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Welcome to the 
summer issue of 
Involve, your 
volunteer newsletter. 

You may remember in 
the last issue I talked 
about the annual 
Volunteer 
Engagement Survey 
which is sent out each 
year in May to 
volunteers who are in 
a role where they 
have regular contact 
with a staff member or 
volunteer co-ordinator. 
I make no apology for 
mentioning it again as 
it’s so important to us 
that you let us know 
what you think about 
your volunteering 
experience with the 
RSPB. 

A big thank you to 
those of you who have 
completed the survey 
already. If you still 
have it sitting in your 
inbox or in an 
envelope, please do 
everything you can to 
complete and return it 
by the 19th June 
deadline. We’re very 
keen to improve the 
response rate, which 
over the last couple of 
years has been pretty 
low at only 36%. The 
higher the number of 
responses the more 
representative the 
results will be and the 
more we can learn – 
the overall aim of 
course is to ensure 
your experience of 
volunteering with the 
RSPB is even better! 

We’ve already learned 
a lot. For example, 
66% of you who 
completed the survey 
in 2014 told us that 
being able to learn and 
develop (either in your 
existing role or by 
taking on a new role) is 
important to you – the 
fact that the score to 
the question “at the 
RSPB, there is 
someone who 
encourages me to  

develop my skills” was 
one of the lowest in the 
survey means we need 
to do much more on 
this front. On the same 
theme, the lowest-
scoring question was 
“within the last year, I 
have had the chance 
to learn new things”. 
So if the person who 
manages you in your 
role hasn’t asked you 
yet whether learning 
and development is 
important to you, 
please do bring it up 
next time you’re 
chatting to them. 

We’re delighted that 
many of you feel that 
the people you work 
with are friendly 
towards you and 
committed to doing a 
good job – these 
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scored highly last 
year. Also that you 
feel you’ve got what 
you need to do your 
role properly, 
understand what’s 
expected of you in 
your role and that the 
RSPB’s mission 
makes you feel your 
volunteering role 
matters – also high 
scores.  

We’ve also learned 
that volunteers who 
have regular face-to-
face contact with the 
person who manages 
them (for example 
reserve volunteers, 
event helpers or 
administrative office 
volunteers) rated their 
experience higher 
overall, whereas those 
who volunteer 
remotely (for example 
surveyors, pin-badge 
or collecting-box 
minders) rated lower. 
So, there’s more work 
for us to do here to 
understand how we 
can improve the 
experience of 
volunteers who carry 
out their role remotely.  
Finally, we’ve learned 
a lot from the “open 
comments” section of 
the 2014 survey.  

 

We know that regular 
communication is 
important to you, for 
example, about when 
you’re needed to 
volunteer in your role 
and ensuring you’re 
up to date about 
what’s happening at 
your place of 
volunteering. We know 
that feedback on your 
personal performance 
is important to you, as 
is understanding how 
your volunteering is 
contributing to overall 
RSPB objectives. 

Another common 
theme was that many 

of you are keen to 
learn and develop, 
either in relation to 
role-specific  
knowledge, activities 
and skills, or more 
generally. We hope 
that the new e-
learning facility has 
given those of you 
that want to learn 
more the opportunity 
to do so in some 
areas, though we 
appreciate that those 
all-important 
questions with your 
manager are also 
key. To read more on 
e-learning, see over 
the page. 
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Would you like to try e-learning? 

 We know that learning 
and development are 
important to many of 
you, as you told us as 
much in the Volunteer 
Engagement Survey 
last year. So we hope 
you’re taking 
advantage of our new 
e-learning facility! 

The great thing about 
e-learning is that it 
can be done at your 
own convenience, 
from anywhere that 
has internet access. 
Plus it’s free (we pay 
a subscription, but 
there’s no additional 
cost for someone to 
take advantage of it).  

At the moment there 
are over 220 subjects 
available, including 
personal 
development, 
leadership and 
management 
development, 
negotiating skills, 
effective writing, 
computing skills and 
much more! We know 
it won’t suit everyone 
and doesn’t cover 
every subject, but it 
does give another 
option for you in the 
training toolbox! 

