do echolocate 

after all.

4 SOUTH�EAST ASIA

SOURCE Current Biology LINK http://bit.ly/12Mo9PP

It has long been assumed that 

pu�erfish must e�ectively hold 

their breath while pumped up. 

But new research shows that 

black-saddled pu�ers, at least, 

can circulate water across their 

gills even while inflated. Gulping 

all that seawater is still tiring, 

however – they need up to five 

hours to recover fully.

Out of puff
What? Pu�erfish don’t hold 

their breath while inflated.

4 AUSTRALIA

SOURCE Biology Letters  

LINK http://bit.ly/1D9UIbl
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T
he first BBC Wildlife Photographic Award 
attracted over 110 entrants, of incredible 
quality. Our winner Anthony Smith (see p6) 

will be heading to the Falkland Islands this March, 
to report on a project to protect striated caracaras. 
You’ll be able to follow his venture online in the 
coming months. The competition was incredibly 
hard-fought, and the judging panel spent weeks 
deciding who should make it through to the 
final. Head to www.discoverwildlife.com to see 
photographs from the Highly Commended winners 
featured on this page, who just missed the top spot. 

WILD FEBRUARY

PHOTO FINALISTS
The first winner of the BBC Wildlife Photographic Grant has been announced. 
Here are the short-listed finalists and their conservation feature proposals. 

ABOUT OUR SPONSOR...
Kowa Sporting Optics are known 

for their high quality and reliability, 

which has been achieved through 

more than half a century of 

experience and development. 

Whether you are a beginner or an 

experienced professional, Kowa 

has an excellent range of spotting 

scopes or binoculars for you.

www.kowaproducts.com

NEIL LOSIN 

Neil wanted to 

chart the work 

of scientists in 

the Solomon 

Islands as they 

searched for 

new mountain 

species. His 

photos focused 

on reptiles and 

amphibians 

including the 

northern cricket 

frog (left). 

SEBASTIAN 

KENNERKNECHT 

Sebastian proposed 

heading to the High 

Andes, South America, 

to investigate the 

elusive Andean wildcat 

– there are only about 

2,500 individuals left. 

His proven experience 

with camera-trap 

photography (clouded 

leopard right) made 

him a strong contender. 

ERIC LEW 

With a startling portfolio of work from the 

Antarctic, including king penguins (above), Eric 

proposed heading to Christmas Island to report on 

three bird species: the Christmas Island frigatebird, 

the Abbott’s booby and the red-tailed tropicbird.

SCOTT TRAGESER

Scott’s portfolio was built around the Bangladesh Python Project, which showcased his 

ability to document grass-roots conservation initiatives (white-lipped pit viper above). He 

planned to report on the Arakan forest turtle recently discovered in Chittagong Hill Tracts. 

FINALISTS

2 0 1 5

PHOTOGRAPHIC

GRANT

Sponsored by
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T
he centenary of John 
Muir’s death on 24 
December should give 
us pause for thought. 
This pioneering 

Scottish conservationist fought 
battles that unfortunately still 
need winning today. Central 
among his passionately held 
beliefs was the conviction that 
we should not seek to control 
nature or selfishly sweep it 
aside, but learn to respect  
its incomparable value.

Muir realised that we need 
wild places and championed 
the aesthetic and spiritual 
worth of nature. The problem 
is that while nature can be 
a tremendous joy, it also 
collectively represents the 
largest source of revenue on 
Earth. Take farming, forestry 
and fishing for starters…

Harvesting nature can make 
some of us rich for a while, 
but Muir was one of the first 
to see clearly that its wanton 
exploitation ends up making  
all of us very poor indeed.  
Today we still haven’t got the  
message. Nature isn’t ours to  
own, abuse or destroy, hiding  
behind the justification that humans  
are more important. We’re not: life is.

In the long term, biodiversity doesn’t 
have a hope if we maintain our rabid 
anthropocentrism, always putting what 
we perceive to be our species’ interests 
before those of all other life. Developing 
a more biocentric world view (“Earth first” 
in Muir’s words) is essential if we wish  
to preserve a great enough variety of life 
for our communities, ecosystems and  
the biosphere itself to be sustainable.

Arrogant short-sightedness manifests 
itself in individuals through to 
our entire species, or at least 
its governance. And unlike 
previous generations we know 
that ‘things are going wrong’ 
– the list is all but endless, 
from chronic deforestation 

and overfishing to vanishing fossil-
fuel reserves, melting glaciers, insane 
agricultural practices and acidifying 
oceans awash with plastic.

We can all see the effects, and feel them. 
You don’t need to be a scientist. But still  
our blinkered elected representatives 
plough a furrow towards an apocalypse, 
driven by idiotic short-termism.

Our most singularly stupid objective is 
an obsession with economic growth. How 
many times do you hear that mantra? 
In broad terms, economic growth means 

ever more consumption, using 
more resources, with more 
people wanting the benefits and 
fewer of those resources left.

A child can see the lunacy 
of this ambition. Until 
economists are brought into 
line by ecologists, we face 
ruin – we cannot continue to 
put ourselves first, ahead of the 
natural resources upon which 
we depend. These need to be 
sustainably generated by the 
planet’s ecosystem services, the 
products of healthy, functional 
communities of bacteria, fungi, 
plants, animals… and us.

So whether it’s the person 
getting rid of rats in their 
garden, a local council building 
on the last fragment of green 
space at the bottom of your 
street, a county council putting 
new homes on England’s best 
nightingale site, governments 
pushing exploitation of fossil 
fuels over renewables, or the 
lunatics who still deny that 
we have impacted upon the 
global climate, putting our 
interests before other life can’t 
be considered reasonable any 
longer. Our children won’t 

thank us for carrying on regardless.
This is one of those environmental 

imperatives that’s so easily seen as being 
beyond our control as individuals. After 
all, how can you or I have any effect on 
global attitudes and policies? Well, there 
are only two options: give up, become 
apathetic and moan as Earth goes to hell 
in a handcart; or believe that we can win 
by fighting every last little battle.

Do I think we can win? Yes, we can. 
Because ultimately we have no other choice. 
John Muir persuaded a US president that 

nature matters. In 2015, let’s  
take strength from that victory  
– and keep fighting. 

Chris Packham

“UNTIL ECONOMISTS ARE BROUGHT 
INTO LINE BY ECOLOGISTS, WE FACE 
RUIN � WE CANNOT CONTINUE TO 

PUT OURSELVES FIRST.”

GUEST COLUMNIST

WILD FEBRUARY
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CHRIS PACKHAM is a conservationist 

and broadcaster. We review Mary Colwell’s 

new biography of John Muir in our March 

issue, on sale 18 February.

We must take up John Muir’s battle cry over a century ago to put ‘Earth first’.
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Cartoon animals can be as much fun as the real thing — and educational, too. Well, a bit…

W
hen it comes 
to movie 
premieres 
I am still 
on the ‘A’ 

List, as long as the film has 
a connection with wildlife 
and is intended for a family 
audience. I qualify because not 
only can I give the paparazzi a 
conservation quote or two, but 
also because I have two eloquent 
and photogenic granddaughters. 
Over the years they have 
willingly accompanied me on 
the red carpet, if only because 
they know they’ll get a free bag 
of merchandise that usually 
includes a drink, some popcorn, 
a bar of organic chocolate 
and a fluffy toy of one of the 
characters from the movie.

The majority of these films are 
animations and the majority of 
the characters are wildlife, though 
in the foyer they are usually 
just actors in animal costumes. 
We have posed with a giant 
squirrel for The Nut Job, a rubber 
tricerotops for Walking With 

Dinosaurs 3D and all manner of 
fake fauna for Madagascar 1 and  

2 and Ice Age 1, 2 and 3.
It is never less than slightly 

embarrassing being asked to cuddle a 
life-size cartoon character. For a start, 
you don’t know if it’s a man or a woman 
in there. And there is no point in asking 
them, because they are not allowed to  
talk or indeed make any sound at all – 
even when an obnoxious child sticks  
a lollipop up their nose.

My granddaughters are of course 
immaculately behaved, but prefer real 
animals. The premiere of Disney’s all-
conquering Frozen in 2013 therefore 
scored a lot of points with them 
for having two real live reindeer 
outside the cinema, which were 
not only photogenic but didn’t 
mind having their noses patted. 
Believe me, there are few 
things in life more agreeable 

and sensually tactile than a caribou’s nose.
Rio 2’s premiere scored even higher on 

the Oddie Scale by being held at London 
Zoo. The film was preceded by Brazilian 
dancers and a free wander around the 
enclosures, the highlight of which was 
tiptoeing through the Butterfly Paradise 
exhibit featuring species from all over the 
world, and having delicate jewels land on 
your hands and head.

The Rio movies can surely claim the 
most esoteric animated character ever. 
Spix’s macaw is a species on the brink of 

extinction – with no known birds 
left in the wild, it clings on in 
captive-breeding centres around 
the world. The films’ storyline 
involves the escape of a caged 
bird named Blu who is the last 
male of his kind, his search for a 
mate and the discovery of a small 
remnant population. It’s a worthy 
parable of conservation perhaps, 
but an unlikely species to fill two 
100-minute movies.

In fact, I was only aware of 
one dialogue reference to the 
Spix’s macaw in Rio 2, though I 
frankly might have failed to spot 
others among myriad aerobatic 
blue macaws, a sulphur-crested 
cockatoo – who surely should 
have been in Australia – and 
a great deal of danger and 
destruction from dastardly bird 
smugglers and evil loggers 
intent on plundering the 
Amazon rainforest.

Spix’s or no Spix’s, the action 
is – like all modern state-of-
the-art computer animation 
– visually astonishing and mind-
bogglingly spectacular, while the 
creatures pepper their dialogue 
with more smart-ass wisecracks 
than you’d hear at a New York 

comedy festival. Plus the sequel contains at 
least one chart-topping singalong song. And  
all in the name of conserving wildlife!

Animated films owe a great deal to 
animals in general, and wildlife in particular. 
As Walt Disney himself acknowledged, “I 
hope we never lose sight of one thing. It 
all began with a mouse.” Yes, and Mickey 
was followed by a duck called Donald, a 
rabbit called Thumper, a fawn called Bambi, 
Woody Woodpecker, Bugs Bunny, Wile E 
Coyote, and one of the most joyous creations 
ever made by humans – The Jungle Book!

I love them all, but I do have 
to ask: did they ever actually do 
anything for conservation? 
Somehow I doubt it.  

Bill Oddie

“BELIEVE ME, THERE ARE FEW 
THINGS IN LIFE MORE AGREEABLE 

AND SENSUALLY TACTILE THAN  
A CARIBOU’S NOSE.”

WILD AT HEART

WILD FEBRUARY
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Former Goodie BILL ODDIE OBE has 

presented natural-history programmes 

for the BBC for well over 10 years.



SHARED  
PLANET

COMPLEMENTS

BROADCAST ON

SAVE?
Time is running out for many species, but 

conservation resources are more stretched 

than ever. So which species should we protect 

– and which can we least a�ord to lose? 

Patrick Barkham asks the tough questions.

WHICH WOULD YO
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With its elongated snout, hedgehog-style spines and quirky 
reproductive system – it’s an egg-laying mammal – Zaglossus 

attenboroughi might easily be dismissed as an unbelievable 
alien, an invention from science fiction. Indeed, this species 
of long-beaked echidna might as well have been a figment 
of the imagination. Described from just one specimen 
collected in 1961, it was considered extinct until 2007, when 
Zoological Society of London (ZSL) researchers on a visit to 
Papua New Guinea found evidence that it was clinging on. 

Unsurprisingly, there was no conservation programme 
in place to protect it. Today, though, Sir David’s long-beaked 
echidna is the top mammalian priority for ZSL’s EDGE 
project, named for its mission to protect “the world’s most 
Evolutionarily Distinct and Globally Endangered species”. 
But why devote the limited funds that are available to 
protecting this little-known, isolated creature?

We are the architects of the Anthropocene, the human-
dominated epoch defined by a sixth great extinction 
event. Human population growth, over-consumption and 
climate change are driving many of the planet’s species 
to extinction before we even realise they exist. Yet the 
natural world remains a minority concern, shockingly 
low on the agenda of most mainstream politicians, 
economists, and business and civic leaders. The result 
is that our limited resources could force us to adopt the 
controversial concept of ‘conservation triage’. Unable to 
save everything, we may have to pragmatically choose to 
rescue only the most significant or useful species.

THE PANDA PROBLEM

But what are those ‘significant’ organisms? Should we 
really be talking about habitats and ecosystems? Ask 
conservationists to nominate the first entrant into their 
‘ark’ and you will get as many different answers as there 
are species. There is, however, a growing murmur of 
dissent about international conservation’s apparent  
focus on charismatic or cuddly megafauna.

In 2009 BBC Wildlife contributor Chris Packham (see 
p25) caused controversy when he memorably argued 
that the millions poured into rearing giant pandas in 
captivity could be much better spent elsewhere. Other 
commentators claim that efforts to save polar bears, 
rhinos, orangutans, tigers and snow leopards are 
similarly futile, and neglect more significant species.

“Intensive and expensive efforts for one species at a 
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time don’t make much sense,” argues Dave Goulson, 
professor of biology at the University of Sussex and one 
of our foremost experts on the impact of neonicotinoid 
pesticides on bees. “There are 1.4 million known species 
on Earth, maybe 10 million in all,” he observes. “We can’t 
have a conservation programme for each one.”

Analysis of funding shows big disparities. Between 2010 
and 2012, charitable grants awarded to UK conservation 
organisations totalled £578.50 per global mammal species; 
invertebrates other than butterflies and moths received just 
4p per species, according to figures compiled by Buglife. 
That group’s modest membership of about 1,000 contrasts 
with the RSPB, which has more than a million members.

Enormous energy is devoted to reviving rare birds in 
Britain. “While we’ve been saving corn buntings and 
ospreys, the vast majority of birds have been 

WHAT I 
WOULD 
SAVE 

“Maybe it is cheating to 

say insects, because they 

constitute two-thirds of 

known species on Earth 

– but insects would take up 

a lot less space on an ark than 

elephants. If I had a personal 

choice, the first insect on my 

ark would be the SHRILL CARDER 

BEE, as a representative of small 

things in general.”

DAVE GOULSON Professor of biology, 

University of Sussex

quietly disappearing, and we’re completely ignoring the  
smaller stuff – the insects, the spiders, the crustaceans,” 
says Goulson. Far better, he argues, to save habitat – and 
if you get it right for insects, a suite of species farther up 
the food chain will also benefit.

International conservation charities, though, mount 
a robust defence of work to save charismatic species. At 
WWF’s 50th birthday party in 2011, David Attenborough 
reflected on its first campaign – saving rhinos in East Africa. 
A concerted effort successfully revived populations until 
this century, when political and economic changes – chiefly 
the demand for rhino horn in traditional Asian medicine – 
triggered a new headlong slide towards extinction.

In the early 20th century there were about 500,000 
rhinos of all species in Africa and Asia; today fewer than 

29,000 survive, and three of the five living species 
are classed as Critically Endangered. Is this a failure? 

“Put it this way: you don’t close the NHS because you’ve 
failed to stop all diseases,” says Glyn Davies, director of 

programmes for WWF-UK. “The need for it is still there.”

CHAMPIONING THE UNLOVED

WWF has identified 200 of the most biologically distinct 
eco-regions (the Global 200), such as the Andaman Sea, 
Ethiopian Highlands and Mekong River. “Ideally, between 
government, business and civil society, we would ensure 
that representative samples of these eco-regions were saved,” 
says Davies. “That’s the nirvana. Then there’s the reality – 
how much money do we have, and in what countries are 
there suitable conditions for WWF to engage?”

Often described 
as ‘living fossils’ 
or ‘missing links’, 
Brothers Island 
tuataras survive 
on one tiny New 
Zealand island.

The shrill carder bee is one 
of the smallest and rarest 

bumblebees in the UK.
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For all the undoubted influence of WWF 
– which has a global brand, dozens of offices 
worldwide and a royal patron – it has relatively 
humble resources. Davies points out that a single 
high-street bank in Woking (home to WWF-UK’s 
HQ) holds more cash. “It’s not so much a triage as 
us saying: ‘Where can we really make a difference 
with our small investment?’”

Ros Aveling, deputy chief executive of Fauna & 
Flora International, argues that FFI has “always 
championed the unloved, the ugly and the 

invisible”. Her explanation of how the organisation makes 
conservation choices sounds similar to that of WWF: in 
both cases, priorities are shaped by people – where there 
is a will to save something. “It comes down to who wants 
to save what – and that is driven by what people find a 
connection to,” adds Aveling.

The internet age, Aveling says, seems to foster 
connections with weird creatures – or, at least, ones that 
appear weird to our eyes. When BBC One’s recent series 
Life Story featured the dance of the peacock spider it 
became an internet sensation. Similarly, images of the 
bizarre blobfish, found in deep waters off Australia and 
New Zealand, went viral when it was voted the world’s 
ugliest animal in a poll that sought to draw attention  
to “aesthetically challenged” species.

In defence of charismatic megafauna, Aveling 
emphasises that such eye-catching animals are often 
also “the architects of the ecosystems in which they’re 
living”. Animals such as grey wolves are considered 
‘keystone’ species, with a disproportionate impact on 
their environment. As the reintroduction of wolves to 
Yellowstone National Park in the USA vividly shows, 
these animals can literally shape landscapes, their 
influence also cascading down the food-chain (see  
‘Why we need wolves’, January).

Fundamentally, international conservation charities  
such as FFI and WWF require the support of local people 

“If I was allowed to be totally 

selfish, I would save LIONS 

because of the sense of a�nity 

we have with their ad-hoc social 

structure, and the fear that they 

inspire. But, contradictorily, 

rather than save the savannah 

– where we feel at home –  

I would save the RAINFOREST, 

for the reason that it is not  

very human-friendly.” 

SIMON BARNES Naturalist and author 

of Ten Million Aliens

WHAT I 
WOULD 
SAVE 

“ WHILE WE’RE SAVING CORN 
BUNTINGS AND OSPREYS, WE’RE 
COMPLETELY IGNORING THE 
SMALLER STUFF — THE INSECTS, 
THE SPIDERS, THE CRUSTACEANS.”

The Andaman Sea hosts 
a diverse array of life – 
including 112 endemic 

bird species, and possibly 
the best-preserved reefs 

in the Indian Ocean. 

Long-beaked 
echidnas are 

Critically Endangered 
and evolutionarily 

distinct, yet received 
little conservation 

attention until now.

Lion numbers may 
have plummeted by 
30 per cent in the 
past two decades.
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in relevant regions – conservation can’t work without them. 
The will of the people is also expressed through fundraising. 
When I mention Packham’s panda point to Simon Barnes, 
author of Ten Million Aliens – a celebration of the wondrous 
character of all species – he replies: “If you could guarantee 
the same funds for conservation without figurehead species, 
then Chris may well have a point. But super-sexy megafauna 
inspire human imagination and persuade us to dig into our 
pockets.” (Turn to p60 to read Simon Barnes’ feature about 
the UK’s wetland revival.)

About 50 per cent of WWF-UK’s income comes from 
fundraising for charismatic species. “We can raise much 
more money for tigers than for rhinos at the moment,” 
admits Davies. “So you might ask, since rhinos are in 
more difficulties, why can’t we do more to help them? 
Well, we weren’t able to raise the money.”

In most cases, charismatic species serve as ‘ambassadors’ 
for habitat-based initiatives. WWF uses orangutans to 
raise money to save pristine rainforest. Barnes, who is 
also a council member of the World Land Trust, notes the 
effectiveness of an orangutan image in prompting donations 
compared with, say, a map of the land that this charity 
recently protected on the Kinabatangan River in Malaysia.

“Everything I have learned about conservation tells 
me that it is based on habitat – the oceans, saving land, 
making these areas work for the communities that are part 
of them,” says Barnes. He is suspicious of conservation 

WHAT I 
WOULD 
SAVE 

“As a personal choice, I would 

preserve RAINFOREST and 

CORAL REEFS. But whether 

it’s habitat or species 

conservation, you have to 

deal with consumption 

and the steps in between, 

including trade and 

economic development. We 

need to take responsibility  

for our consumption.”

GLYN DAVIES Director of programmes, 

WWF-UK

THE NATURAL WORLD IS LIKE A 
BALLOON: CHOOSING THE MOST 
IMPORTANT PART TO SAVE 
IMPLIES WE CAN GET AWAY WITH 
MAKING HOLES IN THE REST OF IT. 

Coral reefs are home 

to an estimated two 

million species – 

crucial cradles  

of biodiversity.

Two armed guards 

protect the rhinos of 

South Africa’s Tala 

Private Game Reserve 

from poachers. Could the 

money be better spent?
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KAKAPO
The world’s only flightless parrot, made 

famous by Douglas Adams and Mark 

Carwardine’s 1990 book Last Chance  

to See, still finds itself on the brink.  

In 2012, after over 45 years of  

intensive conservation e�ort,  

its population was just 126.

February 2015 BBC Wildlife 33

GIANT PANDA
At present 47 giant pandas 

live in captivity outside China. 

International zoos have 

probably paid in excess of £100 

million over the past 10 years 

for the privilege of hosting 

them, and China has also spent 

substantial funds on captive 

breeding and conservation.  

But there are doubts about  

the e�cacy of these e�orts.

TOO EXPENSIVE TO SAVE?
Rescue projects for just four species attracted hundreds of 

millions of pounds. Could that money have been better spent?

2£ 2 m

1£ 6 m

CALIFORNIA CONDOR
Widely cited as the USA’s most 

expensive conservation project, the 

California condor rescue has, in just  

30 years, boosted the species from 

being extinct in the wild to numbering 

about 400 free-flying individuals  

in two populations.

3£ 0 m

TIGER
This big cat is undoubtedly the 

most expensive animal on the 

IUCN Red List, commanding  

£30 million every year. Yet even 

this figure may prove not enough. 

In 2010 scientists reported that, 

to achieve the aim of connecting 

up patches of habitat in the 

large landscapes in which tigers 

thrive, that figure may need to be 

increased to nearer £50 million.

1£ 0 0 m
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“BUTTERFLIES in Britain are 

extinction-prone – so if they thrive, 

habitat will be in pretty good nick 

for other species. MOTHS might be 

even an better bet as they cover 

so many ecological niches. 

By saving the world’s moths 

we would conserve a vast 

range of other wildlife, from 

spiders to beetles.”

WHAT I 
WOULD 
SAVE 

PETER MARREN Naturalist and author

triage, and instead likens the natural world to a balloon: 
choosing the most important part to save implies that we 
can somehow get away with making holes in the rest of it.

However, the place of megafauna at the heart of 
conservation campaigning may be in danger. Barnes once 
believed that the next great wave of conservation awareness 
would be triggered by the plight of the latest apparently 
doomed megafauna, “but now it’s the bloody bees”. Barnes 
is being flippant – he’s an honorary vice-president of the 
Bumblebee Conservation Trust – but cites a recent YouGov 
poll revealing that Britons rank bee die-off as the most 
serious environmental issue (85 per cent), ahead of air 
pollution (83 per cent) and climate change (73 per cent).

“I’m all for conserving bees,” says Goulson, who 
founded the Bumblebee Conservation Trust in 2006. 
“But we depend on everything else as well – worms and 
woodlice and all the things that decompose leaves and 
maintain healthy soil and the vegetation that affects the 
atmosphere. People have forgotten that we wouldn’t 
be able to live without clean air, clean water and food – 
which all ultimately come from the natural world.”

PREPARING FOR A POST�HUMAN WORLD

Bees are a growing contemporary conservation concern 
in part because of their importance as ‘ecosystem services’ 
providers. In his bestselling book What Has Nature Ever 
Done for Us?, published in 2012, Tony Juniper mounted  
a compelling argument for recognising the 
economic value of nature – particularly smaller, 
traditionally unlauded invertebrates and 
plants. But though Juniper does not suggest 

that we should abandon biological, cultural or ethical 
considerations when saving species, most conservationists 
are wary of applying utilitarian criteria to every dilemma.

For naturalist and author Peter Marren, making 
choices based on what species can do for us is “the 
ultimate anthropocentric viewpoint” and “beyond 
contempt”. It is also dangerous, he argues, because we 
don’t yet fully understand how most species function. “To 
say we’re only conserving useful things implies we have 
universal knowledge, like God – and we don’t,” he says.

Rather than save species that will save us, Marren is 
more inclined to support the idea of preserving species for 
a post-human world. “If we go, evolution can start again,” 
he says. “For that to happen we’d need to conserve species 
with the potential to evolve into lots of different forms.”

