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Welcome to Sandnats Autumn Newsletter
This newsletter opens with a very important
article from our President. Please read, please
act.
Do look out for similar calls to action from other
environmental and wildlife organisations to
which you belong.
Elsewhere in the newsletter, we recount
Sandnats’ summer activities, mostly natural
history, but with a special mention for two of
our members.
We hope you are able to get out and enjoy a
warm and pleasant Autumn. This year’s colours
are already coming through, such as those of the
Virginia Creeper you can see dangling over the
Rushall Canal on a recent sunny afternoon.
David and Judith King.

Betrayal of Nature
Peter Shirley
The Chancellor’s so-called fiscal statement in September caused shock waves throughout
financial systems and markets. Those shock waves obscured some non-financial aspects of
the statement to do with laws and regulations relating to planning processes and the
protection of nature and wildlife.
In a disastrous policy, support and regulation U-turn the proposals do not just side-line
nature but consign it to the political skip and condemn it to further decline. Even though
the UK is one of the most nature-depleted countries in the world the Government has
obviously abandoned its 2019 election pledge to ‘Deliver the most ambitious
environmental programme of any country’. Our embattled wildlife now has to face
increasing harm from pollution, built development and farming.
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There are two particularly pernicious proposals. First, the repeal of many retained
European laws, which for many years have been the foundation for the statutory
protection of nature. The ‘Retained EU Law Bill’ was introduced with unseemly haste to
Parliament on 22 September. Would that such urgency had been apparent previously in
relation to protecting nature. The Bill will wipe out hundreds of EU protective laws and
regulations, including the Water Framework and Habitats Directives. This is a far cry,
indeed the exact opposite, from the assurances given at the time of Brexit that these laws
would be adopted en masse into UK legislation.
Second, the creation of ‘investment zones’, akin to the enterprise zones of the 1980s on
steroids. Within these, existing requirements to protect and help wildlife will be removed
or watered down. Unlike those 1980s enterprise zones which covered relatively small
areas such as Merry Hill in Dudley, it appears that the whole of Birmingham and the Black
Country is likely to become an investment zone.
The Wildlife Trusts say that ‘The UK Government is pursuing a dangerous agenda of
deregulation that puts the very laws protecting wildlife at risk. Deregulation means
removing rules and protections, often characterised as “cutting red tape”. In reality, it
means polluters can get away with poisoning our rivers and countryside. It also means
ripping up the rules that protect our most important wildlife sites from damage and
removing funding that supports farmers to restore wildlife across our landscapes.’
They, and other conservation bodies, are calling for strengthening of protection, not just
for nature, but for the environmental quality of land, air and water, effective support for
nature-friendly farming to restore wildlife in the countryside, and the adoption of a legally
binding commitment to ensuring nature is in a better state in 2042 than it is now.
In particular, the RSPB, the National Trust and WWF have launched ‘the People’s Plan for
Nature’. Through what they describe as a UK-wide conversation and the first ever citizens’
assembly for nature they are inviting everyone to have their say on how we can solve the
ongoing nature crisis. They have already conducted a poll, from which they have identified
the things people most want to see in relation to nature in their neighbourhoods.
In order, these are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

More action for cleaner rivers, waterways and seas
More protection for nature in the planning and house building system
Strengthened legal protection for nature, wildlife, and habitats
More wildlife reserves to protect habitats and increase wildlife diversity
More funding to restore and protect nature-friendly spaces in farmlands.

The three charity chiefs, Hilary McGrady (National Trust), Beccy Speight (RSPB) and Tanya
Steele (WWF) said in a collective statement:
‘This government, elected on their greenest ever manifesto, is now contemplating
breaking its promises on vital protections for the UK’s nature, risking catastrophic
consequences. From abandoning fundamental legal protections for wildlife to
failing farmers committed to sustainable agriculture, this would be an attack on
nature at the worst possible time.’
You can submit your views and thoughts on their website, People's Plan for Nature
(https://peoplesplanfornature.org) up to 30 October.
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The John Shrimpton Wildlife Award
Mike Bloxham
We are pleased to report a positive development for nature, with an update on the John
Shrimpton Wildlife Award.
Thanks to more very hard work by Andy Purcell, Mick Shillam, and John Watson of
Sandnats, the Holy Trinity Primary School pond has now been created!