If you need more 
convincing, here is 
some great feedback 
from a couple of 
volunteers who have 
already used it: 

“I wanted to brush up 
my computer skills so 
have used e-learning 
to do so”, says 
volunteer Dave 
Braddock; “e-learning 
is a great way to 
learn, not daunting, 
easy to use. You don’t 
have to spend hours 
at a time on it as it can 
be done in bite-size 
chunks and you can 
go back to where you 
left off or even go 
back over what you 
have learnt. You 
decide the pace of 
learning.” 

Bob and Jean Annell 
used the module on 
presentation skills and 

said, “it has certainly 
helped to focus our 
efforts on the essential 
aims, ie what the 
customer wants”. 

To find out more, just 
talk to the person that 
supports you in your 
volunteer role (eg your 
volunteer line 
manager), or, if you 
volunteer purely with 
an RSPB Local Group 
(and don’t volunteer 
anywhere else, such 
as your local reserve 
or with another RSPB 
project), then contact 
Jenny Sweet, 
Volunteering 
Development Officer, 
at jenny.sweet@rspb. 
org.uk. 
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Defending the EU Nature Directives 
 

 
No legislation is 
perfect, but the 
European Union Birds 
and Habitats 
Directives – the 
Nature Directives – 
are the best protection 
we've got for nature 
and arguably the two 
most important 
mechanisms for 
embedding the value 
of nature in decision-
making. 

The Directives, which 
have been in place for 
decades, are currently 
under review, and 
could be merged and 
“modernised”. We 
have great concerns 
that in the current 
economic climate this 
will inevitably lead to 
their weakening, 
which would be 
catastrophic for 
wildlife in special 
places. 

With the EU already at 
risk of missing the 
goals set out in its 
biodiversity strategy, 
which calls for 
biodiversity loss to be 
halted and begin its 
recovery by 2020, 
now is not the time to 
mess with the only 

effective nature 
conservation tools we 
have. The focus must 
be on implementation. 
We’re doing 
everything we can to 
convince politicians 
that the Directives are 
fit for purpose and 
that, in order for them 
to be more effective, 
better implementation 
is needed. 

RSPB Chief Executive 
Mike Clarke has 
stated: “Defending the 
EU Nature Directives 
is our main 
campaigning priority 
this year. We need as 
many people as 
possible, especially 
our members and 
supporters, to help us 
protect the laws that 
protect important 
habitats and species. 
With our partners in 
BirdLife International, 
we will campaign 
across Europe to 
bolster rather than 
weaken these laws.” 

There are a number of 
special places for 
nature in the south 
east that are protected 
by the Directives. 
These incorporate 

different habitats, from 
the marshes and 
mudflats of the 
Thames Estuary, the 
heathlands of the 
Thames Basin and 
Wealden Heaths and 
the lagoons and 
inshore waters of the 
Solent. The protection 
given to areas like 
these means that our 
regional conservation 
officers can insist that 
development impacts 
are properly 
considered. This 
might mean taking 
measures to limit the 
impacts of housing 
developments on 
heathland habitat with 
vulnerable ground 
nesting birds, or 
locating wind turbines 
away from feeding 
areas of important 
wintering bird 
assemblages. 
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In February we were 
delighted to hear that 
the Government had 
listened to the pleas of 
over 12,400 people 
who signed a petition 
to express their 
concern about the 
future of Lodge Hill. 

A Site of Special 
Scientific Interest 
(SSSI) in Kent, Lodge 
Hill is perhaps the 
most important site for 
nightingales in 
England. It also has 
other nationally 
important features, 
such as rare types of 
grassland, butterfly 
and ancient woodland. 

An application to build 
5,000 homes on 
Lodge Hill has now 
been called in for 
public inquiry, which 
means that the case 
will be examined at 
the highest level and 

the full merits of the 
site can be aired. 

Martin Harper, RSPB 
Conservation Director, 
says: “There has been 
public outrage and 
condemnation that a 
site of national 
importance for wildlife 
has been considered 
for development 
without public 
scrutiny. We are 
delighted that the 
Government has 
listened to these 
concerns, and has 
reached the only 
logical conclusion.” He 
adds: “Through an 
inquiry we hope and 
expect that this 
development will be 
rejected and the future 
of this SSSI will be 
secured. The  

important issue of 
housing allocation in 
North Kent should 
proceed without 
impacting on nationally 
important wildlife 
sites.” 