Marren’s list of conservation priorities for after the 

“ PEOPLE HAVE FORGOTTEN THAT 
WE COULDN’T LIVE WITHOUT 
CLEAN AIR, CLEAN WATER AND 
FOOD — WHICH ALL COME FROM 
THE NATURAL WORLD.”

Saving moths 

(here, an Atlas 

moth) has a 

knock-on e�ect. F
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MIDGES
Though some species of midge are 

certainly troublesome to us, the 

enormous blooms that appear in 

spring and summer can energise 

entire food-chains. Many species of 

fish (which prey on the larvae) and 

birds such as swifts (which aerially 

filter-feed) depend on midges, which 

are also crucial pollinators. Without 

Forcipomyia midges there would be 

no chocolate – they are the only flies 

small enough to climb into 

the flowers of cacao plants.

SOIL MITES
It is estimated that the 

uppermost layer of soil is 

one of the most densely 

colonised animal habitats 

on Earth. Each square 

metre may be home 

to 250,000 soil mites 

occupying a host of niches. 

Oribatid mites (the most 

prolific) are important 

decomposers, eating dead 

plants, fungi and carrion.

PROCHLOROCOCCUS
There may be 200,000 

of these cyanobacteria 

in every millilitre of 

seawater. Probably the 

most abundant form of life on the 

planet yet discovered as recently as 

1986, these are primary producers 

in marine environments. The oxygen 

in one in every two breaths we take 

may be a result of their hard work.

DUNG BEETLES
Pound for pound, few creatures 

match dung beetles for economic 

value. One study suggests that the 

insects contribute $380 million each 

year to the American economy. By 

burying dung, they improve arable 

nutrient recycling and soil structure, 

as well as protecting livestock from 

invertebrate pests that congregate 

near mounds of dung. 

FRUIT BATS
Not only do these mammals provide 

crucial pollination services, but 

biologists are now beginning to 

understand that they also play 

a vital role in seed dispersal. By 

ingesting seeds that they transport 

and later defecate, fruit bats may 

also help plants to recolonise areas 

that humanity has destroyed. Some 

Old World species may carry them 

many hundreds of kilometres.

ANTS
Ants are among the world’s earliest 

ecosystem engineers. By actively 

moving earth while nestbuilding, 

they serve as crucial mixers of 

the soil’s upper layers, much like 

earthworms. And they add value 

in other ways, too. By bringing 

scavenged insects and other 

invertebrates back to their nests, 

colonies of ants inadvertently raise 

the nutrient levels of the local soil.

PARROTFISH
Gnawing algae from rocks and coral 

with their large, beak-like teeth, 

parrotfish protect one of the most 

productive ecosystems on Earth 

from being overwhelmed. They also 

indirectly contribute to the tourism 

industry: parrotfish excretions 

produce the finest grains on the 

most idyllic white-sand beaches.

UNLOVED BUT VITAL
Life on Earth would be very di�erent without this magnificent seven: 
our selection of important yet often overlooked groups of animals.

Saving Bornean 
orangutans means 
defending their 
rainforest home, 
under threat from 
logging and oil-
palm plantations.

Parrotfish prevent 
coral reefs from being 
overwhelmed by algae, 
fruit bats disperse seeds 
and dung beetles return 
nutrients to the soil.
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Anthropocene focuses largely on relatively primitive life 

forms: shrews; silverfish; tuataras, incredibly ancient 

reptiles now confined to New Zealand’s offshore islands; 

cyanobacteria that live in water and obtain their food from 

photosynthesis; and amphioxi, fish-like chordates that live 

in mud and resemble Cambrian fossils. “Nothing seems to 

have happened to them for 500 million years,” says Marren. 

“If we’re going to start again, we’ll need the amphioxi.”

Marren may be half-joking, but the approach of ZSL’s 

EDGE programme is not so very different. Rather than 

reacting to the IUCN Red List of threatened species, EDGE 

focuses on diversity. “We’re trying to make sure there are 

representatives from each of the major branches of the tree 

of life,” says Carly Waterman, the programme’s manager.

“If a species is evolutionarily unique, it’s likely to have 

unique genetic material,” Waterman continues. “If we try to 

preserve as many different types of species as possible, we’re 

maximising the chance of species making it through this 

extinction crisis and adapting to a rapidly changing world.”

AN UNLIKELY ARK 

EDGE has compiled a priority list of 350 mammals, 

birds, amphibians and reef-building corals that are both 

evolutionarily distinctive and endangered. The aardvark is 

the most evolutionarily distinctive mammal, representing an 

entire order – but it is not threatened with extinction. EDGE 

also ignores familiar, high-scoring species (the giant panda is 

both evolutionarily distinct and endangered) to concentrate 

on the 70 per cent of most-endangered species in each 

category that are currently overlooked by conservation.

That’s why Sir David’s long-beaked echidna gets top 

mammalian billing: if it disappeared, nothing would evolve 

to fill that role in the ecosystem. EDGE is also working to 

protect the Chinese pangolin, the most illegally traded wild 

mammal, and the Chinese giant salamander, an amphibian 

that grows as long as many adult humans are tall, and 

represents 170 million years of unique evolutionary history.

Yet while conservationists are happy to declare what 

they want to save, no one is willing to name what 

we could do without. To do so seems arrogant and 

disrespectful to the species involved, as well as to those 

people who devote their lives to saving them. “Some 

bat and rodent species do have lots of close relatives,” 

admits Waterman, “but it’s really risky to claim that we 

can live without a species – even one that we think we 

know really well. We simply don’t know what knock-

on effect its loss is going to have on other species.”

Nevertheless, for every positive choice we make to 

save a species, there will be other animals we overlook 

– and in effect condemn. We can’t blame conservation 

professionals for these choices. Ultimately, the only 

species that can decide what to save – through support 

for political parties, charities and lifestyles – is us. 

PATRICK BARKHAM writes for the Guardian. His latest 

book, Badgerlands, is out in paperback (Granta, £9.99).

FIND OUT MORE

You can 

hear the 

Shared Planet episode 

Conservation Triage at 

http://bbc.in/16v7Fy2

+

“In Britain, my number- 

one priority would be 

WILDFLOWER GRASSLAND. It’s 

not realistic to revert the whole 

landscape to low-impact farming, 

but if we could create corridors 

– ‘beelines’ – in the landscape it 

would benefit not just bees and 

bugs but birds and bacteria, too.” 

MATT SHARDLOW Chief executive, Buglife

WHAT I 
WOULD 
SAVE 

CONSERVATION 
SPENDING POWER 
IN NUMBERS

RSPB

INVERTEBRATES* 

£115,087,000
Comparing the spending power of charities 

in the UK shows their relative fundraising and 

financial might. As these NGOs are associated 

in the public mind with certain species, it also 

tells us about the priorities society places on 

di�erent parts of the natural world.

Southern marsh orchids: 

wildflower grassland 

o�ers insect corridors.

£4,983,631£272,824 THE SHARK TRUST

AMPHIBIAN 
AND REPTILE 
CONSERVATION

BAT 
CONSERVATION
TRUST

£1,440,227

£1,083,053

£3,687,261
WHALE AND DOLPHIN

CONSERVATION

HAWK AND 
OWL TRUST

PLANTLIFE
*Butterfly Conservation, Buglife & Bumblebee Conservation Trust.

Data source: 2012–13 expenditure by selected UK-based NGOs, each 

with a primary focus on conservation of specific groups of organisms.
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A dominant male 

mandrill glares up at 

a rival in Lékédi Park, 

Gabon. Males prefer 

to determine a foe’s 

strength by visual cues 

instead of fighting.

The largest and most colourful monkey in the 

world is also one of the most elusive, hidden 

in dense, remote Central African rainforests. 

Scientists are starting to discover more about 

mandrill behaviour thanks to innovative new 

techniques, reports Chelsea Wald.

Photos by Francisco Mingorance

RAINBOWS
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D
eep in the Gabonese rainforest, something 
blinked. A pair of round amber eyes peeped 
out of the emerald gloom at American 
conservationist Michael Fay, who was just 
sitting down to rest when he noticed that he 
was being watched. Blink, and blink again. 
“Suddenly there’s this little mandrill looking 

at me – just a baby, probably two years old,” he recalls.  
“It was peering through the bushes, perched up on a log.”

The mandrill soon darted away, but was quickly replaced 
by another on the same log. Blink, blink. “Then another 
one arrived, and another, and another,” Fay smiles. “And 
I realised they were all lined up, taking turns.” They 
had never seen a human before, figured Fay, a senior 
conservationist for the Wildlife Conservation Society. 
“They’re all curious – like, ‘Whoa: what is this?’”

It was a rare reversal of the typical interactions between 
humans and mandrills. Humans are usually the curious 
ones – especially scientists. Mandrills, on the other hand, 
are notoriously shy and difficult to find in the vast, tangled 
rainforest of western Central Africa. Old World monkeys 
related to baboons and drills (which are more threatened 
than mandrills, being Endangered), they inhabit a range 
spanning parts of Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea and the 
Republic of the Congo. But it is thought that they survive in 
largest numbers in Gabon, where they live alongside forest 
elephants, chimps, western lowland gorillas and leopards.

Mandrills fascinate scientists for several reasons – not 
least their extreme sexual dimorphism. Males can weigh 
over 30kg, nearly three times as much as females. And 
whereas females are relatively demure, males sport radiantly 
colourful adornments, smell pungent and grow intimidating 
canines used in fighting other males (see box, p43).

Mandrills are also remarkable for the size of their social 
groups, known as hordes, which may comprise some 800 
individuals – females and young at the core, with males 
on the periphery. But though they sometimes travel in vast 
numbers, they are hard to find and follow in the dense 
rainforest. “You hear them a lot more than you see them,” 
Fay says, referring to their deep grunts and high-pitched 
crows. To track mandrills, scientists have had to be creative, 
taking advantage of encounters in relatively confined 
situations, such as mandrill highways in the forest and 
private parks with porous fences, to gather valuable data.

THE INVISIBLE MONKEY

Their research is urgently needed. The mandrill, like 
many other rainforest animals, is under pressure from 
deforestation and commercial bushmeat hunting. 
Populations across its range have probably declined  
by over 30 per cent during the past three decades – its 
IUCN Red List conservation status is now Vulnerable.

“It’s incredible to me that this species, so present in 
cartoons and nature books, is very much ignored on 
the conservation front,” says Fay who, as an adviser to 
the Gabonese president, is helping to bring attention to 
mandrills in that country. Now is the time, scientists say, 
to learn as much about these monkeys as possible – and 
to lay the groundwork for protecting them. 

Mandrills are frustratingly elusive. Scientists often 
habituate wild gorillas and other primates to human 
presence. But whereas those animals form small groups, 
such habituation is impossible with this species, says Jo 

Researchers 

released this 

baby from  

a trap set  

by hunters.

Young mandrills 

at least two years 

old often forage 

in small groups.
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MANDRILL

Marie Charpentier 

(far left), director 

of the Mandrillus 

Project, tracks 

radio-collared 

mandrills with two 

of her assistants.

Setchell, a primatologist in the Anthropology Department 
at Durham University, who has worked with mandrills in 
Gabon. “If a group has 600 individuals, every day on which 
you contact that group there’s going to be an animal that’s 
never seen you before – so that animal will scream, and the 
whole group will flee. You don’t get any opportunity for the 
animals to realise that you’re there but you’re not a threat.”

What’s more, it’s hard to study their behaviour because 
it’s impossible to keep track of who’s who. Setchell once 
saw a horde crossing a river on a fallen tree. “You could 
see them just flooding across this tree, and there were 
others jumping from tree to tree above the river,” she 
recalls. “There’s no possibility of individual identification 
in that case.” Some researchers have taken advantage 
of crossings such as that tree to make videos for later 
analysis. But in many cases, Setchell says, “the best thing 
you can do is count them, basically”. More than 1,000 
individuals have been counted in the largest hordes 
– making them possibly the largest 
stable wild primate groups anywhere.

One way to keep track of a mandrill 
horde is to fit individuals with radio-
collars – if you can catch them. Lopé 
National Park in central Gabon is a 
mosaic of forests, where mandrills 
live, and savannah, which they avoid. 
Strips of forest bordered by savannah 
funnel the monkeys through relatively 
narrow corridors that serve as mandrill 
highways. Ecologist Kate Abernethy, of 
Stirling University and Gabon’s National 

Centre for Research in Science and 
Technology, conducted research in Lopé 
for two decades. Since the late 1990s 
her team used air rifles from hiding 
places along such highways to dart 
mandrills with sedatives, collar them 
and release them back into the horde. 
Over 10 years Abernethy’s team made 
contact with one horde several days each 
week, even as it travelled up to 15km a 
day and ranged some 200km2. 

The team’s findings offer hope  
of a positive outlook for the species. Mandrills have an 
eclectic diet – they love fruit and all kinds of insects, and 
could probably survive a decline in any single food item. 
They also reproduce quickly: females aged four to twelve 
have one baby every two years. If an infant dies, which is 

common, the mother will bounce back and 
reproduce again the next year. Hordes seem 
to tolerate parasites and viruses well, despite 
widespread infection. “Mandrills,” Abernethy 
says, “are probably quite resilient” – as long 
as there’s rainforest in which they can live. 

Abernethy also found that rainforests 
need mandrills. As hordes blaze a trail, 
they turn over the leaf litter on the forest 
floor, which is fertilised with their dung. 
They are food for pythons, leopards and 
probably birds of prey. And they disperse 
seeds, thereby helping the expansion of 
the forest on which they depend.

February 2015

SHOW-OFF
THE HARLEQUIN 
MAKE-UP OF A 
MACHO MALE

 The rump and genitals of a 

dominant male sport a range 

of brilliant colours. The penis 

and anal region are bright 

red, the scrotum is pink, and 

buttocks and upper thighs 

are blue blending to purple. 

These colours are most vivid 

during the breeding season 

(typically May to November), 

and again are linked to rank 

and testosterone levels. 

 The long nose of a male 

mandrill has a scarlet bridge 

and snout, and pale paranasal 

ridges with blue-violet troughs. 

The intensity of the scarlet 

hue is linked to testosterone 

levels: it becomes more 

intense when a male achieves 

dominant status, but fades 

when that rank is lost.

 Canine teeth grow up to 

6.5cm long. These fearsome 

fangs are exposed to threaten 

rivals and predators, but are 

also used in fights between 

males – which can be fatal.

MANDRILLS ARE ALSO 
REMARKABLE FOR THE 
SIZE OF THEIR SOCIAL 
GROUPS, WHICH  
MAY COMPRISE SOME 
800 INDIVIDUALS.

 The sternal gland is used 

by both males and females for 

scent-marking. Males rub this 

gland against tree trunks, though 

we’re not sure why – possibly to 

signal status, or for orientation or 

definition of a large home range.
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HIGH-RANKING 

MALES SHUFFLE 

RANKS OFTEN 

DURING MATING 

SEASON – STATUS 

TAKES A TOLL.

The blue folds on 

an adult male’s 

muzzle accentuate 

snarls during face-

o�s with rivals.
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There is one place where wild mandrills let humans 
get close to them. Lékédi Park, in the town of Bakoumba 
in southern Gabon, was once the maintenance centre 
for a cable car that carried manganese some 76km for 
loading at Pointe-Noire, a port in the Republic of the 
Congo. When the cable car closed in the early 1990s, the 
company converted the centre into a private wild park.

In 2002 and 2006, scientists released a total of 60 
captive-born mandrills into the giant park, which also 
held wild mandrills. Wild males mated with the captive-
born females, and the group has grown to more than 100 
in size, moving in and out of the park through its porous 
fences. With every new generation they have become 
increasingly wild, yet remain habituated to humans.

RED MEANS DANGER

It’s an ideal situation for studying mandrill behaviour – 
hence it’s the location of the Mandrillus Project, which 
was launched in 2012 by evolutionary biologist Marie 
Charpentier of the Centre d’Ecologie Fonctionnelle et 
Evolutive in Montpellier, France.

Studying captive mandrills is, of course, relatively 
straightforward – but they may not behave in the same 
way as wild ones. Take high-ranking males, for example 
– those with the brightest colours. In captive groups, 
high-ranking males tend to maintain their status for 
a long time, despite frequent fighting. But in the wild 
they shuffle ranks more often, especially during mating 
season – probably because maintaining status takes a toll. 
Charpentier’s group has found that high-ranking males 
pay a price in terms of underlying physical fitness during 

mating season. That may be why she rarely sees older 
high-ranking males. “Males tend to be at the top of the 
hierarchy early in their prime, when they are just young 
adults, because they are stronger.”

Charpentier’s team also witnessed close-up some of the 
threats from humans, and the pugnacity of male mandrills. 
One day, when photographer Francisco Mingorance – whose 
images accompany this article – visited the Mandrillus 
Project, the team found a baby mandrill caught in a hunter’s 
trap outside the park fence. During the two hours it took 
them to free the infant “the dominant male attacked us 
furiously”, Mingorance recalls. Eventually the baby was 
released and reunited with its mother.

This brought home the greatest threats to mandrills: 
commercial bushmeat hunting, followed by deforestation 
(see box, above). In neighbouring countries such as 
Cameroon, where human populations are much larger, 
the forests are “dead and empty”, says Setchell. Gabon is 
much less populated, so still can practise what some call 

“conservation before the crisis”.
The importance of Gabon as an 

ecological stronghold was underscored 
by the ‘MegaTransect’ undertaken by 
Fay in 1999–2000. On a 3,200km trek 
across the Republic of the Congo and 
Gabon, his team hacked through thick 
understorey to document the plants and 
animals living in the most remote areas.

That groundbreaking expedition was 
crucial in persuading the Gabonese 
president, Omar Bongo, to designate 
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Scientists aren’t alone in looking for mandrills. Hunters 

often use dogs to track the monkeys, trapping them in 

trees. Hunting rainforest animals – from insects to great 

apes – for food has been a way of life in rural Central 

Africa for millennia, but in recent decades it has grown 

into an unsustainable industry. Logging roads provide 

access to the heart of the rainforest and allow hunters 

to transport their catches to cities, where large and 

rare animals such as mandrills sell for a premium. The 

survival of nearly 100 species may be threatened by the 

trade, and the decline in large animals including apes 

and forest elephants – also killed for their ivory – has 

already been catastrophic. Hope rests with initiatives to 

protect species while promoting sustainable harvesting, 

providing income and protein for the poor.

THE BUSHMEAT TRADE

Young males stay 

with the horde 

until they become 

subadults at six 

to nine years old.

IN NEIGHBOURING 
COUNTRIES SUCH AS 
CAMEROON, WHERE 
HUMAN POPULATIONS 
ARE LARGER, FORESTS 
ARE DEAD AND EMPTY.
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IT’S SIMPLY VERY 
DIFFICULT TO COUNT 
ANIMALS THAT RUN 
QUICKLY AROUND 
DENSE FORESTS IN 
ENORMOUS CLUMPS.

13 new national parks protecting more 
than 10 per cent of the country’s area. 
His son Ali Bongo Ondimba, who took 
over the presidency in 2009, appointed 
Lee White – a British-born zoologist 
and Abernethy’s husband – head of the 
country’s national parks. Under White’s 
leadership, and with the help of Fay, 
Abernethy and the Wildlife Conservation 
Society, Gabon has made strides towards 
securing its parks from poaching and 
generating revenue from ecotourism 

(see box, left). Its parks are now the “primary places on Earth 
where mandrills will survive in large numbers”, says Fay.

What those numbers are, however, remains the biggest 
mystery of all. “Nobody knows how many mandrills 
there are in the wild, to an order of magnitude,” says 
Abernethy. This makes it hard to plan and evaluate 
conservation measures – and even to know whether 
numbers in Gabon are declining or holding steady. 

The problem comes down, again, to the mandrills’ 
elusive ways. It’s simply very difficult to count animals 
that run quickly around dense forests in enormous 
clumps. To conduct a meaningful census, money will be 
needed. So, too, will the cleverness and creativity that 
mandrills demand of the scientists who study them. 
“Unfortunately, at the end of 20 years, I have not really 
cracked it,” Abernethy says. But she’ll keep trying.

CHELSEA WALD writes about science and the environment 

– visit www.chelseawald.com to find out more information.

In 2002, when President Omar Bongo created  

13 national parks covering over 10 per cent of the 

country’s area, Gabon became a hot ticket. Travel 

writers and tour operators promised surfing 

hippos, forest elephants and gorilla encounters. 

Since then the reality of developing ecotourism 

in a country with little travel infrastructure has 

bitten. Even so a few places are accessible to 

tourists, o�ering some exceptional experiences.

Western lowland gorillas, forest elephants 

and sitatunga antelopes visit Langoué Bai,  

a muddy forest clearing in Ivindo 

National Park. In Lopé, hordes of 

mandrills numbering up to 800  

can be seen – if you’re extremely 

lucky. Visits to Lékédi, where 

mandrills are easier to spot, 

are also possible.

Loango National Park is 

the best-known location. 

Though you’d be fortunate 

to see a surfing hippo, 

leatherback turtles nest here, 

elephants and bu�alos visit the 

beach, and humpback whales pass 

from July to September. Gorillas  

and chimps might be seen, though 

they’re not yet habituated.

AN AFRICAN EDEN?

ECOTOURISM IN GABON

Mandrills eat fruit, 
seeds and insects. 

Adult males tend 
to feed on the 

forest floor, while 
juveniles often 
forage in trees.

Parasites don’t 
a�ect mandrills 
very much, but 

social grooming  
is still important.

Hair on the 
buttocks and 
upper thighs of 
adult males is 
thin to expose 
the bright blue 
and pink skin.

Perhaps 45,000 
forest elephants 
survive in Gabon 
– about half of the 
total population.
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Australia’s
Nature Coast

ADVERTISEMENT FEATURE

Australia’s Nature Coast stretches from the Sunshine Coast, 
through to Fraser Island’s World Heritage Listed Fraser Coast and 
magnificent Lady Elliot Island in the Southern Great Barrier Reef.   

The Blackall Range, north of Brisbane is host to some of the most 
dramatic terrain in Queensland. Enjoy spectacular views of the Glass 
House Mountains and lush valleys to the west, and the Pacific Ocean 
to the east. It is also home to Kondalilla National Park, where you 
can stroll amongst verdant rainforest, tall eucalypt trees, cascading 
waterfalls, deep gorges and boulder-strewn creeks. There is plenty 
of bird life to view including a variety of honeyeaters, cockatoos and 
parrots. Listen for the distinctive call of the eastern whipbird and see 
peregrine falcons soaring below the cliff-tops. Closer to the ground, 
you will spot echidna, goannas and frogs.

Fraser Island is the world’s largest sand island and is recognised 
for its exceptional natural beauty; sandy beaches stretch as far  
as the eye can see and spectacular dune blow-outs feature  
alongside ethereal rainforest. Wallum heathland, towering  
eucalypt forest, inviting azure and emerald-coloured freshwater 
lakes, and mangrove swamps all contribute to this wonderful 
mosaic landscape.

The island is home to 47 species of mammal, many of which  
are nocturnal – these include swamp wallaby, small-eared 
mountain possum and the delightful sugar glider (a  
marsupial possum). The wide range of habitats provides for  
more than 350 species of birds. Dolphins, dugongs, stingrays  
and turtles are regularly sighted off the island’s shores, and  
from July to October migrating humpback whales frequent  
the surrounding waters.

Another gem of Australia’s Nature Coast is Lady Elliot Island, a 
protected ‘green zone’ which hosts over 1,200 species of marine 
life. Here you can snorkel with manta rays which inhabit the 
waters year round. Turtles nest on the island between November 
and March, whalesharks and humpback whales visit, and it is a 
paradise for birders.

Australia’s Nature Coast really is full of surprises!

Talk to our specialist consultants

01962 302 088
 

Over 23 years experience in designing the finest wildlife holidays

ustralia’s Nature Coast is full of surprises, but none more so than its incredible diversity of flora and fauna. 

Most people are quick to point out the world-famous beaches, but the immense variety of natural wonders 

is astounding. A few kilometres from the coastal towns, you’ll discover nature is bursting with colour, 

intricate textures and evocative sounds and smells.A



Our website features suggested itineraries and locations in 

Australia that we can use to tailor-make your wildlife holiday

WE CREATE OUTSTANDING WILDLIFE HOLIDAYS

Australia’s Nature Coast, dingos and humpbacks

Visit Fraser Island, home to dingos, humpbacks and 

over 40,000 migratory birds. Get up close to the 

wallabies, possums and birdlife in the Kondalilla 

National Park and discover the rich marine 

biodiversity of Lady Elliot Island.