Head Teacher Joanne Corbett and the staff are delighted by it and now everybody will
watch with interest to see what happens as it settles down…
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Flora walk in Sutton Park
Gillian Barnard & Mike Poulton
Saturday June 18th 2022
On a rainy June day, 20 people met at the ash track car park, located approximately half a
mile in on the left from the Streetly Gate entrance. On this occasion, we were joined by
members of Friends of Sutton Park and Birmingham and Black Country Botanical Society.
Following a brief introduction by Professor Ian Trueman, our leader for the meeting, the
first quest was an attempt to re-find Adder’s-tongue Fern Ophioglossum vulgatum,
discovered some years ago in the nearby grassland when records were being collected for
the soon to be published ‘Flora of Sutton Park’. Unfortunately, this tiny, very hard to spot
fern evaded us all, so undeterred we headed towards Little Bracebridge Pool.
Crossing the railway bridge and following the track through woodland towards the pool,
we stopped to look at a tall beech tree growing at the side of the track with a trunk which
had branched off from the main trunk only to fuse back into it a couple of metres higher
up. Suggestions were put forward as to how this could have happened, but no definitive
conclusion could be arrived at.

As we neared Little Bracebridge Pool, Ian first drew our attention to a sunken wet area to
the left of the track where several of the parks uncommon plants are found. Here we saw
Common Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsii, Southern Marsh-orchid Dactylorhiza
praetermissa, Marsh Lousewort Pedicularis palustris, Marsh Speedwell Veronica scutellata,
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Few-flowered Spike-rush Eleocharis
quinqueflora, and Creeping Forget-me-not
Myosotis secunda. The forget-me-not is
unknown from anywhere else in
Birmingham and the Black Country, and
although formerly more widespread in
Sutton Park, this is now believed to be the
only remaining site for it.

Bogbean
Menyanthes trifoliata

Creeping Forget-me-not
Myosotis secunda

From here we headed for the nearby muddy
margins of Little Bracebridge Pool where
Bogbean Menyanthes trifoliata, Greater
Spearwort Ranunculus lingua, Yellow Iris Iris
pseudacorus, Sweet Flag Acorus calamus,
Fringed Water-lily Nymphoides peltata, Ivyleaved Crowfoot Ranunculus hederacea, and
the well-established invasive alien, New
Zealand Pigmyweed Crassula helmsii, were
seen.

Exmoor Ponies near Little Bracebridge Pool
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Heading across the track onto the heathland, in the poorly drained areas Ian pointed out
Bog Pimpernel Anagallis tenella, Lesser Spearwort Ranunculus flammula, Marsh Pennywort
Hydrocotyle palustris, Star Sedge Carex echinata, and more Marsh Lousewort. On the dry
heath, where a small herd of Sutton Park’s Exmoor Ponies were grazing, Cross-leaved
Heath Erica tetralix, Heather Calluna vulgaris, Silver Birch Betula pendula, and Western
Gorse Ulex galii became the dominant vegetation.
Ian explained how the underlying ground
affected the plants, whether it was base
rich or stony, and how different species
were adapted to different conditions. He
pointed out that the big concern to the
open heathland is the ever-increasing birch
scrub, the Exmoor Ponies obviously
showing a preference for other vegetation
to this!
Moving on, we made our way through birch
woodland, bracken, and scrub holly
towards Bracebridge Pool. The rain was
now easing off as we neared the marginal
vegetation of this pool, where patches of
Bog Pondweed Potamogeton polygonifolius
were found in the wet hollows. Care had to
be taken where we trod as the ground was
alive with tiny toads. From here we headed
to the Bracebridge Bistro for our lunch, a hot
drink, and the use of the toilet facilities.

