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elcome to the latest edition and I hope that you are all keeping well.  At our latest 

committee meeting, it was decided (Government and RSPB guidelines permitting) 

that our outdoor meetings can re-start on 11th July at Samphire Hoe. Also, our 

indoor meetings can begin on 9th September, either by Zoom, or at the Northfleet 

School for Girls, with John Buckingham being our speaker for the evening. Please check our 

website for further information and news nearer the time. In the meantime, Maria has secured 

two additional speakers for our Zoom meetings. On Thursday 8th April, we have the ‘Birding 

Biker’, Gary Prescott talking about the RSPB reserves and their birds. Then, on Thursday 13th 

May, we have Jeff Blincow with his presentation of Wildlife in Finnmark. Both meetings start at 

7.30pm and finish at approx. 9pm. For more information, please visit our website in the events 

section. 

If you are not familiar with Zoom, it is a very user-friendly way of having meetings using the 

internet, and you can use a PC, laptop, I-pad or smart phone. You can download the 

application for free. For guidance, 'Google' Zoom. There are also some good simple tutorials 

on 'You Tube'. 

How did you all do in the recent Big 

Garden Birdwatch? Any uncommon 

visitors in your garden? We had the 

normal house sparrows, starlings, 

goldfinches etc, but were fortunate to 

have a pair of long-tailed tits too. Other 

members have informed me that they 

had quite a variety of species land. The 

RSPB results should be out in March 

and I suspect that due to Covid 19, 

records might be broken. 

 

So relax, put your feet up, have a cuppa and please enjoy. 

 

As many of you might be aware, Swanscombe Marshes are under threat of the proposed 

London Resort theme park and if you haven’t already done so, please sign the petition  

https://you.38degrees.org.uk/petitions/no-fun-for-nature-save-swanscombe-marshes  

 

I managed to have a chat with a leading campaigner, Donna Zimmer: 

 

W 

http://www.rspbgravesend.org.uk/
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                     Courtesy of Roman Willi 

 

When did you get involved with the campaign? 

Jim Robins from Buglife, (who is leading the campaign against the proposed Theme Park at 

Swanscombe Marshes) contacted Bexley Wildlife, a Facebook page that I help edit. I agreed 

to support the campaign by asking Bexley Wildlife followers to take part in the consultation as 

well as promoting the petition. I also shared the campaign on my own Twitter account asking 

for photos of Swanscombe Marshes to be sent in to help with the campaign as requested. It all 

started from there! 

What is so special about Swanscombe Marshes?   

What is so special about Swanscombe Marshes? Where do I begin! I love listening to the 

romantic song of nightingale as well as the busy pinging of bearded reedling moving around in 

the vast reed beds. Observing marsh harrier fly low flushing pochard and teal from Black Duck 

Marsh is a real treat too. I like looking for turnstone or seals at Broadness Marsh. The open 

mosaic habitat with mixed grassland is ideal for invertebrates and I have very much enjoyed 

observing good numbers of wall butterflies this year. Migrant birds visit spring and autumn and 

only a few weeks ago I observed a pair of ring ouzel!  

I’m looking forward to searching for bee and man orchids 

this year as I’ve been told they are on site, as well as 

looking out for the Distinguished Jumping Spider 

(which can only be seen on two sites in the whole of the 

UK) a tiny spider that doesn’t weave webs but jumps to 

catch their prey! (It’s also quite handy for the male to be 

able to jump just in case the female wants to eat him.) 

It really is a peaceful, magical, & relaxing place to visit.  

How can we help?  

I’m constantly checking Buglife’s latest news on Facebook and Twitter to find out how best to 

support them. Please sign and share the petition. Visit Swanscombe Marshes and tell 

everyone you know how important this site is for people and wildlife. There are more species 

of invertebrates here than any other known site in the UK and more breeding bird species than 

some top reserves including RSPB Rainham Marshes! Let’s all speak up to save it. A theme 

park? No way!!  