Tailor-made 

10 days, from £2,795 per person

Mantas of Lady Elliott

Located in a protected zone of the Great Barrier 

Reef, this eco-resort is a sanctuary for marine life 

and a top destination for manta ray encounters. Ideal 

for snorkellers and divers, this is a must for your 

Australian adventure.

Tailor-made 

8 days, from £1,095 per person (land only)

wildlifeworldwide.com

NEW SEASONAL BROCHURE OUT NOWNEW SEASONAL BROCHURE OUT NOW

sales@wildlifeworldwide.com        01962 302 088        wildlifeworldwide.com

I stopped suddenly in my tracks – unbelievably 

camouflaged and right there in front of me was an 

echidna, rooting around in the leaf litter! Unaware of 

my presence, I watched it go about its business for 

quite some time before it melted away into the forest. 

What an encounter! I continued, grinning ear to ear!

Isabel Ashworth, Wildlife Worldwide Expert



• Small group set date departures

• Tailor made safaris

• A website full of inspiration and ideas

• Highly personalised customer service

• Available 7 days a week 

• No Single Supplement Safaris

• ATOL bonded

Our expert wildlife knowledge and vast 
experience working and living on safari 
enables us to create safaris which take 
you under the skin of some wonderfully 
wild places, in search of varied and 
interesting wildlife.

Guest comment:
“Without hesitation I would recommend 
Busanga Safaris as the best tour/safari 
operator I have ever had the pleasure to use.”

01628 621685       BUSANGASAFARIS.COM        info@busangasafari.co.uk
ZAMBIA - NAMIBIA - BOTSWANA - TANZANIA - KENYA - UGANDA - CONGO - ZIMBABWE
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The Celestron C5 Spotting Scope is a wonderfully versatile 
instrument, and its near focus of approximately 20 feet allows 
you to observe plant life, wildlife or birds with ease. It’s  
127mm/5” aperture makes it an ideal choice for the serious 
bird watcher, nature lover or anyone who enjoys beautiful  
views. In addition, the C5 goes easily from working as a  
powerful spotting scope to being a high performance 1250mm 
f/10 telephoto lens. The C5 is supplied complete inside its own 
soft sided carrying case and includes a low power 50x eyepiece.

C5 SPOTTING SCOPE

Microstage 2 
UNIVERSAL DIGISCOPING ADAPTER 

BY BAADER PLANETARIUM

Celestron is distributed in the UK and Ireland by David Hinds Ltd. Dealer enquiries welcomed. 
David Hinds Ltd. Unit R, Cherrycourt Way, Leighton Buzzard, Bedfordshire  LU7 4UH

Celestron®, Ultima®, Outland®, GraniteTM and RegalTM are trademarks or registered trademarks of Celestron  

Acquisition, LLC in the United States and in dozens of other countries around the world. All rights reserved. 

Camera and scope shown not included

SERIES 

8x42 10x42 
10x50 
12x50  

From £449

SERIES  

8x25 10x25 
8x32 10x32

8x42 10x42 

From £110

10x25 Monocular  £49

SERIES 

8x32 10x32 
8x42 10x42  

From £235

SERIES  

8x25 10x25
8x42 10x42  

From £59

6x30 Monocular   £40

SERIES  

18-55x65     20-60x80 

22-66x100    
 

SERIES  

16-48x65     20-60x80
22-67x100  

£489

£37From £579From £149

Imagine the possibilities  

www.celestron.uk.com

Celestron
Sports Optics 

are available from
 

www.naturescopes.co.uk
01223 911150
And Dealers nationwide



BBC Wildlife
51February 2015

ii UNDERSTAND THE ISSUES | BE PART OF THE SOLUTION

AUSTRALIAN WILDLIFE AT RISK

AGENDA
WE ASKED YOU...

What is the 
best way to 
reduce plastic 
consumption?
h SEE YOUR ANSWERS ON P57

Though not in danger, 
Australia’s iconic saltwater 

crocodiles could lose habitat 
under plans to dam the 

country’s northern rivers.

Australia’s reptiles 
and 50 per cent of 
its freshwater fish.

Dams could 
hit lucrative 
commercial and 
recreational river-
fishing for prawns, 
barramundi and 
mud crabs. “We don’t know 
exactly how much water you 
can take out before you get to a 
tipping point. But the more water 
there is, the more seafood,” said 
Prof. Michael Douglas.

Douglas heads up an academic 
consortium called TRaCK, which 
has shown that taking just 20 per 
cent of the water out for irrigation 

could reduce 
catches by  
70 per cent. 
Many fish, 
such as 
barramundi, 
must swim 
up rivers to 
breed.

Government rhetoric has 
revived an old vision of turning 
the north into a ‘food bowl’ to 
feed South-East Asia, in spite of 
past failures such as the Humpty 
Doo project of the 1950s.

Ironically, Fogg Dam – which 
was built for this initiative – is 
now a wildlife reserve that’s 
home to 230 bird species, such 

as white-bellied sea eagles, 
and reptiles such as saltwater 
crocodiles and water pythons.

Agriculture minister Barnaby 
Joyce has since backtracked on 
the food bowl idea, but is still 
keen to pursue a massive dam-
construction programme.

Douglas said the message is 
simple: “Don’t make decisions 
that are likely to leave us with 
an irreversible legacy.” 
Julian Rush, Radio 4 presenter

P
roposals for an expansion 
of agriculture, mining 
and tourism in northern 

Australia threaten some of 
the region’s unique wildlife, 
scientists are warning.

The Australian government 
wants to build 27 irrigation 
dams across the country – and 
six in the north – to double 
agricultural output by 2050.

A third of Australia lies north 
of the Tropic of Capricorn, and 
its wetlands, rainforests and 
deserts are dominated by a 
monsoon climate. A quarter of 
the world’s tropical savannah 
grasslands are here, and the 
area is home to 40 per cent of 

PLANS TO DOUBLE AUSTRALIA’S AGRICULTURAL OUTPUT COULD IMPACT ON ITS TROPICAL FISH AND REPTILES.
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60%
The proportion of Australians 
who want to preserve their rivers 
for their wildlife and natural 
habitats, according to TRaCK.

1

+ FIND OUT MORE
Costing the Earth: Turning 

Australia Green is on Radio 4  

on 10 February at 4.30pm.
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TRADE SENTENCE

A man arrested for buying body parts 

belonging to endangered species, 

including chimpanzee and drill skulls, 

a cheetah skin and a lion’s claw, has 

been sentenced to 10 months in prison, 

suspended for 18 months. The Wildlife 

Crime Unit of the Metropolitan Police said 

this trade increased the pressure on rare 

animals by “putting a price on their heads”.

MARTENS HEADING SOUTH

CONSERVATION briefing

Prof. Rosie Woodro�e on why plans to cull 

badger cubs in 2015 may not be the 

answer to farmers’ problems. 

“ BADGER CUBS ARE MUCH 
LESS LIKELY TO HAVE TB, SO 
KILLING THEM WOULD NOT 
HAVE THE SAME EFFECT 
ON REDUCING DISEASE  
AS KILLING ADULTS.”

GHOST 
GEAR 
BUSTERS

VIDEO SHOWS THAT PINE MARTENS RELEASED IN SCOTTISH BORDERS ARE THRIVING.

R
ecently obtained camera-
trap footage has confirmed 
the existence of pine 

martens in Cardrona Forest, 
45km south of Edinburgh.

Pine martens had been absent 
from the Scottish Borders for 
the past 200 years or so until the 
Scottish Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals carried out 
a number of unofficial releases 
of orphaned and abandoned kits 
from 2007. In total, 20 animals 
have been reintroduced to the 
Upper Tweed Valley.

The video – believed to be the 
first footage of the species in 
the area – was filmed 6km from 
where the releases took place. 
It reinforces the findings of a 
joint report, published in 2014 
by Scottish Natural Heritage 
and the Vincent Wildlife Trust 
(VWT), that pine martens are 

significantly expanding their 
range in southern Scotland.

Lizzie Croose of the VWT is 
optimistic the population can 
grow further. “The future range 
expansion of pine martens from 
southern Scotland into the north 
of England will depend on the 
suitability and connectivity of 
habitat, and [removing] 
anthropogenic constraints such 
as persecution,” she said. “The 
closest record is only 13km from 
the English border, so it seems 
likely martens will recolonise 
suitable areas there.”

Official reintroductions are 
planned, too. “The trust is 
carrying out a study to assess the 
feasibility of reinforcing the small 
existing populations in England 
and Wales,” she said. “This will 
involve moving martens from 
Scotland. We’ve identified release 

sites, and if all goes well we hope 
to begin the first translocation  
in autumn 2015.”

In addition, a current Scottish 
study hopes to determine the 
relationship between red and 
grey squirrel populations and 
pine marten distribution by 
putting adhesive pads on squirrel 
and pine marten nestboxes. 
The padding should catch any 
loose hairs, which can then 
be identified. Research in the 
Republic of Ireland found that, 
where the species co-existed, 
martens tended to prey on the 
larger grey squirrels, benefiting 
native reds. 

Gordon Eaglesham

Saving marine wildlife 

from old fishing tackle.

Morrisons and a supplier of 
seafood to Tesco have joined 
a campaign to reduce the 
death toll on marine wildlife 
caused by abandoned or 
‘ghost’ fishing gear.

World Animal Protection 
hopes other members of 
the fishing industry will 
join the supermarket giant 
and Icelandic Seachill to 
tackle the problem of nets 
and other gear entangling 
UK species such as minke 
whales, leatherback turtles, 
porpoises and gannets.

Campaigns manager Alyx 
Elliott said the priority is to 
stop gear being dumped in 
the first place. “There are 
simple solutions to this,” 
she said. “Ensuring that 
fishermen have facilities to 
dispose of end-of-life fishing 
gear, for example.”
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+ TAKE ACTION
Report pine marten sightings: 

http://vwt.org.uk/contact-us/
pine-marten-sighting-form

+ MORE INFO
Ghost fishing explained:  
www.ghostfishing.org

It may only be a matter 
of time before Scottish 
pine martens cross the 

border into Cumbria 
and Northumbria. 

Abandoned nets 
are a serious threat 

to grey seals. 
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GIANT STEPS

Giant tortoises on Española in the 

Galápagos have made a miraculous 

recovery, thanks to five decades of 

conservation work. New research 

shows that from a low of just 15 

individuals, a total of 1,500 giant 

tortoises have been released onto 

the island since 1973, and more  

than half of these are still alive.

BUTTERFLY DECLINE 

BLAMED ON CLIMATE

FROM BRITTANY TO 
THE SOUND OF MULL

AGENDA NEWS

Bottlenose dolphin called Clet 

reveals his nomadic streak.

A solitary bottlenose dolphin 
first identified in France from 
his distinctive dorsal fin has 
now appeared off the west coast 
of Scotland after travelling there 
via south-west England, Wales 
and the west coast of Ireland.

“Bottlenose dolphins are largely 
resident to specific areas and 
travel in groups, so this solitary 
dolphin travelling such vast 

Researchers in Belgium have identified 

reasons for a slump in wall butterfly 

populations that may also explain UK declines. 

They suggest warming climates encourage 

the species to produce a third generation 

late in the season. “While this may seem like 

a good thing, it is a risky strategy; there isn’t enough time for these 

autumn butterflies to produce o�spring before winter. So the more 

third-generation butterflies that are produced, the greater the drain 

on the wall’s population,” said Butterfly Conservation’s Richard Fox.

distances is quite unusual,” said 
Kerry Froud, a marine biodiversity 
officer at the Hebridean Whale 
and Dolphin Trust.

“But this shows that we 
cannot just protect one area 
when these animals can range 
so far and wide,” she added.

D
o you think 
government 
ministers actually 

understand the value of 
science? How can they, 
when they ignore scientific 
advice time and again as if 
it’s an optional extra?

The latest example is the 
UK’s fisheries minister 
George Eustice, who took 
credit for negotiating 
“a triumph for Britain’s 
dwindling fishing fleets” at 
recent fisheries meetings 
in Brussels.

What 
he actually 
negotiated was 
another nail in the 
coffin for Britain’s 
dwindling fish 
stocks. The 
scientists advised 
him to maintain 
or reduce fishing 
quotas – on the 
basis there are too many 
European boats chasing 
too few fish – yet he did 
precisely the opposite.

The advice on cod, for 
example, was to cut quotas 
by 20 per cent. So what did 
Eustice and his colleagues 
do? They increased them 
by 5 per cent.

Fisheries ministers 
seem to view scientists 
with suspicion and 
annoyance, and since 
they don’t have the guts 
to stand up to Europe’s 
over-subsidised and over-
sized fishing industry, 
they flout pretty much 
every shred of advice they 

are given. In recent years, 
they have ignored it in 
roughly 9 out of every 10 
of their decisions.

Science is there to help 
ministers make informed 
decisions – which seems 
quite important, given 
that they invariably know 
next to nothing about 
the subject themselves. 
Without science, there will 
be no proper regulations; 
without proper regulations, 
there will be no fish; and 

without fish, there will be 
no fishing. It’s not hard.

A quote from the new 
European environment 
commissioner, Karmenu 
Vella, says it all. After the 
recent Brussels meetings, 
he admitted that many of 
the decisions on quotas 
were contrary to scientific 
advice: “We have worked 
with [ministers] to ensure 
that where we do not 
follow science, member 
states take the necessary 
decisions to avoid a disaster 
happening later,” he said. 
What on Earth is he talking 
about? Is he planning to 
wave a magic wand?

GOVERNMENT 

MINISTERS IGNORE 

SCIENTIFIC ADVICE 

TIME AND AGAIN 

AS IF IT’S AN 

OPTIONAL EXTRA.

Mark Carwardine is a zoologist, photographer, writer, 

conservationist and BBC TV presenter. 

FISHING QUOTAS 
FLOUT THE SCIENCE

MARK
CARWARDINE

+ TAKE ACTION
Volunteer for the Hebridean 

Whale and Dolphin Trust:  

www.whaledolphintrust.co.uk

83%
The decrease in wall 

butterfly numbers in 

England and Wales 

since 1976. The decline 

has been greatest in 

inland southern sites.

Clet’s highly distinctive 

dorsal fin makes him 

easy to identify.
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AN INITIATIVE TO PUT ORNITHOLOGISTS 
AT THE HELM OF WINDFARMS ON SOME 
OF THE WORLD’S KEY MIGRATION PATHS 
IS SAVING LIVES, SAYS KENNY TAYLOR.

T
here are two facts about wind 

power that no one can dispute 

– its contribution to global 

electricity production is soaring, and 

turbines built without taking wildlife 

into account can be lethal to birds.

There are currently a number of 

huge wind-energy schemes planned 

for the coast of the Red Sea and along 

Africa’s Rift Valley (which runs from 

Jordan to Mozambique). These could 

be an economic boon for the countries 

involved, but the risks to birds are 

potentially enormous.

That’s because the Rift Valley is 

the world’s second-largest flyway 

for migratory soaring birds such as 

raptors, vultures, storks, ibises and 

pelicans. “In autumn, birds come 

here from much of the Northern 

Wind turbines located 
on significant migration 

routes are a major threat 
to birds of prey, vultures, 

storks and pelicans.

BIRDWATCHERS 
HELP REDUCE 
WINDFARM  
FATALITIES
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+ FIND OUT MORE

Download a scientific report on 

how birds interact with turbines: 

http://1.usa.gov/16zq2BU

O Save the Eagles: http://save 

theeaglesinternational.org
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AGENDA ANALYSIS

THE RIFT 

VALLEY IS  

THE SECOND�

LARGEST 

FLYWAY FOR 

MIGRATORY 

SOARING BIRDS.

`a

Hemisphere, including 
Greenland and eastern Russia,” 
said Martin Fowlie of BirdLife 
International. “Not many places 
in the world funnel soaring 
birds as tightly as the narrow 
corridor of the Rift Valley. The 
air currents here also make the 
area very attractive for energy 
companies, so it’s vital to  
help them reduce impacts  
on migratory birds.”

Recent work in southern 
Portugal is giving grounds for 
optimism. The 25 turbines at 
the Barão de São João windfarm 
have a combined output of 50 
megawatts (MW), enough to 
supply electricity to 200,000 
homes. They also sit in the area’s 
prime location for soaring bird 
migration, and more than 4,000 
birds from 30 species use this 
airspace each autumn. They 
include griffon vultures and two 
species of kestrel, all prone to 
collisions with turbines.

Last autumn, however, was the 
fifth in a row with no recorded 
mortality of any soaring birds at 
Barão. Key to this success has 
been the careful monitoring 
of bird movements by trained 

full authority to press a button 
and halt turbines.”

The biggest test yet of 
the methods developed in 
Portugal is now about to begin. 
Working as part of BirdLife 
International’s Migratory 
Soaring Birds project, Strix 
will start work at Hurghada 
in Egypt, on the Red Sea/Rift 
Valley flyway, this spring.

The scale of everything is 
much larger here: 100 turbines 
producing 200MW, with an 
eventual output of 3,200MW, 
and an areas where flocks can 
include thousands of birds.

As in the Algarve, Strix will 
use both radar and surveillance 
by ornithologists around the 
site. A potential major difference 
is that the ornithologists do 
not expect, initially, to have full 
control of shutdown decisions, 
so the length of the chain of 
command could be crucial.

Martin Fowlie said that 
BirdLife International’s partner 
organisations have the potential 
to work with energy companies 
in every country along the flyway. 
An online ‘Sensitivity Mapping 
Tool’ will help to highlight where 
a windfarm could harm birds. 
“Development of renewable 
energy is crucial,” he said, “but  
it must be in the right way and 
the right place.” 

WINDFARMS’ IMPACT ON BIRD POPULATIONS

North Sea

There is growing concern

about the cumulative impact

on migrating songbirds of the

many o�shore windfarms in

the North and Baltic Seas, 

especially for those birds

travelling at night. 

Smøla, Norway 

This island has a 68-turbine windfarm and the 

densest breeding population of white-tailed 

eagles in Western Europe. Some 40 eagles 

have died in collisions with turbines since 

2005 – roughly the same number of eagle

territories on the island. 

said that the pilot work in the 
Algarve is probably the world’s 
most successful scheme for 
mitigating bird mortality at 
a windfarm. “One of its key 
aspects is that we don’t have 
a fully automated system,” he 
added. “It’s not a machine that 
decides whether to shut [the 
turbines] down, but a human.

“This means that we can 
minimise the loss of electricity 
production by avoiding an 
unnecessary shutdown. The 
developer trusts us, and we have 

This white-tailed eagle was 

chopped in half by the blades 

of a wind turbine in Denmark.

observers and radar tracking of 
flocks (all paid for by the energy 
company E.ON), combined 
with another critical factor: 
ornithologists have the power to 
shut turbines down if they fear 
an imminent collision.

“We can choose which 
turbines to stop and do it in  
10 seconds,” said Filipe Canário, 
an ornithologist working for 
Strix Ecology, designers of the 
monitoring scheme. “Doing it 
this way, the windfarm is shut 
for just one two-hundredth of  
its total operating time.”

Strix director Miguel Repas 

Tarifa, Spain
The turbines at Tarifa are in a bird 

migration ‘bottleneck’ – the short 

sea crossing at the Straits of 

Gibraltar. Here gri�on vultures 

are most vulnerable, with nearly 

60 killed each year.

Barão de São João, Portugal 

This windfarm is not a major flyway, but 

4,000 raptors and storks pass through 

the area every autumn. Thanks to 

the unique facility where ecologists 

using radar can stop turbines 

operating, no bird deaths have 

been recorded here in five years.

Altamont, California

Turbines at the Altamont Pass 

operate on a migration route.

 They kill an estimated 2,700

 birds a year, including American

 kestrels, golden eagles and 

red-tailed hawks.
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FEEDBACK
YOUR

CHRISTIANS FOR WILDLIFE

SHARE YOUR 
THOUGHTS AT

wildlifeletters@
immediate.co.uk
or post to Your Feedback, BBC 

Wildlife Magazine, Immediate Media 
Company, 9th Floor, Tower House, 
Fairfax Street, Bristol BS1 3BN

PICK OF THE 
TWEETS

Sunderbans: world’s 
largest Bengal tiger 
population threatened 
by oil spill. 
@CarnivoreSci 

Elephants grieve like 
us: they shed tears 
and ‘bury’ their dead.
@rejuvapet

#FOTD Certain toads 
and frogs produce 
compounds in their 
skin secretions that 
combat bacteria  
more effectively  
than penicillin.
@SteveBackshall

Cameron says people 
‘fed up’ with #wind 
farms. Renewable 
energy enjoys public 
support, says  
@wwwfoecouk
@neilvic 

MORE PHOTOS ONLINE
www.discoverwildlife.comI
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LETTER OF THE MONTH

The Letter of the Month wins a pair of HI-TEC V-Lite SpHike 

Mid waterproof boots, worth £79.99 and perfect for hiking. 

They’re available in sizes 7–12 for men and 4–8 for women. 

For more information, visit www.hi-tec.com/uk

*  We reserve the right to edit as necessary

BE A WINNING WRITER

Bill Oddie links animal experimentation 
and leisure hunting with the Christian 
faith because both these activities occur in 
countries with a Christian heritage (Wild At 
Heart, December 2014). But he does not link 
the near-extermination of tigers and vultures 
in India, for example, or the destruction of 
marshland habitats in Iraq with the faiths 
practised in those countries. It is naive to 
suggest that the destructive activities of 
irreligious people in a country are due to  
the teachings of the dominant religion.

Further, Bill states that the Christian 
church has historically taught that animals 
do not have a soul, and suggests this is 

why Christians practise cruel sports. In 
fact Thomas Aquinas, one of the church’s 
greatest theologians, taught that God created 
three types of soul: vegetative, sensitive and 
intellectual. Plants have the first, animals  
the first two, and humans all three.

In the Middle Ages poets, artists and 
theologians believed that God had created 
such a variety of life forms because only 
through their totality could He be glimpsed. 
Bill commends the auxiliary bishop of Malta 
for campaigning against the illegal hunting 
of birds – could this be because he is a 
Christian, not despite the fact he is one?
Rev. Dr Alison Morgan, Wells, Somerset 

Follow BBC Wildlife at
twitter.com/WildlifeMag

Some species of vulture 
have su�ered huge 
population declines  
in India, but is that  
the fault of religion?
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Packham on song 
Chris Packham is right – we 
should all challenge the media to 
get their facts right (December 
2014). I have recently complained 
to the new Independent Press 
Standards Organisation (IPSO) 
about some headlines regarding 
spiders in the Daily Star. IPSO 
upheld one complaint, and 
the Star printed a correction. 
Someone from IPSO told me 
that if a journalist or publication 
is constantly found to be flouting 
the rules then real action will be 
taken, and he encouraged me 
to complain every time. So I ask 
all naturalists to follow suit and 
make their voices heard.
David J Pollard, Corvus Ecology

With Chris Packham bemoaning 
the lack of knowledge of common 
species among young people and 
the general population in your 
January issue, it is ironic that an 
error concerning two UK birds 
should have crept in. In the map 
illustrating the ‘Understand 
your garden birds’ feature, two 
of the ‘British’ birds have been 
illustrated as American species. 
The nuthatch is a red-breasted 
nuthatch, and the sparrow a 
chipping (not house) sparrow.

I really thought that this 
might be a festive ‘Spot the 
deliberate mistake’ competition, 

and scoured the page for 
confirmation – but no. 
Derek Smith, Guildford, Surrey

Editor Matt Swaine says:

No, it wasn’t a competition I’m 

afraid. The final illustration arrived 

too late to change. We apologise to 

all UK sparrows and nuthatches! 