Bog Pimpernel
Anagallis tenella

At this point, some of the group departed, and those who remained followed the track
along the far side of Bracebridge Pool towards the fishing platforms at the waters-edge.
Entering the woodland, a single specimen of Hard Fern Blechnum spicant was detected,
and in the marginal vegetation of the pool were large stands of Greater Tussock-sedge
Carex paniculata, growing alongside Marsh Cinquefoil Comarum palustre. In open water,
from one of the fishing platforms, three strands of Bladderwort Utricularia sp. were
detected, one of which was taken from the
water to show to the group. Ian pointed out
that examining the flowers is key to
separating Utricularia vulgaris from the
very similar U. australis, but no flowers
have ever been found on the plants here in
the park, so without flowering material the
plant is referred to as U. australis/vulgaris.
Heading back towards the car park a
specimen of Wall Lettuce Mycelis muralis,
was pointed out growing from the dam
wall. It has been known here for at least 20
years.
Utricularia australis/vulgaris
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From the dam it was then just a short walk back to the railway bridge crossed earlier and
the car park beyond.
Before leaving Ian was thanked for leading a most informative walk, and flyers about the
forthcoming Flora of Sutton Park were handed out to those still present.
Birds either seen or heard during the walk were:
Mallard, Moorhen, Canada Goose and 2 goslings, Treecreeper and 1 young, Black Headed
Gull, Grey Wagtail, Magpie, Carrion Crow, Kingfisher (Little Bracebridge Pool), Wren,
Blackbird, Robin, Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff, Blackcap, Song Thrush.

If you are inspired by what you read in this newsletter
please send lively articles (300-500 words) for future editions to:
dauvit@live.co.uk or judith.c.king@live.co.uk
Photos and shorter “nuggets” are also welcome.
We are only as good as you, our readers.
The deadline for contributions to the Winter edition is Friday 30th December.

Red House Park tree walk
Valerie Edkins & Mike Poulton
Wednesday July 6th 2022
On a blustery, early-July evening, thirteen
Sandnats gathered at Margaret Shuker’s house in
Longleat in readiness for our walk around Red
House Park.
The park is just a short distance from Margaret’s,
and within a few metres of leaving the house the
first group of trees were encountered. We soon
listed, False Acacia Robinia pseudoacacia,
Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus, Norway Maple
Acer platanoides, Ash Fraxinus excelsior, and
Common Lime Tilia x europaea. Shrubs growing
beneath them included, Hawthorn Crataegus
monogyna, and a tentatively identified Swedish
Whitebeam Sorbus intermedia?
Once into the park we headed in the direction of
the Red House, stopping to look at various trees
and shrubs along the way. As we proceeded,
Pedunculate Oak Quercus robur, Turkey Oak
Quercus cerris, Beech Fagus sylvatica, Silver Birch
Betula pendula, Hazel Corylus avellana, Elder
Sambucus nigra, Wild Cherry Prunus avium,
Common Lime Tilia x europaea,

Swedish Whitebeam
Sorbus intermedia
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and Horse Chestnut Aesculus hippocastanum
were identified. A closer inspection of the
lime leaves revealed two species of gall,
which were later confirmed as Aceria exilis,
and Nail Gall Eriophyes tiliae. The gall being
caused in both cases by mites.

Aceria exilis
on Tilia x europaea
When we looked at the nearby Horse
Chestnut, it was very evident that every
leaf, without exception, was showing
damage caused by Horse Chestnut Leafminer Cameraria ohridella, the larvae
‘mining’ through the leaves as they feed.

Nail Gall Eriophyes tiliae
on Tilia x europaea

Horse Chestnut Leaf-miner Cameraria ohridella
Nearing the Red House, two trees of particular interest were identified. Maidenhair Tree
Ginkgo biloba is native to China, and is the last living species in the Order Ginkgoales,
which first appeared on Earth over 290 million years ago! The other tree, a Dawn Redwood
Metasequoia glyptostroboides was only known from fossil records until a living specimen
was discovered in the wild in the 1940s. This instantly attracted attention from botanists
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around the world, and at the time was widely
regarded as “the greatest discovery of botany in
20th century”!
There is so much more that could be written about
these two fascinating trees, and the reader is
urged to carry out their own research from books
and on the internet.