The RSPB’s campaign 
was supported by the 
Kent Wildlife Trust, 
Buglife, Butterfly 
Conservation and the 
Woodland Trust. The 
Government has 
recognised that public 
support for the 
protection of the site 
was influential in 
encouraging ministers 
to decide to call in the 
decision for public 
inquiry.  

We will of course keep 
you posted with 
developments. 
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Lodge Hill called in for Public Inquiry 
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Dingy Skippers are also 

found at the site 

Lodge Hill is an important site for nightingales 
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If you plant it, they will come.. 
 
RSPB Volunteer 
Heather Rowe shares 
the joys and fears of 
encouraging nesting 
birds in her garden. 

A couple of years ago 
I planted an ivy at the 
foot of our garage to 
cover up the barren 
brickwork and in the 
hope that it would 
provide food and 
cover for birds. At first 
I didn’t see any birds 
nesting there, but 
some explored the 
leaves for insects. 
Last year, however, a 
pair of blackbirds set 
up home! 

By the time I realised 
a nest had been built, 
my husband had 
already nosily mowed 
the lawn beneath it. I 
could see the female 
blackbird sitting on the 
nest but was a little 
concerned about 
jackdaws in the area 
that would no doubt 
relish a snack. At one 
point I didn’t see the 
blackbirds for several 
days and I feared that 
they had abandoned 
the nest. I decided to 
take a look. By this 
time the foliage had 

increased, so imagine 
my surprise when I 
saw the female 
blackbird watching me 
approach. It just 
shows how secretive 
they can be!  At last 
the young fledged – I 
saw one of them in 
the nearby hedge and 
settling beneath a 
bush where I put dry 
oats on the ground; 
that made me worry 
about the local cats! 
Not long after, my 
neighbour told me 
she’d seen the female 
blackbird taking 
nesting material into 
the same site. That 
answered my question 
as to whether birds 
use the same nest 
again! Once more all 
went well and the 
young fledged.  

I didn’t see them that 
time, but the parents 
noisily saw off any 
magpies or cats that 
dared to go too near 
to our neighbour’s 
tree. 

This spring I waited 
with bated breath to 
see if the blackbirds 
would nest in the ivy 
again. Things looked 
promising in March 
when I saw the male 
inspecting the old nest 
site a couple of times 
and since then I’m 
delighted to confirm 
that the pair ARE 
nesting there again! 
The female comes out 
every morning to 
preen and eat (dried 
porridge oats are very 
popular), so history is 
repeating itself! 
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Your regional volunteer newsletter 

Thanks to recent 
surveys and 
restoration work, the 
threatened Common 
Club-tail dragonfly is 
making its presence 
felt in West Sussex. 

The Common Club-tail 
is a distinctive yellow 
and black dragonfly 
found near slow-
flowing meandering 
rivers. It has separate 
eyes, which 
distinguish it from 
most other 
dragonflies, and its 
larvae have short 
bulbous antennae not 
seen on any other 
British species. Sadly 
the Common Club-tail 
is under threat due to 
water pollution, river 
dredging and habitat 
loss and is listed as a 
vulnerable species in 
the UK.  

However, this special 
dragonfly is now 
known to be more 
widely distributed 
around the Arun and 
Rother rivers in West 
Sussex than first 
thought. This is all 
thanks to the surveys 
and river and wetland 
restoration work being 

carried out as part of 
the Arun and Rother 
Connections (ARC) 
project. ARC, funded 
by the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, is a 
partnership between a 
number of 
conservation 
organisations 
including the RSPB. 
Its aims are to 
improve local rivers 
for people and wildlife. 

Surveyor Dave Sadler 
found Common Club-
tails on the Rother 
and the Arun last 
summer at new 
locations around New 
Bridge and Houghton. 
He witnessed some 
fascinating new 
breeding behaviours, 
including a female 
carrying eggs, as well 
as sighting a mating 
pair (pictured); all 
proof that these 
dragonflies are 
breeding in the area. 