I recently witnessed evidence 
supporting Chris Packham’s 
complaints of ignorance. I 
was chatting to an Australian 
customer in the shop where 
I work, who told me that one 
of his favourite birds was the 
kookaburra. A 21-year-old junior 
assistant, standing next to me, 
was puzzled by this and inquired 
what a kookaburra was. I was 
mildly surprised, but I explained 
to her that the kookaburra was 
the world’s largest species of 
kingfisher. She then asked me 
what a kingfisher was, because 
she had no idea!
Russell Tofts, Cambridgeshire

Christian 
conservation
The issue Bill Oddie appears 
to have with Christianity 
(Wild At Heart, December 
2014) is that it elevates 
humans to a level of power 
over other living things so 
that we can do as we please 

with them. While I believe God 
made us of greater importance 
than the rest of creation, He also 
appointed us as stewards over 
it. Adam even acted as the first 
taxonomist! But we rejected God, 
and that’s why we find ourselves 
in the mess we’re now in. The 
problem is not the ordinance 
established by God, but our 
abuse of this power.
Paul Stamper, Liverpool

Woe for rats
I visited RSPB Strumpshaw Fen 
in Norfolk in November, and 
while I was watching a birdfeeder 
near the entrance, movement in 
my peripheral vision caught my 
eye. A stoat was jumping up and 
down and then vanished into 
the undergrowth. I thought that 
was it until I saw some leaf litter 
moving, and he returned with a 
brown rat as big as he was (below). 
Sue Stephenson-Martin, Norwich

News of the campaign to 
eradicate black rats from the 
Shiant Isles (Tales From The 
Bush, December 2014) infuriated 
me. As a member of the RSPB, 
I understand the importance 
of protecting seabird colonies, 
but those on the Shiants are 
currently healthy and there is 
no evidence to suggest that the 
rats have any major impact on 
them. In the past century our 
attitudes towards many species 
have changed. The otter was once 
legally hunted and regarded 

 TELL US ABOUT YOUR WILDLIFE IN 2015!

YOUR FEEDBACK

WE ASKED YOU...

THE BEST WAY 
TO REDUCE 
CONSUMPTION 
OF PLASTIC 
WASTE

1

Consumers’ responsibility

2%

UK-wide levy on plastic bags

23%

Local campaigns

5%
Laws to reduce use of plastic

44%

26%
More natural packaging

Last year we launched our Local 

Patch Reporters project, inviting 

readers to record their local 

wildlife sightings in online blogs. 

Among them were 

photographers, nature 

writers, film-makers, young 

ambassadors for nature, and 

teachers. Two ended up working 

for the BBC’s Natural History 

Unit, one was a finalist in the 

Wildlife Photographer of the 

Year competition, and many were 

interviewed on radio and local TV.

This year we are throwing 

open the doors to everyone who 

wants to get involved, and we are 

introducing our Nature Journal 

Awards for wildlife blogs.

To enter you need to set up your 

own blog and post updates on our 

forum in the Local Patch Reporters 

section. You’ll find details there 

of what you need to do, and we’ll 

be featuring your posts in the 

magazine over the year.

Join the BBC Wildlife team by creating your own blog and 
posting updates at www.discoverwildlife.com/forum.

THIS YEAR WE ARE SETTING UP 
THE FOLLOWING AWARDS…

WILD AWARDS
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Categories may change over the course of the year – we reserve the right to drop  

or introduce categories in response to the blogs that appear.
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  BEST YOUNG BLOGGER 
This category is open to anyone aged 16 or under who has  
explored and reported on their wildlife experiences over the year.

  BEST DIGITAL REPORTER 
  Open to anyone using video, camera-traps, nestcams and other 
digital-recording technology to record their local wildlife.

  BEST NATURALIST BLOG 
For a mixture of expertise and sharing the excitement of discovery.

  BEST NATURE WRITER 
Evocative, inspirational writing and the ability to communicate a 
deep connection to your local wildlife are essential for this award.

  BEST SCHOOL DIGITAL WILDLIFE PROJECT 
Open to any school wildlife project, it can take the form of a single piece 
of digital reporting such as a three-minute video or presentation. More 
details next month – get in touch if you would like to be involved. 

  BEST INTERNATIONAL BLOGGER 
Open to anyone outside the UK reporting on wildlife in their country.

BLOGGERS
AWARDS
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WE ASKED YOU...as ‘vermin’, yet today it is 
protected. Should we not change 
our view of the black rat, too?
Louis Burnard, Via email

Ranger danger
Your article ‘Seven radical ways 
to beat poaching’ (October 2014) 
failed to mention a very basic 
way we can do it: empowering, 
enabling and equipping rangers, 
forest guards, trackers and others 
who work on the frontline of 
protecting wildlife. Not only 
do they work in very tough 
conditions, but their lives are 
increasingly at risk as poaching 
takes on the nature of organised 
crime. At least 56 rangers have 
lost their lives in the line of 
duty in the past 12 months, 
29 of whom have been killed 
by poachers, according to the 
International Ranger Federation. 
No drone or other form of 
modern technology will be 
effective unless backed up by  
a strong force on the ground.
Prerna Singh Bindra, Trustee, 

Bagh Foundation

Rabbit plea 
It was interesting to read 
about where domestic rabbits 
come from (Discover Wildlife, 
December 2014). Rabbits must be 
one of the most abused animals 
on this planet – they are killed 
for their meat and fur, have 
products tested on their eyes and 
skin, and are used in medical 
experiments. Years ago they were 

deliberately infected with a deadly 
disease [myxomatosis, which was 
imported to Australia in 1951 in a 
bid to control their numbers – it 
arrived in France in 1952, and the 
UK in 1953]. Surely the time has 
come to give rabbits a break?
Jean Cooper, Dunfermline

Mustelid debate
In Seven Wildlife Spectacles 
(December 2014), you refer to 
otters as “our largest mustelid” 
– what about the badger?
Paul Bateson, Via email

Features editor Ben Hoare says:

While otters are longer if you allow 

for their tails (overall body and 

tail length 92–110cm, compared 

with 90cm for badgers), badgers 

weigh more – but only if you take 

their autumn as opposed to spring 

weight. That was our logic. 

Strandings response 
Your reader who defended the 
Irish Whale and Dolphin Group 
(Feedback, November 2014) 
reminded me of an exchange 
I had with them in 2012. A fin 
whale had stranded and was left 
to die at Baltimore while we were 
there on holiday. I wrote to say 
that something could have been 
done to help it – but it was too 
sick, I was told, and the group 
only had limited resources. 
We need proper guidance and 
an international, co-ordinated 
response to whale strandings.
Janice Bridger, Via email
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@Castlerockfan 

Photography-wise, on 

a mission for wild otters.

E
Oliver Craig I am 

hoping to spend more 

time in the hills south of 

Edinburgh this year. I am 

going to spend more time 

just taking everything in.

@SLeQuesne To 

communicate to more 

people about our wildlife and 

the benefits to physical and 

mental health it brings.

Philip Edwards To get 

out and photograph 

some local wildlife, and  

set up a business to start 

my career in wildlife 

photography. I’m only 15!

@MancRockChick  

To build the wildlife 

garden that has been stuck 

at the planning stage for  

too long – so many ideas, 

too little space!

Yvonne Iredale I’ve 

bought my two-year-

old daughter a tough kid’s 

camera for Christmas. 

Going to get back into the 

countryside and teach her 

about wildlife while we  

both take pics. 

@madcow_paula To 

get my wildlife pond 

built, monitor my hedgehog 

cams and get out more to 

watch the amazing wildlife 

on my doorstep.

Meghan Holmwood 

To complete my 

biology course and volunteer 

in a wildlife rescue centre  

in my spare time.
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38,474  
Apr 12–Mar 13
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GET INVOLVED What is your favourite wildlife cartoon 

character? Send an email with the subject line “Cartoon 

character” to wildlifemagazine@immediate.co.uk

WHAT IS YOUR 
WILDLIFE 
RESOLUTION 
FOR 2015?

Building a wildlife 
pond could be 
your resolution 
for 2015.



Arctic & Antarctica
Expert Led Wildlife, Marine Life, Birdwatching  

& Photography Voyages

Our leaders include Robert Brown, OBE 12 years Director 

of RSPB (NI), Marine Scientist Charlotte Ca�rey

Onboard Photography, Diving, Kayaking & Conservation 

Professionals & former British Antarctic Survey sta�

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

Committed to nature

Josh Harrison Ralph Pannell
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Just
add

water
The revival of the UK’s wetlands is a great postwar 

conservation success story. With flooding rising up the 

political agenda, Simon Barnes asks if our wetlands 

o�er a way to work with nature instead of fighting it.

un plus water equals life: that’s 
the way it works all over the 
world. In this country we’ve 
always valued sun more highly 
than water – only to be expected 
on our cold, damp islands. 

Go to the Luangwa Valley in Zambia on 
the day the rains come and it’s as joyful 
as the first day of spring in the UK. Visit 
an oasis in a desert – then you’ll really 
understand the life-giving meaning of 
water. But round here we’ve always taken it 
for granted, and for centuries we’ve under-
valued our wetlands. In ancient times such 
habitats represented the savagery of the 
wild world and humanity’s desperate need 
to keep it in check. By the 17th century 
wetlands had become an opportunity, rich 
farmland ripe for the plucking: drain it and 
tame it and reap your harvest.

It all changed round about the end of 
World War II. Ask who invented the wetland 
as we know it today, and the result is a dead 
heat between Sir Peter Scott and Adolf Hitler. 
Scott opened Slimbridge in 1946, an early 
and significant step in the postwar relaunch 
of Britain. Wild swans, especially Bewick’s, 
came flocking in for the winter, and still do. 
Their ancestors were greeted by Scott, and 
fed by him. His pioneering organisation, the 
Severn Wildfowl Trust, later added the big 
word ‘Wetlands’ to its name, reflecting modern 
conservation philosophy. Protect the habitat 
and you protect the creatures that live in it.

Hitler did his bit for wetlands conservation 
here, too, though that wasn’t his principal aim. 
His priority was to flood Britain with German 
soldiers rather than water – but thanks to him, 
indirectly, we got the water. The problem the 
UK faced in World War II was how to keep 
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A coot glides between the 

reedbeds of RSPB Lakenheath 

Fen. Formerly carrot fields, over 

200ha of restored reedbeds and 

wet meadow now host bearded 

tits, marsh harriers, otters and, 

since 2007, breeding cranes.



February 2015BBC Wildlife62

AT THE HEART OF THE 
PROBLEM IS THE IMPULSE 
THAT LED US TO DRAIN 
WETLANDS IN THE FIRST 
PLACE: WE DON’T VALUE 
WATER, WE VALUE SUN.C
lo

c
k

w
is

e
 f

ro
m

 t
o

p
: T

e
rr

y
 W

h
it

ta
k

e
r/

2
0

2
0

V
IS

IO
N

/n
a

tu
re

p
l.c

o
m

; 
R

o
b

in
 C

h
it

te
n

d
e

n
; 

D
a

ve
 B

e
v

a
n

/n
a

tu
re

p
l.c

o
m

; 

C
h

ri
s

 G
o

m
e

rs
a

ll/
rs

p
b

-i
m

a
g

e
s

.c
o

m
; 

R
o

b
in

 C
h

it
te

n
d

e
n

/n
a

tu
re

p
l.c

o
m

; W
ild

fo
w

l &
 W

e
tl

a
n

d
s

 T
ru

s
t

Above: Sir Peter 

Scott watches 

wildfowl from his 

study window at 

Slimbridge, where 

he established the 

first WWT reserve. 

Right: otters are 

icons of wetland 

restoration, and 

now live in every 

English county.

Thus there are extraordinary projects such 
as that at Lakenheath in Suffolk, where the 
RSPB turned an intensively farmed carrot 
field back into fen. Cranes, which became 
extinct as breeding birds in this country 
about 500 years ago, returned of their own 
accord to a remote part of north-east Norfolk 
in the 1970s – and, now, to Lakenheath.

In the East Midlands you can visit Rutland 
Water, a man-made reservoir run by a utility 
company, where the nesting ospreys have 
become a focus of pride. Abberton Reservoir 
in Essex has been radically rebuilt by another 
utility company to increase capacity – and has 
been reorganised for wildlife at the same time.

The wonderfully ambitious Great Fen 
Project aims to restore that ancient wetland 
landscape across 3,700ha of Cambridgeshire, 
private landowners working with conservation 
organisations to benefit people and wildlife 
(see pp64–65). My Norfolk neighbour, the 
Raveningham Estate, manages its marshes 
with wildlife as a priority, and has breeding 
lapwings, redshanks, avocets and marsh 
harriers. The conditions of Defra grants are 
put into practice with genuine commitment 
here, and it’s a template for such partnerships. 

These days there are also countless wildlife 
ponds in the gardens of towns and suburbs. 
They began to proliferate after Chris Baines’ 

him out – tough on the populous south coast, 
much harder still in the wilds of East Anglia, 
an easy commute from occupied Holland.

Part of the solution was found in the 
eternal volatility of the coastline. Let it flood 
and the logistics of landing an army become 
10 times harder. Lo and behold, a bird that 
had given up breeding in Britain returned to 
nest on the flood-ravaged, Hitler-defying soft 
coast of East Anglia. It was like a miracle: the 
toothpaste was somehow back in the tube. 

The avocet became the symbol not only of 
the RSPB but of a thrilling new hope for the 
wild world – not just for avocets, but also for 
something that was beginning to understand 
itself as the conservation movement.  
It was the drama of wetland 
recreation that made it clear 
to us all that conservation 
works – that if we apply 
ourselves, we can not only 
save what we still have but 
also restore something of 
what we have lost.

That’s the most exciting 
thing about wetlands: they 
bring instant gratification. 
If you are a conservationist 
with a short attention span, 
go for wetland restoration. 
Restoring an ancient forest 
takes a little longer – say, 
1,000 years. In the right place 
you can get a wetland up and 
running in one year, thriving 
in five. Dig a pond in your 
garden in the spring and you’ll have pond-
skaters on its surface before you’ve filled up.

It helps if the water is clean. Fifty years 
ago the Thames in London used to stink – 
and it was the stench of despair. But these 
days the river in the middle of town is 
jumping with cormorants, and as you go 
beyond Hammersmith Bridge you find  
grey herons. Cleaner waters, fish, life.

The great clean-up of our waters took place 
over the course of the 1960s and 70s. It is 
not a finished job, and there are continuing 
problems, but anyone with eyes in his or her 
head – or, for that matter, a nose – can tell you 
it’s better than it was. That makes wetland 
restoration easier than it’s ever been.
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influential 1984 BBC programme Blue Tits 

and Bumblebees. Today, you can find newts 
in the tiniest ponds within the M25. This 
form of vernacular conservation plays an 
immeasurable role in protecting wildlife, 
and also in the way we think about wildlife.

FLOOD WARNINGS

But one thing you learn in conservation is 
that no problem is ever solved, any more than 
any species is ever saved. Hazelwood Marshes 
reserve, managed by the Suffolk Wildlife 
Trust, was once a lovely freshwater wetland. 
After the great tidal surge of December 2013 
it became an estuary. The wetland was blasted 
away after a mighty assault from the sea. 

As the sea rises, many of our coastal 
reserves will change forever. Where are we 
going to find more freshwater marshes? They 
can be created further inland, of course: since 
Slimbridge and Minsmere we have acquired 
the expertise. But the land? The money?

At the heart of the problem is the same 
impulse that led us to drain and destroy 
wetlands in the first place: in Britain we 
don’t value water, we value sun. There is 
a widespread belief that the best thing to do 
with water is get rid of it – to hoosh it into 
the sea as fast as possible.

With our ever-more-volatile weather 
systems come ever-more-catastrophic floods, 
and in the public mind the only possible 
solution is dredging. Water is obviously bad, 
so gouge out the waterways and  

Wicken Fen, one 

of the UK’s oldest 

nature reserves, is 

a rare example of 

undrained fen, home 

to 8,500 species.

Highly mobile species such as birds can 

be gratifyingly quick to occupy restored 

wetland habitat. This leggy quintet has 

been causing a stir in recent years, and 

further colonisations are likely if ongoing 

wetland recreation schemes remain on 

track. Will night herons colonise next?

COMMON CRANE

After a 400-year 

absence from Britain, 

a handful of these 

spectacular birds set 

up home on the Norfolk 

Broads in 1980 and bred 

successfully in 1982. 

Since then breeding has 

been reported in Su�olk, 

Lincolnshire, Yorkshire, 

Cambridgeshire and 

north-east Scotland.  

A reintroduced population 

in Somerset is thriving. 

GLOSSY IBIS 

Previously a scarce visitor from 

the Mediterranean, but in 2014 a pair 

attempted to breed among the avocets 

and redshanks at the RSPB’s Frampton 

Marsh reserve in Lincolnshire. The e�ort 

was unsuccessful, though hopes are 

high that the pair will try again, marking 

the start of a full colonisation.

SPOONBILL 

Regarded as exotic visitors until 

the turn of the century, spoonbills have 

bred successfully on the north Norfolk 

coast since at least 2010. Non-breeding 

birds turn up in substantial numbers 

elsewhere, including 

a record-breaking 47 

on Brownsea Island in 

October 2014. More 

widespread breeding is 

only a matter of time.

LITTLE BITTERN 

The first confirmed 

successful breeding 

e�ort by these charming 

little herons – in South 

Yorkshire in 1984 – 

was a one-o�, but 

the restoration of Avalon Marshes in 

Somerset has succeeded in attracting 

a more sustained colonisation, with 

breeding attempted every year since 

2010 at the RSPB’s Ham Wall reserve.

GREAT WHITE EGRET 

With increasingly large wintering 

flocks of these elegant birds as tall as 

a grey heron appearing on wetlands 

across southern England over recent 

years, it seemed only a matter of 

time before the species followed the 

little egret in establishing a breeding 

population. The first chick duly hatched 

in 2012, at Shapwick Heath National 

Nature Reserve in Somerset. 

Thanks largely to 

wetland restoration 

and reintroductions, UK 

crane numbers could 

exceed 100 in 2015.

NEW COLONISTS
THE FAMOUS FIVE

Spoonbills – 

coming soon 

to a wetland 

near you?

Glossy ibises are 

visiting the UK more 

often – will they 

raise young in 2015?

Continued on p66
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HOW TO RESTORE
A WETLAND LANDSCAPE
Recreating a wetland is ultimately about intervening 

less. But getting to a stage where the natural assets of a 

site can develop unfettered means, in many cases, first 

undoing centuries of management and drainage. 

The Great Fen Project in Cambridgeshire is the largest 

of its kind in Europe. The restoration, spanning 50 years, 

will create an interconnecting mosaic of valuable habitats 

including open water, reedbed, wet and dry grassland, bog, 

heath and carr (damp woodland). It will also massively 

increase capacity for storing floodwater and carbon, and 

allow for visitor access and commercial activity such as 

reed-cutting and grazing of beef cattle. Recreating wetland 

on such a large scale provides unrivalled potential for 

managing land for protected species, and unfurls a giant 

welcome mat for an array of visiting and colonising species. 
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HARRIER

FEN VIOLET

BITTERN

Re-wet peat

At Holme Fen, peat shrinkage 
caused by artificial drainage meant 
that surface levels dropped by over 
4m in 150 years. Allowing the dried-
out peat to gradually rehydrate 
over a period of up to five years will 
restore bog and damp heathland 
habitat suitable for specialist plants 
such as sphagnum mosses, a 
variety of sedges and rare species 
including fen woodrush, fen violet 
and carnivorous bladderwort.

Apply traditional 

reedbed management

Harvesting reeds and sedges for 
thatching can o�set management costs, 
and rotational cropping ensures refuge 
areas are always available for wildlife. 
Reedbeds host species including 
breeding harvest mice, bearded  
tits, bitterns and marsh harriers.

Create new 

water features 

Excavating new meres and 
scrapes, or modifying existing 
features – for example, 
adding undulations to shallow 
channels – encourages the 
return of aquatic flora and 
fauna. Great crested newts, 
and dragonflies including 
national rarities such as 
the scarce chaser and the 
variable damselfly, benefit 
from additional water, as do  
a range of waterbirds. Islands 
provide secure nest sites.

Create grassland

Reseeding former arable farmland 
with grass helps stabilise the 
delicate peaty soils, and prevents 
problem weeds from gaining a 
foothold. The grasses provide cover 
for hares, lapwings and skylarks, 
and new grasslands also attract 
large flocks of grazing geese.
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Restore floodplains

Allowing seasonal inundation 
creates ephemeral pools ideal for 
wintering wildfowl and breeding 
amphibians. Importantly, it also 
reduces the risk to surrounding 
areas of winter flooding, meaning 
that reserves provide a very visible 
benefit to local communities.

WOODCOCK

WATER VOLE

SCARCE 

CHASER

LAPWING

Graze or cut hay 

Once established, grasslands are cut for hay or 
grazed to remove excess agricultural nutrients 
and to create space for wildflowers. Tussocky 
sheep pasture is ideal habitat for field voles 
and shrews – prey for owls and kestrels – and 
provides nest sites for corn buntings, skylarks 
and meadow pipits. Wetter meadows grazed 
by cattle can be rich in invertebrates, and suit 
breeding lapwings and snipe.

Allow natural succession

Seeding is just the start. Over time 
some ungrazed and uncut areas 
will succeed naturally to woodland. 
The trees associated with damp 
woodland include alder and birch – 
their seeds provide winter food for 
siskins, redpolls and tits. Nocturnal 
woodcocks rest by day in denser 
pockets of vegetation.

Control water levels

Building, removing or 
modifying ditches, channels, 
bunds, sluices and reservoirs 
changes the way water moves 
around a site, allowing the 
levels in di�erent areas to be 
raised carefully over time. 
Ephemeral and permanent 
pools store water to alleviate 
flooding and help maintain 
wetter areas year-round. 

With thanks to the Great Fen Project – a partnership including 

the Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and 

Northamptonshire, the Heritage Lottery Fund and Natural England.



Marsh harriers 

have made an 

amazing recovery.
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 get rid of the stuff. This is now a highly 
politicised business – votes depend on it.

At the heart of this is a deeply flawed 
notion of how water works. The best way to 
stop flooding is not to get rid of the water but 
to stop it getting to the trouble spots in the 
first place. In short, to start valuing water, 
preserving wetlands that soak up the stuff, 
and upstream trees and other vegetation that 
do the same job. But if you express a view 
that wetlands are good, people think you’re 
suggesting that ducks and curlews are more 
important than people’s homes.

It has also been claimed that storing water 
in wetlands to make them attractive to wildlife 
is a problem, because it leaves less spare 
capacity to hold floodwater when we need to. 
But analysis of the Somerset Levels floods 
in winter 2013/14 showed that to be false. 
The impact on flooding is minimal. Wetland 
reserves don’t increase flood risk.

There are other arguments to get 
across. One is embodied in WWT’s 
Steart Marshes, a wetland project 
on the Somerset coast, downstream 
from the Levels. Embankments 
were deliberately breached, 
allowing the tide to cover 300ha 
of land. Operating with local 
graziers, it will act as a flood-
preventing sponge as well as 
a great home for wildlife.

Nigg Bay on the Cromarty 
Firth and RSPB Medmerry 
in West Sussex are other 
‘coastal realignment’ 
schemes blending flood 
prevention with creation 

SIMON BARNES is a naturalist and author. He 

wrote Ten Million Aliens, which was our Book of 

the Month in November (£20.00, Short Books).

HERE IS SOMETHING 

AVAILABLE TO US ALL: A 

GLORIOUS CELEBRATION 

OF WETLANDS AND  

A PROOF THAT SOME 

HARMS CAN BE HEALED.

FIND OUT MORE

O Great Fen Project www.greatfen.org.uk

O��RSPB Lakenheath Fen www.rspb.org.uk/

lakenheathfen

O Rutland Osprey Project www.ospreys.org.uk

O WWT Steart Marshes http://steart.wwt.org.uk

+

of wildlife-rich habitat. Wallasea Island in 
the Thames is another, being remodelled 
with spoil from the vast Crossrail project.

These grand projects are inspiring. But 
what’s being lost are the casual bits – not so 
much wetlands, in any formal sense, as wet 
land: corners of farms and fields, ponds and 

good messy ditches. Farming tends to 
be a little too tidy these days.

HOPE SPRINGS

Wetland restoration is one of 
the great triumphs of the UK 
conservation movement, 
a blaring, in-yer-face 
success story. Bitterns, 
once beleaguered, are 
now thriving in reedbeds 
managed beautifully to 
their convenience: the 

highest number of booming 
males – 140 – since the 

1800s was recorded this 
year. Marsh harriers, 
in 1971 down to a 
single breeding pair 
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Inspiring: the inundation 

of Steart Marshes in 

September 2014 created 

a 250ha saltmarsh that 

will protect Somerset 

homes from flooding.

in Britain – at Minsmere, where else? – are 
now commonplace in the wet parts of East 
Anglia. First little, then cattle and now great 
white egrets have established themselves 
as breeding birds in this country in recent 
decades, in response to welcoming wetlands. 