Fallen dried leaves of Maidenhair Tree
Ginkgo biloba

Dawn Redwood
Metasequoia glyptostroboides

The Black Mulberry near the Red House is now surrounded by a railed fence for protection,
and according to information on the park noticeboard, was planted in c1605, in the reign
of King James VI of Scotland, and I of England and Ireland. If this is to be believed, the
tree is now well over 400 years old!

Black Mulberry and Red House
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Many more specimen trees can be seen in the
open grassland near the house. Here we
noted, Copper Beech Fagus sylvatica
'purpurea', Holm Oak Quercus ilex, Willowleaved Pear Pyrus salicifolia, another Black
Mulberry Morus nigra, Tulip Tree
Liriodendron tulipifera, European Hop
Hornbeam Ostrya carpinifolia, and Walnut
Juglans regia. Examination of the leaves of
the latter turned up specimens of Acerea
erinea, a mite that causes galling on the
leaves of Walnut.

Black Mulberry
Morus nigra

Acerea erinea
on leaf of Walnut Juglans regia

Copper Beech
Fagus sylvatica 'purpurea'
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Weeping Willows near the water’s-edge

Continuing in the direction of the park pools we had a magnificent view of the many
Weeping Willows lining the banks.
On the way, more trees came to light, two of which need further investigation. One was
tentatively identified as, Single or One-leaved Ash Fraxinus excelsior 'diversifolia', the
other as possibly a Silver Lime, Oliver's Lime, or Silver Weeping Lime?
The meeting ended where it had begun, at Margaret’s, where for those who were able to
stay, there was a welcome cup of tea or coffee.
Unfortunately, a full list of the trees planted in Red House Park does not appear to exist,
but for those who would like to find out more about the history of the Red House, the
reader is urged to consult the Friends of Red House Park website Friends of Red House
Park, Great Barr.

Portway Hill
Mike Poulton
During this Summer’s heatwave on
Tuesday July 19th there was quite a
large fire on the Portway Hill site,
which got worryingly close to the
gardens of nearby houses in St Brades
Close. The fire service arrived in the
nick of time and put it out, otherwise
we could have been looking at another
incident like the one in London when
several houses were burnt down by an
adjacent grass fire.
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Smouldering remains of the fire
showing how close it came to the
houses.

A close-up view of the results
of the fire.

A very special Summer social
Mike Bloxham
Wednesday August 17th 2022
The Summer Social event turned out to be truly enjoyable. Twenty four regulars were able
to make it and we had apologies from another eight members. The committee had gone to
great lengths to make it memorable, both in supply of refreshments and also displays.
Mike Poulton has supplied photos showing Margaret in a variety of predicaments, compiled
from our many expeditions. Andy Purcell had put together a rolling visual display of
‘Sandwell Valley over time’ on the digital screen in the room.
The key moments of the evening centred on a celebration of birthdays - both of Tony
Wood (80) and Margaret Shuker (90). It was also significant that the evening marked the
end of Margaret’s active period of 18 years as our Secretary. These years have been
extremely happy, have seen steady achievements by Sandnats and these have all been
carefully reported and documented by Margaret. Sandra Wood had ordered a magnificent
joint ‘Tony and Margaret’ birthday cake to mark the occasion, and Margaret was also
presented with a lovely bouquet of flowers. Gillian presented Tony with some rather
expensive looking whiskey!
The variety and quantity of food was impressive (the usual fine cheese board being
provided by Chris and Brenda Bird) and was indeed adequate to meet all our needs. Ann
West ensured that we were mentally active whilst enjoying it by providing a written quiz
on familiar older advertising slogans seen on TV. The winner turned out to be Jenni
Wilding, who has also been a winner in one of our Photographic competitions.
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A most important aspect of all such jollifications is exchange of information and ideas.
There is no doubt that the evening was excellent in that respect, but it did reveal that
time was not on the side of most participants. It is said that old naturalists (like old
soldiers) never die, but they do wilt a bit and we have to do our best to remain relevant in
a fast changing world which may yet have some nice surprises for us all.
Sandra is still wondering who will take up the challenge of becoming Treasurer!
Any Offers?