STOP PRESS – SOME EXCELLENT NEWS 

As of 11 March 2021, the SSSI has been formally notified to landowners and occupiers 

and other interested parties. There will be a 4-month period in which anyone can make 

representations or object to the notification. If all objections are resolved or none are 

submitted, the designation will be confirmed. If there are unresolved objections the 

Natural England Board will hear all of these; they must then decide whether to confirm 

the designation (with or without reductions). If the notification is not confirmed within 9 

months of the date of notification, the notification falls.  

James Seymour, Sussex and Kent Area Manager, Natural England, said: 

The designation of Swanscombe Peninsula as an SSSI is great news for one of the richest 

known sites in England for invertebrates, ensuring essential refuge for many rare and 

threatened species that sadly are not able to thrive in the wider landscape. 
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Right on the doorstep of some of our most densely populated towns and cities, this new SSSI 

will also offer wonderful opportunities for people to connect with nature via the England Coast 

Path. This area is living proof that some of our most important species can thrive hand in hand 

with businesses and transport infrastructure. Special places like this will form the vital 

backbone of a national nature recovery network. 

The new Swanscombe Peninsula SSSI incorporates the previously designated Bakers Hole 

SSSI, which covered 6.9 hectares with geological and archaeological features. These are vital 

for understanding past glacial periods and the use of the area by earlier Stone Age 

populations. There are over 4,100 SSSIs in England, covering around 8% of the country’s land 

area. More than 80% of these sites (by area) are internationally important for their wildlife and 

also designated as Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), Special Protection Areas (SPAs) or 

Ramsar sites. Many National Nature Reserves (NNRs) and Local Nature Reserves (LNRs) are 

also SSSIs. 

Natural England recognises that there is interest and consideration of potential development 

opportunities in the Swanscombe area. Designation 

of this site for its nationally important wildlife 

features is an important step towards ensuring that 

its environmental value is recognised and taken due 

account of in any future planning decisions. 

The Government has laid out its ambition in the 25 

Year Environment Plan for a growing and resilient 

network of land, water and sea that is richer in 

plants and wildlife, and has also recently committed 

to protecting 30% of the UK’s land by 2030 which will result in over 4,000 square kilometres of 

new land in England being designated. 

Natural England’s People and Nature survey has shown that almost 9 in 10 adults in England 

during lockdown reported that protection of the environment is important to them, and today’s 

move will help ensure that local communities in Swanscombe and the surrounding areas 

continue to benefit from these wildlife-rich green spaces long-term. 

Help Buglife, Kent Wildlife Trust, RSPB and CPRE Kent highlight the value of this wildlife 

haven by registering as an ‘Interested Party’ and emailing your comments to the Planning 

Inspectorate. It will only take five minutes and will make sure that your voice is heard in this 

important battle to save the site. You have until Wednesday 31st March to speak up for 

the amazing wildlife at Swanscombe. 

Simply visit the Planning Inspectorate website here 

https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/projects/south-east/the-london-

resort/?ipcsection=relreps  and select ‘I am completing this form for myself to give my own 

personal views’. You will then be given space to voice your concerns, but try to limit any 

comments to only 500 words. NSIPs are a complicated process, but don’t worry, you are able 

to submit a representation here without any obligation to engage with it further. 

Here’s some advice to complete your representation: 

Make it persona l- from our experience, this is what makes comments stand out. The 

examiners don’t want to look at hundreds of comments which say exactly the same thing! 

Keep your comments simple, make clear statements and keep it to under 500 words. 

https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/projects/south-east/the-london-resort/?ipcsection=relreps
https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/projects/south-east/the-london-resort/?ipcsection=relreps
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Swanscombe Peninsula supports an outstanding range of wildlife - tell them how important it 

is for the wildlife that depends on it. Pick out what concerns you most about the habitats and 

species at Swanscombe and say why. To help you write your comments, here are some 

headlines to guide you: 

Swanscombe is a unique open mosaic of coastal habitats, grasslands, scrub and wetlands 

that have developed as a result of the site’s complex human history. 