The work continues, of course. The WWT 
recently launched its Wetland Manifesto to 
politicians, 10 points outlining the importance 
of these habitats to our economy and people.

Here is something available to us all over 
the country: a great and glorious celebration 
of wetlands and a proof that some harms can 
be healed. The best way to find it is to sit very 
still by the right stretch of water. May, before 
dawn, is about right. Dress for winter.

The dawn chorus will be wonderful 
enough. But keep sitting, and listening – not 
just for song, but for splashing. That might 
just bring you the sight of an otter, fur swept 
back from the top of its head like a boy-racer, 
whiskers adrip. A great sight, but also a great 
symbol: otters are one of the key conservation 
successes of the past half-century. 

We get an awful lot wrong, but every now 
and then we get something right. That’s 
what wetlands tell us. It’s called hope.
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COULD YOU BE THE NEXT 
WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHER  

OF THE YEAR?

T
he 51st Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition 

features 21 categories that will explore the diversity of 

the world’s flora and fauna, as well as the urban and 

wild environments that both frame the species and play 

host to dramatic natural events. Established categories that 

cover mammals, birds, invertebrates and marine wildlife, as 

well as animal behaviour and conservation, sit alongside new 

awards such as TIMElapse and WILD-I – a category for young 

naturalists taking images with smartphone cameras. The 

competition is open now – enter online. 

l For full information, including the rules and categories,  

visit www.wildlifephotographeroftheyear.com today.

The Wildlife Photographer of the Year competition is open for entries from 

professional, amateur and young photographers until 26 February 2015.

Alex Badyaev won the 

Mammals category of the 

2014 competition with this 

image named The Mouse,  

the Moon and the Mosquito. 

COMPETITION
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Plains zebras survived as a small relict population 

when the NamibRand Nature Reserve was created 

in 1992, combining more than a dozen former 

livestock farms in a protected area exceeding 

200,000ha. Water sources supplied by boreholes 

are spread more sparsely than before, but regularly 

maintained, supporting the zebras found widely 

through the reserve. Gemsbok (a species of oryx) 

also benefit – about 10,000 roam the NamibRand.

CONTROL
Life in the Namib Desert is harsh, and water  

is hard to come by. But evolution has equipped 

species that live in this challenging 

environment with a range of unique 

adaptations that are essential for survival.

Photos by Theo Allofs

PHOTO

STORY

Moisture
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Theo has been drawn back 

to Namibia many times 

since his first visit in 1995. 

A great fan of deserts, 

especially the Namib, 

five years ago he began 

a project on the desert 

elephants that roam the 

river beds in north-west 

Namibia. Later he extended 

his work to include the 

Namib Desert as a whole, 

and documented the 

survival strategies of many 

species in this arid habitat.

THE PROJECT

N a m i b 

D e s e r t

PHOTOS BY

THEO ALLOFS 

Theo has 

been a full-

time nature 

photographer 

since 1995. 

His images have been 

published in most of the 

major natural-history 

magazines, and he is 

a founding member 

of the International 

League of Conservation 

Photographers (ILCP).  

www.theoallofs.com

Zebras gallop past mysterious 

grass-ringed patches known as ‘fairy 

circles’. According to one story told 

by the Ovahimba tribe, these are the 

footprints of the gods; another claims 

that a dragon beneath the Earth’s crust 

breathes fiery bubbles that burn the 

vegetation into rings. Despite decades 

of investigation, scientists still haven’t 

established a definitive explanation for 

these curious formations. 

February 2015

NAMIBIA

Namib-
Naukluft NP

NamibRand 
NR

Speed is of the essence in the Namib Desert of south-west 
Africa, where summer temperatures reach 40°C in the shade 
and annual rainfall averages a mere 70mm – but can be as 
low as 2mm in the most arid coastal areas. When rain does 
fall, mostly in the summer (October to April), survival is 
dependent on the ability to react very quickly.

“The Namib is a boom-and-bust ecosystem,” explains 
ecologist Danica Shaw. “Grasses, such as several species 
in the genus Stipagrostis, can complete their life-cycle in a 
mere seven days. The sudden appearance of good grazing 
draws huge numbers of antelopes and the desert can, for 
short periods, sustain abundant wildlife. But the bust occurs 
once resources are depleted and animals must migrate to 
find water.” Larger animals cover larger distances, and their 
journeys were disrupted by fenced livestock farms until the 
NamibRand Nature Reserve – a 202,200ha private reserve 
established in 1992 – removed internal fencing to create 
a migration corridor between the coastal Namib-Naukluft 
National Park and less-arid inland areas.

All life in the Namib has adapted to desert conditions. 
The remarkable welwitschia, a floppy-leaved plant that may 
live for over 1,000 years, is one of many species relying for 
moisture mainly on the coastal fog that drifts inland on 
about 180 days of the year. The tok-tokkie beetle harvests 
this moisture at dawn, performing a headstand at the top 
of a dune while facing west – the sea fog condenses on 
its body and trickles down its back into its mouth. Other 
animals control moisture loss by reducing sweating. 

This challenging ecosystem was put into context for 
photographer Theo Allofs during one of his aerial surveys 
over the reserve: “I saw enormous herds of gemsbok, 
springbok, hartebeests and zebras. It was like the Serengeti 
– except all these animals were surviving in a harsh desert, 
and not in a lush savannah with an abundance of food.”
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FAR LEFT The quiver tree is an 

aloe species with thick, succulent 

leaves growing from the end of tall 

branches. Lifting the leaves up to 6m 

above the heat radiating from the 

desert floor reduces moisture loss. 

The branches are covered in a fine 

white powder that reflects the sun’s 

heat, and along with the trunk filled 

with a soft fibre that can store large 

quantities of water. 

LEFT The ostrich is well adapted 

to desert life. Its thick eyelashes 

protect its eyes from sandstorms, 

and its plumage insulates it from the 

worst of the heat. The bird doesn’t 

sweat, and can live for prolonged 

periods while dehydrated, losing up 

to a quarter of its body weight in a 

day. In the morning they can be seen 

drinking at water holes or feeding  

on moisture-laden grass.
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The desert elephant is not a distinct species, 

but individuals tend to have longer legs and 

smaller bodies than other African elephants. 

In addition, flatter, more splayed feet 

make walking on sand easier – important 

when migrating tens or even hundreds 

of kilometres. In the wet season, desert 

elephants prefer fresh green leaves, but 

during dry stretches they subsist on drought-

tolerant species, eating just a small amount 

from one plant before moving on to the next. 
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RIGHT To obtain enough water and 

seasonal food, gira�es in the arid 

northern Namib Desert must walk 

much farther than those in more 

temperate habitats, covering about 

10km a day. However, they can survive 

without actually drinking – instead, 

like many other species, they rely on 

the thick fog that blows up to 50km 

inland from the coast on more than 

180 days of the year. The gira�es 

browse leaves coated with droplets  

of condensed mist.

FAR RIGHT The Namib dwarf sand-

adder is an ambush predator. The 

venomous snake buries itself in loose 

sand with just its eyes peeping above 

the surface – and, sometimes, the 

tip of its tail, which it may wave as 

bait to lure its prey closer. The sand-

adder mostly eats small lizards such 

as the barking gecko and Aporosaura 

spp., the latter – having a relatively 

high water content – providing an 

important source of moisture.
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FIND OUT MORE

See more of Theo’s amazing 

photos on our website at 

www.discoverwildlife.com

+

P H OTO

S T O R Y

LEFT The gemsbok can allow its body 

temperature to reach 45°C before 

starting to sweat, and a large area of 

veined tissue in its nasal passages acts 

as a heat-control system. It grazes 

early in the morning when grasses are 

most moisture-laden, and also eats 

water-rich bulbs, roots and tubers. 

BELOW Namaqua sandgrouse gather 

at a water hole in the early morning, 

landing some distance away and 

waiting to check the coast is clear 

before wading in. When a female is 

guarding a brood, her mate will soak his 

breast before returning to mother and 

chicks, who drink from his feathers. 
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The isle of Harris has been described as the 
best place in Europe to see golden eagles. 
What makes it so good and what does it teach 
us about their behaviour, asks James Fair.

EAGLEisle
Photos by Laurie Campbell

1 9 – 2 2  J A N U A R Y

SPECIAL
WINTERWATC

H
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With large eyes and retinas 

that contain up to one million 

light-sensitive cells per square 

millimetre, golden eagles 

have super-sensitive sight – 

scientists say they can detect 

prey from 1.6km away. 
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I
n the airy kitchen of his self-built eco-house filled with 
Hebridean sunshine, Robin Reid is directing me to a 
birdwatching nirvana on his Ordnance Survey map. 
The RSPB conservation officer for the Western Isles 
points to Tarbert, on the isle of Harris, then follows the 
A859 with his finger, first west, then north as it snakes 
its way through the island’s mountainous interior.

“You drop down to Loch Seaforth, where there’s an 
outdoor centre, then there’s a sharp bend and a car park,” 
he says in an accent that blends his native Swedish with 
Geordie from his boyhood and the Scots of his home today.

The car park is at Bowglass – in Gaelic, Bogha Glas. 
By the standards of Harris, with its picture-perfect white 
sandy beaches, orchid-rich machairs and purple-heather 
moorland, it’s an unremarkable location – especially for 
somewhere that Robin believes is the best place in the 
whole of Europe to see golden eagles.

“The track that goes up from Bowglass runs between 
four different golden eagle territories,” Robin says, 
pointing to the footpath heading west. “If you spent a 
day between February and June going up that track, and 
you knew how to pick out the birds from 1km away – 
and the weather was half-decent – there’s a good chance 
that you’d see five to ten different eagles. I can’t think of 
anywhere else in Europe where you can walk up a glen and 
potentially see so many eagles in just three or four hours.”

You’ve also got a chance of seeing a pair of white-tailed 
eagles that commute through the glen on the way to 
their hunting grounds out at sea, but for many visitors to 
Scotland golden eagles are the main attraction. They are 

perhaps more representative of the country’s mountainous 
topography and more symbolic of wilderness, and they 
thrive in the undisturbed interior of Harris.

There are an estimated 90 pairs of golden eagles in the 
Outer Hebrides – 20 per cent of the UK population of 440 
pairs. Between 35 and 40 pairs live on Harris and south-
east Lewis, and 22 pairs in a roadless, 500km2 area of 
North Harris and south-west Lewis. On Skye, theoretically 
a more productive ecosystem, eagle density is a third lower.

EAGLE HEAVEN

“The Western Isles and Mull have the highest recorded 
density of breeding golden eagles in Europe,” Robin says, 
citing three contributory factors. First, the heather-dominated 
mountain landscape supports the golden eagle’s preferred 
prey species: mountain hares and red grouse. Second, 
because there are no driven grouse shoots – where there is 
a tendency to require large returns for high-paying clients 
– there is little history of persecution in the islands. The 
main field sports are 
deer stalking and fishing, 
neither of them affected 
by high numbers of apex 
raptors. Third, it has an 
expanse of good habitat 
that is unfragmented by 
intensive farming and 
provides plenty of good 
nest sites, too.

“Another factor is  

Above: a female 
eagle brings a 
mountain hare for 
her chick. Large 
prey is often 
‘prepared’ away 
from the nest; she 
may have fed on 
the head before 
bringing the body.
Below: the North 
Harris Trust’s 
Matt Watts 
prepares to lead 
an ‘eagle walk’. 
These take place 
in spring, summer 
and autumn, and 
attract up to 40 
people at a time. 

“ I CAN’T THINK OF ANYWHERE ELSE IN EUROPE 

WHERE YOU CAN WALK UP A GLEN AND SEE SO 

MANY EAGLES IN JUST THREE OR FOUR HOURS.”
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 BOWGLASS �BOGHA GLAS�

From the car park, walk up Glen 
Vigidale for the chance to see 5–10 
golden and white-tailed eagles in one 
day. Best in late winter and spring. 
More details: http://bit.ly/16vTF7a

 BEINN LANGAIS

This 90m-high hill just o� the A867 (10km 
from Lochmaddy, main settlement on North 
Uist) attracts golden and white-tailed eagles. 
In spring hen harriers, short-eared owls and 
merlin breed on the surrounding moorland.

 RUEVAL

This is the highest point (124m) 
on Benbecula, with a good track 
running from the A865 round its 
southern side. Watch for breeding 
hen harriers, merlin and short-eared 
owls, and golden and white-tailed 
eagles as you get close to the 

rugged east coastline.

 LOCH DRUIDIBEG 

Hen harriers and short-eared owls 
breed in low-lying heather moorland 
at this large freshwater loch. Look 
for golden eagles to the south and 
white-tailed eagles following the 
shore as they cross the island.  
More details: http://bit.ly/1C5FcJ5

 CRAIGSTON

Follow the A888 for 5km west 
and north from Castlebay. 
Good for both merlin and 
golden eagles.

Sound of  
Harris ferry

Sound of  
Barra ferry

 LOCH SGIOPORT

Look for white-tailed 
eagles on headlands 
and skerries at this 
sea loch 3km east of 
Loch Druidibeg. High 
ridges to the south 
attract golden eagles. 
Peregrines (left) are 
also seen on the coast.

 COMMITTEE ROAD

From the car park at the high 
point of Committee Road, 
look out over the moorland 
for hen harriers, short-eared 
owls (above) and merlin. This 
is one of the few places on 
the Uists where long-eared 
owls can be seen as well.

OUTER HEBRIDES  
BIRD OF PREY TRAIL

P
e

re
g

rin
e

: S
a

m
 H

o
b

s
o

n
;

m
e

rlin
: M

 V
a

re
s

v
u

o
/

N
P

L

This male eagle has just 

fed on and then removed 

the remains of a previous 

kill from the nest.

HARRIS

LEWIS

NORTH 
UIST

BENBECULA

SOUTH 
UIST

BARRA

Tarbert

 LOCH STIAPABHAT 
LOCAL NATURE RESERVE

In winter flocks of wildfowl and waders 
attract white-tailed eagles, hen harriers 

(left), peregrines and merlin, as  
well as resident buzzards.  
More details: http://bit.ly/1AuTHVU

 ALINE COMMUNITY
 WOODLAND

From the car park, follow the 
track down to Loch Seaforth. 
There are white-tailed and 
golden eagles here, as well as 
sparrowhawks in the woodland. 
More details: http://bit.ly/1GUUHVc

 NORTH HARRIS 
EAGLE OBSERVATORY

Golden eagles are most 
active in the spring, white-
tailed eagles in autumn and 
winter. Also watch for merlin 
(right) at this spot a 2km walk 
from the car park. 
More details: http://bit.ly/1z15poK

 RAVENSPOINT

A visitor centre with 
café, hostel, shop and 
museum overlooks  
Loch Erisort, which is 
good for white-tailed 
eagles. Open all year.  
More details:  

http://bit.ly/1wI7lW8
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VULTURE RESTAURANT

the absence of foxes,” Robin adds. “Here and Mull, but not 
Skye, are free from foxes [and always have been] and other 
mammalian predators. So the birds have everything – deer 
and sheep carcasses, hares, rabbits, grouse – to themselves.”

Being half Swedish, Robin has a thorough knowledge of 
Scandinavia – but says that region can’t rival the Western 
Isles for golden eagle sightings. “The open terrain here 
makes it a great place for watching birds,” he says. “The 
heavily forested landscape in Sweden makes it impossible 
to see birds of prey, even though there are a lot of them.”

On Harris, the eagles are largely left to get on with it. The 
North Harris Trust – a community-owned estate with the 
conservation of land and wildlife at the heart of its objectives 
– puts out deer carcasses in the winter, but that’s it. Deer also 
have to be managed, but that’s true in any part of Scotland. 
“If the deer density gets too high, the hills get over-grazed,” 
trust ranger Matt Watts says. “That impacts on the habitat  
for grouse and hares, which in turn impacts on the eagles.”

Golden eagles don’t have Harris and the rest of the 
Western Isles completely to themselves, however. They face 
competition, but it’s also airborne: the white-tailed eagle. 
This bird – which became extinct in the UK in the early 
20th century before being reintroduced in the 1970s – has 

been steadily recolonising the Outer Hebrides 

Watch for soaring  
birds from the  

eagle observatory in  
Glen Miavaig on North 

Harris Trust land.

over the past decade. In 2002 there were two pairs on 
Harris and Lewis, and one on the Uists. Today there are 25, 
and it’s estimated that there’s room for 50–75 pairs in total. 
But at the expense of golden eagles? Not necessarily.

THE DIET DIFFERENCE

The two species, though superficially similar, are essentially 
quite different (see box, p81). Golden eagles are in the 
genus Aquila, but white-tailed (also called sea eagles) are 
Haliaeetus – the same genus as bald and Steller’s sea eagles, 
more closely related to vultures and kites than ‘true’ eagles.

Compared with their mountain relatives, white-tailed 
eagles occupy a much broader niche. They will pluck a fish 
from a loch or the sea, scavenge a deer or sheep carcass, 
klepto-parasitise a seabird for its dinner or even eat the 
seabird itself. Golden eagles are hunters first, largely of 
mammalian prey, and scavengers second. Golden eagles nest 
in their hunting territory; white-tailed eagles usually nest 
close to a body of water, in a tree or a crag, and ‘commute’ to 
their food source. So the two species can live side by side.

Nevertheless there has been some disruption when 
white-tailed eagles invade their (distant) cousins’ territory. 
“For the first few years after sea eagles establish themselves 
in an area, the breeding attempts of neighbouring golden 
eagles are often disrupted because they get caught up in 

Above: a juvenile 
(note its streaky 
plumage) feeds 
on a deer carcass. 
Golden eagles rely 
more on carrion in 
poor weather.
Below: in flight 
golden eagles 
often hold their 
wings in a shallow 
‘V’, though it isn’t 
always obvious.

The RSPB’s Robin and 
Anna Reid ring and 

take measurements 
from a white-tailed 

eagle chick on Lewis.
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Tail

The golden eagle’s tail 

looks long, typically the 

width of its wing. A white-

tailed’s has a characteristic 

blunt wedge shape, but does 

not acquire its distinctive 

white until adulthood.

Wing
markings

These di�er from 

individual to 

individual and 

change with age, 

so can confuse the 

novice eagle-watcher.

Head

From below, the golden 

eagle’s head appears very 

short, especially compared 

with its tail. A white-tailed’s 

head is much larger, but 

does not gain its pale 

markings until adulthood.

Wings

The greater breadth 

of a white-tailed 

eagle’s wings 

distinguish it from 

the golden eagle. A 

golden eagle’s wings 

narrow at the base. 

FIND OUT MORE

l Find details of 

the Bird of Prey 

Trail at www.visit 

outerhebrides.

co.uk/see-and-

do/trails-and-

journeys/bird- 

of-prey-trail

Golden 

eagles 

feature in this 

year’s Winterwatch: 

www.bbc.co.uk/

programmes/

p012msk2

+

SCOTLAND COULD SUPPORT BETWEEN 500 

AND 600 PAIRS OF GOLDEN EAGLES – BUT UP 

TO 50 MAY BE ILLEGALLY KILLED EACH YEAR.

interactions with the larger white-tailed 
eagles,” Robin says. “Once the two 
species get used to each other, things 
calm down and they can co-exist.”

With the launch of the Western Isles’ 
Bird of Prey Trail, conservationists hope 
that the ease with which you can see 
eagles throughout the islands will attract more visitors. 
Laurie Campbell, a wildlife photographer whose images 
accompany this article, says that this would benefit local 
people and the eagles, too.

“They have a saying up there: ‘You can’t eat the 
landscape’,” he says. “A lot of crofters and hill farmers live 
on very low incomes, so it is a very marginal existence. 
It would be good if they saw the benefit of tourist money 
coming in.” This would also offset any negative attitudes 
towards eagles that stem from a perception that they take 
lambs, though Reid says most lambs found in eagle nests 
have been scavenged rather than killed. 

The pros and cons of having eagles in your back yard are 
hotly debated. A 2011 study found that white-tailed eagles 
on Mull attract up to £5 million of tourist spend every  
year, supporting as many as 110 full-time jobs. By and 
large, according to Mull’s RSPB officer Dave Sexton,  
their presence is tolerated by farmers and gamekeepers.

Across the rest of Scotland, it’s a different story. Without 
persecution the country could support between 500 and 600 
pairs, according to Stuart Benn, the RSPB’s communications 
officer for North Scotland – but up to 50 golden eagles may 
be illegally killed every year. Not only that, there is no reason 
why golden eagles couldn’t live in many English lowlands, 
too, from East Anglia to the Somerset Levels.

“A few years ago I went on holiday to southern Sweden 
and Denmark, and it completely changed my attitude,” 
he says. “Eagles were hunting rabbits and pheasants over 
arable fields – and, biologically, there is nothing to stop 
them doing that here. It’s simply not true that they are I
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purely a bird of the mountains – it’s just that they’ve been 
driven there by human intolerance.”

But if I want to see one for myself, Harris is clearly the 
place to start. However, during a morning at the North 
Harris Trust’s eagle observatory with Matt Watts, I draw 
a blank: the sunny, windless day merely brings out the 
midges. But surely such conditions should suit our eagles? 
“You want bright and breezy weather,” Matt says. “If it’s a 
flat calm and too hot, they’ll do what they have to early on, 
then sit around for the rest of the day. Rain isn’t a problem, 
but if the cloud’s down then you won’t see anything.”

VIEW TO A KILL

So, on Robin’s advice, I head to Bowglass a few days later. 
The weather is more promising – high clouds, a spit of 
rain and a fresh breeze – and I soon hear the first throaty 
cronks of ravens, always a sign of something bigger in the 
sky. And, almost on cue, there are two eagles in my sights, 
skimming over the rocky ridge to my right.

Later, closer to the promontory of Tom Ruisg, I watch 
through binoculars as an eagle plummets earthwards, 
then lose sight of it among the rubble-strewn, heather-clad 
hillside. Thirty seconds later it’s in the air again, and carrying 
something that resembles a sack of flour. The load is a 
mountain hare – I’ve just witnessed my first ever eagle kill.

Best place to see golden eagles in Europe? Who knows. 
But that’s not a bad outcome for a gentle 1km stroll up a 
glen on a pleasant, breezy August afternoon.

JAMES FAIR is the environment editor of BBC Wildlife.

SPOT THE DIFFERENCE...
How to know whether you’re watching a golden or white-tailed eagle.

GOLDEN EAGLE 
Aquila chrysaetos

RANGE In UK, confined to Scotland, with one individual in 

England. Recently reintroduced to the Republic of Ireland.

POPULATION Estimated at 440 pairs across Scotland.

SIZE Body length 0.8–0.93m, wingspan 1.9–2.25m.

STATUS Classified as ‘Least Concern’ by the IUCN.

WHITE�TAILED EAGLE 
Haliaeetus albicilla

RANGE In UK, Scotland; reintroduced to Republic of Ireland.

POPULATION 90 pairs on the west coast and numbers 

increasing annually; 3 pairs established on the east coast.

SIZE Body length 0.9m, wingspan 2–2.4m.

STATUS Classified as ‘Least Concern’ by the IUCN.

FACT FILE FACT FILE
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MORE AMAZING FACTS AT DISCOVERWILDLIFE.COM
STUART 
BLACKMAN
is a science 

writer who is 

mildly obsessed 

with evolution.

RICHARD 
JONES 
is a writer and 

entomologist 

with a fondness 

for head lice.

DISCOVER
WILDLIFE

Studying mountain lions’ 

use of energy can help 

management strategies 

for this declining species. 

EMAIL YOUR 
QUESTIONS TO

wildquestions 
@immediate.co.uk
or post to Q&A, BBC Wildlife 
Magazine, Immediate Media 
Company, 9th Floor, Tower House, 
Fairfax Street, Bristol BS1 3BN

Q CATS

Why do most cats 
stalk and pounce?

A  Hunting consumes a huge amount of energy, and 
it is much more calorie-efficient for cats to sit, wait, 

stalk and pounce rather than travel long distances over 
difficult terrain. Feline energy expenditure has been 
the subject of recent research by scientists from the 
University of California, who developed a high-tech 

collar equipped with GPS and accelerometers to track 
and monitor wild mountain lions. They found that not 

only do the cats use the most energy-efficient form of 
hunting and stalking, but they also adjust the power 
of their pounce depending on the size of their prey. 
The team also studied captive mountain lions and 

discovered that, despite their strength, they lack a high 
aerobic capacity, and therefore have a slow walking 

pace. This enables them to conserve energy for killer 
bursts of speed and power pounces. Karen Emslie

MIKE TOMS 
is an author 

and associate 

director at the 

British Trust for 

Ornithology.