Looking at Lichens
Valerie Edkins
Saturday September 10th 2022
Due to the torrential rainfall we had received earlier in the week we approached our
lichen survey event with some trepidation, yet on the day the sun shone and it was a
perfect temperature for walking carefully amongst the gravestones in St Margaret’s
churchyard, Great Barr. Ten members of SANDNATS attended the event, Chris and Brenda
Bird provided refreshments. Shirley Hancock was our leader for the day giving us a short
introduction on what a lichen is and how to identify it using a hand lens before we
ventured outside. Lichen has a similar lifestyle to
coral in that both are a combination of two
different organisms who cannot exist
independently and need each other to survive,
but that is where the similarity ends.
Before we started out Brenda had discovered an
unknown bug climbing up the wall in their
bathroom. So Chris had trapped it and brought it
along to see if we could identify it. It turned out
to be a new species to Sandwell being identified
as a Western Conifer Seed Bug Leptoglossus
occidentalis, a species of true bug in the family
Coreidae (sap sucking Squash Bugs). Originally
from the Pacific coast of America, it first
appeared in the UK in 2007, having been first
recorded in Europe in 1999. It can destroy
conifer/pine forests.

Leptoglossus occidentalis

Anyway back to the Lichens… We found at least four different types living on the wall
surrounding the churchyard before we moved onto the trees and gravestones.
Lichens are fascinating if you view them through a hand lens, and what may look like a
patch of algae or moss growing on the stonework is quite beautiful under a microscope
having individual tiny leaves. They can show flower-like petals in many different colours
from orange, brown, red and various shades of green. Some can look like a miniature
cabbage plant with many different species growing in the same space with a variety of
shapes and forms. Some are almost parasitic, stealing from its neighbours the algae it
needs to reproduce.
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Buellia chloroleuca
A good day was had by all and we learnt a lot.
Thank you to Shirley for being so patient and
to everyone who turned up on the day

Lichens of many colours
on a gravestone

Heathland activities
Mike Bloxham
It was perhaps less than ideal that Aaron Bhambra should have chosen a summer of
extreme heat to drag several of us out to help him doing a survey of Midland heathlands,
as a preparatory part of his PhD preparations. Less ideal, in that on several occasions we
nearly roasted in wide open spaces with little shelter and temperatures around 35°c, but
ideal because these baking temperatures provide ideal conditions for many heathland
insects to be fully active.
Aaron’s assistants were Andy Purcell (a
regular – busy with overhead photography
by drone and general observations), Mike
Bloxham (an irregular - but usually busy
keeping the party cheerful), Mike Poulton
(occasional - but providing valuable
botanic information and assiduously
recording butterflies), Richard Orton
(occasional - beginning to get into
heathland insects in general and doing his
usual recording of butterflies and moths)
and Jenni Wilding (occasional - and hard at
work on her study of two winged flies).
Members of the public were regularly
drawn in out of curiosity and could
sometimes provide valuable information.
Additional assistance was readily