Natural England have recommended Swanscombe be declared a Site of Special Scientific 

Interest - we must protect our most important wildlife sites from being lost. 

It supports over 250 invertebrate species of conservation concern, including the Critically 

Endangered Distinguished jumping spider (Attulus distinguendus), which is found on only one 

other site in the UK. Swanscombe is home to nationally rare and endangered bees, spiders, 

beetles, wasps and a host of other invertebrates that make the site of national importance. 

Its rich breeding bird assemblage includes 15 red-listed Birds of 

Conservation Concern and 12 Species of Principal Importance - 

including marsh harriers, bearded tit, nightingales and black 

redstart. 

13 nationally scarce vascular plant species have been found at 

Swanscombe, including 5 red-listed species such as the Man 

orchid. 

It also has locally important populations of reptiles, bats, water 

vole and otter. 

If you want to go into greater detail on Swanscombe’s value for wildlife, please see the 

“Rationale for the SSSI designation of the Swanscombe Peninsula” which was presented to 

Natural England in February. 

If you live locally to Swanscombe - say so and tell them how you feel about the development 

as a member of the local community who depends on the Peninsula for your recreation, 

passions, health and wellbeing. Tell them about your experiences walking around and 

spending time on the Peninsula. 

Highlight your concerns that wildlife across the country is in drastic decline, and that it is more 

important than ever to spare our national treasures! 

The Swanscombe Peninsula is simply the wrong place for a theme park - we must value our 

precious wildlife more than we do a theme park. 

 

Twelve Months Away by Howard Vaughan 

Way back in the early days of Spring 2020 I returned from a wondrous two weeks exploring 

the Neotropical wonders of Costa Rica for the first time. We were aware whilst out there that 

the COVID situation was quickly worsening but to be honest never dreamed that I would be at 

work for just five whole days before being sent home early on 20th March. 

Everything changed, my RSPB reserve closed, my first tours for Sunbird leading in Estonia 

and Belarus were cancelled, shops shut up and Lockdown commenced and within a week 

RSPB staff joined the ranks of the Furloughed. What I was not expecting was to spend the 

next 368 days away from the job where I have spent the last 17 years. 
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                          Ranscombe Farm Poppies 

To start with I threw myself into my neglected garden and spent the first two weeks in true 

lockdown with everyday day spent cutting back, burning and tidying up. The weather even 

began to improve and it was actually a joy to be able to watch my garden awaken after 

another grey, mild and windy winter. 

I grew veg for the first time in ten years and planted up potatoes from some that had gone to 

seed, cleaned out the pond and even tried my hand at some creative garden construction 

projects. I had time to actually enjoy being out there; to sit back with a sandwich and a 

lunchtime beer while scanning the sky for red kites and the first swallows. ‘I could get used to 

this’ I remember thinking... 

It was also the start of our Lockdown Birding List competition with 48 members of one of our 

local WhatsApp groups. It is in fact still running and we are now continuing through to the end 

of March 2021 to give everyone a full year. It has been quite an eye opener with most of us 

adding many new ‘from the garden’ species. I am looking likely to end on 88 and the group as 

a whole has amassed an amazing 184 species from their gardens. Two of this group sadly 

passed away during this most troubling of years and our birding will not be the same without 

Phil Street and Sam Shippey. 

The 6th April was my birthday and I made myself head out on a walk from home; just me and 

my camera. I had never explored anywhere at all on foot from home despite living in Strood 

for 18 years and I spent those first few weeks enthusiastically putting my boots on after 

breakfast before checking the maps and planning a circular route thank ranged from five to 17 

miles. 

I soon had a good idea of where would be worth going back to with plans in my head for 

various potential bird species and areas that 

looked good for orchids or insect diversity. The 

woodland and meadows of Ranscombe Farm 

Plantlife reserve became a regular haunt which I 

could approach from various routes and the six to 

eight mile loop was just about right for a morning 

amble. I have always been an all round naturalist 

but this spring and summer gave me the chance 

to expand that knowledge even further and botany 

and diptera probably benefited most from my 

efforts especially with online help from my friends 

who regularly got consulted on any queries. 