Adult Common Club-
tails can be very 
difficult to spot and 
are found in woodland 
as well as rivers. They 
spend a lot of time 
perching on the 
ground, in bushes and 

in treetops. Because 
they prefer unpolluted 
water, their presence 
is an indication of the 
cleanliness of rivers. 

“The ARC project is 
doing valuable work to 
support these 
vulnerable species 
and to strengthen their 
populations by 
improving river 
habitats”, says Fran 
Southgate of the 
Sussex Wildlife Trust. 
“The results of the 
survey are very good 
news and we hope 
that this year we’ll see 
an expanding 
population of 
Common Club-tails 
across the wider Arun 
and Rother river 
catchment.”  

 

 
 

Rare dragonfly in West Sussex 
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A mating pair of Common 

Club-tailed dragonflies 
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Unlocking hidden life stories 

Another ARC initiative 
has been capturing 
“living memories” from 
local people - not only 
to help understand 
how the area has 
changed over time but 
also to ensure the 
stories are recorded 
for posterity. 

Volunteers have 
played a key part in 
this by interviewing 
local people in Arun 
and Rother to build up 
a picture of how the 
area has changed 
over the years. Harriet 
Barratt-Dorling was 
one of these 
volunteers, and tells 
us about her 
experience. 

‘Since volunteering for 
this project last 
summer, I’ve walked 
around every day 
wondering about the 
stories hidden behind 
people’s front doors 
and faces. My 
favourite bits were the 
stories of locals over 
the last 70 years, from 
the lady whose 
garden well was found 
to be full of gin bottles 
after she died to the 
man who sailed all the 

way from Bury to 
Amberley Castle in 
the floods, using an 
old door as a raft! 

It is striking how much 
of a role the river has 
played in local 
people’s lives and 
how its management 
has affected farmers 
and householders 
over the decades, for 
better and for worse. 
Projects like this show 
how important it is to 
include local people in 
decisions that shape 
an area’s future. 

The hardest thing, 
surprisingly, wasn’t 
having the confidence 
to ask questions, but 
learning when to keep 
quiet. We are all so 
used to making 
encouraging noises 
while someone is 
speaking that it took 
real effort to keep 
quiet so that the 
recordings were clean 
for the local archives. I 
have perfected the 
“silent laugh”, surely 
something for the CV! 

I am lucky enough to 
work at the University 
of Brighton which has 

its own Staff 
Volunteering Scheme. 
Being able to 
volunteer in work time 
helped me to get more 
involved, but even if 
you only have a little 
bit of spare time I’d 
really urge you to take 
part if you enjoy 
hearing people’s 
stories. I’ve got so 
much out of it, in fact 
I’ve caught the bug 
and have gone on to 
volunteer for two other 
projects since then – 
and of course I’m 
volunteering in this 
ARC role again this 
year!’ 

To find out more 
about how to get 
involved contact 
Debbie Coggles on 
debbie.coggles@rspb.
org.uk. 
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Smiles all round at Farnham Heath 

RSPB volunteer 
Catherine Withers 
tells us how a family 
volunteering day at 
Farnham Heath 
brought smiles to 
everyone’s faces. 

RSPB Farnham Heath 
hosted a family 
volunteering day last 
October. Not only are 
these days a great 
way of getting more 
youngsters interested 
in volunteering, they 
also provide parents 
with the opportunity to 
get involved. Getting 
stuck in as a family is 
a great way to have 
fun whilst getting 
some important jobs 
done for the RSPB! 

We were a little 
worried that the bad 
weather might deter 
some from coming 
along but happily it 
didn’t seem to – we 
had a healthy head 
count of 10 adults and 
8 children.  Two little 
boys even ventured 
out, with raincoats and 
an umbrella, and were 
seen dancing in the 
rain! 

By the afternoon, the 
worst of the weather 
had cleared. We 
offered a whole range 
of activities for 
everyone to get 
involved with, 
including: flower and 
bulb planting; creating 
mini ponds; designing 

signs and badge-
making. The potted 
plants in particular 
were a favourite with 
the children. There 
were lots of smiles 
and laughter, 
testament that the 
children were enjoying 
themselves.  