KAREN EMSLIE
is a science and 

nature writer 

with a penchant 

for the curious 

and quirky. 
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The greater hoopoe-lark, a 

denizen of extreme deserts 

(here in Morocco), can survive 

temperatures of up to 50°C.

DISCOVER WILDLIFE

B O TA N YQ Susie McGahey Via email

A  Rubus, the genus that includes blackberries 
and raspberries, is a real contender. At the 
last count there were more than 300 species 
in Britain and Ireland, many of them found 
nowhere else in the world, and the list is still 
growing. So complex is the group’s taxonomy 
that it has its own ‘ology’ – batology. Other 
candidates include the dandelions Taraxacum 

spp. (more than 200 species) and hawkweeds 
Hieracium spp. (more than 400). Part of the 
reason these groups are so diverse is that they 
are prone to multiplying their chromosomes 
from one generation to the next, resulting in 
populations that are reproductively isolated 
from their neighbours. SB

Do birds sweat?
A  Birds are warm-blooded, which enables them 

to maintain a body temperature of roughly 40°C 

regardless of the surrounding heat levels. The 

key to maintaining a stable temperature is that 

heat production should be balanced by heat loss. 

When the external temperature is high, a bird may 

elevate the rate of heat loss by increasing the blood 

supply to its legs and areas of bare skin, which are 

well served with blood vessels. 

When the external temperature is close to 

or rises above body temperature, it is more 

difficult to dissipate heat in this way. This is 

when cooling through the evaporation of water 

becomes important, something humans achieve 

via sweat glands. Birds do not have sweat glands, 

but can evaporate water through their respiratory 

tract. Watch a bird on a hot summer’s day and 

you may see it panting or, in some species, 

rapidly moving the floor of its mouth (termed a 

‘gular flutter’). Behavioural responses, such as 

seeking shade, are also important. Mike Toms 

Q B I R D  B I O L O G Y Hugo Brown Via email
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+ Find more Risso’s facts at  
www.discoverwildlife.com

RELATIVELY SPEAKING

At up to 4m long the 

species is the biggest of the 

cetaceans we call dolphins, 

though it is actually more 

closely related to pilot and 

false killer whales than  

to its namesakes.

BATTLE SCARS

As they age, the grey, 

pale-bellied adult Risso’s 

dolphins accumulate scars 

from tussles with prey 

and other whales that can 

make them appear almost 

entirely white.

SHELF LIFE

Risso’s dolphins prefer deep 

water beyond the edge of 

continental shelves, though 

a population of more than 

100 animals frequents the 

shallow waters o� Bardsey 

Island, north Wales.

Stuart Blackman

THINGS YOU NEVER 

KNEW ABOUT THE...

3

February 2015

Risso’s dolphin

What is the most 
diverse animal or 
plant in the UK?

British blackberries 

are a varied bunch.



Wild weasels su�er high 

mortality – they live for 

only a year on average.

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

What’s the world’s 

smallest carnivore?
A

 Britain’s tiniest carnivore is also the world’s most 

minuscule. An adult least weasel (simply ‘weasel’ in the 

UK) grows no longer than 26cm, and the smallest can 

weigh as little as 25g – just 0.0025 per cent of the heft 

of the largest creatures in the order Carnivora, polar and 

Kodiak bears, weighing up to 1,000kg. Its stature is the 

reason why it’s such an efficient predator – with a large 

surface-area-to-weight ratio, it must eat a third of its own 

weight daily, entering the burrows of rodents and rabbits 

to take prey several times larger than itself with a fatal 

bite to the neck. Widespread on mainland Britain, the 

species is also found in Europe, North America, Asia 

and North Africa, and has been introduced elsewhere.  

In most of its range, though not Britain, its coat turns 

white in winter. Sarah McPherson Section editor

WHERE CAN I SEE...

3
LONG-TAILED 

CHINCHILLA

Illapel, Chile
This Critically Endangered 

species is hard to see. But Las 

Chinchillas National Reserve, 

some 150km north of Santiago, 

has an environmental centre 

and captive animals.
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2
BELLBIRD

Tiritiri Matangi,  
New Zealand
This endemic honeyeater  

is found throughout  

the North and South 

Islands, but Tiritiri is  

a sanctuary for it and 

other rarer species.

1
ARCTIC FOXES

Sú�avík, Iceland
Visit the Arctic Fox Centre, 

in West�ords, to learn 

more about Iceland’s only 

native terrestrial mammal 

– and to see the species in 

the wild for yourself with 

the help of expert guides.
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+ FIND OUT MORE
Be inspired by Sam’s images

in the Pro Photos section of 

www.discoverwildlife.com

“A car makes a great 
hide. If you rest your 
camera on a beanbag 
on your open window, 
you should be able to 
sit and take pictures 
with your subjects 
ignoring you.”
Sam Hobson, wildlife photographer

P H O T O G R A P H Y

E X P E R T  T I P

W
ildlife photography can be just as 

exciting in the city as anywhere 

else. Now that foxes, badgers, 

peregrine falcons and even otters have 

adjusted to urban habitats, we have better 

opportunities for photography than ever 

before. Plus urban wildlife is much more 

accessible and is often habituated to people.

Urban photography provides a great 

platform for creative backgrounds, too. Images 

of animals in front of recognisable buildings 

or cityscapes are striking, but even a postbox, 

bus stop, road sign and other familiar street 

furniture can help people to connect with 

a picture – placing an unusual animal in a 

familiar environment tells more of a story. 

Buildings and other man-made structures are 

also good for experimenting with composition. 

Wildlife in the city is often overlooked, 

but most people will have a story to share 

– perhaps foxes in their garden, or herons 

that visit their pond. I often find locations by 

speaking to people who are up at unusual 

hours, such as security guards, drivers of night 

buses and street cleaners. Using them as my 

eyes and ears, I can find the photographic 

opportunities that few others know about.

Remember: a species that seems ordinary 

to you will be exotic to somebody somewhere, 

and great pictures of slugs are more exciting 

than bad images of zebras. Sam Hobson

Pigeons are great 

subjects. They are easy 

to find in cities and 

are usually habituated 

to people. Try getting 

close with a wide-angle 

lens and place them 

in front of an iconic or 

recognisable building. 

Here I put my camera on 

the ground outside the 

Houses of Parliament 

and tempted the birds 

with a bit of bread.
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Urban foxes usually patrol 

their territories in the early 

morning, so that’s the best 

time to photograph them. Go 

out before people leave for 

work or on a quiet Sunday 

morning. I always wear scru�y 

clothes so that I can lie on 

the ground – not only is this 

less threatening, but it also 

provides a nice low angle that 

suits the urban theme. 

Be streetwise

Pointing your camera up or down 

a street or road is a great way to 

introduce urban perspective. The 

distance will also help to create  

a softer background.

1 TOWN FOX

2 URBAN PIGEONS
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Do any species have 
more than two sexes?

The unfortunate 
spider no longer 
had a leg to  
stand on.

Andrew Green Via email

A  The vast majority of sexually reproducing 
species have two genders: males, which 
produce tiny gametes (sperm or pollen) 
containing only genetic material; and females, 
which produce large ones (eggs or ovules) 
that are also stocked with provisions for the 
developing offspring. These rules are flagrantly 
disregarded by fungi, however. Some species 
are not differentiated into males and females 
at all, and can exchange genetic material with 
any other individual. Others have two ‘mating 
strains’ (roughly equivalent to sexes) and some 
have many strains, only some combinations 
of which are reproductively compatible. A rare 
exception among animals is the harvester ant 
Pogonomyrmex spp., which has two types of 
male. The sperm of one strain makes queens 
and the sperm of the other 
type makes workers. SB

Q B IO LOGY

Harvester ant  
girls will be boys.

Why did this wasp 
remove its prey’s legs? 
A  The spider-hunters are a specialist wasp 

family Pompylidae distinguished by a narrow 
form; long, curled antennae; and a flitting gait  
as they scramble through the herbage or over  
soil looking for prey. They tend to attack ground- 
or herbage-dwelling spiders rather than those  
in webs, stinging and paralysing their victims  
then dragging them to their burrows, where  
they lay an egg before sealing the tomb. There’s  
little nutrition in the legs, so just as social wasps  
bite the wings off flies, this pompilid has tried  
to lighten the load. Richard Jones

Q EY EW I TNESS

Frogs and toads are 

quite predictable and 

head for the same 

ponds every spring. In 

this image I located a 

park with a view over 

the city and waited for 

them to arrive. I used a 

30-second exposure to 

capture the street lights 

and orange glow of the 

sky, and illuminated  

the animals with an  

o�-camera flash.

Be patient
If you try to follow foxes, they will 

likely get spooked and run away. 

But they are naturally inquisitive, 

so may approach to investigate if 

they see you lying on the floor.

Let there be light
Early mornings can be dark, so 

a fast lens with a wide aperture 

of f4 or lower is best. This will 

allow more light in and give you 

a crisper image. 

Blur the backdrop
A shallow depth of field (when 

part of the shot is in focus and  

the background elements blurred) 

can reduce the clutter of an urban 

setting, but still captures the 

feeling of being in a city.

3 CITY AMPHIBIANS

Find the dark side
Also try shooting at night – you can 

create nice e�ects with city lights 

and the weather matters less. In 

fact images are often enhanced by 

damp conditions – the reflections 

on a wet street, for instance.

Go far, get close
For close-ups, try using a remote 

trigger. Some animals are more 

likely to investigate the camera 

without you there – they could 

even peer directly into the lens.
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MAKE YOUR OWN
NESTING 
BUNDLE

Help your local birds make 

spring homes with a few 

simple materials.

HOW 
TO

1    Mix together dry 

grass, flu�y seed heads, 

straw, feathers, hair, 

wool and thread.

2  Cut the end o� a 

forked stick. Wrap the 

material around the 

stick. Secure with wool.

3      Add more layers until 

a large bundle is formed 

(keep the lengths of the 

wool and string short).

4  Hang the bundle in a 

tree. Remove any loose 

wool threads as the 

bundle is depleted.

Greg Howard Via email

DISCOVER WILDLIFE

Connor Chase Via email

Do tawny chicks really 
call from inside the egg?
A

 Yes. The tawny is one of a small 

number of owl species in which 

calling from inside the egg has been 

recorded. Before a chick hatches from 

its egg it has to make the switch from 

breathing within the egg’s amniotic 

fluid to breathing in air. As hatching 

approaches the chick penetrates the 

air chamber at the blunt end of the 

egg, a result of the evaporation of 

water from the egg throughout its 

incubation. It is at this stage, two 

or three days before hatching, that 

the chick begins to call. 

It is thought that the calling 

alerts the parent to the imminent 

arrival of its offspring, and 

may also encourage the adult 

to help the youngster break 

free from the egg once it  

has pierced the eggshell  

with its egg tooth. MT

Q B I R D S

Red deer eating birds 

sounds a bit Rum…

Is it true that some 
red deer eat meat?
A

 No. Red deer are ruminants, feeding on 

grasses, heather, shrubs and trees. Individuals 

on the Scottish island of Rum have been 

observed eating Manx shearwaters, but 

without actually taking their meat. “The deer 

only want the leg and wing bones,” explains 

seabird ecologist Bob Furness, “which they 

carefully excise from the birds.”

The behaviour is rare, and unlikely in 

well-nourished deer. Scientists believe it is a 

means of seeking a mineral supplement in 

areas where grazing is poor. “The red deer’s 

natural habitat is open broadleaved forest. 

Rum is characterised by hard, peat-covered 

rocks, so the resident red deer are particularly 

malnourished and smaller,” says Bob. 

“Ingesting bone (from decomposed remains 

or live chicks) probably provides a way to 

mitigate the problem.” Similar behaviour 

has been seen in other herbivores, including 

cattle, reindeer and even sheep. SM
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Tawny owl chicks 

communicate 

with their parents 

prior to hatching.
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Koalas
YOU YANGS REGIONAL PARK AUSTRALIA

Tigers can be identified by their stripes, 

whale sharks by their spots, sperm whales 

by their flukes – and koalas by their 

noses, as we’ve recently learned. New 

research has shown that nostril-pigment patterns 

remain consistent throughout a koala’s life, enabling 

conservationists to count populations more accurately 

and non-invasively – which should help improve the 

species’ long-term survival prospects.

It also means that visitors to You Yangs Regional 

Park, near Melbourne, can be introduced to 

individual koalas, each of whose life history is very 

well known. “This is Clancy, second son of Pat, and 

very easygoing,” you might be told. Tourists are 

also encouraged to look for koalas who may not be 

known to the team. “Their sighting is logged, photos 

are taken and identification established or at least 

attempted,” says Echidna Walkabout’s Janine Du�y, 

who perfected the art of koala ID.

+ Echidna Walkabout http://bit.ly/1x61SKf

Get a grip! The koala 

has opposable digits 

and padded paws to 

help it climb eucalyptus 

trees. Get introduced 

to a named koala at You 

Yangs Regional Park.



Andean bears CERRO CHAPARRÍ PERU
You’ve read the books, loved the cartoon and seen the film  

– now discover the real Paddington Bear for yourself.

Except it’s not easy. Though some bears – notably the 

northern trio of black, brown and polar – are a cinch for any 

self-respecting ursophile, Andean or spectacled bears are elusive and 

increasingly rare. Most encounters, in either the humid cloud forests or 

soggy páramo that are their favoured habitats, are purely by chance, but 

there’s one place in South America where the odds are slightly higher.

It’s called Chaparrí, and it’s a community-owned reserve in the dry 

forests of northern Peru. In fact, this is not typical Andean bear territory, 

but they are an adaptable species that can be found everywhere from sea 

level up to altitudes of over 4,500m. Even if you don’t see a bear, you are 

unlikely to leave disappointed – the Tumbesian region is renowned for its 

bird life, and 39 of its 65 endemic species can be seen at Chaparrí. But if 

you do want your Paddington moment, don’t forget the marmalade. 

+ Chaparrí Reserve http://bit.ly/1urOwBZ

Sumatran orangutan
GUNUNG LEUSER NP SUMATRA

Glamping in a yurt in Cornwall is one thing, but what about 

the rainforests of Sumatra? Sennen Cove is beautiful, but  

it can’t o�er the sight of Sumatran orangutans stripping  

a wild fig tree or the sound of duetting siamang gibbons.

That’s what Raw Wildlife Encounters aims for in its conservation-

focused tour of Gunung Leuser NP, though as its founder Jess 

McKelson says, “This is rainforest – nothing is guaranteed.” Clients are 

promised nights camping in the forest and that the expertise of local 

guides will give them every chance of wild experiences. Raw shows 

them the other side, too: palm-oil plantations, and a visit to a ‘refugee’ 

centre run by the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme.

With the most recent estimate suggesting there are only 6,500 

Sumatran orangutans left in the wild and the Aceh government 

planning more development for the Leuser Ecosystem, this is a 

species that needs all the help it can get.

+ Raw Wildlife Encounters www.rawildlife.com.au

Whale sharks
SOGOD BAY THE PHILIPPINES

The Philippines is acquiring a 

reputation as a fantastic place 

to see whale sharks. If you can 

dive, consider Sogod Bay in the 

south of the island of Leyte – it may host 

the largest aggregation of the species in 

South-East Asia. A small-scale, sustainable 

operation is run by an organisation called 

KASAKA comprising local fishermen.

“In 2013 we identified more than 90 

individual sharks,” says Alessandro Ponzo of 

conservation organisation Physalus. “Sharks 

can be seen from November to July, though 

peak season is between February and June.”

Also good spots are Puerto Princesa and 

Tubbataha Reefs Natural Park on Palawan, 

and Donsol on Luzon, though Ponzo believes 

regulations are not well enforced here.

+ Physalus http://bit.ly/1sGbrsX

TRAVEL SPECIAL

February 2015 93BBC Wildlife

Swimming with the 
world’s biggest fish –  

up to 12m long and 
over 20 tonnes – is an 

exhilarating experience.

With fewer than 
7,000 left in the wild, 
Sumatran orangutans 
are considerably 
rarer than their close 
relatives on Borneo. 

The dry forests and 
mountains of the 

Chaparrí Reserve make a 
spectacular backdrop  

for bear encounters.
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Bison  BIAŁOWIEŻA FOREST POLAND
The concept of rewilding has been popularised by writers 

such as George Monbiot, with his book Feral. In Britain, we 

can get little sense of what a rewilded landscape looks like, 

but you don’t have to travel far to find one.

Bia�owieża Forest, straddling the Poland–Belarus border, is a good 

example. With more than 140,000ha of protected old-growth habitat 

and 160,000ha of bu�er zone, this is a primeval landscape the size of an 

English county. Among its 40–50m-tall pines, spruces and oaks roam 

two species symbolic of a wild European landscape: bison and wolves.

And it’s bison, also called wisent, that make the area unique. Counting 

both Polish and Belarussian parts of the forest, it is home to an estimated 

900 animals – one-third of the world’s wild population. Winter, when bison 

are given supplementary feed, promises the most reliable sightings.

+ Rewilding Europe http://bit.ly/16aQkKA

New Zealand fur seals
KAIKOURA NEW ZEALAND

One of the most spellbinding moments in 2014’s hit BBC 

One series Life Story featured New Zealand fur seal pups 

at Kaikoura swimming upstream to a freshwater pool 

where they can practise the skills they’ll need to survive a 

life in the open ocean, without the fear that they could be ambushed 

by a great white shark at any moment.

It’s a spectacle you can easily see for yourself. Some 20km north of 

Kaikoura – New Zealand’s whale-watching capital, on South Island – 

is Ohau Stream Walkway and Waterfall. Look out for the seals at Ohau 

Point, then follow the trail inland for just 15 minutes. If the sight of a 

small forest glade where a waterfall thunders into the abyss – and 

literally dozens of tiny fur seal pups splash about in the middle  

– doesn’t melt your heart, you’re probably made of granite.

+ Ohau Stream Walkway and Waterfall http://bit.ly/1wgUutW

Young New Zealand fur 
seals learn their acrobatic 

swimming skills in the 
pool at Oahu – where you 

can watch the show.

Numbers of African lions 
may have fallen by 50 per 
cent since 1980 – but you 

can help conserve the 
Kenyan population.

European bison were reintroduced  
into Bia�owieża Forest in 1929.

February 201594 BBC Wildlife

Lions  OL PEJETA  
CONSERVANCY KENYA

Lions are in trouble. Though 

population estimates vary widely 

– from fewer than 20,000 to more 

than 30,000 – everyone is agreed 

that the species is declining, and that loss 

of prey and indiscriminate killing to protect 

people and livestock are the key causes.

The lion-tracking programme at Ol Pejeta 

Conservancy aims to demonstrate that lions 

and humans, cattle and goats can live side 

by side. Using radio-collars, conservationists 

are establishing the core territories of four 

lionesses, helping them understand which 

areas the cats use most – and, therefore, 

where not to graze the valuable livestock.

And – here’s the fun part – guests can 

become the trackers themselves, therefore 

helping the conservancy keep tabs on their 

lions throughout the year. “Lion tracking has 

helped to free up areas that would otherwise 

have been kept o� limits because of lions, 

thus creating more space for livestock,” says 

Paul Goldstein, who runs trips to Ol Pejeta 

for Exodus. “It also helps bring harmony 

between tourist facilities and pastoralists.”

+ Kicheche Laikipia Camp, Ol Pejeta 

Conservancy http://bit.ly/1winZeJ
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Killer whales GRUNDARFJÖRÐUR ICELAND
Until recently, the place to head for close winter killer-whale 

encounters in Europe was Tys�ord, on Norway’s west coast, 

where they gathered to feed on the prolific shoals of herring. 

You could even swim with them, if you felt brave.

Today’s in-the-know enthusiast, though, heads for the remote town of 

Grundar�ör�ur on Iceland’s Snæfellsjökull peninsula between January 

and March. Here the herring swim so close to the shore that you can 

watch killer whales feeding on them without leaving dry land.

“I have been to Grundar�ör�ur for the past two winters, and we had 

more than 100 on some days,” says marine mammal expert Erich Hoyt, 

who works as a guide there. “We saw them every day that there was 

good weather, and frequently from the hotel.”

Grundar�ör�ur’s fortune is down to a regional shift in herring stocks 

in the north-east Atlantic, which have moved south-west over the past 

decade – so this could be a transitory phenomenon.

+ Discover the World http://bit.ly/1vXXkUT

Cock-of-the-rock
MANÚ BIOSPHERE RESERVE PERU

When you think of the wildlife of the Amazon Basin and  

its hinterlands, what animals come to mind? A jaguar 

stalking through the undergrowth? Scarlet macaws 

squabbling at a clay lick? Unseen piranhas swimming 

silently through a tea-coloured tributary?

Perhaps it should be none of these. Peru’s national bird, the Andean 

cock-of-the-rock, is as unlikely an assemblage of flaming orange and 

black as ever appeared at 

a cocktail party. It largely 

inhabits the higher reaches 

of Amazonian cloud forest, 

from Venezuela to Bolivia.

The conservation 

organisation Crees gives 

you the opportunity to 

experience the cock-of-the-

rock lek (when males display 

to potential mates), and get 

involved in environmental 

programmes and science-

based research. You might 

help to monitor fruit-baited 

butterfly traps, or set 

footprint and camera-traps 

for species such as tapirs, 

peccaries and even jaguars.

+ Crees http://bit.ly/1x915Z5

Boat trips from the Icelandic town 

of Grundar�ör�ur o�er close 

encounters with killer whales  

and white-beaked dolphins.

Watch a male 

cock-of-the-rock 

displaying at  

a lek in Peru.

Track rhinos in Namibia 

where ecotourism is 

having a positive impact.

TRAVEL SPECIAL

February 2015 95BBC Wildlife

Black rhinos PALMWAG CONCESSION NAMIBIA
While rhino losses to poaching topped more than 1,000 

in South Africa alone in 2014, there is one country in 

Africa where they are relatively secure – Namibia. There 

are a number of reasons for this, but the emphasis on 

community-owned, conservation-focused tourism is significant.

Desert Rhino Camp – an initiative of Namibia’s Save the Rhino Trust 

and Wilderness Safaris – in the Palmwag Concession, sandwiched 

between Etosha NP and the Skeleton coast, is one such example.

Rhino-tracking takes place every morning from the camp with expert 

guides. That living rhinos are a source of income to local people is one 

reason there is less poaching; another is the simple fact that they are 

being monitored on an almost daily basis.

+ Desert Rhino Camp http://bit.ly/1BJQq63



Rainbow Lorikeets Koala, Kangaroo Island

A dawn mist rises from the  

mirror-calm surface of Yellow Water 

Billabong as your launch leaves the 

wooden dock. The birds are already 

up and about: skeins of magpie 

geese and whistling ducks commute 

in formation overhead; comb-crested 

jacanas fuss over the lily pads; 

a jewel-like little kingfisher darts 

beneath the overhanging pandanus. 

This awakening tropical panorama seems the very picture 

of serenity. And yet a group of thirsty wallabies hangs 

back nervously from the water’s edge. The reason for their 

reluctance becomes clear as the serrated back of a saltwater 

crocodile emerges silently from the deep. This formidable 

predator – the largest reptile on the planet – stalks the dark 

waters of Kakadu National Park in impressive numbers. 

Soon see another: a four-metre monster hauled out on a 

bank, jaws agape with primeval menace.

Some 2,000 km to the south a very different aquatic predator 

hauls itself out of the churning breakers and shuffles up the 

beach to join its companions. Australian sea lions are among 

the most endangered of the world’s marine mammals, yet 

at Seal Bay on Kangaroo Island you can stroll on the beach 

through the very heart of the colony. Sleek youngsters 

gambol in the surf, while battle-scarred old bulls flop down 

among the dunes higher up the beach.

There are birds here too, though a very different selection 

from those of Kakadu, with waders, terns and waterfowl 

finding rich pickings along the fringes of the Southern  

Ocean. Cape Barren geese overfly the sea lion colony, 

honking noisily, while rare hooded dotterels scuttle like 

clockwork along the tideline and a white-bellied sea eagle 

wheels over the nearby headland.

Kangaroo Island and Kakadu National Park are the premier 

wildlife attractions of South Australia and Northern Territory 

respectively. So wildly different are their landscapes – the 

dunes, heathland and mallee scrub of the former contrasting 

with the tropical wetlands, escarpments and monsoon forest 

of the latter – that it can be hard to believe they form part of 

the same country. Yet, together, these two wild destinations 

embody the extraordinary diversity of Australia’s wildlife and 

offer some of the country’s greatest natural spectacles.