Bees and wasps are still a grey area with me but I gave it a good go but there is so much 

more to digest and I like to be able to identify things without pinning and dissecting not that I 

have a problem with such a scientific approach! There were some groovy day flying moths too 

and Antony introduced me to the world of moth leaf mines! 

I did not record every breeding bird species I encountered 

but I did plot many and sorting my maps will be a job for a 

dark winter evening or three but suffice to say the KOS will 

be getting a hefty wodge of data for the west side of the 

Medway this year. I was pleased to find hawfinches at two 

sites and firecrests at three, successful nesting ravens and 

peregrine, 21 singing nightingales, an invisible lesser 

spotted woodpecker nest, a young tawny owl, marsh tit and 

spotted flycatcher, numerous bullfinch and skylark territories and a handful of corn buntings 
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                                     Banded Demoiselle  

and yellow wagtails singing in the fields. However, I did not encounter a single breeding 

lapwing or redshank and oystercatchers were my only productive species. 

I did about seventy five of these walks from my front door and had clocked up just shy of 2000 

miles by the start of March 2021 with a very respectable 146 species combined with my 

garden list. They took me in all directions from Strood; through the Cobham – Ranscombe 

Woods and out west to Jeskyns Country Park, up though Shorne Woods, Great Crabbles and 

Higham and to the arable fields beyond, to Chattenden Woods with its Emperors and 

nightingales, as far up as Kings North Power station beyond Hoo along the Saxon Shore Way 

and south into Ranscombe Farm and the North Downs Way above Upper Halling and back 

along the west side of the Medway via Peter’s Bridge, Wouldham and Borstal. 

As restrictions lifted, I cautiously ventured further afield but as a rule I still stayed in Kent and 

even then mostly to the ‘top half’. I visited places with almost no visitors and having the 

weekdays available to me gave me even greater chance of staying clear of the public and as 

such I managed to spend time in the sunshine 

with about 19 species of Orchid and 42 species 

of butterfly (two of which were just into Sussex) 

and 27 of dragon and damselfly as well as quite 

a few extra birds and some quality hoverflies. 

Add to this various reptiles and amphibians and 

a few mammals as well and it was a great year 

to wander the highways and byways of my local 

area. 

By being sensible I managed to avoid 

contracting this insidious virus and without my 

exploratory walks and the determination that the September Lesvos trip would go ahead, I 

doubt very much that my sanity would have held up if I had willingly confined myself to home 

and garden for the last year. 

I returned from Lesvos at the end of September to two weeks of ‘house arrest’ which was 

strangely enough one of the most difficult spells of the whole period. The weather was dire 

and even the garden could not provide me with much solace. Seeing Vigo the Lammergeier 

on her last day on the 15th October (just after my quarantine ended) as she patrolled the 

Beachy Head area before heading out across the Channel was one of my most uplifting 

birding moments and the sneaked in (I was nearby-ish) Bushchat just two days later at least 

gave me a taste of autumnal birding. 

Winter came and the motivation for getting out waned, as did my mood and mental wellbeing. 

Like many people, Christmas was very difficult but when the New Year came and the new 

current lockdown came into force I threw myself once more into the field and loved every cold, 

damp and snowy minute. 

It has ended up being a strangely cathartic experience with a full on lifestyle change quite 

literally happening overnight back in March last year. I have barely set an alarm for all that 

time with no more 5.10am ‘bleep bleep bleep’ to start the going to work process and 7am 

seems to have become my natural wake up time. There has been no commute and none of 

the associated frustration, danger, monotony and expectation of idiots and delays there and 

back each day. Up until recently I have been sleeping better and longer as a rule and yet 

staying up later and I no longer feel like I exist in a state of perpetual tiredness. 
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I have more time, energy and motivation and all these things should be telling me something 

and I am trepidatious about my return to work at RSPB Rainham Marshes on 22nd March but 

in these still troubling times I am counting myself fortunate to have a job to go back to. 