Richard
Orton

Mike
Bloxham

Aaron
Bhambra
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forthcoming from others with a special interest in certain heathlands. They included
Rosemary Winnall (Wyre Forest Study Group) who was always available online to provide
useful data, as was Andy Jukes (entomological consultant).
The results of all this outdoor activity included improved fitness, an appreciation of the
value of water and interesting choices of apparel. It is likely that our vitamin D counts
were also sky high after all the exposure.
Knowledge of different breeds of dog, together with an instinct with regard to the likely
amount of nuisance each might cause, was pretty necessary on all occasions…
We also found unexpected mysteries on several sites. We stumbled upon discarded
scientific equipment and sundry activities- not all legal. And we did find rubies. A
ruby-tailed wasp entirely new to Sutton Park and found to be present on a number of
sites, caused considerable excitement.
It was indeed noble. Hedychrum nobile (a ruby-tailed wasp - see photo) was a truly
magnificent kleptoparasite that lay in wait outside the burrows of the ferocious solitary
footpath wasp Cerceris rybyensis. This character hunts down species of solitary bee that
live on heathland, stings them, and drags them into prepared burrows where they will
become food for her larvae.
Alas for Cerceris! The
annoying Hedychrum nobile
is around, waiting until she
goes out hunting again and
nips into the burrow to lay
her own egg in the vicinity of
the stored prey, where it
probably develops,
devouring the Cerceris larva
and its stored food. It seems
that a balance must be
present, because whilst
Hedychrum must affect the
numbers of Cerceris
emerging in the next season,
it does not appear to
seriously alter the natural
composition of populations.
Hedychrum nobile
All in all, a fascinating set of excursions. Aaron will be telling us more in the not too
distant future.
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I’m not a spider
David King
Eight legs does not mean a spider; other
options include scorpions, mites and
harvestmen. Harvestmen (Opiliones) are
closely related to spiders, being in the same
Class Arachnidae, but they do not produce
silk or spin webs. Their bodies appear to be
fused into one mass, unlike spiders in which
the two parts, the front cephalothorax and
rear abdomen, are separated by a distinct,
constricted waist. Harvestmen have only two
eyes, neatly atop a turret called an
ocularium, unlike spiders with their many
and varied eyes. However, there is no
denying that harvestmen do look very like
spiders.
Paroligolophus agrestis
An easy sighting to place accurately in
iRecord, this specimen being found in the
vegetation on the eastern side of Lock 4,
Rushall Canal. Who needs OS Locate on
their phone?

For an online key to identify harvestmen
do visit
https://harvestmen.fscbiodiversity.uk,
and record your sightings either directly
to the Opiliones recording scheme of the
British Arachnological Society
(yes, harvestmen don’t merit their own
website but have to share the spiders
website!) or the usual casual record
submission through iRecord.

Leiobunum rotundum
One of this country’s more colourful
harvestmen. This is a male. Generally
males have shorter, rounder bodies,
whereas females are longer and more
oval. In L. rotundum, sexing is also made
easier by the female having a dark
rectangular saddle mark on her back.

Talking of identifying harvestmen, you might find one that has less than eight legs! They
have the useful ability to shed a leg if caught by a predator. The abandoned leg continues
to twitch and distracts the hunter, helping the harvestman make good an escape. Don’t do
this at home but a Californian PhD candidate showed that a harvestman can lose up to
three legs without major detriment. Each time, the harvestman learnt a new gait within
24 hours, and was able to move as fast as before.
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Future Meetings
The table shows our meeting schedule for the rest of this year.

Date and time

Topic

Venue

Leader(s)

October
Sunday 23rd
2pm

John Little Fungus
Foray

Sandwell Park Farm
car park
West Bromwich
B71 4BG

Lucas Large

November
Wednesday 2nd
7pm

Sutton Park: A ‘Little
Watched’ place.
Ecology and wildlife of
Sutton Park

RSPB Visitor Centre
Sandwell Valley
B43 5AG

Richard Orton

December
Wednesday 7th
7pm

Christmas Social
& Chris’s Quiz

RSPB Visitor Centre
Sandwell Valley
B43 5AG

Sandnats
members & friends

PHOTO CREDITS
All photos taken by article author except those on pages 3 & 15, which were taken by
Andy Purcell.

We hope you’ve enjoyed this Autumn 2022 edition of
the

Sandnats newsletter.

Look out for the Winter edition at the start of January.
David & Judith King

18