The attractions are not only aquatic. Head inland on 

Kangaroo Island, into the eucalypt and mallee scrub,  

and you will find Australia’s native mammals thriving in  

the absence of invasive predators. Kangaroos abound  -   

Australia’s North and South

Kangaroo 
Island

Kakadu

Darwin

Adelaide

Main Image Flinders Range, South Autralia 



Saltwater Crocodile

Glossy Black Cockatoo

www.australiasoutback.co.uk

www.southaustralia.com

 

specifically the western grey kangaroo, 

which occurs in a unique chocolate-

coloured island subspecies – while the 

rare tammar wallaby flourishes alongside 

the more common Bennett’s wallaby. 

Look up and you’ll find koalas dozing 

in the gum trees. Down, and you might 

meet a short-beaked echidna probing the 

deadwood for termites. At night  

your torch beam will 

catch the eye-shine of 

such elusive nocturnal 

marsupials as  

brown bandicoot and  

brushtail possum.

Flinders Chase 

National Park is 

the top spot for 

many of these animals. But the beauty 

of Kangaroo Island is that you may 

encounter them anywhere – perhaps 

crossing a road or foraging around a 

picnic site. Birds also abound, with nectar-

eaters such as purple-gaped honeyeater 

and eastern spinebill gathering on the 

flowering eucalypts, rare glossy black-

cockatoos roosting in a casuarina grove, 

and local races of the crimson rosella, 

grey currawong and western whipbird 

to excite the birders. 

Meanwhile keep an 

eye out at ground 

level for the 1.3m-long 

Rosenberg’s goanna, 

the island’s largest 

predator.

Exploring Kakadu’s 

interior opens up 

a world of wildlife 

adventure. This vast 

wilderness, protecting 

an area of  nearly 

20,000km2, is more 

than four times the size 

of Kangaroo Island. 

Yet as well as boat trips 

on Yellow Water and the East Alligator 

River, you can take to the wild terrain 

on foot – exploring the floodplains and 

escarpments in search of such strange 

creatures as frilled lizards – which, when 

threatened, expand their neck frill like a 

parasol – and black fruit bats, which flap 

clumsily around their riverside roosts. 

Local birds to look out for 

include the exquisite rainbow 

pitta and rare chestnut-quilled 

rock pigeon.

Kakadu’s bountiful wildlife is 

also celebrated in its aboriginal 

rock art. The park has earned 

UNESCO World Heritage status 

for its cultural as well as its 

natural values, and sacred  

sites such as Nourlangie have served  

as a canvas for thousands of years.  

A trail among the dramatic sandstone 

escarpments reveals rock faces adorned 

with creation ancestors and other figures 

drawn from the human, animal and 

spiritual worlds. Meanwhile, peregrine 

falcons soar overhead and the elusive 

sandstone shrike-thrush whistles its 

distinctive call from among the cliffs.

On Kangaroo Island nature has 

created its own rock art in the form of 

Remarkable Rocks, a cluster of wind-

carved formations that perch like giant 

Henry Moore sculptures atop a dome of 

granite, and the nearby Admiral’s Arch, 

which shelters a New Zealand fur seal 

colony. These natural monuments both 

make convenient spots from which to 

spy the rich marine life offshore, including 

countless short-tailed shearwaters angling 

over the waves and – in season – the 

waving flukes of southern right whales 

that visit the island’s more sheltered bays.

Kakadu and Kangaroo Island  in their 

own way, like nowhere else on earth. 

Either one offers a truly memorable 

wildlife experience. To see both is to 

understand just why Australia – from  

top to bottom –  is a natural wonder  

like no other. 

Jabiru - Yellow Water Billabong, Kakadu

Australia   

Naturally Travel

8 Day Kakadu and  

Kangaroo Island Tour

 Book your nature holiday today!  

www.australianaturallytravel.com.au

8 day small group tour from  

£1560 per person, twin share*

8 day private birdwatching tour from 

£2,080 per person, twin share. Based 

on four people travelling together*

Fly to Darwin to experience Litchfield 

National Park and Kakadu National 

Park. From there, fly to Adelaide and 

enjoy a Kangaroo Island nature tour.

*Airfare not included

opens up  

a world  

of wildlife  

adventure
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henton Safaris’ 
trademark is their 
ingenious network of 

photographic hides. The hides 
offer thrilling opportunities 
for close-up encounters with 
hippos, elephants, big cats 
ambushing prey, stunning 
birds and other wildlife.  
The Hippo Hide in particular 
is world-renowned, and is 
frequently used by famous 
wildlife photographers and 
documentary filmmakers.  
The Carmine Bee-Eater Hide, 
set on a boat securely anchored 
just metres from a colony of 
these magnificently coloured 
birds, is the only one of its kind 
in Africa. Visits to their hides 
are part of the three daily game 
viewing activities offered, 
alongside game drives and 
walking safaris.

Kaingo Camp and Mwamba 
Bush Camp are situated in 
South Luangwa National  
Park, Zambia.  

They are the creations  
of the Shenton family,  
which has a proud history  
of three generations of  
wildlife conservation in 
Southern Africa. 

Each recently renovated 
chalet at Kaingo Camp has 
soaring skylights open to the 
stars, an outdoor bathtub and 
stylish furniture. The private 
decks overlooking the Luangwa 
River offer uninterrupted views 
of drinking wildlife. 

Mwamba Bush Camp is 
an intimate and authentic 
camp nestled under giant 
ebony trees along the banks 
of the Mwamba River. The 
chalets reflect a thoughtful 
balance between back-to-nature 
simplicity, essential comforts 
and African style. Each chalet 
includes large skylights and  
en suite bathrooms open to  
the stars. Both camps are 
located deep within the most 
game-rich area of the park.

Join us on Facebook: Shenton Safaris 

Email: info@kaingo.com  |  www.kaingo.com

ADVERTISEMENT FEATURE

Shenton Safaris



C
hameleon Worldwide’s Costa Rica 

specialist Dan Painter, explores its 

active side. “As we steered the noses 

of our kayaks along a slender channel and 

into the lush heart of Tortuguero National 

Park, the throaty chug of outboard motors 

faded until it was no more than a faint buzz, 

then evaporated altogether. The stillness  

that replaced it was richer than I could  

have imagined.

Except, of course, it wasn’t silence. At first 

I could hear only the splash-and-drip of our 

paddles dipping in co�ee-coloured water, our 

guide motioning us forward past the hanging 

foliage. Then, gradually, I became aware of 

other noises. The plop as a pygmy kingfisher 

dived for prey. The rustle in the leaves as a 

family of howler monkeys, for once not living 

up to their name, peered down at us, lingering 

right at the water’s edge as we drifted past. 

Wildlife all around seemed similarly 

relaxed: caiman did their best log impressions 

alongside us, iguanas lounged on branches 

above, and we could admire the gorgeous 

blue-green and chestnut hues of agami 

herons stiltwalking through the shallows. 

Somewhere in that thick jungle, I knew, 

stalked jaguars; I was both disappointed and 

relieved not to catch a glimpse of a spotted 

feline glaring hungrily from the bank. For two 

From a kayak in Tortuguero

hours, I felt part of the natural rhythms of 

the rainforest in a way that just wouldn’t be 

possible in a speedboat.

It’s amazing what you can do in Costa 

Rica. Horseriding, mountain-biking, ziplining, 

waterfall abseiling and trekking appear on the 

menu, through mountains and rainforests, 

along beaches and rivers. 

I’d started my trip high in the cloud forest, 

south-east of capital San José at Trogon 

Lodge. My bedroom window looked out right 

into the forest canopy – it was tempting to 

see whether I could birdwatch without leaving 

my bed. Almost. But the lure of spotting the 

aptly named resplendent quetzal was too 

much, and I joined the lodge’s guide at  

6am on a hunt for this dazzling green-and-

crimson bird.

My next destination, the Pacuare River, 

isn’t so peaceful – but it’s certainly wild. 

A 30km whitewater rafting trip promised 

not just foaming torrents but plenty of 

scenic beauty, too. After half an hour 

mastering the instructions yelled 

by our river guide – mostly ‘paddle 

left!’ or ‘right!’ or the more scary ‘GET 

DOWN!’ – we were ready for the main 

event: a narrow gorge tumultuous  

with rapids bearing such reassuring 

names as Double Drop and Pinball. 

Gasping and spluttering, I did at least find 

time to gawp at the Huacas waterfall (before 

being dunked underneath it). And during a 

moment of calm on our final stretch through 

the Dos Montañas canyon and beyond,  

lined with primary rainforest, I reclined on 

the raft and gazed up into the canopy, to see 

white-faced monkeys spying back down at 

me. Not for the first time, Costa Rica sprang  

a surprise to leave me speechless.”

INSPIRED?  
LET US TAKE YOU THERE.
To plan a journey in Costa Rica or for 
more information on all our wildlife 
and adventure holidays, visit our 
website or speak to an expert:

01962 737 647 
chameleonworldwide.co.uk  

SOUNDS  
OF SILENCE

ADVERTISEMENT FEATURE

WIN A  
HOLIDAY!

Win a trip for two to 
Costa Rica worth up to £3,000 

How to enter: Simply visit our website 

chameleonworldwide.co.uk and enter 

your details – Good luck!  

Full T&C’s apply see  
chameleonworldwide.co.uk  
Closing Date: 31st March 2015 

at 11.59pm

Costa Rican Adventure: 13 days of high 

adrenaline. Kayaking, biking, horse-riding 

and more.



LEARN ABOUT and be INSPIRED by THE OUTDOORS

A range of day and short residential courses to 

help you discover and enjoy the natural world. 

�    Walking, Photography, Wildlife & Arts courses

�    Stunning locations across the UK

�    Meet like-minded people

�    Comfortable sole occupancy accommodation

Call: 0845 345 4071

Visit: www.field-studies-council.org/discover-something-new



AFRICA | MADAGASCAR | LATIN AMERICA | INDIA

Call a Rainbow Tours Latin America specialist 
today and start planning your journey

020 7666 1260
www.rainbowtours.co.uk

TAILOR-MADE HOLIDAYS & GROUP TOURS

Peru



CAN YOU SEE  
WHAT I SEE?

THE CALL OF THE 
WILD – on Safari with  
Swarovski Optik

You’ve meticulously planned for your 

long journey and you are now at the 

heart of nature looking across the 

almost boundless savannah. You catch 

a glimpse of a rare sight that makes 

a safari such an incredibly enjoyable 

experience. The big 5 are within sight 

– but not quite. You want to get closer.    

With a Swarovski Optik CL Companion 

8 x 30 binocular you can almost count 

the spots on the leopard or feel the 

hide of the rhino, or watch in close-up 

the lioness prowling for food. Make 

your holiday a truly unforgettable one 

with Swarovski Optik.  

TRAVEL WITH 
SWAROVSKI OPTIK 
AND SEE THE WORLD 
THROUGH NEW EYES

ADVERTISEMENT FEATURE



ADVENTURE CRUISE
Explore the remotest corners of Alaska 

and see some of the most magical 

landscapes in the world. And with the 

EL 8 x 32 Swarovision binocular from 

Swarovski Optik you will see in glorious 

close-up every crevice in the unusual 

iceberg formations and spectacular 

wildlife that you have never seen 

before. Their lightweight design and 

crystal clear optical quality will let you 

enjoy the untouched, unspoiled nature 

that would have left the great explorer 

Vitus Bering speechless. 

A binocular isn’t only a “must have” 

for wildlife and spectacular scenery 

but also perfect for city breaks. 

Our cities are full of surprising 

architecture, iconic buildings and 

historic landmarks.   

VENICE – a city of canals, 
historical churches, beautiful 
islands and St Mark’s Square.

One of the finest views of the lagoon 

city with its sea of terracotta roofs can 

be seen from the campanile of the 

church of San Giorgio Maggiore – on  

a sunny day you can see as far as  

the Alps. But you will see so much 

more with the CL Pocket 8 x 25  

from Swarovski Optik. As you stroll 

through the narrow streets of the  

city your CL Pocket will be an 

invaluable companion.

AN INVESTMENT FOR LIFE
There are some things you have for life. Usually superbly made, and of a 

quality that is second to none, and still as good as new, even after many years 

of intensive use. Just like binoculars from SWAROVSKI OPTIK.

AS FAR AS THE EYE CAN SEE  
Take a journey of discovery with a binocular from Swarovski Optik

CL POCKET – SMALL Outside – BIG Inside                      

• Best optics in a compact design 

• Small foldable and always to hand 

• Watertight and rugged 

• Travel with the world in your pocket 

Models: CL Pocket  8 x 25 B, CL Pocket 10 x 25 B 

Colours: green, sand brown, black

CL COMPANION – See Well – Look Good                            

• Excellent optics and impressive viewing comfort 

• Compact and lightweight design 

• Always ready to hand and easy to use 

Models: CL Companion 8x30 B,  

CL Companion 10x30 B  

Colours: green, sand brown, black

EL 8 x 32 Swarovision – Amazingly light,  

Compact, Exceptional               

• Perfect image quality thanks to SWAROVISION 

• Maximum edge to edge sharpness and colour fidelity   

• Large field of view – perfect for spectacle wearers 

• Crystal clear optics  

Models: EL 8 x 32 WB, EL 10 x 32 WB 

Colours: green, sand brown 

ADVERTISEMENT FEATURE

Don’t miss a thing – enjoy the World with Swarovski Optik 

WWW.SWAROVSKIOPTIK.COM



Wildlife focused holidays from the American Experts

www.grandamericanadventures.com/wildlife       Call  0333 003 8235

USA     Canada & Alaska     Central & South America    

 Real Americas   Real Adventure

Our wildlife tours have been developed to maximise the 

chances of seeing as much wildlife as possible within 

the vast continent of North America. Whether it’s a wolf 

tracking excursion in Yellowstone with an expert guide, a 

fl oat plane trip into the Alaskan wilderness to spot bears 

or a cruise around Vancouver Island to look for whales and 

porpoises, we’ll get your further o�  the tourist track and 

up-close to some of the planet’s most intriguing species.
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DON’T MISS

You can attract 

great tits by placing 

a small nestbox with 

a 28mm hole 1–5m 

above the ground.

T
ake part in this fantastic British Trust for 
Ornithology (BTO) initiative by putting up 
a nestbox or planting natural cover in your 

garden or local green space to conserve breeding 
birds. Natural nest sites, on which many of our bird 
species depend, are fast disappearing as gardens 
and woods are kept tidy and our houses are better 
maintained. National Nest Box Week, now in its 18th 
year, aims to increase the number of suitable nesting 
spaces. The BTO’s senior research ecologist Dave 
Leech says, “While putting up a nestbox may have 
some local benefit, collecting data on what’s inside 
helps bird populations far beyond the boundaries 
of your own garden.” So to maximise the benefits 
from your nestbox, get involved in the BTO’s Nest 
Box Challenge by registering it online and providing 
regular updates on its use. 
Jo Price Sta� writer 

l Find out more at www.bto.org/nnbw. For expert advice on 

attracting birds to your garden visit www.discoverwildlife.com

NATIONAL NEST BOX WEEK
Saturday 14 to Saturday 21 February 2015 

DO YOUR BIT FOR 
BREEDING BIRDS

EVENT
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The Cuckoo

A revelatory insight into  

the ability of a cuckoo to 

dupe its host parents.

http://bbc.in/1xMNs0x

World On the Move: Great 
Animal Migrations

Series on the movement of 

animals across the planet. 

http://bbc.in/1yyE9xF

The Hunt for the Gay Whale

A new generation of zoological 

enquiry aims to address the  

tricky issue of animal sexuality. 

http://bbc.in/1xtn9bE



February 2015

BBC Wildlife106

FUTURE ARCTIC
By Edward Struzik 
Island Press £16.99 (out 3 February 2015)

The Arctic, as we know well, 

is sick. The key symptoms are 

familiar: plunging polar bear 

numbers and receding summer 

sea-ice that could be gone 

entirely within 20 years. The 

veteran environmental journalist 

Edward Struzik has monitored 

other vital signs over recent 

decades: fluctuations in caribou 

populations; unusual movements 

of salmon, narwhals and belugas; 

altered river flows; freak weather; 

and catastrophic fires. Climate, 

he observes, isn’t the only culprit 

– exploitation by mining and 

energy industries also fragments 

and damages habitats. The scope 

and detail of his diagnosis lend 

weight to an alarming prognosis. 

Paul Bloomfield Travel writer

FOX and BARN OWL
By Jim Crumley 
Saraband £10.00 each

‘Concise’ isn’t a word often used 

to describe nature writing, yet Jim 

Crumley’s first two books in the 

Encounters in the Wild series are 

just that. Each pocket-sized title 

explores the author’s personal 

encounters with one of Britain’s 

charismatic creatures, from 

tracking freshly woken foxes 

through the snow to reviving 

and releasing injured barn owls. 

By turns eloquent, light-hearted, 

prescient and moving, Crumley’s 

anecdotes highlight the wonderful 

feelings he associates with waiting 

for the emergence of magical 

experiences with nature. With 

more books to come, this series 

is an accessible addition to the 

nature-writing scene. 

Jules Howard Nature writer 

Discover more about the cornucopia  

of creatures that share your abode.

NATURE’S 
HOME

HOUSE PESTS, HOUSE GUESTS
By Richard Jones
Bloomsbury £16.99 (out 12 February 2015)

H
owever much we love wildlife, we are selective about 

the species we welcome into our flats and houses. 

But this doesn’t stop animals inviting themselves. 

In the interests of understanding if not tolerance Richard 

Jones, an entomologist who is a regular contributor to BBC 

Wildlife (see p107), provides an intriguing introduction to 

these companion species and their motivation for sharing 

what he calls the sacred space of our homes.

The book begins with a historical tour, describing how 

our adoption of homes, clothes and larders created new 

habitats, then focuses on the many species to exploit 

them, from mice to moths, bats to beetles, swallows 

to spiders, and devoted dogs to “just about the most 

embarrassing insect in the world” – the crab louse.

The writing is a kind of amiable but authoritative boffin-

speak. Not too technical – in fact it’s exceptionally readable 

– but imbued with a powerful sense that ‘Bugman Jones’ 

(his Twitter moniker) is a man who’d discuss tapeworms 

enthusiastically at dinner, and regard an eruption of cat 

fleas from the carpet with nothing so much as glee.

Amy-Jane Beer Natural-history writer

Along came a 
Tegenaria gigantea: 
giant house spiders 

are often seen in 
British homes. 

BOOK
OF THE 

MONTH

S
p

i
d

e
r
:
 
J

a
c

k
 
P

e
r
k

s
/

F
L

P
A

;
 
L

e
w

i
s

 
B

l
a

c
k

w
e

l
l
:
 
T

i
m

 
F

l
a

c
h



February 2015

BBC Wildlife 107

REVIEWS BOOKS

IRREPLACEABLE 

WOODLANDS

By Charles Flower 

Papadikis £25.00

Woodland manager Charles 

Flower explains the practical steps 

needed to restore the wildlife 

heritage of ancient woodland in 

this beautifully illustrated follow-

up to Where Have All The Flowers 

Gone? The author records 30 

years of biodiversity-promoting 

management in Mapleash Copse, 

Newbury, a 25-acre (10ha) ancient 

woodland where bramble-

bashing, deer depredation, vast 

fungal diversity, butterfly-rich 

rides and log-loving beetles 

form a maintenance microstudy. 

Flower inspires us to preserve our 

ancient woodlands, because their 

intertwined natural and human 

histories make them unique.

Adrian Barnett Ecologist and writer

THE BOOK OF BEETLES

By Patrice Bouchard (ed)  

Ivy Press £29.99

The beetles in this book, as well 

as being pictured life-size, are of 

course shown magnified, and 

this is where they are revealed as 

gems. And though 600 species is 

a pinch compared with the almost 

unimaginable diversity of beetles, 

the selected examples illustrate 

well the available delights – from 

predators in the leaf litter and 

shovellers of dung to woodborers, 

pollen-nibblers, leaf-chewers, 

carcass cleaners, ant guests and 

beaver parasites. It’s this broad 

cross-section of behaviours and 

ecologies that provides us with 

the scientific detail. A coffee-table 

look and monographic gravitas 

combined in a book the size of a 

breeze block – what’s not to like?

Richard Jones Entomologist

LEWIS 
BLACKWELL
Writer and designer Lewis calls for concerted 

international e�orts to save the rainforest.

Why is the rainforest so special?

Tropical rainforests have become 

‘megacities’ for diversity – more 

species exist in these forests than 

anywhere else. They are a treasure 

house for humans, but we need to 

start seeing the world more holistically 

– and not just as something that is 

here for us to exploit.

 

How were the images chosen?

I chose pictures that have the ‘wow’ 

factor. The photos have to help tell a 

story explaining how the rainforest 

came about, the ecosystem’s different 

levels and modern conservation efforts.

What is the most significant thing 

you’ve learned about rainforests? 

The rainforest from one perspective is 

incredibly fragile by design: it can repair 

itself, but species will still have been 

lost. We need to act now to improve the 

protection for and use of the rainforest, 

and increase the level of research.

 

How do we save the rainforests?

There are many initiatives – we just 

need to grow them rapidly. At one 

extreme you have the direct action 

taken by various foundations that buy 

or otherwise support areas of forest. 

But we also need inter-government 

agreements and actions.

l View a selection of stunning images from 

Rainforest at www.discoverwildlife.com

RAINFOREST  

is an inspirational 

photobook that 

celebrates the 

biodiversity of 

one of the most 

fascinating 

ecosystems on 

the planet. 

www.abramsand 

chronicle.co.uk, 

£40.00

CHOSEN BY BBC WILDLIFE READERS

INSPIRATIONAL BOOKS
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My Family and  
Other Animals 
By Gerald Durrell

Pu�n, £7.99

This magical memoir of 

Gerald Durrell’s childhood 

in Corfu received the most 

votes when we asked BBC 

Wildlife readers which wildlife 

book had influenced them. 

It’s a story of discovery as he 

explores the island and makes 

his family home into a zoo.

Tarka the Otter 
By Henry Williamson 

Pu�n, £6.99

Williamson’s classic 

story captures life in the wild 

as seen through the eyes of an 

otter living in the Devonshire 

countryside. Tarka became one 

of the best-loved creatures in 

world literature, and the book 

inspired a transformation in 

attitudes towards her kind.

The Observer’s  
Book of British Birds
By S Vere Benson

Frederick Warne and Co. Ltd

First published in 1937 and 

revised several times over 

the years (the 1983 edition is 

shown), this out-of-print pocket 

book is a firm favourite. The 

title has been praised as an 

excellent reference guide for 

dedicating a page to describing 

and illustrating each species, 

Watership Down 
By Richard Adams

Pu�n, £6.99

Appealing to children and 

adults, this epic tale from 1972 

has won the Guardian Children’s 

Fiction Award and the Carnegie 

Medal. It’s one of the most 

famous animal adventures ever 

written, and follows the perilous 

journey of a band of rabbits in 

search of a safer home.

MEET THE AUTHOR
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David Attenborough on the bizarre, the ba�ing 

and the plain brilliant of the animal kingdom.

MYSTERIES OF THE 

NATURAL WORLD

TRAVELLERS’ TALES

T
his charming blend of history, 

natural history and science returns 

this month for a third series. Six new 

episodes showcase the evolutionary quirks 

of more of the world’s most extraordinary 

animals, examining how they have baffled 

biologists through the ages and only 

recently given up their secrets.

Impossible Feats, for instance, reveals that 

a flea’s ability to jump so high (purportedly 

the equivalent of a human clearing the 

dome of St Paul’s Cathedral) is down 

to a flexible natural protein in its joints, and investigates 

whether cheetahs really can run at 70mph – a claim first 

touted in 1957 after an experiment involving an upturned 

bicycle, a length of fishing wire and a stopwatch. Meanwhile 

Curious Cures uncovers how certain species have evolved 

intriguing solutions to protect themselves in their harsh 

habitats – hippos, for instance, are now known to secrete an 

anti-bacterial, anti-ultraviolet fluid to stave off sunburn and 

infection, and capuchin monkeys anoint themselves with 

strong-smelling plants to repel the pesky biting insects that 

share their forest home. Anyone who likes storytelling and 

science will love it. Sarah McPherson Section editor

DAVID ATTENBOROUGH’S NATURAL CURIOSITIES 

Mondays from 2 February, 9pm (Sky 109/Virgin 124)

ANIMALS UNEXPECTED 
Due to air in the spring – check RT for details.