Everything will be different now. The ‘New Normal’ is upon us but for once I need to put my 

own mental well being and happiness first and so will approach the oncoming weeks with an 

open mind as to what my future may hold. Mother Nature got me through the last year and I 

do not intend to let go of her so easily this time. 

 

An interesting article from our naturalist, Trevor Hatton. 

Talking recently (mid-January) to the editor of this newsletter I happened to remark that I’d 

been out that day looking for orchids and had found five species:  man, fly, bee, lady and early 

purple. He seemed puzzled. “What, in January?” he said. I then realised that I hadn’t made it 

clear that I was only looking for the basal rosettes (ie the leaves). This set me thinking (not a 

common phenomenon, I admit). I wondered how many people realise the number of plants 

that can be seen in flower. I added up (with difficulty, above 10 I struggle) my total of flowering 

plants this winter – 47. 

Members of the Wildflower Society who participate in that group’s Winter Months Hunt 

(December, January and February) in this region usually get 80+ and often 100+ in a mild 

season. 

A quick trip into one’s garden will often reveal quite a few – daisy, dandelion, chickweed, 

groundsel, bittercress, speedwells, harrow, sun-spurge etc etc. I usually see lesser celandines 

in late January/early February in sheltered areas (the earliest being 21 December). Hazel tree 

flowers are usually out by mid-January. 

Many gardeners will know the genus daphne, a group of delightfully scented shrubs. In this 

area on chalky soil in woods can be found a native plant of that genus, daphne laureola or 

spurge laurel (a misnomer, as neither a spurge nor a laurel) in flower end of February-early 

March, and which smells just as divine as some of the cultivars. 

Looking down as well as up when out looking for birds can be just as rewarding and 

interesting, also adding a fresh dimension when the birds are in short supply. 

 

Hedgehogs go viral!!!  An article from Hugh Warwick of Hedgehog Highways fame. 

Hedgehogs will NOT give you covid ... I never thought I would have to write that sentence but 

a flurry of less than scientific articles have appeared with alarmist headlines. ‘Will the next 

coronavirus come from a HEDGEHOG?' asks the Daily Mail, 'Hedgehogs and rabbits could be 

source of future coronavirus outbreaks, scientists warn' suggests the Daily Mirror, while the 

Daily Star goes further, 'Bombshell study claims hedgehogs could harbour new strain of 

coronavirus'. 

The reason that the hedgehog made the headlines, from the 876 different mammals that were 

sifted by Artificial Intelligence is not because of an imminent threat, but because hedgehogs 

sell papers. And just to make sure you are sure - the British Hedgehog Preservation Society 

has put together this authoritative look behind the headlines. Do read, and do feel reassured! 

Is there a positive spin to take from this? Absolutely - 'hedgehogs sell papers' - people love 

hedgehogs - nearly a million of us have gone as far as signing up to the petition (go on, 

please, share a little more ... we got so close and then the change.org ran an audit and found 
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that a number of 'bots' and fake accounts had signed, so we lost ground!) And this means that 

when someone like Jonathan Houseago takes on developers with polite persistence, he wins. 

It means that when we enter into negotiations with a very large developer, we will probably win 

(news on that to follow when I can!) - we can all use the hedgehog to our advantage. And 

when we help hedgehogs we are helping so much other wildlife too!  

Now, today is mild and wet - only mid-February but already over on the Facebook Group there 

are people recording sightings of hedgehogs. Please look to your garden - run through this list 

of top tips, see how much you can get done to ensure the hogs have a safe welcome in the 

spring.  

Oh - as an 'and finally' for the update ... I want to introduce you to a place of delight. Our 

Hedgehog Highways Facebook group was just getting too busy to cope with the non-

conservation stories that were popping up. So we now have a sibling site - Hedgehog 

Memorabilia and Fundraising - go and join - 

share all the wild hedgehog things in your 

house with others who will understand ... and 

help support the hedgehog groups who are 

trying to raise necessary funds through the 

page as well.  