We were delighted 
with the feedback we 
received. Comments 
like, “it was a really 
enjoyable day with a 
good range of 
activities in a lovely 
setting” and, “a 
cracking day out, 
despite the bad 
weather”, 
strengthened our 
resolve to organise 
similar days in future! 
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Flower and bulb planting 

Dancing in the rain! 
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Sue Healey, RSPB 
Gravesend Local 
Group volunteer, tells 
us about a recent 
beach clean at RSPB 
Rainham Marshes. 

Thirty-nine people 
joined our Community 
Day Beach Clean at 
RSPB Rainham 
Marshes nature 
reserve! The day 
started with a 
welcome from 
Gravesend Local 
Group leader Paul 
Yetman, followed by a 
health and safety 
briefing from Julia, the 
organiser from 
Thames 21, our 
partner for the event. 
Then we donned 
steel-toe-capped 
wellies and protective 
rubber gloves and, 
armed with litter 
pickers, brooms, 
shovels, rakes and bin 

liners, we started to 
clean the foreshore. 

You may wonder what 
we were actually 
collecting. To say 
“plastic” is rather an 
understatement! We 
saw just about every 
specimen of plastic 
item possible. Judge 
for yourself – how 
many different items 
can you see in the 
photo?!  

Whilst some risked 
the muddy foreshore, 
others cleared a 
concrete path just 
above the salt marsh. 
Here the lighter 
plastics had been 
thrown by high tides 
or blown by strong 
winds – these 
fragments gradually 
break down and can 
end up in the guts of 
animals both at sea 

and on land, where 
they cause deaths and 
can affect fertility.  

Full bin liners were 
taken to a large skip. I 
saw at least four loads 
being moved, but there 
were probably more, 
each load carrying 
over 30 bags. As the 
tide came in we 
retreated from the 
marshes, and it was 
amazing to see how 
much better the 
foreshore looked.  
 
Huge thanks to Julia 
and her team, but the 
biggest thank you goes 
to those who joined in 
with such enthusiasm 
and managed to clear 
a large area of the 
foreshore – an 
achievement you 
should be very proud 
of. Well done one and 
all, and here’s to the 
next event: watch this 
space! 
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Beach clean at Rainham Marshes 
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A sample of rubbish 

Volunteers had their work cut out for them! 

http://www.rspbgravesend.org.uk/2014/10/beach-clean-3/
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Using Green Bikes on Hampstead Heath 
 

Further information 
 Jenny Sweet 
The RSPB, South East 
England Regional Office 
1st Floor, Pavilion View 
19 New Road 
Brighton BN1 1UF 
 
Telephone: 01273 763608 
jenny.sweet@rspb.org.uk 

 

The RSPB is a member of  
BirdLife International, a partnership of 
conservation organisations working to 
give nature a home around the world. 
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The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity:  
England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654 

The RSPB is the country’s largest 
nature conservation charity, 
inspiring everyone to give nature a 
home. 

 

The Wild About 
Hampstead Heath 
volunteer team has 
come up with a new 
way to deepen 
people’s relationship 
with this amazing 
green space – on 
bikes!  

The team needed to 
think creatively 
because ancient 
bylaws prohibit using 
signage in the 720-
acre space. The 
customised bikes 
each carry a bright 
green “wagon” with 
portable interpretative 
aids like telescopes, 
binoculars, cameras, 
identification sheets 
and activity toolkits, all 
aimed at exploring 
serious themes in a 
fun way. 

None of this would 
work of course without 
the team’s knowledge 
and enthusiasm. The 
volunteers chat to 
passersby through 
conversation, quizzes 
and activity sessions 
such as bird spotting 
and pond dipping, 
which can make a real 
impact. One person   
initially felt, “British 
birds are a bit boring”, 
but later changed their 

mind after watching 
wildlife through 
telescopes! One little 
boy even preferred to 
make stuff with the 
team than go to the 
fairground!  

The volunteers get a 
lot out of it too. “It ticks 
every box”, one said, 
“friendship, being 
outside, just the feeling 
you get of making a 
difference”. 

 
The bike team ready to ride into action! 