TV
CHOICE

TV FIRST LOOK

ONE THING WE 
DID WRONG 
IN SWEDEN 

WAS TO 
CONCENTRATE 
ON ANIMALS, 
NOT PEOPLE.
Tom Arnbom, WWF-Sweden

OF THE MONTH

RADIO QUOTE

Shared Planet: Sharing with Wolves  

http://bbc.in/1eEukUQ

`a

TOP FACT

Q The capuchin 

monkey was 

so named by 

early explorers 

because the 

patch of dark  

fur on the top 

of its head 

resembled the 

hoods worn by 

Capuchin monks.
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If quirky animal stories are your thing, then 

tune into Animals Unexpected. Presented by 

zoologist Lucy Cooke, this one-hour special 

collates up-to-date accounts of wildlife 

adapting to new and unfamiliar landscapes 

across the world. Itinerants include the hippos 

now running amok in rural Colombia, which 

absconded from the vast hacienda owned by 

the late drug baron Pablo Escobar, and the 

Asian hornets spreading across Europe since 

reaching the Continent as stowaways in plants 

imported from China. 

As well as alien invaders, Animals Unexpected 

looks at creatures that are finding new ways to 

exploit their native lands. For instance manatees 

flock to power stations in Florida, goats scale 

near-vertical dam walls in Italy and American 

coywolves – a hybrid between a wolf and a 

coyote – are extending their range southwards, 

carving out a new home in New York City. 

“Animals are using the landscape in very clever 

ways,” explains producer Sam Hodgson. “These 

stories are fun, but they also point to a bigger 

picture of how wildlife is adapting to a changing 

world in ways we never could have imagined.”

North American raccoons are 
now thriving in Germany.
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REVIEWS BROADCAST

A new series explores emotions in the animal 

kingdom – can they feel what we feel?

LOVE IS IN THE AIR

I
t’s nearly the month for 

all things romantic, so 

what better time to pose 

that billion-dollar question 

– do animals feel love? The 

concept is investigated by 

Liz Bonnin in this new 

two-parter, which examines 

the various ways in which 

species meet, mate and 

form lifelong relationships.

Animal emotion is an 

area of study that has been 

gathering momentum of 

late. “There has been a surge 

in research in the past 20 

years,” says series producer 

Anne Sommerfield. “People 

are asking questions – why 

do animals pair-bond? Why 

are they monogamous?”

Just as in the human 

world, feelings and emotions 

take on various guises in 

the animal kingdom. The 

new programme features 

lifelong friendship, seen 

in the behaviour of two 

rehabilitated elephants 

in a sanctuary; apparent 

grief, displayed by a captive 

gibbon following the death 

of his long-term partner; 

and loyalty, demonstrated 

by a male greylag goose that 

returns to his former mate 

after a long absence.

There are also other 

behaviours that resonate 

with our own. Female 

capuchins in Brazil take 

flirting to the extreme, 

even hurling stones to get 

attention from the boys, 

and greater flamingos apply 

‘make-up’, spreading their 

feathers with a pigment to 

brighten their colour.

“The series reveals that 

animals form relationships 

for other reasons besides 

producing offspring,” says 

Anne. “They show a lot  

of similarities to humans,  

and it’s an exciting area  

of research.” 

SM

ANIMALS IN LOVE  
Due to air in January/February – check RT for details. 

COMMOTION IN THE OCEAN

RADIO NEW SERIES

In this new series for BBC 

Radio 4, four authors examine 

our relationship with cli�s. 

In the second programme 

renowned wildlife-sound 

recordist Chris Watson gives a 

vivid account of his ascent of 

Skellig Michael, a precipitous 

rocky island protruding from 

the waters o� south-west 

Ireland. Chris records the 

wild sounds he hears on his 

journey, starting beneath the 

waves with “grunting, tapping 

haddock and the snap, crackle 

and pop of pistol shrimps”.  

As he cautiously makes 

his way up the steep cli� 

steps to the former monastic 

outpost at the summit, he 

records the low growls of 

pu�ns and piercing cries 

of individual 

razorbills, and 

after nightfall 

the sinister 

cackles 

of storm 

petrels and 

banshee-like 

cries of Manx 

shearwaters.

THE CLIFF 
Monday 9 to Thursday 12 February, 1.45pm

Chris records 

pu�ns on  

his climb.

TV FIRST LOOK

David Attenborough with a flea circus. 

The ability of these tiny insects to 

power the equipment lies in their 

walking and jumping techniques.

Flamingos beautify 

themselves in a similar 

way to humans.
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REVIEWS EVENTS

SPECIALITY ENJOYING NATURAL HISTORY WITHIN 11KM OF THE CITY OF BATH

What they say We are a 
registered charity with the aim 
of promoting the study and 
enjoyment of natural history. 
What we say Bath Natural 
History Society is affectionately 
known as ‘Bath Nats’. It organises 
regular field trips and takes part 
in biodiversity surveys. 
Want to join the club?  
Annual membership costs  
£8 for individuals, £12 for two 
people at the same address or £4 
each for students. Find out more 
at www.bathnats.org.uk, or by 
following @Bathnats on Twitter.  

Q If you want your club or event  

to be featured here, email wildlife 

magazine@immediate.co.uk

JOIN ITS EVENT

What February outing

When 10am to 1pm on  

Wednesday 18 February 

Where Corsham Park, Wiltshire; 

meet in car park o� Lacock Road

Join Bath Nats members for a 

gentle walk that will focus on 

identifying mature parkland 

trees and their associated 

flora and fauna, as well as 

spotting birds around the lake. 

Former Bath and North East 

arboricultural o�cer Paul Wilkins 

will lead the outing with other 

knowledgable naturalists from 

the club. This free event is open 

to members and non-members 

alike, but you are advised to bring 

comfortable walking shoes. 
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CLUB SPOTLIGHT

BATH NATURAL HISTORY SOCIETY

ZSL institute 

research fellow 

Nathalie Pettorelli 

will be hosting a 

talk on tracking 

land-use change at this free 

scientific event. The meeting will 

provide an overview of some of 

the challenges associated with 

reconciling the growth in human 

population with biodiversity 

conservation, and will discuss 

how wildlife preservation can 

be incorporated into land-

use planning. Nathalie says, 

“Understanding how di�erent 

uses of land impact on species 

ecology is the key to developing 

solutions preventing further loss 

of wildlife.” Three other academics 

will also be speaking at this 

symposium. www.zsl.org

Nathalie is also a co-founder of  

Soapbox Science – learn more  

at http://soapboxscience.org

KEW FESTIVAL  
OF ORCHIDS
Visit the Princess of Wales 

Conservatory at Kew Royal Botanic 

Gardens to view the vibrant orchid 

displays on show and find out how 

these colourful flowers evolved. 

Adult entry to Kew costs £15.

www.kew.org

SCOTTISH SNOWDROP 
FESTIVAL
Experience beautiful snowdrop 

spectacles in 62 locations across 

Scotland, including woodlands, 

urban retreats, historic castles and 

churchyards. Some gardens will 

open exclusively for the event.

www.visitscotland.com

UNDERSEA ART AWARD
If you’re an established artist then 

enter this free competition for the 

chance to undergo dive training 

and explore the waters around the 

coast of the UK. The art you create 

will appear at the Society of Wildlife 

Artists exhibition in London.

www.wildlifetrusts.org

FESTIVAL OF BIRDS 2015
WWT Slimbridge’s fantastic festival 

occurs when bird numbers are at 

their peak. Guides will point out 

reserve highlights, traditional decoy 

events will run and birds will be 

caught using mist-netting. The event 

is free but entry to Slimbridge costs 

£12.30/£6.70 for adults/children.

www.wwt.org.uk

EVENT

CHOICE

WHAT Talks on global land-use change

WHEN 6pm, Tuesday 10 February

WHERE Huxley Theatre, Zoological 
Society of London (ZSL)

`a
SPEAKERS’

CORNER Nathalie 

Pettorelli 

‘Bath Nats’ members 

will be looking out 

for nuthatches on 

their February walk.

FEBRUARY WILDLIFE EVENTS













...DAYS TO 

DESTROY!

MILLIONS 

OF YEARS 

TO CREATE...

Please tick one box only STANDING ORDER FORM

£60 annually

£120 annually

£300 annually

£600 annually

£5 per month

£10 per month

£25 per month

£50 per month

Member: Sponsoring 1 acre each year

Friend: Sponsoring 2 acres each year

Guardian: Sponsorship 6 acres each year*

Benefactor: Sponsoring 12 acres each year*

Name

Address

Postcode

Email

Title

To: Bank/Building Society

PostcodeAddress

Name(s) of Account Holder(s)

Account No.

On

www.rainforestconcern.org   73 Great Pulteney Street, Bath  BA2 4DL  +44 1225 481151  info@rainforestconcern.org

I would like all donations I have made since 6 April 2000 and all donations in the future to be Gift Aid 

until I notify you otherwise.

You can make your donation worth even more! For every pound you give to us, we 

get an extra 28 pence from the Inland Revenue. All you need to do is tick the box.

To qualify for Gift Aid, what you pay in income tax or capital gains tax must be at least equal the amount we will claim 

in the tax year and you need to give us your home address.

day month year the sum of £

DateSignature

and the same amount on the same day of each month/year (please delete) until further notice

Instruction to your Bank - Please pay to Barclays Bank, 20-29-90, 50793086. Ref: RCSO.

Please tick if thank you letter is not required.

Please tick if you would like to receive our newsletter and any updates in emails instead of hard copies

All our supporters receive an attractive certificate recording the level of their membership, our magazine Rainforest Review 

and regular updates. “Guardians and benefactors will receive a Rainforest Concern T-Shirt (XL/L/M, Lady fit S, M, L, 

Child size 3-4, 5-6, 7-8, 9-11) Please circle appropriate size.          Please tick if not required.

Sort Code

I would prefer to make a simple donation of

Cheques should be made payable to ‘Rainforest Concern’. To pay by credit card, please call 0207 229 2093

£

I wish to pay monthly/yearly by standing order (please delete as appropriate):
Name and full address of your bank

B
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1
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The Manager

For over 20 years Rainforest Concern has helped to protect more than two million hectares of native 
tropical forests and the vast biodiversity they contain. We have worked with 21 partner organisations 
and 8 indigenous tribes in 12 different countries.

www.rainforestconcern.org

Our success stories in recent years include:

r  Protecting over one million hectares of pristine forest in the 

Colombian Amazon still inhabited by �ve tribes of indigenous people

r  Increasing the Yawanawa ancestral forests in western Brazil to almost 

200,000 hectares

r  Establishing the Pangan-Awa Corridor in Colombia, a region that 

possesses one of the highest levels of biodiversity on earth

r  Completing a private reserve for the highly threatened araucaria 

forests of southern Chile and their wildlife which include the puma, 

Magellanic woodpecker and the world’s smallest deer, the pudu

r  Creating the Neblina Cloud Forest Reserve in Ecuador, an important 

link in the Choco-Andean Forest Corridor, essential habitat for the 

ocelot and threatened spectacled bear

Please take this opportunity to become a member of Rainforest Concern. 

Just £5 a month can make a very real di�erence to our conservation 

e�orts – and membership includes the sponsorship of an 

acre or more of rainforest for the Neblina Reserve in Ecuador.

Your membership is a wonderful gift for our fragile 
planet and for the generations that will follow you. 
Without your support we cannot continue our work. 
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NEXT ISSUE

MARCH ISSUE 
On sale Wednesday 18 February

RELIGION AND 
CONSERVATION

We head to Rajasthan to discover how India’s beautiful 

demoiselle cranes benefit from the region’s culture and faith.
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PLUS TONY JUNIPER WRITES EXCLUSIVELY ON HIS PLANS TO SAVE BRITAIN’S WILDLIFE IN A GENERATION.

NEXT MONTH

AMUR LEOPARDS
One of the world’s rarest big cats gets help 

from the Russian military and schools.

BRITAIN’S WATER VOLES 
With Ratty now in every county of the UK, 

are we on the brink of a population revival?

SCIENCE IN THE CANOPY
Researchers in Peru are using new 

technology to make amazing discoveries.

Demoiselle cranes in 

Rajasthan, where the 

species is flourishing.



COMPETITIONS

�

CROSSWORD
Win a prize with 
our brain-teaser.
Compiled by RICHARD SMYTH

ACROSS

5 Juvenile ursine mammal (4, 3)

7 Colourful bird, such as a macaw (6)

8 The ___fish is an invertebrate with 

at least five radiating arms, often 

found in rockpools (4)

9 The spotted ___ is a member of the 

crow family found in Eurasia. It feeds 

on the seeds of conifers (10)

10 Group of eggs (6)

12 Monotreme, also known as the 

spiny anteater (7)

14 English archipelago, home to an 

array of flora and fauna (5, 2, 6)

16 The ___ furrow shell is a bivalve 

mollusc that burrows into the 

sediment and feeds by extending  

a tube to the surface (7)

18 The rufous-plumaged ___ sparrow 

is also known as the cinnamon tree 

sparrow or cinnamon sparrow (6)

20 Another word for peanuts (10)

22 Slimy gastropod, considered  

to be a garden pest by some (4)

23 The ___bird is an Asian warbler 

that stitches together leaves to

make its nest (6)

24 Another term for hooded crows – 

you can find the answer on p19 (7)

DOWN

1 A young salmon (4)

2 Widely cultivated ornamental plant 

with large spiny leaves and spikes of 

white or purple flowers (8)

3 Informal noun used for a predatory 

aquatic reptile with long jaws (4)

4 Fragrant Mediterranean herb (8)

5 Vine leaf cultivated in Asia and 

widely used as a stimulant (5)

6 Another name for buddleia (9, 4)

7 Striped freshwater fish with orange 

lower fins (5)

11 Perennial bulbous plant with 

colourful blooms (5)

13 The Yorkshire ___ National Park 

has a rich wildlife heritage (5)

14 The ___ eagle is a large, dark-

coloured bird of prey (8)

15 Crested pheasant-like bird, found 

in tropical American forests; wattled 

or helmeted for example (8)

17 UK duck found on coastlines, and 

in Tales From The Bush on p122 (5)

19 Genus of animals to which horses, 

zebras and asses belong (5)

21 Citrus fruit; hybrid of a grapefruit, 

an orange and a tangerine (4)

22 The marlin-like ___fish has  

a high dorsal fin (4)

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

the Channel Islands). Post entries to BBC Wildlife Magazine, February 2015 

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

february2015@wildlifecomps.co.uk by 5pm on 4 February 2015. 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 April 2015 issue. By entering participants agree to be 

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

Immediate Media Co, publisher of BBC Wildlife Magazine, would love to keep you informed by post or telephone 

of special o�ers and promotions from the Immediate Media Company Group. Please write “Do not contact 

IMC” if you prefer not to receive such information by post, email or phone. Write “No email BBCW” if you do 

not wish to receive similar o�ers via email from BBC Worldwide. Please write your email address and mobile 

number on your entry so that BBC Wildlife Magazine can keep you informed of newsletters, special o�ers and 

promotions via email or free text messages. You may unsubscribe from receiving these messages at any time. 

For more about the BBC Privacy Policy see our general terms and conditions (right).

Answers  

in our  

April 

issue

WIN A NESTBOX CAMERA 

This hand-built 

nestbox for birds, 

worth £99.95, 

features a 

high-resolution 

colour camera 

and infrared night 

vision, and is easy 

to assemble.

O Visit www.

gardenature.co.uk 

or call 01473 

327775.

General competition terms and conditions  
1. The BBC Code of Conduct for competitions can be found at www.bbc.
co.uk/competitioncode and all BBC-branded magazines comply with the 
Code. 2. Competitions are open to all residents of the UK, including the 
Channel Islands, aged 18 years or older, except employees or contractors 
of Immediate Media and anyone connected with the promotion or their 
direct family members. 3. By entering a competition, the participants 
agree: to be bound by these terms and conditions; that their surname 
and county of residence may be released if they win a prize; and that 
should they win the competition, their name and likeness may be used 
for pre-arranged promotional purposes. 4. Entrants should follow the 
instructions for each competition carefully in order to enter. Entries 
received after the specified closing date and time will not be considered, 
and cannot be returned. 5. Entrants must supply their full name, postal 
address and landline telephone number. We will use entrants’ personal 
details in accordance with the Immediate Media Privacy Policy at www.
immediate.co.uk/privacy-policy. 6. Only one entry will be permitted per 
person, regardless of method of entry. Bulk entries made by third parties 
will not be permitted. 7. The winning entrant will be the first correct entry 
drawn at random after the closing time, or, in creative competitions, the 
one that in the judges’ opinion is the best. 8. There is no cash alternative 
and prizes will not be transferable. Prizes must be taken as stated and 
cannot be deferred. We reserve the right to substitute the prize with one 
of the same or greater value. 9. Our decision as to the winner is final 
and no correspondence relating to a competition will be entered into. 
The name and county of residence of the winner(s) will be available (by 
sending an SAE to BBC Wildlife Magazine, Immediate Media, 9th Floor, 
Tower House, Fairfax Street, Bristol BS1 3BN) within three months of 
the closing date of the promotion. 10. The winner(s) will be notified by 
telephone or email within 10 days of the close of the promotion. 11. We 
reserve the right to amend these terms and conditions or to cancel, alter 
or amend a competition at any stage if deemed necessary in our opinion, 
or if circumstances arise outside our control. 12. If we cannot reach you, 
or if we have not received a response within two working days of the initial 
date of contact, we may re-o�er the prize to a runner-up or in one of our 
future competitions. The prize will only be reassigned three times before it 
is given to charity. 13. We exclude liability to the full extent permitted by law 
for any loss, damage or injury occurring to the participant arising from his 
or her entry into a competition or occurring to the winner(s) arising from 
his or her acceptance of a prize. 14. The competitions are subject to the 
laws of England. 15. Promoter: Immediate Media Co Bristol Ltd.
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TAKE OUR QUIZ
O Think you know your wildlife? 

You can test your knowledge  

in our Friday online quiz. Visit  

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

BBC Wildlife120

1 GRAVEYARD 
HAUNT

During an autumn visit to 

Brompton Cemetery, London, 

I spotted a red fox. The first 

image I took wasn’t very clear, 

so I decided to wait around for 

another photo opportunity. 

The mammal appeared to be 

surveying its territory, giving me 

a second chance at a picture.

Tim Foppele, London

PHOTO
CHOICE

ONLINE CONTEST 
GARDEN BIRDS

JAY by Jonathan Proud

SPARROWHAWK by Richie L

COLLARED DOVE by Beverley Brouwer

Enter our monthly online photographic  

contest at www.discoverwildlife.com/

your-photos/photo-contest

I

3 AFTER�DARK 
DISCOVERY

While on a night walk in 

a co�ee plantation on 

the fringes of Sharavathi 

Rainforest, Karnataka, 

India, I came across a 

thriving population of 

Malabar gliding frogs.  

I wanted to photograph 

this individual on an 

anthurium, and I took 

my shot at this angle to 

capture the detail of the 

amphibian and the plant.

Angad Achappa, 

Bangalore, India

4 MISFORTUNE AT 
MARSHLAND

While at RSPB Rainham Marshes, 

Essex, in November I witnessed 

a grey heron attempting to eat 

a little grebe. The former has 

a somewhat catholic diet so it 

came as no real surprise. The 

grebe put up a valiant fight, but 

in the end the poor bird su�ered 

a prolonged death. However, 

despite the heron’s e�orts, which 

lasted the best part of an hour, 

I don’t believe it succeeded in 

swallowing its quarry.

Ed Hutchings, Su�olk

2 FEELING 
INSPIRED

Though I have owned 

an SLR camera for two 

years, my macro lens has 

remained largely unused 

after failed attempts to get 

decent photos with it. But 

after reading an article on 

macro photography in BBC 

Wildlife Magazine, I decided 

to give it another go. It took 

many attempts, but I was 

thrilled to get this picture 

when I stumbled across  

a pair of ladybirds. 

Joanne Iredale, Middlesex

February 2015
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YOUR PHOTOS

5 
CLOSE ENCOUNTER 
During a July evening at Lake Clark 

National Park and Preserve, Alaska, USA, 

I walked down a forest path that opened 

up into a clearing and saw a male brown 

bear ahead of me heading along the edge 

of a stream. I decided to lie flat on the 

ground hoping that the bear would continue 

towards me, and held my camera just above 

ground level to get this perspective. 

Kevin Morgans, Merseyside

WIN A SWEATER 

AND KIT PRODUCTS
This 3-in-1 merino wool Aclima 

WarmWool hoodie, worth £79.95, 

will keep you warm this 

winter. Use the six Nikwax 

outdoor-kit aftercare 

products, worth in total 

£57, to ensure your 

outerwear stays dry 

and in top condition. 

Find out more at www.

nordicoutdoor.co.uk 
and www.nikwax.com

SUBMIT YOUR PHOTOS 

O For a chance to see your image in an issue 

of BBC Wildlife, please enter our Your Photos 

competition at www.discoverwildlife.com/

submit-your-photos

6 
RAINFOREST 
DAZZLER

I took this photo of a violetear 

when it rested on a leaf in  

the garden of our rainforest  

lodge in Rio Savegre National  

Park, Costa Rica, during a  

shower. The hummingbird  

was a dominant species at  

the feeders – we often saw  

it chasing other birds away.

Martin Johnson, Herts
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KENNY TAYLOR 

is a writer and 

conservationist 

based on the east 

coast of Scotland 

who has visited Norway on many 

occasions. www.kennytaylor.info

February 2015
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I
’ve never suffered from full-blown 
seasickness. But today, 6km out to sea 
from the island of Smøla in western 
Norway, it feels like I’m pushing 
my luck. As the small fishing boat 

Havsula – meaning ‘gannet’ – approaches 
a whaleback of wave-pounded rock, the 
queasiness is hard to quell.

My companions, Duncan and Ingrid, seem 
glued to their binoculars as they scan the 
turbulent waters for signs of eiders. All of us 
are rocking our hips out on the open deck as 
the boat sways, trying to stay in one position.

“Ten birds beyond the left-hand side,” says 
Duncan, without lowering his field glasses.

“I can see eight… maybe nine,” replies 
Ingrid, after a pause.

I see nothing and say nothing, still 
trying to cope with the movement. It’s 
my first trip out to help with the research, 
while the others have been 
doing this for days. But that’s 
small consolation. By now I’m 
struggling even to hold my 
binoculars steady on what feels 
like an ocean-going bucking 
bronco. Dots appear, far off, 
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A PROJECT THAT AIMS TO HELP 
CONSERVE EIDERS TOOK KENNY 
TO THE MIDDLE OF A STORM  
IN THE NORWEGIAN SEA.

then vanish in a mass of wavelet shadows, 
reflections and patterns.

Spatters of rain fog the optics, adding yet 
more complication. These birds seem to have 
almost uncanny powers of hiding in open 
water. Even Duncan and Ingrid admit that 
the morning’s conditions are really tricky.

However, there’s a serious purpose to our 
wild-duck chase. Offshore windfarms could 
be built in these waters, and the Norwegian 
Institute for Nature Research is keen to learn 
more about how they could affect coastal 
birds. Part of the research aims to see how 
flocks of moulting, temporarily flightless 
eiders react to the nearby passage of boats.

Duncan goes into the wheelhouse and 
re-emerges after a chat with skipper Kjartan. 
“There’s another group of skerries to the 
south that might be calmer in this wind.  
We could get there in about half an hour.”

I try not to seem too pleased, but I’m 
mightily relieved. As we travel south the wind 
eases and the sea even begins to settle. There’s 
scope to drink in aspects of this amazing 
coast, where some of the islands have brightly 
painted houses perched so close to the shore 
that they too seem to be riding the waves.

It’s also enough for all of us to see flocks 
more clearly. After hours of frustration we 
can at last count, approach, re-count and 
watch. The data starts to build up as we 
move from flock to flock.

When we head back to a snug cove to 
spend an evening in bunkhouse warmth, I 
think of the eiders. Their apparent cuddliness 
in Britain – all soft feathers and cooing drakes 
– seems utterly alien to their hard life here.

That night I drift to sleep with thoughts 
of them riding the waves like extreme-
sports veterans, cresting the surge then 

vanishing in turmoils of white 
and blue-green water. The 
down-filled duvet’s cosiness 
doesn’t fool me any more.

EIDER DUCKS

NORWAY
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Search leader 
Duncan Halley 
scours the coast of 
Smøla for eiders.

An eider, down: the bird nests on the ground.
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