The photo this time - an Ancient Egyptian 

hedgehog now found in the Ashmolean 

Museum in Oxford. Why were early civilisations 

so fond of hedgehogs? Just goes to show how 

popular they have always been!  

 

Brexit: Millions of bees could be 'destroyed' over import rules 

A delivery of 15 million baby bees to the UK could ‘be sent back or destroyed’ because of 

post-Brexit laws, the man trying to import them has said. 

Patrick Murfet wants to import the Italian bees for his business, and to help farmers pollinate 

crops. 

New laws which came into effect after the UK left the single market in January say only queen 

bees can be imported into Great Britain. However, confusion remains regarding imports from 

Northern Ireland. 

A spokesman for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) said it will 

provide guidance to bee importers and beekeepers as soon as possible. 

Mr Murfet, who is the managing director of Bee Equipment, based 

near Canterbury, Kent, said: "It's a monumentally stupid situation for 

a country supposed to be standing on its own two feet and 

exporting round the world." 

Every year Mr Murfet imports large numbers of bees from Italy, 

where the climate is warmer. In an effort to avoid the import ban 

and abide by the new laws, he arranged for the bees to arrive via 

Northern Ireland in April, but said he has been told they may be 

destroyed if he tries. 
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He said his inquiries into the reasoning behind the ban have been met with a wall of silence, 

except an email reading: "Illegal imports will be sent back or destroyed, and enforcement 

action (criminal charges) will be brought against the importer." 

Defra said it is aware of the issue and is working with the devolved administrations to find a 

solution. 

It is the responsibility of the importer to ensure that goods dispatched from Northern Ireland 

meet the definition of NI qualifying goods or meet import requirements, they add. Mr Murfet 

has paid a £20,000 deposit for the bees and stands to lose nearly £100,000 in costs if he 

cannot bring them into the country. 

He said: "Fewer honeybees means less pollination, less top fruits and more imports." 

 

Rare wild plant flourishes in Suffolk car park 'nature reserve' 

One of the country's rarest and most threatened wild plants has ‘astounded’ conservationists 

by thriving on an industrial-estate nature reserve. 

The field wormwood plants grow on one of the tiniest 

reserves in England in Brandon, Suffolk. 

Botanists and volunteers of the group Plantlife said 

the number of flowering plants had rocketed from two 

in 2019, to 85 at the latest count. 

Plantlife said traffic at the site kept hungry deer and 

rabbits away.  

The nature reserve - a 1,000 sq m (10,760ft) 

biological Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) in 

the middle of an industrial estate - has the largest known population in Britain of field 

wormwood (Artemisia Campestris). 

The plants are thought to have survived due to the soil being regularly disturbed and have 

been monitored closely by the Breckland Flora Group, volunteer botanists co-ordinated by 

Plantlife. Johanna Jones, a member of the group, said the London Road Industrial Estate was 

"an incredibly special place for plant life". 

"In just a year there has been such an increase in the number of flowering plants both in the 

reserve and the verges and of the beetles that feed on them," she said. 

The site's infertile sandy soil means more competitive plants which thrive on enriched soils, 

such as docks and nettles, are unable to get a foothold. 

The verges are now being cut just once a year to give the rare plants a chance to flower and 

seed. Already 150 more plants have been counted on verges compared with last year, 

conservationists said. 

Allowing the plants to seed has enabled the survival of the extremely rare Wormwood 

moonshiner beetle, which eats the seeds. 

Dr Peter Stroh, of the Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland, said the nationally rare species 

exists in very small numbers in nine native sites, all in a small area on the Norfolk-Suffolk 

border centred around Brandon, Lakenheath and Thetford." To hear of increasing numbers is 

brilliant news," he said. 
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Did you know? 

Warming climate is driving several butterflies to breed more often than once a year in the UK. 

Dingy skipper, small pearl-bordered fritillary, Duke of Burgundy and silver-studded blue have 

all started to produce occasional second broods in southern England. 

 

Latest news from Hayley Taylor of Bird Wise  

We normally look forward to writing our March updates for Bird Wise, as they include a round 

up of all the activity we have conducted over the winter season.  However, as we all know this 

past year has been like no other so whilst there is not much to report on looking back, we can 

start to look forward with cautious optimism about the coming year. 

The first national lockdown happened at the end of our last winter season which meant we 

only lost a couple of weeks activity on site.  Our seasonal rangers finished at the end of March 

and our focus turned to connecting people with nature whilst they were staying at home.  We 

used our social media channels to share photos and videos of birds and other wildlife we had 

seen during our daily exercise.  We redesigned our leaflet and made this available to 

download from our website, we also updated the website and added lots more information 

about coastal birds and posted regular blogs. 

Personally, I feel extremely fortunate to live a mile from the Medway coastline so being able to 

enjoy regular walks along the estuary helped to keep my sanity during those early months of 

lockdown.  Nature showed us that no matter what challenges we are facing, the seasons will 

change and the natural rhythms of the natural world will go on if it is given the chance.  Many 

people found solace in nature and connected with their local wildlife in ways we have never 

seen before.  Whilst this has been largely positive, it has meant that some of our greenspaces 

have been extremely busy as people try to make the most of the exercise allowed locally. 

As restrictions were gradually lifted in early summer we started planning for our next winter 

season and the seasonal rangers returned at the end of September.  We went back out on 

site, with some additional items of uniform such as face coverings, hand sanitiser and 

lanyards highlighting the need for social distancing.  'Normal' life continued until the end of 

November when the tier restrictions were introduced and Kent & Medway were facing rising 

cases of Covid, so in line with Government guidelines our face to face engagement sadly had 

to cease again. 

Now as we are preparing for the gradual easing of the 

current lockdown, our over wintering birds are busy 

making their final pre-flight preparations before their long 

journeys back north to their breeding grounds.  Large 

gatherings of waders and wildfowl are consuming those 

vital calories to ensure they are in prime condition to 

secure a mate and travel home.  Now more than ever 

they need space to feed and rest so our messages online 

have been focused on this. 

Over the coming year we will be installing signs at some of our busier sites, reminding people 

enjoying them to be mindful of the wildlife they share the space with.  We are also producing a 

set of Coastal Codes for different recreational activities, these will be out for consultation in 

Spring.  We know that many people welcomed dogs into their families during lockdown so we 
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are working on a project to provide basic training online to encourage responsible behaviour 

when on walks.  Once our seasonal rangers return in September we will re-start our guided 

walks and be able to host public talks, subject to Government guidelines of course. 

Although it has been a frustrating season for us, we keep looking forward to brighter days 

ahead when we can get back out again talking to people about our beautiful coastline and the 

amazing wildlife that depends on it.  For now though, we hope you are keeping safe and well, 

and we look forward to seeing out in person very soon. 

 

Life in Lockdown from Norman and Sandra Hogben.  

With spring around the corner, we have all been under restrictions or locked down for almost a 

year. No-one has been in our home, and we have not been indoors anywhere. As one of us is 

on the shielding list we have been very cautious. All food has been ordered ‘on line’ and 

delivered by mostly, very helpful and friendly delivery people, and our hair has grown long, 

very long. The family have only been seen from a distance or on Zoom or Skype. However,” it 

is what it is” and we carry on. We are luckier than many, as we have a small garden that 

backs onto a large field that grows hay every year. When cut, the farmer lets his cows graze 

on there for a few months. We have a view over to the Strand, Medway Towns, Bluebell Hill 

and then round to Higham. Unfortunately, everything we can see from our garden, that is on 

the Hoo peninsular, is under threat of development, including the field we back onto, but we 

enjoy it whilst we can. We started a bird list, seen from the 

garden and on our walks from home. This now stands at 92, 

and of these 40 are in or from our garden, and 52 are when 

walking. Lodge Hill / Chattenden Woods is a 7 mile round trip 

with the nightingales and bluebells in springtime. Abbots Court is 

1.5 miles from home, and from here we walk along the River 

Medway. Raven, Egyptian geese, red-breasted merganser, 

greenshank and pintail have been seen, with wheatears in the 

spring and autumn, along with large numbers of brent, Canada and greylag geese. We also 

see pochard, tufted duck, little and great crested grebe on the fishing lakes. During the recent 

wet weather the path here, towards the river, was under 6” of water, so wellington boots were 

definitely needed. We also get excellent views of stonechats, linnets and skylark and recently 

found a nice flock of corn buntings, but as this is near to where the proposed new Sharnel 

Street railway station is to be built, we wonder how long they will be there. 

Another walk from home, in May, was via footpaths through orchards and fields to St Mary’s 

Bay, on the river Thames. This was a 12 mile round trip, but the sun was shining and we had 

16 different butterflies that day 

Our volunteering at Northward Hill was put on hold, but when it was permitted we did not 

return until September and went through until Christmas. During this time we had many 

bonfires clearing areas that had been cut to allow more light in, removed sycamore and 

created different height habitats. We also managed a couple of sessions for bumblebee 

conservation, with their “Making a Buzz for the Coast Project”, clearing a few different areas 

and planting comfrey, red dead-nettle, white dead-nettle and 

black horehound among many others. As we write this our first 

queen buff-tailed bumblebee is in the garden on the box bush 

and crocus. 
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When the new more infectious Covid variant was found at the end of December we decided to 

be extra cautious and have not been back volunteering this year yet. Our usual butterfly 

survey for White-letter Hairstreak, could not take place either due to restrictions. 

When we moved to Hoo in 2014 we took on a lot of work indoors and out. We worked on the 

inside first and it wasn’t until 2016 we could begin in the garden, starting with the hard 

landscaping first. This comprised of a very uneven 

neglected lawn with no flowers We had to level up the 

garden with approx 6 tons of top soil to install the wildlife 

pond we wanted. It wasn’t until 2018 we were able to start 

planting up the garden and pond which is now very 

popular with the many species of birds. Kestrel, song 

thrush and a male blackcap have called in for a bath 

along with all the other birds who visit our bird feeders. At 

the end of August 2018 we had a nice surprise when a young sedge warbler was on one of 

the plants in the pond. Although we have common newts each year we have never seen frogs 

or toads in the garden or pond even though parts of the fence give access to the field. We 

have two log piles, one each side of the garden and a home made bee hotel, it was nice to 

see all the holes being occupied. The majority of the plants had to be bee or butterfly friendly, 

and in 2020 we recorded 16 different butterflies, including good numbers of wall, brimstone, 

large and small skippers, small heath and a marbled white. It certainly helps backing onto a 

field. We were also very excited to see a brown- banded carder bee in May 2020. 

In December last year we planted 2 metres of hedging, which included holly, hornbeam, 

hawthorn, yew and guilder rose. As time is not on our side, we decided it would be a good 

idea to plant more mature trees. They are head height already and we aim to keep them at 

this height and about 1 metre thick. We still have many plans for the garden and are looking 

forward to the warmer weather to arriving to start putting these plans into action. 

We look forward to seeing you all in the future, when we are all safely vaccinated and can 

return to our outdoor meetings and then later on, our indoor meetings. 

 

As the end of Lockdown is hopefully now in sight, we are surely 

all looking forward to getting out and about, seeing friends and 

family and visiting our favourite wildlife haunts. The simple 

things that we had previously taken for granted, will be 

appreciated even more.  

With the Spring migration underway, we can hopefully see birds 

such as sedge warblers and nightingales and listen to their 

beautiful songs. 

Please share any sightings on our website or Facebook page, 

they will be very welcome. 

In the meantime, please stay safe and I hope to see you very soon. 

 

 Steve Cullum – Newsletter Editor. 


